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Brice had removed his chain mail and
other accoutrements of fighting and war
and stood there as just a man. Yet now he
seemed even more dangerous than before.

He was tall and large, with broad shoulders that bespoke of years
of training in his craft. She swallowed deeply as she realized

he watched her perusal of him. Gillian lowered her gaze to her
clasped hands and waited quietly.

Without even lifting her head, she could see him moving closer
to her. “Do you need something to drink or eat?”

“My lord,” she said quietly as she rose to her feet and stood
before him. “I need nothing from you save your grant of safe
passage to the convent.”

The tension between and around them grew as she waited on his
word. His brown eyes darkened even more as the intensity and
heat of his gaze moved over her.

“You have asked for one of the two things I could not grant you,
lady, even if I wished it to be so.”

Her heart began to pound in her chest as he reached out and
took her hand in his, tugging her even closer.

“What is the other?” She held her breath as he lifted her hand to
his mouth and kissed the inside of her wrist. He allowed his lips
to rest there for 2 moment longer than necessary before looking
back at her.

“I could not let you greet the morning as a maiden still,” he said.
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Author Note

Although the 1066 invasion of Duke William of Normandy
brought about huge changes in the politics and society of
England, some of those changes were already underway.
Normans had become an integral part of England during
Edward the Confessor’s reign; many gaining lands and titles
long before the Conqueror set foot there. So the Saxons
had some experience with Norman ways before this major
invasion force landed in Pevensey in October 1066.

Many Saxons held their lands after William’s arrival—those
who pledged their loyalty to the new ruler were permitted
to retain them, but many were supplanted by those who’d
fought for William. Important Norman nobles gained more
property and often Saxon heiresses.

Thought ruthless and decisive about using force to implement
his rule, William did not employ it fully after the Battle of
Hastings until the revolt three years later in the north of
England. Then he unleashed his anger in what’s still called
“the Harrowing of the North,” destroying everything in his
path and effectively wiping out what was left of the Saxon
way of life.

In my story one of Harold’s sons, Edmund, appears as a
leader of the rebels. My Edmund is really a composite of
several real people who lived in the aftermath of the Battle of
Hastings and continued to fight the Normans as they moved
from the southeast of England northward and westward to
take control of the whole country.

It is believed that at least two of Harold’s sons did survive (or
avoid) the battle that killed their father and that they and their
mother joined in the efforts of some of the others opposing
the Normans. The earls of Mercia and Northumbria, Harold’s
brothers-by-marriage, switched sides several times during
this conflict, were even taken to Normandy along with the
designated Saxon heir apparent, Edgar Atheling, and were
later part of the struggle that led to William’s Harrowing of
the North.

So any resemblance of my Edmund to the real protagonists
of history is intentional!



Prologue

Cor T

Taerford Manor, Wessex, England
December 1066

Bishop Obert summoned a meeting with the second
of the knights on the list he’d prepared months before
of those who were to benefit from the king’s generos-
ity. He carried the papers with him that would turn the
knight into a baron and make a penniless bastard into a
rich lord—if he could take the lands granted him from
the Saxon rebels who still held them.

Obert paced along the length of the table, waiting
for Brice Fitzwilliam, bastard knight from Brittany, to
arrive. If he was to make it back to London before the
king’s coronation he must leave on the morrow, and
this was his last duty here in Taerford. Regardless of
the winter closing in around them, regardless of the
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yet unsettled lands and regardless of his own wants or
needs, he was Duke William’s loyal servant. After God,
of course, he mused as he turned towards the group of
men now approaching.

As seemed to be their custom, the new lord of Taer-
ford, Giles Fitzhenry, walked side by side with the man
for whom Obert waited. Thinking back to his weeks
here, he rarely saw one without the other, whether in
the hall or yards, in any task needed to be done here in
Taerford. They strode in, followed by more of Giles’s
men, fresh from practising their fighting skills in the
yard. They became quieter with every step closer and
bowed as one to him.

‘My lord,” he said to Giles first, and then, wishing
to proceed with his task, he turned to the other. ‘My
lord,” he said as he nodded to Fitzwilliam.

The implications were not lost on anyone listen-
ing and the hall grew silent as they waited on Obert’s
words. The surprise filled the warrior’s face until he
laughed aloud with joy. If it was inappropriate, Obert
could understand it—as one bastard pleased by the suc-
cess of another who shared his status. The ripples of
cheering and shouting ebbed quickly as the entire hall
watched and waited on the declaration.

Obert motioned the knight forwards to kneel in front
of him. Although this should have been more ceremoni-
al and formal, and before the duke himself, the dangers
of the times and place gave way to expediency. Lord
Giles stood, once more, at his friend’s side, placing his
hand on Brice’s shoulder as Obert continued.
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‘In the Duke’s name, I declare you, Brice Fitzwil-
liam, now Baron and Lord of Thaxted, and vassal to the
Duke himself,” Obert intoned. The pledging of loyalty
directly to the duke, who was soon to be king, ensured a
network of warriors who owed their lands and titles and
wealth to only him, with no other liege lords between
them. Obert could not fight the smile that threatened,
for it had been his idea to do so. ‘As such, you have the
right to lay claim to all the lands, the livestock, the vil-
leins and other properties owned or held by the traitor
Eoforwic of Thaxted before his death.

Although the Normans and Bretons present cheered,
the peasants who’d lived on this land and claimed Saxon
heritage did not. He understood that the victors in any
engagement deserved everything they fought so hard to
gain, but the compassionate part of him also understood
the shame of being the defeated. However, this day
belonged to the victorious Breton knight before him.

‘The Duke declares that you should marry the daugh-
ter of Eoforwic, if possible, or seek another appropriate
bride from the surrounding lands and loyal vassals if
not.’

Obert handed the new lord the package of folded
parchments that carried the grant of lands and titles.
Holding out his hands, he waited for Brice to offer his
pledge. In a deep voice that shook from the power of
this promise, Brice repeated the words as Obert’s clerk
whispered them.

‘By the Lord before whom I, Brice Fitzwilliam, now
of Thaxted, swear this oath and in the name of all that
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is holy, I will pledge to William of Normandy, Duke
and now King of all England, to be true and faithful,
and to love all which he loves and to shun all which he
shuns, according to the laws of God and the order of the
world. I swear that I will not ever, with will or action,
through word or deed or omission, do anything which is
unpleasing to him, on condition that he will hold to me
as I shall deserve it, and that he will perform everything
as it was in our agreement when I first submitted myself
to him and his mercy and chose his will over mine. I
offer this unconditionally, with no expectations other
than his faith and favour as my liege lord.

Obert raised his voice so that all could hear.

‘I, Obert of Caen, speaking in the name and with
the authority of William, Duke of Normandy and King
of England, do accept this oath of fealty as sworn here
before these witnesses and before God and do prom-
ise that William, as lord and king, will protect and
defend the person and properties of Brice Fitzwilliam
of Thaxted who here pledges on his honour that he will
be ruled by the king’s will and his word. In the king’s
name, | agree to the promises contained herein this
oath unconditionally, with no expectations other than
his faith and service as loyal vassal to the king.’

Obert allowed the words to echo through the hall and
then released the new lord of Thaxted to stand before
him. “To Lord Thaxted,” he called out. ‘Thaxted!’

The men joined in his cheer then, stamping their
feet and clapping their hands and he permitted it to go
on for several minutes. Lord Giles pounded his friend



Terri Brisbin 11

on the back and then pulled him into a hug that spoke
of years of toil and triumph together. Only when Obert
spied Lady Fayth entering the hall did he realise he
must speak to Brice about the woman involved. As he
watched the expression on the lady’s face change several
times on her approach after hearing the news of Brice’s
grant, he knew that the weaker sex had a way of making
things difficult for the men chosen or designated to
oversee them as lords or husbands.

Obert noticed the hesitation in the lady’s greeting
and in her congratulatory words even if no one else did.
Ah, the soft feelings of women did ever make things
more difficult for men. As Lord Giles took her hand
and stood by her side, Obert comprehended the biggest
difference between the two knights now made lords by
their king.

Lord Giles had not had to hunt for his wife once he’d
fought his way to his lands.

He could not say the same for Lord Brice.



Chapter One

Cor T

Thaxted Forest, northeastern England
March 1067

The ground beneath her feet began to shake and Gil-
lian searched for a cause. It was a fair day, considering
that winter still claimed the land, but no clouds marred
the sky’s bright blue expanse. Looking up, she could
see no sign of a coming storm that would cause the
thunderous noise that covered the area.

Pushing her hood back, Gillian stepped into the
road and glanced both ahead and behind. With only
a moment to spare, she realised the reason for such a
clamour and jumped back into the tangle of brush and
bush at the road’s edge. With a prayer of thanks offered
that she’d stolen a dark brown cloak on her escape, she
tugged it around her and lay still as the large group
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of mounted knights and warriors thundered past her
hiding place. When they pulled up a short distance from
where she lay motionless and silent, she dared not even
breathe for the fear of being detected and captured by
these unknown marauders.

Too far away to hear and too low to understand,
their words were a jumble of Norman French and some
English, as well. Keeping her face down, Gillian waited
for them to move on their way. When she heard the
sounds of men dismounting and walking along the
road, her body began to tremble. Being caught out
alone during these dangerous times was an invitation to
death or worse and something Gillian had taken pains
to avoid.

Her decision to leave her home and flee to the con-
vent was not made in haste or without considering the
consequences, but her alternatives were limited and
not attractive: the marriage her brother Oremund had
arranged to a poxed old man or one the invading duke
had made to a vicious Norman warrior on his way to
destroy all she held dear. All she could do was stay out
of sight and pray this troop of soldiers would move on
and her quest to reach the convent would continue.

Gillian waited as the men discussed something and
held her breath once more, trying not to gain their atten-
tion as their voices grew nearer to the place where she
hid. She recognised the name of her home and her
brother’s, as well. If only they would speak in her
tongue or at the least speak slower so that she could
try to understand more of their words!
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After a few seemingly endless minutes, the men
began to walk away from her, calling out to the others
that they saw nothing. She raised her head with care
as slowly as she could and watched their retreat. But
one knight remained in the road, not more than sev-
eral yards from where she lay. Instead of following the
others, he reached up and tugged at his helm, pulling
it free and tucking it under his arm as he turned.

The gasp escaped before she could stop it.

He was tall and muscular and the most attractive
man she’d ever beheld, even considering her cousin who
was accounted to be every woman’s dream. He did not
wear his blond hair in the short, shorn Norman-style;
instead it hung loosely around his face. She could not
tell the colour of his eyes at this distance, but his face
was all masculine angles and intriguing in spite of his
being a Norman.

A Norman! And a Norman in full battle armour.

Holy Mother of God, protect her!

And he was staring into the trees in her direction.
She dared not move, even to seek the cover of the snarls
of branches beneath her for he cocked his head, nar-
rowed his eyes and waited. She knew he listened for
another sign that someone was hiding and she barely
let out her breath as she remained motionless there.

Gillian thought he might come into the thicket to
search, but instead he turned to the others before plac-
ing his helm on and striding with those long legs back
to them. He rained down curses as he walked, some so
loud and rude that she felt the heat of a blush creeping
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up her cheeks. He could not be the lord who the Con-
queror had given Thaxted to, for no nobleman would
act in such a common way, using words as he had and
comparing one of his men to a beast of burden, and a
feeble, useless one at that.

So, who was he and what was his mission here?

One of the other men called out orders to move on
and she prayed that they would indeed do so. Gillian did
not move until the dust settled back on to the road’s dry
surface and no sounds could be heard. Even then, she
dragged herself to sit up and pulled her cloak around
her. She would not move from this spot until she was
certain that there was a safe and adequate distance
between herself and the warriors.

Pulling the skin of watered ale from beneath her
cloak, she drank deeply and eased the dryness in her
throat. The exertion of walking many miles, the dusti-
ness of the road and the fear that yet pounded in her
veins all caused her parched throat and the ale soothed
it. Tempted to partake of the food she carried wrapped
in cloth, Gillian decided to wait, for she had taken only
enough to last her for two days of journeying from
the keep to the convent and she had few coins to buy
more.

If any at all was available for sale along the way.

The winter had come early and the last harvest was
a meagre one, disturbed by plans of wars and their
aftermath. Any surplus, even some of that required to
feed the number of souls who lived on her father’s lands,
had gone to feed King Harold’s army as it passed close
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by. They had been first on their way north to face the
forces of Harald Hardrada, and then on their way south
to battle with the usurper William of Normandy.

King Harold’s forces had little chance to regroup
after battling the Norse before heading south to meet
the Norman forces near the coast. In one short day in
mid-September, England’s hopes were dashed as her
king and many of his closest allies were killed.

Worse, in the months since that battle near Hastings,
outlaws and rebels traversed the length of the land seek-
ing what they could take to fuel their efforts against the
conquering Norman army. Gillian sighed, her stomach
more upset by the memories of these last months and
now unable to think about eating. Enough time had
passed, she thought, so she stood, brushed the damp
soil and leaves from her gown and cloak and made her
way to the edge of the road.

Peering up at the sun, she realised she’d most likely
lost an hour of precious daylight during this encounter.
Stepping on to the road, she increased her previous pace
and began her journey anew. She had to reach the con-
vent by sunset or she would spend another night alone
in the woods—a thought that scared her more now that
she knew these Normans were sharing the road with
her.

An hour passed, and then another, and Gillian con-
tinued to walk, always with an eye ahead and an ear
listening for the sounds of danger, travelling in the same
direction as the men while trying to stay far enough
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behind so that she would never catch up to their pace.
As the sun dropped lower in the western sky, she rea-
lised she would not make it to the convent before the
sisters closed their gates for the night. Surely, she hoped
as she wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of
her sleeve, sleeping in the shadows of their walls would
be nearly as safe as sleeping within them?

She hurried then, deciding to eat the chunk of bread
and piece of cheese in her bag and doing so in some
haste, slowing only when she reached the rise in the
road that signalled she was nearing her destination.
Only a few miles separated her from safety. Her breath-
ing grew laboured as she climbed the rising road to its
peak and she paused to catch her breath a few times
before reaching the summit.

Then she lost the ability to breathe completely as she
beheld a terrifying sight—the same troop of warriors,
and more now, camped on the side of the road. Gillian
glanced ahead and wondered if she could simply con-
tinue on her way as though a simple peasant woman
on a task. Mayhap they would pay her no mind? Fight-
ing the urge to run, for running now would be nothing
less than an invitation to follow her, she decided that a
steady pace was her best choice.

Tugging her hood closer over her brow, she lowered
her head and put one foot in front of the other, forcing
slow, measured steps along the road. Gillian carefully
peeked over at the soldiers out of the corner of her
eye and hastened her pace past them. Although many
approached the road, none stopped her. A quickening
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of hope beat in her chest as she made her way. She was
nearly beyond the camp when a huge man stepped in
front of her, blocking her way forwards.

She side-stepped him, or tried to, but he moved as
she did. His large size and muscular form spoke of
his strength, and Gillian considered her choices. She
turned, thinking to go back in the direction from where
she’d come, and faced another warrior there. Then a
third and fourth man blocked her sides so that she had
nowhere to go. Taking and releasing a deep breath, she
waited for them to act.

‘Mistress, why are you on these roads alone?’ one
asked in heavily accented English. “What is your busi-
ness?’

Although she’d hoped never to need it, Gillian had
prepared a story to answer just that question. With-
out meeting his gaze, she turned to the one who had
spoken.

‘My lady sends me to the convent, my lord,” she
said, hoping that referring to these common soldiers as
‘lords’” would flatter them and ease her way. She bowed
her head lower as she said it.

“The night is almost upon us,” the one at her back
said. ‘Come, you will be safer in our camp this night.’

Was a sheep safe when guarded by a wolf? She
thought not, almost hearing them salivating over her.
Shaking her head, she begged off such an invitation.
‘The good sisters are expecting me, my lord. I must
hasten there now. My lady will be angered if I do not
arrive there.’
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She pushed against the one in front of her, but he
barely moved. Gillian tried once more without success.
Before she could try again, two of them grabbed her
by her arms and pulled her with them as they walked
towards the others. No amount of struggling loosened
their iron grips and her heart began to pound in her
chest, making her blood pulse and her head spin.

Before she realised it, they were in the middle of
the camp, far enough that she could not make an easy
escape. She did not make it easy for them, but it nei-
ther slowed nor impeded their progress. They simply
dragged her between them. Her arms ached from it and
she knew her skin would show bruises by morning—if
she lived until then.

By their fast and furious whispering amongst them-
selves, she knew something was wrong. She decided to
take advantage of it. Stomping her foot down with all
her weight, Gillian pounded on the instep of the one
behind her and pushed at him with her hips, trying to
force him off balance.

It did not work.

Instead, her own foot now ached from it and she was
forced to limp along as they continued forwards. Finally,
they stopped and she took advantage of that moment to
pull free and run. One soldier grabbed her cloak, which
gave way when the laces snapped. Gillian had not taken
two steps, two painful steps, before a mail-covered arm
wrapped around her waist and dragged her up against
the hardest surface she’d ever felt. So hard was it that
it knocked the very breath from her lungs and nearly
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rendered her senseless as her head collided with the top
of the chest plate.

‘Where are you going now, mistress? Have you
decided not to favour us with your presence this night
after all?’

When she recognised the voice of the warrior who
now held her firmly against him, terror began to tease
her senses. With no chance for escape and suspecting
that these men were planning all manner of illicit and
immoral acts against her, she listened to the laughter of
those watching the scene and wished she could faint.
Instead, she gasped as the giant behind her wrapped his
other arm around her and pulled her into an indecent
embrace against his chest. Then he leaned his head
closer to hers until she could feel his hot breath against
the skin of her neck.

‘Tell me what you seek, sweetling, he whispered in
English words flavoured with his exotic foreign accent,
‘and I will try to oblige you in any way I can.’



Chapter Two

Cor T

Though the circumstances and sometimes miserable
history of his existence as a bastard among noble-born
should have taught him the lesson, Brice Fitzwilliam
had never learned the one about patience being a virtue.
It had always seemed overrated and a necessary nui-
sance, and this situation simply confirmed his opinion
about it.

After being patient as the king required, and wait-
ing while the winter passed for his letters granting him
the lands and titles of Baron and Lord of Thaxted to
arrive, he’d made his way here only to find the keep
firmly closed against him. Three weeks of waiting
for reinforcements from his friend Giles’s forces to
arrive found him no closer to conquering the keep or
the people inside. Now, after capturing a few escap-
ing peasants, he discovered that his bride, who’d run
away on several other occasions, had also just escaped
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under his watch—and that she sought refuge away from
his control in a convent. Luckily Stephen le Chasseur
accompanied him and nothing and no one escaped him
when he set out to hunt.

Though she squirmed in his arms, Brice knew she
had no idea of his identity or that she was his. His anger
grew for her blithe ignorance of the dangers on the road.
If he had not found her, the thought of what could have
befallen her terrified him for many reasons. She needed
to be taught a lesson and he would be the one to do it.

At least she was alive for him to make her consider
her actions.

‘So, what is your price for the night, mistress?’ he
asked, sliding his hand across her body and feeling her
shudder beneath his caress. ‘Many of my men have
saved up their coins or trinkets and could make it worth
your while to stay with us.’

‘I am not a wh-wh...” she stuttered. ‘I do not sell my
favours.’

Brice released her and spun her to face him, nearly
losing his wits along with it, for he finally got his
first clear look at his bride. She was a beauty and she
belonged to him.

Wide, luminous eyes, a colour between blue and
green, shimmered from a heart-shaped face. Long, dark
brown curls escaped from under her veil and tumbled
over her shoulders. Though she was dressed in the loose
Saxon style, he could see that her body was wonderfully
curved and fell into the feminine shape he desired in
his lovers—full soft breasts and hips. From the strength
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of her resistance, he knew that her legs and arms were
strong.

His body reacted before his perusal was complete,
that part of him flaring to life and readying him for all
the things he’d shamelessly threatened her with. Only
when one of his men coughed loudly did he speak.

‘If not a whore, then what?’

‘I told these men that my lady sent me to seek the
convent and I am on my way there now.’

‘Alone, mistress? When marauders and outlaws of all
types roam the woods and control roads here? Surely
your lady would have sent along guards to keep you
safe?’ he asked, stepping closer again.

She backed up, but his men did not and she remained
trapped between them. He recognised the growing fear
in her gaze and knew her brave front was in danger of
crumbling. Then, as he watched, she pulled her con-
fidence together, squared her shoulders and stuck out
her chin at him.

‘My lady has other things to worry over, sir. She
knows that I am self-reliant and could make my own
way to the convent.’

Self-reliant? Too much so, for here she was, miles
from safety, alone and not for the first time. Foolhardy
was more accurate a description, was what he thought
right now.

‘Foolish?’ he asked. ‘Seeking trouble?’ He let his
gaze follow the curves of her body and did not hide
his appreciation then. ‘Surely, any lady who sends her
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servant out onto these roads during these...dangerous...
times understands the message she is sending.’

Brice could almost hear her trying to swallow her
fear. Her eyes shimmered with a hint of tears and her
lip, the full lower one that tempted him so much, trem-
bled then. Ah, mayhap she was finally realising the
foolishness of her plan?

‘A nobleman would honour a lady’s promise to her
maid and grant her safe passage to the convent. A true
nobleman would not take advantage of a woman with-
out protection. A true nobleman would—" She began
to list another trait, but he stopped her with a shake of
his head.

‘I never claimed to be a nobleman, mistress,” he
whispered as the anger grew from deep within him.
‘If your lady believes that noblemen are to be trusted
and would pass up such a temptation as the one you
present here, she is more foolish than I first thought.’

His men laughed then, knowing that neither he nor
they were of noble or even legitimate birth, and he
recognised the confusion in her expression. Most men
would have been flattered by her, but not these who
had made their way in the world by the work of their
labours and the sweat of their bodies.

Lady Gillian looked as though she wanted to argue,
but had not the words to do it, so she lowered her head
and turned away. His attempts to humiliate her did not
give him the satisfaction he’d hoped. Glancing at his
men, he knew that nightfall was coming and there were
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many things that needed to be done now that his bride
had walked into his possession.

‘Take her to my tent and make sure she stays there,’
he ordered.

“You cannot!’ she cried out. He stepped closer,
forcing her to look up to see his face. ‘The good
sisters—’

‘The good sisters will eat their meal, offer their
prayers and seek their beds as they do each night, mis-
tress. Your lady should have thought out her plan before
launching it.

She pushed against him. ‘They are expecting me.
My lady sent them a message to expect me.’

‘I can assure you that no message arrived at the con-
vent. We have been camped here for the last several
weeks and no one from Thaxted has crossed our path...
until you did this day.’

Her confidence did crumble then and he felt the fight
go out of her. She glanced around the camp and for
the first time seemed to realise their number and the
dangers they presented to her. If there had been a mes-
senger, Brice’s men had not seen him. There was every
possibility that such a messenger would have fled in the
other direction if he’d spied their camp and knew he
could not get through. Apparently, that messenger did
not report his failure to his lady.

‘Take her, he repeated softly and he stepped aside
so that Stephen could carry out his order.

The lady looked as though she would offer resistance,
but she simply nodded and walked off with his men. At
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least, praise God, she was safe now and it was one less
thing he needed to worry over in this volatile situation.
By morning she would be his, as would Thaxted Manor
and all the lands entailed to it and to him as Lord of
Thaxted.

And with the support of Giles’s men from Taerford
and some of the king’s forces, Brice would take over the
keep, expel the rebels and those who would not pledge
to King William, and begin his life as one of the high
and mighty instead of remaining a low-born soldier.
Taking in a deep breath and exhaling it, Brice knew
he looked forwards to much of what yet faced him in
the challenging days ahead.

Facing the lady’s fury at his deception was not one
of those things.

Hours passed as he saw to preparations for his final
assault against the keep as well as more personal ones
involving the Lady Gillian. He sent word to the convent
to let them know that she was safe and would be return-
ing to her home in due course. A generous donation
accompanied the message, smoothing, he hoped, the
way that future dealings with the holy sisters would
go. He’d watched as many others made the mistake of
not respecting the clergy and he was determined not to
fall into that error himself.

Finally, several hours after the sun dropped into the
west and when night was full upon them, he decided it
was time to take the first step towards taking control
of his lands...and his wife. Calling out to those closest
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to him, he walked to his tent. Four men stood guard
there, one at each corner, and none looked happy.

‘Problems, Ansel?’ he asked as he approached. All
seemed quiet, but their expressions and the very number
of them said otherwise. Though this was Ansel’s first
battle campaign, he trusted the young man to carry out
whatever task he so ordered.

‘Aye, Ansel answered in their dialect. ‘She is...the
lady is...determined.” He shook his head as though he
had failed and Brice noticed the beginnings of a bruise
on the man’s chin.

Brice took hold of the flap of the tent and paused.
‘So long as no harm came to her, I do not question your
actions.

Ansel nodded, but there was still a problem that
Brice could not identify. Then Stephen approached.

‘She nearly escaped three times, Brice, he explained.
‘Once she got as far as the south perimeter of the camp
without being seen.” Brice glanced at each of the men
guarding the tent, seeing then that several sported new
scratches or bruises, and then back at Stephen, who let
out a breath and shrugged. ‘Blame this on me if you
must, but it was the only way to secure her.’

Brice winced at both the words and tone and won-
dered how they had done it. He nodded to them. ‘Bring
something for the lady to eat and then seek out your
meal. We will proceed once she’s eaten.’

The men walked away and Brice lifted the tent flap
to one side so he could enter. Bending down to avoid
knocking into the top of the tent, he stepped inside and
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stopped. In spite of only one lantern lighting the dark-
ness, he could see her clearly and his mouth dropped
open even as he hardened at the sight before him.

The men had driven big wooden stakes into the
ground and tied her to them, wrists and ankles bound
together and then to the posts. Her head covering gath-
ered around her neck and a gag sealed her mouth. From
her struggles against the bindings, her gown twisted
high on her legs, exposing their shapeliness to his gaze.
Due to the position of her arms and the shifting of the
top of her gown, her breasts thrust against the material,
their tightened peaks visible through the soft gown.

Brice swallowed, and then again, his mouth suddenly
dry. He stepped farther into the tent and dropped the
flap behind him. She began to struggle anew as he
approached and her efforts caused her gown to shift
more, gifting him with a clear view of her thighs and
her hips as she turned and tried to pull away. He found
himself clenching and releasing his fists as they ached
to slide up the expanse of white, soft skin and cup her
bottom. Heat pulsed through him then and he thought
of all the places he would caress and kiss before the
morn.

She mumbled something against the cloth in her
mouth and he realised he could not leave her so. Crouch-
ing down beside her, he took out his dagger and slit the
side of the gag. ‘Easy now, mistress, he soothed. With
a gentle touch, he smoothed her hair from her face and
wiped her cheeks.

Tears. She’d been crying. From what little he’d
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learned of his betrothed, he knew that this sign of weak-
ness would humiliate her and he had little stomach for
that now. He went to the small table and poured some
wine from the jug into a metal cup and brought it to
her.

‘Here now, drink this.” He lifted her head and helped
her sip until she drank the small amount of wine. After
she’d finished, he filled the cup once more and drank
it down quickly.

Kneeling at her side, he began to straighten her
gown. But when his hand touched her ankle, he could
not stop himself from enjoying just a small touch. He
slid his hand up to her knee before grasping the hem of
the gown. His body urged him to push it higher, to slide
up her thigh and between her legs to that place that he
could make weep at his caress. Brice fought the desire
to explore her body and only her soft words brought
him to his senses.

‘I pray thee, my lord. Please do not...” she whis-
pered.

She did not move at all, and it was a good thing,
for the battle of doing the right thing or following his
body’s urgings was a near one just then. After a moment
that lingered too long, he tugged the length of the gown
down to cover her legs and backed away.

The awkwardness between them was broken when
Ansel called to him from outside. Brice turned and
stepped out, coming back in with a wooden plate for
the lady. He placed it on the table and took his dagger
once more, sliding it carefully into the knot around her
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wrists. She gasped as he twisted it, most likely more
surprised than anything else, for he took great care
not to nick her skin in doing so. It was only when he
held out his hand to her that he realised he was still in
his hauberk of chainmail and wore his thick leather
gloves.

Regardless of the soft look in his gaze at this moment,
Gillian did not trust him. Oh, his men had not hurt her
yet, but being tied up and gagged and then left for hours
on end had tested her patience and courage. Though
a virgin, she’d recognised the lust in this man’s gaze
when he touched her leg and looked at the way her
gown had shifted to expose places better left covered.
How long she would remain untouched or unused she
did not know and dared not ask.

Still, if she was untied, there was a better chance of
escape than if she remained trussed like a goose. Gillian
accepted his hand and let him pull her up to sit. When
she reached for the ropes that bound her legs together
and to the other spike, he stopped her.

‘Leave them, he said gruffly, the deep voice and
accented words affecting her more than she wished they
would. She pulled the edges of her gown as far over her
feet as she could and tugged the laces at her neckline
tighter, too.

He reached over and dipped a linen square in a
bucket by the tent’s entrance and then handed it to her
to use. Wiping it over her face and neck, she removed
the dirt from her struggles and the tears that she’d shed
against all of her attempts not to cry. Then, she cleaned
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her hands and held the cloth out to him. ‘Merci,” she
whispered, using one of the few words in his tongue
she knew.

He started as she said it, and she realised her error. A
poor English maid would not know his French. A poor
English woman would know only her English words. ..
or Saxon or Danish ones, but not French. When he
replied in his own language, she blinked and shook her
head as though she knew none of it. Truly, she could
follow most of it when he spoke slowly, but she did not
want him or his men to know that. Better to gain what
information she could while here and share it with her
brother when she got back to Thaxted Keep.

If she returned to her brother.

Gillian shivered then as she realised she might not
survive the coming night. After all, these men did not
believe her story and thought her a prostitute. If made
to...service them...against her will, she might not even
be alive in the morn to try to escape once more. Her
body shuddered then, from her head down to her now
shoeless feet.

The knight reacted quickly but in an unexpected
way, for he called out to the other one, Stephen, and
demanded something. Robe? Cloak? Soon, her missing
cloak and shoes were handed into the tent. He shook out
her cloak and draped it over her shoulders. She grabbed
it and pulled it tight around her, taking what protection
it could offer her. Soon, after hours spent on the cold
ground with little protection from it, her body began
to warm under the thick layer of wool. Then, his gentle
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touch in placing her shoes back on her feet surprised
her again. His men had taken them the last time she’d
got past them, knowing that she could not go far on the
cold ground without them.

When he held the plate in front of her, her stom-
ach growled loudly, giving her no chance to refuse his
offer. She took the food—some cooked fowl, a chunk of
cheese and another of bread—and ate it. No matter what
challenges faced her, she needed to be at her strongest
and she continued to tear apart the roasted hen and
break apart the cheese and bread until every bit of it
was gone. Gillian looked up to find him watching her
every move. When he filled a cup for her, she drank it
down.

Knowing that this was simply a respite before what-
ever else he’d planned for her, she knew she should have
slowed down and taken her time, but an empty stomach
and all the exertions of the day proved her match.

She had barely finished the food and drink when she
heard movement outside the tent and the sound of many
voices growing closer. Had her brother discovered her
missing and followed? Did he now attack to recover
her? When the soldier took the plate from her, she gave
up all pretence and began to work the ropes around
her ankles. Either he ignored her or did not think she
could do it, for he left the tent then and she increased
her efforts.

If only she had a dagger or her small knife, or some-
thing sharp to loosen the knot or cut the ropes! Gillian
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continued until she heard the words spoken by Stephen
to her captor.

‘The men are ready.

Her mind emptied of all thought then and the only
thing she could do was struggle against the ropes. Pull-
ing on one, then another, she shook as the thought of
what lay ahead pierced her. They would take their plea-
sure of her now. All of them? Saints in heaven, protect
her!

Fighting off the panic that assailed her, Gillian knew
she must be in control and seek out a moment when
she could escape. To do that, she must be alive. Taking
several deep breaths and trying to let out the terror that
threatened to control her, she knew what she must do.
When the leader entered the tent and approached her,
she knew the only way to live through this was through
him.

He’d removed his chainmail hauberk and wore only
a thick, quilted tunic in its place. His leather gloves
were gone, as well. Instead of easing her fears, for she
knew that men could tup women in armour or out of it,
it increased them for he looked no less the dangerous
warrior than before in his battle dress. He crouched
near her once more and used his deadly dagger on the
ropes until they gave way. Helping her to her feet, he
wrapped an arm around her waist when she began to
stumble.

‘My lord,” she whispered, turning to face him. He
did not release her; nay, if truth be told he held her
more closely than before. ‘I would...see to your needs
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willingly if you promised not to share me with the
others.’

Shocked that she could speak such damning words
aloud, she knew she must seem honest in her inten-
tions or all was lost. Gillian reached up and clutched
the neckline of his tunic as she promised anything to
keep herself alive. ‘I wish to warm your bed only, my
lord.

The warrior released her so quickly she nearly fell to
the ground. She’d angered him in some way, not paci-
fied him with her promise of pleasure. He grabbed her
by the wrist and pulled her to the entrance of the tent.

‘Nay, my lord,” she cried out, both in pain from his
tight grasp and in fear of being given to the others. ‘I
beg you not to share me with your men!’

In but a few moments, she stood outside the tent, in
front of what seemed to be hundreds of men. Though
night-time, the full moon’s light alone would have made
it possible to see their numbers, but the burning torches
spread around the camp made it seem like day. He held
her wrist in his iron grasp and pulled her to face him.

‘Oui, my Lady Gillian, you will warm my bed this
night, he growled through clenched teeth. He knew!
He knew who she was! Before she could explain, he
tugged her closer until only she could hear his words.
‘And I will share my wife with no other man.’



Chapter Three

Cor T

Gillian searched his face for answers she did not find.
He was angry, aye, for it poured off him in waves. She
understood now that he’d known her identity the whole
while, even as she dissembled and lied. How?

‘Who are you?’ she asked.

Her brother had told her of the usurper’s nobleman
on his way to claim their lands as well as herself, but
this man who stood before her swore he was not noble.
She’d heard his common cursing and seen the way the
others called him by name—Brice—and not with the
respect due a lord of the realm, even that of the Norman
pigs who now infested their lands.

‘Brice Fitzwilliam, newly named Lord of Thaxted
and baron to his Highness Duke William of Normandy
and King of England,” he said loud enough for all his
men to hear. ‘And your husband,” he said as he offered
a slight bow to her.
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Their answering cheers shook the night and terrified
her. This was the man who would tear her world apart,
kill her brother, take her lands and people and conquer
her as surely as his bastard duke had ravaged the south
of England already.

Fitzwilliam? He was a bastard himself. Now she
understood his anger, for her earlier words about noble-
men were an insult to his new honour.

“You are not my husband,” she said, refusing to
believe that such a thing could be accomplished with-
out her participation or consent.

He laughed then, surprising her and showing a
different side to him from what she’d witnessed thus
far. His eyes gleamed in merriment and the way his
mouth curved into a smile made her body fill with heat.
When he turned that smile in her direction, she lost her
breath.

‘But that can be managed so easily, my lady,” he
said, motioning to someone across the clearing. ‘At your
command.’

An old man, a priest, came forwards from the crowd,
followed by a younger man not in priestly garb, but who
carried a number of parchments. They stopped in front
of her and bowed.

‘Lady Gillian,” the older man said respectfully. ‘I am
Father Henry, late of Taerford.” Turning to the Norman
warrior, he spoke softly. ‘My lord, Selwyn will read out
the marriage contract and disposition of properties and
titles.”

So shocked was she by this turn of events, she had



Terri Brisbin 37

not noticed when his tight grasp had loosened or when
his hand had clasped hers or when their fingers had
entwined. She’d gone from prisoner to betrothed wife
in moments and could not comprehend the change. As
the young man Selwyn read out the honours and lands
bestowed on this Lord Brice Fitzwilliam, who was from
Brittany, not Normandy, she tried to think of a way out.
A way back to Thaxted Keep; to her brother’s protec-
tion; to her life as she knew it just months ago.

Instead, she stood with a complete stranger, a foreign
knight raised high by his king, a man who would—
if she consented—control her lands, her people, her
person and body as his own. Gillian knew she must do
something, but as she began to pull from his grasp, he
whispered the words to her that would chill her blood
and ensure her co-operation.

‘Honoured wife or exiled peasant. Which do you
wish to be this night, Gillian?’

His gaze showed neither gloating nor persuasion
when she met it and she knew he would make certain
that her choice became the reality of her life. Selwyn
finished reading out the contract approved by his king
and all eyes watched as she hesitated.

Something deep inside urged her to be brave and
denounce this enemy, fight off his attempts to take her
against her will and defy her brother’s intentions. Surely
the priest would not stand by while she was forced into
this marriage or while his men ravaged her.

Another part of her wanted to stand up and do
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whatever she could, put up with what she must in order
to protect the people who lived on their lands against
this conqueror. The noble blood in her veins, though
tainted by the circumstances of her birth, ran back
countless generations through her father and it strength-
ened her resolve not to stand by while her people were
made to suffer more. If marriage to this warrior would
bring peace to their land, then she would endure it.

‘Do you consent to this marriage?’ the Breton asked
once more, this time in that voice so tempting that Eve
herself would have fallen again from Paradise to say
yes to him.

Though she wished that just once she could be con-
sidered only for her own worth and not as some valued
commodity, Gillian understood the truth of her situation
and the responsibility she bore. Mayhap at another time,
she could do something just because she wanted to or
could refuse something she objected to, but this was not
that time and she had not the luxury of such a choice.

And so, wearing the dirt of the road from her travels
and from her attempts to escape, covered in a servant’s
cloak and standing before hundreds of men she knew
not, Gillian surrendered her will and consented to the
sham of a marriage. Worse, as she heard that sultry
voice of his, pledging himself to her and promising to
protect her and honour her, heat poured through every
part of her body and sinful images of lying with him
filled her thoughts.

