
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


Knight of Her Heart

 


Alyssa James


 


Copyright © 2014 Alyssa James

All rights reserved.

Distributed by Smashwords

By payment of the required fees, you have been
granted the non-exclusive , non-transverable right to access and
read the text of this ebook on-screen. No part of this text may be
reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse
engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage
and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether
electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented,
without the express written permission of the author: alyssajamesromanceauthor@gmail.com

Cover Graphic Images were purchased through
Shutterstock

Cover Design by Austin Designworks

Ebook formatting by www.ebooklaunch.com






This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places
and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used
fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. The characters
are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown
to the author. This story is fiction. Historical events mentioned
are not intended to be an accurate representation. Any resemblance
to actual locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is
entirely coincidental.


 


 Table of Contents

About
the Author

Acknowledgements

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Author's Note

Other Titles


About the
Author

Alyssa lives on acreage south of Sydney, Australia,
with her husband, three children and a menagerie of animals. She
has a Master's degree in Science and is a Speech-Language
Pathologist who works in her own private practice. Alyssa has also
been a professional pianist and an international flight attendant
for Qantas Airways. She still loves to travel with her family, to
play tennis and to entertain friends at dinner parties.

"Knight of Her Heart" is Alyssa's first historical
romance. She also pens contemporary romance under the name Alyssa
J. Montgomery.

You can visit Alyssa's website at www.alyssajmontgomery.com,
follow her on Facebook or Twitter @Alyssaromance,
or contact her direct at alyssaj.montgomeryromance@gmail.com

Alyssa would love to hear from you.


 


Acknowledgements

With thanks to my critique partners, Enisa, Cassie
and Marilyn; and to Jake M for editorial work. Thanks also to my
family, especially my three wonderful children, who understand the
effort that goes into writing a novel, and who support my
endeavours unfailingly.


 


Dedication

To my husband and real-life hero, who is also my
best friend, soul-mate and a constant support in everything I
undertake. He will forever remain the Knight of my Heart.


Chapter 1

Bridlemere Keep, England,
1416

"Your marriage to Lord Collins has been arranged.
The notice will be placed on the church door this day."

Lisette's spine stiffened at her guardian's
astonishing declaration. "Nay! It cannot be." Everything in her
screamed denial. "You've never mentioned this. How can the banns be
placed so soon?"

Lord Blake merely shrugged off her protests.
"The arrangement was made the last time I met with Lord
Collins."

"I will not marry him!" she declared
vehemently.

In the act of writing long fluid strokes on
parchment, her guardian stilled. His hand hovered over the
unfinished document before he dropped his quill onto the tableau.
'Twas a deliberate action which warned of his displeasure. He
raised his head slowly and she was pinned by his cold, narrowed
eyes. The pulse in one of the blood vessels at his temple became
visible and Lisette realised her shocked protest to his unexpected
announcement had been a dreadful mistake. Renowned for his violent
temper, her guardian did not tolerate those who did not do his
bidding.

But to be forced into marriage—and to Lord
Collins...

The thought made her cringe inwardly. This
proclamation from her guardian was surely a nightmare from which
she must awaken.

'Twas probably fortunate that she stood on
the other side of the tableau and out of her guardian's reach. His
controlled reaction to her outburst was more to be feared than if
he had thumped his fist down or snapped his quill in half.

An instinct of self-preservation made her
break eye contact with the formidable bear of a man and focus on
the hem of her plain woollen kirtle. Each breath she took was
forced out through lungs that suddenly seemed to have a steel band
tightening around them.

The scrape of her guardian's chair against
the wooden floorboards of his Southern solar was ominous. It
signalled that her belated show of timidity had not earned her a
reprieve. There would be no escape from the consequences of her
objection. Gritting her teeth, she lifted her head. If punishment
was to be meted out, she would look at him and let him see that she
was no coward. Whatever the consequences, he would not break her
spirit.

He stood and moved toward her like a predator
stalking its prey. She remained motionless as Lord Blake dominated
the room that had once belonged to her father. A tug of sorrow
caused her breathing to hitch as she thought of the former Lord
Blake. In her father's lifetime this solar had been a place of
happiness. Now the atmosphere of the room was oppressive and
Lisette dreaded the times she was summoned here.

Cold fingers of fear pinched at her spine as
she read the violent intent in her guardian's every feature.
Stubbornly, she tilted her chin, willing herself to feel courage as
this beast of a man threatened her.

"Always the shrew, Lisette. Every day you
seek to defy me in some small way," he spat at her. With a cruel
hand, he forced her chin further upwards so it extended at an
uncomfortable angle. Fingers bit into her flesh and he shifted his
hold so that his nails dug in along her jaw line.

"I defy you only when you are unreasonable. I
oppose the increase payments from the villeins who can barely feed
their families," she retorted.

"You have no right to interfere in the
business of this keep. No right to give those families food from my
kitchen!"

She would do it again instantly even though
the last time he'd caught her she'd received a sound thrashing for
her efforts.

"Mayhap Lord Collins will have more success
taming you. I've no doubt he will enjoy trying," he drawled. "I
hear he takes enormous pride in beating his wives into submission
if they challenge or disobey him."

Rebellion sparked as her hatred flared to the
surface. "You have much in common then, my lord."

The force of the savage blow to her cheek
came faster than a viper's strike and sent her stumbling sideways.
The venom in her guardian's eyes was equally as deadly. He glowered
at her and she would not have been surprised to see that he had
grown fangs. He was a serpent, the devil incarnate. Everything
about the present Lord Blake was dark and evil where her father had
been good and caring. It defied belief that two cousins, even
distant ones, could be so vastly different.

Lisette straightened, her hand reaching up
automatically to her tender cheek. 'Twas only his look of
satisfaction as he followed her movement that made her lower her
hand and stand her ground when he took a step toward her.

