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PROLOGUE

 


August 20, 1119

Battle of Bremule

Mesnil-Verclives, Normandy

 


The battle was over. King Henry I of England
stood victorious over King Louis VI “the Fat” of France. Once again
forced to defend his dukedom of Normandy, in triumph he surveyed
the battlefield. Rejoicing in his God-given victory, he proudly
held the banner of the defeated king, waving it over his head for
all to see.

Captured French soldiers sat in small groups
upon the broken, bloodied ground. Leaving his retinue, King Henry
paced alone through the prisoners, searching for French knights of
high rank who would be able to pay a hefty sum to purchase their
freedom.

As Henry turned away from one set of
vanquished knights, they scrambled to their feet, sprinting towards
his unprotected back.

A lone cavalryman witnessed this treacherous
charge, shouting, “Protect the king!”

Fulke’s English broadsword clanged against
French steel as he fought his way to King Henry’s side. Hacking his
way through the group of defiant French knights surrounding the
king, he roared with rage as his sworn enemy William Crispin raised
his sword, striking the back of the king’s helm. The king fell
forward from the force of the blow, saved by the hauberk protecting
his neck.

Before he could strike again, Fulke lunged
forward. Tackling Crispin, he drove him face first into the ground.
Kicking the stunned knight’s sword away, he drove a knee into his
chain-mailed back, raising his sword to strike.

“Hold!” the king’s grandson, Roger leapt
forward.

“Nay, slay the traitor,” the king’s kinsman,
Walter of Auffay called. “He turned against King Henry to advance
his own interests. Any Norman loyal to King Louis is deserving of
death.”

Roger narrowed his eyes, leaning closer to
Fulke. “Step back, soldier.”

Straightening, Fulke moved aside. His sword
pointed at Crispin.

He lowered it in surprise when Roger flung
himself over the prostrate Crispin, shouting, “Out of fear of God’s
wrath, in the name of fellowship in arms, his blood shall not be
spilled this day.”

Angry English knights moved in to surround
the prostrate pair. “Crispin charged the king after Fat Louis fled
like a coward. I say his life is forfeit,” Walter called. His eyes
leveled on the group of re-captured French knights.

“Would you risk your immortal soul, Walter?”
Roger glanced around at the crowd of angry men surrounding him.
“Would any of you?”

“Aye, I would,” Fulke replied. “He struck a
blow to the king’s back after the battle. I say Crispin’s life is
forfeit.”

“What goes here?” The booming voice had them
turning to bow as King Henry stepped forward.

Walter addressed the king. “Sire, we believe
Crispin has forfeited his life for the attack on you. Young Roger
appears to deem otherwise.”

Removing his dented helm, the king tossed it
aside. Brushing absently at his stained tunic, he turned his cold
stare on Roger. “You demean yourself before the enemy, rise.”

Scrambling to his feet, Roger said, “Sire, we
captured the bulk of Louis’ knights. The rest we routed to the
gates of Andely. We have reports that only three men fell this day,
I beseech you not to make it four.”

“We shall see.” The king shifted his gaze to
Crispin. “Rise and face me, churl.”

Crispin stood boldly before the king as Fulke
stepped forward to press his sword to the small of his back.

Seething with hatred, Crispin braved, “Do
your worst, usurper.”

The king sneered, “I see you champion the
mislaid cause of my older brother, Robert.”

“I champion the cause of his son, William
Clito. The rightful Duke of Normandy,” Crispin replied proudly.

“William, my brother’s son, who even as we
speak flees through the forest to escape my wrath?”

“His father, the rightful King of England has
been wrongly imprisoned for seeking what is his by right of
succession. Rumor has it, blent by your command. Would you have
William wait for you to thrust a hot iron poker into his
eye-sockets?”

The king’s hand dropped to the hilt of his
sword. “Speak no more to me of which you know not. Your bravery in
facing me is the only thing that saved you this day.” Glaring at
Crispin with contempt, the king called, “Place him under guard with
the rest. Perhaps my nephew will pay a hefty sum for his
return.”

“Thank you, Sire.” Drawing his sword, Roger
motioned for Crispin to precede him.

Keeping a watchful eye on the pair, Fulke
reluctantly sheathed his blade.

The king spoke to the remaining knights.
“Louis rode off into the forest with Baudry of Bois. Seek them
out.”

Fulke prepared to follow the scrambling men
when the king held up his hand to stay him. “Not you.”

Lowering his head, Fulke replied, “Sire.”

“You have come to my notice prior.” Taking in
Fulke’s imposing frame. “What is your name?”

“I am Fulke, Sire.”

Sliding his sword from its scabbard, the king
stepped forward. "Kneel before me, Fulke."

Removing his helm, Fulke knelt in the dirt at
Henry’s feet. Lowering his head, King Henry briefly rapped him on
each shoulder with the flat of his broadsword. “Rise, Sir
Fulke.”

Gaining his feet, Fulke replied, “Thank you,
Sire.”

“Thank you, Sir Fulke.” The king acknowledged
with a curt nod.

Surrounded by his kinsman to thwart another
attempt on his life, the king made his way from the
battlefield.

Fulke surveyed the remaining groups of
captured knights for any sign of trouble, before he swung around to
find his childhood friend grinning at him. “There will be no living
with you after this day.”

“So glad you could join me Albin,” he
scowled.

“Are you in earnest, Fulke? It was I, keeping
French steel from your back.”

Pacified, Fulke nodded.

Albin stared hard at him. “The battle's
outcome has displeased you.”

“Aye,” he scoffed. “Warriors do not capture
their sworn enemies, they kill them. I find no cause to be
pleased.”

Albin shook his head in disbelief. “You
bemoan the fact your sword is not stained with the lifeblood of our
brothers, yet the king himself has knighted you on the field of
battle.”

“I took part in no battle of valor this day,
and I bemoan the fact that our sworn enemy has lived to fight
another day,” he shot back.

“We share the same descendants, Fulke.”

“Born in Yorkshire, King Henry is English, as
are we. Anyone who raises a hand against my king or country is my
sworn enemy.”

“Even if the one you speak of is a true
brother?” Albin asked in disbelief.

Pain made his words sharper than he intended.
“You above all, know that to be impossible. Yet, with your own
brother siding with Clito, I well understand your reasoning.”

Removing his helm, Albin let the matter drop.
“The prisoners are to be moved to Noyon until they are ransomed. We
are charged with returning to the coast.”

“Very well. Where did you last see my
horse?”

Albin ran a calloused hand down his bearded
jaw. “The arrow wound to the neck proved fatal. I am sorry, Fulke.
I know you trained him from a colt.”

Turning away, Fulke surveyed the scores of
dead horses strewn on the field of battle, their lifeblood staining
the soil red. “It may prove difficult to find another.”

“That is all you have to say on the matter?”
Albin lightly pressed.

“Aye, Albin. That is all.” Stalking off, he
picked his way past soldiers removing trappings from the fallen
horses.

Finding his horse, his lips tightened into a
grim line. Squatting beside the noble beast, he ran his fingers
through the chestnut mane.

“For a silver denier, I can lead you to a
fitting proxy.”

He stood to face a malnourished young waif
dressed in rags. His bare feet stained with blood. “Who would you
be?”

“To most I am known as, Guy."

Fulke quirked a brow. "What do the rest call
you?"

"The ladies call me insatiable," he
grinned.

Ignoring the attempt at humor, Fulke asked,
“Tell me Guy, why is it that you are not in service to the
king?"

Guy shrugged. “I am beholden to none, and go
where I desire.”

“In other words, you are a wandering
beggar.”

“I have known no other way. If the way I live
offends you, I shall take my bid elsewhere.”

Exasperated, Fulke called him back. “Show me
this horse.”

He followed Guy towards the woods thick with
imposing oak, beech and chestnut trees.

In the shadows of the battlefield, concealed
by evergreen shrubs of maquis, stood an imposing black destrier
tethered to a tree.

Recognizing the trappings of William Crispin,
he grinned. “Lead him out.”

Guy asked, “And the coin?”

“By the looks of you, it will cost me twice
your worth to feed you,” he grumbled, striding through the brush
back to the field.

“Does this mean you will train me?” Guy
called after him.

“It would appear so,” he responded, without
bothering to turn around.

He guided the horse through the underbrush as
Guy caught up to him. “You will not regret it, Sir. I spout a fair
sonnet.”

Fulke stopped in his tracks, his look
incredulous. “That will assist during a battle, how?”

Guy cocked a brow. “It does well on the
village lasses.”

Rolling his eyes, Fulke stalked from the tree
line.

A burrowing marmot raised its head at his
passing, before scurrying for cover in the thick underbrush.

Albin met them on the field. Eyeing Crispin’s
horse, he crossed his arms before him. “I see it did not take you
long to find a proxy.”

“Guy here offered him up,” Fulke replied.
Bending to remove the trappings from his horse.

“And what is to be done with, Guy?” Albin
questioned.

Finished with his task, Fulke lifted the
saddle from his once noble beast. “He returns with us to
England.”

Albin grinned. “Taking in another stray, are
we?” He studied Guy. “How old are you, lad?”

Guy studied his feet, embarrassed. “I believe
a half score, seven.”

“It is nothing to be ashamed of, lad,” Fulke
cut in.

Albin cupped Fulke’s shoulder. “Just when you
have me believing your heart to be made of stone, you astound
me."

Shrugging off his hand, Fulke dumped the
saddle into Guy’s arms. “See if you can barter for a pair of
boots.”

“Aye, Sir.”

Grabbing the reins to Crispin’s horse, he
slanted his gaze to Albin. “Clean him up before getting him
something to eat.”

Albin bowed mockingly. “Your wish is my
command, my liege.”

 


* * * *

 


November 25, 1120

Coast of Normandy

 


William Adelin, Prince of England, recently
acknowledged Duke of Normandy, celebrated the day. More than a year
after the Battle of Bremule, King Louis acknowledged his claim to
Normandy over that of his cousin, William Clito.

The victorious English were returning
home.

Strapping on his sword, Fulke slid his dagger
into its sheath. Grabbing his cloak, he gazed with indifference at
the naked whore reclining on his straw pallet. “Will you not stay
longer?” she purred. Spreading her legs invitingly.

He tossed a denier in the dirt by her feet.
“Your services are no longer required.” Pushing the tent flap
aside, he ignored the French slurs following him out.

Striding past scores of soldiers preparing to
embark on the voyage home, he made his way down to the crowded
shoreline. Skimming the league long stretch of celebrating men, he
spotted Albin’s dark curly hair. Picking his way around the men
stowing their battle gear, he made his way over to where he stood
with Guy. “We are to sail on the ship following William
Adelin’s.”

Albin shielded his eyes from the setting
sun’s glare as he scanned the line of troop ships. “Which one is
the prince’s?”

“He sails on the largest, the White Ship. It
is the merchant vessel anchored fourth from the left. The prince
has already boarded with his entourage.”

Albin grinned. “I shall rejoice to walk on
English soil once again.”

“Aye, Albin,” Guy agreed. “I shall rejoice to
see the fair English ladies.”

Fulke shared the same sentiments, yet
remained silent. Gathering his packs, he made his way towards the
ship as the others dropped in behind him.

Finding a space on the deck, he set down his
gear. Scanning the choppy waves of the channel, he frowned. “It
grows dark; we have tarried too long in celebration.”

“The sky is clear, Fulke. It should make for
a smooth crossing,” Albin replied.

With a noncommittal grunt, he noted Guy’s
ashen color. Muttering under his breath, he asked, “I take it you
have never sailed before, lad?”

Guy swallowed hard. “No, my liege.”

He shared a knowing look with Albin. “Stay
close to the side.” He added, “Well away from me.”

Seated on rows of benches in a recessed
center of the ship, oarsmen prepared to set sail. Hearing the blast
of a horn, the men onboard fell silent. Listening to the herald
announce the arrival of the king’s nephew, Stephen of Blois, low
murmurs ran the length of the deck.

Fulke joined Guy at the rail to clear the
count’s path as he headed to the stern with his entourage. In
passing, he halted before him. “You are the knight who came to the
aid of the king?”

“I am Fulke, your lordship,” he dipped his
head.

“You have my gratitude, Fulke.”

“Thank you, your lordship.”

Stephen gestured to the adjacent ship. “I
have decided to forego sailing with the prince. It appears William
remains bent on celebrating.”

“The ship is prepared to sail at your
command, your lordship.”

Stephen regarded him for a moment. “I have
heard much about you, Sir Fulke. We shall speak at length another
time.”

“I shall look forward to it, your
lordship.”

After Stephen had moved on through the
crowded deck, Fulke moved to the rail beside Albin. Larger than the
transport ships, the White Ship could hold no more passengers.
Hundreds of nobles, most of them related to the king, packed the
deck. In the midst of them all, the triumphant prince celebrated
the return to England with barrels of French wine.

