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'‘Beware the conqueror, | say, come not with a svigebur hand, for it will
avail you nothing against a woman’s sniile

Desperate to escape her arranged marriage, Elanghter of a Saxon lord,
seeks out a sacred spot in the forest and offeagan prayer for
deliverance. And deliverance comes-in the guis¢hefNorman soldiers
who invade her village, and in Raoul de Bainwutildeeyed liegeman to
Duke William, who takes her captive. Elona expetteelty, even death, at
the hands of her enemies. But Raoul seems detetrtoneonquer by force
of love...



CHAPTER ONE

AT THE edge of the forest Elona paused, glancing oveslhaulder towards

the village and, just beyond it, her father's Halisk was falling and a fine

mist was beginning to swirl across the river. Athgdhe beasts had been
driven into their enclosures for the night, and then were making their

way home from the fields. This day was one of sgwesich year given to the
Lord Sigebert in return for the strips of land teath man held.

It was also the night of the moon's waning, a niglhimystery when the
power of the spirits was at its height. The nigltna had waited for these
many weeks.

The girl shivered, wrapping her thick woollen mantloser around her
shoulders. Before her the forest stretched darkuaamiting, making her
want to run back to the safety of her father's bo&he had always feared
the forest, for it was the dwelling-place of thérisgp and she felt it was evil.

Suddenly her great adventure had become a frigigemideal. It had all
seemed so simple when she was with Alfrida, sitbgghe fire in her hut
and watching the pictures the wise woman conjurgdiruthe flames.
Listening to the tales of the long-ago time, henanhad come alive with
curious longings and fantasies, and she had yedonsomething to which
she could not put a name.

Alfrida could sing the history of the Saxon kingerh the time of Egbert,
though she had no documents to help her. It wagtbel monks who had
such learning. Elona could neither read nor wete] reckon only as much
as she could count on her fingers. But Alfrida tiael wisdom of the old
ones. It was she who had guided Elona, tellingiteat she must do.

Her deep blue eyes sparkling, Elona lifted her he&ds she not the
daughter of the Lord Sigebert and the Lady Eifletlarbugh her mother she
could trace her lineage back to the kings of Syssmsxk she was proud of the
princely blood flowing in her veins. Only a cowasuld turn back now,
when the alternative was to give in to her fathershes and wed a man she
hated. She touched the bronze clasp at the shoafldhar tunic, rubbing it
for luck as Alfrida had told her; then she gathened courage and stepped



into the forest. Her only hope of avoiding the nage her father planned
was to follow the wise woman's instructions. Shestwisit the sacred tree
and lay her sacrifices in the circle of stones. Bipeated Alfrida’s words
aloud, taking comfort from the sound of her ownceain the eerie stillness
of the woods.

'Flesh, the fruit of the earth and thy favouritsgession must thou lay at the
roots of the tree," Alfrida had said, her eyesmglhas she gazed into the fire.
Thrice times must thou repeat the words | told tlileen prostrate thyself
before the great spirit and speak the favour thoulaist ask only with thy
mind.'

‘And will the spirit of the tree grant my wish?dBh had asked.

Alfrida consulted the flames, casting a fine powaeade of ground
animal-bones into the fire and watching the piciuedke shape. Tf thou hast
the courage, and thy heart is pure, thy wish vélignanted on the night of
the moon's waning.’

Elona had waited impatiently for the night of theon's waning, praying
that her father would not arrange her marriage reetie could visit the
sacred tree. She had told no one except Alfridaeofplans, for her father
had forbidden the old ways and he would have keptdst if he had learned
what she meant to do. Although a cold and uncdatiter, Sigebert was a
devout Christian and he would have been horrifigtidr wickedness.

Indeed she herself was a little shocked by her logidness. Seldom having
left the confines of her small village, she hadagtgsbeen a meek and dutiful
daughter despite the rebellion which often flanecher heart. To venture
into the forest at night and in direct disobedieat&er father's orders had
cost her many sleepless nights; only desperatichdnewen her to such

wilful behaviour.

In vain Elona had pleaded, wringing her hands ameekng before her
father as she begged him not to give her in magriaghe Lord Oslac, who
was a coarse-mannered, unfeeling man with flowiaglkblocks and cruel
eyes. She had succeeded only in making her fadmgrangry. He had taken



a rope to her, striking her buttocks several titoggach her how to behave
with the meekness proper in a woman.

Oslac's village was situated a short distance adfresriver, and for many
years an armed truce had existed between the mnesh A year ago some
of Sigebert's kine had strayed over the bridge lzg®h found by Oslac's
men. They had killed and roasted the beasts inhttyge of avoiding
discovery, but Sigebert's ceorles had seen thebéamg consumed. A
fight had broken out between the villagers, resglin the death of two of
Sigebert's followers. The thane had sought jusdioe received thevere
gild, a sum of two hundred and sixty-six thrismas farheaan, which was
their legal value. But money was no compensatiothi®e loss of two strong
men who were needed in the fields.

Oslac had promised that for ten years each of leis would give a day's
work to Sigebert's village in return for his dawgtd hand. In addition he
would pay three kine, a good horse, two ornamefrggver and one of gold,
and a chest of carved bronze for Elona’'s brideeptiavas an offer Sigebert
could not ignore, neither did he wish to. The naaye would bring an end to
hostilities between the two nobles and their fokosy it was an answer to
his prayers; and only the sudden news from Londdwch had taken Oslac
hurrying there, prevented Sigebert from having $ssibe draw up the
contract at once.

It was getting steadily darker as Elona walked deepto the forest,
following the trail Alfrida had shown her some daysviously. Something
scuttled in the undergrowth, startling her. Thé gaused for a breathless
moment, her heart thumping as her mind conjuredliuginds of creatures
which might be lurking there to prey on her. Théxe saw a small furry
body disappear into a burrow, and smiled—the creattad been as
frightened as she.

The mist was beginning to creep into the wood nldgtle wisps threading
the branches of the trees with smoky ribbons. Titamdhes looked like
crooked fingers clawing against a black velvet akyshe passed, and, she
felt them catch at her mantle like a witch's clagsveral times she gasped



with fright, her heart thumping loudly enough tokea drumming sound in
her ears.

All at once Elona came to the clearing, haltinglas saw the sacred tree and
the circle of flat stones almost hidden beneathntless and grass. No one
came here, now that it was forbidden to worshipdltegods, yet the girl
could feel the pull of its ancient mystery. Ther@svwpower here; she knew it
instinctively and was frightened by it. Until thisoment she had secretly
doubted the magical powers of the sacred tree,nbow she believed
everything Alfrida had told her.

Taking care to enter the circle by the third stosiee laid her offerings
between the protruding roots of the old tree: & fiish she had caught
herself that morning, flowers, fruit and her favteisilver bracelet. This last
made her sigh with regret, but Alfrida had stredbed she must give up her
most treasured possession, and she dare not dleeapirit of the tree.
Alfrida had warned of the terrible retribution theuld follow if she tried to
give something she did not value.

Prostrating herself on the dry earth, her fingsrtipaching almost to its
roots, Elona began to chant the words Alfrida tzagyht her:

'Spirit of the earth, air and fire, hearken to fileou who livest in the wind
and the rain, listen to my words. Thou art all pdwle all knowing, all

seeing. Know then my heart is pure and accept myfisg. And, knowing,

grant my true desire.’

‘There is no need to name thy desire,’ Alfrida$aid. The tree can see deep
into thy heart.’

Three times Elona repeated the verse Alfrida hadenteer learn, her face
pressed against the grass, not daring to look g n8ist wait for a sign that
her sacrifices had been accepted, the wise wonthadid. Time passed and
the girl grew cold, but nothing had happened.

Then she heard a stirring and a whispering inrérest The wind was getting
up. Elona felt its force as she rose to her knbekling her arms out in
supplication to the tree. Suddenly the wind's howgle to a high-pitched



scream which had an evil sound, as if a soul inl etedd out for release. It
swirled about her, tearing at her mantle and hadrail. It seemed to whirl
about her in a fierce vortex as if it would tear frem the very earth and
carry her with it. There was a fearful roaring er lears like the thunder of
many horses' hooves and the moving of a great;fehmeheard the clash of
iron as if a terrible battle raged about her, dmel 4creams of dying men
seemed to be carried in the wind. Then she sawnsfeece—it appeared to
float without its body, coming towards her like anet through the sky.
Elona threw up her arms to protect herself, hicieg eyes. This was too
terrible to be borne!

Scrambling to her feet, she cried her fear aloudhaswind held her

imprisoned at its centre and the awful images cexind on her like demons
of the night. She crossed herself, terrified by idtee had done. By her
wickedness she had brought forth a terrible forbelwwould wreak havoc

on the land. She pressed her hands to her eargy toyblock out the noise,
and screaming for it all to stop.

Suddenly the wind died and Elona uncovered her, ¢éaasbling as she
looked about her and saw the destruction the wadivrought. She knew
then that such forces were too strong for her noptx with. She should
never have come here! For a moment she was tokeath@nd dazed to
move, then all at once she began to run througfotiest, her breath coming
in ragged gasps as she fled into the darkness.

Elona’s lips moved in silent prayer as she besaighgaints to intercede for
her; her one thought now was to reach the sanctidhg church before she
was struck down by the sword of vengeance.

* % %

A light mist was swirling over the sea as the l@hgps nosed their way
down the Sussex coast, their carved prows ridioggily over the water like
mystical sea-horses. On and on they came, wave \aéee of warships
packed with fighting men, horses and terrible weapaf destruction.

Duke William of Normandy was come to wrest the tre@f England from
the faithless Harold, who had been crowned kingiteshe most sacred



vow he had taken to uphold the Duke's claim to titigt On hearing of

Harold's perfidy, William had called his nobles etiger, promising them
lands and riches if they would assist in his stledg gain the inheritance
bequeathed to him by King Edward the Confessolipaspman who had

passed over the natural heir, Edgar Atheling, woda of his kinsman

because he believed that only William was strorgugh to subdue and rule
the quarrelsome English nobles. And because hejesdésus of Harold's

popularity with the people.

Like the Earl Godwin, his father, Harold had ateingreat power even
while the King lived. His bravery and skill in blattbrought him the
affection of the English people, and when Edwaetidt was by popular
consent that he was crowned. Thus, when Duke Willi@manded that he
should relinquish the crown to him, Harold answeredtemptuously that
he had been constrained to take the oath of atlegiay violence and did
not consider it binding. From that moment on it weevitable that William
would invade England, and now that day was come.

As the first ships beached at Pevensey, Raoul denMBH turned to the
Duke with a faint smile in his grey eyes.

'‘Well, my lord, | wish you joy of this England yaovet; for myself | prefer
Normandy. It is a grey dismal isle we have comé tow.'

The Duke frowned. 'What, my friend, do you wish gaif at home so
soon? Is it the clouds that dismay you, or havenmstomach for the fight?'

Raoul's eyes sparked with anger. 'My faith, Willjaso you judge me by
those fainthearts who would have turned back bei@eailed? | am not a
man to wail that God is against us for the laclkadéir wind. And no man
shall call me coward—nay, not even you!

The Duke clapped him on the shoulder, his harsturfes relaxing into a
smile. 'Nay, not even |, good comrade. If every ni@mre were as
stout-hearted as you, the battle were already won.'

‘And will be, my liege, never fear it.'



'‘Ay, England shall be mine. It is my right, andrdfere God will grant me
victory.' The Duke's face glowed with an inner tigsive me your hand, de
Bainwulf, for | would take my first step upon Ersgiisoil.’