"So defiant. Just like your haughty mother,"
he said with disgust. "Both you and your young sister are the image
of that French bitch who thought she was so superior!"

His tongue snaked out and he licked his lips.
A change came over his expression. A different light shone from his
eyes—one she couldn't interpret, but one that made her decidedly
uncomfortable.

"Aye. The image of your mother," he
repeated.

Without warning he cupped his crotch and then
began stroking up and down as he regarded her. Lisette's attention
was drawn to the movement. She stood in shock as she saw the
evidence of his arousal straining against the fabric of his
breeches.

Dear Lord. She had never been confronted by
such a sight. She had no idea how to handle her guardian in this
state. No idea what would follow. His licentious appetites were
gossiped about by the servants. The number of whores he'd brought
to the keep to service him was a testimony to his insatiability.
Their swollen, sometimes bleeding lips and dishevelled appearances
after having been bedded by him were proof of his predilection for
rough mating.

With her rapid heartbeat reverberating
through her, she took a step away from him.

"Lord Collins can have his pleasure with you
in the marriage bed, Lisette, and I'll be certain to be there to
witness your deflowering." His lips curled in pleasure and his
breathing became more rapid. "I'll tell him to do a thorough
job—nice and rough like you deserve. It will be a joy to see your
spirit broken and listen to your screams as you submit to him."

"You are a monster!" she accused in whispered
disbelief, but knew her fate was sealed. She had no rights. As her
legal guardian, he could give her to any man he pleased. He would
make good his threat to witness her humiliation as her maidenhead
was claimed on the bridal bed. What on earth had her father been
thinking when he made this man her guardian?

"Know, Lisette," he continued with sarcastic
loathing, "that while Lord Collins takes his pleasure with you,
your sister could be the next to warm his bed."

"What?"

"If you should die prematurely before you
beget an heir for your lord and master, your darling little sister,
Genevieve, shall be the good lord's next wife."

The words were more devastating than any
physical blow he could deliver. She gasped aloud as the image of
Genevieve—so young and sweet—instantly filled her mind. "You
wouldn't—"

"I'll do whatever I please," he promised with
a coarse smile.

"Not Genevieve. She is just a child." Her
words were heated with denial even though she knew her protests
were futile.

"You will learn to hold your tongue, girl, or
Collins will cut it out of your pretty little head," he warned.

Quick as lightning, he reached out and
wrenched her arm painfully to draw her body close to his. The
stench of his fetid breath made her hold hers until her head began
to spin.

"And 'twould be such a shame to lose that
tongue."

Lisette shuddered and swallowed down hard on
the knot of anxiety that threatened to choke her as she watched him
lick his lips again. Perspiration beaded his brow. His eyes were
glazed like that of a madman and as hard as she tried to conceal
her fear, she trembled in his grasp.

His voice lowered and his head drew closer.
"You might be fortunate. Collins may decide that your tongue is
worth keeping."

His tongue snaked out again—this time licking
fully and slowly over her lips. The slimy contact almost made her
gag in revulsion as she strained her head back on her neck to
increase the distance between them. Disbelief pounded through her
veins. She possessed nothing but contempt for her guardian. She'd
long known that he was foul-tempered and often cruel to both
servants and animals, but he had never touched her or spoken to her
in this licentious way. Everything in her reeled that this man
could treat her so inappropriately. Each of his words and actions
was a wicked betrayal of his custodial responsibilities.

"Aye, lovely Lisette. Many a time I've
considered putting that tongue to good use myself. Teaching you to
use it as an instrument of pleasure for a man instead of the
rapier-like device you wield to your own detriment."

Bile rose from her stomach at his vulgar
words, scalding her throat. Willing herself to keep hold of her
wits, desperate to think of some way to escape this horrifying
situation, she took a deep breath. That only made things worse as
her nostrils filled with the repugnant smell of him.

She tried to twist free of him but 'twas to
no avail. Her unsuccessful attempts only made him laugh lewdly as
he held her tighter against him. One huge paw cupped her buttocks
and pressed her hips against his so she could feel the shocking
hardness of his arousal.

"If your maidenhead was not so valuable,
'twould have been mine long ago."

His words were nauseating and for a second
she was sure she would be physically ill.

"Still, I could have you pleasure me in other
ways," he continued as his eyes roved over her.

His head lowered again. This time he crushed
her mouth against his. As she gasped, he seized upon her open mouth
and pushed his tongue inside.

Sickened by the invasion and by the taste of
him, Lisette didn't stop to contemplate the consequences of her
actions. She bit down. Hard. His shriek of pain was muffled against
her mouth. Her jaw locked until she tasted his blood. Waves of
nausea buffeted through her. Realising the enormity of what she had
done, she tried to push him away, but he held her. His hands
squeezed around her neck and choked her.

Fighting for breath, and mayhap for her very
life, Lisette slipped her hand into the concealed pocket of her
kirtle, fumbled urgently, and withdrew a small dagger. She brought
the sharp tip up against his side, ready to thrust up and puncture
his lung if he failed to release her.

As soon as the blade made contact her
guardian flung her aside.

Lisette's every breath was relief yet agony
through the torturous pain in her neck. She glared at him and
rasped out, "If you ever so much as lay a finger on me again, I
swear you shall not see the next sunrise."

"You contemptible whore!" he shouted, but his
words were thick and almost unintelligible. He raised a kerchief to
his mouth to absorb the flow of blood which trickled out.

There was only a slight degree of
satisfaction to be gained from the knowledge that he would suffer
from her bite for at least the next couple of days. He would seek
his revenge and she must be on her guard day and night, waiting for
him to strike again. A crime like this would never be allowed to go
unpunished.

"How could you?" she bit out with contempt.
"Genevieve and I should be under your protection."

As soon as the words were out she realised
'twas pointless trying to prick his conscience. He didn't have one.
His eyes burnt hot as the village smithy's furnace, but he made no
move toward her.