Hearing the call for the oarsman to set-to,
Fulke remained uneasy. “I have a bad feeling about this, my friend.
The channel can be treacherous even by the light of day.”

Albin sighed, “Aye, mayhap you are right. Yet
who are we to say anything?”



* * * *

 


In the dark of a new moon, they gradually
navigated off the Normandy coast. Not long past the treacherous
rocks of Barfleur, they heard the destructive sound of splintering
wood carried to them on the brisk November wind.

“The prince’s ship has struck the rocks!” The
shout brought all aboard to their feet.

“Row about!” Stephen of Blois bellowed to the
oarsmen. Instantly taking charge of the situation.

By the time the ship maneuvered around, they
were too late. Reaching the rocks where the White Ship foundered,
they held torches aloft, scanning the churning waves for any living
sign of the more than three hundred souls aboard.

Fulke watched in horror as Stephen bowed his
head, before ordering, “Make for the coast. At first light, we
search for the body of the prince.”

England was without an heir.

 


 





CHAPTER ONE

 


Kenwick Keep

Lincolnshire Wolds

England 1126

 


Crashing through the vibrant underbrush of
autumn, Warin spotted his sister sitting beside the stream. Out of
breath, he rushed up to her. “Reina you should not be here, Baron
Erlegh will be arriving soon.”

Reina inhaled sharply at Warin’s abrupt
approach, before replying, “I have no intention of seeing his
lordship.”

He sank down on the bank beside her with a
frown. “Father is bound to be wroth if you do not return to the
keep with me.”

She smiled fondly, resisting the urge to
rumple his hair. Six years younger than she at ten and three, he
remained the boy she loved beneath the exterior of a growing man.
Tall and gangly with thick brown hair, bright hazel eyes and
dimples, his boyish face held the promise of the handsome knight he
would one day become.

“Father will be too busy currying his
lordship’s favor to even notice my absence.”

“My mother has already noticed,” he put in
reluctantly.

Reina had no doubt. Her father’s wife had
already ordered her to stay away from Baron Erlegh, until after the
betrothal negotiations. “As instructed, I shall stay in my chamber
after his lordship arrives. Your mother has nothing to worry
about.”

“I am sorry Reina.”

She shook her head. “Not today, Warin. This
is your day.”

He nodded, swallowing hard.

She forced a smile to change the subject. “So
tell me. Is it true that his lordship has met with Archbishop
Corbeil of Canterbury?”

“Aye, in his lordship’s service, I may even
get to journey as far as London to see the king.”

Reina brightened to see him so excited.
“According to Father Godfrey, it is sure to be a certainty. His
lordship has been in favor with King Henry for some time now.”

“I cannot wait to see Castell Maen.”

“You will be in his lordship’s service for
eight years. You are bound to have your fill of the castle,
Warin.”

He quickly sobered. “It is a long time to be
separated from you, Reina.”

On the verge of tears, she said, “You better
get back now, before father sends someone in search of you.” She
gazed at the cloudless blue sky. “I intend to enjoy this beautiful
day.”

Warin stood, absently brushing the dirt from
the back of his best tunic. “Father still wishes for you to return.
Do not tarry long.”

She watched him make his way back through the
shedding trees before giving into tears.

 


* * * *

 


“Shall I ride ahead, my liege?” Osbert dared
question his sullen liege.

After a two-day journey, they were within
sight of Kenwick Village. A hot meal, cool ale, and soft pallet
sounded good to the weary men.

“Aye, ride ahead. Though I warrant I am in no
hurry to reach this journey’s end,” he replied, spurring his horse
to brood alone.

After losing himself for years on the
battlefield, he found his only solace exchanged for an unwelcome
baronage. As if that were not bad enough, King Henry’s latest
command had him seeking a wife in order to beget male heirs.

The king was a changed man since losing his
only legitimate son.

At eight past a score, Fulke had no desire to
settle down. Recently named overseer to the construction of a
fortified tower in Rochester, he dared hope the king had
reconsidered his decree. Instead, he commanded Fulke to accomplish
the deed before his winter progress report in London.

The king’s older brother remained captive in
Wales a full score after his failed attempt to take the throne for
himself. Fulke did not intend to join Robert.

Muscled by years of battle, Fulke stood a
head taller than most men did. His chest, dusted lightly with hair,
tapered to a lean waist. His blonde, sun-kissed hair reached his
collar and his ice-blue eyes had only to settle on a woman to find
an unspoken invitation. One quirk of a well-shaped brow would have
the lady warming his bed.

Thus far, the king chose to overlook his many
court dalliances, dismissing more than one cuckolded husband’s
pleas for justice. In a court rife with nobles as weak as their
chins, Fulke stood out as a warrior.

Often finding pleasure in the beds of
noblewomen, he could not name one he would willingly marry. Shallow
and vain, they coveted titles, along with their possessions. Once
they had them, they produced heirs to send to the country, while
they enjoyed an immoral life of indulgence.

Left with no choice, the solution to Fulke’s
problem arrived on his doorstep in Rochester with the appearance of
a member of the gentry, Sir Everard of Kenwick. A wealthy elder
knight seeking to foster his young son, he traveled from the
country to meet him.

Lost in the overbearing shadow of his father,
Fulke felt for the lad. Older than most pages, he still agreed to
train him for knighthood. When Sir Everard also happened to mention
his daughter had reached marriageable age, he decided on the spot
to meet her. So long as she possessed a meek temperament, he would
immediately follow the king’s command before he returned to
court.

Since the abrupt end to his own childhood, he
desired a life of battle in service to the crown. Only in the heat
of combat could he find escape from the painful memories of his
past. He did not intend to allow a forced marriage to hinder his
plans.

“One would think you want to be alone,
Fulke.”

Without turning, Fulke let out a resigned
sigh as his oldest friend rode up beside him. “To what do I owe
this dubious honor, Albin?”

“I thought to cheer you a bit with my
pleasing presence.”

“There is naught that would please me this
day. Fall back with the men and leave me be.”

“If marriage were such a punishment, Henry
would not command it of you,” Albin replied matter-of-factly.

“You believe as the rest that I am in favor
with Henry? If that were so, I would not be obligated to take a
wife.”

“Henry oversees your own interests, Fulke.
You are a titled baron now. It is vital you produce an heir to
secure your holdings.”

“I did not seek a baronage, Albin. I would
never have petitioned Henry, had I known what he would force me to
do.”

“Surely, you did not believe Henry would
release you to join Hugues de Payens and his band of nine? I warned
you of the futility of your request, before you made it. He would
never agree to send you to the Royal Palace on the Temple Mount in
Jerusalem.”

“The order has been charged to protect
Christian pilgrims’ enroute to the Holy Land. It is a noble, just
cause. Since the crusade, it has become a necessity. As a loyal
subject, it should not have been denied me."

“The Templar order also happens to be a
religious order, Fulke. Perhaps they seek knights of a more pious
bent.”

“I missed the crusade, banned from entering a
noble order, commanded to marry, and now forced to endure the
company of a fool.” Spurring his horse, Fulke ignored the loud
laugh behind him.

He rounded a bend to find the small village
of Kenwick spread out before him. Carved from the dense woods that
surrounded it, the village consisted of two rows of small thatched
peasant huts, separated by a rutted dirt road running down its
center.

As he reached the road, he caught a flash of
red in the sun’s setting rays. Glancing towards one of the smaller
huts, he spotted a petite woman with gold streaked auburn hair in
the midst of a heated discussion with his newly acquired page.

Wearing a long-sleeved under dress of cream
with a short-sleeved kirtle of brown wool, her plaited hair reached
below her slender waist. Gesturing wildly with delicate hands, she
shook her head angrily at the flushed lad.

Warin looked up with alarm as he
approached.

As she followed his gaze, the brilliant blue
eyes of the woman widened as they locked on his.

Fulke inhaled sharply as he felt her
searching gaze reach deep within him. Exhaling only after Warin
recaptured her attention by touching her sleeve.

Stunned by her delicate beauty, lust coursed
through Fulke. His shaft bulged against his braies, forcing him to
shift in the saddle at the sudden discomfort.

Preparing to dismount, he stopped himself
when the woman abruptly pulled away from Warin.

Without so much as a cursory glance in his
direction, she entered the thatched hut behind her. Staring in
disbelief at the rickety door shut against him, the approach of his
men drew his attention.

By their bawdy comments, it became clear he
was not the only one affected by the woman. Marking the hut with
his eyes, he fully intended to make a future visit to the peasant
lass.

“My liege, welcome to Kendrick,” Warin
called.

Gervase interrupted from behind him. “Who was
the beauty you were having words with, lad?”

“My sister, Sir Gervase. She is tending an
ill child” Vaulting onto his horse, he added, “She will return to
the keep before long.”

In a better mood, Fulke smiled at his
flustered page. “Be at ease lad. Your sister is to be commended for
her noble task.”

“Of course, my liege,” Warin replied. “With
your permission, I shall ride ahead to see that all is in readiness
for your visit.”

Fulke dipped his head. “We shall follow
directly.”

He watched Warin ride off as he nudged his
horse into motion, thinking of the jests he had endured from the
men regarding his future wife. Glancing over his shoulder, he
slanted a brow. “What think you now of Sir Everard’s daughter?”

Satisfied with their crestfallen expressions,
he spurred his horse to a faster gait.

Amazed he felt more than a passing interest
in a woman; something about Warin’s sister fascinated him. Not only
beautiful, her stubborn determination to tend a child not her own
showed a depth of compassion lacking in the well bred ladies of
court.

He suddenly could not believe his luck.
Perchance King Henry granted him a boon when he commanded him to
wed, he mused. A beautiful woman to warm his bed when he wanted her
might not be such a bad thing after all.

Their hopes dashed, his knights grumbled at
his back.

Gervase once again spoke up, “Perchance the
lad has a few more sisters secreted away, my liege.”

Fulke chuckled, “Can you not go anywhere
without thinking of women?”

“What else is there to life, if not fighting,
food and fine women?” He grinned at Guy beside him. “Not
necessarily in that order, of course.”

“Aye,” Guy seconded. “Perhaps the mistress
has a twin, my liege.”

Albin let out a frustrated sigh as Talan
shook his head.

“You are both out of luck,” Fulke called over
his shoulder. “Sir Everard only mentioned one daughter.”

The two knights groaned their defeat in
unison.

 


* * * *

 


Closing the door to Eddiva’s small hut, Reina
splayed her hands on the worn wood. Still feeling the effects of
his lordship’s intense gaze, she needed a moment to compose
herself.

In the midst of an argument with Warin for
refusing to leave Rolfe’s side, she looked up to find the most
formidable, handsome man she had ever seen, sitting astride an
imposing black destrier, fifteen hands high. Frozen in place by his
piercing gaze, she noticed the cleft in his chin beneath a full
days beard growth. Unlike his knights who sported mustaches with
pointed beards, he remained clean-shaven. The folds of his gray
cloak rustled in the chill; autumn air gently caressing his
powerfully built frame. Most of all, she noticed that beneath the
exterior of strength he projected, there seemed to be an even
greater sorrow.

Garbed in a loose outer tunic of black
emblazoned with the Erlegh coat of arms, three silver shells on a
field of red, his commanding presence stole her breath.

In the old fashion, he and his men wore
cloaks, short outer tunics, and chainses with tight-fitting
sleeves, breeches and high-leather boots. Instead of the ankle
length tunics, belled chainses and striped hose currently in
favor.

Envisioning the giant warrior in a flowing
skirted tunic and flared chainses almost made her smile. The
baron’s choice of clothing clearly marked him as an individual,
something she found surprising in a nobleman.

If Warin had not recaptured her attention,
she feared she would still be standing there staring at him like a
besotted maid.

Pushing from the door, she crossed to the
pallet beside the hearth in the center of the hut. All thoughts of
the handsome baron fled as she knelt beside the small form of her
ill charge. Throughout the day, Rolfe’s condition had taken a turn
for the worse, his body weakened by the fever that held him in its
deadly grip.

Since his mother found her in the woods,
Reina had labored to cool his overheated skin. Seeing the fear in
Eddiva’s eyes, she trickled water past the lad’s cracked, blistered
lips. Rolfe’s father died of an illness the previous winter. She
feared what it would do to Eddiva if she were to lose her only
child.

She motioned for more water with composed
features. When Eddiva stood to retrieve it, she closed her eyes to
send up a quick prayer.

 


* * * *

 


Built of stone in the Norman fashion, Kenwick
Keep sat high on a sloping hill, overlooking the village below. The
large single structure, boasted watchtowers at each of its four
corners. As the group approached, serfs were busy lighting torches
set in iron brackets on the curtain wall surrounding it.