When the words were finished and he leaned
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towards her to seal their agreement with a kiss, she
knew exactly how Eve had felt that day when con-
fronted by the devil.

He caught her surprised gasp when he touched his
mouth to hers. She stood lost in her thoughts as they
said their vows, but he wanted her to understand what
she had agreed to. The ease with which she’d bartered
herself to him in the tent had filled him with anger, but
he tasted her innocence and fear as his lips slid across
hers now. Stepping closer, he slipped his arm around
her shoulders, both pulling her closer and keeping her
from falling.

She did not fight him, but did not participate in the
kiss, and Brice felt a small measure of disappointment
that the spirit she’d displayed earlier had disappeared
now. He wanted to taste her fire and her strength,
but all he felt was her fear. Her body trembled in his
embrace, so he kissed her lightly and quickly and lifted
his head.

Her turquoise eyes stared back at him and he watched
as curiosity, fear and surprise warred within her gaze.
She reached up and touched her mouth as though she’d
never been kissed. Regardless of her innocence or lack
of participation, his body responded to the taste of her
soft lips and to the promise of holding her close to
him in his bed. He would slide his hands beneath her
gown and caress every part of her before the sun’s light
touched the camp once more.

Whether she understood it or not, her body did, for
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she shuddered as Brice stared into her eyes, wanting
her naked and writhing at his every caress. She would
warm his bed this night and every other one from this
time forwards and he would show her such pleasure that
she would never regret giving her consent. He tore his
gaze from hers and examined her from the top of her
head to her feet.

Her lush hips promised healthy babes and once he
removed her brother from their lands and secured this
area for William, he intended to breed many with her.
All of them would bear his name, unlike his own father,
for Brice had married the woman who would give him
children. Now that she was in his possession, every-
thing he’d ever wanted, everything he’d laboured for
and worked for was within his reach.

Taking her hand and turning her towards his men,
he held their joined hands up and claimed her.

‘Lady Gillian of Thaxted, he called out loudly.
‘My wife!” The cheering began slowly and spread out
through the camp as one and all acknowledged his mar-
riage and saluted his wife. He nodded to Stephen, who
stepped forwards and bowed to Gillian. ‘Take the lady
to my tent and guard her until I arrive,” he ordered.

Brice had no doubt that the words spoken by her or
promises made would fade as soon as she realised what
she’d done. Therefore only consummation would make
her understand she was now his and prevent any claim
that could nullify their vows. Until that was accom-
plished and their marriage was acknowledged by all
parties, he would protect her as the treasure she was.
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Stephen approached and he felt her body tense. His
man bowed to her and held out his arm to escort her as
befit a lady and his wife. ‘My lady?’

Brice held his breath as he waited for her to bolt, but
she placed her hand on Stephen’s arm and walked at his
side towards his tent. Brice had to see to many tasks
before he could retire for the night and if he appeared
to hurry none of his men mentioned it.

An hour or two later, after messages had been sent
and more guards set to watch around their camp, he
stood in front of his tent and wondered which wom-
an—the honoured wife or the escaping peasant—he
would find within. Reaching out, he lifted the flap and
entered.

Though she heard his approach and entrance into the
tent, Gillian did not rise or look up to meet his gaze.
As yet uncertain of the situation and the man involved,
she’d pondered her options for the last hour or two. And
that was after spending a while in complete shock over
her new circumstances. Instead of becoming used to
the ever-present changes in her life, she was truly tired
of it.

Her plan to escape her half-brother’s control and to
avoid this marriage and seek refuge in the convent had
failed. Oh, it was ill advised at best from the beginning,
but it was a better plan than the first three times she’d
tried it. Both her brother’s threats of repeating the pun-
ishments he’d already applied for any future attempts
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and her need to flee his machinations had brought her
to this.

She dared not seek Oremund’s help now. She could
not make it to the convent. She had not... Sighing, Gil-
lian knew she was out of choices.

‘Lady?’ His deep voice broke into her reverie and
forced her gaze up to his.

How had she ever mistaken him for anything other
than the leader he was? Even if she discounted his lack
of a banner proclaiming his insignia, even if she ignored
the uncouth and foul language she’d heard him use, even
believing Oremund’s stories about the Norman—nay,
Breton—and his plans, there was no way to ignore the
inherent nobility of the man standing before her now.

He’d removed his chainmail and other accoutrements
of fighting and war and stood there as just a man. Yet
now he seemed even more dangerous than before.

He was tall, tall enough that he had to crouch down
to walk farther into the tent and not hit the top of it
with his head. He was large, with broad shoulders that
bespoke years of training in his craft. He was...waiting.
She swallowed deeply then as she realised he watched
her perusal of him and allowed it. Gillian lowered her
gaze to her clasped hands and waited quietly.

‘Did they bring you fresh water and see to your com-
forts?’ he asked softly. Without even lifting her head,
she could see him moving closer to her. ‘Do you need
something to drink or eat?’

With the time before he consummated their marriage
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running out, she decided to try one last time to dissuade
him from his purpose.

‘My lord,” she said quietly as she rose to her feet and
stood before him, ‘I need nothing from you save your
grant of safe passage to the convent.’

The tension between and around them grew as she
waited on his word. When silence was her only answer,
she lifted her head and looked at him. His brown eyes
darkened even more as the intensity and heat of his gaze
moved over her.

“You have asked for one of the two things I could
not grant you, lady, even if I wished it to be so.’

Had he done it a-purpose? He’d phrased his words
so that she had to ask about the other. Did he know of
her unseemly curiosity, something her brother and their
father had decried as a flaw in her character? Her heart
began to pound in her chest as he reached out and took
her hand in his, tugging her even closer. Try as she
might, Gillian could not stop the words from spilling
out.

‘What is the other?’ She held her breath as he lifted
her hand to his mouth and kissed the inside of her wrist.
He allowed his lips to rest there for a moment longer
than necessary before looking back at her.

‘T could not let you greet the morning as a maiden
still,” he said.

Shaking her head, she pulled her hand from his
grasp. Or tried to, for his fingers held tight and did not
allow her to free herself. ‘My lord...

‘My lady,” he replied.
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‘I beg you...” Her voice caught as he slid the sleeve of
her gown down her arm and followed it with his mouth,
placing heated kiss after heated kiss along the exposed
skin there. Flames seemed to grow within her and she
could not find the thoughts and arguments that seemed
so coherent just moments before. Her body trembled at
his intimate touch and she reached her free hand up to
pry loose his hold.

‘Nay, my lady,” he whispered against her skin, not
even pausing in his attentions as he caught her hand
and placed it on his chest. ‘I could not allow it.

With her hands held so, she was forced to lean closer
to him. She searched his face for any sign that he would
relent, but there was none. And when he turned to look
at her and she recognised the glint of desire in his eyes,
she knew she had no chance of escaping his intentions.
Even when he released her hands, it was only for a
moment and only to untie her veil and remove it. He
tossed the linen aside and took her into his embrace,
drawing her even nearer. When his mouth descended
and touched hers, she lost her wits completely and every
attempt to focus on her plan, a plan, any plan, failed as
her body fell under his spell.

This kiss began much as his first had, but then it
changed quickly into something seeking, something
demanding, something seducing. She lost her breath as
he turned his face and took control of her mouth and her
body. Gillian felt his hands slide up onto her shoulders
and then into her hair as she gave herself over to the
kiss. Opening to him as his tongue touched her lips, she
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allowed him his way and felt the shivers pulse through
her body. The thought that she’d never been kissed in
such a bold and possessive manner flitted through her
mind for a moment.

When he relinquished his hold of her hair and slid
one hand slowly down her body, touching and caress-
ing her neck and then her breasts and stopping to rest
splayed over her belly, she pulled away from his kiss
and tried to breathe. A kiss was one thing, but to touch
her in such an intimate way was...

Decadent.

Forbidden.

Scandalous.

He did not force her to accept his touch, but he did
not remove his hand from its place too close to the
junction of her thighs. A place she’d not truly thought
much about before, but that now ached for something
unknown. And that ache spread as she saw the desire
burning in his gaze as he waited on her.

“This is ill advised, my lord,” she forced out. “We
know nothing of each other and yet you would bed me
here, now?’

His hand remained in place, making it impossible
to cool the heat that poured through her. But she must,
if she was to avoid this next step.

‘The king has granted me these lands, this title and
you, lady. In spite of your efforts and those of your
brother—’ he began quietly.

‘Half,’ she interrupted. His brows gathered in a
frown. ‘My half-brother,” she explained.
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‘Half or full matters not to me or the king,’ he said
and then he shook his head. ‘In spite of the efforts to
keep me from said lands and wife, I have found you
and I will not risk any more delays or disappearances.
I need to know nothing more than that you are my
legally wedded...” before she could think of another
tack to take, he leaned down and kissed her again and
continued ‘...and soon-to-be-bedded wife.

Something finally sparked inside her, whether fool-
ishness or bravery she knew not, and she pulled away
once more.

‘And if you lay dead after the coming battle, I will
know nothing of you save your name. Does that not
worry you?’ From the entirely confident look on his
face, she knew what his answer would be.

‘T will not lose the coming battle, lady. If anyone is
dead after it, it will be your brother.’

His words startled her, for she’d not truly thought
about the whole process enough. Oh, aye, she knew
there would be a fight to gain control of Thaxted and
she knew some would be injured or perish. God forgive
her, she even knew of several names she hoped would
be on one or the other of those lists, but so would oth-
ers—others innocent of this game played between kings
and nobles. Always the innocents paid the price.

‘Forgive me for those words, Gillian, he said, taking
her by her shoulders. ‘War is not easy for any of those
who fight and I ask your pardon for taunting you with
words of your brother’s death.’

He’d shocked her again, he knew, for her turquoise
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eyes grew wide and her mouth dropped open. He was
not a fool when it came to seducing women and yet
all of his skills seemed to have deserted him when he
needed them most. He must claim her this night. He
must make her his wife in truth so that, no matter what
happened in the coming battles, she would have the
protection of his friends and even the king. Brice began
once more to seduce her into his bed.

‘We will have many days to come to know each
other better, Gillian. Let us take this first step now,” he
whispered, lifting the long curls off her shoulders and
smoothing them down her back.

She shivered under his touch, whether she knew it
or not, as her body readied itself for him. Brice leaned
down and kissed her, not waiting for any questions
or protests. At first she remained still, but when he
probed gently with his tongue and began to tease and
touch hers, Gillian closed her eyes and accepted the
intimate invasion once more. He plied her with one kiss
after another until he could hear her breathing deeply.
But it was the breathy sigh that nearly made him lose
control.

Although he was the one thinking his way through
this encounter, his body reacted to the sounds of her
innocent excitement and each sigh sent more blood
rushing to his groin, hardening him until he felt as
though he would explode.

Sliding one arm behind her shoulders and then
scooping her up into his embrace, Brice kissed her again
as he carried her to his pallet and knelt down to place
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her on its surface. Although clean, he knew it lacked
the level of comfort and luxury she was used to having.
The thought that he was taking her on a thin pallet in a
tent in the middle of an armed camp struck him as he
eased his arm out from beneath her legs.

A lady deserved better than to be tupped like a camp
follower. A lady should be wooed and willing to give
up her virginity. A lady wife should be honoured and
taken gently in comfort and privacy.

Allowing only a moment of regret at the circum-
stances and surroundings, Brice guided Gillian down
onto the pallet and stretched out at her side, his arm still
holding her around her shoulders. When he was forced
to relinquish her mouth, he kissed the soft skin along
her jaw and her ear. Pleased when her body trembled
in his embrace, he traced the outline of her lips with a
finger. Brice followed the contours of her jaw, down to
her neck and then across the swell of her breasts until
he reached the laces on her gown. She gasped when he
tugged them loose and then grabbed his hand to halt
his progress.

‘Someone might come in,” she whispered.

Though he knew no one would dare interrupt him,
he tried to soothe her fear. ‘Unless this tent is on fire,
no one will enter.’

Brice leaned down once more and kissed the skin
on her neck, easing the ties loose as he did so. His
fingers grazed the swells of her breasts as he slipped
them inside the gown. Gillian arched into his hand
when he touched the tips of her breasts, sucking in a
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breath as he continued to caress there. He felt himself
surge then, ready to finish the act in spite of his efforts
to follow a leisurely path and ensure the lady’s—his
wife’s—pleasure.

He glanced at her face and saw that she lay with
her eyes closed tightly. Only her mouth gave any sign
that his attempts to ease her way were working. As he
watched, she worried her lower lip with the edges of
her teeth and then licked them with her tongue. Every
movement and sound she made sent chills through
his body and caused the blood in his veins to thunder
through him. Though he wanted to tear off her garments
and claim her, he settled for something more subtle.

Still watching her face, he slid his hand down, using
the back of it to touch her breasts, stomach and then her
thighs. She squirmed in his arms, her innocent body
responding to his caresses even though she most likely
understood it not. Then, when his hand slid over the
tops of her legs and touched the place he craved to see,
she gasped loudly and tried to sit up.

‘Nay, sweetling,” he whispered, placing his hand over
her and holding her still. ‘Let me show you the pleasure
that can be between man and woman,” he said, moving
his hand ever so slightly and meeting her gaze as he
did. ‘Between a husband and wife,” he continued as he
paused to gather the length of her gown in his hand.
Her skin, as he touched it, was soft and smooth and
her legs, exposed now to his gaze, were shapely and
long. He almost had the gown out of his way when she
grabbed his wrist.
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‘They can hear us, my lord. They can hear every
sound we make.

This was one of the reasons he never took virgins to
his bed or sought them out—their shyness interfered
with the level of pleasure they could reach. And a bas-
tard such as he was never good enough to have access
to a virgin, especially a well- or high-born one like his
wife was.

‘T assure you they have orders not to disturb our pri-
vacy, lady. Any sounds you or I make will be ignored,
if heard at all over the din of the camp. Worry not on
this.

Brice placed his hand on the bare skin of her thigh
and began to reach to touch the curls still hidden by her
gown when she started again. This time she managed
to push back out of his embrace.

‘Did you hear that?’ she whispered. ‘Someone is just
outside the tent.” Her eyes flitted from one side of the
tent to the other and then to the entrance.

He listened, but heard nothing. If it would ease her
in this, Brice decided he would make certain his orders
were being followed. He doubted any of his men would
have come close to his tent, but he nodded to her and
stood up, tugging his braes so that they covered the
proof of his arousal. Stepping to the flap of the tent, he
lifted it and looked outside.

The guards stood in their positions some distance
away. He could detect no movements or sounds adja-
cent to the tent or in the immediate area. As he turned
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back to tell her, he hoped that this would give her the
reassurance she needed to yield to him.

He never saw the weapon hurtling at him from the
shadows of the tent until it struck. Then it was too late.



Chapter Four

Cor T

Gillian grabbed his tunic as he fell, making certain he
landed inside the tent. Unable to believe her luck, she
threw the heavy sword in its scabbard into the corner
and looked for her cloak. She stepped over the uncon-
scious knight and prepared to escape once more. Then
she realised he’d not moved since landing face down
on the ground there.

Had she killed him? That was never her intent, but
she had swung the hilt of the sword as hard as she could
at his head to stop him. Crouching down next to him,
she lifted his shoulder up and slid her hand down near
his mouth and nose. The heat of his breath touched
her skin and she sighed in relief. Murder was never her
intent.

She released his shoulder and let him lie as he fell,
for there was not time and she had not the strength to
move or secure him. Gillian did reach down and take
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the dagger from its sheath inside the cross-garters on
his leg where she’d watched him place it. At least it
would give her some protection as she made her escape.
Peeking out of the tent, she saw that his men, as he’d
said, stood some distance away.

Good. If the rest of his words about not paying atten-
tion to the goings-on in their leader’s tent were true,
she could sneak away and get to the convent, less than
a mile or so from here. Kneeling down, she crept on
hands and knees away from the tent until she reached
the edge of the forest, and then she ran. At the river she
turned and ran along it, knowing that it flowed next to
the convent’s walls.

Gillian never looked back, never paused, and never
slowed as she followed the water to her goal. When
she broke through the last copse of trees between her
and safety, she skidded to a stop, unable to breathe and
unable to believe her eyes. A line of knights, all of them
mounted, sat between her and the convent walls.

Her eyes burned with tears of frustration as she rea-
lised that she would never outrun these men. Bending
over, she drew in deep breaths, trying to calm her racing
pulse and the fear that now filled her. If these men were
here, their leader would have known where she would
flee. He had known all along!

The men said nothing, only waiting as though it
was their custom to chase down their lord’s wife in the
middle of the night. When she could breathe evenly
again, she stood and adjusted her cloak and veil and
prepared to be dragged or escorted back to the camp...
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and to her husband. She shivered then, knowing that
he would probably react as her brother had when she’d
thwarted his plans—with anger and punishment. The
Breton had new ways to punish her wilfulness and her
assault on him, and she feared the coming night more
now than she had before.

The sound of something breaking through the under-
growth behind and the way the men turned to look
made her skin turn to gooseflesh. Gillian slid the dagger
into her palm and pivoted towards the trees. It was not
the size of the horse that terrified her, nor the length of
the sword brandished in her direction. Nay, not those
things, but the hardened expression of pure rage that
filled the Breton warrior’s face as he beheld her stand-
ing there.

He’d not taken time to don his mail or even his helm,
and indeed she could see blood streaming down the side
of his face along the line of his hair and down his neck
from the wound on his head. She swallowed deeply
and offered up a quick plea for the forgiveness of her
sins to the Almighty, for Gillian did not doubt that her
death was imminent. It took every bit of courage and
strength she had not to back away when he leapt down
from the horse and approached her in slow, measured
steps. She wiped her shaking, sweaty palms against her
cloak and waited to meet her fate.

He stopped a few paces from her and seemed to real-
ise then that he still threatened her with the sword in
his hand. Without taking his eyes from hers, he slid the
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deadly steel blade back into its scabbard. She startled
at his first step nearer.

‘Give me the dagger, he whispered harshly, holding
his hand out to her.

She’d forgotten she held it, still frightened by the
rage in his eyes, and, for a moment, she thought of the
possibility of using it against him. But what would it
gain her other than a swift death and the damnation of
her eternal soul? Even now gazing into his angry face,
Gillian knew that his death would help nothing...and it
was not something she wished for even at her weakest
moments.

Letting out the breath she’d held in for all those
moments, Gillian turned the dagger and handed it, hilt
first, to the Breton. So quickly that she nearly missed it,
a flash of relief brightened the stark, masculine angles
of his face, softening it for one fleeting moment. Then,
the anger was back as he slipped the dagger back from
where she’d stolen it.

Borrowed it.

One of the warriors called out something from
behind her and she tried to translate his words, but he
spoke too quickly. The Breton answered him in the
same tongue, but whether he did it a-purpose or because
of fear clouding her mind, she did not understand him,
either. Finally, after an exchange of words that lasted
several minutes, he looked back at her and shook his
head.

Gillian searched her thoughts for something to say.
Something that could explain or at least mitigate what
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she’d done to him. But, truly, how did one explain away
knocking another person out? She knew what she’d
done; he knew it, as well. All that was left was for him
to apply whatever punishment he’d decided upon. Since
she knew he wanted her alive, Gillian prepared herself.
She’d already survived beatings and whippings by her
half-brother, so she believed she could survive whatever
this man would deal out to her.

So when, with a nod at his men behind her, he mount-
ed his horse, ordered them to bring her with them and
then rode off towards his camp, she could do nothing
but stare. That was until a horse’s nose butted her on
the shoulder from behind and she stumbled.

‘Go, lady,” the knight on the horse ordered.

At first, she did not understand and she looked
around to see the knights still on their horses, some
closer to her, some still nearer to the convent walls.

‘Go, he said, nodding at the forest, ‘follow the same
path back to camp.’

It was not that she could not understand his words
then, she just could not comprehend his orders. She
was to walk back to the camp? Alone? Where had their
leader gone?

‘Lord Brice said to walk back to the camp and think
on your sins as you do so,” the one named Stephen said.
The other men laughed then, apparently knowing more
about her sins than she’d have liked. ‘He awaits you
there.’

Her stomach gripped then as she realised that this
was not his punishment, this was but the prelude to
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whatever he planned. And she must walk back to face
it. She shook her head until the knight called out to her
once more.

‘Now, lady,” he said. ‘Or he ordered me to tie you to
my horse and drag you back.” His voice lowered then
and Gillian thought she recognised a touch of regret in
his tone. ‘It is not that far and I am certain you would
rather arrive there on your feet and not trussed up like
some slave.

He was offering her dignity. Outmanned and out-
manoeuvred, certainly for the moment, Gillian decided
to acquiesce. She nodded at him and began walking. It
would give her time to think of another plan.

The cold air quickly seeped through her cloak as she
traced her path back to the river’s edge and then along
it. Four knights, two before and two behind, escorted
her. Though their pace was slow for men on horse-
back, it was fast enough that she struggled after only a
few minutes. Most likely, two days of walking and the
events of the night so far were the cause of her grow-
ing exhaustion. And the recent run from the camp here
added to the pain in her legs and the weariness that
spread through her.

Tugging her cloak closer and pulling the hood of it
forwards to cover her head, she focused her thoughts
on placing one foot in front of the other. After some
time, more than Gillian remembered it taking to cover
the distance, they reached the turn in the path that took
them towards the road, and a while later the camp. More
than once, a horse nudged her along. More than once,
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she waved them off to stop and catch her breath. And
more than once, she wished she could think of a way
to evade them and their lord.

But all she could do was walk and think.

And worry.

Oh, not over any sins she might have committed as
their lord had ordered, but about the rest of the coming
night. And the coming day which would see his forces
pitted against her half-brother and his allies. When the
fires of the camp came into view, Gillian found that
most everything disappeared from her list of things
to worry over, except the one about the coming night.
The knights led her back to his tent, which was now
surrounded by guards, and called out to their lord. At
his word, Stephen motioned her forwards.

After a deep breath, Gillian walked up to the tent
and lifted the flap to enter.

Brice sat waiting for her arrival and pondered all
the mistakes he’d made in dealing with Lady Gillian
of Thaxted. Once his anger cooled, even he could see
the resemblance to the wedding-night farce experienced
by his friend Giles, now Lord of Taerford. And that did
not please him at all, for it only served to remind him
of his own boast that he would not have those kinds of
problems when he claimed his bride.

Now, with his head still pounding from being hit
with his own sword and with his runaway bride standing
outside his tent, he hoped word of this debacle would
not reach Giles or his lady Fayth for some time. And
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hopefully he could recover from the disastrous start and
get his marriage, and the invasion of his keep, underway
in a more successful manner. Taking a mouthful of the
ale from his cup, he touched the egg-sized lump on his
head to see if it had stopped bleeding yet. Bringing away
nothing on his fingers, he drank again, hoping the ale
would ease the anger and the pain.

He heard Stephen’s call from outside and waited for
her to enter. Brice had chosen to get away from her
when his fury about her attack and her disobedience
nearly overwhelmed his better judgement, for he was
not a man to take his anger out on others and he did not
wish to do so now. Well, he might wish to do it, but he
would not.

Gillian stepped into the tent, and it suddenly felt
much smaller than it had. He watched as she moved a
few paces in and let the flap drop back into place. From
the corner where he sat on a stool he waited for her to
see him. Her reaction, when she did, was not a good
one, for she gasped and backed up towards the entrance.
He looked in the direction of her gaze and realised that
the bloodied rags he’d used in cleaning the gash on his
head lay on the ground at his feet.

‘I...I... she began to stutter.

‘Do not make some false claim of regret, lady,” he
warned, kicking the rags out of his way and standing
before her. “You wanted to escape, [ was in your way,
and you removed me.” He crossed his arms over his
chest and allowed himself a moment of enjoyment at her
discomfort. He knew, though, that the way she reacted
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to his accusation was important in coming to know her
better.

Gillian let out a loud sigh and pushed her loosened
hair back out of her face. Her bedraggled appearance in
no way marred her beauty; instead, it made him want
to wrap her in his arms and kiss away the worries that
caused the crease to deepen between her brows.

“You are correct, my lord,” she said softly. ‘My only
intention was to escape. You were in my way.

‘Why?’ he asked. The word surprised him until he
realised that he did want to know her reasons for run-
ning from him. ‘Did you run from me in particular?
From this marriage?’ She looked as though she sought a
way out of answering, so he asked again. ‘You spoke the
vows in front of the priest and witnesses. You pledged
yourself to me. So, lady, why did you run?’

‘I ran from you. I ran from this marriage. I just ran,’
she said in a voice so low he nearly missed it. She
looked away from him, too, not meeting his gaze, but
staring down at her hands while she spoke. Hands that
twisted the cloth of her cloak in a tight spiral.

He suspected that she knew he would intercept any
of her attempts to get to the convent, but why had she
not run back to her brother’s protection?

‘Why the convent?’ He took a step towards her, but
paused when she backed away. Likely she feared his
anger even now.

‘I would be welcome there. The reverend mother
said I would be welcomed into their community.’
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‘And your brother would not welcome your return
to him?’ he asked.

The stricken expression at his words told him more
than he ever expected to learn, for her face paled and
her eyes filled with pain and fear. Brice reached out for
her, but she moved farther away from him. Filled with
uncertainty about how to proceed with her, he could
tell by watching the lady that exhaustion threatened to
overwhelm her even now.

It had been his plan—having her walk back to the
camp would tire her out and make another attempt to
escape this night nearly impossible. Now, as he watched
her struggle to remain standing even while trying to
appear strong, he understood the strength of her pride
and her determination.

She was a worthy opponent, but would be a better
lady to their people and a wife to him—if he could
gain her trust and co-operation. Swiving her in this tent
now would not accomplish that. Not consummating
the marriage was not a choice, for if she did reach the
convent it would cause a complicated mess that would
take months or years to sort through. And he knew to
the marrow of his bones that she would try again. Still,
he shook his head and surrendered to the inevitable.

‘Seek your rest, lady,” he said, pointing to the
pallet.

She started and glanced between him and the pile
of blankets they’d occupied not long ago. ‘I do not
understand.’

‘It is nearly the middle of the night,” he began.
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‘Many new challenges face us in the morn, so seek
your rest.’

Brice turned away and began to pick up the rags
from the ground. She remained still where she stood,
not yet moving to the pallet. So, he went over, lifted
up several of the blankets and motioned for her to lie
down. As though prepared for him to attack her at any
moment, Lady Gillian crept to the pallet and sat down
without ever taking her gaze from him. She started to
untie her cloak, but then wrapped its length around her
and lay down.

Brice layered several blankets over her and tried not
to think about her presence in his tent. He tried not
to think about the lovely, feminine body under those
blankets. He especially tried not to remember the way
she sounded, the way she gasped so softly as he slid his
hand nearer to her womanly flesh. But when she loos-
ened her veil and her hair spread around her head, he
hardened in immediate response to her innocent actions
and he nearly lost that battle.

Realising that his body had readied for taking her
and distraction was necessary, he walked over to finish
his tasks. He should call Ernaut to see to cleaning and
arranging things, but that could wait until morning.
After securing his sword where she could not reach it
easily, he gathered the soiled rags and tossed them out
of the tent flap. He busied himself with other menial
tasks, all to keep himself from tearing off the blankets,
freeing her from her cloak and garments and ploughing
her as deeply and fervently as he wanted to do.
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A short while later, the sound of clattering teeth
filled the small space. Brice turned and walked closer
to her. Now he could see that her whole body shivered
beneath her cloak and the blankets. His own breath
floated in front of him in the cold night’s air, making
him realise that she must be chilled to the bone from
both her run to escape, her walk back to the camp and
the absence of any fire or hearth to warm her in the
tent.

It was exactly the discomfort he’d wanted her to feel
when he gave the orders, but now, watching it, he found
he did not like the results. He secured the flap of the
tent and after removing his dagger and slipping it under
the edge of the pallet, he lifted the blankets and slid in
behind the lady.

Since she lay on her side facing away from him,
he shifted closer until her back touched his chest and
wrapped his arms around her to hold her close. She
reacted immediately, her body rigid as she ceased all
movements. So still did she lie that he could not even
feel her taking breath into her lungs.

‘Be at ease, lady, he whispered to her. ‘I seek but to
warm you so that your teeth stop making those infernal
noises when they clatter from the cold and I can get
some rest.’

Gathering the folds of her cloak in his hand, he
tucked them tightly around her and moved one leg
against hers to give her some warmth. Brice waited on
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her protests, but none came. After a few minutes, her
teeth did indeed stop their clattering. It was another
little while before her shivering stopped.

‘Though I meant for you to suffer after what you did,
I did not intend for the punishment to be so severe,” he
whispered as he felt her body relax against his.

He expected no reply, for his words were as close to
an explanation as he would go, as close to an apology
as he would permit himself to offer. But, as she had in
most things since he’d first heard of Lady Gillian of
Thaxted, she surprised him once more.

‘And though I meant to knock you out of your senses,
I did not mean to wound you so deeply,” she whispered
back.

Brice could not stop his laughter then, releasing
her for a moment and falling on to his back as he did.
Then, he rolled against her once more, gathering her
into his arms and settling back into their comfortable
position.

‘Just so, lady. I suspect we may be well suited for
each other after all’

He listened for another reply, but none came, and
soon he was met only by the deep, even breaths that
spoke of sleep. Now that her shivering had ceased and
the warmth of their bodies together increased, Brice
could feel the pull of sleep lulling him to it. He might
as well get a few hours of rest, before taking the next
step with his new wife.

Oh, he knew she thought herself safe from his
attentions, but his delay would only last until morning.
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Though she might have fallen asleep a virgin this night,
he planned that she would not be one by the next. Or
by the time they rose to face the challenges on the
MOITOW.



Chapter Five

Cor T

After the dampness of the evening had allowed the
cold to seep into the very marrow of her bones, Gillian
enjoyed the heat that pulsed through her. As she shifted
around within the tight cocoon formed by her cloak and
the blankets on the pallet, she realised she was also
encircled by the source of the heat. As the sounds of a
camp stirring to life began around her, she opened her
eyes to find him, her husband, draped over her.

And staring right back at her.

It took but a moment for her to comprehend his intent
before he leaned even closer and touched his lips to
hers. With the blankets and her cloak and his arms
holding her so tight, she could not move away. Or so
she told herself that was the reason, but once his mouth
took hers, she could think of nothing else but him.

He held her cradled with one arm under her back as
he moved the other across her stomach to rest on her
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hip. The same feelings, the same heat that had rippled
through her the last time he touched her like this did
so again and her body shivered under his hands.

‘Are you cold?’ he asked softly, lifting back from
the kiss just enough to see her face.

‘Nay.” Gillian shook her head though another shud-
der shook her body even as she spoke. ‘I think not,” she
admitted. Then as his gentle, exploring touch ignited a
path of fire across her stomach and down towards her
legs, she said again, ‘Nay.’

He smiled then and her heart seemed to beat faster.
He moved his hand along her hip and down her leg,
and breathing became difficult as her lungs gasped and
strained for even breath. But when he gathered the edge
of her gown and tunic in his large hand and began to
slide it up her legs, her body became a thing she could
not recognise.

The skin of her thighs shivered beneath her gown as
his hand glided over her and the blood and heat rushed
through her veins to pool between her legs. For the
ten-and-nine years of her life, she’d rarely had cause to
take notice of the sensitive nature of that area, but now,
with his attentions last night and this morn, it ached in
a way that seemed almost pleasurable.

Without waiting for her permission and certainly not
waiting for her to object, he held her closer and kissed
her again—this time until she lost her breath and he
felt her body press against his. He chuckled against her
mouth, continuing to touch and taste her with his tongue
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even as he stroked closer and closer to that intimate
place.

She knew his intent. She knew he would join with her
and make her his wife in reality, but all the arguments
she’d convinced herself of evaporated in the heat of his
onslaught. Having sampled it last night before she tried
to escape, she wondered now if fear of this unknown
but provocative man and the feelings he made her body
experience were what had driven her to run. When his
fingers slipped between her legs, Gillian’s body arched
and tightened, renewing and escalating those feelings
and that same fear and need to escape.

Drawing back, she tried to move away from his
touch, but the blankets and his arm held her to him. In
spite of her movements, he never stopped his advance,
his fingers dipping and stroking against the sensitive
folds there, making her centre tighten and throb. She
lifted her mouth from his and took in a breath, prepar-
ing to argue or fight her way out, when his expression
stopped her.

She knew in her heart that this was simply a man, a
new nobleman, claiming what and whom he considered
his. It was about marking her in a way that would touch
her body, heart and soul, and in a way that she would
never be able to forget or ignore. But when she looked
in his eyes and saw the wanting and the desire there,
Gillian was prepared to believe it was about a man
wanting a woman...a man wanting her.

And in a way that no man had ever wanted her
before.
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Even as her doubts clamoured in her mind to stop
her, she allowed herself to believe it, for it had been
too many years of not being wanted by anyone, and the
pain and loneliness of such a state screamed out to be
banished from her soul.

Gillian closed her eyes and allowed his kiss and his
touch, even knowing what would happen. Even knowing
that she could never turn back if she let him join with
her.

Brice felt the moment she gave up her fight for her
mouth and her body softened next to him. He did not
know her reasons, for last night’s attempts had ended
with him unconscious and bleeding, but his body, hard-
ened and ready, urged him past any hesitation to claim
her as his own.

As his wife.

Moments before, his actions had been to coax and
seduce her, now he touched and kissed to pleasure her.
Though he wished that the first time joining with her
could be in a more comfortable place and with the
privacy of a secure bedchamber, Brice knew that the
rest of his plans were based on having his marriage
able to withstand any challenge of church or king and
that meant he would not wait. The sounds of the camp
waking to daylight and preparing for battle meant he
could not.

He teased her mouth, nipping at her lips and then
kissing her deeply, touching his tongue to hers and
suckling on hers as he would soon do to her breasts
and even that place where his fingers stroked now. She
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did not open her eyes, but her body responded to his
attentions—and his to hers. His member grew longer
and harder and lay between their bodies, waiting.

Brice moved his hand and used his fingers to open
her and stroked deeper and harder, enjoying the heat
and wetness that poured from her body. She gasped,
and then again as he slid his leg between hers.

‘Open for me, lady,” he whispered, smiling as she let
her legs relax. ‘Let me pleasure you, wife.” He who had
never had hopes of a wife such as her, who had never
had dreams of titles or lands, now held them all in his
arms.

Somehow she’d managed to free herself from the
layers of clothing and woollen blankets and she grasped
his hand. ‘Your men...” she whispered. ‘They will hear
us.

Though her hand encircled his wrist, he did not stop
his movements, rubbing against the slippery folds and
then even sliding one finger deep inside her. A moan
escaped her now and she stared into his eyes, waiting.

‘It matters not to me. For if they hear or not, lady,
you will be mine,” he promised.

He stopped his caresses and met her gaze, waiting
for her reaction and to see if she would allow him to go
on—at least without a fight, for he’d prepared himself
for taking her virtue now, seduction and pleasure being
his preferred method.

Though he never expected it, it was her body that
answered, arching against his hand, demanding more
of the pleasure he’d begun. No fool, he watched her
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intently to see if she agreed. Her turquoise eyes dark-
ened in that moment and she closed them as she kissed
him. It was an innocent one, only a touch of her lips to
his, but he accepted it as her consent and touched her
once more.

Finding the hardened nub hidden deep in the folds,
he touched it, spreading the wetness of her arousal and
caressing it in long, slow strokes. She gasped against his
mouth with each touch, so he slid two fingers inside,
moving deeply within her and enjoying her reactions
as she now urged his hand on with her grasp.

Knowing she was ready, he removed his hand for
a moment and loosened the ties of his braes, freeing
himself. She mumbled some words at him, so as soon
as he was ready he touched her again. Placing himself
between her legs, he replaced his hand with his erection
and stroked it along the cleft, watching now from above
as she met his gaze and was unable to hide her body’s
excitement from him.

Her mouth lay open slightly, and her chest rose and
fell quickly as she breathed in shallow gasps. Brice
wished he had more time, wanted to have more time
to see to her complete pleasure, but the demands of the
day moved forwards, his men grew closer to the tent
and he could delay no longer. Positioning his body, he
guided his erection between her legs and pressed it into
the tightness there.

His body reacted as if he were a young, untried boy,
and the feel of the grip of her core around him drew him
in further and faster than he’d meant to go. As he settled
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into her body, he whispered to her. ‘Wife.” Withdrawing
and filling her again, he moaned, ‘Mine now.’

All the melting, all the trembling and shivering she’d
been feeling fled as he entered her. In that moment, her
body stopped its progress along the path of pleasure he’d
created and she felt only pressure and a stretching burn
as he filled her with that part of him that stood ready.

He thrust once, twice and a third time and then
stopped. His expression changed quickly from the
desire and passion that had tempted her to fall, to one
of struggle and then a blankness she could not read. He
breathed harshly over her, turning his face away and
not meeting her eyes. Though his arms supported most
of his weight, they shook in exertion and she waited for
what was to come next.

She waited for the pleasure to overtake her. She
waited to make the noises that she’d overheard from
other couples while they...did this. She waited to lose
control and be overwhelmed by temptation and the sin
of lust.

She still waited.

He eased his body from hers and then struggled
against the blankets and cloak to free himself. Gillian
simply watched, a strange detachment filling her as
though she peered through another’s eyes at the scene. If
she were being truthful with herself, she wanted to cry
for something lost, for something that did not happen,
for...something she could not identify.

Once he’d loosened the blankets, she tugged her
cloak from under her and pulled the edge of her gown
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and tunic down over her bare legs. Gillian could not
make herself look at him as he stood and walked away
from the pallet. She took advantage of the moment to
scramble to her feet and stand, too.

Tugging on the laces of her cloak, she released it
and was able to untie the length of veil that lay tight
around her neck. Gathering her hair in her hand, she
combed through it with her fingers, trying to ease out
the tangles from its length.

And still she wanted to cry.

It was all the more distressing because Gillian never
cried. Ranted, screamed, argued or cursed, God forgive
her, on some particularly aggravating occasions, but
never did she cry. Yet as she stood in the middle of
his tent, watching him out of the corner of her eye, the
tightness in her throat grew stronger and the burning
in her eyes threatened to release torrents. It could only
be worse if he attempted to be kind now.