"Send Ingrith," he commanded thickly.

Surprisingly his hand went again to his
crotch. This time he fondled himself more vigorously—her violence
appeared to have excited him. The extent of her loathsome
guardian's perverted wickedness left her reeling.

"Go." The word was only just
intelligible.

Lisette needed no more bidding as he began
unbuttoning his breeches. She fled from his solar and down the
wooden spiral staircase as quickly as she could lest he change his
mind and have her back before him. Urgently, she scanned the great
hall. Her guardian's favourite wench was scrubbing the wooden
benches and looked up from her task as Lisette approached to
deliver the message.

"Lord Blake requires your presence
immediately in his solar," she told the serving woman shakily.

Ingrith curtsied then cast a speculative gaze
upon Lisette. The servant's lips formed a knowing smile when she
looked at Lisette's neck. "Start sometin' 'e couldn't finish wit'
you, did 'e, m'lady?"

Lisette drew herself up and adopted what she
hoped was a haughty expression. She would not be mocked by one of
her guardian's whores. With as much dignity as she could muster she
commanded, "Don't keep him waiting, Ingrith." Then, with her back
ramrod straight, Lisette exited the great hall. She had to get
away—to think about her guardian's behaviour and his plans for her
future. 'Twas essential she come up with a plan to protect both
herself and Genevieve.

Lisette walked out of the keep toward the
village. The forest would provide her with peace.

She hadn't gone far when a frisson of fear
shivered along her spine. Adrenaline surged through her as she
sensed someone was following her. Once again she reached for her
dagger.

Relief flooded through her as she turned and
saw her loyal servant, Ysabel, a little further back. Ysabel waved
her arms, urging her to return to the keep. 'Twas impossible for
Lisette to return until she had cleared her head. She only just
managed to reach the edge of the forest before she was physically
ill.

"M'lady Lisette!" Ysabel's thick French
accent was a testimony to her anxiety. Her accent was always more
pronounced when she was worried. "Tu es
malade! Revenu avec moi."

"I'm not ill, Ysabel," Lisette corrected, her
voice still raspy from her guardian's attack. "Just purging Lord
Blake from my system."

"What's 'appened, m'lady? I saw you running
down from your guardian's solar. Oh!" She raised one hand to an
open mouth. "Lisette, ma fille,
your neck...What's 'e done to you?"

Automatically reaching to touch the area
where Lord Blake's fingers had pressed, Lisette felt tears prick
her eyes like the points of dozens of fine tapestry needles. Her
hands shook. Shock began to set in. She needed the freedom of the
forest to calm her. Needed the reassurance that she was out of her
guardian's reach until she could marshal her strength. She must
also devise a plan to thwart him if he tried to molest her again.
First, however, she had to know that Genevieve was safe. 'Twas not
improbable that the current Lord Blake would lash out at her young
sister when he was finished with Ingrith.

"Where is Genevieve?" Lisette demanded.

"With cook in the kitchen."

That much was a relief.

"I need to get to the stream, Ysabel." She
forged down the pathway through the dense woodland, desperate for
the cool, clear water of the stream to rinse out her mouth and wash
away her guardian's touch. She would cleanse him from her skin, but
'twould be impossible to wipe the encounter from her mind.

Ysabel trailed close behind her, clucking
like a mother hen, but refrained from speaking until Lisette had
finished scrubbing at her face, neck, mouth and hands.

"Tell me what 'appened."

"Before he mauled me," she ignored Ysabel's
outraged cry and sat down on a tree stump, "he told me that I am to
marry Lord Collins."

"Saints in 'eaven." The older woman made the
sign of the cross on herself.

Despair clawed at Lisette's stomach, twisted
its talons deep into her abdomen and clasped her heart more
fiercely than one of her guardian's raptors. "Five young wives of
Lord Collins dead in as many years," Lisette stated slowly. "Am I
to be the next bride to fall victim to the Collins' curse?"

"Curse? There is no curse," Ysabel told her
forcefully. "Surely you 'ave realised that each death was
suspicious?"

Lisette shook her head. "I've heard the
servants talking about the Collins' curse. They say that Lord
Collins killed the husband of a witch when he was younger and
proceeded to rape her. 'Tis said that she put a curse on all his
brides."

"Bah! 'Tis not a curse, I tell you, but the
man 'imself taking lives."

"Why do you say that?"

"Lord Collins is surely a murderer," Ysabel
whispered after her gaze darted about the forest and she moved
closer. "We must never be 'eard to speak of this, but I 'ave my
suspicions about Lord Collins. 'Is first wife died in 'er sleep of
unknown causes. The next tripped down the stairs and broke 'er
neck," she recounted with disapproval.

"His next wife fell into the well and
drowned," Lisette said as she remembered how beautiful that young
woman had been. Her brain raced in a riot of confusion, wondering
whether there was some truth in Ysabel's suspicions.

"Nobody falls down a well unless they 'ave
'ad too much ale—or 'ave been pushed!" Ysabel declared.

Lisette's jaw dropped and she stared at her
maid in open-mouthed horror. Ysabel was right. The series of
tragedies defied belief. If not a curse, then surely the brides
must have been victims of foul play. "What about the others?"

"Number four is said to 'ave gathered some
poisonous berries and eaten them, mistaking them for a different
variety," Ysabel went on in a scornful tone. "As if any woman would
be so foolish—unless she wanted to escape from Lord Collins and ate
the berries knowing 'twas the only way out of the marriage."

Fear clutched at Lisette's heart. "How did
his last wife die?"

"News of 'is last wife's death reached us
only days ago, m'lady. She is said to 'ave fallen from 'er horse
and suffered internal bleeding—although there was nobody to witness
the accident." Ysabel nodded. "Oui,
'tis all very co-incidental, as is the timing of each death."