Warin waited beside the gate leading into the
courtyard. As the men drew near, he reined his horse around to lead
them to where Sir Everard waited beside Osbert at the base of the
steps.

Sir Everard’s cold green eyes briefly shifted
from Warin to the village beyond, before coming to rest on Fulke.
“You are most welcome, your lordship.”

Dismounting, Fulke tossed the reins to a
stable-hand. “Thank you, Sir Everard. We were pleased to make it
before vespers.”

Attired in somber black, Sir Everard stood in
silence while the rest of the men dismounted. As serfs led the
horses away, he returned his gaze to Fulke. “Please follow me, your
lordship.”

Walking behind the brusque elder knight,
Fulke found his gaze returning to the village below. A hint of a
smile touched his lips as he envisioned a proper introduction to
his future bride.

Sir Everard gestured towards the hearth once
they entered the Great Hall. “Warm yourself while refreshment is
brought, your lordship.”

Fulke selected one of the two oak throne-like
chairs set before the large hearth in the center of the hall as Sir
Everard sat beside him to watch Warin lead the rest of the men to
one of the two trestle tables lining the sides of the hall.

Once the men were settled, he came to stand
beside his father’s chair as serfs rushed from the upper kitchen
level. Laden with large platters of steaming meat, loaves of crusty
bread and large foaming tankards of ale for the road weary men.

Accepting a pewter tankard of the cool brew,
Fulke took a long drink. Surveying the dark hall, his eyes burned
from the smoke. Rushes soiled with animal excrement covered the
filthy slate beneath his feet. The offending hounds barking from
the corner where they were currently chained. What little fresh air
there was came from the ventilation shaft, high above the hearth.
Narrow arrow slits spaced along the outer wall cast slivers of
light, doing little to alleviate the gloominess. Without so much as
a tapestry to keep out drafts or brighten the soot-blackened stone,
the only welcoming feature the hall boasted was the fire blazing
before him.

A man of few words, Sir Everard sat in
silence while Warin questioned, “Is it true my liege that you
fought in battle with the king?”

“Aye lad, that was some years ago.”

“I would have given much to have been there
with you.”

Seeing a glimpse of himself in Warin, Fulke
replied, “The church frowns upon those who covet battle, lad. I
have lost many a friend in pointless skirmishes with France.”

Sir Everard shifted his cold gaze to Fulke.
“You count them as pointless? Has not the king rewarded you richly
for your service to the crown?”

Recalling the battlefields littered with the
bloodied gore of broken, dead or dying men, Fulke frowned. “Only a
just cause would warrant the death of a loyal man’s life, Sir
Everard. I have yet to take part in such a battle.”

“It is a well known fact that in one of those
pointless skirmishes you saved the king’s life,” he persisted.

“Leave us a moment, Warin.”

“Aye, my liege.” Sneaking a glance at his
father, Warin joined the men.

“Might I speak plainly, Sir?”

“I expect nothing less,” Everard replied
curtly.

“With an abundance of houses that would
willingly foster the lad, I well know why you sought me out in
Rochester.”

“I sought the best house to foster my only
son, your lordship. You would hold that against me?”

“If that were all, no. However, it is true
the king rewarded me richly with possessions coveted by most
men.”

Sir Everard looked incredulous. “You do not
count yourself as one of those men?”

“Accoutrements of battle are all that I find
necessary.” He shrugged. “I have no need for more.”

Everard looked as if he would disagree, yet
remained tight-lipped. They sat in an uncomfortable silence until a
door on the second level closed, drawing Everard’s attention.

Following his host’s lead, Fulke stood
impassive as two plump, dark haired women made their way down the
stone steps. He assumed the one wearing a white linen veil to be
the Lady Baldith, the other the lady’s younger sister; so much
alike were they in appearance.

With distaste, he noted the vulgar display of
gold the two women boasted on their fingers as they approached.

Spotting the women, his men grew silent.

Dropping into curtseys, Everard gestured
towards the younger woman. “Your lordship, may I present the
daughter I spoke to you about, Mistress Sibilla.”

Fulke choked on his surprise, before
managing, “Your daughter?”

“Aye. The one I spoke to you about,” Sir
Everard reminded him.

I was left with the impression you had only
one daughter, sir.”

Before Sir Everard could reply, Sibilla
rudely spoke up, “My father has a daughter from his dead wife, your
lordship. She is beneath your noble regard.”

Rejoining the group, Warin opened his mouth
to speak when a look from his father had him snapping his mouth
shut to bristle in angry silence.

Unable to make sense of Sibilla’s words,
Fulke fully intended to find out what she meant by them.

About to question her, Sir Everard snapped,
“See to his lordship’s chamber, Sibilla.”

“Aye father.” She smiled coyly at Fulke
before taking her leave.

“We shall see you at supper, your lordship.”
Pushing Warin ahead of him, Sir Everard escorted his wife up the
steps.

Stunned at the latest turn of events, Fulke
stood staring at their backs.



* * * *

 


Frustrated, Fulke stubbornly remained in the
Great Hall. Staring blindly into the fire’s flickering light, his
thoughts were held by a pair of brilliant blue eyes.

Replaying the evening’s events, he was no
closer to finding out about the beauty than when he started.

Seated between Lady Baldith and Sibilla, he
found himself held captive by their ceaseless chatter.

Feigning interest, he could not stop thinking
about Warin’s older sister. Egad, he thought, I do not even know
her name.

Throughout the meal, he kept an eye on Warin
as the lad’s anxious gaze kept returning to the door. He alone
noticed when Warin slipped away from the table to speak to an elder
serf woman standing in the shadows by the door.

Whenever Fulke broke away from the cloying
women to speak to Warin, Sir Everard would materialize by his side
with an excuse to lead him away.

Frustrated, at one point he came close to
following the lad into the garderobe to demand answers.

Left with no choice, he reluctantly returned
to the table. Curtly responding when one of the women questioned
him.

He believed his chance had come at last when
the family prepared to retire for the night. Bidding him a curt
good eve, Sir Everard motioned for Warin to ascend the steps before
him, leaving him to grind his teeth in frustration.

Warin’s duties would not officially start
until after they left Kenwick, yet he had no intention of waiting
that long. Pondering the many possibilities that would explain
Sibilla’s comments, he deemed the elder sister to be a fallen
woman. If that were the case, he could not very well hold it
against her. It would make him no better than a lowly
charlatan.

The fact that his men were privy to the
latest turn of events worsened his already dark mood. Well into
their cups from the free-flowing ale, Gervase and Guy spoke in
animated tones, no doubt making plans to pursue Warin’s older
sister. Barely perceiving Albin’s low disheartened sigh had him
fighting the urge to stalk from the hall in disappointment.

As Sibilla leaned into him, plying him with
endless questions about the latest court fashions, something he
knew absolutely nothing about, he recalled the fiery spirit
displayed by her sister. When she grew bold enough to place a pudgy
hand on his sleeve, he remembered the slender grace of another’s,
even as they waved in anger.

A cold breeze swept the hall as the heavy
ironbound oak door swung open, drawing him from his
recollections.

The elder woman Warin spoke to earlier rushed
across the hall. Lost to her own musings, she failed to notice
him.

Gripping the front of her coarse, brown
woolen kirtle, she hastened up the steps.

Standing, he followed her flight along the
upper arched passage until he lost her to view. After a light
rapping sound, he detected low conversation.

To the sound of returning footsteps, he
retreated to the shadows with a smile. At last, he would have his
answers.

Descending the steps, he heard panic in the
woman’s voice as she whispered anxiously, “I tell you Master Warin,
she refused to even look at me. When Rolfe did not recognize
Eddiva, she snatched him up, taking to the woods with naught but
the moon to guide her.”

Swinging his cloak around his shoulders,
Warin spotted Fulke as he stepped into the light.

Warin placed a comforting hand on the woman’s
shoulder as she inhaled sharply. “I apologize if we disturbed you,
my liege.”

“What seems to be the trouble, lad?”

“With your permission, Hylda cares for my
sister and has summoned me to stop her.”

Suspicion narrowed Fulke’s brows. “Stop her
from doing what, exactly?”

Hylda blurted, “My mistress brought a small
boy with a fever to the stream. She has him in the water, your
lordship.” Her eyes sparkled with tears in the dim light. “The
water is nigh to freezing. Please let master Warin come, he is the
only one that can make her see reason.”

By the Saints, Fulke swore to himself. The
lad’s sister must be daft.

Without pausing for his cloak, he headed for
the door. “Lead me to my horse.”

Hylda reached the base of the hill on foot by
the time he and Warin rode from the stables.

A sense of urgency gripped him as he rode
slightly behind Warin. The woods, dense with ancient yew and lofty
oaks ran at the base of the hill for as far as the eye could see.
Even by the light of the full moon, it was dark by the tree line
where Hylda waited.

Catching her breath, she called, “We must
make haste, Master Warin.”

Reaching for Fulke’s reins, he secured both
horses to a tree bough. His breath steaming in the cold night air,
he called over his shoulder, “Stay close my liege, the woods are
thick until closer to the stream.”

Picking through the heavy underbrush, Fulke
followed Warin into the near blackness, holding aside branches to
keep them from snapping back at Hylda as they made their way
forward.

“We are almost there, my liege,” Warin called
from somewhere up ahead.

Stumbling onward, the dark gradually gave way
to moonlight spilling across a small copse with a wide stream
cutting through it.

Reaching the banked slope, Fulke stood
mesmerized by the scene before him. In the light of the moon,
Warin’s sister stood waist-high in the freezing water. Clad only in
a thin linen chemise, she lovingly cradled a small child in her
arms. Rocking him, she smoothed the boy’s wet hair from his brow
with a trembling hand. With her sodden chemise clinging like a
second skin, her entire body shivered from the cold.

Fulke had never before witnessed such a
selfless act.

Warin dashed down the bank into the water as
Fulke crashed back into the moment finding his voice. “Zounds
mistress, come away,” he shouted.

About to follow Warin, Hylda’s faint words
stopped him. “My mistress cannot hear you, your lordship.”

Stumbling away from the edge of the bank, he
swung around to face her. “What did you say?”

“Mistress Reina cannot hear you. She lost her
hearing as a wee babe, your lordship.”

Fulke focused on the couple in the frigid
water. Their mouths moved as if they quarreled, yet he could not
hear a single word being spoken.

“Tell me how this is possible,” he
breathed.

“She can understand what is being said by
following lips. Master Warin began showing her from the moment he
could speak,” Hylda replied proudly.

He stood transfixed a few moments longer.
Seeing Reina refuse to leave the water, he slid down the bank and
into the water.

Surprise registered on Reina’s face as he
splashed his way towards her and her eyes widened in alarm the
moment she recognized him.

Reaching her side, Fulke gently lifted Rolfe
from her arms. Passing him to Warin, he said. “Take him to his
mother.”

“Aye my liege.” Holding Rolfe high against
his chest, Warin waded for the shore.

Facing Reina, Fulke paid no heed to the
frigid water soaking him.

Before she could even cross her arms in
modesty, he swept her up in his arms. Holding her close against
him, he turned for the bank.

His leather boots slipping in the mud, he
struggled to scale the steep incline. Entering the darkness of the
trees, he protected Reina the best he could from the thick foliage.
Calling ahead to Warin, “Make haste lad, your sister is nigh to
freezing.”

Cradled in his arms, he felt Reina tremble
uncontrollably. Hazarding a peek down, he saw her eyes briefly
focus on him, before drifting closed. Praying they were not too
late, he inhaled sharply when she went limp, her head rolling back
against his arm.

Struggling with their burdens through the
thick underbrush, Fulke shouted to Hylda, “Stoke the fire in the
boy's hut.”

Without a word or glimpse back, she hiked up
her kirtle to take flight.

Fulke followed her departure as she crashed
through the thick bracken, before he lost her to the darkness.

He sprinted past Warin once they cleared the
trees to the hut he had seen Reina enter earlier in the day.
Bending low through the portal, he rushed inside.

Having stoked the fire, Hylda gathered
blankets, alongside another woman.

As Warin entered, the woman hastened to lead
him to a small pallet beside the hearth. “I shall take him, Master
Warin.” Gathering the boy in her arms, she stripped off his sodden
clothes before bundling him in blankets.

Fulke brought Reina to the opposite side of
the now blazing hearth, laying her down on the thin straw pallet
set beside it. Forsaking modesty, he knelt beside her to grasp the
hem of her chemise. Ripping it down the middle, he flung it aside
as he snatched a blanket from Hylda to cover her pale, trembling
form. Lifting a delicate foot, he began to chafe warmth into her
frozen toes.

He briefly looked up when Hylda knelt beside
him. “See to her fingers and pray it is not too late to save
them.”