The Duke leaped from the ship, stumbling as hig foached the shore.
Some of the soldiers watching cried out in alarearing that it was a bad
omen, but with great presence of mind he scoopeahgndful of sand and
showed it to those watching.

'See, | have taken possession of this soil!" relaput in a strong voice.

Raoul acted swiftly. Running to a near-by cottdgesnatched a handful of
the thatch and brought it back to his lord. Remgvirs helmet to bow his
head in subservience, he offered his gift on hisekn The Duke looked
puzzled, and asked what it was.

Tt is seizin, my liege,’ Raoul replied.

His words were taken up by the army with a greatusbf laughter; those at
the back pressing forward and demanding to heat wiag being said.
When they heard, they too began to laugh and cfueesgizin was by feudal
law the homage a tenant paid to his sovereigniofiéf.

That was well done, de Bainwulf,’ the Duke saithay walked up the beach
together. 'Superstition can weaken the strongestiovg For myself, |
believe my cause is just and will be victorioust Wwe must keep the army
with us by any,means we can.’

'‘Ay, and an army marches on its stomach.' Raomlike svas fleeting. 'For

now we must disembark as swiftly as possible; tsowrwe should send

out foraging parties before the villagers have tbméide their beasts and
stores."You speak wisely, Raoul. You shall be marggumaster, for | know

| can trust you in this. We must seek out the nadstantageous site for our
camp and consolidate our position—for it will benast fearful battle.’

Raoul frowned. 'Have you no hope that Harold wekls to come to terms,
once he finds you are on English soil?'



'Harold is a proud man and a brave warrior. His ifiortb will be his
death—or mine.' Duke William's eyes glinted. 'ltsweritten at his birth and
mine that our lives should conflict. Neither he haould have it otherwise.’

‘Then | pray God will keep you safe, my liege." Rlaput on his conical
helmet, pulling the metal nasal down over his ndseust leave you, sir, for
there is much work to be done this night—and tHosés will awaken the
dead with their noise if someone does not contreit'

The Duke looked towards the shore, scowling asameas string of horses
being unloaded without due care. 'See to it, de\Balf,' he barked. Then,
as Raoul turned away: 'Stay a moment. You haveftrussked nothing of
me. You desire none of this land nor yet its citi¢sll me, why did you

come with me? Why did you leave that country yorelso well?'

Raoul de Bainwulf smiled wryly. 'l am a soldienwhs born and raised to
fight. I had a sword in my hand as soon as | cowdtk. | doubt not that |
shall die with a sword in my heart. | came becaumeasked it of me.'

'‘Because | asked it of you?' The Duke's eyes gldamed because you love
to fight, I think.'

The smile had faded from Raoul's eyes, a pecldiases of regret spreading
through him. ‘It is all I know, my lord. What maiethere?"

'‘Wfiat more?' The Duke considered, his eyes narrigveis he studied the
other man's face. 'A man must have more, Raouh Ban must seek out
his destiny. Mine is here in England: | feel itayrin my bones. Perhaps
you will fird yours here too.'

Raoul laughed, his stern features seeming yourgyéumour curved his
sensuous mouth. 'Perhaps. For tonight, my dessintg make sure those
horses are safe.’

The Duke smiled to himself, knowing well the dryntiour of his friend. He
watched as Raoul strode down the beach; his sheutiaight and square,
his bearing one of noble pride, and wondered ath@uprivate man beneath
the mask de Bainwulf chose to wear. Even after ta# years of



comradeship, there was still some part of him hdccaot fathom. Yet a
truer friend could not be found.

As the Duke watched, he saw order swiftly restdecethe shambles on the
beach and smiled with satisfaction. With de Bairfwulcharge, there was
no need to worry. His temper was as sharp as mwby and there were
few enough who dared to cross him. Turning away,sheveyed the

shadowed land, his heart filling with a sense afl&gion. He bent down,

taking a handful of small pebbles and letting thhemthrough his fingers.

'England is mine,' he said softly, his eyes glowmth a fervent light.
'Man's destiny is written in the stars, and we gane of us escape it.' His
mouth curved in a wry smile. 'Nay, not even youpiRale Bainwulf . . .'

Elona rose to her feet and curtsied before the. &tee had already spent an
hour on her knees praying for forgiveness, and sb& must hurry or her
father would rouse the village to look for her. elem the quiet, dim
coolness, she had recovered her calm as she logkatithe great wooden
cross with its beautifully worked figure of Chriathis agony. Then she had
dipped her fingers in the holy water in the rouggine font, making the sign
of the cross on her forehead and murmuring a lestep before turning
away.

She left the church, her soft-slippered feet mowihgntly over the smooth
stone flags as she passed beneath great stons;atahthick pillars carved
with flowing scenes of a ritualistic past which ayed both the holy saints
and strange, mythical creatures seen only in th@eshason's imagination.
The church was the only substantial stone buildirte village, and Elona
knew it had once been a Roman villa in the daysmvthe might of Rome
had held sway in England, before the coming ofdven people. For many
years it had been left to dwindle into decay, m# of Sigebert's ancestors
had at great expense brought in the materials aafismen needed to
transform it into its present status as a housgaouf.

Outside, the village seemed silent, almost desentad that the day's work
was done. Here and there the breeze picked wil&tlthe thatched roofs of



the cottages, and the doves fluttered restlesdlyamovecot as if they, too,
were uneasy.

Elona’'s heart thudded in her breast as she huypastithe shuttered huts
towards the long, dark shape of her father's Haigebert would be
displeased with her for coming late to supper. Stieered as she pictured
his harsh face, knowing he would punish her seyefdlis mood was bad.
His rages were unpredictable and could explode awittwarning, even
when she had done nothing wrong. Yet she had nbtic he seemed less
inclined to beat her since the death of her mosisene months past. He
ignored her most of the time, appearing almosbtgdt her existence until
something she did angered him.

The hall was dimly lit by rush candles and bowlstalfow with floating
wicks. The air was thick with the smell of burnifad, dogs, human sweat
and smoke. Elona paused to tuck a flaxen plaitdthrteer flowing head-rail
before entering. She breathed deeply to calm Hehszlcheeks still slightly
flushed as she recalled her terrifying experiemcéhe forest, which now
seemed like a bad dream. It was her own faultkekev, for disobeying her
father, and her wickedness was twofold in thattsdteturned her face from
God. Yet somehow deep inside her she believed Godldvbe more
forgiving of her sins than the Lord Sigebert.

Elona held her head high as she approached thadb@ghwhere her father
sat, threading her way through the dogs who weeglisg over a bone
thrown to them by one of the ceorles from the lattlat the rear. Her long
tunic brushed over the rushes on the floor, angbabised to warm her hands
by the fire in the centre of the large room. It&mwas drawn upwards to
the roof, where it escaped through a hole in the&cth curing, on its journey,
the huge joints of meat which hung from the woodsters.

Men and boys filled the hall, for everyone in thikage ate supper with the

Lord Sigebert each night, as was the custom. Theetlwas seated at a
raised table to indicate his position, flanked o side by his sad-faced
scribe and by those of his men he favoured moshemther. Elona's own

place at the very end of the table was glaringlpim



On the wall behind Sigebert hung his swords andld&i and the skins of
animals stretched out to dry. Scattered on the tadlore him were platters
of roasted meats, pitchers of wine and glazed poktewls filled with rich

broths, fruit and coarse black bread. He also h&dife, and a fork and
spoon of beaten silver. At the lower tables theétgta and bowls were of
wood and the diners used their fingers to eat,idgpieir bread in the gravy
to soak it up and wiping their hands on the coarsellen tunics they wore.

A few women were seated there, but none of themoiv&tona's rank and
she merely smiled in passing. Some of the youtbhaded on the floor,

teasing the dogs and playing with a wooden swotlde@ were mending the
nets used to snare wild birds or sharpening this they would need in the
fields the following day. One or two were playing@sy game of bob-apple
and quarrelling good-naturedly over their prize.

Cedric, the young harper, passed between the tables played and sang in
his high, clear voice. Elona’'s smile was especiabym for the youth, of
whom she was fond. He was indeed the only reatdrg&he had apart from
Alfrida. Often during her lonely childhood she hiahged for friends to
whom she could confide her innermost thoughts,thotigh the villagers
treated her with the respect due to their lordly child, she had sensed a
certain reserve in them. She lived among themyahth some unexplained
way she was not one of them.

Once she had asked her mother why she had no Baihsisters to play

with; the Lady Eifleda had merely turned her fagey but not before

Elona glimpsed the sparkle of tears in her eyeterAhat she had learned
not to ask questions which might cause her motager. p

As Elona took her place, Lord Sigebert looked at Ies thick brows
meeting in a frown. Black eyes glared at her widmsthing akin to hatred,
and she wondered again, as she had many times past, why her father
found her such a source of irritation. Even whesmwhs a small child he had
shown no sign of affection towards her.

*You are late, daughter,’ he growled. 'Explain yelir's



She clasped her hands beneath her mantle, herditegesing the threads of
her girdle nervously. 'l have been in the churathér.'

'Why so?' His flinty eyes bored into her, strikifegr into her heart like a
lance.

Elona flicked her lashes down to veil her eyes fiois1 probing stare. 'l
prayed for guidance, Father, and for the strerméctept my fate.'

His frown eased as he accepted her lie withouttopresit would never
occur to him that the girl he had used so ill yed lthe spirit to defy him.

That was well done of you, daughter," he saidshghtly less harsh tone. 'A
woman must be content with her lot in life and goledience to her father
until her marriage, and then she must be a meeklatifdl wife; but if your
faith teaches you modesty, it can be a comfortan. yYour mother was
always a devout woman while she lived, Elona, ghsmuch of her time
on her knees in the church praying for the redesnptif her soul.’

Lord Sigebert's little eyes gleamed with secreaglee as he spoke, as if his
memories gave him great satisfaction, and Eloriaisl for the pale, silent
woman who had been her mother. Although she hadrrepoken to Elona
of her husband's cruelty, it had been obviousghathad suffered greatly.

'l do try to obey you, Father.'

She clenched her hands as she fought her desgpetik out against the
unfairness of his words. Why could he not seeithats cruel to condemn
her to a life of servility to a man she hated? étyme of the Lord Oslac came
to her mind—she shuddered as she saw again thengsssof his huge belly
and thick hands. He was fond of pawing at her whibse hands, which
always seemed to have dirt beneath the fingernails.

Elona was herself very fastidious about her appearavashing her long
hair in the bath-house every few days. She speme t@an an hour each
morning combing and braiding it into two plaits,iathshe bound with gold
or silver cords. Like most of her people, she wasyviond of pretty
ornaments, and she wore several pieces of silvezllgry. Her long tunic



was fashioned from a fine woollen cloth which shd woven herself after
Alfrida had dyed it bright crimson. Her mantle wadso of wool, deep blue
in colour and embroidered with a band of silvee#t.

Despite her regal air as she sat at table, herfpedeproud and cold as she
hid her feelings beneath the mask of docility stes ¥orced to wear, this
evening Elona was unable to control the tremblihges hand as she lifted
her drinking-horn to sip the strong wine. Perhapwas this small sign
which revealed her inner tension to the one pewdumcared to notice it.

Elona turned to the young harper who was approgcHhitave you come to
sing for me, Cedric?"

'If it will please y9u.' Cedric bent closer to Iserthat only she could hear his
words. 'Why so sad, my lady? | like not to see tus.'

Smiling, she shook her head. 'I'm not sad, Ceplrt,. . . just a little fearful.’