"I know Lord Collins has a reputation for
being a swine, but why are you so certain he killed his wives?
Surely—?"

"M'lady, each accident 'as taken place almost a year after the
marriages took place."

"I don't understand the significance of
that."

"Lord Collins is obsessed with producing an
heir. 'E doesn't want 'is nephew to in'erit the title or the
estate."

"And?"

"And all of the women 'ave failed to conceive
an heir for Lord Collins in that time, even though the servants
from 'is keep gossip that 'e coupled with 'is brides relentlessly.
The lord also bedded many serving girls but none of the women's
bellies 'ave ripened with 'is fruit."

Ysabel paced back and forth along the bank of
the stream shaking her head vigorously as she continued, "I think
'e only gives 'is brides a year to become with child. If they do
not conceive by then, I think 'e murders them!"

"What you are saying...! Dear Lord, the man
is evil—more evil than Lord Blake." Lisette shuddered. "I've always
known our guardian hated Genevieve and me, but for him to agree to
give Lord Collins my hand in marriage if he suspects that..." She
could not bring herself to continue. Hopelessness filled her.
Actually suffering as the wife of Lord Collins was now the better
of the evils she faced. If Ysabel was right, Lisette may have
little more than a year to live. Then her little sister could meet
a similar fate.

Ysabel stopped pacing and sat down next to
Lisette. "Your guardian owes Lord Collins a gambling debt. I 'eard
Ingrith telling one of 'er friends that Lord Blake gambled 'eavily
with Lord Collins and lost."

"Stupid man!" Lisette cried. "Lord Collins
has the luck of the devil. Nobody ever wins against him in the game
of dice!"

"That is also suspicious, non? But the lords still gamble against him. Lord
Collins is trying to raise more money as 'e wants to gain favour in
King 'enry's court. 'E thinks that if 'e 'elps finance the king's
fight in France, 'e will put an end to the rumour that 'e was
plotting against the king with Richard of Conisburgh to put the
Earl of March on the throne."

"Then surely Lord Collins can be convinced to
claim his debt in gold coins rather than my hand in marriage?"

Ysabel shook her head. "There 'ave been
plenty of others 'ave lost their gold to Lord Collins in gaming.
Lord Blake must be the only one able to offer a young girl in
marriage."

Lisette felt her eyes widen as a thought
struck her. "Ysabel, you said Lord Collins' last wife has only just
died?"

"Oui."

"Then her death could not have been an
accident, for Lord Blake said that he had promised me to Lord
Collins at their last meeting—"

"And your guardian 'as not met with Lord
Collins since 'is last dice game...over a month ago," Ysabel
finished hurriedly.

"So the death of Lady Collins was planned!"
Lisette paused to take some deep breaths as her heart beat so fast
she was dizzy. "My guardian told me that he would have taken my
maidenhead himself 'twere it not so valuable for him."

Ysabel jumped to her feet. Her features were
tight with outrage. "'E is positively evil," she vented. "'Tis no
wonder your mother refused to marry 'im. Thank God your father
returned 'ome from the tournaments in time to claim your mother as
'is bride and save 'er from marriage to this monster."

Lisette silently agreed. Ysabel had told her
on more than one occasion in the past how the current Lord Blake
had coveted his cousin's wife.

"That is, of course, why Lord Blake 'ates you
and Genevieve so much," Ysabel continued. 'E's a man scorned and
you two are living proof of your parents love—for theirs was a true
affair of the 'eart. Their love was as romantic as any courtly love
sung of by the troubadours in their ballads."

"And because we resemble Mama, I suppose that
each time he sees us he is reminded of the way she rejected his
suit," Lisette mused.

Ysabel nodded. "You are right."

Lisette pressed her lips together to stop
them from wobbling with sadness. "My father was such a good man.
What was he thinking leaving Genevieve and me in his cousin's
care?"

"Your father knew what 'is cousin was like.
'E would never 'ave left you under 'is cousin's guardianship. I
still believe Lord Blake forged those documents."

This was another suspicion Ysabel had voiced
to Lisette previously. Suspicion and proof were two very different
things, however, and Lisette was unsure how to go about proving
that Lord Blake should never have been appointed as guardian to
Genevieve and her.

"I suspect you are right, but we have no
proof to take before the king. Oh Ysabel," Lisette cried, "I miss
my parents so badly. I have missed them every day these past three
years." Her anguish was in every syllable. "They would never have
allowed this to happen." She took the hands Ysabel extended to her,
and stood to receive the older woman's embrace, but nothing could
bring her comfort. "Lord Collins will surely kill me within a year
of our marriage if I fail to become with child, and then Lord Blake
has agreed that Genevieve shall be Lord Collins' next bride."

"Mon Dieu,"
Ysabel said as she stiffened. Her arms dropped away from Lisette
and she gesticulated madly as she poured out all her hatred for
Lord Blake in a diatribe of vitriolic French. Lisette followed the
rapid French easily as her mother had always spoken to her in her
native tongue. Every invective Ysabel made against Lord Blake was
deserved.

Hugging her arms around her in a gesture of
self-comfort, Lisette said, "'Tis to be hoped that I conceive
quickly."

Ysabel groaned. "Oh Lisette, mon innocent, you do not understand. 'Ow can you
be expected to conceive when the man's seed is clearly at fault?
That the man 'as taken five young and 'ealthy wives and impregnated
none of them says all there is to say. 'Tis 'is seed that is no
good. The problem is not that all of 'is wives 'ave come to the
marriage bed barren."

Once again there was logic in Ysabel's
reasoning. Lisette wrung her hands together and chewed at her lower
lip as thoughts chased each other at a frantic pace through her
mind. "If I am to survive and to save Genevieve..." She paused in
complete helplessness, her lip quivered and her vision blurred
through the tears that gathered as she regarded her maid. Gathering
all her resolve she announced, "I will need to murder Lord Collins
before the year is out."