Catching Hylda’s eye as he began to caress
life into Reina’s frozen calves, he managed a wry smile. “I assure
you, I am not taking liberties with your mistress.”

“I know very well the difference between a
lustful eye and a healing one. I place Reina’s life above any
modesty she would cleave to, your lordship.”

Fulke gazed at Reina as he massaged color
back into her frozen limbs. With high-sculpted cheekbones, small
pert nose and full pouting lips, he found her to be the most
beautiful woman he had ever seen.

“You said she lost her voice as a babe. What
happened to her?”

Finished with Reina’s hands, Hylda began to
unbraid her wet hair. “I fear it is not a happy tale, your
lordship. However, if you wish to hear it, I feel it owed to you
after your assist this night.”

“Go on,” Fulke dipped his head.

“Sir Everard and Lady Malina doted on her,”
she began softly. “A more contented family, none could name. She
was such a small lass,” she smiled at the recollection, “more
bright eyes, than bodily form. The day of the tragedy, Reina had
taken her first steps. I had never before seen them so happy.” She
smoothed a wayward curl from Reina’s brow lost in thought. “That
eve found Reina gravely ill with a fever. When it spiked, we
brought her to the stream in an attempt to cool her heated skin. It
was late spring and not nearly as cold as it is now. The sickness
passed through the village, striking down my Lady Malina as well.
Still, she tended Reina for two straight days without rest. On the
third day, Reina’s fever broke. By that time, my lady had become
too weak to fight off the illness.” Tears fell freely from Hylda’s
eyes. “Sir Everard sent for the priest to shrive her, yet my lady
had passed before he arrived.”

“And then what happened?” Fulke pressed.

Hylda glanced over at Warin as he stacked
wood beside the hearth. He gave her a sorrowful nod as she
continued. “After it became known the illness had taken Mistress
Reina’s hearing, Sir Everard all but shunned her.” Hylda broke down
sobbing.

She did not have to finish the story. Fulke
spent most of his life dealing with men like Sir Everard. The
nobility did not accept the weak or infirm.

He caught his breath at the sensations that
rippled through him as he lightly caressed the side of Reina’s face
with his fingertips. He was not the only one to have suffered
immense loss. In a matter of days, Reina had lost her mother, her
father’s acceptance and her hearing. Thrown into a world of
silence, she rose above adversity to become the determined woman
before him.

He reached over to clasp Hylda’s shoulder.
“Your mistress is fortunate to have you.”

 


* * * *

 


Reina opened her eyes, disoriented and aching
all over. Taking in her surroundings, she found Hylda sobbing
beside her. Struggling to rise, she drew in a breath as a large,
warm hand came to rest on her bare shoulder, gently restraining
her. A shiver that had nothing to do with the cold ran through her
as she quickly realized she was bare beneath the thin woolen
blanket. Sinking back down, she followed the hand up the muscular
arm to its owner. Her eyes widened as she met Baron Erlegh’s
concerned gaze.

Stunned by his presence, she focused on the
words flowing from his chiseled lips. “Are you faring better,
Mistress Reina?”

Slowly nodding, she found herself unable to
look away from him. Warin broke into her reverie by squeezing her
hand. “You are far too reckless, Reina,” he chided.

“Please tell me Rolfe’s fever has
broken.”

“Be at ease, his skin is cool to the touch.”
Shaking his head, he grinned. “In this instance, I cannot very well
take you to task for your stubbornness.”

“I told you it would work,” she
replied smugly. Feeling the heat of Fulke’s intense gaze, she
asked, “Why did you bring his lordship, Warin? Father is sure to
be displeased with you.”

Warin deflated at the mention of their
father. “I had no choice. Besides, father is displeased with
everything I do.”

“Perhaps his lordship will not speak of
it,” she ventured.

Warin briefly glanced to where Fulke sat in
amazed silence, watching them. “I believe that to be so. He is the
finest man I have ever met.”

She squeezed his hand. “It pleases me that
you think so highly of him. Still, I will not have you blamed for
something of my doing, Warin.”

“It shall not come to that, Reina. We will
return to the keep before anyone wakes. If need be, I shall ask his
lordship for his discretion.”

Risking a quick peek, she blushed to see
Fulke’s regard settled on her. Feeling warm all over, she turned
back to Warin. “I believe him to be taken aback.”

“I would say so.” His lip quirked. “You
should have seen him by the stream. He leaned so far over the bank
to stare at us I thought for certain he would fall.”

Reina could not help herself she burst out
laughing. Although no sound came out, her face lit with joy.
Calming, she said, “I think it best if you voice your word,
Warin. I would not offend his lordship after he has been so kind to
us.”

“I knew you would like him.”

She glanced at Fulke to see if Warin spoke
aloud, only to catch her breath when he smiled. Returning his smile
with a shy one of her own, she turned back. “You are not
amusing.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Now, would I
do that to you, Reina?”

She beamed, “Aye you would.” Clutching
the blanket, she continued, “Now, if you do not mind, I would
like to dress.”

Warin kept his lips visible to her as he
addressed Fulke. “I believe it best if we return to the keep soon,
my liege. It is well past matins.”

“See to the horses, lad.” Rising, Fulke gazed
down at Reina with an unfathomable expression, before addressing
her. “I shall leave you a moment to dress, Mistress Reina.” Dipping
his head, he stepped into the brisk night air.

Much weaker than she initially thought, Reina
struggled into a sitting position.

Hylda rushed over to help her stand. “The
coldness of the water has weakened you, Reina.”

Taking her under-gown and kirtle from Hylda,
she began to search for her chemise; spotting the sodden mass
beside the hearth, she bent to retrieve the rent cloth. Raising her
eyes to question Hylda, she hesitated as every scene she envisioned
led back to Baron Erlegh seeing her naked.

Discarding the ruined chemise, she finished
dressing, determined not to ask.

She knelt before Eddiva to run a hand along
Rolfe’s wet brow. With a relieved sigh, she sent up a quick prayer
of thanks. The fever appeared to be breaking.

Touching her hand, Eddiva said, “Ye shall not
leave my prayers all the days of my life, Mistress Reina.”

Gently squeezing her work-roughened hand in
acknowledgement, Reina smiled.

 


* * * *

 


Returning to escort Reina, Fulke once again
found himself amazed by her selflessness. Kneeling in the dirt with
no regard for her skirts, she lovingly tended a child not her
own.

Long ago, he stopped believing women like her
existed in the world. He found her to be the embodiment of all that
was innocent and good. In that moment, he realized a painful truth.
He would never be worthy of her.

“Your lordship?” Hylda questioned. Dragging
him from his grim thoughts.

“What is it, Hylda?”

“Sir Everard,” she began.

“Shall hear nothing of this,” he finished for
her.

“You have my thanks, your lordship.”

Watching Reina approach, he murmured, “Think
no more of it.”

“Shall we, Mistress Reina?” Extending his
arm, he smiled.

At the light touch of her hand, he ignored
the feelings elicited by her touch. “Coming, Hylda?”

“I intend to pass the night here, your
lordship. Eddiva may have need of me.”

With the moon on its descent, it had grown
darker since they entered the hut. The meager light afforded coming
from the open door.

Shivering in his wet clothes, Warin stepped
forward. “Shall I take my sister up before me, my liege?”

“No lad, I shall take her up before me, my
horse can bear the additional weight.”

Reina tilted her head to get his attention,
before arching a shapely brow.

Embarrassed, he belatedly added, “Not that
you weigh more than my battle gear, mistress.” Realizing he must
sound like a babbling lack-wit, he looked away, cursing under his
breath.

Reina tugged his sleeve until he looked at
her. When she had his attention, she smiled.

Fulke briefly covered her hand. “Thank you
for your kindness, mistress. I assure you, I do not make a habit of
playing the fool.”

He vaulted into the saddle before reaching
down to lift her up. Guiding her legs around the pommel, he
positioned her sideways on the saddle before him. Reina moved to
situate herself as his wet hose soaked through her clothing.
Briefly brushing against his manhood, a spark of lust ignited into
fire when she wrapped her arm around his waist to balance
herself.

Adjusting in the saddle to conceal his sudden
arousal, Fulke tightened his arm, gently easing her back against
his chest as the wind gusted, causing a lock of lavender scented
hair to caress his cheek. Gritting his teeth, he fought to control
the surge of lust threatening to overwhelm him. Forced once again
to re-adjust his seat, he spurred his horse in the direction of the
keep.

Warin turned to them as they set off, “With
your permission, my liege, I shall await you at the stables.”

“We shall not be far behind, lad,” watching
Warin ride off into the light of the waning moon.

Finding himself in his own personal version
of hell, Fulke sought the resolve to keep his hands to himself.
With Reina snuggled against him, her cheek resting lightly in the
crook of his neck, he found himself torn.

Nearly undone by the sensation of her warm
breath on his neck, he took a deep breath to cool his raging
desire. He clenched his teeth with an audible snap as Reina shifted
slightly, bringing the palm of his hand in contact with the side of
her breast.

Her slight intake of breath had him reaching
his hand up. Caressing the side of her face with his calloused
fingertips, he gently cupped her chin. Seeing her tongue dart out
to moisten her full lower lip was his undoing. His fingers slid
through her silken tresses as he bent his head to claim her
lips.

Unprepared for the searing heat the touch of
her lips stoked to life, he groaned in abject defeat. Drawing her
closer against him, he deepened the kiss. Stroking her lower lip
lightly with his tongue, he coaxed her to open to him, slipping
inside to join with hers as soon as she complied.

He had never had such a reaction to a woman
before. Somehow, he knew no other woman, except this woman, would
ever make him feel this way again.

Slanting his lips against hers, he sought
more as Reina’s arm tightened around his waist to bring him closer.
When he felt her shiver, he struggled for control, his only desire
to find a warm bed to follow her down.

The thought of debasing such an innocent gave
him the strength to pull away, leaving them both gasping for
breath. Resting his chin against her temple, he exhaled heavily
into the flowing mass of her hair.

Trailing his fingertips lightly along the
side of her face, he cursed himself for his weakness. This woman,
above all others, deserved someone better than him. She deserved to
be loved, an emotion he had not felt in so long, he no longer felt
capable of feeling it.

He felt her tense in his arms as they passed
through the gate. Frustrated he could not communicate with her, he
could only wonder what she now thought of him.

Entering the courtyard, Warin stepped forward
to lift Reina down. “The keep shall be stirring soon, my liege,” he
said anxiously.

Fulke passed him the reins as soon as he
dismounted. “Be at ease lad. None shall hear of this night’s events
from my lips.”

“Thank you, my liege.” Casting a quick glance
at Reina, he led the horse away.

Reina grasped a handful of skirt to turn for
the keep. Before she could take a step, Fulke gently held her by
the arm, preventing her flight.

Tipping her chin up, he reverently traced the
lines of her face with his fingertips. “Forgive me, Reina.”


CHAPTER TWO

 


Reina spent the remaining hours before dawn
staring out her chamber window. Lost in thought, the stars began to
fade as the sun broke the horizon. Replaying the feel of Fulke’s
lips on hers, she intended to commit every moment with him to
memory, believing it would have to last her a lifetime.

Drawing away from the window, she splashed
cold water on her face. Combing the long length of her hair, she
left it unbound. She slipped on a chemise, before donning a fresh
under dress of white with a kirtle of dark green. Snatching up her
cloak, she peered into the empty passage before stepping out.

Intent on being away from the keep before her
father or Baldith awakened, she hastened down the passage. Passing
Fulke’s door, she envisioned him asleep in bed and blushed at her
own boldness.

Upon entering the kitchen, she crossed to the
locked door of the larder where she retrieved a sliver of metal
from beneath a loose flooring slate. With a quick glance at the
entryway, she picked the iron padlock to slip inside the small dark
room. Feeling her way to the barrels lined along the far wall, she
wrapped several apples in a linen cloth along with a wedge of
cheese from the shelf above.

Hungry, her hand hovered over the barrel
until she convinced herself to take one more apple. With a small
smile for her act of defiance, she snapped the lock back into place
and replaced the pick. Relieved she had gotten away with her theft,
she rushed from the hall.

 


* * * *

 


After lying awake in torment for hours, Fulke
finally fell into a fitful sleep. Even then, he could not escape
Reina. In his dreams, she called to him. The one place he could not
stop himself from answering.

The sun shone from high overhead by the time
he made an appearance in the Great Hall. Relieved to find himself
alone, he stepped outside. Hearing raised voices, he passed through
the outer gate to find his men gathered in the practice yard.

Gervase, Guy and Osbert were grouped around
Warin, laughing. Talan stood apart watching in silence as Albin
leaned on the rail to the lists, shaking his head at the young
trio.

Feigning a frown, Fulke called, “I see you
louts are busy showing our host how well trained you are.”