'‘Beauty such as yours should not be wasted on GklacBoar!" he
exclaimed. 'You should be at court, my lady.’

Elona sighed. 'You know well | have been but ormcedndon. | remember
there was a fair and the streets were full of pediad merrymakers. Since
then my father has kept me close in the villagkink he saw it pleased me."

'Lord Sigebert is a fool to crush so fair a flow€edric said angrily.

'Hush, my father will hear you,' she warned, agBégt turned his cold eyes
on them.

'‘Good news, daughter,’ he boomed, wiping a handsadnis mouth and
tossing a bone over his shoulder to be fought bydhe dogs. 'Oslac sent a
message to tell of Harold's victory over the arnaielis brother Tostig and
the King of Norway. Our neighbour returns shortfou will be a bride
within a month, Elona.’

The girl turned her head aside, holding back hgnatears. .She had hoped
that Oslac would be wounded in the fighting, andijlevashamed of her



wicked thoughts, she had prayed that his returnavoe somehow delayed.
This was why she had visited the sacred tree. T$emed to be no escape
from her fate, yet in her heart she knew she woatter die than lie in
Oslac's bed. If there were no other way, she wooidmit the greatest sin of
all and take her own life.

She looked up at Cedric, her spirits lifting aéitat the sight of his boyish
beauty. His face was delicate and sensitive, hes @ymelting brown which
stirred her heart to new hope. Somehow she wonttidiway to escape this
cruel fate that her father planned!

'Sing a merry song for me, Cedric,' she said, fies sparkling with pride.
'Sing of joy and love and the deeds of brave menl will not weep tonight

'Perhaps you should visit the sacred tree agalfnita said, pausing in her
spinning to look at Elona. "You must have forgottemething.’

Elona shook her head, her face stubborn. 'l didtexas you told me, and
nothing has happened to prevent Oslac's returrarkifeed last night. The
marriage contract is signed and | am to be wed tomo'

"It is very strange.' Alfrida’s wizened face scrdwe in thought as she threw
some powder into the flames. 'l see no marriagestac—Wait, the picture
changes! Ah. . .'She threw up her arms to shieleethes as the flames rose
higher.

'What is it?" Elona cried, her heart pounding vigr. 'What do you see?’
Alfrida shook her head, rocking back and forthfas & trance. At last she
looked up, her eyes dark with terror. 'l see tégrithings,” she moaned.

‘There is death and danger . . .’

'Shall | die?' Elona's face was pale. 'l wouldeattie than wed Oslac.'



'No, no—'tis not clear," Alfrida muttered, her eyeing upwards. "You will
be in great danger, but death is not for you. Therauch to fear, but the
future points to. . .1 see a man, not Oslac. Ttas s a fierce warrior who
will cause you great pain . . .Ah, 'tis gone, Inainsee what the future holds,
beyond . .

'‘Danger from what?' Elona asked, a hint of impagein her voice. 'Who is
this warrior who will cause me pain? | don't beéigrou saw anything at all.
You made it up just to frighten me—it was the samih the tree. | don't
believe it has magic powers at all!"

The wise woman shuddered and pulled her coarselenamund her thin
body. 'Mock me if thou wilt, child, but do not motthke gods, for they will
have their vengeance if you do. You could not héiowed all my
instructions, or Oslac would not be here.'

Elona stamped her foot, her lovely face petul&vell, he is, and | must wed
him on the morrow unless | kill myself—or run awayould run away, |
suppose.’

'Where would you go? You know nothing of the woiidpna, or of the
hardships outside the village. Besides, your fattmuld only find you and
bring you back.’

Elona sighed. Alfrida had not always lived in thaltage: she had travelled
to many parts of England and suffered much. Itnaasstories that had filled
her mind with a restless longing to stretch hergsimnd see what lay
beyond the confines of her small world. Yet shevktiee woman spoke the
truth. Her father would not let her escape him asilg, especially since
Oslac had offered such a high price for her. If treaway, he would send
men to search for her, and she knew she could gidiag on foot. So she
.vould have to steal a horse, but that would ma&kddther even more angry,
and she would be severely punished if she verehtaug

'What am | to do, Alfrida? | won't marry Oslac! bwt . . .' She broke off as
the sound of shouting outside reached her earswamd to the door to
investigate.



'What's happening?' Alfrida grumbled. 'What's ladl hoise about?'

‘There's a stranger in the village. He's talkingitofather. Everyone seems
very excited about something.’

Alfrida got up and hobbled to the door to watchis"important news,' she
said. 'The omens have been bad for weeks. I'veirfeihy bones that
something was about to happen.’

The two women watched the little gathering in tetee of the village. Lord

Sigebert had taken charge now, and the villagers Visening attentively

as he harangued them. All at once men were rurevagywhere, shouting

and making excited gestures to one another. Theagegnust indeed have
been important.

'I'd best go and see what it's all about.' Elomkéal at the old woman, and
smiled. T'm sorry | was cross, Alfrida, it's notuycdfault the spell didn't
work.'

Alfrida’s lips parted in a toothless grin. 'Perhéps not too late yet, child.
Methinks there's more afoot than stolen kine.'

Elona nodded and left the hut. As she approachad, Sigebert turned and
saw her, beckoning to her impatiently.

'‘Come here, girl. There's work to be done, andme for idle gossip with
that old crone.’

'‘What is it, Father?' She went to him obedientspite the surge of anger
she felt at being addressed so rudely. 'Has sontettappened?’

'Ay, that it has!" Sigebert boomed. 'Duke Williaamtled more than ten days
since and is encamped in a castle at Hastings Kirge has asked for all
fighting men to join him to defend England's sdihis is war, Elona. We
march at first light. At least there's food enougbur wedding- feast will
not be wasted. Have it packed into baskets and takd4 what we can with
us.'



Elona stared at him, hope stirring in her hearvu'e leaving to fight with
King Harold?'

‘Ay, it's a matter of invasion now, Elona. No mam@man' will be safe
abed if we do not drive the Normans back into #e $Vhen the great light
was seen in the sky on the eve of Letania maifarétold that some great
event would take place this year. Now it has come \@e must all make
sacrifices.'

'l have heard it said the Normans are a culturezk,raElona said
thoughtfully. 'Duke William's quarrel is with theidg—do you not think it
would be safer to take no part in the fighting?"

'Where did you hear such treason? From that emilesrl swear. Sometimes
| wonder why | let her stay here. She is more wit@dn healer.’

‘Alfrida has helped your stomach pains many tirkasher,’ Elona reminded
him. '‘Besides, it was from a travelling pedlar &reit. | spoke only out of
concern for you.'

'Would you have me cower in my bed while othersd#itending us? Oslac
would laugh me to scorn if | stayed home while fentwith the King. You
prattle like a fool, daughter. | expected betteyad.'

'Forgive me, Father; it was only my fear for youiethmade me question
your decision.'

'Well, you are but a woman, after all." Sigeberttgzh her cheek with
contempt. 'l fear your wedding must be postponeh&l Oslac would have
it brought forward, but he has not yet given meyalir price. | shall make
him wait, and see what happens.'

'It is as you wish, Father.' Elona dropped herkthashes so that he should
not see the sudden joy in her eyes.

Sigebert frowned. 'While | am gone, you will remawthin the house. |
shall leave my cart and a swift horse with yowdé hear that the King has



been defeated, you must pack everything of valtetime cart and hide it
deep in the forest until | return. Do you hear Elena?’

'Yes, Father. | shall do as you say.’

He smiled suddenly. 'You are an obedient girl, youa shall have a present
when | return. What would you like—a gold ring fgur finger?'

Elona could not help flushing. It was not oftentthar father was kind to
her, and the offer of a gift made her feel guikince she was already
planning to disobey him.

'l shall let you decide, Father.'

'‘Well, we'll see when all this is over." Sigeberile disappeared, a
coldness entering his eyes as though he had begegret his generosity.
'For now, there's work to be done: we have no torlese if we are to reach
Harold before the battle begins.'

Sigebert strode away and Elona ran up to the Tiaél. news had preceded
her, and already the servants were rushiog aboat lourst of activity,
packing great quantities of food into huge rushkbtss The men had a
march of two days before them and must take wiatigions they could.

Throughout the afternoon everyone worked with fesverhaste, as
long-unused weapons were brought out and sharpéweses fetched in
from the pastures and a service of blessing intdayeSligebert's chaplain.

Later, Lord Oslac rode over to take supper wittlaad arrange a meeting
for the morning. The two thanes had decided to jontes and march

together for safety's sake. He sat by Elona's atdthe high table, his

presence making her almost sick with fear. It weshe could do to sit there
so close to him without giving a sign of the revatshe aroused in her.

Oslac lamented the necessity for the postponemértherr wedding,
stroking her arm with his thick hands and leerindher. Elona recoiled,
hating the stink of wine on his breath and shuddeds he demanded a
token from her.



'We are almost wed,' he said, winking at her boltBave for the priest's
blessing, we are man and wife. Come kiss your mgkbalona. Give me a
memory to carry with me to war.’

'It would not be seemly,’ she replied, dropping ages in a pretence of
meekness. 'l am not yet your wife.'

'Kiss me, Elona!" Oslac's great arms closed rousrd ¢rushing her in a
bearlike embrace as she struggled vainly agaimst hie bellowed with
laughter, belching into her face as his mouth caseer hers triumphantly.

Elona closed her eyes, feeling the vomit rise intheat. In that moment
she vowed that she would escape or die ratherlibathe wife of such a
man.

'‘Leave her be, Oslac," Sigebert growled. 'Time ghdier that when we
return; for now, we've more important business!

Oslac released her, and Elona seized the chareave the table, going to
sit with Alfrida near the fire. Soon she saw thathad pulled one of the
servant-girls on to his lap and was kissing hehwiident enjoyment. The
girl made no protest, apparently happy to kiss baok.

Seeing that her absence would not be noticed, Eooa got up and retired
to her bed. Separated from the main hall only lbsather curtain, she was
able to hear what was going on and sighed witlkefrathen she heard Oslac
departing.

She lay down on the wooden bed, which had a hatttesa of close-packed
straw and a thick woollen blanket, feigning sleep aefusing to answer
when her father's voice asked if she were awakeeiRieg no reply, he did
not disturb her and she heard him draw back thiaicuto his own bed.

Closing her eyes, Elona tried to sleep, but shddcoaly lie tense and
strained, listening to the sounds of his snoring.



CHAPTER TWO

A SLIGHT MIST curled over the river as Elona watched with theeptvomen
and children the departure of all the able-bodiexhnHer father had left
only the sick and the old to defend the villagehis eagerness to answer
King Harold's call.

Elona's eyes were wet as she saw the men maremdiinew that many of
them might never come back. At the last momentksésed her father's
cheek and promised to pray for his safety, thouglotly thrust her aside
and grunted. Despite the fact that Sigebert hag@mglvown her a father's
love, the girl felt a pang of regret in her heant Wwhat might have been if
he'd been a little less harsh to her.

For almost an hour after he had gone, she wandaredt the deserted
village battling with her conscience. In Sigebeatsence it was obviously
her duty to keep a watchful eye on the villagens, despite the rebellion in
her heart, she was racked with guilt at the thoofdeliberately disobeying
her father. It was clearly a great sin she wasrphay yet to let this chance
of freedom slip by would be to seal her fate. Iswl@e only way. She could
not, would not, marry Oslac!