Non, non, non, ma petite
belle fille, this you must not do. I do not believe you
capable of such a deed even against this bad man. You could not do
this even if 'twas the only way of saving yourself and your
sister."

"At this moment I feel capable of anything. I
drew a dagger against my guardian this morning to save my life when
he was choking me." She ignored Ysabel's shocked gasp. "If I have
no choice I will find the strength to do what must be done. I will
do all that I need to do to save Genevieve from Lord Collins."

"If your crime is discovered, you will 'ang.
And, whether or not you go unpunished in this lifetime, you will be
cast into 'ell for such wickedness."

"If I must marry Lord Collins I will have no
choice." Lisette placed the palms of her hands together in the
gesture of prayer. A single tear spilt and ran down her cheek. Her
heart cramped with heavy hopelessness. "I love the Lord, my God. I
believe that He will understand and forgive me. And if He does not,
at least I will take my place in Hell knowing that Genevieve can be
with the angels in Heaven."

"Oh ma
fille," Ysabel grasped at her hand. "Let us pray
together for the Lord to provide us with an alternate
solution."

They knelt together on the damp forest floor.
A lark sang in a tree. Lisette thought of how blissfully unaware
the bird was of the full, unstoppable tide of despair that washed
through her and threatened to carry her out of her depth to drown
in stormy seas.

Fancifully her subconscious picked up on the
babbling of the stream and decided it mocked their angst, laughing
as it skipped over rocks and journeyed happily on its way. It had
not a care in the world and no obstruction stopped it from its
journey to the sea.

Lisette prayed for a miracle. For deliverance
from the man to whom she was betrothed, or for God's forgiveness
should she need to resort to murder to save herself and her
sister.

A blinding beam of sunlight broke through a
small gap in the heavy canopy of cedar trees and penetrated the
darkness of Lisette's closed eyes. At the same moment, she jumped
to her feet in the belief that her prayers had been answered.
"Ysabel, I have it! I have the solution!"

"Lisette?" The older woman also stood, her
expression excited. "Dites-moi.
Tell me the solution you 'ave been given by God."

Lisette's happiness faded. Had God given her
this solution? Surely not. She shook her head. "Although I believe
it is the answer to my prayers, I know it cannot have come from
God." She chewed at her lower lip with her teeth. "I'm not certain
you will approve, my friend, for 'tis not based on anything that is
holy."

The animation dimmed from the wise eyes that
regarded Lisette. "Ma fille,
dites-moi!"

"Understand that although what I propose is
wrong, it will prevent my death at Lord Collins' hands, save me
from the hangman's noose, and will also keep Genevieve safe."

Ysabel tilted her head to one side. "I 'ope
it does not involve murder."

Lisette shook her head slowly, the concept of
her plan still spinning around in her head. So bold. So wicked and
unthinkably brazen, but as the only other choice she had was
murder, this was the better solution. The only problem was that she
couldn't carry out the plan alone. Would Ysabel tell her what she
needed to know, or would she be too shocked to condone such
behaviour?

Her father's two most faithful servants must
also be approached to assist.

Doubt and guilt warred within her. 'Twas
wrong of her to ask them for their help. Both were honest men. Good
men. Did she have the right to involve them in her sinful scheme?
Yet without them, she could not do what must be done to
survive.

Again the determined voice in her head
reminded her she had no choice. Her sister's life and her own were
at stake."I must act quickly, Ysabel. I will need your guidance,
and I will need Frederick and John to help me."

A furrow appeared between Ysabel's brows. "I
am both relieved and appre'ensive, Lisette. Tell me about this
plan."


Chapter 2

Harfleur Fortress, France,
1416

The two heavy portcullises of Harfleur Fortress rose
as Sir Rowan and Sir Leon approached and the guard identified their
coats of arms. The two most respected of King Henry's knights
slowed their destriers from a canter to a trot.

"'Tis hard to believe 'tis only a year since
we lay siege to this fort, Rowan," Leon commented as he took in the
formidable structure that lay ahead of them.

Sir Rowan nodded. He had been camped with the
English army to the east of the town and the siege had lasted far
longer than any had anticipated. "We all thought Henry's attack on
Leure Gate would reward us with a much easier victory."

"Aye. Henry underestimated the enemy. If you
had not suggested leading a force of artillery men forward with
heavy cannons, we would still be here outside the walls."

"The cannons were effective, but I much
prefer to wield my sword on the battlefield knight against knight,
Leon."

"'Tis a fairer fight. 'Tis what we trained
for."

What they trained for...

Where was the chivalry and valour in standing
behind a shield and firing a cannon at an unseen foe?

Rowan's teeth clamped together at the memory
of the English assault. As in all battles, the siege of Harfleur
had resulted in heavy loss of life on both sides. While they had
dug trenches the French had blocked them with counter-trenches. The
only solution Rowan could devise was to move the cannons forward.
But even with the protection of large embrasured mobile screens,
Sir Rowan's men had been repelled initially by the burghers' guns
and crossbows. His men had fallen around him until only a few had
been left to stand with him to push the heavy cannons into range.
Then it had been the French who had suffered as the cannon balls
were smeared with tar, set alight and sent flying toward the
fortress.

"See the towers," Leon said. "They have been
rebuilt. They bear no scars from your cannon fire. There's no
evidence of how your fire power splintered away the bulwarks of the
wooden barbicans."

"If only the lives of men could be as easily
constructed, my friend," Rowan replied. He reflected upon Henry's
so-called victory at this place. It had been a costly one. A fifth
of their forces had been lost during the attack on the harbour
fortress. Many of those who'd survived the fighting had then
succumbed to the disease that spread through their camp.

Rowan had buried too many brothers-at-arms
and lost too many friends since he'd gained his spurs. The
so-called glory of battle victory meant little when men were
starving, suffering from dysentery and had been so long from the
shores of England. Yet, for all his battle weariness, there was
only one compelling reason for him to return to his homeland.