‘Lady,” he said softly as he approached, holding out
a cup to her, “This is a soldier’s tent, not set up for the
comforts of a woman. I...” He stumbled over what-
ever words he wanted to say, but she interrupted him,
instead.

‘I require a few moments of privacy, my lord, she
said in as demanding a voice as she could muster. The
strange pain swirled inside her heart and soul as she
struggled to keep the tears under control. ‘And I need
to relieve myself.’

Her brother always withered when confronted with
her boldness and so this man seemed to also, for after
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handing her the cup filled with ale, he left the tent for
a few moments. When he returned he carried a jug, a
small bowl and some cloths.

‘If you would like to wash first, I will escort you to
a place...

Without meeting his gaze, she watched the red blush
creep up into his cheeks, surprised that a man such as
this could be squeamish about the privy details of a
woman. She reached out and took the jug and bowl from
him and put them on the small table near the pallet.
When she turned back to thank him, she saw only his
back as he left the tent.

She fought off the tears as she poured the hot water
into the bowl and prepared to wash. She fought them
off as she cleaned away the signs of her lost virtue.
But when she finished her ablutions and gazed around
the stark tent where such a life-changing yet somehow
disappointing event had occurred, the tears won and
she fought them no more. Sinking to her knees, Gillian
allowed them to flow, hoping it would gain her some
relief from the pain and disillusionment that filled her
now. Some minutes later, she heard Brice’s deep voice
from outside the tent.

‘Lady Gillian?’ he asked. ‘I will escort you now, if
you are ready.

Sighing, she used the last clean cloth to wash her
face. Gathering her hair into a rough braid, she tucked it
inside the veil and placed it back over her head. Releas-
ing another deep breath, Gillian moved to the entrance



Terri Brisbin 75

and lifted the flap aside as she placed her cloak around
her shoulders.

The cold air surrounded her as she stepped out into
the bright daylight. Though she thought those nearby
had stopped and stared the moment she left the tent,
they all quickly returned to their tasks. She spotted the
pile of bloodied rags on the ground and dropped the one
she carried balled up in her fist with them, hoping no
one would notice her do it. Taking a few steps more, she
spied Brice with a small group of his men, conversing
quietly as she approached.

‘Good morrow, my lady,” a young man called out
to her. Not raising her head enough for them to see
that she’d been crying, she nodded at the man. Bowing
slightly to her, he smiled. ‘I will have food ready for
you to break your fast when you return.’

‘My thanks for your kindness, sir,” she said softly,
hoping that Brice would escort her away soon.

‘No “sir”, this one, lady,” he said, cuffing the young
man on the ear. ‘This is my worthless squire, Ernaut.
He will see to your needs until we can secure a maid
to serve you.’

‘My pleasure, Lady Gillian.” She peeked to see if
he mocked her with his words, but his expression was
genuine and kind.

‘Come, lady. There is little time before we prepare
for battle and I would see to your comfort first,” Brice
said, waving off the other men. He held out his hand
to her.

Gillian remembered being introduced to a number
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of them by name just after...just after she had spoken
her vows, but they all blurred together. Now she tilted
her head down and followed Brice away from the tent
and into a small copse of trees that would shield her
from the others as she sought privacy.

She tried not to think about the feelings and pleasure
that the hand she now held had stirred within her just
a short time ago. A tremor passed through her then, a
reminder of the excitement and passion. Then, remem-
bering the dismal end to it all, she shook her head and
cleared her thoughts as she walked with him into the
forest.

Considering her actions last night, she fully expected
him to stay at her side, but thankfully he did not. He
even managed to surprise her.

‘Do you give me your word that you will not try to
escape?’ he asked.

‘Escape, my lord? Now?’

‘Oui, lady. Now,” he nodded. ‘Do you give me your
word you will not try to run...now?’

She thought on his words and realised that she had
no place to run to, not now that he had claimed her as
his wife. With her virtue intact, Oremund would have
something to bargain with, but not now that she was
no longer a virgin. Glancing up at him for a moment,
she recognised the fact that he asked for her word and
seemed willing to accept it in good faith was both unex-
pected and impressive. Gillian nodded without meeting
his gaze again.

‘Then you may enjoy a few minutes of privacy and I
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will wait for you at the tent, lady,” he said quietly before
she heard his footsteps leaving.

Gillian nearly lost her balance as she realised she
was truly alone there. Listening to the surrounding
area, she could hear only the noises of the camp in the
distance and nothing and no one close enough to stop
her from leaving. The strangest part of it was that she
could not raise within her the urge to run.

Rubbing her hands across her face, she knew that
she was for ever different from the innocent girl who
had sought refuge in the convent’s walls. And though
she did not feel like a true wife, the events of earlier
this morn had made her one in the eyes of the law and
the church. In spite of any denials she could muster, her
heart, soul and body knew he had taken her virtue.

Sighing, Gillian finished seeing to her needs and
began to walk back to his tent. She no longer had the
opportunity of avoiding the coming battles or their out-
comes. She could only pray that few lives would be lost
in the struggle.



Chapter Six

Cor T

His second-in-command and his squire, along with
Stephen, stood blocking his path as he approached the
tent. If their stances—arms crossed over the chests,
legs spread wide in a fighting position—did not give
him pause, their dark expressions did. Though Ernaut
seemed nervous over such a confrontation, neither Ste-
phen nor Lucais appeared to give it a second thought.

‘What is the problem?’ he asked, walking off the
worn path and around them to reach the tent. ‘I have
not killed her or even left her for dead, if that is what
you suspect,” he explained. Gillian might have knocked
him unconscious and even escaped him last night, but
this morn she was his wedded and bedded wife and
more valuable in the upcoming battles than even his
new destrier. They yet glared at him as he waited on
an explanation for their mutinous behaviour.

‘Speak of your concerns now or get back to your
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duties.” He owed them some measure of flexibility due
to their shared past and friendships, but he was lord
here and now would exercise that power even if they
thought he would not.

The three men exchanged glances and finally Lucais
stepped closer. Nodding at the tent, he asked, ‘What
happened between you and the lady, Brice?’

“The usual things that happen between a man and
his wife,” he said through clenched teeth. His temper
built—they had no right nor reason to question him on
such personal matters. They knew, even as every man
in the camp did, that he planned to make the marriage
a true one last night. “‘Why do you question me when
you have no right to do so?’ He crossed his arms over
his chest, mirroring their stances.

Ernaut’s colour ran high, his cheeks blushed and for
a moment he appeared much younger than his four-and-
ten years. He stuttered once, and then again, before
motioning towards the tent with his hand. Brice turned
to follow his gesture and spied the pile of bloodied
rags on the ground there. Without thinking about the
implications, he nodded and explained.

‘I did not realise I'd spilled so much blood.’

The three men stared, their expressions now showing
shock instead of understanding. Brice suddenly com-
prehended what they must think but had no chance
to explain further for the woman in question walked
towards them. He ordered them off with a jerk of his
head, but they ignored him!

‘My lady,” Ernaut began. ‘The day is warming.
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Would you prefer to break your fast out here rather
than in the tent?’

Watching the scene unfold, with all its misunder-
standings, Brice fought the urge to laugh as he watched
his men try to ease the lady’s discomfort. He would
disabuse them of their mistaken idea soon enough,
but he allowed them to see to Gillian’s comfort while
he carried out other duties, all in preparation for their
imminent assault on Thaxted Keep.

Later, when his belly growled in hunger, he realised
that his squire had never returned with the lady or with-
out her. And Ernaut had failed to return with his food,
as well.

Brice walked towards the centre of the camp, to the
place where several cooks oversaw the preparation of
their food, such as it was while on military campaign,
and soon heard her laughter echoing across to him. Fol-
lowing it, he found Gillian sitting on a stool, cushioned
by several thick blankets, and surrounded by his men.

Being entertained by his men was a more apt descrip-
tion, for they stood around her, offering their names and
their origins as well as the choicest bits of meat and
cheese and even some fresh bread. For the first time, he
had the chance to observe her from afar and to witness
the way her eyes lit up as she smiled and enjoyed the
simple pleasures of food and companionship.

He watched her lips curve enticingly as she spoke
and teased Ernaut and his body responded once more to
the mere thought of tasting her mouth and kissing her
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until she was breathless and moaning. And he wanted
to thrash the young man for gaining her attention so.

And he noticed that she did understand their Breton
tongue, for she laughed at some of the comments and
questions from Ansel or Ernaut, and she stammered out
a word or two in reply, as well. More surprises from the
woman to whom he was now married!

But as he approached, he was noticed firstly by some
of the men and then by the lady. They grew silent and
wariness filled their gazes. Stephen, Ansel and Lucais
lined up behind Gillian with Ernaut by her side, arms
crossed and stances wide once more as Brice walked
up to them. Rather than being threatened by such an
action, he felt some relief at the sight of it.

If today, or in one of the other battles he yet faced,
he fell, at least he now knew they would support her
in her claim as his widow. Did Gillian know that she’d
gained supporters, even against her rightful lord and
husband? For now he would let this bond between them
stand, even at the expense of his reputation as a man
who had a care for women.

‘If you have all broken your fast, there is much to be
done and done quickly,” he called out. No matter what
happened they would not sleep here this night.

The moment of silent challenge ended as the men
strode away to finish loading their weapons on the
wagons and closing down the camp, but not before
offering a soft word or bow to his wife.

Lady Gillian stood after being abandoned by her
protectors and, without saying a word as he watched,
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she found a bowl and filled it with the thick porridge
that simmered in the cauldron near the fire. Walking
up to him, she held it out.

‘I do not think you have eaten yet, my lord, she
said as he took it. ‘Ernaut has been busy seeing to my
comfort when he should have seen to yours.’

She did not raise her eyes to meet his, but at least
she’d stopped crying. Oh, he’d witnessed the tracks of
tears on her cheeks as she walked into the forest earlier,
in spite of her efforts to keep her face hidden. And the
pit of his stomach had filled with bile because he knew
he had caused them.

‘My thanks, lady.” He nodded to her as he accepted
the wooden bowl and spoon.

‘A man must fill his belly before he goes into
battle.’

Her tone was even, but he thought he detected some-
thing else there—anger, possibly, or even fear? Brice
wondered what his men had revealed to her about his
plans to take Thaxted from her brother.

‘Just so, my lady,” he replied as he spooned some of
the hot, though bland, porridge into his mouth.

He ate it all and ate it quickly, a habit of any man
who’d travelled in a fighting force, for you never knew
when or where or how the next meal might come.
Though the king and his friend Giles had provided
him with much support, including foodstuffs to last
for a month-long siege if necessary, Brice could never
break himself of the acquired practice.

She stood in front of him while he ate, watching
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everything his men did—taking down tents, packing up
supplies, preparing weapons and horses without saying
another word. Did she worry over her brother’s fate?
Or her own?

“Things have moved quickly over this last day and
there is much we need to discuss,” he said, handing the
empty bowl to one of the lads who helped the cooks.
‘And we have not the time or proper place to hold those
discussions,” he said, watching her face for some sign
of...anything. ‘I would like to leave you here, for your
safety, but I need your presence to convince your broth-
er to surrender.

She laughed then, loudly and with a measure of some
irony—an outburst he thought inappropriate—until she
stopped abruptly. The lady met his gaze with an even
expression, one that gave him no indication of her true
feelings.

‘My brother will not surrender because you hold me
hostage, my lord. Indeed, he might even suggest ways
of killing me.

Brice could not be certain which shocked him
more—the information she’d just shared or her non-
chalant attitude about her brother’s hatred towards her.
‘Why would he act so dishonourably?’

The lady glanced away again, as she did each time
her brother became their topic. There was so much more
going on than he had time to discover.

‘As you said, my lord. That discussion is best saved
for another time and place.” She moved aside when two
of his men took the cauldron down from its hook and



84 The Mercenary’s Bride

frame. ‘I would be willing to wait at the convent for
you, my lord.

Brice laughed then. ‘You are persistent, lady, he
said with a bow of his head. ‘But, nay, your place is at
my side now.” He thought for a moment and asked her
another question, one that had confused him after hear-
ing of her brother’s resistance and his hostility towards
her.

“Your father’s will named you to inherit this place.
If you are your father’s heiress, and the king has given
you in marriage to me, how can your brother justify
his fight?” Even a stubborn, stupid man would see that
Brice had superior forces and the legal right to the place
now that Gillian was his wife.

‘Regardless of the truth, my brother has always
believed that my mother bewitched my father into nam-
ing me as his heiress. And since my brother is the only
legitimate child born to my father and his wife, many
have agreed with him about Thaxted and fight for his
honour in this matter.’

Brice felt his mouth drop open and quickly closed
it. Apparently the bishop had not disclosed everything
about the lady to him after all. He could not think of
a question or a comment to make even while he com-
prehended the many, many possible problems in his
plans and strategies to take Thaxted that this revelation
exposed.

He noticed then that she stared at him, most likely
observing and enjoying every moment of his discomfort
over her origins. The corners of that lovely, tempting
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mouth of hers threatened to break into a smile, but
she lowered her gaze and fought to control it. He had
no doubt that she had kept such information to herself
intentionally, waiting for a good moment to use it.

As she just had.

‘Ernaut!” he yelled loudly, loud enough to startle Gil-
lian, who jumped at the sound of it. She’d just regained
her composure when his squire came running.

‘My lord,” the boy said, nodding his head in his own
version of a bow. None of them had adjusted to Brice’s
new station or the respect due him now, not even he
himself.

‘Take the lady to my tent and see to getting things
packed and ready to move, he said, motioning for her
to follow the boy. As Ernaut began to lead Gillian away,
Brice grabbed his arm and pulled him close. ‘Did you
get rid of those...?” He did not finish.

Ernaut blushed and then nodded his answer and
walked away. Gillian followed him, but continued to
glance back until she disappeared around the curve of
the path that led to his tent. Calling out to his closest
friends, he went in search of Father Henry...and some
answers.

Hours later, armoured and mounted and on the road
to Thaxted, Brice knew he was no more certain of the
way this would play out than he was when the lady
revealed her true origins to him. Though the priest
assured him that his claim was stronger than anyone
else’s, Brice understood more of Oremund of Thaxted’s
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refusal to yield up the lands or keep. Oh, with the back-
ing of the king any prior or future claims could be sus-
tained or disregarded, but the cost of such fights would
be high. Whether in men lost or in gold paid to those
who now surrounded King William, insulating him
from petitioners and benefiting from their positions.

Glancing back, he watched the lady riding between
her new protectors. Though they kept their voices low,
he could see them talking as they rode. She did not
smile at him in that way. She did not initiate words
between them. She... He let out a breath and shook his
head. Turning back to face the road, he tried to focus
on the coming battle.

It did not take long to reach the rest of his forces,
camped not far from the walls surrounding Thaxted
Keep. Between his own men and these he now led from
his friend Giles and from the king, there should be no
problem taking Thaxted.

He could not help but notice the expression of fear
and concern on Gillian’s face when he approached to
help her from her horse and into a secure area out of
sight from the walls. Those softer feelings he could
understand—his newly wedded wife would stand by
and watch her husband destroy her home and the last
of her family. At least he would have understood those
kinds of fears before she told him of the animosity
between her and her half-brother.

Now, though, recognising the flicker of guilt that
glimmered in her eyes, he worried over what other
secrets she held and when they would be revealed.



Chapter Seven

Cor T

Gillian almost felt sorry for the man.

His discomfort as his men saw the blood from his
injury and mistook it for hers.

His confusion and anger over the way his men took
her side and offered their support to her.

His complete shock at discovering that his wife was
a bastard and had little claim on the lands and keep that
he was trying to wrest away from her brother.

Pity welled up inside of her for those who would die
in what would no doubt be a fruitless attempt to oust
Oremund from the well-built, well-defended keep and
manor.

Walking through Lord Brice’s camp this morn, lis-
tening to and questioning his men and making her own
estimates of his strength, all pointed to disaster when
the battle against her half-brother and his allies began
in earnest. Then, telling him of the futility of his claim,
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even with her as wife, worsened the situation and he’d
not spoken a word to her since.

It had taken them only hours to retrace the steps of
her journey from Thaxted, but when they reached the
crest of the last hill and began to travel down, Gillian
nearly lost her breath.

An army lay between them and Thaxted.

Easily twice the size of the group she now travelled
with, they spread out around the manor like a second
wall, preventing anyone from entering or leaving it.
Searching the area near the northern part of the wall,
she realised she would never have escaped if she’d
waited another day.

The sounds of the men around her as they approached
their comrades reminded her of her failure to escape.
Then Brice strode towards her, his grim expression vis-
ible in spite of the helmet he wore, and apparent in every
step he took. In more ways than one and in some he
had no idea of, she’d become a liability to him and his
plans to take Thaxted.

He reached up to assist her off the horse she’d been
given to ride and his hands slid along her ribs until
they rested below her breasts. Though he’d removed
the metal gauntlets, he wore leather gloves underneath,
which would most likely prevent him from feeling her,
but that did not stop her skin from reacting. The tips
of her breasts pebbled much as they did when he’d
caressed them last evening.

With her hands on his shoulders, she met his gaze
and watched as his brown eyes darkened to almost
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black. And in those eyes she saw the spark that told
her that he’d recognised the way her body responded
to such a touch. He allowed her to slide down him then,
much more slowly than was needed to accomplish the
task.

‘We will do that when I am not wearing mail and
armour, lady,” he promised in a husky whisper.

Apparently he was more pleased with their joining
this morn than she’d been. Were men contented then
with only a few moments of pleasure? From his passion-
ate promise, it would seem that he intended to repeat
the act again with her. Regardless of what she thought
of their encounter, her body had other ideas and she felt
a flash of heat pass through her when he stroked the
undersides of her breasts as he waited for her to gain
her balance.

Such heat tore through her that she nearly grabbed
him to pull him close, before realising the meaning of
such an action. Luck was with her, for the young Ernaut
interrupted the moment and called to him.

‘My lord?’ he said quietly from just behind him.
When Brice did not reply and did not move his heated
gaze from hers, he called out more loudly then. ‘My
Lord Brice!”

He released her and stepped back so quickly that she
nearly lost her balance once more. Before he turned
to face his squire, he whispered a warning to her—
one that surprised her for its wrongness and for his
fervour.

‘Think not to dally with my men. You are my wife
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and none of them will stand for you except by my
orders.’

The only thing that kept her from breaking her hand
was his quick reaction to the impulsive slap she tried
to deliver in response to the insult to her honour. He
grabbed it just as she began to raise it, saving her from
further injury, but not from the pain of his accusation.
When she tried to tug it free of his hold, he tightened
his grip, a move that hurt and infuriated her.

‘In the last day, I have been chased, taken prisoner,
tied and bound, married against my will, had my virtue
taken regardless of my own thoughts on the matter and
now you insult me, my lord?’ Using her other hand,
she pried loose his fingers from around hers and
stepped back, fearful she might be forced to try again
to strike him. Gillian rubbed the one he’d held as she
continued.

‘I have managed to keep my virtue intact in spite of
my brother’s efforts to find someone to buy it or take it.
I have fought off bigger and stronger men than yours to
keep myself pure as I'd promised my father I would. Do
you think that I would dishonour myself or my father’s
memory because you found a way to take it? Bastard
or not, Saxon or not, I am no whore who will spread
my legs for another!”’

Gillian took a deep breath then, for her words had
poured out so quickly and with such force she had not
breathed while she spoke. She adjusted her veil and
cloak in place and prepared to be led off and punished
when she raised her head to find the reason for the
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spreading silence. She had not thought she’d raised her
voice to the warrior, but apparently she’d been loud
enough for those around them to hear.

His face took on a familiar appearance then, remind-
ing her of Oremund when she’d pushed against his con-
trol or plans. Fury flashed in his eyes, followed by more
rage and something else she couldn’t identify. When he
rested his hand on the hilt of his sword, she wondered
if she now faced her death for such an outburst.

Beads of sweat gathered on her neck and back and
began to trickle down under her gown. Breathing
became difficult and Gillian sought for a way out of
this humiliating and dangerous situation. Should she
beg his forgiveness now? She wiped her damp palms
against her gown. Should she submit to him in front of
his men? Gillian shivered then, expecting orders for
beatings or whippings at any moment. The silence drew
out, making her shake with worry and anticipation.

Lord Brice broke the stalemate by looking away from
her at those of his men closest to him. Lifting his hand
from his sword, he removed his helmet and handed it
to Ernaut, who stood in shocked silence at his side.

‘I begin to understand why Oremund of Thaxted
does not want her back.

Deciding in that moment that this was not the time
nor the way in which she wanted to die, she accepted
his rebuke for what she knew it to be—a way to ease the
terrible tension between them and to keep his dignity
before his men. And as she’d learned early in life, men
struck out when challenged or shown to be inferior.
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This time it had been with words and not blows. Gil-
lian swallowed deeply and cleared her throat. Sinking
into a low curtsy, one which nearly brought her to the
ground, she submitted.

‘Just so, my lord,” she began, trying to form an apol-
ogy that would neither stick in her throat nor insult him
further.

But her words were interrupted by his departure, for,
as she remained low before him, he turned and walked
away as though she mattered not. His men followed
until there remained only her and Ansel.

‘If you will come with me, my lady, I can take you
to your tent.” He held out his hand to help her rise.

Gillian accepted it and rose from the curtsy, shak-
ing and wobbling on her exhausted legs, brought on by
riding all day after not riding for months, and spending
that day trying to control and guide a lively horse who
had more spirit than she had strength to rein it in. Ansel
led her through the camp that now spread out even
more with the addition of the men whom Lord Brice
had brought with him.

They walked up away from Thaxted until they
reached the edge of forest where the land inclined
steeply, at so much of an angle that it prevented anyone
from approaching the back of the tent raised there or
from getting away in that direction.

Had he planned it that way because of her?

She might never know, for she was certain he was
not done with her—with either her punishment or with
his physical plans for her. And the fury she’d seen in his
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eyes matched or even surpassed that which she’d seen
in Oremund’s gaze after her last escape.

It had taken her a sennight to rise from her bed after
that beating.

Ansel opened the flap of the tent and allowed her
to enter first. Gillian looked around and saw that it
was just as sparsely furnished as the other had been.
Regardless of his new standing, Lord Brice saw himself
as he always had—a penniless warrior fighting for his
duke.

She sank down on the pallet, leaning against one
of the supports for the tent and knew he would not
return until much later to confront her. The only thing
she knew for certain was that if he killed her he would
never learn of the dowry her father had provided and
hidden away before his death.

Penniless indeed, for what was hers now belonged
to him as her lawful husband. If she could find it.

Lackwit.

A bloody lackwit.

A stupid, bloody lackwit.

Brice called himself every possible name he could
think of that described the way he had completely lost
control of himself, his anger, his thoughts, even his
strategies and plans, since meeting the Lady Gillian
of Thaxted a day ago.

Had it only been a day?

If this had only been a day, and he’d been tempted to
tup, strangle or exile her a dozen times since meeting
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her, how would either of them survive a sennight...or
a lifetime together? And since finding her traipsing
along the road, running away from him, his body had
suffered, his reputation had suffered and now even his
mind had suffered.

Not to mention his pride.

Brice knew she’d not been satisfied during their
joining. He’d decided to simply get the deed done and
had failed to see to her pleasure. So because he sought
expediency over her needs, her first experience with
her husband, a man who had plenty of experience with
the fairer sex, had been a disaster.

In spite of the way she’d challenged him before his
men, he’d spent the entire day vacillating between lust
and anger and pride and fear and just about every other
reaction a man could have to the events he’d faced. But
through it all, part of him just wanted to remove the
guilt and fear from her eyes and to soothe the deep hurt
she’d exposed unknowingly to him.

It was always easier, Sir Gautier had told them, to
recognize your faults in someone else. And easier to
place blame on others for your own shortcomings that
you could not admit existed. Simon’s father, who had
fostered three bastards along with his own lawful son,
had been a wise man and had shared that wisdom with
the boys he raised.

As he walked from one end of the camp to the other,
meeting the knights, foot soldiers and bowmen who
would fight for him and his rights in the coming battle,
he’d thought only of her. Twice he had to stop himself
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from going to their tent to check on her. And thrice
more times he found himself standing and staring at
her, as she’d convinced Ansel to allow her to remain
outside the tent. At first, he thought to order her inside,
for safety’s sake, but then he noticed that she seemed to
be enjoying the sun’s warmth and the gentle breeze of
the day. It was nightfall before he completed his plans
and arrangements for the morning’s attack and allowed
himself to approach his tent.

Another guard stood in Ansel’s place and nodded to
him as he walked closer. Brice released a deep breath
as he prepared to enter. The guard’s whispered warning
stopped him.

‘The lady asked to speak to Father Henry, my lord.
Ansel saw no reason to deny her request,” he explained.
‘He only just finished shriving the men and arrived a
few minutes ago.” The guard nodded at the tent, indicat-
ing that the priest was inside.

After handing his weapons and helm to the guard,
Brice stood silently, unabashedly trying to hear some
snatch of the conversation that was going on between
his wife and the priest. He did not believe for a moment
that a solemn confession of sins was the reason she’d
summoned the old priest. And the words he could hear
exchanged inside did not involve her sins or shortcom-
ings, but his. He lifted the flap and entered, effectively
ending their conversation in but a moment.

‘My lord,” Father Henry said as he rose from the
stool on which he sat. ‘Come and join us.” The old man
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stepped aside and let Brice walk past to reach the lady.
‘We were just speaking of you.’

Brice noticed the blush that crept up Gillian’s cheeks
and the guilty expression in her turquoise eyes that gave
away the truth of the priest’s words. With her veil drawn
low over her forehead and the sides of her face, whether
out of respect for the priest’s presence he knew not, it
was difficult to see much of her. ‘Speaking about me,
Father? And what have you told my wife of me?’

Before the priest could answer, the lady rose from
her stool and spoke.

‘My lord, I asked to speak to the good father because
I remembered almost nothing from our wedding and I
wished to confirm some details of our contract.

Brice noticed she only met his gaze for a moment
before staring past him or at her hands, but never at him.
‘And was he able to answer the questions you had?’

‘Aye, my lord, she said, her voice so soft it was
nearly a whisper.

‘My lord,” Father Henry began. ‘Brice.” He changed
his address to a less formal one. ‘Lady Gillian meant
no disrespect to you by asking me.

Brice frowned. Clearly both of them thought their
discussion would anger him and feared his reaction.
The lady, considering their encounter earlier, he could
understand, but he’d done nothing to the priest or to
anyone in his presence to warrant the kind of hesitation
or concern shown now.

‘And I took none from her requests to speak to you.
Though I'd hope that she was seeking an opportunity
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to confess her sins and repent of them,” he said. He felt
the smile curve the corner of his mouth and fought the
urge to laugh aloud. She tilted her head back ever so
slightly, but it was enough to see the now-familiar spark
of anger in her eyes.

‘My practice was daily confession, my lord. Until
our priest left and I had none to hear mine.” The voice
and tone were mild, but her eyes showed how she really
felt.

He realised in that moment that he would rather have
this angry and challenging wife than a solemn, fright-
ened one. The fiery one who’d knocked him uncon-
scious rather than the one who scraped the ground in
obeisance at his feet earlier, not this one who felt the
need to have a priest in the room to offer an explanation
to him.

‘Have you eaten yet, Father?’ he asked. “Would you
stay to join us in our meal?’ Ernaut entered, carrying
a platter of sliced meats, cheeses and some bread.

The old priest looked from him to his wife and back
again before saying a word. Brice could feel the power-
ful desire for her simmering in his blood, just beneath
his skin, as it had since the moment he’d met her. Was
it obvious to this man of faith? Could Father Henry tell
Brice wanted nothing more than to peel off the lady’s
garments and have her beneath him for the rest of the
night?

Father Henry cleared his throat and shook his head.
“Young Selwyn is seeing to my supper, my lord. But I
thank you for your offer of hospitality.” He stood and
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walked to the entrance of the tent. ‘Brice, if you would
like, I can stay with Lady Gillian during...” the priest
gave a worried glance at Gillian before continuing
‘...tomorrow.’

‘I would value your company, Father,” the lady
answered before he could. ‘But I fear you will be needed
in other places during the battle.’

To see to the wounded and the dying, Brice thought.
They both turned their eyes to him and he nodded. ‘I
am certain that the lady will aid you in your work on
the morrow, Father. She would seem to be the kind of
woman who prefers to be working and busy rather than
waiting.’

‘I will leave you both then with a blessing.’

The priest lowered his head and mumbled words
in Latin, ending with the Sign of the Cross over them.
With a nod to him, Father Henry made his way out
of the tent, leaving Brice to face his wife alone. He
motioned for her to sit and partake of the food and drink
Ernaut had set out on the small table for them. Without
taking her eyes from his, she sat and waited for him.
Brice poured some ale from the pitcher and handed her
acup.

They ate in quiet efficiency, but the tension between
them grew stronger each second. When they each drank
the last of their ale, Brice called for Ernaut to take away
the platter and to help him out of his chainmail.

Once the boy left, Brice removed the quilted tunic
and braes he wore under the metal protection and hung
them in one corner of the tent to dry out before he
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needed them for the coming battle. Then he turned
to face her, expecting that she would turn away and
not watch him undress. He nearly smiled as her nerve
returned, and for a moment he held her gaze.

Brice peeled off the undertunic, untied the loincloth
he wore under the braes and loosened the garters around
his legs. Turning his back to where she sat, he began
washing as their breathing became the only sound in
the room.

He glanced over his shoulder and found that she had
looked away after all. He finished washing and leaned
over for the length of drying linen. Wrapping it around
his hips, he noticed the blush that filled her cheeks
even though she was not looking at him. When she did
turn towards him, he watched as her eyes opened wide,
making them appear huge in her face. And her mouth,
the one that he dreamt of all day, opened and closed
as though she tried to speak, though no words would
come out. Glancing down, he could see the evidence of
his body’s reaction to being so near to her and so naked
with only a thin layer of linen between them. And so
could she.

He had hardened again within minutes of being with
her this morning and every glance or word she spoke or
every sight of her caused it to remain like steel through-
out the whole of the day. Now, the gaze of those bright
eyes staring at him, at it, simply encouraged him to a
larger, harder reaction.



Chapter Eight

Cor T

The only thing that had kept her from falling was that
she was seated at that moment. Gillian felt her cheeks
grow hot and reached up to touch them. He’d undressed
so quickly that she could not utter a word, not a word
of protest or warning. This must be his usual habit, of
removing the heavy chainmail and undressing to wash
before sleeping, and he did not even seem to mind her
presence.

Her body had reacted, though; her mouth had grown
dry and her lungs could not seem to draw in a deep
enough breath. Sweat formed on her neck and in the
valley between her breasts. That place between her legs
tingled, as did the tips of her breasts. She pushed herself
to her feet and almost ran to the opening of the tent.

Gillian wanted nothing so much as a cold cloth to
place on her face, to ease the spreading heat in her
cheeks, but he held the only washing cloth in the tent.
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He finished and wrapped a towel around his waist and
handed the bowl of dirty water outside to Ernaut, issu-
ing hurried instructions in a low voice. Then he spoke
to her.

‘Ernaut will bring fresh water for your use, lady. Do
you have need of anything else before seeking your
rest?’

Mayhap it was the undertone in his voice, or the
pure masculine appeal of his well-formed, well-muscled
body there naked before her, or just her complete and
unseemly interest in the physical part of marriage, but
whatever the reason, the urge to pull her cloak free and
unlace the ties that restricted her breathing and kept the
heat in place almost overwhelmed what little common
sense she possessed in that moment.

‘Nay,” she managed to say, shaking her head and
clenching her hands against her cloak.

He shivered then, his skin turning to gooseflesh.
‘Does it ever warm here in your England? The cold-
ness is enough to shrink a man’s...” He laughed aloud
then and frowned as though searching for a different
word from the one she knew he wanted to say. ‘After
spending a winter here, I long for the lands in Brittany
without this relentless cold and dreariness.’

‘Mayhap you should dress then, my lord?” she sug-
gested, accepting the bowl of steaming water brought
in by Ernaut. The redness creeping up the boy’s face
along with the immediate silence in the tent told her
of her error in thinking. Clearly, Lord Brice had no
intention of dressing. Ernaut coughed several times and



102 The Mercenary’s Bride

backed out of the tent without meeting her surprised
gaze again.

Lord Brice did not speak again to her, either. He
organised his garments and boots and sword, ones he
would wear on the morrow no doubt, and then walked
over to the pallet in the corner. When she dared a glance
in his direction, he seemed oblivious to her presence.
But when she’d finished washing and was herself ready
to sleep, she found him lying with his arms behind his
head, simply watching every move she made. The towel
that had offered a small amount of decency after that
shocking display of his body lay crumpled on the floor
next to the pallet and that meant he now lay naked under
the blankets.

Gillian waited and waited for him to break the ten-
sion, to tell her where to sleep or what he expected,
but he did not. Finally, she tried to be bolder than she
felt.

‘I know not what you expect from me, my lord,” she
said, hearing her voice tremble.

He smiled then, one that lifted the corners of his
mouth and made him appear younger and less formi-
dable, but no less attractive. He lifted the blankets,
exposing more of himself to her.

‘Come to bed.’

‘I am not ready to sleep,” she replied, more awake
now than she’d been before. The images of his skin and
the memories of the way he’d touched and kissed her
beneath the blankets last night and this morning flooded
her then, making sleep the last thing she thought on.
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‘Come to bed,” he repeated. His smile grew wicked
and he tempted her to climb under the blankets with
him. Her body understood the invitation more than her
mind and she felt the heat spread throughout her as he
held the covers higher.

‘I do not know what you expect of me,” she repeated
quietly, her usual confidence torn apart by the changes
in her life this last day. Once more, and with a sudden-
ness that surprised her, tears burned and threatened to
fall. He sat up, drew his knees closer to his chest and
leaned his arms there.

‘In these hours before dawn, I seek only some com-
fort in the arms of my wife.” His expression gave away
nothing more than his words did. ‘If I live through the
coming battle, we will find our way through the rest of
it.

Though not innocent any longer, Gillian did not
know how to approach this stranger who was her hus-
band. With her syrce and cyrtel still on and her cloak
covering her from neck to feet, she could not imagine
what he expected of her now. Did husbands simply toss
up the skirts of their wives as they did their lemans or
serving women? Was it not different somehow?

‘Take off your cloak and join me here, lady,” he said
in a voice so deep and husky with emotion that it made
her breasts tingle. ‘Or is it your custom to sleep in such
garments?’

Truth be told, aye, sometimes she needed to sleep in
as many layers of clothing as possible, for comfort or for
safety, but he did not need or want to know such things
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now. ‘Not my cloak,” she said, probably revealing more
than she should have. He frowned at her reply before
she shook her head and stopped him from asking more.
‘Nay, my lord.

‘Brice, he said, sliding back and holding the blankets
higher again. ‘Call me by my name when you come to
my bed.’

Deciding that some courage would be needed to get
herself onto the pallet and into his arms, Gillian closed
her eyes and dropped her cloak on the ground at her
feet. Tugging her veil loose, it followed. Then, before
she could hesitate, she pulled her cyrtel and syrce over
her head and dropped them, as well, leaving her naked
but for her shoes and stockings, and shivering from the
coldness in the tent. Her skin pebbled quickly and she
felt the tips of her breasts tighten from it.

‘Lady, he said, inviting her once more.

She capitulated, whether from the coldness of the
tent or the warmth of the invitation she knew not, but
she knelt down on the pallet and found herself in his
embrace a moment later. He encircled her with his
strong arms, drew her down next to him and pulled
the thick layer of blankets over their bodies.

Feigning a bravery she did not yet feel, Gillian tried
to ease the tension between them. ‘And you should call
me Gillian when you are in my bed.’

He drew back and looked at her, as though he could
not believe her words. ‘Just so, Gillian,” he replied. Then
he dipped his head, touching his mouth to hers, and she
forgot words and names and nearly how to breathe.
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From frightened woman to bold one, Gillian had
changed right before his eyes. He’d recognised the
fear of an innocent in her gaze when he undressed and
washed in front of her. But then, as he gave her time
and space, she seemed to relax in his company and
allow herself to accept what had happened and what
would happen between them. Her admission that she
did not know what to do touched him, for it revealed a
vulnerability she most likely guarded from others.

Now, as he pulled her under him and plundered her
mouth the way he’d been dreaming of all day, he knew
that he must—nay, he wanted to make this night spe-
cial for her. As special as last night had not been. And
special enough for her to remember if it was their last
night.

She opened to him, but left her hands resting at her
side and not touching him. So he reached over and
guided one to his waist. As he touched and tasted the
heated depths of her mouth, he felt the other hand slide
along his skin to rest on his hip. His hardness surged
then against her leg. Brice lifted his mouth and trailed
kisses down her neck and onto her shoulders. When
she shifted against him, her hips against his erection,
he slipped his hand lower and laid it on her belly.

Slow and easy was his motto this night; even if it
killed him, he would bring her to pleasure before seek-
ing his. Her innocent reactions to his kiss and his caress
made it nearly impossible, as did the blood pounding
through his veins and the hunger she caused within him.
His erection grew stronger and he rubbed it against her,
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enjoying the friction. Not as pleasurable as the touch of
her hand or the tightness of her womanly flesh would
be, but for now, it would suffice.

Brice discovered that Gillian’s breasts were very
sensitive, so he leaned over and kissed her there. Then
he laved the nipples until they grew taut. Drawing one
into his mouth, he tongued the tip and then nipped at
it with his teeth. Her gasp and shallow breaths told
him to continue, but her hands holding his head there
demanded it of him. And he complied, smiling against
her soft skin and teasing each side equally.

When she moved mindlessly against his hand and he
was nearly out of control, he slipped his fingers between
her legs and found that place to be wet and hot. At
first touch, she held her legs tightly together, but as he
rubbed firmly, then softly, and as he slid his fingers
deeper inside the heated folds there, her legs fell open
and he could caress her more fully. And he did.