Her decision fixed at last, Elona tied a few poss#s into a bundle and
took it to Alfrida’s hut, lifting her chin proudlys a girl herding pigs into the
woods turned her head to stare at her. Alfrid&ristl to her plan, shaking
her head and sighing heavily, but making no attampissuade her.

After a few minutes, Elona went out in search ofli@e Too young to fight
with the men, he was working in the fields with tdtker boys, driving oxen
pulling a heavy plough. When his mistress called,lfie came at once. His
mouth dropped open in astonishment as she quickhamed what she
wanted him to do.

‘But it's impossible, my lady," he cried. 'Evew# dare steal Lord Sigebert's
cart, we should be caught. Besides, the Normanisl t@uanywhere.’

‘They've come to fight the King," Elona said impatly. 'Of what interest
are a woman and a young boy to such men? We stradll tas harpers and



sing our songs for any who care to listen. If wa caoss through the
Norman lines we shall be safe from my father. Irtiddm talking last night,
and | know the route he takes. We can go the longsr round and thus
avoid meeting him on the road.’

The boy frowned. "There are those in the village wiould seek to warn
your father if they guessed what you intend.’

‘That's why you must tell no one of our plans. \Walldeave tonight.' Elona
touched his arm, looking at him pleadingly. 'Pleasdp me, Cedric? |
cannot manage the cart alone, or | would not askybu.'

Although Cedric smiled at her, his heart was wrbgghe sadness in her
eyes. He had often burned to spring to her defemes he saw the way she
was treated, but he knew it was beyond his powbkelp her. Now she was
asking him to do something which might mean hes liér if Sigebert caught

them he would show no mercy.

'If you truly wish it, | shall come with you, mydg. Now | must return to the
fields lest any suspect what is afoot.'

'Go, then, and | shall meet you after supper bytidge. You must have the
cart ready—and don't forget your harp.’

Cedric touched her hand. 'l shall not fail you,phemised.

Elona left the wise woman's hut clutching the bergtie had secreted there
earlier. Alfrida followed her to the door, peerimgo the darkness to make

sure no one was stirring, before pressing a siather pouch into the girl's

hand.

"Tis a lucky charm | made for you. Keep it with yalways,' she said, her
faded eyes glistening with tears. 'It will protgou from evil spirits.’



Elona took it, slipping it inside her tunic; thelmeskissed the old woman's
withered cheek. Thank you,' she whispered. 'Yowehsen a true friend to
me. | do not know if we shall meet again. | pragttGod will keep you safe.’

'May the spirit of the tree guard you this nigilfrida replied, 'l shall
always think of you. Go quickly: the boy awaits you

Elona nodded. Glancing over her shoulder towardslahg wooden hall,
she ran through the village, her heart pounding sise feared discovery.
There was no one left to stop her, yet she walststiified lest someone
might try. But there was no shout of warning, nonatand to make her
return. Reaching the bridge without mishap, she &t Cedric had the
covered cart waiting for her.

"You managed to steal it without being seen, theh@'asked as he helped
her up beside him. 'l was afraid someone wouldarstop you.'

They are all locked in lest the Normans descenthervillage during the
night," Cedric replied with a grin. 'Even if thegdhheard, they would only
have hidden.’

Elona laughed. 'Are you frightened, Cedric?’

‘A little." He smiled at her. 'But more of beingugat bv your father than the
Normans.'

Elona's smile faded. 'If my father should find shall say | made you come
with me. | threatened to have you whipped if yosobieyed me. You must
remember that, Cedric, or he will punish you.'

'He will punish you too, my lady.' Cedric was thimdx that Lord Sigebert
was not likely to be influenced by anything Eloméds 'We have stolen his
cart, food and blankets—for that he could kill wsH'

'YeS. ' Elona bit her lip. 'But we shall not be daiuifjwe are careful. Now,
Alfrida says we should follow the road until it ksrand then turn left. But it
matters very little where we go as long as it isthe same road my father



took. From now on we are as free as the wind tevigther we please. |
think that's exciting, Cedric, don't you?'

Cedric smiled. He knew that life was going to bectmbharder than Elona
imagined. Their stores would not last for ever, antlevery village would
give them food in return for a song, but he didwant to frighten her. She
would learn soon enough.

'If you are happy, my lady," he said, 'then | ampgyatoo . .

It was a chill October morning when Raoul de Baitiweceived the
summons he had been expecting. Together with trex ptincipal nobles of
Duke William's army, he attended the counsel of @&led by his leader.

'l have offered Harold the choice of holding thesmd in fealty to me or
settling the issue by single combat,” William sdiche truly believed in his
right to be king he would have accepted my offesarhbat, for God will aid
the righteous. All here know that my words werardgsed with contempt.
Harold is come with all his army to do battle, athét battle must be
decisive.’

'We are with you, my lord Duke,' Raoul said. 'Themare ready and eager
to fight.'

‘Ay, we'll fight!" A chorus of voices echoed hismsienents.

"You must urge the men to stand firm and have gomdage,” William
continued. 'For if we are victorious this day, thka war is all but won; if
we should retreat, there is only the sea and deatishonour.' He paused
and looked at them hard. 'By collecting so numesngbrave a host | have
done all that is possible, humanly speaking, tauengonquest; and the
sacrilegious conduct of Harold in breaking his osithme gives me just
reason to believe that Heaven and the saints, wehwitness to his perjury,
will smile upon my endeavours.’



Cheers greeted his words, and the officers dep#oteally their men in a
like manner.

The night had been spent in silence and prayerNtrenans hearing the
sounds of revelry coming from the Saxon camp witmething like
disbelief. What kind of men were these who wouldtgdattle with their
souls steeped in sin and unfit to meet their Mak&o@d would surely fight
on the side of Normandy this day!

Raoul gathered his own men together for the psigsissing before
organising the march. He moved among them aftelsyaqeaking to each
by name and urging them to fight bravely for thekBa cause.

'‘Obey your officers and trust in the Lord. For cause is just, and God will
protect us this day.'

At a signal from William, the Norman army advandedards the enemy
encampment, singing the hymn of Roland. It washatplace of the old
apple-tree that he came upon the English unawares.

King Harold had taken up a position on high grotmdthe night, having
first taken the precaution of throwing up earthvgoakd digging trenches to
slow the Normans' approach, but he had not exp&tfitdm to march out
to meet him quite so soon. Some of his army fletheg saw the strength of
the Normans, but most stood firm. With the Kentisén in the van and he
himself with his two brothers Gurth and Leofwirtla¢ head of the infantry,
the King had sworn to conquer or perish in thenapte If his heart quailed
within him at the sight of his foe, he gave no sign

The first onslaught by the Normans was fierce, dtatitly resisted by the
English. Bitter hand-to-hand combat raged on fomectime, but the

difficulty of the terrain gave advantage to theahefers and the Normans
were pressed back despite the urging of the nobles.

William saw that things were come to a desperas$s pad, calling to Raoul
and others he knew most loyal to him, he hastepethe relief of the
hard-pressed centre. His presence and the coufdye select band about
him revived the soldiers' courage.



'We must bring them down to our level,' Raoul skdub William across the
melee as the fighting waxed hotter.

'Ay, they have the advantage of the high ground|lafh’ replied. "We must
draw them down. Tell the men to retreat as if sodier.’

‘They'll follow, and then we'll have them!" Raouwhiged grimly, wheeling
his horse about to spread the word.

At the order from their officers the Normans turrsed! fled as if in terror.
Seeing this, the English soldiers at once gaves;hyadling bloodthirstily at
the first sign of victory. But once they were or tlevel ground, William
ordered the infantry to face about and the cavattgcked the English
wings. The fighting was fierce, and many of the ligmgwere killed as they
were driven back to the hill. Here they were rallley King Harold, who
stood bravely and encouraged his forces to holdsteadily against the
furious attacks launched at them.

William again ordered a retreat and again the Bhgfollowed, to be
slaughtered in great numbers. Yet still they fougghbravely with Harold to
the fore.

'We must break them soon, or the day will be thidRaoul said to William.
'‘Our men are tiring and | know not how long we baid them.’

'We must bring up the infantry in a heavy assauitt) the archers in behind.
Tell them to fire on all those who expose themselwden the infantry
attack.'

Raoul wanted to demur, as such a move might meanthieir own men
would be in the archers’ line of fire. Yet the Hsiglwould not expect it and
it might break their spirit. He gave the order]yialg his own men to lead
the fresh assault. Charging at their head, he hbardbloodcurdling yells
as they followed, plunging into the thickest of tin@y. A hail of arrows
went winging over their heads, which caused deadloc in the English
ranks.



Locked in fierce combat with a giant of a man whessed him hard, Raoul
did not see the English King struck down. Receivangvound in his
shoulder, he staggered back as the Saxon swurlgihésblade once more.
He raised his shield to defend himself, tryingeod off the blow which sent
him reeling to his knees, but even as the swordecdawn for the final
blow, an arrow pierced the giant's neck and hedifegid.

Raoul remained on his knees, panting as he foughédover his breath.
Blood was dripping from his wound where the Saxewsrd had sliced
through the sleeve of his hauberk, yet he scarstythe pain. He was
stunned, almost at the end of his strength. Lookinghe saw the Duke
astride his horse.

‘The day is ours, de Bainwulf!" William cried exartly. 'Harold is dead and
the English are broken. See—They run, and our ex@giursue them!'

Staggering to his feet to survey the scene, Raowrfed at the confused
mass of bleeding bodies and dying men. The braskKing Harold had
held the English to a man, but without their leaithety were lost and had
fled in terror. All around him the earth was stainveith blood, Saxon and
Normans lying side by side in death.

He gazed down at the red-haired warrior who hadeswoly killed him, and
felt a stirring of pity in his heart. It was a clhwkeath for so brave a man.
Where was the chivalry in death which came from dhelike a bolt of
lightning? There was no glory in such a victory. |beked up. 'Praise be to
God, my lord Duke," he said quietly. The victoryaurs.'

'It's ours, Raoul!" William cried, his face aligiith triumph, it is truly a
magnificent day.’

Raoul watched the Duke ride away, wondering whydigenot share his
leader's exultation. It was strange, but at thisnmat of victory he was
aware only of a great emptiness within him.



There's no doubt about it, Cedric, we are losth&ljumped down from the
cart, looking about her anxiously, i'm sure we'vasged this way
before—we must have gone round in a circle.’

Cedric nodded gloomily, i've thought as much ttastghour or more. What
shall we do now, my lady? It's a long time sincepassed a village, and we
have no food left.'

'l don't know."' Elona frowned. She did not underdthow they could have
been so foolish as to lose their way. 'We musttheshorse for a while, and
find something to eat. I'm hungry.’

They had been travelling for four days, followiing triver and avoiding the
first villages they passed because Sigebert woaldure to enquire after
them there. It had seemed so easy when Elona mlamreescape, but it
soon became obvious that it was much harder todirmlte across country
than she had thought. She dare not use the highfoafkar of being seen
and, never having been this far from her home leefowas not long before
she had lost all sense of direction. Alfrida haelkto teach her to follow the
stars by night, but Elona realised she was a &an fapt pupil.

'Eat these, my lady?' Cedric handed her some bdradnad picked. There
are more on the bushes; we'll gather what we céordogve move on. Il
fetch water from that stream, and see if | can firade food . . . He hesitated
as he saw a thin grey wisp of smoke just beyondiskee 'Look, | think there
must be a village not far away. Shall | go andwkat | can find?'

Elona hesitated. It might be dangerous for Cedri@pproach a strange
village alone; the people would be suspicious amd 8 remember the boy
if enquiries were made by her father. Yet there m@asense in wandering
round in circles; besides, she was very hungrytedood they had brought
with them had all gone. They could snare small gantee woods, but if

they wanted bread or cheese they must buy it fioenvillages or towns.