Revenge.

He reined his mighty black destrier,
Stormbringer, to a walk as they rode under the portcullis.

A page ran toward them. "Sir Rowan. Sir
Leon," he cried. "The king bids you both his welcome. He commands
that Sir Rowan join him at once. Pray follow me, sir."

"I will join you in the yard for training
later, Leon."

"Aye. I will await the king's news."

Rowan dismounted swiftly, handed the reins
and a coin to a stable youth and hastened inside to answer the
summons of his liege, King Henry. Had Henry decided to embark on
another battle rather than return to England as planned? Rowan
hoped not. The men needed to set foot on English soil again. This
campaign had already been too long for most.

"Sir Rowan, Your Majesty," the page announced
a short time later as they entered the throne room.

Rowan bowed low, surprised to discover that
only the king and a page were present. "You wished to see me, Your
Majesty?"

"Indeed." Seated on his throne, the King
regarded Rowan thoughtfully. Above his long thin blade of a nose,
his shrewd eyes fixed Rowan with a penetrating stare.

Rowan did not look away, but made sure his
gaze did not flicker to the unsightly scar on the King's right
cheek—a wound inflicted from an arrow at the battle of Shrewsbury
some thirteen years earlier. Other men would have died from the
wound. The son of Henry IV received special attention from the
surgeon and had recovered miraculously.

"You have served us well, Sir Rowan," the
King stated without preamble. "Your courage on the battlefield at
Agincourt and your leadership of the longbow archers was
instrumental in our victory over the French. As such, we have
chosen to reward you with rich farm lands and a small castle in
Hampshire. From this day forth your title shall be Lord Rowan, Earl
of Romsey."

Rowan struggled to keep his expression
neutral as bitter disappointment flooded through him. He did not
want the king to witness and be offended by his reaction. Whilst
his king had gifted him a rich reward, they both knew 'twas not the
one Rowan would have chosen.

"You are most generous, Your Majesty." He
forced the words out, hoping to hide his disappointment.

"But 'twas not the prize my champion wished
for," Henry replied with a dry, knowing smile.

"I am thankful for your gift." There was no
doubt in Rowan's mind that the holding would be valuable. King
Henry had a fine reputation for his fairness and generosity. Since
his father's death, Henry had been slowly restoring properties and
titles to heirs who had suffered under his father's reign. Yet, a
castle, lands in Hampshire and a title...Earl of Romsey?...was not
what Rowan sought.

"Lord Rowan, your loyalty and your friendship
have been greatly appreciated. Your military skills have stood out
in the field since you earned your spurs and joined us at the
Battle of Bramham Moor to quell the uprising by the wretched Earl
of Northumberland."

"Thank you, Your Majesty. It has been an
honour to serve you."

"It is rare to find one so talented on the
battlefield who also has your degree of diplomacy. We will always
be grateful for your counsel to us during the time the former King
Henry was ill and we were in power. You are an asset to our court."
The king paused. "Although 'tis no reflection on your service, we
do not feel the time is right to gift to you leave to pursue what
you most desire."

Rowan bit down on a curse. When would the
time be right? How many battles would he have to win for King Henry
before he attained the prize that meant everything to him?

Justice. That was what he sought.

"We advise you, instead, to bide your time
and be patient," the king said as he twisted the ring he wore on
his left hand. "Romsey castle is not far from your childhood keep
at Baddesley. We are confident you will soon be well-placed to
attain your ultimate goals."

The King stood and stepped down from the
raised platform. Henry was a tall man at six feet three inches, but
Rowan stood taller and far broader.

"Your Majesty," a page announced. "Duke
Bedford has arrived."

"Show him in at once." Henry ordered. Turning
back to Rowan he said, "As you are aware, 'twas my brother, the
Duke of Bedford, who returned to England and raised a fleet to
relieve us here at Harfleur."

"Aye, Your Majesty." Rowan only half-listened
to Henry as he thought of the reward he craved above all else.
Frustration continued to bite deep at the king's insistence that he
remain patient.

"I summoned Bedford when I heard you'd
arrived. He has brought news from English shores which you must
hear," Henry told him, pacing back and forward. Silence ensued for
a moment or two before he stopped immediately in front of Rowan.
"The news concerns your cousin, Lady Aveline."

Aveline.

The mention of his cousin gained Rowan's
immediate attention. She was his favourite. The one person who'd
been able to reach him when he'd arrived at his uncle's home. The
one who, with all her sweetness, had done so much to heal the
bitter ache in his heart. Where others had tiptoed around him in
fear of incurring his foul temper, brave little Aveline—wise
Aveline—had understood that his aggression and outbursts came from
deep hurt—that his temper was uncharacteristic. With patience and
calm, she'd defied all his attempts to push her away, stood in the
face of his tempers and believed in the man he truly was. She'd
slipped under all the defences he'd erected as surely as she'd
slipped her youthful, innocent hand into his and given him her
trust.

"Aveline is dear to me, Sire. I welcome news
of her well-being."

"'Tis disturbing news, I fear," the king
stated.

Unease pricked across Rowan's skin.

At that moment Henry's brother, John of
Lancaster, Duke of Bedford, was announced. He entered the hall,
bowed to his king and nodded in acknowledgement of Rowan.

"Your Grace," Rowan greeted.

"'Tis timely that you join us, brother,"
Henry declared. "As you have had direct communication with Duke
Devereux, 'tis for you to inform Lord Rowan, the Earl of Romsey, of
the news of his cousin, Lady Aveline."

"Aye." The Duke nodded slowly, linking his
hands behind his back. There was sympathy in his face as he
regarded Rowan. "'Tis with great sorrow that I must impart the news
that your cousin, Lady Aveline, is dead."

As practised as Rowan was at hiding his
thoughts, he could not prevent his gasped denial as he reeled
backward. "Nay! It cannot be!"