Soon, she trembled beneath his hands and his mouth.
Lifting his head, in spite of her disgruntled moans when
he did so, he kissed her mouth again, stroking inside
and finding her tongue and suckling on it. With stronger
and stronger motions, he brought her to the edge of her
pleasure and pushed her over. Knowing that this was
new to her, he urged her on.

‘Let go, Gillian. Let your body go,” he whispered to
her, never ceasing or easing up on the movements of
his hand between her legs.

When he felt the first quivers of tightening within
her begin, he opened the folds of her nether lips and
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touched the tiny bud there. Her reaction was immediate
and well worth his efforts. She clutched at his shoulders
as the pleasure struck her, her body shuddering and
trembling in his grasp, so he continued until she shook
less and less, but moaned deeply in her throat. Then he
felt her body relax in his embrace and she opened her
eyes. Confusion filled them as she gazed at him.

‘What happened?’ she asked in a whisper. Still pant-
ing, she pushed some of the loosened tendrils of her hair
from her eyes.

“That is pleasure, he said softly. ‘Have you never
experienced it before?’

Though she’d been a virgin, there were ways to enjoy
the pleasures of the flesh that did not include piercing
a maidenhead. He’d done so many, many times with
women who sought to have him in their beds.

Her body trembled once more as a final wave shot
through her and his body hardened in response. She
noticed, for she gasped at the movement against her
hip.

“You did not...” she began. ‘You have not...’

‘Not yet,” he said, gritting his teeth against the need
to fill her with his hardness.

‘Why not? I thought you wanted to seek...
comfort.

He rolled away from her for a moment. Talking about
what he wanted to do while close enough to do it and
while trying not to was far too difficult when he could
feel the heat of her skin and the way her heart still beat
at the faster pace her passion had caused. Whatever
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words he thought to say vanished as she rolled onto her
side and faced him.

‘Do you need help? I would think that to repeat the...
act of this morning so soon must be difficult,” she asked
in one breath. At first he thought her to be joking, but
the serious and concerned glint in her eyes told him she
was sincere in asking. “‘What must I do to aid you?’

He was in heaven and in hell, for his newly wedded
wife was a temptress who knew not her own appeal.
And who had little real knowledge of what went on
between men and women. Brice would offer thanks
later to have such a woman, but for now he tried to
remember how to speak when all he wanted to do was
climb over her lush, naked body and plough it as deep
and hard as he could and forget what the coming dawn
could mean to each of them.

“Touch me.

It was all he could say.

He closed his eyes and stopped breathing as she
raised her hand and reached out towards him. Waiting
to feel the first touch of her hand filled him with an
anticipation not usual to him. Then her fingers grazed
over his own nipples, causing them to pucker beneath
her touch as her own had under his.

‘Did that hurt?’ she asked softly. He noticed she did
not stop as she asked, sliding her fingers across his skin
and touching the other one.

‘Nay,” he groaned out, wanting, needing her to touch
another part of him and praying she would not.

Then she curled her fingers and let her hand glide
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down over his chest and across his stomach. She tickled
the curls of hair there, but stopped before touching his
erection. It reacted as though she had and he could not
stop his body from arching against hers. But she did not
touch, moving on to slide her fingers along the length
of his thigh and back again.

He used his free hand to take hers and place it
where he truly wanted it, unable to resist the tempta-
tion any longer. Gillian’s eyes widened and her mouth
opened, provocatively so, as she encircled his cock and
closed her grasp around it. It was his turn to gasp as
she moved her hand along the length of him and then
down again.

Just when he believed her capable of bringing him to
release in this manner, for she was effective no matter
how awkward or inexperienced her movements were,
she released him. Brice might have begged in that
moment of mindless pleasure, he could not be certain,
but he tried to rein in his growing desire and need for
her and let her lead...for now.

“You look in pain,” she whispered.

Though she’d released him, she continued to slide
her hand over his skin, touching his stomach and his
thighs and his chest in slow, languid caresses that did
nothing to soothe the tension inside of him. He doubted
that she had any awareness of the resultant desire spin-
ning nearly out of control in him.

‘I want you, Gillian,” he growled then. ‘I want
you now.’

She smiled then and it lit her face and eyes with a
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glimmer that was angelic and bedevilling at the same
time and one that he would dream about in the coming
days and years. ‘Have me then, my lord,” she said, in a
low whisper. ‘Brice,” she corrected.

He must like boldness in women, for he laughed at
her words and then kissed her with such ferocity that
she felt the passion in him make her toes curl. A puls-
ing desire began to unfurl within the deepest part of
her, not yet calmed from his earlier attentions. Now
that she’d felt the pleasure he’d given, her body wanted
it again, even if it meant enduring the other part of the
act that was not as good. And while she knew that the
next morn all their complications would need to be
faced, she decided that this night was for them...and
for this.

She gasped then as he released her mouth and lifted
her leg over his hip. That hot place between her legs
felt the cool air of the tent, but he did not wait for long
to show her another route to pleasure. Soon, she could
not stop her body from arching into his hand. He used
his fingers against that sensitive place and made her
even hotter within moments. Gillian tried to touch him
again, but he would not let her, guiding her hand instead
to rest on his leg. She feared he would have nail marks
in the skin there, for it was difficult not to clutch and
scratch him as her body ached for more.

When he moved between her legs and she found
herself on her back beneath him, she tried to enjoy the
waves of pleasure moving through her. She watched as
he threw his head back and positioned himself to enter
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her, clearly something more pleasant for a man than a
woman. Closing her eyes then, she tried to make her
body remember the peak to which he’d driven her, for
she knew it would be over very soon.

And then he filled her with his hardness and she
could not breathe or move or think.

Instead of pain there as before, she could now feel
the length and width of him as he moved inside of her,
sliding in deep and then drawing out. The same throb-
bing, needful ache returned and soon her hips rose to
meet his thrusts. He guided her legs up around his waist
and then leaned down on his arms, keeping himself so
close that she could feel the curls on his chest tickling
and teasing her breasts.

And it was wonderful.

‘Better this time?’ he asked, his pause only a slight
hesitation before moving deeper and deeper still.

‘Aye, she replied. It was all she could utter at that
moment.

Her body needed no words, for her blood pounded
again and her heart beat so quickly she could hear it
and feel it in her ears. As he thrust into her, her wom-
an’s core tightened around him and something swirled
in the centre of her body, making her inner muscles
clench around his hardness to keep him there. Hot sweat
beaded on her skin and tracked down her neck and
back, and Gillian could not form a coherent thought
in her head. His body pushed hers into such a state of
excitement that she shuddered and shook at every move
or touch or caress.
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Gillian heard him urging her on to something, but
her body responded without her control, seeking that
peak that she’d found the first time alone, but now with
him. She clutched at his powerful back, holding on
tightly as she felt his length within her surge and pulse.
Her body seemed to answer it by reaching her peak and
feeling wave after wave of a pleasure she’d never known
had existed.

Brice stopped then, his face straining and his arms
shaking under his weight and his exertions. After a few
minutes, he opened his eyes and met her gaze.

‘Are you well?” he asked.

Gillian had no answer, for her heart pounded and
tremors flowed through her from the pleasure. Taking
a breath and releasing it, she sighed. ‘I know not.

He laughed then and kissed her quickly before with-
drawing and moving to her side. ‘A far better show-
ing than this morn’s attempt, I think, he said, his
voice exuding a masculine pride any woman would
understand.

Even more, she understood why he had been driven
to do this now, when so many more important things
needed to be done and said between them.

First, Gillian knew that men’s lust rose just before
and after battles and the need to couple increased at
those times, too. She’d seen it happen enough times to
know about it.

Also, she knew that this man, her husband, had a
certain reputation regarding his past liaisons. That bit of
gossip she’d overheard while in the camp, from some of
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the other women who’d followed their men to England.
A beautiful man who drew women to his bed like flies
to honey and who never slept alone. A man who never
left a woman unsatisfied, though until now she had had
no idea of what that meant. So making certain that he
tended to his wife as well as he tended to other women
was important to him—and to his reputation.

He guided her to her side and moved up against her,
his flesh on hers, sharing the heat of his body in this
cold night. Just as she sank into sleep’s grasp, she real-
ised another reason why he’d pursued such pleasure and
comfort in her arms.

Brice accepted that he could die on the morrow.



Chapter Nine

Cor T

Gillian awoke with a start. For a moment she could not
remember where she was, but then her body, aching in
places unknown only a day ago, reminded her.

She lay abed with her husband.

A Breton knight with hopes of taking Thaxted from
her brother.

A bastard knight gifted her by his king.

A man who had given her such pleasure that it nearly
took her breath and ability to think away.

Nearly, for in thinking about those exact events
between them since she had joined him in his bed, she
could have never imagined so many different ways to
offer or receive pleasure. Though the first time had
been at a somewhat even pace, the other times he took
her were not. Once he even entered her from behind,
caressing her breasts, and that place between her legs,
as he moved inside her.
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And the last time. She closed her eyes, remembering
that the last time had been so powerful and fast and
deep that she thought she might have fainted at the end
of it. They’d both drifted off to sleep then, exhausted
from their joinings and their day.

She could hear the sounds of the rousing camp ready-
ing for battle. Gillian turned over to look at him, won-
dering how he would greet her or speak to her or look
at her after such intimacies as they’d shared, but found
an empty spot next to her on the pallet.

Holding the blankets against her, Gillian sat up and
looked around the tent. Her own garments lay across the
bottom of the pallet while his were gone. She listened
for a moment and then tugged her syrce and cyrtel on
before anyone could enter and find her naked. In a few
minutes, her veil and cloak were in place and she lifted
the flap of the tent.

But she found the camp nearly empty.

Had she slept through the battle? Surely she could
not have! Obviously, Brice thought her secure in his tent
and left without waking her, but a battle would be too
noisy to miss. Realising that he expected her to be with
Father Henry, she set off to find him. Wending her way
through the assembled tents, she knew from watching
yesterday that the priest was located towards the east-
ern end of the encampment and, with the help of a few
servants and women, she headed there immediately.

Though she’d never been this close to a battle before,
Gillian could not believe one could be this quiet. Then
she realised that the deathly silence extended towards
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the walls of Thaxted. Shielding her eyes from the sun,
she peered across the camp and found row after row
of armed soldiers lined up around her keep. Without
realising it, she walked in that direction until stopped
by the priest whom she sought.

‘Lady Gillian, come with me,” he said. Taking her
arm, he tugged her back. “Tis not safe for you there.’

‘Has it begun then, Father?’ she asked, not ready to
seek the safety of the back when too many she knew
were at the front of the attack.

‘Nay, my lady,” he said, shaking his head. ‘Your
brother and Lord Brice are speaking.’

‘About me? About my lands?’

Before he even replied, she realised her error—the
lands did not belong to her any longer, nor did she have
any rights now. Both belonged to the man she married.
These Normans had a different opinion about the posi-
tion and rights of women, different from those of Eng-
land or Wales or Scotland, and even the Norse who’d
controlled parts of it until only recently. To a Norman,
everything belonged to the man.

But so conveniently for their aims, they would uphold
her father’s will by giving the lands to her while then
entrusting its control and powers immediately to her
husband.

‘They speak of peace and an amicable solution to this
confrontation instead of one that will cost both men in
lost lives, my lady.” Father Henry had spent many years
negotiating with enemies; it was clear to her from his
soothing tone and choice of words.
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‘And I am to play no part in these discussions?’ she
asked.

She could only imagine what lies her brother would
tell him. And worse, the accusations he would make
against her and her mother. Oremund would say or do
anything to finally get control over Thaxted and any-
thing necessary to find where their father had hidden
his fortune. Though, certainly, he would never mention
the existence of it to her Breton husband.

‘Indeed, lady,” the very man said from behind her.
Whirling around, she found Brice and two of his com-
manders standing there.

This was not the man who’d whispered endearments
in a deep voice as he touched her most private places.
This was not the man who pushed her, body and soul,
to pleasure she’d not dreamed of. This was not a man...
this was...the king’s warrior.

Gillian had seen him in his chainmail and armour,
his hauberk and helm and with his sword at his side.
She’d witnessed him in command of his men on the
road when she’d hidden in the forest. She shuddered as
he approached, tempted to move closer to the priest.
As though a mere man of God would thwart him in
whatever his intentions were!

“Your brother wishes to speak to you and make cer-
tain you are well and safe. He has been searching for
you for days and heaps praise on the Almighty that
you were not harmed in your foolish journey,” he said
evenly, while his gaze turned darker and more intense.
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He spoke through clenched teeth and she watched as
the muscles in his jaw tightened.

Two men stood next to him and did not move or
speak and Gillian felt sure that they were going to drag
her off and hand her over to her brother. Suddenly her
confidence was shaken and she feared saying anything
to him about her brother’s true intentions. Considering
her earlier thoughts on Brice’s possible duplicity, silence
might be her best option.

Though it was never her practice.

‘And you believe him, my lord?” She crossed her
arms over her chest, challenging him, she knew, but he
needed to understand how her brother lied. “You would
take his word over mine?’

He watched as her eyes flashed with angry fire and
the way she held her body screamed out the defiance
she clearly felt. Much as she’d thrown herself into the
passion they’d shared, now she was ready to defend
herself to him with everything in her. But at this crucial
moment, he could not allow it.

Although Brice knew her brother to be a scheming
liar who would sell his mother to the devil to get what
he wanted, any sign that he was being swayed by Gil-
lian would undermine his position right now. A man
bowing and scraping to his wife of one day would be
seen as weak, and he could not allow that.

‘He is a man, after all, lady,” he said, not answering
her question, but not denying it. Her face turned red and
he thought she would explode, but instead her eyes nar-
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rowed for a moment and she met his gaze. Staving off
more questions, he motioned for her to follow his men.

Father Henry moved as though to step between Gil-
lian and him. Brice had seen the old man do the same
thing in Taerford, mediating between the lord and his
lady several times. But coming now, it could bring about
a bad ending to his plans.

“You have no reason to be concerned about the lady’s
safety, Father, he said. ‘She is my wife.” The lady in
question turned back to face him.

‘So you will defend my rights against my brother’s
attempt to take them from me?’

He felt the pull on the corners of his mouth and
fought a remarkable urge to laugh. No matter that he
admired most everything he discovered about her, he
could not show approval. “You mean my rights, Lady
Gillian, do you not?’ He reached out and took her hand,
tugging her to his side. ‘Now that I control everything
you brought to this marriage.

Brice thought she might dig her heels in, but she
capitulated and walked at his side. At least, she would
be near him and he could protect her from anything that
happened. His heart calmed from its rapid beat and he
thought about the scenarios that could play out before
them this day.

When he’d returned to the tent and found her gone,
he’d nearly shouted out her name. His meeting before
dawn had drawn him away for a short time and he
expected to be there when she woke. Instead, he was
met by an empty bed and a missing woman. His first
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thought was that she’d escaped again. Then he forced the
rational part of himself to examine that likelihood.

When he remembered that she’d told the priest she
would help him this day, Brice knew where she’d gone
and his irritation at her making him worry for even a
moment boiled over in his greeting. Now, he wanted
to reassure her, but dared not. She was an intelligent
woman, she would understand when he had the chance
to explain it to her.

Surely she would.

They’d nearly reached the open field where his men
stood ready when she tugged her hand from his and
walked by herself.

Mayhap she would not.

As he’d told her last evening, there were many things
to be sorted out between them once this day was done.
Now was not that time.

They walked back through the rows of tents and
soon approached the lines of men waiting to fight. Her
confident stride faltered and she surprised him again
when she held out her hand to him.

‘Is there no other way?’ she whispered.

“Your brother said that he would turn the keep over
to you once he knew you were safe and this was your
choice.

Gillian stopped so suddenly that he took three paces
before he realised it. Turning back, he found her stand-
ing with an incredulous expression fixed on her face.

‘Gillian, there is no time for this. Men’s lives are at
stake here, he warned.
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‘He is a liar.” Crossing her arms over her chest, she
challenged him yet again. Leaning over, she lowered
her voice so that only he could hear her words. ‘He is
a poxed, degenerate liar and a man not worthy of your
trust.

Suspecting what he did while knowing even less,
Brice could not reveal what he’d learned about her
brother and his plans.

‘And you have been trustworthy? Tell me how?’
He took a step towards her, closing any space between
them. “Was it when you hid from my efforts to find you?
Or when you lied about who you were? Or mayhap [
should trust you because you knocked me unconscious
and fled? Upon which of those trustworthy moments
between us should I rely for making such a judgement
of you?’

Her lovely face blushed and she looked away, not
meeting his gaze. Their start had not been the best, but
Brice believed it could be good between them—once he
claimed his lands and took control of them. Giles had
not had an easy time of it and they knew their grants
were among the choicest in the land. Some of the most
dangerous to claim, but the choicest still.

‘Come, he said more quietly, ‘your brother waits on
you.’

She said nothing more as he led her to the open field
that separated them from her home and her brother’s
forces. Her brother and two of his men sat mounted
on their horses and watched just as silently. The flag
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of truce at his side was the only reason Brice had not
already cut him to pieces.

His men expected a trap of some kind and their
alertness was palpable to him. Lucais, Stephen and the
others in charge of sections of his fighting forces all
watched carefully for his signals and for anything out of
the ordinary. Plans had been made and put in place so
that by the end of this day, he would be lord of Thaxted
in name and in fact.

‘Ah, dearest Gillian,” Oremund called out. ‘You are
safe and sound!” He dismounted and held out his arms
to her. ‘Come, let me greet you as a brother should greet
his dearest sister.’

Brice noticed that Oremund’s smile did not reach
his eyes and that Gillian did not move from his side.
‘The lady stays here until our business is settled,
Oremund.

The only trait he could see in common between the
two siblings was the colour of their hair, so Gillian must
resemble her mother more than their common father.

‘I have given you my word, Lord Brice. Do you not
trust me to stand by it?’

The man frowned and waited for his reply. Brice
could feel Gillian’s tension. He glanced at her to try
to gauge what she was thinking. She said nothing, and
stared forwards at her brother.

“Your dead king gave his word to my king, as well,
Oremund.

Not a denial and not an outright insult, but close
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enough to make certain he was not taken for a fool. The
son of Eoforwic nodded his understanding.

‘Sister, Lord Raedan wishes to know if you entered
this marriage of your own choice or if you’ve been
forced to it, Oremund said evenly.

Brice placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. From
Oremund’s wary expression Brice knew he understood
how close he was to drawing it in answer to the insult,
but he had sworn to Oremund that he would not inter-
fere with Gillian answering any question put to her.

‘I— she began, until Oremund waved her off.

‘Whatever has happened, whatever poor decision
you may have felt compelled to make, Lord Brice has
given his word to release you from it.’

Brice felt her surprise and nodded to her, even though
he had absolutely no intention of letting her go. Let them
both think what they wanted—she was his. But giving
her this chance to disavow her promises was like open-
ing a window into the way she thought and that would
be valuable to him in the days to come. She stared at
him while her brother continued, and he could get no
impressions from the now-empty look in her eyes.

‘So, Gillian, do you seek release from your situa-
tion?” her brother asked again.

His men shifted restlessly behind them. Very few
would understand the reasons behind his actions, but
none would question him. At least not now, though from
the glares of several of his commanders, there would
be questions later.

‘No.
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Her reply was shocking and simple and not what her
brother expected of her, but then he never had under-
stood her. Gillian was not certain that Lord Brice did,
either, but he’d done nothing yet that made her feel as
terrified as her brother did. And though she’d like to
be free of the control of men, she knew that was not
the way of the world and would never happen. Since
she had said the words, since she’d witnessed honour
within him even when she provoked the worst in him,
Gillian decided to truly cast her fate in with his.

‘Think on your words carefully, sister, Oremund
warned in that silky smooth tone he used when others
were listening. ‘The fate of your people, your family,
lies in the balance here.

Another threat disguised as concern. So many of
her people had been run off by Oremund or sold off as
William the Conqueror’s forces and the ravages of a
harsh winter without a fruitful harvest rolled across the
land. The once thriving keep and village now withered
under Oremund’s harsh hand. And with her mother dead
these last years and her uncle able to defend himself,
she worried not for them. So lost in her thoughts and
all the arguments she could make, Gillian realised they
waited on her.

‘Lady Gillian, what say you to your brother’s ques-
tion?’

Would he, Lord Brice, really let her go? Had she
misinterpreted everything he’d said and everything she
knew of him? There was not time to consider all the
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implications of his decision, but she’d already made hers
and for reasons both practical and irrational.

‘No,” she repeated. ‘Oremund, I stand by the vows I
took.’

Gillian had no idea how much she shook or how
nervous she was until Brice walked closer and stood
behind her. He placed his hands on her shoulders and
she felt his strength.

‘Well done, he whispered in her ear as he pulled her
against him. ‘Well done.’

Had he doubted her? Had he planned this to justify
his actions in attacking Thaxted? Did he really believe
that she could have given herself with such abandon
through the night and then walked away from him in the
light of the morn? Gillian sensed so much more beneath
and behind what she could observe and hear. Something
much bigger than her own aims was at stake.

Gillian felt that something deep within her trusted
her husband and she accepted the certainty that she was
safer with him than at the questionable or non-existent
mercies of her brother. But were his words truly show-
ing his approval of her declaration?

Oremund lost control then and everyone there saw
the man she usually dealt with—dangerous, poisonous,
selfish and attacking. Luckily, men with very big swords
stood between them this time.

“You traitorous, lying bitch!” he screamed, his face
contorted with rage. He took two steps towards her, but
a wall of armoured warriors formed, keeping him at
bay. “You will pay for this betrayal.’
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She knew she’d backed away and pressed herself
more firmly against Lord Brice. For the first time, she’d
felt safe in the face of her brother’s rage. More impor-
tantly, she knew this was not the end for his habit was
to strike out verbally first and then use other methods
to apply punishment for perceived slights or offences.
When it was clear he would not get closer to her, he
strode to his horse, mounted it and rode off towards
the keep.

This was not the end of it.

Gillian turned to warn Brice. He had no true idea of
how dangerous Oremund could be when enraged like
this. He released her as she moved and she found him
looking pleased beneath his helm. And as she looked
from one to another of his men, she found the same
expression on all of them!

“This is not over, my lord!” she exclaimed in a voice
kept low so that only he heard her. ‘He will not give up
Thaxted without a fight. It was only a—’

‘A ploy, lady. Aye, I never expected him to walk
away, Lord Brice replied. ‘Ernaut, take Lady Gillian
back to Father Henry and stay there,” he ordered as he
mounted his own horse.

‘My lord,” both she and Ernaut spoke at the same
time.

But Brice was already thinking about the coming
battle and had given them an order that he expected
them to obey without question or hesitation. Just as
the men behind her began to move into their position,
she realised that she could stop the battle now. Or at
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the least, she could reduce the number of dead at the
outcome. Gillian ran over to him and reached out to
touch his leg, to gain his attention.

‘My lord,” she called out over the growing noise of
men preparing to fight. ‘My lord, I must speak with
you.’

He frowned at her and motioned with a nod of his
head for her to move off. She did not, for she knew
if she told him about the passage under the keep, he
could enter it and take the stronghold. When he realised
that she would not move away, he leaned over towards
her.

‘There is another way—’

The bolt hit her before she could finish and the force
of its impact in her shoulder drove her to the ground.
Searing, tearing pain coursed through her and her head
began to swirl. Her stomach gripped and rolled within
her as the pain reached a level she’d never endured.

Chaos ruled the day then and she could only hear
the shouting get louder and louder and she fell further
and further from it all. Everything around her blended
together—the light of the sun, the wind that moved
through the trees, Brice ordering them to set the arrows
aflame and burn the keep to the ground.

Oh, dear God, no! She must stop him. Gillian
watched as he approached, fierce and angry, calling
out orders with each step until she was too dizzy to
focus her eyes on him. He lifted her as though she
weighed nothing and began to carry her away from
the confusion.
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‘My lord,” she said, weakening with every breath
she took.

‘Hush now, Gillian,” he whispered against her fore-
head. ‘Father Henry will see you to rights.’

‘Brice! Stop!”’

He paused then and her vision began to blur. Blood
now soaked her clothing and she could not feel her arm.
Gillian tried to squint to see his face, but she could
not.

‘Brice, I can show you a way in. There is no need
to burn it down,” she begged. ‘I pray thee, please, my
lord. There are innocents in there who will perish with
the rest.

Though he did not say it, she continued on, forcing
out the words as the darkness called to her. ‘Forty paces
from the north wall...a stand of trees... At the bottom
of the middle one...” she shook her head to clear it, but
wisps of fog surrounded her ‘...when you climb through,
you will be at the back of the smith’s cottage.’

Gillian reached for him then, but could not feel him.
‘Promise me you will let them live.

She never heard his answer, but the shout that he
made echoed in her head and she felt it as she fell
against his chest. Then, the day faded to black and it
was over.



Chapter Ten

Cor T

Brice felt her faint and in a way it was better than
having her awake. The arrow had pierced her high in
the shoulder area, probably more flesh wound than real
damage, and simply confirmed to him what a miserable
cur her brother was.

Shooting his own sister in the back!

Oremund had sunk to a deeper low than any man
he’d known—first abusing Gillian and then punishing
her for her resistance. It was obvious to him that Ore-
mund could have and would have killed her long ago
unless she held some value to him. Oh, the sentiment
of close relatives meant nothing to him, but the mon-
etary or power kind did, otherwise the bastard daughter
would have followed her mother and father in death,
with little notice or fanfare to mark it. That meant Gil-
lian had something that Oremund wanted. Something
she’d escaped from Thaxted with. And since she had
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brought next to nothing with her but the clothes on her
back, it must be some information she held.

He held her closer and walked quickly through the
lines to the camp where word of her injury had already
spread. Two of the men who saw to injuries directed
him to a cot where he laid her on her side so she did
not rest on that shoulder. Father Henry ran over to them
and knelt at her side.

‘How did this happen?’ he asked.

“Twas always his plan, I think. To intimidate her. To
punish her.” He’d felt the scars on the backs of her legs
and on her hips and buttocks when they’d made love.
Brice knew that scars like that came from frequent beat-
ings. Dear God in heaven! What had she endured under
Oremund’s control? No wonder she tried to escape every
time she could.

Once Gillian was being attended, Brice returned to
the front of his forces. She had offered him a way in that
would enable him to spare the keep and most of those
inside. Though he cared not if Oremund lived or died,
the others living there would eventually be the ones
to tend his lands. Alive was much better than dead or
maimed.

His men were not happy when he revealed the change
in plans. Once the excitement of the approaching battle
began to rouse a man’s blood, it was difficult to simply
walk away. He could feel it stirring in his own veins,
but he suspected that part of what he felt was rage over
Gillian’s injury. He should never have allowed her
that close to Oremund. He should have ignored all the
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bluster and kept to his own plan and she would never
have been there to be shot. His failure could have cost
her life, and it might yet, if infection set in or if it did
not heal well.

Lucais and Ansel argued against his new plan, but he
watched as Stephen and Richier, experienced warriors
both, considered it and nodded. They all offered to be
part of the small group sent through the tunnel or pas-
sage into the keep. They left to make their preparations
and he made arrangements for the diversion to occur
to draw attention to the front wall and away from the
opening.

Brice decided that letting some time pass before the
attack was a good strategy—his men knew the plan,
but those inside most likely expected an immediate
attack in retribution. It was possible that Gillian’s plea
had saved the lives of many in the keep and in his own
lines, for running into a battle fuelled by anger was
dangerous. War was something best met head on with
cold resolve and cool-headed focus.

And they did so, later that day, with a focused effi-
ciency learned from fighting together many times in
many places against various enemies. He’d trained and
fought with the men he’d selected as his commanders in
Brittany, in Normandy and now in England, and would
trust them with his life.

The only thing Brice lamented was the lack of his
two closest friends at his back. The last missive from
Giles, written in his own hand at that, promised his
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presence as soon as Lady Fayth gave birth. The news of
Soren was promising and distressing at once—he con-
tinued to recover from his injuries received at Hastings,
but was a changed man from the one they knew. The
‘beautiful bastard’, the name by which he was called
and known because of his looks, a name and appearance
that gave him entry into the beds of many desirable
women, was gone. The grievous wounds of battle had
taken their toll on his appearance and his soul, it would
seem.

Brice’s men performed as he expected—with thor-
oughness, efficiency and success, for within two hours
the keep was his. The only disappointment was that
Oremund and his crony Raedan escaped, hacking their
way through a thin spot in his line. They made a run
for the forest that they knew better than him and Brice
knew this was not their last stand. Overwhelmed by the
strength in his numbers and by the desertion of their
lord, Thaxted’s men-at-arms surrendered.

By nightfall, the keep had been cleared of bodies and
thoroughly searched from top floor to donjon below.
Anything of value was secured and all stores would be
counted so that Brice could know what he had and what
he needed to begin rebuilding Thaxted. The injured
were seen to and the dead were blessed and buried.
Once the necessary things were done and guards set in a
perimeter along the roads leading to and from Thaxted,
he allowed himself to think about Gillian.

Reports about her condition had been brought to him
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throughout the day, so he knew that the arrow had been
removed, that she’d lost a considerable amount of blood
and that she remained unconscious. And she’d been
moved to his tent for privacy and was under the care
of one of the camp women. He’d carefully listened and
then put the information aside while he concentrated
on the battle.

Now, though, he went to find her, and if she could
be moved, to take her into the keep where she could be
comfortable and cared for. Her room had been prepared,
straightened from disarray caused by a search and with
a fire laid to warm her.

Ernaut stood at the entrance to the tent, greeting him
with his lip curled slightly in a mutinous expression.
The boy was not happy about being relegated to the
back when the fighting had ensued. His displeasure
was something Brice understood, for his squire believed
himself ready for battle and wanted the opportunity to
achieve the status of manhood that fighting would give
him.

‘The lady?’ he asked as he approached.

‘Still asleep, my lord,” Ernaut replied, reaching to
lift the flap of the tent.

Brice stepped closer and lowered his voice. ‘I would
ask that you remain my lady’s guard, Ernaut. As you
can see, not even her family can be trusted. But I know
that you can.” The boy’s face beamed with pride then,
the recent displeasure replaced now. ‘I know you will
not fail her’
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‘Aye, my lord,” he agreed, standing a little straighter
and taller than a moment before.

Brice ducked inside and found Gillian on his pallet,
covered by blankets. The woman who’d been caring for
her stood and nodded to him.

‘She sleeps?’ he asked, kneeling to have a closer
look.

‘Aye, my lord. She has not wakened since she
was...

He leaned over and smoothed the hair from her face,
noticing how pale she was. Easing the blankets down,
he saw that her gown had been cut away and her shoul-
der covered in a thick layer of bandages. Blood stained
them red, a sign her bleeding had not been completely
stanched.

‘Can she be moved yet?’ he asked. He had little
experience in dealing with the injured. He handled the
small ones himself when he suffered them in battle, but
this was more serious...and she was a woman, not a
hardened warrior. “The winds carry the smell of storms
and I would have her more secure within the keep.’

The woman nodded at him. ‘As long as the move is
smooth, it should not worsen the bleeding. And, as you
say, my lord, the storms threaten.” She moved over to
Gillian’s side. ‘Let me prepare her to be moved.’

Brice stood back and allowed the woman more room.
He called to Ernaut and ordered his own belongings
be gathered and moved to the keep now, too. Once the
lady’s clothing was back in place, the bandages secured
and her cloak wrapped tightly about her to keep her
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from moving, he knelt at her side opposite the injury
and slipped his arms beneath her. Lifting her from the
pallet and into his arms, Brice waited for the woman
to adjust the cloak and then carried Gillian from the
tent.

“Your name, mistress?’ he asked the woman who’d
tended Gillian.

‘T am called Leoma, my lord.” She walked at his side
through the crowded camp.

‘And your man?’ All women here either had a hus-
band or sought one.

‘My husband is Danyel,” she replied.

A good man—Brice had known him in Brittany.
He’d served under the same commander as Brice him-
self had and then he’d offered his services to Giles. And
Giles had allowed him to serve Brice now.

‘Will you come and serve my lady in the keep? She
will need help as she recovers.’

‘Aye, my lord.

Brice did not speak again until he entered Gillian’s
chambers and placed her on the bed there. ‘I will see
that Danyel knows you are here. Stay with her until I
return.’

If he did not consider his actions at that moment,
or even later, it was because he was certain he had the
correct amount of concern about the woman who was
his wife now—no more, no less. He would see to her
comfort and her care as was his responsibility. Brice
had heard several stories about the lady and imagined
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what she would be like during his travels here. Nothing
had prepared him for the woman herself.

He’d interpreted her running away from Thaxted and
her brother as wilful disobedience when that was not the
issue. He’d thought her to be an empty-headed, flighty
girl who acted impulsively, but he was learning that her
actions were usually thought-out and well considered.
And worst, he had thought that she felt no responsibility
to her people, when she argued for them even when her
own life was in danger and under attack.

So, after he returned to the chamber and allowed
Leoma to go to her husband, Brice did nothing but
think. So many connections as yet unseen. So many
dangers to hold at bay. Still so many enemies to battle.
Even when his body hungered for sleep, his head was
filled with more and more questions. But every ques-
tion came back to the woman lying unconscious in the
bed.

And, when fever struck in the middle of the night,
Brice prayed that he would have a chance to know her
better, never realising that he worried over her more
than he thought he should.

Gillian fought to keep from screaming.

Her brother liked nothing more than to know his
punishments hurt and made her afraid, so she’d learned
early in his abuse to persevere silently or it brought on
more or worse. Now, her jaws ached from clenching
them tightly, to keep the sounds of her anguish inside.
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Had he lit her aflame? Her skin burned and heat
poured through her. She wanted to ask for water, some-
thing to soothe the dryness and flame, but did not dare.
Any weakness shown was one used against her later.
When the fires grew hotter still, she knew she moaned.
Resist as she might, the pain was stronger than her
control.

Gillian tried to force her eyes to open, so she could
see what punishment he inflicted, but she could not.
Then she felt a cooling cloth against her face. And
again, it stroked along her cheeks and down on to her
neck and the fire receded. Soft whispers joined the
coolness and Gillian thought she might survive after
all.

Then, as quickly as it came, the soothing ended and
the punishment returned anew. At some point, the pain
overwhelmed her and she cried out, unable to stop it.

She was so tired of the fear. So tired of the pain and
torment. So tired of...everything.

Gillian gave up the struggle and let herself sink
away.

The next time she came to awareness, she could
hear someone moving about in the darkness near her.
The fire was gone, but the pain still pierced her. Now,
though, it seemed centred on her left shoulder and arm.
Even without the torment of the heat, Gillian could not
move—it was as though all of her strength had seeped
away, leaving her as helpless as a newborn.

She opened her eyes, finally, and looked around. She
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lay in her own bed in her own chamber at Thaxted! Had
she dreamt the torment and the trials of the last days?
Had some illness tricked her mind into believing she’d
escaped and been found by the Norman lord she was
promised to in marriage? Gillian tried to lift her head,
but could not.

‘Are you awake now, lady?’

Gillian recognised that deep voice. When he stepped
closer, she could see a very different Brice from the
others she’d witnessed since meeting him. This one
wore a ragged beard, had dark circles under his eyes and
looked as though he had not slept in days. She tried to
answer, but the words stuck in her dry throat and made
her cough.

‘Here, now, he whispered as he slid his hand beneath
her head and lifted it higher, ‘have a sip of this before
you try to speak.

This was watered ale, which tasted wonderful and
felt even better on her parched throat. She swallowed
several times and would have drunk more, but he took
the cup away from her mouth and she had not the
strength to follow it.

‘Easy...easy.” His voice held a hint of amusement
along with the appealing accent she was coming to
enjoy. ‘There will be more if you keep this down.’

‘What happened? How did I come to be in my own
bed?’ Gillian glanced around again to make certain
she was not in the throes of a dream. ‘My brother?’

Lord Brice turned the chair next to her bed around,
straddled it and faced her. ‘Your brother fled during our
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attack.” He paused then and stared at her as he answered
the other questions she’d posed. ‘After he had shot you
from behind...after we came in through the tunnel.
Once you’d stopped bleeding—well, mostly—I brought
you here so you could be more comfortable.’

‘How long, my lord? How long have I been uncon-
scious?’

“This is the fourth day since you were injured,” he
said, the exhaustion clear in his voice. ‘The fever hit
late that same night and you have been racked with it
for these three days and nights since.” He met her gaze.
‘It broke this morn.’

She pushed herself to sit up, but got no further than
before. Even the attempt at moving her arm caused bolts
of pain to shoot through her injured shoulder and down
her arm. She gasped at the strength of the pain and lay
back down, trying not to move it again.

‘And you have been here since?’ she asked.

He shifted on the chair, stretching his arms up and
across his chest. He shrugged and shook his head.

‘Most of the nights,” he said. ‘Leoma has been your
more constant companion and caregiver during the
days.

‘Leoma?’ Gillian asked. That name did not sound
familiar to her. Once her old maid died, Oremund had
never allowed her to have one who would gain her loy-
alty. He sent in whichever woman shared his bed at
that moment to help her when needed. Leoma was not
a name she’d heard before.

‘She is married now to one of my men, but she is
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from Taerford. She tended to your wound and your
needs while I saw to my duties.’

He stood then and walked to the small brazier in the
corner. Returning with a metal cup, he placed it on the
table and then helped her to sit up. It took more effort
than he could know to stay upright then, for her body
wanted to sink back into the depths of the rope-strung
bed and not do such a foolish thing again. When she
could finally sit without his help, he brought the cup to
her mouth.

‘Some beef broth to strengthen you,” he said, tilting
the cup. ‘Leoma said I should make you drink it if you
woke.

She took several sips from the cup and felt the strong,
warm broth fill her belly with its flavour and heat. ‘And
where have you slept?’ she asked.

‘Here.” He pointed to the chair.

She knew it for the lie it was as soon as he’d said
it—his appearance told her the truth. He’d not slept
since she’d been injured. She allowed him to feed her
several more times before she waved the rest off with
a shake of her head.

‘What time of day is it, my lord?’