Albin chuckled, “More like the addle-pates
are putting on a show for your young page, vying for an
introduction to his older sister. They seem to think they stand a
chance since she cannot hear the prattle they spout.” Glancing back
at the younger men, he swore, “Fie, she is wise enough to refuse
you bunch of landless dolts.”

His frown no longer feigned Fulke felt an
irrational wave of resentment.

Albin, the oldest knight at nine past a score
was the wisest of the four.

His dark wavy hair, dark brown eyes and
quick-wit had wooed scores of women. His best friend since
childhood, there was no man he trusted more.

Talan, the quiet knight, at one score and
four. The most honorable of his knights. His light brown hair and
soulful blue-gray eyes attracted women like moths to a flame.

Guy the romantic, close in age to Talan. His
dark curly mane and flashing blue eyes left more than one
broken-hearted lady in his wake. The poet of the group, his sonnets
were recited throughout the realm.

Then there was Gervase, the youngest knight
at three past a score. Reckless and daring with more brawn than
brain, he happened to be the most handsome. With sun-streaked
bronze hair and piercing blue eyes, he was never long without a
willing woman.

Lastly, his young squire, Osbert, three years
older than Warin, with boyish face, flaxen hair and smooth cheeks.
He resembled more fair lass than future knight.

These were his men, his only family. Without
question, he would willingly lay down his life to protect them. Yet
the thought of Reina with any one of them drove him to anger.

“Warin, fetch my horse.” He leveled a cold
eye on the remaining men. “I suggest the rest of you slackers be
saddled before he returns.”

As the younger men rushed past Fulke to
retrieve their horses, Albin remained behind. “Why so tense this
morn, Fulke?”

Relaxing his clenched fists, Fulke ignored
the question.

“The Mistress Reina is a beauty, is she not?”
Albin pressed.

Slanting his gaze to Albin, he snapped, “Mind
your own affairs.”

“Now what would be the fun in that?” With a
chuckle, Albin jogged off towards the stables.

Busy putting the men through the paces, Fulke
intended to drive all thought of Reina from their minds. Impressed
by Warin’s skill with a sword, he had Osbert engage him in mock
combat.

The rest of the men quit the jousting field
to watch. Riding up to join him, they began to take wagers as the
wood practice swords made resounding thwacks. Lunging forward,
Osbert managed to catch Warin off balance. Stumbling back, his free
arm flailing, he landed in the dirt with a thud.

Osbert reached down to give Warin a hand up
as Fulke called to them, “Well done, lads.”

A distant flash of golden-red caught his
attention. As if his thoughts conjured her, Reina appeared at the
bottom of the hill, her unbound hair swirling about her in the cool
day’s breeze.

Following his gaze, Gervase reined around
with a low whistle. “Mistress Reina returns from the village. How
about that introduction now, lad?” he called to Warin.

Before Warin could respond, Albin reined up
beside Gervase. Leaning over, he cuffed him on the back of the
head. “How about paying a mind to the task at hand, lout.”

Gervase cringed, rubbing the sore spot as the
rest of the men laughed.

Without thinking, Fulke spurred his horse in
the direction of the village, ignoring Albin’s bark of
laughter.

Reina drew to a halt as he reined up beside
her. Dismounting, he gathered the reins in one hand.

He smiled as a blush stained her cheeks. “It
pleases me to see you suffer no ill effects from your moonlight
dip, Mistress Reina.”

She shyly returned his smile, before biting
her lip.

Sensing her frustration, Fulke sobered.
Regardless of their watching audience, he stepped closer to
her.

“I am willing to follow, if you are willing
to lead me mistress.”

“I would like that, my lord.” Reina
slowly formed the words.

Amazed, Fulke realized if he stared directly
at her lips, he could understand her. He repeated her words to be
sure. “You would like that, mistress?”

“I would, my lord.” She smiled up at
him.

“I never would have believed it possible,” he
breathed.

Nearing the courtyard, Reina paused. “I
wish to thank you for fostering Warin, my lord.”

Catching a lock of hair wafting around her
face, he smoothed it behind her ear. “You seem particularly fond of
each other.”

“Aye, Warin gave me a new life. Without
him, I never would have learned to communicate as I do.” Her
eyes clouded with sadness. “I shall miss him very much.”

“Castell Maen is not that far of a journey
from Kenwick,” he said to cheer her. “I shall release him to visit
as often as he wishes.”

“His mother will be very happy to hear
that, my lord.”

“And you Reina? What would it take to make
you happy?” With a will of their own, his hands were reaching for
her…

“There you are your lordship.” The caustic
voice stopped him like a blow from the quintain.

With a groan, he briefly closed his eyes
before dropping his hands. Glancing towards the keep, he drew
Reina’s gaze to Baldith and Sibilla.

Spotting the women, he heard Reina’s soft
indrawn breath.

He touched her sleeve to ask, “Is aught
amiss, Mistress Reina?”

Before she could answer, Baldith closed the
distance. “Your lordship. Sibilla has been waiting for some time to
escort you to the falconry. It is one of the best in the realm and
Sir Everard so wishes for you to see it.”

“Perhaps another time, Lady Baldith,” he
coolly replied.

Seizing Reina’s arm, Baldith jerked her from
his side. “My husband’s daughter must prepare herself for Father
Godfrey’s long overdue visit, your lordship.”

“I am sure she can walk without your assist,”
he replied rudely.

“She is addled, your lordship. I am charged
with seeing to her welfare.”

Without giving Fulke a chance to respond, she
practically dragged Reina to the small chapel in a shadowed corner
of the courtyard.

Frowning after them, Sibilla firmly clasped
his arm, leading him in the opposite direction.

 


* * * *

 


Baldith forcefully shoved Reina inside the
stone structure as soon as she snatched the door open. Stalking in
after her, she pulled the door shut with a bang.

Before Reina could straighten to move away,
Baldith swung around, viciously slapping her. “You worthless
daughter of a whore.”

Reina stumbled back, almost falling. Yet, she
did not miss the words spoken against her mother. Raising her hand
to the bleeding cut on her cheek from one of Baldith’s rings, she
straightened, glaring in defiance at the woman who had been nothing
but cruel to her.

Narrowing her eyes, Baldith raised her hand
to strike again when the chapel door burst open, ripped from its
leather hinges. A furious Warin stood framed in the doorway.

Breathing hard from his race across the
courtyard, he snarled, “Mother, what do you think you are
doing?”

Reina rushed to his side, afraid of what her
father would do to him for disobeying Baldith. Gripping his sleeve,
she willed him to look at her. “Please Warin, do not do
this.”

Pulling his arm away, he shook his head. “No
longer will I feel shame for not protecting you.”

Facing his mother, he fumed, “Henceforth, you
shall keep your hands to yourself, mother.”

“She brings it on herself by disobeying,
Warin.”

“You may deceive my father with that drivel,
but not me,” he scoffed.

“Baron Erlegh has close connections to the
king himself. I will not allow her to ruin Sibilla’s chances.”

“Reina has ruined naught.”

“She has ruined everything,” his mother came
close to shrieking. “Every nobleman intended for Sibilla, lusts
after the lack-wit.”

“Perchance they like the challenge she
presents over the ease in which they can sport with Sibilla.”

Following the conversation, Reina gasped.

“You dare question your sister’s virtue?” his
mother asked in disbelief.

“Aye I do. You would be surprised what men
let slip when they think a lad cannot understand what they speak.
Your precious Sibilla has been entertaining father’s men for years
now. It is a wonder she does not already have a brood of bastards
clinging to her skirts.”

“You shall not speak ill of your sister,” his
mother screeched, spittle flying from her thin pinched lips.

Warin stalked forward, forcing her to step
back in alarm. “Reina is also my sister.” Fisting his hands, he
ground out, “Think you, I am ignorant of your treatment of
her?”

“You would take her side over that of your
own mother’s?”

“I will take her side over anyone’s.” At her
look of outrage, he continued, “Know this as well, mother. Unless
you change your ways, when I am Lord of Kenwick, there will be no
place for you within my hall.”

Tears of panic glittered in Baldith's dark
eyes. “How can you be so cruel to your own flesh and blood?”

“I learned from the best,” he scoffed
bitterly.

“Keep her away from his lordship, Warin. Or I
shall.” With a last glare at Reina, she stormed from the chapel,
stumbling across the fallen door on her way out.

Seeing her go, Reina collapsed sobbing onto
the dirt floor.

Kneeling beside her, Warin wrapped an arm
around her shoulders. Tipping her chin up so she would look at him.
“She is unworthy of your tears, Reina.”

He held her as she released the misery she
had tried so hard to keep hidden from him.

Raising her tear-streaked face to his, he
leaned back to wipe her cheeks with the hem of his tunic.

She flinched when he blotted the cut high on
her cheek.

“I shall be there the day I obtain my
knighthood, Reina. I vow it.”

Cupping his cheek, she looked at him through
shining eyes. “Just be happy Warin. It is all I ask of
you.”

 


* * * *

 


Stepping over the lip of the bathing tub,
Fulke slipped into his black silk dressing gown. Running his
fingers through his wet hair, he replayed the odd confrontation
with Lady Baldith in the courtyard. Seeing it as a ploy to separate
him from Reina, it angered him Baldith would consider him fool
enough to believe otherwise.

Forced to accompany Sibilla to the mews, he
soon realized she knew nothing about the birds of prey housed
there. Sir Everard did have an impressive array of hawks and
falcons. Interested in stocking his own mews at Castell Maen, he
spoke at length to the falconer as Sibilla stayed as far away from
the birds as possible. Seeing her obvious aversion to the place, he
lingered for some time.

Mentally planning his stock of gyrfalcons,
sakers and lanners, he heard the door open, assuming serfs had come
to drain the tub.

Hearing Sibilla’s shrill voice, he whirled
around in surprise. “I hope this is not a bad time, Fulke.”

Her eyes stroked leisurely over the length of
him. Clothed in bright red and blue, Sibilla’s plain, broad
features appeared even more sallow.

Crossing the chamber towards him, she slowed
her pace when he scowled. Stopping altogether, when he coldly
replied, “As a matter of fact, it is a highly inappropriate time,
Mistress Sibilla. To be so bold, one would be led to believe that
you have an unchaste familiarity with male visitors.”

Her callous regard of Reina made it near
impossible for him to be chivalrous, having her brazenly attempt to
seduce him, he would not abide. If someone were to see them in such
a compromising situation, he would be forced to accept her.

Rudely brushing past her, he strode to the
door to open it. “I shall see you in the hall at supper, Mistress
Sibilla.”

Stepping past, she brushed up against him to
pause in the doorway. A smug smile lifting her thin lips, she
boldly laid a hand on his chest.

Following her gaze down the passage, he
locked on Reina’s pain-filled face. Before he could speak, she
lowered her eyes.

He called to her as she rushed past, “Reina,
please...” Realizing his mistake, he cursed.

Moving to brush past Sibilla, she blocked his
path. “No need Fulke, she cannot tell anyone.” Sibilla laughed at
her own joke.

Furious, Fulke bit his tongue to stop himself
from uttering a harsh reply. Roughly pulling away from her grip, he
re-entered his chamber.

“Code of Chivalry, be damned,” he snarled,
slamming the door in her surprised face.

Imagining what Reina must be thinking, he
hastened to dress. He would not have her believe anything had
happened with Sibilla.

Recalling the mar on her cheek, his fury
threatened to overwhelm him. He had no doubt, what caused it.

In the short time since he had known Reina,
he had caused her nothing but pain. Slamming his fist into the oak
wardrobe, he clenched his teeth to keep from shouting out in
agony.

 


* * * *

 


On the verge of tears, Reina entered the hall
to answer her father’s summons. Sitting at the table beside
Baldith, they looked up at her approach. Focusing on their guest,
she crossed the hall to join them.

Father Godfrey stood with a welcoming smile
on his warm, round face.

Reaching the table, he extended a hand to
her. “What a pleasure it is to see you again, Mistress Reina. I
beseech you pardon an old priest his belatedness.”

Too distraught to smile, Reina lightly
squeezed his hand. Balding with merry blue eyes, Father Godfrey had
always been kind to her.

Assisting her to a seat beside him, he gazed
with concern at the wound on her cheek. “Pray what happened to the
lass this time?”

Baldith sadly shook her head. “I implore her
not to spend so much time in the woods, Father. She keeps running
into tree branches.”

Sir Everard scowled from beside his wife, yet
remained silent.

Concerned, Father Godfrey turned back to
Reina. “You must be more careful around trees in the future, lass.
On my last visit, you bore a bruise under your eye from the very
same thing.” Patting her hand, he sighed, “I must confess, I had
hopes for a brief respite before our long journey. Nevertheless,
your dear mother has been telling me how very anxious you are to
reach the convent.”