Not Aveline!
Not the one who had brought him back from the edge of all-consuming
darkness and hatred with her light. Pain tore through him as though
a giant hand ripped open his chest cavity and squeezed his heart in
a tight fist. The room began to spin in his vision as he fought for
breath.

The king gripped Rowan's upper arm.
"Steady."

Rowan shook his head. His pain and shock must
be etched into each of his features for his monarch to breach the
class division between them and offer his physical support. Rowan
fought valiantly to control his emotions in front of his liege and
the duke. "Forgive me," he choked out. "'Tis shocking news."

"You were close," the king stated in
comprehension and empathy. "We understand your grief, but you need
to hear the rest." He nodded for his brother to continue.

"Upon my return to England I received a
missive from your uncle, Duke Devereux," the Duke of Bedford
explained. "It appears that Lord Collins of Hampshire petitioned
your uncle for Lady Aveline's hand in marriage just after we set
sail for France. Duke Devereux did not give his approval as he
disliked the man and has always believed Collins was part of the
Southampton plot to replace King Henry with Edmund Mortimer."

"Although Collins professed to have only ever
been involved with Mortimer because of their mutual love of
gambling, Devereux was convinced of his guilt," Henry interjected.
"'Tis true that Collins' guilt has never been proven however we
trust the opinion of Devereux. We have kept close watch on Collins'
involvements since that time."

"How did Aveline die?" Rowan asked haltingly
as Aveline's face swam in his mind. He frowned. "You speak of this
Lord Collins. Did he have a hand in her death?"

Disapproval was heavy in every one of
Bedford's features and in the grim set of his mouth as he answered.
"Duke Devereux informed me Collins lied to Lady Aveline. Collins
convinced her that her father was being implicated in a conspiracy
plot against the king."

"My uncle is completely loyal to you, Your
Majesty," Rowan defended instantly.

The king inclined his head in agreement. "We
know this."

"Lady Aveline believed Collins had the power
to prove her father's innocence," Bedford continued. "Collins told
her that if she eloped with him, he would ensure her father was not
branded a conspirator."

Rowan's hands clenched into tight fists at
his sides as rage welled within him. "She believed Collins. She
eloped with him." His words were statements rather than questions.
Aveline's soft nature and her devotion to all members of her family
were well known. She would not have thought twice about going
against her father's wishes if she believed she was acting in his
best interests.

"Devereux received a secret missive from Lady
Aveline just a day prior to her death," Bedford relayed as Henry
returned to sit on his throne. "She explained her reasons for
marrying without his approval. She also said Collins had confessed
he had lied to her. She was concerned for her safety and requested
that your uncle come to her rescue."

"Devereux sent a petition to us for an
annulment of the marriage," Henry explained. "He was about to take
his forces and march on Collins' keep to retrieve his
daughter."

The duke nodded. "He had just cause. But
before he set out, word was received that Lady Aveline had
died."

"Tell me how she died, Your Grace," Rowan
urged.

Bedford's lips twisted into a cynical line.
"'Tis claimed she had an accident and died from internal injuries
after falling from her horse. She—"

"Aveline was an exceptional horsewoman,"
Rowan protested, forgetting his place and cutting across the Duke's
explanation. "She was not one to take risks." He covered his face
with his hands for a moment as he tried to keep his loss and
bewilderment in check. "How could this happen?"

"We suspect foul play, Lord Romsey," King
Henry told him.

Rowan did a double-take at the king's use of
his new title, but did not think for long on it. Most overwhelming
was his grief over Aveline's death and a burning need to know what
had transpired. If Collins was responsible he would personally see
to it that the man paid with his life.

"Collins has had five young wives," Duke
Bedford said grimly. "Each has met an untimely death approximately
a year after marriage, and without begetting Collins an heir. Since
Devereux brought Lady Aveline's death to the king's attention, my
initial enquiries have led me to believe Collins may have had a
hand in each of their deaths."

Rowan's adrenaline surged. "Surely you will
punish him, Your Majesty?"

Henry nodded. "You may rest assured that if
there is enough evidence to prove his guilt, we will ensure Collins
pays for his crimes." The king tapped his fingers on the armrest of
his throne as he assessed Rowan. "'Tis our desire that you return
to England, Lord Romsey. Lord Collins has a keep and some lands
which lie on the eastern border of your lands of Romsey Castle.
Before you take possession of your new seat, we wish you to travel
to the area in disguise and see what you can learn about Collins.
Any hint that his wives died by his hands and you shall bring him
before us."

"If there is enough evidence to prove his
guilt, he may not get a chance to appear before you, Your Majesty.
I should like your approval to avenge my sweet cousin's death."

Henry shook his head. "Your request is
understood but denied. He will face a fair trial before my court.
If proven guilty we assure you he will pay with his life for his
crime." Henry gestured to the page. The lad took two rolls of
parchment from a writing tableau and handed them to the king.
"Should you find enough evidence to convict Lord Collins, our
authorisation for his arrest is contained within," he instructed as
he extended one of the rolls to Rowan.

Rowan stepped forward for the scroll.

"God speed, Lord Romsey." The duke bowed his
head. "If that is all, Your Majesty, I take my leave of you both to
attend to other matters."

Henry gave a barely discernible movement of
his head.

As Bedford departed, Rowan told his king, "I
vow to bring Aveline's murderer to justice." His sweet cousin had
helped him through his own personal nightmare. And while he was
still not completely over the pain of those days, Aveline had, at
least, helped him to go forward—to channel his disillusionment and
anger into his training for knighthood.

"Now we come to the matter of your wife," the
king stated authoritatively once the doors had closed behind his
brother.

Rowan frowned. "I do not have a wife, Your
Majesty." Surely Henry knew that?

"A situation that is about to change."

Rowan felt his eyes widen at his monarch's
declaration.