He walked to the window in the wall and pulled the
leather covering. Flashes of lightning filled the chamber
now and she could hear a pelting rain falling. Very little
light other than the storm entered. ‘Just past nightfall,’
he said, ‘but ’tis difficult to tell with the way the storm
has been raging these last three days.’

Gillian was convinced that he would not leave her
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side, so she ordered him to. “You must get some rest,
my lord, or you will be in no condition to defend your
keep when Oremund returns.’

He stared at her, surprised, she could see, by her
words. He shook his head. ‘He is gone, Gillian. There
is no trace of him for miles. My men have searched.’

‘Gone for now. He will return when he has men
enough to force you from this place. Doubt it not, my
lord,” she said. If he did not realise it, it would not be
for lack of her trying. “Tis not in his manner to let go
of something he wants.’

Then, as suddenly as she’d awoken, her body began
to sink towards sleep. She found it difficult to keep her
eyes open or to frame a logical argument with him. And
harder still not to reveal the true reason for Oremund’s
obsession with her.

‘Let me help you,” he said before she could ask
for it. “You are not well and will need more time to
recover.

Lord Brice assisted her in sliding down with as little
help from her bad arm as possible. If she allowed him to
hold it immobile and followed his instructions, her arm
and shoulder, indeed her whole body, did not hurt as
much. When he would have moved away, she clutched
at his hand, not allowing him to.

‘Please, my lord,” she whispered, now forcing the
words out. ‘See to your needs and get some rest, she
urged. Her hand slipped from his and she fell back
against the pillows that supported her. ‘Please.’
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Whether he followed her advice, she knew not,
though he was gone when she woke in the night. A
candle left burning showed her the chamber was empty,
with Ernaut standing next to her open door.

The next thing she knew it was morning and Leoma
busied herself with some mending, sitting in the same
chair where Brice had sat. The sun’s light brightened
the room once the leather coverings were tied back and
Gillian found herself ready to sit for longer periods and
eat and drink more.

A few days later, she could get out of bed with little
help and was able to put her syrce and cyrtel on over
the bandages. Although her husband always visited her,
he never stayed for longer than a few minutes and never
spoke on matters of importance. As she’d grown stron-
ger, her mind had filled with many questions for him,
but he did not remain long enough for her to ask. Any
attempts to get his attention failed. Anytime she tried
to leave, both Leoma and Ernaut stopped her.

Worse, no one would give her any details about the
battle and the number of deaths. No one would tell her
who remained behind when her brother left or who
followed him. And no one would tell her what plans
Lord Brice was making for defence against her brother’s
return.

Finally, after a sennight had passed and she felt
ready to snap angrily at anyone who entered her room,
a sure sign she was well enough to leave it, Gillian took
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advantage of Leoma’s absence to use the other way out
of the keep that no one knew about. If no one would
speak to her about Thaxted and its people, she would
find out for herself.



Chapter Eleven

Cor v

Gillian discovered quickly that she was not as recov-
ered as she first thought—it took her almost an hour
to get down the small staircase cut into the stone wall.
With her injured shoulder and arm hanging in a sling,
making it down the stairs was difficult at best. Then,
when she finally reached the bottom, she needed time
to catch her breath before even trying to open the dis-
guised metal door installed to keep the entrance hidden.
Peeking out into the blacksmith’s hut, she crept out only
when she saw it was empty.

Haefen, the smith, was not working there. He was
one of few men she felt safe around, for his wife was
her aunt and he was too valuable in time of war for
Oremund to exile. He was the reason her father cut the
secret tunnel from her room to end here—Haefen was
big and strong and could protect her and her mother
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and see them to safety if need be. Though his fire was
burning there, she saw no sign of him now.

Oh, dear God! Had Lord Brice’s men killed him
when they attacked through the tunnel? She stepped
out of the shadows and searched for him. He was the
only close relative she had, other than Oremund, and
she feared that in trying to save lives, she’d cost him his.
Gillian walked to the open side of the hut and looked
out in the yard to see if he was there.

Although there was no sign of Haefen, the yard was
filled with activity. Men carrying large stones to rebuild
parts of the wall. Men cutting felled trees into planks,
and others clearly following the orders of Lord Brice’s
men. She saw neither Haefen nor Lord Brice. Walk-
ing along the edge of the buildings, she watched as
those inside the wall repaired and built anew. None of
Thaxted’s people seemed threatened or in danger and
they worked alongside the Norman and Breton invaders.
Their sullen expressions would have earned a thrashing
from Oremund’s men, but these new conquerors took
no notice, or took no action against them.

Gillian managed to make her way unseen to the place
where they kept their horses. A large section of the yard
had been fenced in and that was where she finally found
Haefen working. Crossing to the fence, she called out
to him. He looked well and Gillian felt tears burn in
her eyes at the joy of finding him alive.

‘Girl, he said, reaching over the fence to pull her into
his arms. As he held her and rocked her, she wanted to
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scream from the pain, but the comfort of his embrace
felt too good at this moment.

‘Uncle, she whispered. ‘I am glad you are alive.
I feared...I feared...you were dead.” But she was not
strong enough yet to admit it had been her words that
revealed the secret entrance to the keep to their ene-
mies. He released her and she clutched his hand for
support.

‘Nay—’ he shook his head at her concern ‘—I heard
your brother’s plans. I saw this lord’s army and knew he
would take Thaxted.” He leaned back and examined her
from head to toe. ‘Your brother said you were dead. Told
us he was our only protection against these Normans.’
Smiling, he shook his head. ‘Should’ve known you were
too ornery to die.

The tears did escape now and she wiped them away
with a quick rub of her hand. “What of the others? How
many did Thaxted lose?’

‘Not many. Most of those that died were Oremund’s
soldiers. Oremund killed a few who tried to escape
just after you disappeared. Most of the rest are here,
somewhere, waiting to see who ends up as lord.’

Gillian nodded, knowing they both understood that
this was not over yet. Before she could ask another
question, her uncle interrupted. ‘Do you trust this
Norman?’

‘T am not sure,” she said. Thinking about his actions
and hers, she realised that in many ways she did.
‘Why?’

‘Because he’s coming this way and looks like he
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wants to kill you,” her uncle replied as he climbed over
the fence and positioned himself in front of her. ‘You
seem to get that reaction from many people lately.’

His comment reflected the truth. She did seem to
irritate many people, but mostly those who tried to con-
trol her. She peeked around Haefen, wincing as the
sounds of Brice’s angry words reached her. He was back
to cursing her loudly and it did not bode well for her or
her uncle. Gillian did not fear that he would harm her,
but she’d not seen him react to those who challenged
him yet. Her uncle could really be the one in danger
and she tried to move around him before her husband
reached them.

It was clear to Brice as spied her from the guard
tower that he would have to tie her to the bed, much
as his men had tied her in the tent, if he expected her
to remain where he had left her. Looking around the
yard as he chased her down, he saw no sign of Ernaut
or Leoma, the two who were supposed to be with her
anytime he could not be. He tore down the steps of the
tower and was almost halfway across the yard when he
realised what he was doing and slowed his pace. Lucais,
whom he’d left in mid-sentence, followed closely behind
and they were joined by several others before he reached
the place serving as a temporary area for the horses.

Lucais’s gruff laugh every time Brice cursed did
not ease his anger, especially not when he watched the
burly blacksmith take Gillian in his arms. Nor when his
wife seemed quite content to be held. By another man.
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In public. Brice might have drawn his sword then, but
he could not remember until it was in his hand before
him. The man recognised the danger, for he stepped in
front of Gillian as though to protect her.

And, damn his wife, she stepped back in front of
the man when she saw Brice’s approach and heard his
swearing. In spite of barely being able to stand on her
own, in spite of her injury that had yet to heal, in spite
of the sword that threatened, she stood her ground.
He stopped a few paces before her and lowered his
sword.

‘Do you never stay where you are put, lady?’ he
asked, not really wanting an answer. When she began
to offer one, he glared at her.

Though it pleased him to see her on her feet, looking
better than she had since her injury, from the ghost-pale
colour of her cheeks and her laboured breathing, she
was not strong enough yet to be traipsing around the
yard. Alone.

Embracing men.

‘Her late father often lamented of the same thing,
my lord,” the man answered for her.

‘Who are you?’ he asked, leaving off what he truly
wanted to ask: who are you that you can be so familiar
with my wife? He nodded at the man who had still not
released his hold on Gillian’s waist.

‘My lord,” she said. “This is my uncle, Haefen.

He narrowed his gaze at the man he knew only
as the blacksmith of Thaxted. ‘I thought you had no
family left, lady. Has one suddenly sprung to life, then?’
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Suspicion flooded him as he could see no resemblance
at all between the two. Some other connection, then?

‘I married her aunt, my lord. We are not related by
blood.

The man did not offer a direct challenge, for he was
only a blacksmith and Brice was an experienced knight
and now lord here and the man could never prevail, but
he did not bow and scrape as many did before those
supposedly noble born.

‘What is your business with him, lady, when you
should still be abed and recovering?’ Now that he saw
the link between them, most of the threat was gone.
Still, the first person to whom she ran was this man,
and it did not sit right with Brice.

‘I wanted only to make certain he lived, she said,
her voice weakening and her face growing paler by the
moment.

‘Return to your chambers and we will discuss this
later,” he ordered.

‘I cannot, my lord,” she said.

Her words presented not a challenge to his orders,
but an explanation, one Brice comprehended only a
moment before she became ghostly pale and fainted.
Only her uncle’s grip on her waist kept her from land-
ing face down in the dirt. Sheathing his sword, Brice
relieved the man of his burden and lifted her into his
arms, having a care for her bound shoulder.

‘Speak to me in the keep,” he ordered Haefen as he
walked away.

It took only minutes to carry her back to her chambers
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and see her safe in her bed. Ernaut was startled when
he saw them approach, probably believing the lady was
within. Then Brice saw the moment that the young man
realised he’d failed in his duty. Brice could not excuse
it, but he could not punish something he’d missed, as
well.

‘My lord,” Ernaut began, opening the door for him
and waiting until he laid Gillian on the bed there. Brice
touched the back of his hand to her cheek. Thank the
Almighty, there was no sign of fever returning.

‘We will sort this out later, Ernaut. Where is
Leoma?’

The very person approached after Brice placed a
blanket over Gillian and waved Ernaut out to the cor-
ridor. She carried a tray of food, probably the very task
that his wife sent her on while planning her escape.
Since both were loyal to him, he suspected no subter-
fuge, but they both needed to understand the wilful and
intelligent foe they faced in keeping her safe, even from
herself.

‘I found her in the yard. Since she did not sprout
wings and fly there and since I know Ernaut did not
leave his post unattended, there must be another way
out hidden in her chambers.’

The two exchanged glances and then nodded to
him.

‘See to her, Leoma. I do not think she will have the
strength to run again— the irony of the situation was
clear to him ‘—but I do not want her to endanger herself
by trying to.’
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Suspecting that another or more secret entrances
under the walls or through them existed, Brice and his
men had searched the keep room by room for any sign
of them. Including her chamber. And found nothing.
Walking back down to the main floor, he found the
blacksmith waiting for him, guarded by Lucais. Brice
motioned him to follow and led him to a table and
benches off to one side where he usually met with his
commanders.

He ordered some ale to be brought to them and
watched as the serving woman dawdled in getting it.
He shook his head, tempted to lose his temper at the
slovenly behaviour of the servants, both in the keep and
out. Any order was met with a stare and an unseemly
delay in carrying it out. Glances and gazes were either
empty or filled with malice, and there were no attempts
to hide either from him or his men. He’d caught several
of his men striking out at such displays, but it was not
in his nature to do so.

Or it was not before.

Pouring ale into a metal cup and handing it to the
blacksmith who remained standing, Brice dismissed
Lucais back to his duties and drank some of the ale.

He knew that Oremund had left spies behind, ser-
vants loyal to him, in place to report back on any num-
ber of things—numbers of fighting men, stores of food
and supplies. Much like the resistance that Giles had
faced in Taerford, he must find them out and give them
reasons to pledge their loyalty to him.

And he would begin his search with Haefen.
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‘Are you freeman or serf, Haefen?’ he asked, motion-
ing for the man to sit.

‘I am free, like the miller and the chandler and the
brewer.” He declined the invitation to sit.

‘How long have you been here in Thaxted?’

‘Born and raised here, my lord. Like most of us,” he
replied, though Brice could almost hear the pause in
the answer. So he asked the obvious question.

‘And Lord Oremund? How long has he lived here?’
Brice sipped his ale now, never taking his eyes off Gil-
lian’s uncle.

‘He came here just after their father died at Stamford
Bridge in September last.’

‘So recent?’ he asked. Oremund behaved as though
he’d lived here from his birth when they’d parleyed that
morning. ‘Where did he live before?’

‘Lord Eoforwic gave control of one of his larger
estates to young Lord Oremund to command a few
years ago.’

‘Why did Oremund not obey his king’s call to arms
and fight at Hastings?’

‘I do not think I am the right man to answer all these
questions, my lord,” Haefen protested.

‘But you are a freeman, Haefen. Able to come and go
and negotiate your pay and conditions. A much better
man to ask than a serf who is completely beholden to
his lord and might never know other than his lord’s
opinion in matters. Indeed, most serfs would not even
know of the world outside their gates. A freeman has
a wider view of things.’
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For a moment, Brice thought this freeman might
leave and not answer, but after a drawn-out moment,
he did.

‘It was agreed that Lord Oremund and Raedan
would trail behind and guard the back of King Harold’s
army.’

This did not make sense, for Duke William received
word just before Hastings that Harold had decimated
the forces of Tostig and Harald Hardrada. The only
forces behind him would have been Mercia’s and
Northumberland’s.

And whose presence at Hastings could have turned
the tide against William. Had Harold thought himself
in danger from his brothers-by-marriage? Had old rival-
ries and struggles for power added to the dangers and
enemies Harold Godwinson faced in the waning days
of his power here in England?

Brice considered that Harold’s son Edmund still hid
among his followers, and in spite of the fact that his
boy-king Edgar the Atheling and the northern earls
were in Normandy now with William, there were still
enough powerful, disenfranchised Saxon lords and
landowners to cause problems. Especially if a strong
leader materialised.

He released a deep breath. He’d warned his friend
Giles that no good would come from sparing Edmund’s
life those months ago and now he had a feeling in his
gut that the results of that clemency were a pivotal part
of what he now faced. Ironic that his fate was still tied
to Giles in spite of the miles that separated them.
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Thoughts of the woman in her chambers above crept
into his mind then. Too many unanswered questions
remained.

‘What does Oremund want with Gillian?” he
asked.

‘The same thing any nobleman wants with an unmar-
ried female in his family—to use her to make connec-
tions to other families.’

This Haefen knew too much. Brice had the feeling
that nothing he could do would make the man betray
his niece. Watching the smith cross his arms over his
broad chest, Brice wondered which of the two was the
teacher and which was the student when it came to
stubbornness.

‘Is your wife here at Thaxted?’

For the first time since spying Gillian with this man,
Brice witnessed a weakness in him. The fleeting glim-
mer of pain fled quickly and, if he’d not been watching,
Brice would have doubted anyone who spoke of it.

‘She is dead, my lord, he replied in a quiet voice
that belied the power of the man speaking.

The grander scheme swirled around just out of sight,
still vague, but threads of the web began to show them-
selves to Brice. The one thing clear was that Haefen was
still in Thaxted for several reasons, but the first and
most important one was to protect Gillian. From him
or from Oremund, he did not know yet. Brice finished
his ale and stood.

“You may see your niece if you would like. I am
certain she has much to talk about with you. Just give
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her time to sleep and come back before the evening
meal.” He waited on the man’s reply.

‘My thanks,” Haefen said, bowing his head for the
first time.

‘And on the morrow, bring the other freemen here so
that we can discuss the needs of Thaxted and its people.
I would have things settled as we rebuild.’

‘Aye, my lord.” Another bow. Mayhap some respect
growing?

Haefen left; Brice motioned for Lucais to accompany
him back to the guard’s tower. It was the highest place
in Thaxted and gave a view of miles around. And it was
the only safe place to talk when he did not wish to be
overheard.

It was hours later after his growling belly could no
longer be ignored that he finally realised he’d not eaten
yet and he’d not spoken to Gillian in any meaningful
way for more than a week.

Worse, he’d not touched her or kissed her or even
slept in her bed for fear of worsening her injury. Now,
though, after witnessing that she was on the mend, he
wanted to see her.

Truthfully, he wanted to peel off every bit of cloth-
ing she wore, especially that damned veil that covered
her hair and most of her face, and discover what lay
under it all while in the comfort of a warm, dry bed,
with no one listening and no one near to interrupt. And
he wanted to hear those little gasps she made when he
touched her most intimate and sensitive places.
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Now he was hard again, as always happened when
he thought on his wife and he realised he must follow
the advice he had given so naively to Giles—begin as
you wish to go on. She was his wife before his men
who’d witnessed their vows, but to the people here in
Thaxted, he knew not what they had been told.

Now that she was recovering, restricting her to her
chambers would be seen as making her a prisoner.
Surely her uncle’s visit would show otherwise, but Brice
needed her visible to the people of Thaxted. Though
similar to the situation in Taerford, this was different,
as well. In Taerford, when Fayth had been out of sight
of her people, they began to ask about her and ask for
her. Here, not a single person, not even her uncle, had
come forwards to show their concern. Not certain of its
true meaning, Brice knew only that it was not a good
sign.

Those who slept in the main hall of the keep pre-
pared to settle down as he walked through on his way
to Gillian’s chambers. Brice asked one of the servants to
bring some food to him and began to climb the stairs.

Begin as he wanted to go on, he thought. And he
knew what he wanted.



Chapter Twelve

Cor T

Brice noticed that Ernaut remained standing guard in
front of her door, straightening as he approached. He
would give the boy a new assignment in the morning
and begin to rotate other guards through this one. Con-
sidering that very few chambers were on this second
floor of the keep, someone could stand guard at that
stairway and monitor those who came and went. As
long as those who had access to the rooms were known
to him or trusted by him, Gillian would be safe while
in her chambers.

He dismissed Ernaut for the night and opened the
door, expecting to find Gillian already abed. Instead,
she sat on the chair, wearing only her thin shift and
that lay down around her waist as Leoma applied some
ointment over the healing wound. Since her back faced
him, he could not see her breasts, but it did not matter—
his body remembered the look, the feel, the taste and
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even the weight and fullness of them in his hands. He
must have made some sound, for both women looked
at him.

This only sent her waist-length hair flowing in entic-
ing waves over her shoulder as she turned only her head
to see him. Like some mythical goddess, she stared at
him with those blue-green eyes and he lost the ability
to speak. The moment drew out until Leoma broke into
the silence.

‘My lord, we will be finished in a few moments if
you’d like to come back,” she said.

Come back? He had no intention of leaving now. He
stepped inside and closed the door behind him. ‘I can
see to my lady’s care, Leoma. Why do you not seek out
Danyel in the hall below?’

Although it could have become one, the woman
quickly realised she would lose if she turned this into
a stalemate, for she nodded and held out the small crock
to him. ‘Apply this to both front and back and cover it
with those bandages.’

Brice stepped aside to allow her to leave and then
he walked over to Gillian’s side. She watched him with
wide eyes as he reached out and smoothed her hair out
of his path. She clutched the edges of her loosened shift
so that her breasts were covered, but it did not relieve
the growing desire within him or lessen the beautiful
image she presented there. He met her gaze when she
gasped at his first touch on the skin near the wound on
her back.

“Your pardon, Gillian. I did not mean to hurt you,’
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he apologised as he softened his touch and began to
spread the medicament on the skin farther away from
the place the arrow struck.

As she relaxed under his ministrations, he applied
it closer and closer, with gentler strokes. Though his
mind knew what he did, his body reacted in its own way
and soon the blood pounded in his veins and echoed
in his head. He wanted her, oh, aye, he did, but this
was not the time for such things. Also, he still was not
certain that the night spent in her arms before the fight
for Thaxted was not simply out of pity on her part.
He’d wanted comfort that night; now he just wanted
his wife.

Pulling his own needs under control, or making a
brave attempt to, he finished smoothing the ointment
on the back of her shoulder and moved around her,
crouching in front now. Brice had removed his chain-
mail and other protections before coming here and now
discovered that his erection was evident if one looked.
He both hoped and dreaded that Gillian would look.

Brice’s hand shook then, for now he could see her
breasts through the thin layer of linen she held close. He
could see her breath catch as she inhaled and noticed
that she licked her lips several times as though they
were too dry. He tried to ignore it, he tried to ignore the
heat growing between them, he even tried not to notice
the way her hands began to fall away from shielding
her breasts from his sight. The worst, though, was when
she closed her eyes and sighed as he touched her.

He dropped the crock and leaned in to kiss her. He
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would have stopped had she simply looked away or
shown any sign of not wanting him to do it, but she
turned her face to him and licked her lips one more
time. Worse, she opened her mouth as he touched her
lips and he lost most of the control he fought to have.

Brice tasted her mouth with his tongue, sliding it in
to touch and caress hers. Then, when she imitated the
movements with hers, he suckled on it as he wanted to
on her breasts and between her legs. He shifted to get
closer and let his hand fall to her breasts, allowing the
back of his hand to glide over the smooth shift. He felt
the tips tighten and he kissed her more deeply, using
the other hand to steady her head and hold her close.

He lifted his face from hers and saw her move her
hand as though to touch him, and the thrill and anticipa-
tion of it caused his erection to surge, larger and harder
than before. Trying not to press against her, he waited
for that first touch of her hand on him.

The knock on the door seemed so loud and startling
that he lost his balance and began to tumble backwards
away from her. Regaining his footing at the last moment,
he stood and took a step back, noticing the glaze of
excitement in her eyes and the blush of anticipation in
her cheeks. He remembered telling the serving woman
to bring food here only as her voice drifted through the
door.

“Your food, my lord.

Brice watched as the siren became the innocent
again, pulling her shift closed and reaching for the
shawl that lay over her lap. He helped her gather it
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around her shoulders, having a care not to jostle the bad
one, and then opened the door. Not allowing the woman
in, he took the tray from her and closed the door with
his foot.

“You have not eaten yet, my lord,” Gillian said. She
began to rise from the chair but he stopped her.

‘Do not even think about moving from that chair.
He carried the tray over to the bed, placed it there and
sat next to it, all without knocking the bowl of soup
over and spilling the mug of ale. Considering that his
hands still shook, he was quite pleased. ‘I have been
busy until now.’

‘Eat, then.” She nodded to him, rolling her shoul-
ders to loosen them. It was other places in her body
that needed to relax, for her breasts ached for more of
his touch and that place between her legs throbbed in
readiness for more. Feeling this way, with heat building
inside her, was new and Gillian was not certain whether
it was a good thing or bad.

‘Is the pain bad?’ he asked in between mouth-
fuls of the mutton stew the cook had made for their
supper. ‘Does that hurt?” He nodded at her stretching
movements.

“Tis better with each passing day.” Gillian stood
then and walked around her chambers slowly, waiting
for him to order her otherwise. When he did not, she
continued. Standing before him in only her thin shift
felt strange, but he’d seen more while he spread the
ointment on her skin than he could now with the shawl
wrapped tightly around her.
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‘Did your jaunt out to the yards make it bleed
again?’

She stopped and looked at him—he was seeking
information about how she’d left the room without being
seen. Much as her uncle thought he might be trustwor-
thy, the explanation would not come out of her mouth.
She would keep the secret, for now.

‘It did not, my lord,” she answered. ‘As you may have
noticed, the skin is healed over and once the bruising
lessens, Leoma says I will have full use of it.’

She did not know how he did not get pains in his
stomach from the haste with which he ate, but soon
he’d eaten every morsel on the tray and drunk the full
mug of ale. When he stood, she expected him to leave
as was his custom.

‘Am I a prisoner here, my lord?’

She’d wanted to ask the question all day, but feared
his answer. Her uncle’s arrival had given her hope, but
a visitor to her chambers did not mean she could leave.
Worse, now that he knew she could get out, would he
allow her to stay here or, as he’d threatened during his
barrage of angry curses, tie her to the bed to prevent it
from happening again?

He let out a breath and shook his head. “You are not a
prisoner, Gillian. Ernaut or another stands at your door
for your safety. Leoma is here for your comfort.” He
paused and looked at her with a fierce expression, one
that made his eyes darken, as he ran his hands through
his hair and shook his head.

‘At first, when I saw you creeping through the yard,
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I thought you meant to escape again. You may not think
I understand your brother’s methods, but I know more
about them than you might suspect, and you wandering
unattended is simply baiting him into action.” He shook
his head. ‘Damn it, you are at the centre of whatever
he pursues and until I understand why, you will have a
guard posted and a companion at your side!’

If she did not know better, she would have mistaken
his ire for concern—concern for her—but he was a
man used to having his orders obeyed and she had not
respected his authority. How would it be to have a hus-
band who truly cared for her and not about the rest of
it? He watched her with expectation on his face and so
she nodded.

In spite of her claims of understanding him, her
brother’s actions had been a surprise. Gillian had not
appreciated his desperation until he showed his true
nature before his enemies. That had not happened
before. And a part of her was warmed to have Lord
Brice’s protection, no matter his reasons. He nodded
at her, and seemed calmed a bit by her acquiescence.

“You are not a prisoner, Gillian,” he repeated, but she
could not be certain if he was trying to convince her or
himself.

Then, he strode over to the far wall, the one where
the entrance to the tunnel was and began feeling along
the edges. She held her breath, for he was very close to
the latch that would spring the door open. Lord Brice
slid his hands along the surface for a few minutes and
then turned to her.
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‘Will you tell me where it is?” She started to deny
its existence, but he waved her off. ‘It is the only way
you could have escaped under both your brother’s and
my watch, so I know it exists. I just don’t know where
itis.

‘My lord..." she said, trying to think of how to argue
the point and failing.

“You do not trust me. I understand.” He turned away
as he admitted it to her and Gillian would swear that
regret tinged his voice. ‘Just tell me how many know
its location.’

‘Only two now, my lord,” she offered quietly.

His dark eyes narrowed for a moment as he consid-
ered her answer. ‘You and your uncle,” he said. Before
she could deny or admit it, he smiled grimly. ‘And I
suspect that even your brother could not force the loca-
tion from Haefen.’

She gasped then, for it seemed he really did know
Oremund’s ways. Had Haefen told him? Or another?

“Your uncle stays here only to see to your protection,
such as he can. That much I know,” he said. ‘A debt of
honour, I suspect.” Gillian nodded, not trusting herself
to say a word.

‘But that is not what your brother seeks from you, is
it, lady? There is something much more important to
him that you control, otherwise he would have killed
you the moment he took this keep after your father’s
death’

The walls of the room began to twist and spin before
her eyes. She tried not to watch them, for it made the
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dizziness increase. Instead, she reached out, trying to
steady herself before she fell. When she could not touch
the wall, she clutched the shawl and tried to protect her
shoulder from more damage as she pitched forwards.

Instead of the hard wood of the floor or, worse yet,
the stone of the wall nearest her, she landed against
the hard-muscled chest of Brice. His strong hands held
her at the waist and supported her without jarring her
injured shoulder. She felt him guide her down and when
she regained her wits, she found that they sat side by
side on the bed.

He kept his arm securely around her waist, while
he gently moved her hair from her face and tugged the
shawl free. When he had, he stood with her, pulled the
blankets down and helped her onto the bed. His words
terrified her, for he spoke of the hours, nay days, spent
in the grip of the fever.

‘I could not claim to have never killed anyone, but
I have never murdered a man. I can be as ruthless in
battle as even King William is rumoured to be. It is kill
or be killed and a man does what he must to survive,
Gillian,” he said as he walked over and blew out the
several candles that lit the room. When he reached the
last one, he gazed at her over it, which gave his eyes a
glowing appearance. ‘But I will kill him for what he
has done to you,” he promised in a voice so cold she
shivered. ‘Brother or not, half or full, he will die.’

His breath put out the last candle and she waited
for him to leave so that she could think on his fervent
promise against her brother. Her head still spun from
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the fear that she might have revealed something more to
him during the madness of the fever, but now her heart
warmed from his offer of not only protection but also
vengeance against her brother for his acts. Though she
occasionally wanted to forgive Oremund for his sins
against her and everyone she loved, Gillian knew that
not even her father, God rest his soul, would ask that
of her.

The fire in the brazier had been banked, so little light
was thrown by it, forcing her to listen for his steps to
the door. Instead, his steps came closer to the bed. Then
she felt him bump it.

‘My lord, the door is in the other direction,” she
offered.

‘I am not leaving, Gillian.’

She swallowed and sucked in a breath too quickly,
making her choke. ‘You are not? Where will you sleep
then, my lord?’

The ropes supporting her bed protested his weight as
he climbed in beside her. He did not move too far onto
it as though waiting for her to do so. ‘I have decided
that I miss the comfort of my wife’s arms. I will sleep
here.

She thought to protest or point out her injured shoul-
der, but the shock of his skin, his naked skin, against
her emptied her head of coherent arguments. When
had he undressed? And, with a few quick and efficient
movements, Gillian found herself stripped of her shift,
lying on her good side, with a large, and enlarged, man
at her back. She gasped at the sensuous pleasure of
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being surrounded by his strong muscles, for he slipped
one arm under her head and around her body and the
other carefully shielded her bad arm.

Her traitorous body reacted immediately, preparing
itself for pleasures as it had learned under his touch
the last time they’d shared a bed. Her injured shoulder
was quickly forgotten as her body softened and opened
for him. She did not know how they could accomplish
joining without the use of her arm and without a good
deal of pain, but her skin and breasts and legs and even
inside of her, deep in her belly, ached for him now.

And she waited.

As soon as he settled behind her, he did not move.
Oh, that part of him moved, she could feel the heat and
strength of it rubbing near the bottom of her back, as
though seeking that place between her legs. But he did
not press it between their bodies and enter her as he
could have. He did not slide his hand to the junction of
her thighs and touch the wetness her body, even now,
wept at his nearness. And he did not tease and caress
her breasts, holding the weight of each in his hand and
rubbing the tips until she begged for his mouth there.

The chamber grew silent and, in spite of the heat
of his breathing in her ear, he seemed uninterested
in the sexual comfort he’d sought the last time. After
a few minutes, the warmth and security of his body
around hers and the strenuous challenges of the day
began to pull her towards sleep. Though convinced she
could never fall asleep when such temptation lay so
close, her body did eventually succumb. Or it began to



168 The Mercenary’s Bride

until his words prodded her back to wakefulness and
anticipation.

‘Worry not, Gillian. I plan to seek the comforts of
your bed often once your shoulder has healed.’

His voice teased the edge of her ear and he followed
it with a kiss on the sensitive skin of her neck, making
her shiver. His laughter then, deep and filled with sexual
promises, teased her even more, making her want to
turn in his embrace and ask him to seek the pleasures
of the flesh with her.

‘Shhhh..." he soothed then. “You need your sleep and
I need my rest. There will be plenty of time for us,” he
whispered.

Gillian felt the exhaustion spreading through her and
gave in to it. But the promise of his words and his heat
caused the most scandalous of dreams throughout the
night. And, in the morning when she woke to an empty
bed, she wondered if it had all been a dream.



Chapter Thirteen

Cor v

¢ My lady?’

Gillian lay cocooned inside the blankets of her bed
alone, though if she let it happen, she could still feel the
strength of Brice’s arms around her. Ignoring Leoma’s
voice, she closed her eyes and breathed in the scent he’d
left behind.

Masculine.

Leather.

‘My lady?’ Leoma said again. ‘Are you awake?’

Gillian pushed the coverings back and sighed. ‘Aye,
Leoma, I am awake.’

She was now in spite of her best efforts to remain
in that land of sleep and dreams. And, oh, aye, what
dreams they’d been! But the brightness that filled her
chamber spoke of a delicious spring day outside and it
called to her when dreams tempted her back.
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‘Lord Brice asked if you would join him to break
your fast.’

Gillian tried to sit up too quickly and winced at the
pain in her shoulder. With some help from Leoma, she
managed to slide her legs off the side of the bed and sit
up. Balancing was difficult without the use of both her
arms. This morn though, the injured shoulder felt better
than it had the day before—a good sign for certain.

‘Is he waiting now?’ she asked, accepting the wash-
ing cloth from the woman and wiping her face with it.
At Leoma’s nod, Gillian smiled. ‘Can you help me dress
quickly?’

Leoma gifted her with an enigmatic smile, as though
she knew something secret, and then assisted Gillian in
applying the ointment, placing the bandages and getting
dressed. Surprised yet relieved to find her clothing still
in her trunk, Gillian selected her favourite cyrtel and
veil and soon was on her way down to the hall to greet
Brice.

With Ernaut at her side and Leoma trailing behind
her, Gillian made her way with care down the stairs,
once more feeling less taxed than with her difficult
descent yesterday. It was only as she entered the hall
that the memories of the last time she’d been here
assaulted her and she stopped, certain she would hear
Oremund’s voice ordering her to Lord Raedan’s side.

When she finally looked around the large chamber,
she did not recognise it with the changes wrought to
it by Brice’s arrival. The filthy rushes swept away, the
dogs chased and kept out, the tables, benches and floor
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scrubbed clean—it could have been a different place
than Thaxted Keep!

The best part of all was that, for the first time in
many, many months, she felt safe as she walked the
length of it to reach Lord Brice’s side. Gillian did not
remember telling him of Oremund’s treatment of not
only herself, but also their people. However, she’d clear-
ly told him enough that he understood the true nature
of her half-brother.

The only thing that marred her return to the hall
was the reaction of the servants who worked both in
the hall and kitchen. Though Brice could not see them,
they glared at her in open disrespect as she walked
towards the Norman and Breton knights near the front
of the hall. Some even whispered insults and called her
a traitor under their breath as she passed them.

It should not bother her, they were more on Ore-
mund’s side than hers, but some of them were brazen
enough to make her flinch. Shaken by such hateful
words and gestures, she decided to seek her chambers
rather than face more insult.

Gillian tugged her hand from Ernaut’s grasp and
turned, running into Leoma, who was busy flirting with
her husband and not watching her step. Despite the pain
in her arm from the impact of Leoma’s body against
hers, she stumbled past and almost ran to the stairway.
Without pausing, she climbed the steps and then ran to
her chambers. She’d climbed back up on the bed when
Leoma tried to enter.
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‘Go away, Leoma, she said, loud enough that her
words would carry through the door.

“You need to eat, my lady.

‘I am not hungry. She knew she sounded like
a misbehaving child, but the insults had soured her
stomach.

“You need to eat, Gillian.

She closed her eyes against the pull of Brice’s voice.
Gillian had not seen him as she walked in the hall, for
he chose to sit at a lower table and not the one on the
dais her brother had constructed for his use, and display.
‘Go away. Please.

‘No.’

He did not plead or ask, nor did he order. He simply
stated the word with all the inevitability it carried. Gil-
lian slid off the bed and walked to the door, lifting the
latch and stepped aside so he could enter. He waved off
Leoma’s attempts to follow him in and leaned against
the door, closing it. She waited for him to do something
or say something, but he only watched her.

Then he moved, but it was just his hand reaching for
her cheeks and rubbing away tears she did not know
she’d been crying. His touch was gentle, and if every-
thing ended tomorrow, she would recall caresses such
as these.

“Twice now I have caused you harm, Gillian. Twice
when I should have known better or when I ignored
words of wisdom from others.’

She glanced down at her arm, thinking he meant
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that. It ached now from colliding with Leoma, but it
was not his fault.

‘Not just now, Gillian,” he said softly, his accent more
noticeable when he spoke in a low voice. ‘Here, sit.” He
turned the chair and pointed to it. ‘May we speak of
important things between us now?’

Just as he waited on her to be ready for seeking
pleasure, he’d also waited for her to be ready to face
the difficult situations between and around them. But
too much time had passed and the dangers grew and he
still knew nothing more than he had when he’d taken
Thaxted. Looking at the frown that drew her delicate
brows into a furrow and the pained expression in her
eyes, he realised that even if there was not trust between
them, there must be frankness.

‘T allowed your brother to dictate the terms and it
ended with you being attacked. I thought to learn more
of him and his aims and instead learned only more
about his viciousness and dishonour.” He paced a few
steps away and then back. ‘I thought that by removing
your brother and demonstrating a different kind of rule,
more like I have heard your father’s to be, I would be
accepted by them. Nay, I could gain their trust and sup-
port as I would gain yours.” He raked his hands through
his hair and looked at her. ‘Instead, I failed to realise
that it will take more than a fortnight to build something
that your brother demonstrated could be destroyed in a
moment.’

Watching her expression change as she’d walked
through the hall just now and seeing the pain, he’d



174 The Mercenary’s Bride

realised the servants were whispering insults to her.
Some of them had not been subtle; his men overheard
too many of them. And all of them indicated seeds of
malice sown by Oremund. To get to the truth, he needed
Gillian to explain more about her family ties and the
stakes involved, for there was no one else more deeply
in the middle of it all than her. He crouched down in
front of her, meeting her face to face.

‘But to do that and to establish my rule here, I need
your help, Gillian. Will you tell me the truth about your
father and mother and Oremund’s claim to Thaxted?’

He watched as a series of emotions crossed her face
in only a few moments, but then she nodded. He moved
away then to give her space and so that he could con-
centrate on her words instead of her scent or the way
her skin invited his touch. His body had understood
what had happened between them and the message hers
had given as he felt her soften and lean against him
last night. It had been the most difficult exercise in
self-control he’d ever faced. Her willingness and her
nearness drove him nearly insane with the need to claim
her. And as a man who never denied himself a willing
woman in his bed, this last sennight had been torture,
plain and simple.

‘My father took my mother as his leman two years
after Oremund was born. I do not know what hap-
pened between my father and his wife, but ’twas said
he never shared her bed again after Oremund’s birth.
When I was born, things became very difficult between
Father and his wife, so he began to spend more time
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here in Thaxted. Lady Claennis was sent off to one of
Father’s northern properties along with Oremund. The
day after Father received news of her death, he married
my mother.