And they had to take care where they set theiresndor poaching from a
thane's land would cost them deatrly.

‘Yes, Cedric, find out where we are, and how fa ib Hastings,' she said at
last. 'But be careful, and tell them we have motweypay for bread and



cheese.' She gave him a silver coin from her sst@ié of money, i'll get the
water while you're gone.'

'As you wish, my lady. The stream looks shallowhatedge—You could let
the horse drink while you fill our flasks.'

Elona smiled and nodded, watching as the boy rénHi§ songs had
cheered her on their journey, and she did not khow she would have
managed without his help. He was clever at seftirages, and could snatch
a fish from the water without the aid of a net. Aidoshe might have starved,
but with Cedric's help she would survive even & sbhmetimes went hungry
for a while.

Fetching two leather flasks from the cart, she tiezin to her girdle while
she released the horse from its harness. It wpsited beast and pulled at
the bridle as she walked it down to the streamth&shorse drank from the
shallow edge. Elona filled her flasks. Her eyesderad round the pleasant
scene, lingering on trees and grassy banks widnaesof joy. Overhead a
bird was singing sweetly in praise of the mild aatuday. A flash of silver
darting through the water made her wish she hadgtitoto bring her net.
The fish was small, but she was very hungry.

She stood up, lifting one of the flasks to her rhotd swallow a few
mouthfuls of the cool, sweet water. It tasted goareshing her, but
reminding her of her hunger. Sighing, she turnedatds the cart, starting
suddenly as she heard a shout. Spinning roundsalveCedric running
frantically towards her. He was waving wildly atrhand shouting
something she could not hear.

'‘Run, my lady!" the boy yelled. 'Run for your lif¢s the Normans!

Unable to hear clearly, Elona stared at him, woindewvhat he was trying to
tell her. Then she saw a horseman appear at teedafréhe rise. At once she
realised what Cedric had been shouting and het began to drum with

fear. Dropping her flask, she seized the horsatdig rein and tugged at it,
calling desperately to the boy to join her as sdesd.

'‘Go on, my lady,' he shouted. 'Don't wait for me!"



Elona pulled furiously at the horse's rein, buvas unwilling to leave the
water's edge and resisted stubbornly, snortingtesging its head. Seeing
that at least five horsemen were riding towards $teg abandoned the horse
and began to run. One of the men had already cagpghith Cedric and was
struggling to subdue him. The boy was flailing Wlgvith his fists, but his
efforts only made the Norman soldier laugh.

'No! You must not hurt him," Elona screamed, hesrbhéanging wildly
against her ribs as she began to run towards thi@miig over the hem of
her tunic in her haste. 'Please don't hurt hing aely a boy!

Before she could reach Cedric, one of the horsdmadrcaught up with her.
He jumped to the ground, bringing her down as lapdd on her. She
struggled furiously as she fell, clawing at hisgan anger as he held her
imprisoned beneath his body. She screamed, hibihgt him and twisting
her face away as he tried to kiss her mouth. Shleld¢eel the burn of his hot
breath on her face as his hands moved over her, lithidhg her with a sense
of despair as she realised he was too strong forBhen Oslac had not
dared to treat her so basely!

'Release them both.' A harsh voice reached her ears

Elona heard the command without understandingily @hen her assailant
stopped laughing and got up, pulling her roughlgg¢ofeet, did she become
aware of the man who had spoken. He sat astridega black horse, his
stern face unsmiling as he looked down at her. §wed up at him
defiantly, a glint of anger in her eyes as she Baw insolently he let his
eyes rove over her. Her head-rail had slipped, lsdhead was bare,
revealing her flaxen braids. She flushed as sharheaware of the man's
intense interest in her hair, feeling awkward amth@rrassed as she quickly
covered her head.

In a moment anger came to her rescue and she higtedhin proudly, her
eyes flashing. 'Tell your men to release Cediie'@mmanded. 'He is but a
boy and can do you no harm.'

'‘Come here, wench.' Raoul de Bainwulf s mouth ®dsh a smile as she
tossed her head defiantly. By heaven! The Saxorchvémad fire in her



veins. 'Your boy tried to kill one of my men—but nmatter, he did not
succeed. If he had, | should have had no choicadutll him. For his
youth's sake | shall be merciful. Now tell me whauyare and where you
live. Is your village near here?'

Elona stared at him, surprised that he spoke harlamguage so easily. Her
pulses were racing and she did not believe he miedmw merciful, but she
refused to let him see the fear she felt, and yes glinted with anger.

'If you had not attacked us, Cedric would not hiael to kill your soldier.
Pray let us go about our business in peace. We iaggiarrel with you or
your Duke William!'

Raoul's eyes grew thoughtful. The wench was praad,by her dress and
haughty manner no ceorle. He noticed the richnédseo tunic and the
heavy silver jewellery she wore. This was the daéeigbf some noble lord!

'So you know who we are and why we came,' he mus$edying her more
closely. At first he had noticed only her beautg &me proud set of her chin,
but now he saw that her eyes were a deep blue vdadkened almost to
violet when she was angry. 'What is your name, Wwehc

'Everyone knows that the Normans have invaded @aumtcy,' Elona replied
fiercely. 'Just wait until King Harold's army sengsu all scuttling back to
Normandy!

Raoul frowned. Everything about the girl proclaimedr quality. Her
courage and pride marked her as the daughteralfla:revery ceorle he had
yet seen had screamed and fled in terror. TTiishgid run towards them,
though she must have known she had no hope ofingsthe boy. She was
intelligent and too well informed to be anything e daughter of a thane,
yet it was strange that she should be travelliogealwith only a youth to
protect her. He looked at her suspiciously.

'What were you doing so close to our camp? Werespying on us?'

Elona gasped as his eyes narrowed and becamdJultthis moment she
had not realised how stern his face was. She gazéato his face, feeling



little thrills of fear run down her spine. Takinglaep breath, she fought the
odd sensation which was turning her limbs to jelly.

'‘No, my lord, we are not spies but only travelllmaypers. We have lost our
way and stopped to rest and buy food from thegalgonder.'

'Minstrels?' Raoul's icy eyes bored into her ase#king to penetrate her
soul. He sensed that she was lying, and distrisgedAlthough the battle of
Hastings had been decisively won, there were puitkets of fierce
resistance. The girl was possibly being used gg/a'\What is your name?'
he barked suddenly. 'I'll not ask again, girl!"

Elona shivered, lifting her eyes to his. 'It's EHoAnd Cedric is my brother.’

Raoul dismounted. Covering the distance betweean théwo short strides,
he seized her wrist. He glared down at her as tank away. 'If you are
telling the truth, you have no need to fear me S&id. 'You can ride with
me; my men will bring your cart and the boy.’

As he pulled her towards his horse, Elona hung bdaskheart beginning to
pound with fear once more. 'Where are you takin@'me

‘To our camp.' Raoul suddenly bent down and sweptif, depositing her
firmly on his horse's back; then he swung into $hddle behind her, his
arms closing about her slim body. 'If you are mlst you shall entertain us
tonight, fair lady. We shall soon know if you hdies.’

Elona glanced at his hard profile, noticing how sthcand brown his skin
was. Much of his face was concealed beneath hisdiebut what she could
see was enough to make her tremble. Her captonetasman to trifle with,

of that she was certain!

Turning her head, she smiled at him. 'l shall heduped to sing for you, my
lord.’



It took only a few minutes to reach the Norman cawlipich was situated
just beyond the rise. Elona realised that the sn@#dric had seen was not
from a village, as they'd supposed, but from a ifirehe centre of the
encampment. She saw no more than forty or fifty raenhe most, so
obviously this was not the main body of the arrmg ¢he girl guessed that
they had stumbled upon a foraging party. At onewasla rough enclosure,
which had been hastily erected to contain the ecattid sheep they had
rounded up. The number of beasts already held ttestfied to the
Normans' considerable success.

Some of the soldiers were sitting on the grountkirtg or eating lazily,
while others were busy burnishing their armour.nalmoticed that even
those who were idling their time away came to saddtention as their
leader rode by, their eyes following his horse tigio the camp. She
wondered just how much of that interest was in fesling uneasy as her
captor's arms seemed to tighten about her.

Her thoughts were disrupted as the horse came staradstill and the
Norman dismounted, lifting her down. He led her 4o a rude shelter
which had been built near the animal enclosuracatihg that she should
enter through the opening hidden by a leather icurta

'I'm sorry we have no better accommodation to dtiethe present, but this
will have to do until we return to the main army.'

Elona stared at him, her eyes opening wide in gepiDo you not mean to
let me go when we have sung for you, my lord? €gigu my word that we
mean you no harm.’

Raoul's brows rose. 'And what would you do if Iyeti go free?"

Elona hesitated, bewildered by the Norman's mamteseemed to hint at a
bargain, but she did not quite trust him. 'Cednma d are travelling
players—we go whither we please.’

Then it can make no difference where you go," Raeplied, a gleam of
triumph in his eyes, it will cheer the men to Iiste your songs. | think you
must travel with us for the moment.’



Realising too late that she had fallen into hig,tfalona bit her lip. 'Am |
your prisoner, my lord?"

‘A guest, lady; an honoured guest who will be gdatith respect and well
rewarded. Food, a bed, protection on the road anlaps a silver coin or
two—what more can you hope to earn elsewhere?"

Elona turned her face aside so that his searchyjieg ghould not probe her
thoughts too closely. There was something in thas'misteady gaze which
disturbed her, setting her heart fluttering wiltike a bird caught in a net.
Never before had she felt that a man might readhoerghts, finding it only
too easy to deceive her father with a pretence eékmess. True, the
Norman had behaved nobly towards her thus fargbety instinct warned
her against him. He was her enemy and she mustriwgrself forget it. For
the moment she was forced to accept the situatba;had no possible
means of escape while he was so determined to keepwith him.
Somehow she must disarm him by lulling him intaksé security.

Lifting her chin proudly, Elona let her eyes mest What more indeed, my
lord? If you truly mean all you say, fortune hathiled on us today.'

Raoul suddenly threw back his head and laughedttosg teeth gleaming
whitely against the tan of his skin. 'In truth ypuzzle me, lady. | vow
there's less meekness in you than you would havieetreve.'

'How so, my lord?' Elona veiled her eyes, speakuofty, if | have offended
you by seeking to defend my brother, | do most Hyrhbg your pardon for
it."

The smile left Raoul's face and his eyes narrowdftien the wench
pretended to be meek and mild all of a suddemgttsed his suspicions once
more. He liked her better when she spat fire at him

"You have not offended me, though | believe youehast told me all the
truth. Yet | shall not hold it against you. Our p&s are enemies, and you
have no reason to trust me.'



'Yet you might have killed me half an hour sinégdgna replied, looking
thoughtful. 'Why did you not kill me if you think ena spy?"

Raoul was wondering much the same thing. It woelddfer to kill both of
them and have done with it, yet he remembered radantly they had both
fought against impossible odds and he found himsealking excuses for
them in his mind. Perhaps the girl's story was true Besides, there was
something in the way she had first looked at himictvhstirred him
strangely.

'Raoul de Bainwulf makes no war on women or bdys,declared. 'It is
almost supper-time, and | must make sure the gumeposted. Are you
hungry?’

Elona looked at him eagerly, forgetting all fear loin as her stomach
rumbled. 'Ravenously! | have eaten only a few bertoday.'