Reina’s heart pounded in dread as she waited
for his next words.

He smiled, believing she would be pleased.
“We shall depart for Rotheram at daybreak. Is that soon enough for
you, lass?”

Glancing at her father, Reina’s heart sank
further when he refused to meet her gaze.

Father Godfrey touched her hand to get her
attention. “Fear not. Your father is sending two of his men as
escort to see to your safety.” Taking in her stricken expression,
he looked puzzled. “You are pleased with this news, are you not,
lass?”

From the corner of her eye, Reina could see
Baldith stiffen. Averting her eyes, she nodded.

Father Godfrey clapped his hands happily.
“Then all is settled.”

Reina took several deep breaths to keep from
bursting into tears. In their haste to see her gone, an aging
priest would not be permitted to rest after his long journey. Now
she would not even have a chance to say goodbye to the
villagers.

Tears blurred her vision as she stepped from
the table to drop into a quick curtsey. Skimming her father’s
brooding regard as a way of excusing herself, she avoided Baldith’s
triumphant gaze entirely.

 


* * * *

 


Just missing Reina, Fulke entered the hall in
the midst of preparations for the evening meal. Serfs hastened
about, avoiding the hounds wandering underfoot in the hopes of
snatching a morsel from an over-laden tray.

Intent on finding Reina, he spotted Sir
Everard seated at one of the tables with an elder priest. The very
last thing he needed was a lengthy conversation with a priest.

Moving swiftly to the door, his hand closed
on the latch.

“Ah, there you are, Baron Erlegh. I wondered
what had become of you,” Sir Everard called out to him.

Smothering a groan, Fulke dropped his
hand.

Sir Everard gestured to the priest as both
men stood. “Baron Erlegh, I would like to introduce you to our
priest, Father Godfrey.”

Before Fulke could respond, Father Godfrey
exclaimed, “Your lordship. It is indeed a great pleasure to see you
again.”

“Thank you Father.” He tried to place where
he had seen the priest before.

“I am not sure you remember me, your
lordship. We met shortly after the White Ship sinking.”

Hearing mention of the tragedy, Fulke
frowned. “I am sorry Father, I do not recall our meeting.”

“Oh yes,” Father Godfrey exclaimed. “I
happened to be in Normandy at the time. Riders came to the Abbey
seeking priests to bless the dead. I arrived at the channel just as
the poor souls started washing ashore. It is a shame the prince’s
body went unrecovered. It was the darkest of days for our beloved
king. Perchance it would have brought him comfort if the prince
were properly shriven.”

Seeing he had a rapt audience in Sir Everard,
he rambled on, “Even amidst our somber duty, his lordship’s
courageous exploits at the Battle of Bremule were bandied amongst
the men. I would wager he saved the king’s life that day. The
sinner, William Crispin surely would have succeeded were it not for
Baron Erlegh.” He turned back to Fulke. “At least God in his wisdom
saw fit to grant us victory over France before the tragedy. King
Louis will think twice before engaging King Henry over Normandy
again, aye your lordship?”

Weary of the topic, Fulke abruptly changed
the subject. “Do you visit Kenwick long, Father?”

Resting his pudgy hands on his belly, Father
Godfrey laughed. “Not near as long as I would like, your lordship.
We depart for the convent in Rotherham at lauds.” Glancing shrewdly
at Sir Everard, he murmured, “I do have enough time to hear the
Lord and Lady’s confessions before I depart, however.”

Surprised, Fulke asked, “Are your visits
often of such short duration, Father?”

Before Father Godfrey could answer, Sir
Everard gestured to the steps. “In that case, I believe it best we
seek out Lady Baldith before supper, Father.”

Nodding agreeably, Father Godfrey beamed at
Fulke. “It has truly been a pleasure, your lordship. Perhaps the
next time we meet, you shall recall me.”

Fulke dipped his head. “You may count on it.
I wish you a safe journey on the morrow.”

With a curt nod at Fulke, Sir Everard led
Father Godfrey to the kitchen level.

Fulke briefly watched them a moment,
perplexed, before striding to the door.

He stood outside on the top step as a cold
wind gusted through the courtyard. Staring off towards the village,
he wondered what would become of Reina after Warin left. Unable to
free his mind from thoughts of her, he cursed aloud for his
weakness.

Envisioning all the harm that could befall
her, he convinced himself her sorrowful plight had weakened his
rigid control.

Approaching the chapel in the hopes Reina
would be alone at prayer, he mulled over the cause of the broken
door resting alongside the small building. Seeing no light coming
from within, he contemplated a trip to the village when he heard
loud laughter coming from the stables. Following the sound, he
found his men lounging on piles of hay.

Seeing them so at ease with each other, Fulke
relaxed. “I warrant Gervase and Guy to be familiar with the
stables, having swived their share of maids in the hay. Yet I would
have taken wagers against finding you here, Talan.”

The men laughed, even Talan cracked a
smile.

Osbert scrambled to his feet to fetch him a
tankard of ale from the keg propped in the corner.

Accepting the brew with a nod of thanks, he
took a long drink. Lowering his tankard, he spoke into the sudden
silence. “Tell me, why have you chosen the reek of the stables over
the warmth of the hall this eve? Would it have anything to do with
a visiting priest?”

The men exchanged wary looks before busying
themselves with their drinks. Confused by their behavior, Fulke
frowned. When they continued to avoid his gaze, he grew impatient.
“Zounds, spit it out lads. Since when have we ever stood on
ceremony?”

Glancing briefly at the others, Albin stood.
“Might I have a word in private, my liege?”

Surprised by the formality of the request,
Fulke set his tankard aside, leading the way outside.

Reaching the rail to the lists, he turned to
lean upon it. Crossing his arms over his chest, he quirked a brow,
waiting.

Joining him, Albin stood silent, staring at
the sun setting beyond the village. With a sigh, he looked at
Fulke. “I know the king has commanded you to take a wife. I am also
aware that time is running out for you to do so. Yet, I cannot
stand by without saying my piece. I believe you would be making a
grave mistake if you were to marry the Mistress Sibilla. We all
do.”

When Fulke remained silent, he went on, “I
saw you with Mistress Reina, Fulke. Until this day, I have never
before seen you laugh like that.”

Staring into the distance, Fulke swore,
“Egad, what have we had to laugh about Albin? We journey from
England to Normandy fighting battles with Louis to defend Henry’s
Dukedom. In so doing, we are commanded to take prisoners in order
to fill his coffers only to finance the next campaign. My intent
has always been to find a battle worth fighting. I have yet to do
so.”

Albin gripped Fulke’s shoulder. “There is
more to life than battles, drinking and whoring, Fulke. You deny
it, yet deep down you know this. What is past cannot be undone. I
would be the last to tell you to forget, but for your sake, I am
asking you to let it go.” He gripped harder. “Your attraction to
Mistress Reina is obvious to all. I believe you may have a real
chance at happiness. Be strong enough to take it, my friend,” he
finished softly. Dropping his hand, he stared hard at Fulke, before
returning to the stables.

Stars began to make their appearance as Fulke
gazed up at the heavens as if waiting for a sign.

He remained there long after.


CHAPTER THREE

 


Reina found Warin standing alone on the top
of his favorite tower, gazing off towards the village below. She
would have come sooner if Hylda had not been so distraught she
feared leaving her alone.

Searching for the words to say goodbye, she
crossed to him. By his reddened eyes, she could see he had been
crying, yet he smiled as he turned to her.

“I have something for you.” She held
out a slim wool wrapped package.

Untying the twine, he slowly withdrew her
silver dinner knife. Her most valuable possession, it once belonged
to her mother.

Tears filled his eyes. “I cannot accept this,
Reina. It means too much to you.”

She gently closed his hands around the bundle
he tried to give back. “Not as much as you do. I want you to
have something to remember me by.”

Pulling her into a fierce hug, she bit hard
on her lip to keep from sobbing.

 


* * * *

 


After joining the men in prayer, Fulke
trailed behind as they entered the hall. Disappointed he could not
find Reina, he reluctantly took his seat.

Noting Warin’s absence, he turned to his
mother. “It is well past vespers. Is not my page joining us this
evening, Lady Baldith?”

“He is unwell this eve, your lordship,” she
replied, passing him the jug of ale.

“I am sorry to hear it.” If Warin fell ill,
it would explain Reina’s absence. “Is he being cared for?”

“He needs rest, your lordship. Come the
morrow, all will be set aright.”

“Your lordship, is it true that the king has
run to fat?” Sibilla rudely interjected.

“I do not believe that to be a fitting
conversation for the table, Mistress Sibilla.”

“Perhaps we may discuss it later this eve,”
she responded coyly.

Staring morosely at his plank of food, Fulke
dreaded the long evening ahead.

In no mood to listen to the women’s chatter,
he excused himself as soon as he finished eating. Averting his
eyes, he avoided the pitying looks of his men as he slowly climbed
the steps.

He passed his chamber to stop before Reina’s
door. Bracing his fisted hands on either side of the doorframe, he
stood there a moment staring at the door shut against him. Even if
she were able to hear his knock, he would never dishonor her in
such a way.

Returning to his chamber, he bolted the
door.

 


* * * *

 


Long after everyone had retired for the
night, Reina slipped from her chamber. Descending the steps, she
crossed the empty hall. Used to her nocturnal wandering, the
resting hounds tracked her progress to the door without lifting
their heads.

The cold wind whipping through the courtyard
lifted her cloak to float about her as she descended the steps on
her way to the Chapel yard.

She drew back in fear when she noticed a dark
figure standing before her intended destination. About to retrace
her steps, she hesitated when the figure whirled around as if
startled.

For a moment, the figure stood in the shadows
of the giant yew tree, before staggering towards her with
outstretched arms. Crossing into a patch of moonlight, she
recognized her father, his eyes blazing with a light she had never
seen before.

He was almost upon her when recognition
finally dawned on him. The light in his eyes fading to become dark
once again.

Her heart breaking for him, she realized for
a moment, he believed her to be the spirit of her departed
mother.

Dropping his arms, he acknowledged her with a
curt nod before slowly making his way back inside.

Tears blurred Reina’s vision as she stared
after his retreating figure. With a sad sigh, she followed the
well-worn path her father had just taken.

Curling up on the grave, she bid farewell to
her mother.

 


* * * *

 


The next morning dawned overcast as Reina
prepared to leave Kenwick for the first and last time.

Glancing around her small chamber, she did
not feel the sense of loss she thought she would. Her home had
always been with Warin and Hylda and she would be taking them with
her in her heart.

Pulling her door closed, she made her way
down the darkened passage. Pausing by Fulke’s chamber, she splayed
her hand on the closed door. She stood there a moment, giving into
her tears.

For the first time in her life, she wished
she were sound. Taking a deep breath, she dried her eyes with her
sleeve.

Knowing Warin would keep his word to stay
away as she bade him, she descended the steps with her head held
high. She would not give Baldith the pleasure of seeing her
weep.

Passing through the Great Hall without pause,
she stepped outside to find Hylda waiting on the top step. Finding
herself gathered in the small woman’s fierce embrace, her resolve
not to cry failed her.

Easing herself from Hylda’s grip, she forced
a smile. “You shall be in my prayers every day, Hylda.”

Raising tear-swollen eyes, Hylda handed her a
wrapped bundle. “God keep you, my Reina.” Wringing her hands, she
rushed back into the hall.

Taking several deep breaths, Reina looked up
to find her father’s gaze resting on her. For one heartbreaking
moment, a glimmer of hope flared within her, before being
extinguished as he turned to rejoin the conversation with Father
Godfrey and Baldith.

By the time she felt composed enough to
descend the steps, the men riding guard were mounted.

She clasped her trembling hands around the
bundle Hylda had given her as she approached the group. Dipping her
head to Father Godfrey, she briefly glanced at her father’s
unreadable visage, ignoring Baldith altogether.

Reaching to climb into the high seat of the
wagon, she was surprised when her father stepped forward to assist
her. Searching his face for some sign of warmth, she observed the
pain of loss in his eyes.

Briefly meeting her own anguished gaze, he
stepped back.

She kept her eyes averted from the heat of
Baldith’s gaze as she situated herself.

Her hand stilled in the process of raising
her hood to glance up at the top of the tower. His face solemn,
Warin stood with his arm held high in a solitary salute. She
briefly raised a trembling hand to him before pulling her hood low
over her face.

Father Godfrey climbed up to settle himself
beside her as she clutched Hylda’s bundle to her chest. She felt
his gaze as he picked up the reins to set the mules in motion.

As they slowly wound their way down the slope
leading to the village, she knew Warin would still be on the tower,
yet could not bring herself to look back.