Brice could think of one good reason for such a
visible and public separation, but hesitated to voice it
without any other proof than his own suspicions. ‘And
he continued to live here and Oremund in the north?’
Close to both Mercia and Northumbria and the constant
mischief of Edwin and Morcar, sons of Aelfgar.

‘Aye, and the hard feelings grew. When he came of
age, my brother questioned everything my father did,
even arguing with him about who were allies and who
were enemies. When King Edward died and Harold
was declared king, matters got even worse, for when
the call came from the king, Oremund refused it. My
father had to fight, instead.’

The strands of the web became clearer just then and
the growing connections between Oremund and the
northern earls spoke of a larger conspiracy than he’d
first thought. Had King William thought that by taking
Morcar, Edwin and Edgar out of England he would stop
their plans? And with Edmund Haroldson still alive and
drawing more and more rebels to his ghost army, things
could take a bad turn even yet. And his own arse hung
out in the open as he tried to gain control over one of
the hotbeds of sedition.

He nodded at Gillian. ‘And your mother?’

She sighed then and sadness crept into her voice.
‘She became ill at the worst of it between my father
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and Oremund, almost as though she thought she was
the cause of their dispute. When she grew ill, my father
took her to the good sisters at the convent who were
known for their healing skills.’

Brice felt a chill race down his spine and waited for
more from her. ‘And?’

‘She passed away without ever returning to Thaxted.
One day, my father received word of her death and by
the time we arrived, they had buried her. Since he had
given her Thaxted as her dower property, he then named
me heiress to it, with Oremund receiving every other
property and title on my father’s death.’

That niggling chill returned, promising and threaten-
ing that there was more, so much more to this, and to
Oremund’s obsession with keeping Gillian close despite
hating her. Before he could ask his next question, the
sound of her stomach rumbling broke into the quiet.

She blushed then as he realised that she’d come to
the hall to break her fast and had not yet eaten. He held
out his hand to her.

‘My apologies, lady, for having allowed you to go
hungry. Come, food awaits us in the hall below.

Clearly, she was torn between accepting his hand to
return to the place where she’d been unwelcome and
staying here in relative safety. Isolated, but safer and
less painful.

‘Join me,” he said, making it a request rather than an
order. This time she took his hand and stood.

As he walked to the hall, he knew what he must
do. He’d disdained it when Giles had done something
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similar, but now understood the need for a public dis-
play. Brice guided Gillian down the steps, tempted sev-
eral times to carry her down, and then inside the hall.
Once they arrived there he found that his men, at least,
had carried out his orders.

All the servants assigned to work inside the keep
stood gathered there waiting for his return. He did not
need to make a large demonstration; a small one could
be effective and spread the word. When Gillian tried
to disappear from his side, he held on to her hand and
waited as Ansel called out his name and title.

‘Lord Eoforwic, God rest his soul, married Aeldra
of Thaxted in the Danish manner and named Thaxted
as her morgengabe,” he began, filling in a few details
he’d learned from others. ‘He decreed in his will that
Gillian, Lady of Thaxted, was her mother’s heiress and
would own Thaxted Keep and lands on his death and
have no claim on his other estates or titles.’

Holding their entwined hands high enough to be seen
by all, he continued.

‘By rights of kingship, William of Normandy has
named me, Brice Fitzwilliam, Baron of Thaxted, and
given me the Lady Gillian in marriage. By the rites of
the Catholic Church and before witnesses, she is now
my legal wife, confirming her place here...” He paused
then, meeting the bold gazes of a few of them. ‘Disre-
spect shown to her is shown to me. Disobedience to her
words is disobedience to mine. Discord sown against
her will be against me.

He let her hand go and took a step forwards then,
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giving a clear message to those assembled and the free-
men who’d just entered as well and heard him.

‘The punishment is a simple one—I will put you
out.

They gasped then, for the only thing that protected
them from the outlaws and villains and criminals was
their lord. The only one who supported them and pro-
vided for them was their lord. For a serf attached to
the land, being turned out was tantamount to a death
sentence.

‘Though he is gone from here, those of you who work
for Oremund’s aim and purposes be warned—I will
show no mercy to traitors who follow his real cause. |
am William of Normandy, now King of England’s man
and will uphold his reign and rule.

Brice stepped back to Gillian’s side and finished.

‘There is much hard work ahead here and much suc-
cess to be had, if there is no discord, disobedience or
disloyalty. I do not look for trouble, but I will not turn
away from it. Now go about your duties and remember
my words.

He watched as the servants moved away and as the
freemen approached. But Brice wanted to know Gil-
lian’s reaction and turned to face her.

‘They fear his return, my lord,” she said softly.
‘He made it clear he will do so and hold each of them
accountable, much as you have.’

‘He will not regain Thaxted, or you, lady,” he said.
‘No matter what he has told them or what he plans. It,
and you, are mine and I will not give either up.’
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He lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it. A faint
pink blush began to fill her cheeks and she nodded,
accepting his words. The noises emanating from her
stomach ruined the poignant moment and reminded
him of his atrocious lack of manners. Leading her to
the table where he’d eaten, he called out for food to be
brought for her. This time the servants followed his
orders quickly.

Lucais had said that he needed to make his place and
hers clear to everyone, and this seemed the easiest way
to do that. Brice was not fool enough to think this would
turn their loyalty to him, but he had to intervene in some
way or Gillian would never be able to live safely in her
own home.

When the freemen, including her uncle, approached,
he motioned for them to join him at the table and began
to negotiate their terms for service in his demesne.
Though Gillian said nothing, he only had to watch her
face and eyes to see if he was offering too much or not
enough. Following her subtle guidance, he concluded
his talks most favourable for his purse and his people.
He dismissed them with the same warning, though a
different, more suitable punishment in place if they
betrayed him to Oremund.

Though time would tell, Brice wondered how he
could make his wife trust him enough to tell him the
rest of the truth. And would it be in time to save them
all?

Gillian tried not to smile as she observed Lord Brice
bargain with the miller, the brewer, the chandler, her
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uncle and a few other freemen who’d worked for her
father. Though her brother had taken over and set his
own wages to pay them, a pittance of their true value,
this new lord seemed to enjoy the back and forth of
offer and counter-offer. He even lapsed into cursing,
good-heartedly it seemed, when he did it.

When her uncle had asked her to visit him later, she
looked to her husband first. Although he’d said she was
no prisoner, saying it and allowing her freedom were
different matters. When he offered only a warning not
to try to do too much on her first day out of bed, with
his eyes darkening at the mention of ‘bed’, she felt a
different kind of warmth spread through her.

The day passed quickly for her, but there was a cer-
tain melancholy thwarting her attempts at being glad of
her freedom, and her husband’s best efforts to see them
all safe from Oremund’s plans. When Brice sent word
that he would not be there for supper, she decided to eat
in her chambers. Though she climbed into bed before
he arrived, her body pulsed with a sense of anticipation
over the possibility of pleasure. She’d felt it when he
kissed her hand and gazed at her and it continued to
build in her blood and body the rest of the day.

But the comfort of the bed beneath her and her exer-
tions throughout the day challenged her efforts to stay
awake and wait for him. Soon, her eyes closed on their
own and she sank into sleep.

Lucais had been pleased with the results of his
declaration to the servants in the hall for it meant hot
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food, faster and more of it at meals. Stephen was not so
certain of the success of the message and warned that
some would disappear from the keep over the next few
days as they returned to, or attempted to find, their true
master. That warning also included a reminder—DBrice
was within his rights to capture and kill any escaping
serf who was bonded to this land.

Brice listened to one after the other, having sought
their counsel about all manner of things. Despite the
absence of his closest friends, he found that Lucais and
Stephen resembled them in many ways. Lucais saw
the subtleties while Stephen saw the direct and visible.
Both had good minds for planning strategies and were
quick-witted and intelligent.

And loyal without question.

So, Brice decided that Lucais would be his castellan,
even before his stone keep replaced the current wood-
and-stone one, while Stephen would serve as command-
er of Brice’s fighting men. Ansel would serve Lucais
while Richier would be Stephen’s second in command.
The one thing missing from his organised structure of
duty and responsibility was someone in charge of his
household.

With everything that had happened to her, Brice
thought to wait and let her settle in as wife before
making her take on the duties of the household, but as
building went on and the demands of planting fields
and preparing both crops and livestock for the growing
season increased, he needed her help.
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As he watched her making her way to the smithy
from his now-favourite spot in the guard tower, he won-
dered if he could trust her.



Chapter Fourteen

Coro oo

Brice was thinking of several different ways to bring
up the subject of her duties now as lady of Thaxted as
he dismissed the guard and entered her chambers. So
when he closed the door and turned to find her sleeping,
he was surprised and disappointed. He stood by the bed
and considered his next action.

Was he to take it as a sign of willingness that she
did not wear anything but her shift? Or was that a sign
she meant only to sleep? Was the way she touched her
hand to the empty place on the bed an invitation or did
it mean she was blocking his entrance?

Being a married man was much more difficult
than a bachelor who never had any doubt about the
meaning of a woman in his bed, or her presence in his
bedchamber.

She shifted then, tossing her head and moving under
the covers in the throes of some dream. Not the terrors
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that plagued her during the fever, though, and he let out
his breath in relief that she did not suffer now. Indeed,
she smiled in her sleep; her breathing changed to some-
thing different from restful sleep, as though she physi-
cally exerted herself in her dreams.

Merde.

She dreamt of their joining.

She dreamt of the pleasure they’d share that night.

She dreamt of him, for she whispered his name and
it echoed through the silence of the chamber.

And the sound of it pierced his heart and inflamed
his body in but a single moment.

His breathing became ragged as his body filled with
wanting for her. He hardened and pulsed against the
braies he wore. His skin burned from within and hun-
gered for her soft, soothing touch.

He wanted her, wanted her under him, wanted to fill
her and take her and mark her as his own. Never once in
all of his experiences with women of all sorts had he felt
this way about one. Never did he expect the woman he’d
claimed as wife to fill him with such expectation and
anticipation. Never had he allowed himself to dream
of such things.

Until Gillian of Thaxted walked down the road into
his camp, telling him a ridiculous story and trying to
make him believe it. Until she moaned that hot, sexual
sound in the back of her throat when he’d brought her
to pleasure.

Until she met his gaze and returned his own feelings
of desire for her with an expression of inexperience and
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wanting that left his mouth dry, his body harder and
gave him the permission he needed to enter her bed.

‘Gillian,” he whispered, his voice cracking from the
need to touch her. He sat on the bed and pulled off his
tunic, loosened his belt and braies and tugged off his
leggings and boots in a few moments. She reached for
the edge of the bed coverings and brushed his thighs
as she did so, causing him to shudder in excitement.

Should he put out the candles so that his body, his
erection, was not so evident? Gillian licked her lips and
he forgot all his questions. For the first time since reach-
ing manhood, he could not seem to do what usually
came without much thought—seducing and pleasing
women. Now, with so much of his future and hers at
stake, he’d lost his way.

‘Gillian,” he said once more after clearing his throat.
‘I...I...Merde!” Then he cursed his own stupidity in the
language of his lands in Breton.

‘My lord,” she interrupted in a soft voice, ‘I have
had a long and busy day.” He thought she now meant to
refuse him, but the siren was back, and any sign of the
innocent vanished. ‘I would like to seek some comfort
in my husband’s arms.’

He nearly exploded in that moment. He throbbed
with need and his body screamed at him to move, but
all he could do was stare at the woman now his wife.
Despite a rather lacking initial joining, apparently she
was more than willing after he’d shown her how good
it could be between them.

Brice pulled the covers back, but instead of lying
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next to her he climbed on to the bed and sat against
the headboard and wall. Gently, and with great care
for her arm, he lifted her by the waist and guided her
to sit on his lap. He intended to ease her shift off, and
then decided quicker action was needed. The satisfying
tearing sound of the fabric as he pulled it apart was only
surpassed by the view of her ample breasts it gave him.
Tossing the shift aside, he moved her closer so that she
straddled him.

He did not know if she gasped or he did at the inti-
mate touch of that place between her legs and his shaft,
but the pleasure nearly overwhelmed his meagre con-
trol. This position both opened her woman’s flesh to his
touch and brought her breasts, now blushing an enticing
shade of pink as their tips pebbled, to within kissing
distance of his mouth. She closed her eyes then and he
touched the place that had haunted his dreams.

She was hot and wet and his fingers slid over the
slick folds and found that deeper channel where he
ached to be. To make certain she did not fall, he lifted
her good arm up to brace against his chest and then he
caressed her until she moved against him. First with
one finger, then two, then with the fingers of one hand
and then with the fingers of both hands, moving faster
and harder against the swelling folds and seeking that
bud between them.

Gillian dropped her head back and let out the moan
she’d been holding inside. He touched her and rubbed
her until she felt on fire. She tried to move against him,
tried not to fall on to him, tried not to surrender to
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the passion growing within her, but she gave up all
struggles and fell into the pleasure with him.

He teased her without mercy and each time she
approached that pinnacle of feeling, he slowed his
movements and they became soothing instead of incit-
ing her. She managed to lean up on her legs and move
along him, but he stopped her with his hands on her
waist. When she protested, he laughed and took the
tip of one of her breasts in his mouth and suckled on
it. Just as she could feel the release building again, he
stopped.

She begged then, for release, for pleasure, for more,
for anything, but he would not quicken his pace. When
his mouth closed over the other nipple, she reached
down and touched him. The growl should not have
surprised her; she knew that part of him was sensitive,
extremely so, but it served him right for denying her.
Without warning, he lifted her hips, placed his hardness
directly under her and then allowed her to slide down,
inch by excruciating, enticing, exciting inch until he
was planted completely within her.

How he could fit inside her, she knew not, for from
the size of him she could not believe it. Her body
became a thing of its own then, shifting so that she
could move along his length. His grip on her hips pre-
vented her, but when he suckled on her other breast and
touched that spot between her legs with his other hand,
she nearly fainted from the sheer pleasure. She felt her
inner walls tighten around his hardness, forcing her
body ever closer to that promised peak.
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Finally, she begged him once more for release and
he smiled that wicked smile she saw only during their
joinings and nodded his head. But if she thought he
would bring her to pleasure quickly, she was wrong
again. Each time they did this, he followed a different
path. Each time he paced it so that she never knew what
to expect and she tumbled madly through it as he led
her body with his caresses and kisses and more.

Now she could feel the signs that her body was
ready for that last step. The heat pulsed through her, her
blood pounded through her veins, her womb throbbed
in anticipation. So when he took her by the waist and
gently tumbled her back on to the bed, interrupting the
pleasure, she cried out.

‘Ah, Gillian,” he whispered as he moved her body
on the bed, not allowing her to expend any effort at all.
‘Now I will show you what I dreamed of doing...what
I promised to do once we shared a bed.’

Soon her legs were hanging over the side, exposing
her tender, excited flesh to both the chill of the room
and to his sight. When she tried to cover herself there,
he laughed and her body reacted to the deep, throaty
tone of it. But instead of moving her hand, he guided
one of her fingers deeper between to touch...herself!
She raised her head to watch him kneel between her
legs and could not imagine his purpose.

‘Show me where you want me to touch you, Gillian,
he ordered. ‘Use your finger and show me.

She never expected that she could gain pleasure from
her own touch, but she did as she slid her finger there,
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searching for the places he’d touched before. He opened
her legs wider and laid them over his shoulder for sup-
port. She touched the first spot where it ached the most
and then shuddered when he licked it.

‘My lord,” she said, trying to move away from the
incredible feelings such a touch caused, but he held her
hips so she could not.

“You promised to call me Brice,” he said as he dipped
his head nearer once more. ‘Show me another place,
Gillian.

Her body arched this time when his mouth followed
her finger and he suckled the aroused flesh there. But
she did as he ordered, touching herself and then trem-
bling and shuddering as he licked and tasted and suckled
his way across and over that forbidden place. Then her
hips arched forwards and every muscle in her stomach
and belly and even her womb tightened and tightened
until she could take no more.

Just as the first wave of pleasure poured through
her, he moved to stand and filled her with his hard-
ness in one, deep, continuous stroke. The force of it
pushed her back away from the edge and he followed
her body, thrusting again and again and again until she
could not breathe. He climbed with her, continuing to
push his rock-hard manhood deeper and deeper until
she cried out from the ecstasy of being possessed so
completely.

Gasping and gasping, she watched as though from
outside herself as her body accepted his and as he began
to spill his seed within her. He clenched his jaws and
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looked in pain, but she knew he was not. Not any more
than she was, but as she reached that peak of stimulation
and her body spilled its wetness, she enjoyed the way
she could feel her inner muscles clutch his hardness and
not let it go.

Minutes passed, or hours, she knew not, until their
bodies relaxed from the intensity of the excitement, but
she could feel him still large and hard within her. And
any movement, any movement, sent tremors through
her. He did not, she noticed, fall against her; instead,
he kept most of his weight off of her.

“You used your mouth there,” she said, still stunned
by such an intimacy as she felt him throb inside of her.
Gasping again, for the sensation was pleasure bordering
on pain, he eased himself out from between her legs.
“Your mouth.’

Gillian knew she must seem so naive when he com-
pared her to the others before her, but she never knew
such a thing was possible or could bring so much plea-
sure. He lay at her side now, his hand on her belly, the
weight of it somehow soothing after such arousal.

‘There are many ways to find pleasure, chérie. And
when your arm is completely healed, I will take no
mercy on you as we find it together,” he promised wick-
edly. Her body trembled at such thoughts as the ones
that sped through her mind in that moment. Could she
truly even imagine what he meant by that?

He slid from the bed and offered his hand to help
her sit. The coverings were a mess, her torn shift lay on
the floor and the candles were still burning. Her breasts
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and between her legs felt heavy and aching from his
attentions and she doubted she would sleep now. She
watched the way his strong muscles moved as he walked
over to the table and brought back a cup of ale for her to
drink. But when he leaned closer, he touched his mouth
to hers in a gentle kiss.

She could taste herself on his lips. It was shocking,
as shocking as touching herself had been, but it excited
her in much the same way. Gillian licked her lips then,
noticing the salty taste of her body’s wetness.

‘If you continue to do that, you will find me between
your legs again, lady,” he said, staring at her mouth once
more.

For a moment, the silence spun out between them
and she was not certain what would happen. Her body
readied for him, that place already throbbing in antici-
pation of his lips and tongue. Then he shook his head
and poured himself some ale, mumbling under his
breath something she could not understand. When she
bent over to retrieve her shift from the floor, he shook
his head and the smile and words he offered were not
genuine at all.

“Your pardon, Gillian, for destroying your shift. I
did not mean to do so,” he said.

He meant not a word of it and she laughed, accepting
it as the false apology it was. He grabbed the balled-up
garment and tossed it on the trunk where she kept her
clothing. “You need not wear anything when we share
a bed, lady. I fear I cannot vouch for the safety of such
garments if you choose to.’
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Brice wanted her naked when he held her in his arms,
without even a thin piece of linen in his way. Even now,
his body reacted and it would not take much to bring
it to hardness again. One look, one lick of her tongue
over her lips, one movement against his flesh, and he
would be ready to take her.

How did she do it? No other woman incited him
to such madness as she did. The thought of spending
the rest of his life in her bed, in her arms, deep in her
body, did not frighten him the way he thought it would.
Indeed, he could even imagine seeking only her bed
if this was the fervent welcome he would receive. He
shook his head then in wonderment at such a thought
as he blew out the candles and walked to the bed.

Having the same woman as wife and lover was not
something he’d thought could be done. Kings—well,
kings had an entire collection of lemans, concubines
and a legal wife or two, though the Church sought to
control all such marriages now. Noblemen had lemans
for their physical needs and wives to bear their heirs.
Even peasants did not always marry—the lack of a
priest to bless them made it more likely that they would
simply live together and have children together.

He pondered this new appeal of the lovely Gillian
as he assisted her into the bed and drew the covers up
over them. Easing her into the same position as last
night, he realised two things—he was not tired yet and
he was hard and ready again. He would have fought off
the urge to take her again, but she shifted her shapely
bottom against his flesh and softened for him.
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As he slipped between her now wet folds and filled
her from behind, this time at her urging, Brice also
remembered the issue he needed to discuss with her.
But he was soon lost in the haze of desire as their bodies
sought and found more pleasure than he’d ever expected
with his wife.

So much for his plan to postpone taking his wife
to bed until her injury healed completely. He was like
some unleashed, ravening beast, filled with mind-
less hunger for her. If she looked at him as he walked
through the hall or keep, he would find her, take her to
her chambers and make love with her until they could
not move. If she spoke to him and her voice took on
that sexual tone or she said a word that reminded him
of the way she would beg for his touch, they ended up
in bed. And heaven forbid she should touch him, for
no matter how innocently it happened, it led to hours
of pleasure.

Once they barely made it to the privacy of her cham-
bers clothed. Another scandalous time, they were in
the stables when he tossed up her skirts and took her
against the fence as a stallion took a mare in heat.

It was scandalous, it might be undignified, it was
shocking and Brice loved every moment of it. He kept
waiting for Gillian to give some sign that she tired of his
attentions, but it never happened. He convinced himself
that he would abide by her request when it came and
he would not seek her bed, but each night or day she
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smiled at him and opened her arms to him and her body
to his and he prayed that she would never tire of him.

She’d taken to lovemaking like a...

‘A pig in shit, Lucais said.

Startled, Brice looked at him and then around him for
such a creature. Then he realised he’d been dreaming of
her again, awake, in the middle of the day. All because
he spied her walking through the yard on some errand
or another and lapsed into lustful thoughts. Again.

Lucais smacked him on his shoulder and laughed. ‘I
said that you and the lady have taken to marriage like
a pig in shit,” he explained. “Women all over Brittany
and Normandy are lamenting over the loss of two of
their beautiful bastards.’

‘Just so,” Brice answered, shaking himself from his
reverie. ‘When Simon married Elise, I knew it was the
end of the world as we knew it!” he said, laughing.
They’d always tried not to take their reputations too
seriously, for it was more about foolish pursuits than
serious ones. Of course there was a third one lost, as
well, but at least he was alive.

‘We were discussing...?” Brice had truly lost track of
their conversation, though he loathed admitting it even
to Luc, who shook his head and laughed once more.

‘How many acres of wheat we should plant this
season,” his castellan reminded him. ‘And barley.

Brice knew little about agriculture, having focused
on his fighting skills, expecting to live out a life as
a mercenary, fighting for whichever lord could pay
his fee. Now, though, it was his responsibility, for the
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fruitfulness of the crops led to the success of his posi-
tion here in England. Not as exciting as a battle, but it
could be much more lucrative.

But more than that, it was about putting down roots,
building a family, a place of his own. For that, he would
learn about crops and fields lying fallow and how many
goats and cows and pigs they needed to sustain them-
selves. Luckily, men like Lucais, who came from a large
estate in Anjou where his father was steward, never
lost their knowledge when they picked up the skills of
a knight and were a great help.

Giles had the benefit of keeping mostly all the vil-
leins and freemen who’d lived on Taerford before he
gained its lands, but Oremund had successfully chased
off, killed or moved most of the original people of this
estate, thus leaving Brice the task of rebuilding not only
the land, but also the people.

Lucais pointed out several fields from their vantage
point and discussed his plans for them, but Brice’s atten-
tion had already been drawn to his wife’s lush figure as
she walked across the yard towards the keep. Though
she chatted with Leoma and another woman and was
the perfect picture of innocence, he knew the woman
beneath the facade now. The one who shed her inhibi-
tions as he shed her clothes. The one who gave herself
to him in breathtaking abandon. And, unfortunately,
the one who trusted him completely with her body, but
not yet with her secrets.

Brice realised he must regain his control and find
out the reasons behind Oremund’s obsession with this
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place and with her. And it had to be soon, for his spies
had returned with reports of Edmund Haroldson being
seen in the area. That could be no good. He let out his
breath and shook his head, still watching the sway of
Gillian’s hips as she walked.

He’d spent a fortnight joyously swiving his wife
while danger escalated around him. Finding Edmund
and Oremund was a necessary task and one that needed
to be done immediately. No more dallying with his wife.
No more waiting and watching.

It was time.



Chapter Fifteen

Cor T

Gillian sat at the table alone.

Well, the dozens of others who ate around her belied
that claim, but without Brice there, it seemed empty.
Looking around, she noticed that more than a few of
his men were also missing from supper.

Their lives had settled into a pattern over the last
fortnight. He’d asked her to take over the duties of over-
seeing his, their, household and she’d accepted. She
doubted he knew the significance of his request, but she
did, as did those of Oremund’s people who remained
here. Brice had carried through on his words that she
was lady here, in name and in fact, and that he trusted
her.

Duties that her mother had trained her to take on
were now hers. Duties her father had given and her
brother had taken were hers once more.

Duties that included seeing to his meals.
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He’d sent no word that he would not be here, indeed,
he’d walked past her in the yard, acknowledging her
with a silent nod of his head before mounting his horse
and riding out of the gates with a small troop of his men
on some task. She’d turned and watched and waited for
some private sign or expression as had become their
custom these last few weeks, but he gave none. He never
even turned to look at her as he rode off.

She finished her meal, though it turned tasteless in
her mouth as she thought of Brice’s behaviour. After
giving orders to keep enough warm for those who’d
missed the meal, she climbed the steps to her room to
wait for his return.

Mayhap it was the beginning of her courses that
made her feel so different? Could he tell they’d begun?
Had someone told him and so he had no desire for
her now? Is that how it was between husbands and
wives?

She had no memory about her parents’ marriage, or
their pursuit of passion together, something she did not
want to dwell upon. And though her own marriage was
often discussed, she’d not had any idea of what truly
happened in the marriage bed until she wed. Oh, she’d
seen and heard things and even heard bawdy comments
from men and women about the physical aspects, but
until Brice had done some of those things to her and
with her, she never understood them.

Now, she understood. And she wanted him.

She reached her chambers and looked for the mend-
ing that needed to be done. Sitting nearest the table
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where several candles burned, Gillian began stitching
the torn fabric, replacing missing buttons and making
other repairs.

Was it a bad thing to want him so much?

She certainly had not felt this way about Lord
Raedan, Oremund’s crony and the one he’d promised
her to. Raedan was old enough to be her father, older
still than that, and his wrinkled skin hung in folds
around his neck. His breath stank and his touch was
worse still. She shuddered just thinking of what would
have awaited her in his bed and could not imagine such
intimacies with him as she’d shared with Brice.

Now that she thought about it, Oremund had never
promised marriage to him, only that she would be
Raedan’s. Brice’s missive, telling of King William’s
granting of Thaxted to him, only hurried Oremund’s
efforts along. He could not turn her over to Raedan
until he found out where the missing fortune was and
he could not abandon Thaxted without her. Her frequent
escapes or attempts slowed him down and then, thank-
fully, Brice’s arrival with his troops stopped it.

Gillian closed her eyes and offered up a prayer of
thanksgiving for deliverance from her brother’s plans.
Despite Brice being a foreigner, an invader, the sup-
porter of an enemy king, he was the best thing that
could have happened to Thaxted and to her. She only
hoped that his change in behaviour this day was not a
sign that he now thought their marriage a mistake.

‘Do you pray for his soul or mine, dear sister?’

A voice she heard in her nightmares floated from



200 The Mercenary’s Bride

the shadows of the room. With the light of the candles
so close to her, it was difficult to see into the corner of
the chamber.

Near the door to the tunnel.

Oremund stepped forwards, bringing himself into
the circle of light, and bowed to her. ‘Or for your own,
to pray God to forgive you for your disobedience?’

Gillian glanced at the door, wondering if she should
call out for help. Before she could, he drew his short
sword and blocked her. ‘How did you find it?’ she
asked. Only she and her uncle knew of the tunnel.

He laughed quietly, but no less dangerous for the lack
of volume. ‘Did you really think I did not know how
you escaped from your chambers? One of your loyal
servants sold that information to me. Loyalty is much
overrated, you know.’

Her uncle would never have revealed it to him. Never.
So, she’d been betrayed by someone else in the keep,
then.

‘It worked nicely to let everyone believe that you
were a witch like your mother before you,” he snarled.

‘T am no witch, Oremund, and you know that.’

‘Ah, but you whore as well as your mother did. I
can even smell him on you now.” He sniffed in a vulgar
manner at her. ‘And you swive him like the whore you
are.’

She moved so quickly, it surprised even her, crossing
to him in a few steps and reaching up to slap him for
such an insult. But he was faster and stronger, blocking
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her blow and grabbing her hand. She tried to pull free,
but could not.

‘He is my husband,” she argued.

‘A bastard who will soon be buried with those who
have tried to stop my plans, sweet Gillian. And I suspect
that Lord Raedan will be grateful for the bedplay the
bastard has taught you. He has a wider range of tastes
for pleasure of the flesh than most and you will likely
be more appealing now that you’ve been broken in for
him.” She gasped and tried to pull away again. ‘Virgins
can be so tiresome.’

He released her this time when she tugged and
she stumbled across the room. ‘What do you want,
Oremund?’

‘The same thing I have wanted from you since your
whore mother stole it—the gold that should be mine.’

Gillian rubbed at her wrist and shook her head. ‘It
was part of her gift from our father on their marriage.’
She backed away when he lifted his hand. ‘I know you
refuse to believe it, but they said vows and she was his
wife when she died.’

He came closer, grabbed her tunic and pulled her to
face him then, rage filling his face and pouring from
his mouth.

‘That whore stole my father from his rightful, legal
wife and stole my inheritance from me. Now, if you
value your life and that of the Breton you’ve crawled
into bed with, you will tell me where it is.’

If she’d learned only one thing in dealing with her
half-brother it was never to try to argue with him when
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rage controlled him. It led to nothing good and she’d
most likely said too much already.

‘Do you not think I would tell you if I knew?’ she
asked quietly. “When you beat me or kept me without
food or water? When you killed my servants in front of
me? When you forced my uncle to watch as you killed
my aunt to try to make him reveal it to you? If I knew,
Oremund, I would have saved them from their fates.
If there is gold, ’tis not worth the price I have paid for
it.

Oremund took a step back and released his grasp on
her. ‘Tell me where it is, Gillian, and I will never come
back to this piss-hole you seem to like so much.” He
took in a deep, rasping breath and let it out. ‘Tell me
and you can keep that Breton in your bed.” He paused
and stared at her. “Tell me.

She was about to deny knowing its location when
a commotion began out in the yard. From the orders
being called out, it would seem that her husband had
arrived.

“You have your inheritance, Oremund. Our father left
you everything—his titles, his estates in the north, his
belongings. Everything is yours.” She shook her head
then. ‘There is no fortune—if there ever was one. Father
said he gave it into my mother’s keeping to safeguard it,
for a time of need. He never spoke of it after her death
and never revealed its whereabouts to me.’

‘It exists, Gillian. It exists and it’s mine. I will find
it.

‘I think if it did exist, Father may have used it to pay
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for the costs of going to war,” she offered him the same
excuse she’d told herself many times.

As the sounds of men entering the keep grew louder,
Oremund glanced at the door to the corridor, the door
to the secret passage and then at her, as though gauging
the time needed to escape.

‘He would not leave his whore nor his bastard daugh-
ter a penniless bitch with only this pigsty as her holding
unless there was gold to support it—we both know it.
Find the gold and return it to me or more will suffer for
your stupidity and wilfulness.’

Without delay, he stepped to the wall, tripped the
latch and disappeared into the darkness of the hidden
stairway. Just as it closed, Gillian heard Brice’s approach
in the hallway.

How could she keep him from knowing? Should she?
Staring at the wall that hid the tunnel, she realised that
Oremund or his men could be coming and going when-
ever they wanted. How they got inside the walls she
knew not, but she would not put it past him to have dug
his own secret entrances if he knew of their father’s.

Gillian took several deep breaths, trying to release
the tension and fear in her body so that she could greet
her husband calmly. She’d told Oremund the truth about
the gold—though her father had promised it, she’d never
seen it. If her mother had hidden it, the secret had died
with her, for Father never mentioned it after her death.
And now, if it could be found, it belonged, by law, to
her husband.
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If it could be found.
The soft knock warned her of his entrance and she
turned to face him.

Brice had had a miserable day, ever since realising
that his infatuation with his wife was getting in the way
of carrying out his duties effectively. He’d done nothing
but think about her, as he worked in the keep, in the
yard and then when he left to accompany Stephen and
some of the men on a search of the forest.

That had been the worst moment. He could see the
expectation of something more in her eyes and he had
passed her by without a word. Others called out to her as
they rode out, but he did not, fearing his resolve would
crumble. And it had; almost as quickly as he’d decided
his course with her, he changed it back.

Then later, sitting in the rain as they planned their
search of acres of forest and positioning of guards on
the roads to report on any movement of numbers of
men, he decided to keep to his new course.

Now, as he tried to walk up the steps and not rush
to her chambers, as he tried to control his need for
her, it seemed like a mistake. He opened the door after
knocking.

Something was wrong, terribly wrong. He could see
it in her eyes, in the paleness of her face, in the way she
stood. He closed the door first and walked over to her
slowly.

‘Are you well, Gillian?’ he asked, trying to assess
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her condition. Mayhap some sickness afflicted her? He
reached up to touch her cheek and she flinched.

Something was terribly wrong.

‘Are you well?’ he asked again when she did not
answer.

‘Tired, my lord,” she said quietly. ‘I am tired.’

Was this her way of showing her displeasure at his
behaviour earlier? Was this a wife’s way of responding
to something she did not like? ‘My lord?’

‘And my courses came today,” she added, not meeting
his gaze.

He stepped back, wondering what that meant to
them. ‘Are you in pain? Do you need Leoma to fetch a
potion or something to ease your discomfort?’

She shook her head, still not looking at him, and
walked to the bed. ‘I think I just need to rest.’

“Then seek your rest, Gillian. You did not need to
await my return first.

She winced then and he wondered if he’d offered
some insult to her. But he looked down and noticed
that she clasped her wrist in her hand. Brice reached
down and lifted her hand closer. Signs of a nasty bruise
already marred the skin there.

‘How did you injure your wrist?’

She pulled it back, but she cradled it against herself.
‘I stumbled, my lord. I put my hand out to brace myself
and fell against it.’

His bad day just got much worse; he knew now that
he had hurt her with his coldness earlier, but worse still,
she was lying to him now.
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It took but a moment’s look at her wrist to see the
mark of a hand around it. Someone’s harsh grasp had
caused her injury. Someone bigger and stronger and
someone bold enough to lay hands on his wife. But how
could Oremund, for he was sure it was her brother, have
been here and none of his men know of it?

Brice turned and looked at the wall. He took a step
towards it, but was stopped by Gillian’s voice.

‘I do not feel well and would seek my bed, if you
would allow it?’ she pleaded.

Accepting it for the diversion it was, Brice nodded,
his heart heavy now with suspicion. ‘Do you need
assistance?’

‘Nay, my lord. Just some rest.’

He stood nearer the door, aching to go to her,
aching to beg her for the truth, but not daring to move.
She unlaced her overtunic and pulled it free as she
approached the bed. Instead of turning her back and
asking for his help in removing the gown beneath it,
she climbed on to the bed, favouring her good wrist as
she moved.

‘T can help you with your gown,” he offered.

‘Nay, my lord,” she said, shaking her head. ‘T am
chilled and the extra layer should help to warm me.’

Because you will not be beside me to do it.

He heard the words she did not speak, telling him
clearly that he was not welcome in her bed. Between
the ‘my lords’ and the rejection of his help, Brice knew
he would sleep alone this night. Worse than his absence
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from her bed was that, when given the chance to explain,
she’d chosen to lie to him.

‘Sleep well, then, lady,” he said as she settled in the
middle of the bed.

With her back to the wall.

He did not realise what bothered him until much
later, after returning to the hall and being the centre of
jesting as the other married men welcomed him into
their ranks. Between commiserating about finding him-
self sleeping alone after only a month of marriage and
thinking about her expressions and her actions, Brice
finally understood the situation better.

Gillian’s courses were simply a convenient diversion
to keep him at bay. Though he’d initially put some dis-
tance between them with his actions, she feared letting
him close now.

Something else had happened in that chamber. Some-
one had hurt her. But she did not trust him enough yet
to share it with him.

After eating and tarrying a bit longer, he returned to
the bedchamber he’d first claimed when they arrived and
where he’d slept that first week. It was cold, dark and it
held no memories of his wife. He tossed and turned in
the large, empty bed for a few hours before realising he
could not sleep without her. Finally giving up the fight,
he walked down the hallway to her room.

Brice entered quietly and stood by her bed, watching
her sleep for a few moments. He smiled when he heard
her arguing with someone in her sleep for it seemed to
be her custom and he often listened in on her part of
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the discussion in her dreams. Thankfully, it was not
the night terrors that had struck those times during the
fever, when no amount of soothing or cajoling could
keep her from believing her death, at Oremund’s hands,
was approaching.

She shifted then, moving and spreading out her hand
as though looking for something. Gillian had moved
aside, leaving room for him now and he decided that he
was unwilling to sleep alone. He pulled off his clothes
and slid in beside her, pleased when she turned into his
embrace without hesitation. She might be caught in the
grip of sleep, but there in this bed, she trusted him.

Holding her in his arms, listening as she spoke her
mind to someone else, Brice comprehended the basis
for her lack of trust. Everyone in whom she’d placed it
had failed her and unless she protected or planned or
escaped on her own, there was no one she could count
on to be at her back.

Her mother and father, through no fault of their own
but in death, left her defenceless against her brother’s
machinations. He suspected that her mother’s death had
broken the old thane’s heart and his will to live and he
could not see past his pain to make arrangements that
would keep his daughter safe. Especially in the face of
Oremund’s defection and support for Eoforwic’s heredi-
tary enemies in the north.

A betrothal and marriage would have protected her.
But her father was controlled by grief and missed the
opportunity to do that.

Her father’s most serious failing, other than backing
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the wrong king, was his disregard for his son. Oh, Brice
had no doubt Eoforwic had his reasons, but by ignoring
the situation brewing in his estates and with his only
son, her father had brought about his own downfall and
hers.