Raoul's lips curved in a smile, which suddenly mhitie seem more like a
man and less a fearsome warrior. "Then you shidilrsband afterwards you
will sing for us.' His eyes gleamed with mockeMou can sing?'

Elona’'s eyes flashed with pride. "You shall judgeyourself, my lord de
Bainwulf, when we have supped.'

His laughter brought an angry flush to her cheekthat she glared at him
for a full moment before remembering that she wgpesed to be meek and
obedient.

'l shall look forward to it, my lady,' he said, biogy to her. it's a long time
since | have heard a woman sing.'

He went away, leaving the flap tied back so thatdtwas no chance for her
to wriggle out unseen through the narrow gap abtuk which served as a
window. Her eyes travelled slowly around her prisihiere were no bars to
keep her in, only a few wooden poles and wallseatHer, yet she was still
the Norman's prisoner as surely as the dawn waagecnext day. Only a

fool would try to escape from such a man!



She examined the shelter with interest. Sincedhgpowas by its very nature
a temporary affair, there was no furniture of amdkIn the far corner lay a
long shield, which was pointed at one end—Lord Beages shield was
smaller and rounder, and Elona touched the strang®ur curiously. In

many ways her father's weapons were more strikaftgn decorated
lavishly with silver and gold. Yet she thought therman's shield would
offer more protection to its bearer. His sword \amyer and lighter, too.

Seeing a blanket rolled up beneath the shield, &kpread it on the dry
earth and sat down. Since she had nothing to devaitfor her captor to
come back, she removed her head-rail and begamtimd her plaits. In the
purse hanging from her girdle was a small bronzelravhich she used to
remove the tangles. She hummed a little tune teelfesils she methodically
divided her long hair into sections and began tawgehem in and out.

Absorbed in the familiar task, she was for someetiomaware that the

Norman had returned and was watching her from hheshol £ She was

smiling as she glanced up, a small gasp escapirashshe saw him. He was
watching her intently, his eyes wearing a straagaway look that she could
not understand.

"Your pardon, lady,' he said stiffly, 'l came tdl ou that your cart has
arrived. | thought you might be more comfortabléhwyour own things
about you.'

Elona stared at him, surprised by this show of ¢iiwl- ness. "You will let
me keep my cart?' she asked. 'Are you not afraiall run away?"

He smiled oddly, it will make the travelling easfer you—But your horse
will be removed at night and guarded with the athier

'l understand.' Elona blushed as his eyes wererdnagsistibly to her hair,
and she covered her head quickly. 'When are weggarjoin the main
army?'

'Why do you ask?' Raoul's voice had gone cold,Edoda bit her lip as she
saw that he was looking almost angry again.



'l—I was just curious, my lord.’

'It is not necessary for you to know where we avend. Come, you may
finish your task in more comfort.' He held out hasd to Elona imperiously.

She took it, trembling a little as she felt his kctiogers close around hers.
Glancing up at her captor's face and seeing the stant of his mouth, she

felt her knees tremble. She was acutely aware eftrength in his hard,

muscular body: his shoulders were at least as asd@slac's, but there was
not a particle of excess flesh anywhere to be skeryet she had no idea
what colour his hair might be, for he was wearingather hood, but there
was just a trace of dark stubble on his chin.

For a moment she allowed herself to wonder whatwbald look like
without the protective headwear—was his hair lomg eurling or short and
straight?—then she shut out the thought and scdidesklf for being a fool.
To let herself think of this man, even for a momeag anything but a
dangerous enemy was madness! From now on she roosérdrate on
finding a way of escape.

There was certainly no chance of slipping awayhad\orman escorted her
to her cart. She was aware of the curious starbsahen, lifting her head a

little higher as their eyes followed her hungrilpespite the sheltered

existence she had lived, Elona was no fool. Sheskad that look in men's

eyes before and knew that only the respect in witiishNorman's men held

him prevented them from taking her for their spbidd he not been present
when she was captured she would certainly have lageal by the man who

caught her, and probably by the others as well.Bight even have been

dead by now.

Whatever their leader planned to do with her, uldaot be worse than she
would suffer at the hands of his men. Elona redlgee would be foolish to
antagonise her captor, and she smiled as he hiegyadto the cart.

'l thank you for your thoughtfulness, my lord," sked, looking at him
almost shyly.



Raoul frowned, an odd expression on his face, dll get only my most
trusted men to stand guard over you. Neverthelgss, would be well
advised to wait here until | come for you.'

Elona lowered her eyes. 'l understand, Lord de\Balin | shall do exactly
as you bid me.’

His frown ligthened. 'So meek, Mistress Elona? hder if you know how
much you tempt me to test your modesty?'

Gasping as she saw the mocking light in his eylesieEshrank back into the
interior of the cart and pulled down the heavy aunt Sitting on a small
wooden stool inside, she clasped her arms tiglhpaherself as her limbs
began to shake uncontrollably and her couragedfaBeiddenly she was
overcome with terror, the full realisation of thenger she was in hitting her
like a falling log and knocking the breath from hexdy.

Elona had just come to the conclusion that Raowalawulf might prove
more dangerous than his men!



CHAPTER THREE

ELONA KNEW not how long she sat there, her shoulders bowsHegave in
to her utter despair. In her mind was only one ¢fimushe had escaped from
her father only to become the prisoner of a mansehery eyes sent shivers
of fear running down her spine. With a sense aétedhe heard Cedric's
voice calling to her, and started up with a cryher own misery she had
forgotten the young harper—at least she was notptziely alone in the
enemy's camp.

'‘May | come in, my lady?'

Elona hastened to draw back the curtain. '‘Com@edyic,' she cried. Thank
God they have not harmed you!

'l have nought but a few scratches. Forgive me Hetraying your
whereabouts to the Normans, my lady, | thought emlyarn you.'

'It was not your fault," Elona reassured him.'lidddave warned you to take
care lest it was an enemy camp."

'It would have done no good—they saw me long befoealised what was
afoot. | ran back to you as quickly as | could.’

'l know." She smiled at him. 'Don't blame yours@g&dric. You could not
have prevented this. Even if you had not approatteid camp, they would
probably have found us. | am sorry to have maderyouaway with me.
If—if they should decide to kill us, it will be mfault.’

'l do not think they mean to kill us," Cedric sdishrd de Bainwulf has given
orders that we are not to be molested, providinglavaot try to escape. But
I'm afraid he means to keep us prisoners, my lady.'

'Yes.' Elona sighed deeply. 'Lord de Bainwulf seem$magine we are
spies: | cannot think why. You must remember td oe by my name,
Cedric. | told him you were my brother, thinkingpgmtect you.'



'Was that wise? If you told him who you really &aeemight ransom you to
your father.'

'Yes, | know—don't you see | cannot do it?' Eloaal assionately, her
eyes bright with unshed tears. 'l will not go batkvould rather be the
Norman's captive than marry Oslac. Besides, | stadl some way of
escape.' She made her voice sound more confidemistie felt.

'It might be dangerous to try. | do not believetb# Normans would be as
merciful as the Lord de Bainwulf. When they caugtl thought we would

be killed immediately. | am sure we should havdesefl greatly if he had

not come when he did. Besides, the news is badttaard is no way we

could avoid being recaptured.’

'Is there news of the war?' Elona looked at himarsty. 'Please tell me? |
would rather know the truth.’'

'We are not the only prisoners." Cedric frowned dresitated, as if
wondering to tell her all he had heard, 'l met &h man who tends the
beasts. He says there was a great battle at Hashiree days ago. Hundreds
were slain, and some say King Harold is dead—thatgkrs maintain he
was carried wounded from the field.'

'The King dead?' Elona paled. 'Oh, Cedric, | carmateve it! It's too
terrible . . ." Her thoughts turned to Lord Sigeksrd the men who had
marched with him. 'Do you think our people weréekiP'

'If the battle took place when the old man saggubt whether our men had
reached the King in time to fight. Your father tasbably returned to the
village by now, my lady.'

Elona smiled at the boy. 'l shall pray it is sehbuld not wish harm to come
to him, despite . . .'She broke off as the teaasnagfung her eyes. It was so
unfair! If her father had only listened to her @esdne need not be sitting in
this cart so far from her home—and a prisoner efNloermans!



Cedric touched her hand, understanding what shealiday. 'Perhaps Lord
Sigebert would forgive you if you explained why yman away, my lady.
Would it not be better to let the Norman sue foury@nsom?'

Elona sighed, but shook her head decisively. 'Nash my father no harm,
but | shall never go back. The few days of freedeenknew were more
precious to me than you realise. If you love majri@edo not betray me, |
beg you?'

The boy's smile held a hint of reproach. "You krdawould not, sweet lady.
You have ever been kind to me, and | do most nug you.'

‘Then let Lord de Bainwulf believe me to be yowstai, and the pair of us no
more than travelling harpers.'

"You will sing for the soldiers tonight?' Cedrigges were anxious as he
looked at her lovely face, knowing full well thagbeauty was a temptation
to any man, but more especially to rough soldidre were far from home.

'Yes, | shall sing for them," Elona smiled, her chfitled with dreams. ‘Do
you remember how we oft sang together on gloomgradtons to cheer
ourselves? You always said | knew your songs akasglou.’

'‘And sang them as sweet as any bird." Cedric nqddisdexpression
sparkling as he caught her mood. 'It is not fittimgt you should perform for
these men, but it will be a merry jest to decehent.’

"This is how | must earn my living from now on,oB&A reminded him. 'As
well to sing for the soldiers as for countryfolkanmarket town. We shall
earn our food and a bed—perhaps a coin or twodBssive shall escape as
soon as we can. You must watch carefully, Cednd,tall me all you see. In
time we will find a way to slip away unnoticed.'

Cedric knelt to her and kissed her hand. 'l shealken desert you while [ live,
my lady. Ask what you will of me.’



Elona smiled, ruffling his soft hair gently. He rhighave truly been the
brother she had named him, for he was as dearrtashany she had ever
known.

'‘Leave me now to prepare for this evening, for wesnplease the Lord de
Bainwulf and his men tonight or they may put ush® task of feeding the
hogs!

It was growing dark when Raoul de Bainwulf camédetich Elona, but he
carried a torch to light their way and there wetlgecs set up at intervals
about the camp.

The smell of meat roasting over the fire mingledhvihat of the burning
pitch and smoke, reminding the girl just how hunging was. The Norman
led her to a place of honour within the circle olidéers, indicating that she
should sit on the rough stool which had been hastdde for her from fallen
branches and spread with a thick blanket.

'Eat and drink, lady," he said, a smile flickeratgput his lips. 'lt's not often
we have such company, and we are all anxious toyloea songs.'

'‘And so you shall, my lord, when we have eaterah&lgave him a gentle
smile, remembering for the moment that she musavevith due modesty.
'We shall be happy to entertain such a goodly campa

Raoul bowed, acknowledging her words with a lititel of his head.

A sword sliced through the haunches of a roastiggpd the fire hissed as
fat oozed out into the flames. Elona was offeretiunk of piping hot meat
on the flat of de Bainwulf's blade, and she triedake it, laughing as she
burnt her fingers in her eagerness. Raoul spedrednieat with a small
knife, giving her the handle so that she couldwgtitout burning her fingers.
She smiled at him gratefully, tearing at the flegsth her strong teeth and
cooling her palate with a horn of sweet wine.



Watching her, Raoul smiled a little. She ate withhee natural delicacy of a
cat, but a cat who had gone hungry for a while.

It is but plain soldiers' fare," he said. 'We tHalbetter another day.’