Father Godfrey patted her hand to get her
attention as they reached the rutted road at the base of the hill.
She glanced up only to choke back a sob by the sight before her.
The villagers were all standing alongside the road with their heads
bowed in silent tribute to her.

She spotted Rolfe standing proudly beside his
mother with tears tracking down his rosy little cheeks and gave in
to her sorrow.

 


* * * *

 


Fulke woke at dawn with his heart racing.
Recalling the dream that had woken him, a fleeting vision of Reina
in anguish entered his mind. Lying back on the pillows, he stared
at the faded linen canopy above him.

At some point during the long fitful night,
he resigned himself to what he already knew to be true. He could
not marry Sibilla, any more than he could willingly stay away from
Reina. For as long as he remained at Kendrick, Reina would be a
temptation to him.

Resigned to the unpleasant task of imparting
the news to Sir Everard, he made plans to depart for Castell Maen.
After meeting with his castellan, he would journey to Rochester to
view the tower’s progress, before riding to London. When he
reported his marriage-less state, he could only hope Henry would be
in one of his more benevolent moods.

Satisfied with his course of action, he
closed his eyes where he found Reina waiting.

The sun was well up by the time he stirred to
the sound of laughter coming from the practice yard below. Striding
naked to the window, he threw open the shutters to find his men
training with the quintain.

Gervase sat sprawled in the dust after his
lance struck the edge of the shield. Before he could dodge, the
weighted bag swung around to sweep him from his horse.

“That is the third time in a row Gervase, I
believe you are losing your touch,” Guy called.

“Not where it counts,” Gervase quipped.

Shaking his head in exasperation at his
youngest knight, Fulke hastened to dress. A bout of physical
exertion was just what he needed before his meeting with Sir
Everard.

With a will of its own, his mind wandered to
more pleasurable activities as the glimpse he had of Reina’s
perfect body flashed through his mind. Recalling himself, he
stormed from the chamber. It was past time for him to leave
Kendrick Keep.

Except for a pair of young boys cleaning the
hearth, the Great Hall stood empty.

Stepping into the brisk autumn air he gazed
up at the cloud-laden sky. Winter was fast approaching. It made
travel of any duration all the more difficult.

He spotted Warin standing alone by the rail
to the lists watching the men practice as he stepped through the
gate. After their attempts to befriend the lad, he would not take
it lightly if they chose to shut him out.

Intent on bringing the matter up with Albin,
he called, “Fetch my horse, lad.” Watching with satisfaction as
Warin jumped to the task.

So long as he gave a clean shave, he no doubt
would be a fitting replacement for Osbert. Recalling the many nicks
he endured during Osbert’s first attempts with a sharp blade, he
winced.

Long considered to be the mark of a knight’s
virility, he could never stand the feel of the coarse whiskers
covering his face. Refusing to pay heed to such nonsense, only
Albin dared to bring it up on occasion.

Returning with his horse, Fulke noted Warin’s
crestfallen demeanor. “Is there aught amiss, lad?”

Holding out the reins, Warin avoided his
gaze. “All is well, my liege.” Before Fulke could question him
further, he turned back to the stables.

Vaulting into the saddle, he rode over to
Albin.

Finished instructing Osbert on the correct
way to strike the quintain, he glanced up at his approach. “Kind of
you to join us this morn, my liege.”

Reining up, he ignored his dry attempt at
humor. “Is aught amiss with Warin?”

Albin shrugged. “I know not, Fulke. The lad
has been gloomy for most of the morn. I thought perhaps he is a tad
melancholy at leaving home, so instructed the men to leave him
be.”

Fulke gazed thoughtfully in the direction of
the stables. “I have a feeling there is something more behind it,
Albin.”

 


* * * *

 


By the time Fulke called for a break from
jousting, the sun was high.

Joining the men for a tankard of ale, he knew
he was postponing the inevitable meeting with Sir Everard.

Hesitant to depart with Reina believing the
worst of him, he had hoped all morning to catch her on the way back
from the village.

Left with no choice, he headed to the keep
for the midday meal. Scanning the stables, he waited to see if
Warin would join them. When he failed to appear, he assumed Albin
was right. The lad was extremely close with Reina. Perhaps he was
taking the parting hard.

“I have not seen the lad since early this
morn.” Falling in step beside him, Albin answered his unasked
question.

“Were you seeking Warin, my liege?”

“Aye, have you seen him of late, Talan?”

“Not long past, I saw him enter the woods at
the base of the motte.”

“Thank you,” Fulke responded absently,
skimming the distant tree line for any sign of the siblings.

He entered the hall behind the men with an
uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach.

Sir Everard picked from the platters set
before him as the men took their seats. Off to the side, Lady
Baldith stood waiting with Sibilla.

To avoid sitting with Sibilla, Fulke moved to
the opposite side of the table, squeezing in between Gervase and
Guy, to the surprise of them both.

Undaunted, Sibilla came to stand behind
Gervase.

Hazarding a glance at Fulke’s deepening scowl
he stood to face her. “Would you care to sit here, Mistress
Sibilla?”

“How chivalrous, Sir Knight.” She pressed up
against Fulke’s side as Gervase slid further down the bench.

Gervase swallowed nervously as Fulke’s angry
gaze swept him before coming to rest on Sibilla. Acknowledging her
with a curt nod, he speared a slice of venison from a platter with
his knife.

Intending to request a private meeting with
Sir Everard at the conclusion of the meal, Fulke tipped his tankard
back. Choking on the ale he just swallowed, he stood abruptly when
Sibilla’s hand slid up his thigh to cup his groin beneath the
table.

The table fell silent, all heads turned
towards him in question.

Alarmed, Lady Baldith was the first to speak.
“Is there aught amiss, your lordship?”

Furious with Sibilla’s lack of decorum, Fulke
could not think of an adequate excuse so refrained from offering
one. “Please excuse me, my lady.”

“You scarcely touched your fare. Does it not
suit you?”

“I find I am not at all hungry at the
moment,” cursing his traitorous body when his stomach growled.

Before Baldith could say anything further to
deter him, he stepped from the table.

Striding for the door, he called to his
surprised men, “Coming?”

Glancing with longing at their full
trenchers, they excused themselves.

He was halfway to the stables by the time
they reached the courtyard.

Entering the cool shade of the stalls behind
him, Albin noted Fulke’s aggravated bearing as he saddled his
horse.

Gervase was about to speak when Albin
silenced him by gripping his shoulder. “Hold your silence,
lad.”

For once grateful to Albin for interfering,
Fulke rode out. The rest of the men hastening to catch him.

After several passes at the quintain to cool
his rage, Fulke dismounted. Wiping the sweat from his brow, he
caught sight of Hylda returning from the village. Prepared to ask
after Reina, he started down the slope to meet her.

Drawing near, he could see Hylda’s distressed
state. His heart pounding, he quickened his pace to a jog.

She looked up at him with tear-swollen eyes
as he drew to an anxious halt before her. “Where is your mistress,
Hylda?”

Bowing her head in despair, Hylda mumbled
just loud enough for him to hear, “My Reina is gone.”

“Gone you say? What do you mean she is gone?”
Fulke grabbed her thin shoulders without realizing it. “Egad woman.
Tell me where Reina is.” Seeing her grimace in pain, he immediately
dropped his hands. “Forgive me, I did not mean to hurt you, Hylda.”
Striving for a calmer tone, he tried again. “Where is Reina?”

Tears slipped from her warm brown eyes as she
stammered, “Sir Everard has banished her to a Cistercian Convent in
Rotheram.”

Stumbling back from her words, he breathed,
“Is she to take the veil of the church?”

Hylda shook her head sadly. “No, your
lordship, were that it so. My beloved Reina is to be nothing more
than a lowly servant. Father Godfrey said it would be her decision
to take the veil. If it makes her way easier, I pray that she does
so.”

Fulke felt as though lead had suddenly filled
his empty stomach. “When did she depart?”

“This morn at sunrise.” She began sobbing.
“There is naught anyone can do, your lordship.”

“We shall see about that,” he replied
angrily.

He did not recall walking away from Hylda,
for the next thing Fulke knew, he was stalking into the Great Hall.
Finding a young boy tending the hounds, he snapped, “Fetch your
masters.”

Pacing before the hearth to gain control of
his fury, he swore, “Fie. Even I would be better for her than
banishment to a bloody convent.”

Envisioning Reina's sparkle doused by a nun’s
dour existence, his anger soared to new heights. He could
understand Lady Baldith's motivation, yet for Sir Everard to do
such a thing, sickened him.

His mind in turmoil, he quickly drafted a
course of action. King Henry taught him strategy succeeded where
brute force could not. Interlacing his fingers, he cracked his
knuckles, mentally preparing himself. This was one battle he had
every intention of winning.

By the time he heard their approach, Fulke
portrayed a vision of calm standing before the fire. Turning to the
pair, he gave them a curt nod. “Sir Everard, Lady Baldith, thank
you for answering my summons so quickly.”

Lady Baldith curtseyed while Sir Everard
stood stiffly by her side. “Is there aught amiss, your lordship? My
servant was under the impression you were distressed.”

Fulke perfected an air of nonchalance. “Not
at all, Sir Everard. I merely find myself forced to depart on a
matter of great import. Before I do so, I thought it best if we
were to finalize the betrothal accord.”

Lady Baldith gasped with obvious pleasure. “I
shall summon refreshment at once, your lordship.” She gestured
towards a seat by the hearth, with a sweep of her arm. “Pray, take
a seat.”

Rudely ignoring her offer, he moved to one of
the planked tables. “Since this matter also affects Mistress
Sibilla and Master Warin, it would please me if you were to summon
them as well.”

“Of course, your lordship,” Baldith replied
eagerly. Hastening off to do his bidding.

Sir Everard crossed to the table, taking a
seat on the bench across from Fulke. Folding his hands before him,
he said bluntly, “I must say, your lordship, I believe this
marriage will be of great benefit to you. My daughter is blessed
with a manner that will do well at court.”

Fulke narrowed his eyes. “I am well aware of
that, sir.”

Everard’s eyes flared at his harsh tone.
Leaning back in his seat, he kept silent.

Anxious to see the matter settled, Fulke
drummed his fingers on the table.

They both straightened as Warin entered.
Avoiding his father’s gaze, he stopped before Fulke. “You sent for
me, my liege?”

Taking in Warin’s pale features, Fulke
realized he should have followed his earlier instinct to question
him further. Instead, he wasted most of the day. Reina was now that
much closer to reaching the Convent.

“I did, lad. We are to discuss a matter of
great import that affects you as well.”

Albin entered, followed by Talan, Gervase,
Guy and Osbert.

Fulke bit back a smile at their show of
loyalty. Responding to their solemn stares with a curt nod, he
jerked his head to the adjoining table.

Visibly surprised by their presence, Sir
Everard asked, “You mean to discuss matters of import in front of
your men, your lordship?”

“I trust my life to them, Sir Everard. I see
no reason why they should not be privy to such matters,” he replied
stiffly.

Baldith swept in with a beaming Sibilla.
Aiming a puzzled glance at the somber men, she took a seat beside
her husband.

Sibilla squeezed close beside Fulke. When he
did not so much as acknowledge her with a nod, she pouted, “I am
here, my lord.”

“I am aware, Mistress Sibilla,” he replied
coldly.

Choosing not to sit, Warin stood off to the
side, staring hard at his father.

Serfs hurried from the upper level bearing
heavy trays. Glancing up to refuse refreshment, Fulke spotted Hylda
hovering in the shadows of the upper passage. A slight smile of
approval touched his lips as he briefly met her gaze.

He lowered his eyes as she eased back into
the shadows lest he expose her presence. Hylda took a considerable
risk to eavesdrop. It was something any mother would do for a
beloved child.

Glancing at Lady Baldith, he fought to
conceal his disgust. Staring at the rings on her right hand, he let
his anger flow through him as he turned a cold stare on Sir
Everard. “I wish to discuss your daughter’s dowaire, sir.”

Sir Everard frowned. “This is all untoward,
your lordship. We discussed the matter at length when last we met.
I assure you nothing has changed.”

Fulke stood to place his hands flat on the
table. Leaning forward, he gave into his anger. “I assure you,
things have changed. Sir.” In a tone that his men knew all too
well, he continued, “I do not speak of your favored daughter’s
dowaire. I speak of the dowaire for the daughter that you and your
lady wife banished to a convent, just this morn.” His eyes narrowed
to angry slits. “Dare you deny you banished Mistress Reina for no
other reason than she cannot communicate as befitting your high
standards?”

The response to his words by those gathered
was immediate, ranging from shock, outrage, surprise and joy. In
the midst of it all, Fulke remained defiant.

Lady Baldith was the first to find her voice.
“My husband’s daughter is worthless, your lordship.” Her dark eyes
sparked with fury. “You could never present her at court.”