Well, nearly hers. He smiled then and kissed the
top of her head. His arrival had stopped that just as he
would stop Oremund’s plan, whatever it was.

But first she must learn to trust him.

He knew just how to take the first step and he would
begin on the morrow. She might not have friends and
comrades as he had the other bastards to guard her
back, but he would be hers. With that decided, Brice
closed his eyes and began to let sleep overtake him.

‘Brice.” She said it as though a sigh.

‘I am here, he whispered back. ‘I did not wish to
sleep alone’

‘T am glad of it,” she said, snuggling closer to him.
‘T am glad’

He slept deeply then and woke in the morning with
a new resolve about his wife and how he could gain
her trust. When the sleeve of her gown slipped and he
saw the darkening bruise in the shape of a man’s grip
around her wrist, he knew there was not much time.



Chapter Sixteen

Cor T

“Waik with me.

Gillian looked up from her work, sorting through
piles of fabric they’d discovered in a trunk, and found
her husband staring her with intent eyes. At first, they
appeared to be black, but then the darkest brown showed
as he tilted his head to her. The women with whom she
worked lowered their heads, but not before she saw the
knowing smiles on their faces.

‘Worry not, lady,” Leoma said. “We can continue
with this until you return.’

She stood and took his hand, allowing him to lead
her to wherever it was he wanted. Instead of heading
towards her bedchamber, he walked out through the hall
and into the yard. Gillian knew that he slowed his pace
so she could keep up with him. She’d seen the way his
long legs ate up the distance across the yard when he
was in a hurry.
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Soon, they reached the door to the guard tower and
he allowed her to go ahead of him as they climbed to
the top. Brice reached over her to push open the heavy
metal door for her and they stepped out on to the highest
place in the keep. After dismissing the guards on duty,
he brought her nearer to the edge.

‘I am planning to enlarge the walls of Thaxted and
would have your counsel on some of it,” he said, holding
out a scroll to her.

Gillian knew that there was more underway than
simple repairs, for most of those had been accomplished
within the first fortnight after his arrival. Opening
the parchment, she examined the drawings there and
smiled. Her father had spoken about doing some of
these same things—enlarging the area surrounded by
the wall, bringing the cottages of the freemen within,
building a stable and a separate stone kitchen.

“You would move the wall out here?’ she asked,
pointing to the place on the sketch and then to the place
they could see.

‘Aye. And this could be your own garden, if you
wish, for growing what you wish,” he said. ‘Such as...’
He paused as though trying to think of something to
grow. ‘I confess I do not know what kinds of things
ladies like to grow in their gardens!” He laughed aloud
then.

‘Have you never been in a garden before?’ she
asked.

‘For certain I have,” he said, nodding his head. The
slight change in his skin—a blush?—told her his visits
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to gardens had nothing to do with herbs, vegetables or
other growing things. Unless she included desire.

‘And what have you seen there?’ she could not help
but ask.

‘Moonlight. A beautiful woman. Her angry husband,’
he said. ‘Mayhap we should not have a garden after
all?’

‘I would love a garden,” she said. ‘Over there, here...’
she pointed to the drawing again °...by this part of the
wall where the sun’s light will be strongest during the
morning hours.

‘Just so, then, you shall have your garden, he
agreed.

They spent the next hour or so discussing his plans,
changing them according to her suggestions and arguing
about several items. Amazingly, he might have lapsed
into his habit of cursing in the Breton tongue, but he
never discounted or ignored her advice.

Lucais and Stephen joined them and continued to
offer corrections or additions for making the keep itself
stronger and for improving its defences. She only real-
ised later that they expected further attacks and had
already implemented a number of changes without her
knowledge to protect them all.

Much of the morning had passed before they finished
and Gillian was filled with elation and accomplishment
by her involvement in the future of Thaxted.

Something her brother would never have bothered
doing.
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Something her husband had, despite whatever mis-
understanding they’d had the day before.

He made it clear to her and to his men that he valued
her opinion and her wishes.

‘Why did you do that?’ she asked after Lucais and
Stephen left them.

He stared at her for a moment and then off in the
distance as though trying to decide what to say.

‘T think that you have been on your own too much,
forced to rely on yourself to see to your protection,
forced to hide your intelligence, forced to flee when
things became too dangerous. And through all of this,
you have been on your own with no one to depend
upon.” He smiled and took her hand, rubbing it as he
continued.

‘I have been blessed with constant friends and com-
panions who have always watched my back—in battle
and in life. They have counselled me, advised and
harassed me and, most importantly, I think, rolled me
into a safe corner when I drank too much and could not
make it back to my bed.’

She laughed then, wanting to meet these ‘bastards’
who had played such an important part in making her
husband the man he was today. A man she was certain
she could...

‘T also was fostered and raised by a man of sense and
wisdom. I can still hear his words,” he explained. Then
he stopped and stared off again.

Lord Gautier had fostered the three bastard sons
of other noblemen, raising them along with his own



214 The Mercenary’s Bride

legitimate one. Gillian had heard this part of Brice’s
story from others.

‘T have always thought I did not have family, but now,
considering the parts they have played in my life, I see
that I do indeed have one.” Tears burned in her eyes as
she noticed their glint in his. ‘Now, I wish to have my
own family. With you. And with children if we are so
blessed, Gillian.’

He lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it gently.
‘I want to show you that you can trust others—you have
just not had the chance yet. I want you to be part of this,
not standing outside looking on as I build a future, our
future.

She wanted to accept his offer. Her heart wanted
him as much as her body did, but she could not give in
yet. He was right—every time she trusted in someone
they betrayed that trust. Whether apurpose or through
no fault of their own, she was left time and time again
to fend for herself. And once she’d gained confidence
in her own mind and thoughts and actions, it was dif-
ficult to acquiesce to another, to lay it all before them
and allow them to take control of her life.

Though now, learning about him as she had and
seeing how he lived his life and the ideals he upheld, she
wanted to. For the first time since her mother’s death
and her father’s decline, she wanted to give it over into
someone else’s hands.

‘I wish I could have the time to show you I can be
counted on in good and bad times, but I do not. We do
not,” he said. ‘Though your brother does not proclaim
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it openly, he is in league with those who seek to rebel
against the king. Even now he shores up support for
Edmund Haroldson. This holding, your little Thaxted,
lies in the crossroads that are necessary to launch an
invasion into lands under William’s rule.

‘Thaxted?’ She had never been farther away than
the convent, so she had no idea of the importance of
her holding—a piss-hole, as Oremund had called it.

‘Edmund has been gaining allies in Wales, and
though the northern earls and Edgar the Atheling are
in Normandy with William, their network of spies and
those who do their bidding are at work even now to
smooth his way. Your brother is in league with all of
them.

Now Oremund’s need for the gold made sense. It was
not about his inheritance, it was about buying a place
among these lords who would use it to overthrow King
William. She had no love for this Norman king, but
she suspected that Oremund looked only for power, no
matter who held it, nor the cost of it.

‘I must return to my duties now,” he said, easing a
step away from her.

‘I will think on your words.” She promised the only
thing she could right now, as too many strong emotions,
fears and memories swirled inside her mind and her
heart.

He began to turn to leave, but she grabbed his hand
then, wanting to clarify what was happening between
them, trusting him a bit by revealing one of her fears to
him. It was not much, but she forced herself to do it.
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‘What happened yesterday? Between us?’ she asked.
When he frowned, she was tempted to forget about
asking. But she needed to know and to understand. ‘Do
you not want me any more?’

He surprised her then, lifting the front of his chain-
mail shirt and placing her hand over his very large
hardness. She would have pulled away, but he held her
hand there, letting her feel his shape and size.

‘I want you so much that it hurts to breathe, Gillian.
I want you every moment of each day and, sometimes,
I can think of nothing else than filling your body with
mine again and again until we cannot breathe or speak
or think.

She was breathless now, from the memories of how
he made her feel, of how he had filled her time and
time again until they could not move, of how much she
wanted him, as well. He released her hand and rear-
ranged his shirt.

‘Yesterday, I realised that there is much more I want
from you than the use of your body. I want your mind
and your spirit, your soul even.” He smiled that wicked
smile then, the one that made her want to peel off any-
thing she was wearing and beg him to kiss and lick
his way up and down her body. ‘Oh, I want that, too,’
he said as though reading her thoughts. ‘But the rest
is even more important and I realised that we were no
closer in purpose than when I found you on the road to
the convent.’

He leaned in and kissed her then and she tasted and
felt all the same passion as before. It had not dwindled
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or disappeared at all, it just lay banked as a night’s fire
was, waiting to burst forth.

‘I but await your word that you are...ready and you
will find my desire for you is still there.’

She let out her breath and tried to calm her racing
heart. He nodded to her and began walking down the
stairs. She decided to enjoy the cool breezes of the day
before going back to her work. But, by the time she
saw him come out the door at the bottom of the stairs,
Gillian knew she must trust him.

‘Brice!” she called out his name. Then once more
when he did not seem to hear her. ‘Brice!’

She turned and ran down to catch him before he left.
She was out of breath when she reached the bottom of
the stairway and ran past the guards about to take up
their positions at the top again. Brice caught her in his
arms and waited for her to be able to speak.

‘Brice, he was here last night. Oremund was here,
she said. Clutching his arms, she explained, ‘I am sorry
I did not tell you.

‘Was he alone? When did he come? Where?’ Brice
asked in rapid succession. He called out to Stephen and
Lucais and then waited on the rest of her words.

‘I do not know if he was alone. He was in my cham-
bers when I returned there to wait for you after supper,’
she said. ‘He left when you and your men arrived back
in the keep.

He drew her into his arms and just held her for a
moment. She’d taken a larger step than she probably
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realised in admitting the truth to him. But now he would
ask her to take a larger one still.

‘Where does the tunnel lead?’ he asked, releasing
her from his embrace so he could listen.

‘From my chamber to the smithy.’

The blacksmith again. Her uncle. Could he be in
league with Oremund? ‘Come, I want to talk with your
uncle.’

They walked across the yard towards the small cot-
tage that Haefen used as his smithy. He noticed that her
hand slipped into his and she clutched it as they walked
side by side. Though she might not have noticed, he did
and it touched his heart to know she was trying to trust
in him.

The shutters that would be opened to let in the breez-
es and light were closed and locked. Stephen banged
on the door but there was no sound within. Without
much effort, they broke down the door and went inside.
Brice waited, standing between Gillian and the smithy.
Stephen came back out.

“Tis empty, Brice. He’s not here,” he reported.

‘Ask around. Find him.” Stephen went off to inves-
tigate and Brice led her inside.

“Tis over here, in this corner,” she said, leading him
through the orderly cottage to the back.

‘Nothing looks amiss. His tools are here.” Brice
glanced around and saw no signs of struggle in the
confined area. “Where does the tunnel open?’

As he watched, she pulled what looked like a cabinet
open to reveal a small, metal door. Reaching up to the
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left corner, she slipped two fingers into an opening and
slid them up, down, then up again. The seemingly solid
wall moved under her touch, opening to reveal a dark
tunnel behind it.

‘Now close it

She nodded and he watched as she did, using a slot
in the opposite corner to move the door closed. Gil-
lian stepped back and let him move closer. Though his
understanding of wives was lacking, he understood
locks and mechanical devices. He’'d learned during
part of his disreputable past, before being gathered in
by Lord Gautier. Being able to pick or disable locks had
come in handy many times in the past.

Calling to Lucais, he searched for a torch and lit it
from the smith’s coals. After giving orders to return
Gillian to her chambers and with Ernaut summoned
and at his back, Brice stepped into the narrow passage
and began to follow the twisted path along until he
reached the small stairway cut out through the stone
wall. But before he climbed the steps, he searched for
other branches and found two, each one hidden behind
another doorway.

They were ingenious devices, for the builders hid the
doors and mechanisms well, and they were easy to use,
so that even a woman could manage if she knew about
them. As he crept on through them, he noticed signs
of damage along some of the ground stones. As though
someone had been searching for something other than
doorways. Digging for something?

Brice climbed the stairs and came to the end. From
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the position, he suspected he faced the wall in Gillian’s
room and when he reached up and found the mecha-
nism, the wall opened and he found her standing there,
clenching her hands and looking very worried.

‘I was going to open it and come searching for you.
It took you a long time,” she said. She stepped aside to
allow him and then Ernaut to exit from the cramped
space.

Brice pulled the door and let it close, watching the
way it swung. A counterweight moved it smoothly.
Impressive. He could not help but admire the skill
needed to design and implement such a system.

“Your father had it put in?’ he asked as he let the
door close.

‘Aye, when I was born—he became obsessed with
an escape route in case of trouble.’

‘Wise. An excellent system,” he said, dismissing
Ernaut with a warning not to speak of it with anyone
but Lucais or Stephen. ‘Did you know that someone
has been digging in the tunnel?’

‘No.” She shook her head. ‘I have never stopped to
look when I used it.

He laughed then at her disgruntled expression. ‘It is
not a place that makes one wish to stay within it. Do
you use a torch?’

‘T have never had time to get one and take it.’

Of course not. If forced to use the tunnel, she was
running for her life and did not look left or right, up or
down. ‘Did your father show you the path of it?’

‘Nay. He told me the path. Down the steps. Turn
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right. Take twenty-five paces and turn right again. He
showed me how to release the door.

So, she had no idea of the other tunnels branching
off the main one. But he suspected that Oremund did.

‘Can you lock it so no one can use it?” she asked.

‘Do you think he will come back?’

The question hung out there for a moment and only
a slight nod gave him her answer. Brice looked around
the chamber. These devices were usually made with a
key that could interfere with the locking mechanism,
making it impossible to release the counterweight.

‘Did your father give you any keys after your mother
died?’ he asked. Hiding something in plain sight was
sometimes the craftiest way to keep them guarded.

‘Only the household keys,” she said, reaching down to
the ring that hung from the girdle at her waist. ‘These.’
She released the catch and held them out to him.

Brice took them and walked nearer to the window to
examine them. Four of the keys were similar in struc-
ture and caught his attention. He recognised the design
and took them from the ring.

‘Those are for...” She paused as she looked at them.
‘T do not know what those are for. I thought you might
have added them to the ring since coming here.’

‘When did you last see these? Before my arrival?’
He was seeing more strands of that web now, more
connections between Oremund and Eoforwic’s death.
‘Think carefully, Gillian.’

‘Before my father left with King Harold. Then again
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when Oremund arrived here with news of his death. He
carried the keys to show me his authority.’

Brice placed the four similar keys on the stone floor
in front of the brazier and took out his dagger. After
lining the tip of it up with a line down the centre of one
key, he shoved the dagger down as hard as he could.
As he thought would happen, the key split in two. He
handed them to Gillian with instructions to keep each
set together and he repeated the action, splitting each
key into two pieces.

‘How did you learn something like that?’

He laughed at her expression, not certain if she was
horrified or proud. When he was done, he took each
set and tried each key separately into the notch in the
stone next to the door. When he found the one that fit,
he placed it inside the mechanism and tried to open the
door. It did not move.

‘And how did you learn that?’

‘I was not always the fine, noble man who mar-
ried you, Gillian,” he began. She laughed then, and it
sounded good to hear it, in spite of the seriousness of
the situation. ‘At one time, in my headstrong youth, I
lived among a gang of thieves and made my living by
stealing. I learned all about locks, how to make them
and especially how to open them.” He nodded at her
disbelieving look. ‘There was not a door I could not
open or a lock that could keep me in or out.

‘Lord Gautier knew?’

‘He suspected.” Brice smiled then. ‘At the very least,
I would have lost a hand as punishment if I'd been
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caught, so the first thing he did when he summoned
me was to tie my right hand behind my back so it was
useless. He left me that way for three days and nights
and then asked if that was how I wanted to live.

‘A smart man.

‘Aye, without a word, I learned that lesson quickly.
Learning about honour took a bit longer,” he confessed.
‘Though I rarely use the skills I learned, I still have
them.

‘What do you plan to do with those?’ She looked at
the other keys.

‘I do not want to lock these completely. If I do, you
will have no way out if you need to escape. But, I can
set them so that you can enter here...” he nodded at the
closed wall “...and exit below in the smithy.’

‘I do not want him able to get in here again, Brice,’
she said, leaving no doubt about her feelings on the
matter. ‘Close it—seal it if you have to in order to keep
him out.

They were interrupted before he could explain the
rest to her. Stephen called through the door to him.
Tempted to speak to him down in the hall, he realised
that though it would most likely reinforce Gillian’s fear
of trust, she must know the truth for herself.

‘Did you find him, Stephen?’

The warrior glanced from him to the lady and back
again. ‘There is no sign of him. My men searched every
place in the keep and the yard and buildings. No one
can remember seeing him after the evening meal, after
your return to the keep, Brice. He is gone.’



224 The Mercenary’s Bride

‘My uncle?’ she asked, walking closer to Stephen.
‘He would not leave Thaxted.’

Brice did not say a word—he did not have to. His
wife might be emotional, but she was intelligent and she
was putting the pieces together for herself. He watched
as the truth hit her and her hands shook. Then all colour
left her face and, when she faced him, the bleakness in
her gaze hurt to see.

‘He would not,” she said, shaking her head. Her mind
might be seeing the truth, but her heart fought it. ‘He
protected me. He helped me escape. He would not...’
She did not finish, but only stood there, denying it to
herself.

‘Go, keep searching,” Brice ordered.

‘He is not here,” Stephen argued.

With a nod of his head, he dismissed the man, his
best hunter. And if Stephen could not find him, there
was no doubt in Brice’s mind that Haefen was gone.

The only question was how deep into Oremund’s plans
was he and what was his price for his co-operation.
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Cor T

A storm was brewing.

She could feel it, in her bones and in her heart. Gil-
lian moved through the next sennight without much
thought. She carried out her duties; the ones that had
offered such joy to her at first she now did by rote.
When her courses finished, Brice joined with her again,
but even that was tainted now by the pain of her uncle’s
bitter betrayal.

Morning came, the day passed and night arrived.
Again and again, without much meaning or importance
to her. The only way she could make it through each one
was to block off her feelings and not allow the horrid
pain too close. Now that her last link to her mother and
father was broken, she convinced herself that she felt
nothing.

Tension within the keep and people of Thaxted grew,
winding tighter and tighter, until she knew something
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had to break. Brice’s men continued to train and to
build and rebuild, hoping that the new wall would keep
out the danger. But Gillian knew it was impossible.
For when evil men are determined, not much can stop
them.

When the attacks began in a circular pattern around
Thaxted and Brice was forced to send out troops of men
to deal with each one, trying to catch the ones behind
it, Gillian noticed the pattern before Brice did. He was
too busy trying to hold all the pieces together while
fighting a seemingly invisible enemy.

Now that she’d lost everyone dear to her, he stood to
lose the most. If he failed to hold Thaxted for his king,
he lost his lands, his title, and even possibly his life.
And, she’d overheard at some point, that the last of the
three bastards, Soren, would never receive his grant.

But what she feared most about telling him the rest of
it was that he would change and become like Oremund.
Men killed for it. Men were blinded by the promise of
gold. Men became drunk and obsessed trying to pos-
sess it. Gillian feared seeing the expression in his eyes
when he wanted the gold more than he wanted her.

And in the dark of the night, before the storms
arrived, Gillian knew the truth. She did have something
else to lose. Wrapped in his strong embrace, one that
never faltered through the worst of nights, she realised
that this Breton knight had managed to get past her
defences and burrow deep into her heart. And if Ore-
mund succeeded in destroying him and his dreams,
Gillian could neither forgive nor live with herself.
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For that would be losing the last person in the world
she loved. And, if she loved him, she must trust him
with the whole of it.

She woke with a sense of purpose that had been
missing for weeks and asked to join him when he met
with his men that morning. When everyone had broken
their fast and most went off to see to their duties, he
kept her at his side.

‘Lady Gillian has asked to speak to us,” he began.
She could see the puzzled expressions of the men seated
around the table in the corner.

‘My brother believes that there is a hoard of gold
somewhere in Thaxted.” She stated it plainly and boldly.
‘And he believes I know where it is.’

The one called Richier let out a long whistle. ‘That
explains much.’

‘And is there this hoard of gold?’ Brice asked quietly.
She would not meet his gaze, unwilling as she was to
see him want something more than he wanted her.

‘My father promised Thaxted to my mother and
told us there would be gold enough to support it if he
was gone, she said. “That much I know. The rest is all
rumour and conjecture.’

‘Part of the morgengabe, lady?’ Lucais asked.

She looked at him. ‘Aye. So that she would have no
claim, no reason to claim his other estates and wealth.’
He nodded his understanding of how things were done
with wives not sanctioned by the Church.

‘And this gold? Where is it?” Brice asked.

So it would begin. She knew if she met his gaze, the
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hunger there would not be for her. Her heart hurt, so
she avoided his eyes.

‘After my mother’s death, he never mentioned it
again. I do not know if he ever had it or planned to use
it to go to war against Tostig and Hardrada. Or if he
gave it to King Harold.” She shrugged. ‘I know not.

‘Oremund believes it,” Brice said. ‘He believes you
can lead him to it All the men looked at him and he
shook his head. “Tis why he kept you alive, Gillian.
Why he killed those around you—to force the truth
from you.” His voice softened. “Why he had you beaten
and starved.’

The other men at the table gasped and growled then,
as one, and now stared at her. It was curious in a way
that these burly, strong, ruthless warriors were bothered
by her brother’s actions. What was a little torture if it
brought results? She glanced towards Brice.

‘He still believes it’s here. He needs it and will do
what he must to find it.’

‘Then we must find it first and let him know we
have it, Brice stated. She began to argue that it was
not here, but he shook his head and smiled at his men,
who all smiled back at him and then laughed. Had they
lost their wits? As she watched them, she decided there
must be some secret language spoken only among men
who fight together, for with a glance, a shrug, a nod,
a shake of their heads and a few guttural curses, they
seemed to have an entire plan formulated in minutes.

Brice ordered them to meet back at the evening meal
when all was in place and stood as they left. Now that
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they planned their own search, she did not want to see
the lust for it in his eyes. Gillian stood as well and
turned to go back to the kitchen, but he stopped her
with a hand on her arm.

‘I want to thank you for doing that, Gillian,” he said
softly.

‘For telling you my brother’s motives? You should
be angry with me not telling you sooner.” She finally
dared to meet his gaze, steeling herself for what she
would find there.

His eyes darkened then, but not with lust, not for
the gold or for her. They darkened and something else
shone in their depths. Something she could not believe
she was seeing there.

‘Not about your brother or the gold, Gillian. For
finally trusting me with the truth.” His voice lowered
then. ‘For taking that step and trusting me with your
secrets.

He stepped closer, wrapped his arm around her and
bent down to kiss her. He’d kissed her dozens, nay,
hundreds or even thousands of times since taking her
as wife, but none of them matched this one. It was as
different from the ones before as every one after this
would be. It marked a change between them and she felt
it in her blood, in her heart and in her soul. His mouth
touched hers and a promise was made between them.

And when he lifted his mouth from hers, Gillian
looked into his eyes to see if she’d been mistaken. But
she’d been right, for love stared back at her.
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‘I must go, but wait for me this night,” he said as he
stepped away as Stephen called out his name.

She could do nothing but nod, for tears threatened
and her throat grew tight. He walked away then, but
turned back twice before he reached the doorway to
the yard. Then when he did reach it, he cursed aloud
and said something else to Stephen. Turning around, he
returned to her and pulled her into his arms, so tightly
she nearly could not breathe.

And the kiss!

This kiss was filled with fire and heat, desire and
wanting, promises and love and it took her breath away
with its power. He touched his lips to her and possessed
her mouth, tasting, caressing, and making her whole
body ache for more. Then, as quickly as he’d begun, it
was over and he ran to catch up with Stephen.

Gillian felt more in that moment than she had in
the weeks before and a new sense of anticipation filled
her. Not only about the night ahead, but also about the
possibilities of defeating her brother’s aims and living
without his interference and threats.

And all because she had finally decided to risk trust-
ing Brice.

The entire keep seemed to come alive that day, awak-
ing from its slumber and working together for one pur-
pose. Gillian found there was joy in accomplishing her
household tasks and watched as everyone who could
did something.

Outside, she knew Brice was putting some plan in
motion, one that involved the gold. And Stephen, who’d
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spent weeks searching for her brother and her uncle,
now turned his skills towards finding the gold. No
matter that it could not be here in Thaxted, no matter
if it existed or did not.

The hours crept by for her and night would not come.
Staying busy should have helped, but it did not. Work-
ing with her hands did not. And watching the women
as they smiled knowingly made it even worse. Finally,
the sun dropped down in the sky and those in the keep
prepared for night.

And she waited in her chambers for Brice.

He was certain he knew what had caused her to take
the step, but, regardless of the reason, he was pleased
she had. Trusting him meant more than even the love
he saw in her eyes—it meant their very survival.

The information she provided showed Brice the rea-
sons for the growing web surrounding Thaxted and gave
him options he did not have before. His men understood
immediately because, in that instant of revelation, they
went from being victimised to being powerful.

She’d given them a weapon and there was nothing a
man-of-war liked better than a good weapon. Gillian
had freed them from their position of watchfulness to
one of action. All because she finally trusted him.

The love was something he never hoped for and so
was even more special to him.

Brice spent the day in planning and working to
use what they now knew to defeat their enemies. And
though it meant destroying Oremund and Gillian’s true
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last link to her family, he would do what was necessary
to safeguard their future.

All through the day, while thoughts of Gillian
swirled in his mind, something else nudged at him.
Something about her father’s true plan to protect his
wife and daughter. Something about the gold. When he
finally climbed the steps to her chambers, all thoughts
of that part of the puzzle fled for all he could think
about was loving Gillian.

He knocked and then pushed the door open.

Gillian stood before the brazier in only her shift. The
low light given by it was enough to outline her womanly
curves through the thin fabric. He could see the dark
pink tips of her breasts, already pebbled and tight, and
that enticing triangle of curls between her legs. As he
moved closer, she turned to him and smiled, one that
would have tempted him, if he’d been Adam, to give
up paradise, but this one promised it to him.

When he would have kissed her, she ducked away,
taking him by the hand and leading him to the side of
the bed. Without a word, she began to loosen the laces
at his neck and pulled his tunic over his head. Then she
worked on the belt and did not seem surprised when his
erection burst out as she pushed his braies down from
his hips. She reached out towards it and he waited...
waited for her touch.

She laughed and shook her head. ‘Not yet,” she
whispered. He did not want to wait and shuddered in
anticipation of it. She pushed him back to sit on the bed
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and if her hand slid over him by accident, she laughed
it off.

His chest grew tight and he could not draw in a
breath then, as she knelt down between his legs and
removed the leather garters that held his leggings in
place and then his boots. She was too close. Too close.
Heat filled his blood and the need for her pounded
through his body. Gillian laid her hands on his thighs
and caressed him, sliding her fingers back and forth
from his knees to his... Hell, she stopped again just
before intimately touching him.

Brice could not be certain if he growled or begged
in that moment, but she finally slid her hands forwards
and touched him there. With her fingers massaging him,
she teased him and taunted him with the promise of
it. He dragged in a ragged breath and prepared for the
almost-painful pleasure of her caress. When her touch
was with her lips and not her hands, he fell back on to
the bed believing he had died and found paradise.

He leaned his head up and watched her moving up
and down on his shaft, her mouth tight around its width
and her tongue tasting him as she moved. Her loosened
hair fell over his legs and he reached out to grasp it as
she suckled on him. He grew harder and larger in her
intimate kiss, but she did not slow her attentions. He
wrapped his fists in the length of her hair, holding her
close and guiding her pace.

Then his release was coming, his shaft shook and
tightened in her grasp as she milked him of every drop
of his seed. The tremors moved through his body as
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he shuddered with it. Gillian did not slow her pace and
had not taken her gaze from his; even now she watched
every second of his pleasure until he fell back, his body
satisfied and his heart full.

The best part was that she was not done. He watched
now as she stood and climbed up on the bed and over
him, kissing her way up his thighs, across and over his
belly on to his stomach. Her kisses and the touch of her
tongue made the muscles there ripple and she continued
up on to his chest, her hair trailing along tickling his
skin with its softness. By the time she reached his own
flat nipples, and praise heaven she moved slowly in her
pursuit, he was ready again.

He used all his strength to do nothing, enjoying every
touch, every kiss, and every caress by her fingers and
lips and tongue and not wanting it to end. But now he
wanted to show her the desire, the wanting, the yearning
and the love that filled his heart for her.

Though not as experienced as other women might be,
Gillian could tell the moment he let go. From the way
his body trembled beneath her fingers and her mouth,
she knew he enjoyed her attentions and fought to let her
continue. He pulsed like something alive in her mouth,
making her own body shake with pleasure. And despite
using her mouth on him before, she’d never brought him
to release there.

His growl was the only warning she got, for a
moment later she was on the bed and he moved over
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her like a storm, all power and fury and sensation until
she begged and begged for completion.

And he ignored her pleas.

Her body arched, it shook, it trembled, it grew hot.
Her nipples tightened, her muscles clenched, her core
wept for him.

And still he denied her that last moment.

When she tried to move faster or harder, he
stopped.

When she lay compliant beneath him, he began again
until she could not breathe or think or do anything but
feel the pleasure of him. There was not an inch of her
that he did not kiss or suckle or bite and caress. He
moved her as he wanted. He touched her as he wanted.
He loved her as she wanted.

Then, in one shocking instant, as he plunged in so
deep he touched her womb, she found the first release
and shuddered and trembled over and over in his arms.
By the time he was ready to spill his seed, he’d forced
her back to that same, earth-shaking edge with his
strong, deep penetrations and the touch of his mouth
and hands.

They shattered together this time, and it was difficult
for Gillian to know where his body ended and hers
began. And for a short time, she could not tell, as they
breathed as one, moved as one, peaked as one.

He kissed her then, as the waves continued to move
through and over them, and again and again until her
body ached for more. He slid out of her and rolled onto
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his side, keeping her in his embrace. A long time passed
before either of them could speak.

When he could gather his thoughts, for they had scat-
tered at the first touch of her mouth on him, Brice con-
sidered what pieces of this puzzle he might be missing.
Holding her close, he untangled her hair as he thought
about the possibility that a treasure did exist.

If her father had set aside gold for her mother’s use,
he would have told her where it was. What good was
something if the person needing it did not know its
whereabouts? Then, at her mother’s death, Eoforwic
would have told Gillian. If the old thane ignored his
legal wife, his legitimate son and other estates, whether
he was besotted, ensorcelled or controlled by Gillian’s
mother, someone must know where the gold was.

‘Gillian, he said softly, trying to rouse his wife from
her exhausted slumber. Instead, she snuggled closer,
making him smile with masculine pride. ‘Gillian,
sweet, wake up.’

Brice watched as her eyes opened, then she met his
gaze and her body shuddered with some vestige of left-
over pleasure. ‘Brice,” she whispered.

He smoothed her hair out of her face. “When I asked
you if your father had ever given you keys, you said no.
Did he ever give you anything else? A gift, mayhap?
Jewellery?’ he asked.

He could tell the moment she came fully awake.
‘A necklace. He gave my mother and me matching
necklaces.
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‘Do you have it still?’ he asked. Knowing Oremund’s
ways, he suspected her brother took everything of value
from her.

‘Aye. I sewed it into the hem of my cloak to keep
it from Oremund. I had forgotten about it until now.
She raised her head and rested it on her hand. ‘Is it
important?’

‘It might be. If your father did have gold hidden
away for your use, he would know Oremund would
want it.

Brice did not want to get her hopes up when there
was really no proof that it existed. He had enough to
support Thaxted and they would be all right without
this supposed gold, but Brice thought that the knowl-
edge that her mother and father had tried to protect her
interests and future would go a long way in helping her
to heal.

‘Do you have your mother’s necklace, as well?’

She did not answer right away, but then she shook her
head as her eyes filled with sadness. ‘Nay. My father
said she was buried with it in the convent.’

The words struck him as peculiar. ‘He said what?’

‘He told me that everything he held dear in life, other
than me, was buried in the convent.

Luckily he had tired her and she was too sleepy to
realise a possible interpretation to those words. But he
did.

He needed to see the necklace to see if what he
thought was possible. As he turned onto his side and
curled up behind Gillian, his mind began to swirl with
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plans and possibilities. By the time the sun rose the
next morn, he’d barely shut his eyes. There was much
to do before Oremund’s return and little time, if his
informants were correct, to do it.



Chapter Eighteen

Cor T

Brice waited at the top of the guard tower for Gillian
to arrive. The day was clear and bright and the weather
improved over the storms of the last few days. But that
did not mean rain would not strike tomorrow.

Since that day a week ago when Gillian revealed
about the hoard of gold for which Oremund searched,
he’d put his plan in place. It involved many of his men,
his fighting forces as well as those who worked in the
keep and in the fields. It involved understanding the
greed of men, the motivations of those who rebelled and
how one man’s attempt to protect the woman he loved
had spiralled out of control. In many ways it could be
said about him, but in this case it was about Gillian’s
father.

Now, in just a few minutes, his plan would go into
motion and everything would move forwards. Unfor-
tunately in love and war there were other variables that
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one could not control, and sometimes things did not
work out the way they were planned. He hoped that
would not be the case here in Thaxted. He heard her
chatting with one of the guards, laughing even, before
he saw her. Then she burst through the door and bright-
ened his heart in ways he’d never dreamt possible.

Once she spied him, her eyes were for no one else and
it warmed him. They’d come a far way from the night
he’d caught her and she’d knocked him unconscious.

‘My lord,” she said, ‘you called for me?’

‘I did, my lady.” He looked behind her and waited a
moment. ‘Where is Ernaut?’ The two were summoned
at the same time.

‘He said he will be in a few minutes. Finishing up
some task or another, my lord,” the one guard offered.

Brice dismissed them and took Gillian’s hand. Lead-
ing her around to the other side, where they could look
down on the yard, he smiled at her. ‘What should we do
to occupy ourselves while we wait on young Ernaut?’

She launched herself into his arms without hesita-
tion and they spent the next few minutes in amorous
pursuits, something he’d never thought possible with
a wife. By the time Ernaut arrived, her circlet was
knocked askew, her veil lay in a twist around her neck
and her lips showed every sign of being kissed, and
kissed well.

‘My lord.

‘My lady.

‘My lord!” Ernaut called out from the doorway trying
to get his attention.
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Brice released Gillian, who smoothed her hair down,
replaced her veil and positioned the circlet where it
would actually hold the veil before facing the boy. But
it was the way she licked her lips that nearly drove him
back into her arms.

‘T have serious matters to discuss with both of you,
he began, lowering his voice by habit. ‘Gillian, I need
your co-operation. Ernaut, you must be my lady’s fierc-
est guard and see to her protection. If I do not know, for
a fact, that both of you can follow my orders without
question and without delay, I cannot go forwards.’

He watched her think about his words, wanting her
apprised of the plan. She was not stubborn, actually;
once she understood something and comprehended her
part in it, she presented some of the best analysis of
plans and procedures he’d seen. ‘The attack, when it
comes, will be of life-and-death importance to all of us,
so delay or hesitation will cost lives. I cannot fight and
give my complete focus to battle when I am worrying
about the safety of my wife.’

Her eyes filled with tears then and, if not for Ernaut’s
presence, he would have taken her in his arms and tried
to soothe her fears. The boy cleared his throat as though
he knew Brice’s thoughts.

‘Ernaut.’ He looked at the young man who had proven
himself ready for such a task. ‘At the first sounds of
trouble, whether battle cry or attack, seek out Lady Gil-
lian and become her personal guard. You must help her
in her task and do only that. Do not become engaged in



242 The Mercenary’s Bride

the battle. Do not be waylaid by others’ calls or needs.
You are to see to my lady only.’

‘Very well, my lord.” Ernaut nodded crisply.

‘But what is my task, my lord?’ Gillian inter-
rupted.

‘My love, I want you to do what you do best,” he
explained, but the look in her eyes spoke of something
completely different from what he meant now! ‘I want
you to run away.

“Your pardon, my lord?” Her gaze narrowed on him.
‘Run away?’

“You must get out of Thaxted and get to the convent
as quickly as possible. Ernaut will cover you and protect
you, but I know you will help, as well.’

‘Run away?’ she said, clearly aggrieved at his praise
for her skill.

‘Not everyone could extricate themselves from
dangerous situations, Gillian, and get away from their
foes, he said as an explanation. ‘Granted you’ve not
managed to escape from me, but you did escape from
your brother several times.” He glanced from one to the
other. ‘I need you to do it again and get to the convent
safely.

Before he could say anything else, the cries went up
in the yard and word spread. One of the guards came
running up to tell them.

‘They found the gold, my lord. Stephen found the
gold!’

Ernaut yelled out and Brice sent him off to have a
look. Gillian looked shocked, but he kept her at his side



Terri Brisbin 243

and the younger man ran down the steps and towards
the corner of the keep.

“There is no gold here in Thaxted, she said simply
and clearly when Ernaut was gone.

‘No, Gillian, there is no gold in Thaxted.’

At that moment several of the soldiers carried out a
dirty wooden chest, the lid of which was opened, reveal-
ing a large gold cross and chain on top. Everyone in the
yard ran to see it as they carried it past into the keep.
When they cheered and looked up at him, he raised his
arm and cheered along. Turning back, he faced a grim
wife.

‘Then what, pray thee, was that?’ she asked, crossing
her arms over her chest and narrowing her eyes at him
again.

He said nothing, giving her a few moments to
work out his plan on her own. Her gasp told him she
understood.

“You bait a trap here?’ she asked. “You draw Ore-
mund to you?’

‘And Edmund Haroldson, as well,” he explained.
‘And some of their northern allies who should legally
be observing the truce William issued when he took
their earls to Normandy.’

‘Brice, this is too dangerous.” She reached out and
touched his arm. ‘We do not have enough men, enough
weapons, to fight off such a force as theirs.

‘Aye, we do, Gillian. When all my forces are gathered
in one place and not spread out fighting this group here,
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and that group there.” He motioned off in the distance
where the recent small attacks had been.