'‘Nothing could taste sweeter than this meat," Elmied, licking her
fingers clean. 'l was so hungry.'

The Norman laughed, and she thought his harshrésatooked almost
handsome in the firelight. The yellow glow of tHanmies made his eyes
seem less cold than in the true light of day; aisdniouth had a softness
about it which had not been there earlier.

'Would you have more? Some cheese, perhaps, theaigiave no bread to
offer you.'

Elona shook her head. 'No, | have eaten enough.Ilsball pay you for my
supper.'

She stood up and walked a little closer to the swethat she was clearly
visible to all those watching, the flickering flaméurning her skin to a
creamy gold. She let her eyes travel round the @apefaces, feeling the
strangeness of the occasion. In her village thedaiod windows would all
be barred against the night, and yet she was hetleebcampfire about to
sing for her enemies. Elona knew she ought to leen trembling with
fear, but oddly she felt only a rising excitemestheer heart began to beat
faster.

Settling her small harp against her shoulder, ahéner fingers lightly over

the strings. 'l shall sing you a song my brothegtd me,' she said, knowing
that the words would mean little to the soldidtss'a warrior's farewell to

his love.’

Elona ran her fingers over the strings once mosamie on her lips and a
faraway look in her eyes as she began to sinchigta clear voice, already
losing herself in the sweetness of the music.



O come to me, my sweet beloved,
For | have loved thee, loved thee, loved thee,
For | have thee ever loved.

With the coming of the dawn,
| must leave thee, leave thee, leave thee,
To follow the warrior's horn.

Great is the pain within my breast,
Though | no coward be; and yet, | afeared be,
Lest | should die never knowing thee.

So come to me, my sweet beloved,
And let me taste your lips so red,
For | have loved thee, loved thee, loved thee.

O let me live one night with thee,
Then | content to die shall be,
For | have loved thee, loved thee ever.

O send me not away this night,
For then no heart shall | have to fight,
Having known thy sweet love never.

Come lie with me, my sweet beloved,
And let me enter Heaven's gate,
Lest come the dawn, 'tis too late.

Come lie with me, my sweet beloved,
For | have loved thee, loved thee, loved thee,
For | have thee ever loved.

There was silence as Elona finished her song: & asthough the sweet
poignancy of her clear voice had touched a chosp aithin the soldiers'
hearts, reminding them of homes and loved oneskdiind. Then, all at
once, there was a murmuring in every throat whigwgto a great roar as
they all began to cheer and bang their shieldéngdbr her to sing again.



After a while Raoul de Bainwulf held up his hand $dence. 'The girl has
paid for her supper; let the boy entertain us now.'

He took Elona'’s arm, his fingers biting into hessth as he led her away from
the firelight. Cedric had begun to sing a merryydlithe soldiers humming

the tune and laughing at his antics. Although tb@yld understand but few
of the words, Cedric had a way of communicatingnhésaning so that they
roared with laughter and cheered him.

Listening to the sound of their merriment, Elonasvaavare of the coldness
in the man who walked beside her. She stole aitiigeflance at his hard
profile, wondering what she had done to make himgryaafor he was
angry; she cotfld sense it.

'We shall keep you from your bed no longer, laBgbul said, propelling
her towards the cart. 'We break camp at first lagid you will need to rest.'

Elona bit her lip, wondering at the hard note is Ywice. 'Did you not like
my song, my lord?"

He stopped walking and turned her to face him,ld glint in his eyes. 'It's
as well my men understood only a few words oh#,grated harshly. 'Think
you it was a wise choice, Elona? Your beauty hasady made them
restless.’

'Oh!" Elona’s cheeks flamed, and she could not theedccusing look in his
eyes. 'l did not think . . ." She turned her fagid@'lt's a pretty tune...’

She dared to lift her eyes to his as he remainedtsiA tiny pulse was

beating in his right temple, and as she lookedtupra she saw that a dark
flame had begun to glow in his eyes. Elona drevhars breath as the
Norman's hands gripped her shoulders and he drevadgsnst him. The

flinty eyes burned down into hers with such fieesn that she began to
tremble, her heart drumming frantically like a binda trap. Her lips parted
in a sigh as she waited for the inevitable kissy@us ache in her breast.
She felt that now she was truly his prisoner, & festing in the firm hands
which held her so securely. Here in the darkness\&s aware of tension in



him, a throbbing awareness of her as a desirabteanpand she waited in
breathless silence for what must be.

"Your brother shall sleep beneath the cart,’ Radwdrsh voice broke the
spell as he suddenly thrust her from him. 'l shatlbe far away if you call.
And remember, Elona, | am a light sleeper. So tharefully before you try
to slip away in the darkness.’

Elona trembled, relief sweeping over her as heaairawvay. 'I—I shall not
try to escape tonight, my lord. | am too wearye shid, seeing a wry gleam
in his eyes as he glanced back at her. 'Good mghtord.’

'Sleep well," was the only reply as he disappemtedthe shadows.

Elona climbed into the cart, feeling weak and dzdinf energy. She knew
that Raoul de Bainwulf had wanted her in those fiesments, and that he
had been tempted to take his will of her. Sometliad made him change
his mind, but she knew not what. She could onlyydpbn her knees and
give thanks for her safe deliverance.

It was dark inside the cart once the flap was daama, Elona crept beneath
the blankets, hiding her face in the softness efrttantle which she had
rolled up to form a pillow.

Outsic®, the singing had long since ceased, andhsldeheard Cedric's
whispered 'Good night' as he curled up undernéaticdrt some time back,
but still she could not sleep.

Lying in the darkness she could yet see the lodkaoul de Bainwulf s eyes
as he stared down at her and sent shivers runhmogigh her. Elona's
shoulders tingled still with the imprint of his fjars, so deep had they dug
into her flesh. She had felt herself in imminemglr, and the fear remained
with her even now.

Touching the little charm Alfrida had given her,ialihwas sewn inside her
tunic, Elona's lips moved in a silent prayer. Shasvirightened of the



Norman with the cold eyes and fierce moods, thalghwas not sure why.
So far he had treated her with respect, excepthiair one moment in the
darkness, making her feel more like a guest thamsaner. Yet there was a
dark, deep coldness within him. It was like a ghieé held against the
world, a barrier between him and all others. Eltmand herself wondering
what lay behind the barrier. She sensed a ruthdgssim him which was
frightening, but there was something more, somgthihich fascinated her,
yet terrified her . . .

Elona's thoughts were shattered as she heard ddoiailing scream, and
then shouting and the sound of running feet. Abbrate the silence of the
night was rent with noise and confusion; the skwlinnying of horses and
the clash of iron against iron. More screams ahdrable crackling noise,
then the smell of smoke and burning.

Pulling back the curtain to look out, she peeredagsly into the darkness
of the night. There was a ruddy glow not far froem,tand she saw that one
of the wagons had been set on fire. The Normaniessldvere running
backwards and forwards, beating at the flames hAraling water on the
wagon, but to no avail. It was burning fiercelyusimg the beasts near by to
stampede in fear. Somewhere there was fightingggom and she could
again hear screaming and yelling as swords clashddesounded against
shields.

'Are you all right, my lady?' Cedric's voice calkedher.

She scrambled over the edge of the cart and sligpea to join him. 'Yes,
what's happening?’

‘The camp is under attack. | think they managddittone of the guards and
set the wagon on fire before the alarm was raised.’

"Then resistance to the enemy still goes on," Eéand, her spirits suddenly
rising. 'Our forces are not yet crushed, despiéetthittle at Hastings. Can
you tell who's winning?'

Cedric's eyes strained through the darkness. fiataee much, my lady, but
by the sound of it the attackers are being drivetkbThe Saxons had the



advantage of surprise, but the Normans are toagfar them now that they
are roused. | think there can only have been afobafithem.’

‘Then we have no chance of being rescued. Do yok e could slip away
in the confusion?'

'On foot perhaps, my lady. We could take what we @&y, but we must
leave the cart. The Normans are everywhere nowsanteone would be
sure to see us if we tried to steal a horse.' Cédoked at her. "You would
find the travelling hard without the cart, my laghet we shall go if you wish
it. What would you have us do?’

Elona stared at him, feeling an odd reluctancéei® how that she had the
chance. 'We shall have to wait for another time. sieuld not get far on
foot, and | think Lord de Bainwulf would come aftes. | fear his anger if he
caught us . . ." Her words trailed away as somgthioved in the shadows,
and then a figure came towards them.

‘You are wise to fear it, lady.'

Elona gasped, her eyes widening as the tall Nommared silently towards
them and she saw the anger in his face.

"You—You were spying on us,' she cried. 'Listertmgs all the time . . .’

Raoul de Bainwulf inclined his head, his eyes gfittg coldly. 'l came to
make sure you were safe, and | heard you talkihgtelned, hoping to hear
something which might give me a clue to your redntity." His face

hardened and his mouth thinned to a cruel linendw you have lied to me.
This boy is not your brother, neither are you thestnel you would have me
believe you.'

'What makes you say so?' Elona asked, her heartpihg as her mouth
went dry with fear.

'l heard him address you as a servant to a mistiessvords were not those
of a brother to a sister.’



'‘And if it is so?' Elona lifted her head proudMyHat difference?'

Raoul turned his fierce eyes on the boy, jerkirgyle@ad towards the fire.
'See what you can do to help,' he ordered.

Cedric hesitated, looking from Elona to the Nornranervous indecision.
'My lady?'

Elona nodded slightly. 'Do as he tells you, Cedric.
The boy hesitated, and then ran off to join the fimen fighting the fire.

Raoul was silent for a moment, then he moved ndarEtona so that she
could see the tight line of his mouth and the pdisenming in his temple.

'l would know who you are, my lady, and the villaghence you came.
What is your business here? Is it not strange ¢hatcamp should be
attacked this very night— the first night you arghvwus?' His eyes glinted
like ice as the first rays of the sun heraldedsy mawn. 'Perhaps it is not |
who am the spy, but you.'

Mouth trembling, Elona gazed up at him in silenpegd, feeling the fury in
him and fearing it. 'l did not bring those who ekiad you, my lord," she
whispered. 'l give you my word—I know not who tree.'

His hand shot out and gripped her wrist, makingwiece with pain. Tell
me who you are!

Elona shook her head, her face pale but stubblocanhot, my lord. My
name is Elona, as | have said; more | will notyell. You may do with me
as you please, punish me as you will, but | shatlreveal my father's name.
Nay, not even if you threaten to kill me.'

'l think pain might change your mind,' Raoul warnad eyes glinting as she
shrank away from him. "Yet | have never torturegicanan, nor will | do so
now. Why will you not tell me the truth? Do you wah to be ransomed by
your family? You must know that it is the custom.’



'l have no family.' Elona's eyes flickered withd@ias she gazed up into his
unyielding face. 'Kill me, or let me go my way.rhaf no use to you. What
can you gain by keeping me your prisoner?'

'‘Ah, now we begin to see what lies beneath thakrnfsodesty.' Suddenly
Raoul laughed, the anger draining out of him. jlat go, fair Elona? Nay, |
believe you are nobly born and well worth the clugdilver | shall set as
your price.’'

Elona's chin went up. 'No one will pay such a ®oadnsom for me!'

"You think not?' The Norman's lips twisted in amnic grin. Then—what
shall | do with you, sweet lady? Answer me that,Ifehall not let you go.'