"You are now a recognised member of the
nobility. You have been granted title and lands. We expect that you
will settle with a wife and produce your heir to secure your line
and your seat."

It took all Rowan's willpower to hold his
tongue in check. He had no plans to marry. Ever. Henry was not
married. Surely the king should be concerning himself with
begetting his own heirs, not with ensuring his nobility produce
progeny?

Henry laughed. "Lord Rowan, it is amusing
that so many of your men find you difficult to read when we find
your thoughts completely transparent. My own marriage will be of
high political importance, but the time is not yet right for that
to take place."

The king could only mean a marriage that
would align him with France. The whole purpose of his army marching
in France was because he wanted to be recognised as regent and
heir-apparent to the French throne.

"Lord Collins re-marries virtually as soon as
he is widowed," Henry continued. "We have been told he has chosen a
new bride. A maiden whose beauty is renowned and whose father, Lord
Blake, was of great service at the Battles of Shrewsbury and
Bramham."

Demons of guilt ran sharp nails down Rowan's
back at the mention of Lord Blake's name. Pushing memories aside
that he would rather keep buried, Rowan met the intelligent eyes of
his liege. "Sire, you recall I was under Lord Blake's command at
Bramham? He is a good man and a most courageous knight on the
battle field."

"The man you refer to is dead. His title has
passed to one of his distant cousins, for whom we do not have the
same degree of respect." Henry waved his hands in dismissal of that
subject. "Lord Romsey, 'twould be ideal if you proved Collins'
guilt and arrested him prior to his marriage, however if the
marriage has taken place it shall be annulled. Either way, if
Collins can be proven guilty you shall take the former Lord Blake's
daughter, Lady Lisette, as your bride."

Rowan's broad frame jerked. "Your Majesty,
I—"

Henry said nothing. He merely pinned Rowan
with his most regal, steely gaze and raised his left eyebrow
slightly.

"I am at your command," Rowan amended wisely.
One did not argue with King Henry even if one was the king's
favourite knight.

The king extended the second roll of
parchment to Rowan. "Here is our authority for the marriage of Lord
Collins and Lady Lisette to be annulled if it has already taken
place, and for you to claim both Lord Collins' new bride and his
lands should evidence implicate him in the murder of your cousin
Aveline or any of his former wives."

Rowan took the second document and placed
both securely inside a pocket in his surcoat. Even though each was
feather-light, the feel of the documents caused a heavy weight to
settle around his heart. He had completed many missions for his
king but none had been so personal.

Lord! He could not believe Aveline was dead
let alone that a bride had been chosen for him.

"Sire, if I cannot find proof of Collins'
guilt, I take it that the matter of my marriage may be
dropped."

"Nay." The king's denial was short and sharp.
"We expect you to succeed, Romsey. We are confident you will find
the proof you need to avenge your cousin's death. We expect you to
marry Lady Lisette and establish your line."

"Sire—"

"Your direct passage to Southampton has been
arranged. You have permission to take a small party of knights of
your choosing into your service, with the exception of Sir Leon who
will remain behind in our service. You will leave at next high
tide," the king instructed. "You will need to separate from your
group when you approach the villages around Collins' lands and
travel in disguise to conduct your investigations. Collins strikes
me as a slippery character and I do not wish him to be forewarned
as to your investigation. You will have your forces close by should
you require their assistance to take Collins into custody."

Sir Rowan, now Lord Rowan, Earl of Romsey,
stifled all his protests. He bowed to the king in acknowledgement
of the order and took his leave. In all the times he had taken his
place in Henry's army to march off to battle, Rowan had never known
trepidation at the orders he'd received.

The king's demands could not be ignored.
While Rowan was thankful to have the opportunity to discover the
circumstances of poor Aveline's death and to bring Lord Collins to
justice if he was guilty of the crime, the thought of marriage was
an anathema to him. He had sworn that he would never marry and
would prefer to take on the entire French army single-handedly than
to take a wife. The scars carved into his heart years ago by Lady
Eleanor were a reminder of his conviction that he would never again
allow himself to trust a woman let alone to believe in love.

However if the daughter of Lord Blake was in
trouble, Rowan had an obligation to assist her. He had carried a
debt to his former commander for many years. If he was able to
repay this debt by assisting Lady Lisette and prevent her from
marrying a murderer, Rowan's conscience may rest a little
easier.

Would his former commander have approved of
the match?

Rowan's lips pressed into what must surely be
a grim line. Lord Blake had shown great faith in him and saved him
from a possible meeting with the hangman. Mayhap he would have
approved, but surely his daughter deserved a more worthy
husband?


Chapter 3

Genevieve shifted slightly in her sleep as Lisette
prepared to leave the room they shared. In the soft candlelight,
Lisette regarded the angelic face of the little sister she adored
and her heart clenched with fierce, protective love. Genevieve was
so beautiful. So innocent. Lisette would do anything she must to
shield her from harm—even something she knew was very wrong.

Since their parents had died—ambushed by
thieves as they'd journeyed to a neighbouring keep—Lisette had made
it her responsibility to tutor and protect Genevieve. She leant
forward and placed a light kiss on her sister's forehead, silently
renewing her vow to take care of her. To do that, Lisette needed to
be alive.

This mission must succeed.

She drew herself up determinedly. She would
not, could not fail. There was no
room for fear or doubt. No point in self-recrimination when there
was no other course open to her. Her plan would proceed. She could
go through with it if she just kept herself detached. Any guilt
must be banished from her brain.

Just this afternoon she had received word
that her two trusted servants, John and Frederick, had succeeded in
their part of the mission. This eve she would put her plan into
motion and she would not stop until she had done all she could to
succeed in her goal.

A soft knock on the door signalled Ysabel's
arrival. Lisette hurried forward, restless and needing to be
underway.

"We 'ave everything in place, m'Lady
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