She seemed lost in thought for a few moments, look-
ing around the yard and out towards the fields, now
planted with spring crops. Her lower lip trembled, but
then she met his gaze.

‘I want you to crush him under your boots for what
he has done to my father and to Thaxted.’

A chill ran down his spine and for that moment he
was glad she spoke of someone else and not him.

‘Twill, he said, gathering her close. ‘But I can only
do that if I know you are safe. You must promise me
that you will get yourself to the convent when the attack
occurs. Immediately. Without hesitation or question.’

‘I promise, Brice.

He kissed the top of her head and stepped away.
‘Only Stephen, Lucais and a few others know the gold
is false. Ernaut does not.” Offering his hand, he guided
her to the steps. ‘Come, let us look on the treasure of
Thaxted.

She laughed and in that moment, Brice realised he
was looking at the treasure of Thaxted—the only one
that mattered to him.

‘What is the news from Thaxted?’ Oremund demand-
ed. He knew the informant had arrived at their camp,
but had not yet presented himself to Oremund. His men
looked one to the other, but no one answered his ques-
tion. “Where is he?’
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‘He comes now, my lord,” someone called out from
nearby.

The informant, the same one who’d told him of
his father’s escape tunnels, approached, followed by
Edmund and the two men on whose lands they hid and
who served Earl Edwin. Haefen stepped nearer.

‘They found the gold.’

Oremund felt his blood begin to boil and the air
before him began to sparkle in front of his eyes. That
lying, thieving bitch! The scream poured out before he
could control it.

‘I will cut out her lying tongue before I slice her
throat,” he yelled out, letting his rage flow. ‘She’s known
all along and she tells that Breton bastard where it is?’
He looked at her uncle. ‘And you did not know? You
told me there was no gold at Thaxted. What say you
now, Haefen?’

The smith said nothing then. A wise decision for the
stupid peasant. Gillian had let his wife die instead of
giving up the gold to Oremund. Let him stew on that
for a while!

‘Edmund, gather our forces. We march on Thaxted,’
he ordered.

The planning went on through most of the night and
by morning, they knew how they would take Thaxted.
And though Oremund still seethed over his whore sis-
ter’s deception, he knew that, within days, the gold,
Thaxted and she would be under his control and her
Breton husband would be worms’ meat.
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That made him smile.
And he’d not smiled about anything in a long time.

Gillian would have laughed if not warned before
when she looked at the chest filled with gold. The top
piece, the one that drew your eye, was real, but the rest
was not. Though gazing around the hall at the people,
she knew that most of them would not have ever seen
real gold in their lives, so it mattered not.

And according to her husband’s plans, by the time
Oremund got close enough to tell, it would be too
late.

Not soon enough, she decided, feeling an absolute
and unforgivable thirst for his blood to be spilled. For
his sins—all of them.

After allowing everyone to see the gold, Brice had it
locked and chained and placed in the storeroom with a
guard in front of it. All for show. All to gain Oremund’s
attention. Brice’s plan would work because Oremund
would not be able to resist the temptation to come back
for the gold. And to punish her. And to kill Brice for
his part, too.

As she watched the preparations, she prayed that her
uncle was not part of this. She was at peace knowing
that Oremund had to die, but she knew that part of her
would die if Brice had to kill Haefen. Watching Ore-
mund kill his wife must have turned him somehow, she
was certain. She just could not believe he would betray
her. Could not.

That was the only sadness in this new life she’d found
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since being captured by her Breton husband. Her uncle
had been a good man, a dependable man, a happy man,
until Oremund tore their lives apart.

The days filled with work, but her nights were filled
with passion. Brice held her close and they whispered
about their future, about their pasts and their plans.
And when she closed her eyes each night, she prayed
for such things.

She’d almost thought that Brice could be wrong about
the possibility of attack after several days of waiting
showed no sign of it. Then, when she dared hope that
Oremund would not fall for the bait, the call came.

The walls had been breached and Oremund was on
the attack.



Chapter Nineteen

Coro oo

Smoke filled the yard as the attackers set fire to any-
thing that would burn. Rage filled him for the moment,
but he let that go. Brice knew it would happen and knew
that he could replace and rebuild. But it was the people
he wanted protected.

And they were. As ordered, they followed his men
into the tunnels to wait out the fight. It removed inno-
cents out of his men’s sights and would save more than
if they ran.

He saw the guard’s signal from the tower and knew
that Oremund’s men were coming from the north, as
they had suspected. With the southern approaches clear,
Gillian should have no difficulty getting away.

If she followed his orders.

He fought his way towards the gate, allowing Ore-
mund’s men to swarm into the keep, searching, he knew,
for the chest of gold. He would owe Father Henry for
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that cross and the chain if Oremund managed to actu-
ally get away with it. Though his men appeared to be
unprepared and off-guard, they followed Stephen and
Richier’s plan to perfection and soon herded Oremund
and Edmund back out of the gates.

Then, finally, pray God, he saw Gillian under
Ernaut’s protection as they crept along the wall to the
opening he’d made there. She turned back twice, but
then she pulled her cloak over her head and followed
Ernaut. Once he knew she was on her way to safety, he
fought as he wanted to, going after the men who would
destroy all he loved. A short time passed and the guard
gave another signal.

Word spread through the yard that Gillian had
escaped and it rippled out to their attackers. He heard
Oremund scream above the battle sounds the moment
he learned it. His first thought would be to go after her,
so Brice threw his men in to block his path. He would
slow Oremund down and give time for Gillian to reach
the convent.

Brice used his sword on another soldier and swung
his mace at another, falling into his battle rhythm of
sword, step, mace, step over and over again as he rid
himself of those who attacked him. He watched with
grim pleasure as his bowmen, standing in the tower and
along the stone sections of the wall, picked off more.
With the battle in constant movement, Oremund could
not set up a stand of archers to hem his men in and
he watched as they flowed out into the fields around
Thaxted Keep.
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It would take her only a short time to reach the con-
vent; the trained destrier that waited for Gillian and
Ernaut had stamina and strength and would cover more
ground than most could, even with two on his back.

The sanctity of the convent would not protect Gillian
from her brother, nor would its walls, but Brice had
arranged for something that would.

He wished he could be there to see Oremund’s face.
But his job was to clear Thaxted of invaders and then
bring up the back of the lines to keep them from escap-
ing north. Oremund would fight no more after this day
and Edmund Haroldson would be where he should have
been put months ago during the fight for Taerford—in
the ground just as his father was.

Gillian wrapped her arms around Ernaut and leaned
low against his back as they flew down the road. At this
speed, they would reach the convent walls soon. The
horse beneath her showed no signs of slowing or being
winded as they raced south away from Thaxted.

She did not want to run. She wanted to stay and
fight with her husband, but she knew he was right.
She would be a distraction, and as he’d told her again
and again, distraction meant death in war. So Gillian
leaned against Ernaut and prayed as she never had for
the safety of her people...and her husband.

They passed by the field at the top of the rise just
before the convent where Brice’s first camp had been.
No sign other than impressions on the ground remained
behind to mark the spot where she’d met him for the
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first time. Just when the convent should come into sight,
she felt the horse slowing.

‘Nay, Ernaut,” she cried out. ‘Brice said go to the
convent. Do not stop.’

Still, the boy pulled in the mighty warhorse under
control and slowed him to a stop. ‘My lady,” he said,
breathing heavily from the exertion.

Gillian peered around him to find a mass of mounted
knights between them and the convent walls. And the
first line of archers stood with bows aimed at them.

‘Lady Gillian, I presume,” the knight in the centre
called out.

Though Ernaut tried to keep her on the horse, she
slid off and walked towards the knight. Ernaut could
not hold the destrier and her, so he dropped the reins
of the horse and positioned himself between her and
the archers. When the horse began to run off, a shrill
whistle from the second knight calmed it. The horse
followed the whistle to the knight who dismounted and
took the reins.

‘Stay back, my lady,” Ernaut pleaded, drawing his
sword and brandishing it before them.

“You and your lady are in no danger from us, boy,
the taller knight called out.

‘T am Giles of Taerford, Lady Gillian,” the first knight
said as he approached, lifting his helmet so that Ernaut
could identify him. “This is Soren, also friend to your
lord husband.’

Giles motioned to Soren to remove his helmet, but
the warrior ignored him. Gillian doubted that Soren did
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anything anyone told him to do. Ernaut finally recogn-
ised Brice’s friends and put his sword away.

‘Here, boy,” Soren said, bringing the horse back to
them. “You must take her to the convent.” Soren, taller
almost than the huge warhorse, gave Ernaut a hand up
and then lifted her in one smooth motion up behind
him.

Gillian had questions to ask Lord Giles, but was
given no time. Within minutes, she was safe within
the convent’s walls with close to one hundred mount-
ed knights, archers and soldiers between her and her
brother’s men.

And her husband’s. If he yet survived.

When Oremund and his cavalry chased off after Gil-
lian, Lucais’s troop and the archers on the walls made
quick work of the foot soldiers left behind. Stephen and
Richier came out of the forest with their horses, kept
out of sight of the attackers and readied for their use.
Already fewer than half of Oremund’s force remained
while Brice had suffered few loses. With the control of
Thaxted clearly back in his hands, he called out orders
to those remaining behind and took his knights towards
the convent.

They rode as though the devil followed them. For his
plan to work, he must catch Oremund’s forces between
Giles’s and his and squeeze them in between. He filled
the miles with prayers—prayers for her safety—and
soon they approached the fighting. Looking ahead, he
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could see Giles’s formation and Oremund’s men trapped
now between.

He smiled grimly and placed his helm back on. God
help them all!

Though Edmund tried to warn him from following
his sister, Oremund would have none of it. The chest of
gold at the keep had been a ruse, to draw them in, but
his sister’s escape told him that the real treasure was at
the convent.

He realised as he rode that his father would have sent
anything of value to be hidden on the convent grounds.
The Reverend Mother was the late king’s half-sister and
so the convent had always been well guarded. Now,
though, he would find what his father left behind and
it would be his.

Gold enough to buy more soldiers to fight against
the Norman invaders and their Breton lackeys. Gold
enough to be taken seriously by the northern earls. Gold
enough to sustain him and his titles.

Gold enough for the respect he deserved.

Following the road, with his men at his back, he
came over the last hill before the convent and could
not believe his eyes.

A wall of men—nay, three different walls—stood
between him and everything he fought for. A row of
dozens of archers knelt in front. Another row, two deep,
of foot soldiers with a row of mounted knights at their
backs. All with weapons at the ready, arrows nocked,
all waiting for the word.



254 The Mercenary’s Bride

One knight rode forwards and asked for his surren-
der. The knight called out the demand first in French
and then in heavily accented English. Oremund spat on
the ground in reply.

Edmund whispered furiously behind him, but Ore-
mund did not hear his words. He could see the convent
walls behind them and knew that was his true target.
But he needed to survive to break through and for that
he needed his men in front. Riding back, he ordered his
men into lines, knowing that the first flight of arrows
would get many of them. It did not matter—they were
expendable, he was not.

The cry to battle rang out and the arrows flew. Men
and horses screamed as they hit their targets. Oremund
circled back around his men, far enough to avoid the
arrows, searching for a way through. As the Normans
began to move forwards, a small opening occurred as
several of the knights dropped back behind the others.
Edmund called out orders for a retreat, which Oremund
countermanded. Confusion reigned as the soldiers did
not know who to follow or which way to go.

Oremund used the chaos to get nearer to the road.
‘When his horse was slain from under him, he man-
aged to untangle himself and rolled along the ground.
Edmund was in command now and called out, directing
the fight. Unfortunately, any advantage they might have
had was gone.

When another battle cry rang out behind them and
they saw the Breton from Thaxted’s approach, their men
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panicked and ran in all directions. The knights ahead of
them were loosed and the field became a slaughter.
But, Oremund would not give up.
Not now.
Not this close.

Brice saw Oremund’s forces being decimated before
him. With no reinforcements possible, he watched as
Giles first used his archers to thin the ranks. Though
his friend had enough arrows and time to sit and pick
off every one of those caught between them, Brice knew
his friend was eager for battle. When Brice saw Edmund
race off the field to escape, Giles gave the order that
released his men and they covered the field, a killing
force that could not be stopped.

Giles, followed by another knight, rode after
Edmund. Dear God, could it be Soren? Brice shielded
his eyes from the sun, but they were into the forest
before he could be certain. It was then he spied Ore-
mund sneaking along the edge of the forest, making his
way towards the convent.

Brice spurred his horse on, racing across the field,
through the fighting men, trying to get to Oremund
before he found a horse on which to escape or, worse
yet, to reach the convent. Then, just as Brice reached
the road and thought he would get to Oremund to stop
him, another man came out of the shadows of the forest
between them.

Without hesitation, Haefen swung the heavy mace,
catching Oremund in the leg and knocking him to the
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ground. As he lay there writhing in anguish and unable
to get away, the smith brought the mace down again,
hitting Oremund in the chest and throat. Brice looked
away when the third blow was struck, but understood
Haefen’s need to do it. When Brice looked back, Haefen
dropped the mace and spat on the dead man.

Brice rode over now and climbed off his horse.
Haefen nodded at him.

‘For my wife,” he said sombrely.

‘And for mine,” Brice added, holding out his hand to
Gillian’s uncle.

His man Stephen had discovered that Haefen was
actually following Oremund and began collecting
reports for Brice about Gillian’s brother’s plans. But
Brice could not share that truth with Gillian. ‘She
thinks you betrayed her. The truth of your actions will
ease her heart, I think.’

With their leader’s death, those still fighting scat-
tered. Brice gave orders to chase them down and kill
any they caught, knowing that alive these men would
simply find new leaders and come back to haunt him.
He’d learned from Giles’s error in judgement in allow-
ing Edmund to live and would not make the same mis-
take. Of course, his lady wanted Oremund dead, where
Giles’s had not wanted Edmund to die.

He waited as his men took control before going to
her. Though he wanted nothing more than to hold her in
his arms, there were tasks to see to before his personal
desires. As he was speaking to Richier, Giles rode back
onto the field. And indeed, it was Soren at his back.
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They approached and dismounted and he greeted them
warmly.

Giles tossed his helm to his squire and embraced
Brice.

‘That Edmund must have magical skills, for he disap-
pears better than any I know.’

‘If you had killed him as I suggested—’ Brice began,
but Giles waved him off.

‘I know, I know.” He laughed. “You were right.’

Brice turned to their friend and waited for him to
come closer. As Soren began to lift off his helm, Brice
felt Giles squeeze his arm, as though in warning. Even
so, Brice did gasp when Soren turned to face him.

The left half of his face was the same as it had been,
the appearance that got him called ‘the beautiful bas-
tard’, but the right side... Dear God! Though healed,
it was a mangled mess of skin and scars, and his right
eye was gone. Brice tried not to stare, but such damage
was horrifying. Finally, he reached out to Soren and
took his hand, pulling him into a rough hug.

‘And what does the other knight look like?” he asked,
trying to ease the tension between the three of them.

‘He burns in hell, Brice.

‘Tam glad of it.” And he was. ‘My thanks to you both
for coming in my time of need,” he said. ‘How is Lady
Fayth?’

Giles sighed dramatically. “Women are not very logi-
cal when they are carrying. She cries at everything.’

‘So this was no hardship for you, then? Coming
now?’
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‘Oh, non! You may have saved my life by calling
me to your side,” he said, laughing. ‘You will see what
I mean’

‘Did you meet her?’ he asked. ‘My wife, Gillian?’
Brice realised that the field was under control and he
could go to her now. ‘Come with me?’

They mounted and rode to the convent wall, where
Ernaut greeted them with the news that Gillian was
safely within. As they left their horses with him and
walked inside, Brice felt the anticipation of seeing her
again, of knowing that the threat to their happiness and
their future was gone now. The other two laughed at
him as he nearly ran to the heavy door and knocked on
1t.

They laughed louder when he cursed the slowness
of someone to answer it. And when he began to pace.
Finally, several minutes later, an old woman, an old nun,
tugged the door of the gates open and asked his business
as though she did not know his wife was inside while a
battle raged without! He tried to adapt his pace to hers
as she meandered along the path that would take them
to the Reverend Mother’s public chamber, but Brice
found himself wanting to pick up the holy woman and
carry her along faster.

When they finally reached it and Brice was informed
his wife awaited him within, he rushed past her and
opened the door.

The room was empty.

There was no sign of Gillian.

His shout shook the chamber and echoed through
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the corridors and rooms of the holy convent, scaring
the pigeons on their roosts and the nuns at prayer who
now believed they were under attack.

Brice leaned his head back and called her name out
as loudly as he could. Where the hell could she be?



Chapter Twenty
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Ernaut handed her down when they reached the gate
and waited for someone to escort her in. He assured her,
in his earnest way that he would guard the entrance,
and her, with his life if need be. She did not have the
heart to tell him that four mounted knights sat in the
shadows of the road for that purpose.

It had been difficult to ignore the sounds behind her
as she walked into the enclosure, for she knew men
were dying because of her. When the Reverend Mother
allowed her to use her own public chambers, Gillian
began by praying. Kneeling on the floor, head bowed,
she tried to erase the sounds of killing and dying that
echoed over the wall and into her thoughts.

Was Brice hurt? Had her brother followed as they’d
expected? Was he dead? How many of their people
had perished? Was Thaxted burned to the ground? Her



Terri Brisbin 261

worries grew, adding another question to her list as
each moment passed.

Gillian paced then, walking the length and width of
the chamber and then again and again until she grew
dizzy. When she could stand waiting no more, she
pulled open the door and looked down the long cor-
ridor for anyone who could tell her where the Reverend
Mother was.

Creeping along, trying not to disturb anyone at
prayer, Gillian peeked inside rooms until she reached
the end of the hallway. Opening the last door, she dis-
covered she now looked into the graveyard. She’d not
been here in almost a year. Her mother’s grave sat in
the far left corner, under an arch of flowers and growing
vines that her father had built in her memory.

Gillian walked to it and knelt down next to the
grave. The stone read ‘Aeldra, Beloved of Eoforwic’
and it brought tears to her eyes when she realised that
her mother rested here alone. Oremund said he’d been
unable to claim Father’s body after the battle, so she
had no idea where he rested now.

Did the dead hear the living when they spoke at their
graveside? Could her mother hear her words? So much
had happened since her last visit; as Gillian knelt there,
it all poured out of her.

Father’s death. Oremund’s violence. Brice’s arrival.
How they’d fallen in love. His plans to see her and
their people safe. Gillian talked and talked, sharing her
feelings with her mother as though she could hear her.
She ended it with an official prayer in case that made
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a difference. Then she leaned back on her heels and
waited for some sign that her mother had heard her.

The bellowing sounded like a wounded animal...

Or an angry husband!

Gillian climbed to her feet and brushed the dirt from
her cyrtel. She heard him shout out her name again and
then he burst through the door, striding through the
graveyard until he stood before her. His two friends,
a growing group of nuns led by one angry Reverend
Mother and a few of the lay women who lived and
worked with the sisters surrounded them.

‘I thought...” he whispered as he stopped before her.
‘I thought...

Then he said nothing but pulled her into his embrace
and kissed the breath out of her. She allowed it because
it felt so good to be in his arms, but then realised where
they were and leaned back.

As she looked at him, she noticed the cut above his
eye, a bruise on his jaw and other small injuries. She
touched his face gently and then began to cry as she
realised he was alive.

‘Oremund?’ she asked through the tears.

‘Dead,” he said, while his two friends spat on the
ground.

‘Edmund?’

‘Escaped,” Brice said.

‘Again, Lord Giles added.

She could not bear to ask the next question, but he
knew what she wanted to know.
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“Your uncle lives, Gillian. He awaits you outside.’

‘What?’ She was shocked by his calm announcement
of such news.

‘He has been working with us against Oremund and
did not betray you as you feared.’

She cried harder then, not sure if she could believe
such a happy ending to what could have been such a
tragedy for all of them. She felt him hold her close and
soothe her with soft, whispered words until she regained
control. He released her and she stepped to his side. One
last thing and they could go home.

‘Would you say a prayer with me at my mother’s
grave, my lord?’ she asked quietly. It felt right to ask
him, so his response was a surprise.

‘Gillian, your mother is not dead.’

Had he lost his wits? Had he been injured and struck
his head and was now confused? ‘My lord, she died here
six years ago.

He turned her to face him, took her hands and shook
his head. “Your mother is not dead.’

‘Brice, ’tis not something to jest about,” she warned.
Pointing to the grave at their feet, she said, ‘She lies
right here.

He turned and looked at the group of nuns watching
this absurd scene and met the eyes of one. Gillian fol-
lowed his gaze and noticed the sister standing a bit far-
ther away than the others. The good sister was crying,
probably in shock at this situation. But then she raised
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her eyes to Gillian and she recognised those eyes in
an instant.

Dear God, her mother was alive. Her mother was
alive!

Brice had considered letting the lie remain in place,
but Gillian deserved to understand why her parents had
chosen the path they had. She had paid such a price for
it; she deserved at least the truth. Thinking back on
some of Gillian’s comments about her mother’s ties to
the convent had sent him here searching for answers. So
he watched the nuns around them as Gillian spoke and
quickly noticed the one who stood alone, watching and
listening to everything that happened, but never once
raising her eyes. When something startled her and she
did, he saw the same turquoise eyes as his wife’s and
knew he was right. Lady Aeldra of Thaxted yet lived.

Though tempted to expose her, Brice waited, hoping
that she would approach her daughter with the truth.
Exhausted from having nearly lost everything and
everyone that mattered to him, he had paused for a
moment before revealing the shocking fact and Gillian
had recognised her mother with one look.

Now, as she crumbled before him, he was not so
certain he’d made the correct choice. He reached out
and took hold of her before she fell, lifting her into his
arms and carrying her to a bench nearby. Sitting down
and holding her on his lap, he waited for her mother to
approach. After the Reverend Mother spoke to her and
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then asked the others to leave, Lady Aeldra walked
over to them.

‘How did you know?’ she asked softly, reaching out
to touch Gillian’s face and then stopping just before
she did.

‘Something Gillian said. The truth was there, but she
was too young to understand it when it happened.’

‘She will not understand it now, the lady replied. ‘I
did it to protect her, to protect Eoforwic.’

‘She will be hurt, but I think not knowing is worse.
She grieves for your loss still and she deserves to learn
the truth from you, from her mother.” Brice watched
as Lady Aeldra reached out to touch Gillian’s face
again.

‘I have grieved the loss of her as well, my lord.

Brice felt the pain in her words and knew her actions
had been done for the best of reasons—she loved her
daughter and tried to protect her.

‘Speak to your daughter, then. Make her understand,’
he pleaded softly. His own heart lightened at her nod.
He wanted Gillian happy now that she was safe. This
was the first step.

Gillian began to stir in his arms and opened her
eyes. ‘Brice? I had the strangest dream. We were at the
convent...” Her words drifted off as she realised it was
not a dream at all. ‘Mother? Is it really you?’

Lady Aeldra opened her arms to Gillian and Brice
watched as Gillian was held by the mother she had
thought she’d lost. Gillian sobbed and Brice found it
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difficult to observe without being affected. He stood
and moved away, giving mother and daughter a chance
to talk.

Giles and Soren stood nearby and he walked over to
speak with them, but he had to clear his throat several
times before he could get any words out.

‘So, the lady has been here all the time?’ Giles
asked.

‘Apparently so. I suspect that she thought her death
would stop the escalation between Gillian’s father and
her brother. She was willing to give up her daughter to
protect her.

Brice glanced over at Soren, who now wore a black
hood over his head, so that much of the damage to his
face was covered. Fashioned after the chain coif that
protected their heads, his was made of leather. Another
leather patch lay strapped in place and covered where
his eye should have been. Soren noticed his curiosity
and walked away.

‘Is he in pain?’ Brice asked of Giles.

‘He says not, but I suspect he feels much that he does
not say.” Giles let out a breath. ‘He is very changed from
the friend we knew.’

‘How could he not be? He faced death and came out
alive’

‘I do think he believes he was not lucky in living,
not with all he has lost.

Brice shook his head, not understanding such a thing,
but Soren’s good looks were a part of him, now gone



Terri Brisbin 267

for ever and he faced constant scorn and fear over what
he had become. “Twill take time, Giles.’

‘I think it will take more than time for him to find
the man who has always lived beneath his skin,” Giles
replied.

Brice turned back to Gillian and found the two
women sitting now on the bench, talking quietly. It
would also take some time for them to be reconciled
and for Gillian to understand why her mother chose to
leave her.

He walked over to them and offered Gillian some
time with her mother before returning to Thaxted.
Though she declined at first, he could tell she wanted
to stay, so he convinced her that it was a good thing to
do.

Giles and Soren planned to set up camp just over the
hill, so he knew she would be safe here while he saw
to repairs back in Thaxted. He would have her for the
rest of their lives, so he felt that he could be generous
in giving her mother a few days of that time.

Before he would leave, though, he wanted the feel
of her in his arms for just a few minutes, so he held
out his hand to her and she took it without hesitation.
Taking a few steps away, he lifted her face and kissed
her gently. The tracks of her tears still glistened on her
cheeks and he thought she would cry more before she
was done. Sharing truth could be a most difficult thing
for both people involved, but he was glad he’d revealed
what he had to his wife.

‘Do you forgive me for not telling you sooner?’ he
asked quietly. She was precious to him and he hated
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thinking that she would not forgive him for the secrets
about Lady Aeldra and about her uncle that he’d kept.
Gillian smiled and his heart lightened at the sight
of it.

‘All this time I have felt alone and all this time I had
protectors I knew not of—my mother, my uncle. My
husband,” she whispered as she reached up and kissed
him.

When he found that he was tempted to do more than
just kiss her, he let her go and turned to leave. Lady
Aeldra’s question stopped him.

‘Do you not want to know about the treasure of
Thaxted, Lord Brice?’ she asked.

He turned back and smiled, glancing from one set
of blue-green eyes to the other. ‘I have the treasure of
Thaxted, lady. I have no need to seek it out.’

He’d realised long ago that what Oremund thought
his father protected was not gold. ‘Just as Eoforwic
thought you the thing most important in his life, Gillian
is that treasured thing in mine.

He fought off the soft feelings that came from such
an admission, but accepted his words as the truth. He’d
been given something more valuable than gold. He had
a wife to live with him, to care for him and to love him
all the days of their lives when he never thought such
things could be his. His bastard friends, the only family
he’d once known, would now be part of the family he
and Gillian would create now.

Brice left them then, following Giles and Soren to
set up their camp.
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A few hours later, he and Ernaut rode back to Thax-
ted, where he arrived to cheers. His men seemed in
good shape, those injured already cared for, his dead
being buried first and repairs underway to the wooden
structures that had been burned in the attack.

As he walked through the keep, around the yard and
other buildings, he felt a sense of gratitude that they’d
been able to save so many and so much.

He slept that night only because he was exhausted,
but he did not like it. Even in the worst of times, he
liked having Gillian in his arms.

So, if he was in a hurry the next day to claim her back
from her mother and the convent, it was understandable
to any sane person. Brice rode past Giles and Soren,
waving off their invitation, and made it to the convent
in the shortest amount of time possible.

Part of him worried that she would want to stay with
her mother now that she’d found her. To make up for the
lost years. Part of him wondered if she would truly be
happier there, for that had been her destination when
he captured her. And part of him just worried.

So when he opened the door into the Reverend Moth-
er’s public chamber and she ran into his arms, he let out
the breath he did not know he held in. The Reverend
Mother was there and did not look very happy, though
Lady Aeldra smiled at him.
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As they rode back to Thaxted, Gillian explained, and
all he could do was laugh. While he was worrying that
she would find appeal in the contemplative life, she was
breaking the rules and speaking during their meals! It
was obvious to all that Gillian took great delight in the
joys of marriage. Then she had tried to convince her
mother to renounce the vows she took and come to live
at Thaxted.

Though she was always welcome to visit her mother,
the Reverend Mother suggested clearly that once a year
would be the acceptable frequency for such visits. Brice
had laughed so hard, he nearly knocked them both off
the horse. Though indignant over his reaction, it took
less than an hour once they were together in bed to show
her four other things she would miss if she lived in the
convent, or even if she visited there too often. By the
time she’d climaxed for that fourth time, Gillian finally
agreed to give up the idea for ever.
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Thaxted Keep, northeastern England
July 1067

Brice looked out from the guard tower and smiled. In
the bright summer sun, his fields blossomed with life
and prosperity. Lucais predicted a huge, successful crop
and already had plans to expand the number and layout
of the fields for next summer.

With the threat gone, Giles returned to Taerford for
the birth of his first child and he had made Gillian
promise to come and meet his wife. He told her that they
would have much to commiserate about since they were
both strong Saxon women married to Breton men.

And Soren...Soren was a changed, haunted man
searching for a way to live after having come so close
to death. There was a dangerous anger seething through
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him and Brice worried for him. When Bishop Obert
arrived, there had been some contest of wills between
the two of them over the king’s grant—Soren wanting
to head off on his quest of vengeance while the bishop
had another task for him first. Ultimately, Soren rode
north to secure the rest of Eoforwic’s lands before they
were swallowed up by the northern earls.

Obert shared Brice’s concern for those two who
seemed to be puppet masters yet, but mostly Brice wor-
ried about uncontrolled darkness seeping into Soren and
his need for vengeance. They’d learned long ago that
battle was not personal, but Soren had forgotten that
lesson after suffering and surviving a brutal attack.

Their plans for improving the keep—rebuilding with
stone to replace the mostly wooden structure—would
have to wait until Brice had more coins saved, but the
wall had been enlarged and expanded as they’d wanted.
The rest of the tunnels had been located and filled,
leaving only two open for a crisis.

Gillian was reconciled with both her mother and her
uncle and had come to understand the reasons behind
their actions. He watched her grow in understanding, as
the woman she was now comprehended things she could
not have as the child she had been when the actions
were taken.

In spite of the Reverend Mother’s wishes to the
contrary, Gillian visited her mother often, sometimes
spending the night there. Brice was not happy sleeping



Terri Brisbin 273

alone, but he could see the happiness it brought her. And
there was always the time they spent together when she
returned to make up for her absence.

Her breasts were definitely larger and the nipples
had taken on a much darker hue. As he touched them,
circling them with his finger and then suckling them,
her reaction was different, as well. She responded to
every caress of them more quickly than before.

That was nothing to complain about—indeed, there
was much to commend on such a response—but some-
thing was different.

When he moved down her body to pleasure her, he
noticed that the place between her legs was more sensi-
tive and she arched against his mouth almost as soon as
he tasted her essence there. He spread her legs, opening
her to his sight and his touch and he saw a difference
there in that most intimate of places.

Neither of those concerns bothered him for very long
because he was too busy bringing her to a climax. His
favourite part was watching her expressive face as she
blossomed with the ecstasy they’d learned to find with
each other. Well, one of his most favourite parts of it.

She’d been gone for a day and another half and he
was ravenous for her by the time she’d returned from
visiting her mother. The only thing that comforted him
while she was gone was the knowledge that she would
give herself to him for hours on end when she arrived
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back at Thaxted. Now, having her under his touch, to
explore and excite and to love, made being a good hus-
band and a godly man worthwhile.

When they’d driven each other mad with desire and
satisfaction and they lay entwined in their bed, refus-
ing to leave it until the next morning, Gillian finally
laughed over the situation.

‘I am not certain if getting aroused is the proper
reaction any time I mention visiting my mother at the
convent, Brice.’

‘How can I stop, my love? You can talk all you want
about going and praying, but all I do is walk around
hard as stone, waiting and praying for your return. "Tis
your fault, after all—you have trained me to expect you,
naked in my bed, each time you leave.” He kissed her
then and began to roll over and pull her down next to
him.

‘Speaking of my mother,” she interrupted.

‘I do not think I want you to speak of your mother
when you hold me in your hand, Gillian. It is sacrile-
gious somehow.’

They had let all talk go for a while, but Gillian
returned to the subject when they lay ready for sleep
in the dark of the night.

‘My mother told me that she likes you more because
you have not asked about the gold.
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He searched her face for some clue, but found none.
‘What gold?’

‘The real treasure of Thaxted, Brice. The gold my
father left for my support and for Thaxted.

Brice felt as though he was missing half of some
conversation. He sat up, sliding back against the head
of the bed. ‘I told you and your mother that I have the
treasure your father tried to protect. There is no gold
and, if there was, [—we—do not need it.’

He dragged his fingers through his hair, which he
had allowed to grow longer, and then looked at her.
No hint of merriment played in her eyes. Her serious
expression made him wonder.

‘Does your mother truly think there is gold, Gillian?
I truly thought it was simply Oremund’s obsession.’

‘My mother said there is.’

He thought about it then. At one time, he’d thought
that if it existed it might be buried in the grave marked
as Aeldra’s burial place, but once he accepted that Gil-
lian and her mother were Eoforwic’s true treasures, he’d
not thought about the possibility of the gold again. Any
inkling of interest in it was always stopped when he
considered the madness that such a quest had brought
about in Oremund. Now, though...

‘Does she know where it is?’

Gillian slid over him and off the bed, seeking the
small box in which she kept her jewellery and keepsakes.
She opened it and brought something to him. When she
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placed it in his hand, he nodded. ‘She instructed me to
give these to you and tell you to solve the puzzle.

“This is the necklace your father gave you.

‘Nay, that is the one for my mother,” she corrected
him. ‘This is mine.” He took both necklaces she handed
to him and held them up before him. Each was a heart-
shaped metal necklace with a key at its centre.

‘Mother said that you should find the gold so that
you can take proper care of her grandchild.’

‘I should find the gold, he muttered, frowning that
his wife’s mother should be issuing orders from her
place in the convent. Then he thought about the rest of
what she’d said and stared at her.

‘Grandchild?’ he asked, whispering the word. ‘A
child?’

Gillian smiled and nodded as he dropped the jewel-
lery on the table near their bed. He pulled her close and
kissed her, still not believing this news. “‘When?’

‘Mother says near Candlemas Day.’

‘And you are well?’

‘T grow tired in the afternoon, but that seems to be
the only symptom. And I have missed my courses these
last two months.’

That he should have noticed, for it was the only thing
that kept them from pleasure. Now that he thought about
it, she had not had them but once since they married.
But they could discuss the timing of such things later.
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He just wanted to hold her. She had not said how she
felt about it though.

‘Are you happy about the child, Gillian?’

“This is what we have prayed for, and planned for,
Brice. The family that both of us have dreamt of having.’
She touched her lips to his. ‘Aye, I am happy to be car-
rying your child.’

The necklaces were forgotten until the next day when
he found them and decided to study them. Taking the
ribbons off, he held them up side by side and saw that
they were not identical at all, but mirror images.

Days passed and Brice found himself intrigued by
the necklaces. The first clue came when he noticed that
the key in the centre moved as though hinged on the
outer heart-shaped piece of metal. Stiff from years in
the same position, he was able to use some oil to lubri-
cate them until they moved easily. Once he did that, he
could put the keys together to form a larger one instead
of two smaller ones.

He still had no idea of what it could open. Gillian
said nothing, only watched as he grew fascinated with
the keys.

Then, one day as they worked to repair an older
section of the outer wall, some loose stones fell and
revealed a memorial plaque for Lady Aeldra. The heavy
cast-iron plaque lay fitted into the original wall. Haefen
explained that Oremund had become incensed over its
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presence and when he could not destroy it, he ordered
it covered so that he would not need to see it.

It seemed solid under his examination, but Brice
noticed a small hole in one corner of it. At first he
thought it part of the damage wrought by Oremund
until he realised that the key would fit into it.

He laughed at the possibility. Most likely his mother-
by-marriage was just teasing him to see if his feelings
for her daughter were sincere and his claim of not need-
ing the gold was true. Aye, a test more likely to measure
his worth.

Brice had ignored it for several more days, but then
decided there was no harm in giving it a try. Early one
morning, when most in the keep were still asleep, the
timing chosen to avoid looking foolish when it proved
nothing, he took the necklaces from Gillian’s box and
walked quietly to the plaque. He fitted the two pieces
together into one key and tried to place it in the hole.

And it fitted perfectly.

As he turned the key, he heard the tumblers rolling
and felt a latch let go. The metal plaque released from
the wall and a compartment was revealed behind it.
A wooden box, half the size of the one that held his
clothes, sat inside. When he tried to lift it, the weight
of it made that impossible. He would need help. So, he
locked it back in and waited until he could bring Lucais
or Stephen with him.

Gillian was awake when he returned, but he did not
speak of what he’d found until he could bring it to her.
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After all, it belonged to her. When her mother took her
vows, all her earthly possessions went to her daughter
and this was part of it. But regardless of ownership,
this was her father’s attempt to provide for her future
and she needed to know how important she had been
to Eoforwic.

That night he walked at her side going up to her
chambers, anxious to see her reaction. He opened the
door for her and she walked inside and then stopped
suddenly, not moving.

‘What is that?’ she asked, shaking her head as though
not believing what she saw there.

‘It is your mother’s gold.

‘My mother’s gold? Where did you find it?” She
reached out and lifted several coins from the box,
looked closely at them and dropping them back inside.
‘It is gold,” she said, raking her fingers deep into the
box and through the layers and layers of coins.

“Your father left it in plain sight, Gillian. Under the
memorial plaque he made for your mother.” He watched
as she began to accept that it was real. ‘He did not leave
you without support. He set this aside for your use. For
your mother, for you, for Thaxted.

He smiled at her surprise, knowing the same expres-
sion probably sat on his face when he’d opened the
chest and glimpsed the riches within. ‘She goaded me
into finding it—I suspect she wants us to have it,” he
admitted.
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‘And I know that you will put it to good use, Brice.
I trust you.

Hearing the words that still did not come easily to
her, Brice comprehended again how very much she was
the treasure of Thaxted.

But the gold would certainly help since there were
walls to build and a child to raise. Certainly, the gold
would help.

And so, on the nineteenth day of January, in the Year
of Our Lord 1068, a son was born to the lord and lady
of Thaxted Keep. His father proclaimed that he would
grow into the best man in the world. His mother simply
smiled, for she knew that there could be no man better
than the one she had married.
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