Briefly fixated on her rings, he slid his
gaze slowly over the arrogant woman. Contempt flaring in his eyes.
“I would not demean myself to present you at court.” He sneered,
“My lady.”

Flustered, Baldith’s face took on an
unhealthy shade of red as she gained her feet. Glaring down at her
husband, she snapped, “Say something, Everard.”

He calmly flicked a hand in her direction.
“Leave us. Take Sibilla with you.”

Sibilla was the last to grasp Fulke’s intent.
Her dreams of a life at court once again dashed, her rage knew no
bounds. Jumping to her feet, she whirled to face Fulke. “You dare
place that drasty lack-wit above me?”

Before Fulke could respond, Sir Everard’s
fist slammed down on the table hard enough to split the heavy oak.
“You will leave this hall at once, Sibilla!”

Satisfied with her husband’s unyielding
stance, Baldith calmly dragged her outraged daughter from the hall,
murmuring assurances in her ear.

Hearing low chuckles from the men at the
adjacent table, she quickened her pace.

Waiting for the sound of simultaneous door
slams from the upper level, Sir Everard shifted his gaze to Fulke.
“Please take a seat, your lordship.” As Fulke stiffly complied, he
continued, “For obvious reasons, a dowaire has not been set aside
for my eldest daughter. What do you ask?”

Not expecting Sir Everard to yield so easily,
Fulke gained a new respect for the elder knight. “I ask nothing
that is not in your power to give, sir. I ask only for you to
release Hylda, so that I may reunite her with your daughter.”

A shriek of joy sounded from the shadows
above.

Feigning a cough, Fulke concealed the quirk
of his lips behind his hand.

Paying no heed to the outburst, Sir Everard
heaved a weary sigh. Staring heavenward, he asked, “Do you love my
daughter?”

“I will protect her with my life,” Fulke
replied honestly.

Everard pressed, his dark green eyes
scrutinizing Fulke. “Do you ask for her hand out of pity?”

Fulke did not hesitate, “No, sir.”

Sir Everard swung his legs over the bench to
stand. “Consider it done, your lordship.” His back to Fulke, he
murmured, “You did not ask for it, but you go with my
blessing.”

His plan to embarrass the elder knight into
agreeing to the marriage unnecessary, it took a moment for Fulke to
dip his head in acknowledgement.

The hall was silent as those gathered watched
Sir Everard ascend the steps. Hearing the click of a door latch, it
was Talan who broke the quiet. Raising his tankard, he called,
“God’s blessing be on you both, my liege.”

Albin stood with tankard held high, beaming
his whole-hearted approval. “Aye. May the future hold joy for you
both,” he seconded.

His arm around a dejected Gervase, Guy nodded
in half-hearted agreement.

Fulke grinned at the two lovelorn knights.
“Cheer up lads. If Mistress Reina accepts me, she will still be
your lady.”

Exchanging a resigned glance, Guy spoke as
Gervase joined Osbert in raising their tankards. “To our liege and
lady. May sons bless your lives and fill your home.”

Accepting their well wishes with a dip of his
head, Fulke noticed Warin still standing quietly off to the
side.

While the men began to bandy jokes back about
life at Castell Maen with a lady about to keep them in order, he
joined him.

“I shall protect her with my life, if she
will have me Warin,” he said softly.

Warin grinned. “It will be a great honor to
call you brother, my liege.”

Fulke gripped his shoulder as a commotion
drew their attention to the steps.

All heads turned as Hylda came into sight
dragging a heavy ironbound chest behind her. Bouncing her burden
from step to step, the screech of metal on stone pierced the ears
as she slowly descended.

Reaching the rush-strewn floor, she abandoned
the chest. Rushing over to Fulke, she dipped into a curtsey. “I
have prepared myself, your lordship.”

“So I have heard.” He grinned at her puzzled
expression.

“I shall gather us food for the journey.”
Bobbing her head, she rushed back up the steps.

Fulke belatedly released Warin’s shoulder.
“How long do you need to prepare yourself, lad?”

Running to the steps, he called over his
shoulder. “I shall be prepared before the horses are saddled, my
liege.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 


By the time they stopped to make camp in a
small glade for the night, Reina felt exhausted. For once, the
sunset held no joy for her as she numbly dropped to the ground
before the fire. She did not feel the damp grass seeping through
her kirtle or the warmth of the flames as the fire was stoked into
a blazing brilliance. Staring unseen into the distance, she felt
nothing.

Clearing a space in the back of the wagon,
Father Godfrey happily set about making a pallet for her. Plumping
the last of the blankets, he climbed down.

Out of breath from his exertions, he settled
himself on the ground beside her. Taking in her drawn features, he
patted her hand to get her attention. “Feeling a touch melancholy
at leaving home, lass?” Without waiting for a response, he rambled
on, “Fear not, the Lord is always a step ahead of us to keep the
stones from our path.” Struggling to his feet, he left to feed his
mules.

She watched him go, grateful for his
reassuring presence.

He returned a short time later with a bundle
of cheese and flat bread. Passing out the food, she refused his
offer with a shake of her head.

After the meal, he joined her to recite the
evening prayer. Smothering a yawn, he stood. Bidding her to get
some rest, he retreated to his pallet.

Lost to her own misery, it was some time
before she felt the gazes of the two men her father sent with them.
Glancing across the fire, she felt a tremor of fear to find them
both leering boldly at her.

One smiled, exposing a mouth full of
blackened or missing teeth. The other slowly licked his lips,
crudely running his eyes down the length of her.

She stood to retrieve the bundle Hylda had
given her. Keeping a watchful eye on the men, she retreated to her
pallet in the back of the wagon.

With a sad sigh, she untied the twine to
withdraw a blanket of soft lavender wool. Holding it close against
her, she felt hot tears slip from her eyes. It must have taken
Hylda longer than a moon to stitch the detailed border of light
blue wildflowers.

Wrapping up in the blanket’s warmth, she
settled down on her side facing the men.

Eventually, they grew bored with their vigil.
Pulling their woolen cloaks around themselves, they settled back to
sleep.

Lowering her guard, she focused on the meager
light of the fire. She found herself dreaming of Fulke, Warin, and
the knights.

As if awake, she watched her dream play out
as Fulke materialized by the edge of the fire. She held her breath
as he searched the sleeping figures, until his eyes locked on
her.

Afraid he would disappear if she looked away,
she lost herself to his gaze as Warin stepped into the flickering
light with the knights following behind. Fulke spoke to them,
before bending by Father Godfrey to wake him.

Sir Albin crossed the camp to stoke the dying
fire, and she would have sworn she could feel the sudden flaring
heat of its flames. He glanced her way as he moved past to step
back into the darkness. Returning with his saddle, he set it beside
the fire as the rest of the men followed suit.

The men cast worried glances her way as they
began to settle themselves. Stretching out, they wrapped up in
their cloaks, before closing their eyes.

Curled up on his side, Warin pillowed his
cheek with his hands the way he did as a child making the dream
seem so real she felt the wetness of tears slide down her face.

She smiled as Fulke settled down across the
fire from her. Fighting to hold onto the illusion, she found
herself drowning in the fathomless blue depths of his eyes, content
to stay in the dream forever.

 


* * * *

 


Guided by the moon, Fulke rode his men hard
towards Rotheram. Their horses’ hooves digging up large clumps of
the sodden earth as they galloped forward. Digging his heels in, he
fully intended to catch Reina before dawn.

His eyes scanning the distance, he grinned as
he thought of Osbert following behind in the cart. Certain Hylda’s
nervous disposition would have driven him to distraction by
now.

The flickering light of a small fire appeared
on a distant rise. Spurring his horse, the animal surged forward,
the men following hard on his heels.

Dismounting at the edge of the camp, he
scanned the sleeping figures, before locking on the one he
sought.

Reina was lying on her side staring at him,
yet not seeing him. He felt a moment of fear as he took in the dark
circles beneath her sorrowful eyes. He had seen it many times on
the battlefield. The emotional stress she had been under had pushed
her beyond the point of exhaustion. She was sleeping with her eyes
open.

He turned to block Warin’s approach. “I am
afraid your meeting will have to wait, lad.”

Warin stared at Reina, concern clouding his
eyes. “Is she ill, my liege?”

Fulke gripped his shoulder. “She just needs
rest. I am sure she will be fine come the morn. Rest yourself after
seeing to the horses.”

“Aye, my liege.” With another worried glance
at Reina, he stepped into the darkness.

Bending down, Fulke gently shook Father
Godfrey to wake him.

Surprise entered the priest’s gaze as he
blinked tiredly up at him. “Baron Erlegh?”

Fulke held up a hand to keep him from rising.
“Rest at ease, Father. All is well. Plans for the mistress have
changed. I intend to marry her on the morrow, if she will have
me.”

Father Godfrey beamed. “It appears the Lord
continues to work in mysterious ways, your lordship. What is meant
to be shall be.”

“Thank you, Father. Upon rising, please
inform Sir Everard’s men the mistress no longer requires their
escort.”

Glancing at the hulking knights settling
themselves around the fire, his eyes widened. “Consider it done,
your lordship.” With a smile, he rolled back over.

Fulke kept his gaze on Reina as he set his
saddle across from her. Sinking down on the hard earth, he gathered
his cloak about him.

Every so often her eyes would drift closed,
only to snap open.

“Rest now, Reina,” he mouthed to her.

Seeing her ease into sleep, he continued his
vigil for the remainder of the night.

 


* * * *

 


Just as dawn was breaking, Reina rolled over.
Staring into the fading night sky, she shrugged off the blanket to
sit up.

Climbing from the wagon, she raised her arms
above her head to stretch the soreness from her limbs.

Swallowing hard, Fulke stared at the outline
of her full breasts straining against her kirtle

Lowering her arms, she spotted him and
froze.

She stared at him in confusion, before
searching the faces of the sleeping men around the fire. Stopping
on Warin, her mouth fell open.

Bewildered, she returned her gaze to
Fulke.

Crossing to her, he gently touched the wound
on her cheek with his fingertips. Holding out his hand, he asked,
“Will you take a walk with me, Mistress Reina?”

She slipped her cold hand into the warmth of
his as he led her across the misty glade.

A short way from the camp, he entered the
woods. Leading her to the stump of a fallen tree, he unclasped his
cloak to spread across its length, before gesturing for her to
sit.

Amidst the splendor of the dawning sun, he
knelt on the damp earth before her. Taking her trembling hands
within his, he said, “Reina, nothing happened betwixt Sibilla and
me.”

She lowered her eyes, before answering,
“You do not have to explain yourself to me, my lord. Sibilla is
to be your wife.”

He gently tipped her chin up so she would
look at him. “I did not ask your father for Sibilla’s hand, I
petitioned him for yours.”

Her eyes widened in disbelief as he
continued, “I have been a knight far longer than a noble. Thus far,
I have spent my life living from battle to battle. I know nothing
of love or affection, and I do not vow it. Knowing this of me, I
pledge to you this, if you become my wife, everything I have will
be yours and you will have my protection from this day forth.”

Glancing at their lightly clasped hands, she
slowly pulled her trembling hands from his to cup his face. “It
would be my honor to become your wife, my lord.”

With a gust of breath, he drew her into his
embrace. Her hands slid through his hair to twine around his neck
as he lightly touched her lips with his own. Searing heat raced
through him as he wrapped his arms around her to pull her
closer.

Trailing hot kisses down her face and throat,
he returned to capture her lips to start again. He was sliding his
hands up her waist when he heard a loud throat clearing behind him.
The sound hitting him like a bucket of ice water.

Releasing Reina, he struggled to gain control
of his raging desire. Seeing the question in her eyes, he slanted
his gaze behind him. She flushed with color as he scowled over his
shoulder at a smirking Albin.

With a grin, Albin bowed low. “I take it that
you are betrothed, my liege?”

“Is there a reason behind your intrusion or
is it solely your wish to irritate me so early this morn?”

Holding his hands up, Albin laughed. “Spare
the messenger, Fulke. The young lad is anxious to see how his
sister fares. I thought it best if I were the one to fetch
you.”

“One day you will find that I give as good as
I get, my friend.” Rising, he bent to assist Reina.

Albin chuckled. “I shall live in fear until
that day comes.”

Relieved the length of his tunic concealed
his obvious arousal, he turned his back on Albin. Lightly running a
fingertip down the length of Reina’s flushed cheek, he asked, “Do
you need a moment to yourself, mistress?”

Reina shyly returned his smile. “No, my
lord.”

Holding out his arm, he resisted the
temptation to steal another kiss. “Then allow me to escort you back
to camp.”

Leading her back, Fulke ignored Albin
striding boldly beside him. With his hands clasped behind his back,
he whistled a spirited tune.
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