Veiling her eyes with thick lashes, she desperatedyd to hide her fear as
she saw the glow in his eyes. 'If you will note¢ go, | must sing for my
supper or work as your servant. | can carry wated, cook, if | must." She
felt a surge of anger against this arrogant Nornach longed to wipe the
mocking smile from his face.

"You would rather be my servant than tell me wha goe?' Raoul studied
her face, tracing the proud slant of her brow &eddelicate moulding of her
features with his eyes. Her beauty stirred himngfedy even when she
pretended to docility, but now when he saw theifireer she lit a flame in
him which threatened to consume him. He was temptéatget the ransom
and take the sweeter prize, but something in hirmegcaution. He felt that
this girl might be more important than he yet s&di. Whoever her father
was, he would not pay a ransom for his daughteshi& had been
dishonoured. It would be a foolish act to throw gwach a prize for what
could be only a fleeting pleasure; and yet, aselyiss devoured her soft
mouth, Raoul knew a sore temptation to do just. tBatddenly his eyes
gleamed with wicked glee as a thought entered Imsl npleasing his wry
humour. 'Then I shall take you at your word, Elomamorrow we shall
move on, but when we make camp you will help whike fire and the
cooking. You will draw water from the stream andveethe men with their
food. Since you wish to be a servant you shall hyame heart's desire.’

The girl retorted proudly, 'l am not afraid to work



'Do npt imagine | shall let the boy help you.' Rigoayes glittered. 'He will

have his own chores. From now on, my men will berair guard against
night attacks. | must warn you that they will be edge and uncertain of
temper. You would be wise to do nothing to angenth

Elona bit her bottom lip to stop it trembling. 'Ciedis only a boy, and as
gentle as a newborn lamb. He would harm no one, isemy defence. | beg
you not to punish him because you are angry with me

'If | see him doing the work | have set you, hd t¥d beaten.’ The Norman's
face seemed to be carved from stone, and shea@é &y formidable their
enemy was. 'Do you understand me, Elona?'

'Yes, my lord.' She clasped her hands meekly bdfere

‘Very well. | should sleep while you can, for youlwind the days long and
weary.'

Elona watched as he turned and strode away, helshaanching at her
sides as she smothered the yell of abuse she awiel hurled after him.
From this moment on, it was to be a battle of voksween them. He would
try to crush her spirit, to make her tell him wher Hather was. But she
would never speak. To go back to Oslac now was nhare she could bear.

She would die before she gave in!

As she felt Cedric's hand shaking her, Elona groaner eyelids feeling as
heavy as lead. She stirred as she heard the doydaér name through the
mists of sleep. It couldn't be morning already!

'It's time, my lady. The camp is waking.'

She forced her eyes open, rubbing them with hed$)aand sighing as she
felt the aching in her limbs begin again. The bawfkser eyes felt gritty, and
she was so tired that all she wanted to do wasrtodver and sleep for a
week.



'It cannot be time yet," she grumbled. 'l feelfdwve only just come to bed.
My back aches and my legs are falling off—or thegi fas if they are.’

Cedric smiled, sympathising with her despite hisidwedness. 'You rest for
a little longer, my lady,' he said. 'l shall gatix@od for the fire. Maybe Lord
de Bainwulf will not notice for once.’

Sitting up, she threw off the blankets, her moutmihg to a stubborn line.
'‘No, I must do it. He has forbidden you to help @ed will punish you if
you disobey. One of the soldiers carried wood feryasterday and was put
on half rations for a week.' She smiled at the Howg.all right now that I'm
awake. | can manage now, Cedric. Thank you for mgakne.'

Cedric looked at her doubtfully, seeing the dar&dsiws beneath her eyes
and the signs of strain in her lovely face. 'We tmuch for you, my lady,
travelling all day and working so hard. It woulg the strength of a man, let
alone a lady. Would it not be better to tell therfdan what he wants to
know?'

'‘No." Elona’s eyes hardened with pride. 'l shaltkntavice as hard before |
give in. Go now and tend to your own chores. |lshai be long.’

The boy went off, and Elona began to comb and binaidhair, working
swiftly. There was little time to be wasted, yee siias determined to keep
herself as clean and tidy as she could, knowingpitld give the Norman
lord satisfaction if she showed any sign of weakn&he knew he was
watching her with the vigilance of a hawk, waitifog her to break.

For the last few days they had marched almost antigt making camp
only when dusk fell. Soon after sunrise they wenetloee move again,
constantly searching for beasts and grain whichHdcba sent back to the
main body of the army, which was still encampeth&mwooden castle the
Normans had erected at Hastings. As soon as thensagere full, they
were dispatched with an escort, returning to jbmfbragers once they had
been emptied of their loads.

It was now Elona's and Cedric's task to feed thdvinarking soldiers and
the beasts, which were either bought or stolen éaghdepending on the



attitude of the villagers to whom they belongedlidwang with the carts,
Elona saw little of the advance party, which rodeabead to scout and find
the isolated villages. But she always knew if theaid been fighting during
the day, as sometimes she saw smoke when theergldguts were burnt as
an example to others, and once or twice she haddeamoned to tend the
wounded. However, more often than not, the villagiove their kine into
the woods to hide them, and they themselves stéyeden until the
Normans moved on; then the soldiers spent hourstsag for the beasts
and no one was hurt. They simply stole everythinay tould lay their hands
on and burnt a few huts to teach the Saxons batieners.

Leaving the cart this morning, Elona shivered ie thill of late autumn.
Curls of mist floated through the woods, and she meaninded of the night
she had visited the sacred tree. If she had bugsgdehow true her vision
had been, would she still have left the sheltdvasfvillage? Elona believed
she would, for she had not yet given up all hopesafaping her watchful
captor.

She began to search for dry wood with which totligltooking fire. Last
night she had gathered armful after armful, cartingack to camp before
going in search of more, but it had all been bufiis morning she was
forced to walk further afield, searching for falleranches and twigs.

A rustling in the bushes made her pause. She tumgladcing over her
shoulder nervously as she heard heavy breathingrasrting. Then she saw
the eyes watching her from a patch of thick busimeszn little eyes set close
together with an evil light in them. Elona gaspathviear, knowing that it
was a wild boar. It emerged from the bushes, ardsslw the razor-sharp
tusks at either side of its snout. Those tusks wapable of killing a man,
she knew, and the beasts were unpredictable, aftacking for no apparent
reason.

Elona stood perfectly still, her eyes never leaving animal. She was
praying that it would move away, and could onlynstavhere she was until
it had made up its mind, not daring to move. Sutiddérere were footsteps
behind her, and she drew a deep breath. Someonecovasg! She
hesitated, afraid to call out lest the boar shohlarge, yet knowing she must
warn whoever it was.



'Wait!' she cried. 'Do not come nearer—there isld oar!

The rustling sound behind her stopped, but the Wwaarpawing restlessly at
the ground with its short legs. Then it put itsthdawn and began to charge.
She gave a cry of fear and dropped her wood, fiemirterror before the
snorting beast.

A shout startled her, and from the corner of her slye saw a man rush
forward, putting himself between her and the chaydioar. She heard a
fearsome snorting and grunting, then a pain-fisgdeal Turning, Elona
saw Raoul kneeling over the writhing body of thabt slit its throat. An
arrow had pierced the beast's eye, but had failedatke a clean Kill.

Trembling, Elona waited until the Norman came ta $he saw the blood
on his hands and felt sickness rise in her throaking her feel faint.

‘Are you all right?' His cool voice revived herifging her head up sharply.
Tt was fortunate that | came prepared to huns #eldom I carry a bow.’

'Yes.' Elona licked her dry lips. "Thank you, mydo

A smile flickered about his mouth. Tt was braveyoil to warn me, Elona,
knowing that the boar might charge you.'

Her eyes snapped with anger. 'l thought it mightGe=ric,’ she said
haughtily. 'If I had known it was you, | would hakept silent.’

'Would you?' he asked, a challenging light in hiese 'Perhaps it would
have been the worse for you if you had; the beaghtrhave charged
anyway, and | should not have been prepared.’

‘The boar could have chosen you, not me!" shetegtolr 'Excuse me, my
lord, | must retrieve my wood.'

Elona swept by him, picking up her bundle and keggier eyes averted
from the dead animal. In her heart, she knew sha@dvoave been torn to
pieces by the fierce beast had Raoul not acted@apgily and with such

courage. To place himself direct in the boar's etth been to court death



almost foolishly. By sheer good fortune his arrcad Ipierced the boar's eye.
If it had missed, and struck in any other spoyauld not have stopped the
beast; though mortally wounded, a boar could il man's stomach wide
open.

Returning to the camp, Elona saw no sign of Raand, guessed that he had
gone about his business as usual. He was a vergutio man, who let
nothing slip past his eagle eye.

Cedric had already cleaned and gutted the fislwsiseo cook for the men's
breakfast. He smiled as she knelt beside him agdrb® spear the fish on
long wooden sticks, turning them over the fire. Hand trembled a little,
but otherwise she showed no outward sign of hghtiening experience.

‘Are you all right, my lady? You were a long tinetdhing the wood.’

'Yes, thank you, I'm all right." Elona smiled athil was nearly attacked by
a wild boar, but I'm not hurt.'

The boy's eyes opened wide. 'What happened?

'‘Lord de Bainwulf was hunting with a bow and arrow® shot the boar
through the eye, and then slit its throat.’

'He killed the boar with one arrow?' Cedric staaieter, a look of wonder on
his face. Even the bravest of men thought twicereetackling a wild boar.
‘It was a miracle that he was there.'

'Perhaps.' Elona's eyes glinted. 'l think he wdkviitng me. He often
follows me—to make sure | do not try to run away.'

'Or to see that you come to no harm, my lady.’
"You think he would keep watch over me?' she ladgteornfully. 'Have

your wits gone a-begging, Cedric? | mean nothingento that man than a
chest of silver!'



'‘And yet | have sometimes seen a look in his eyesmnvhe thinks himself
unobserved. He might be kinder if you tried to explwhy you ran away,

my lady.'

Elona snorted in derision. 'He would send a denfiansilver to my father at
once. There is no warmth in that man, Cedric. ld@rhis made of stone.'

The boy shook his head, but said no more. He kmem fong experience
that it was of no use to argue when his mistressiwghis mood.



CHAPTER FOUR

THERE WASan air of activity in the camp. Already some of goldiers were
preparing to leave with loaded carts; they smileBlana gratefully as they
snatched a few of the cooked fish, eating as thheyedbefore them the
sizeable herd gathered the previous day.

When the fish were all cooked, Elona took two basliswn to the stream
to fetch water. She knelt on the bank, trailinglmend in the cold water and
wishing there was time to wash her hair. She madeen mind that in the

evening, after all the chores were done, she wawalth some water and slip
away somewhere quiet. She could not bear the fekesaell of her hair, all

greasy and dirty.

'‘Dreaming when there's work to be done?' Raoulaevidilfs harsh voice
startled her. 'The men are thirsty, and we mustlesaon.'

A guilty flush stained Elona's cheeks. 'l was p@hing.'

She filled both buckets and stood up, her shouldagging beneath their
weight as she staggered up the bank with them.

As she walked towards him, an angry admiration stbim Raoul's eyes.
The Saxon girl's pride continued to both impresd arntate him. Her

calmness after he had killed the boar had left siomned, and his pride
wounded, because she had seemed oblivious of tigeed#hey had both
been in. He smiled slightly as he admitted to hifrtkat it would have been
pleasant to have had her weeping gratefully irahiss.

Seeing Elona stagger, Raoul came up and placetiamd on the rope
handles of the buckets. 'Give them to me," he $&al should fill one at a
time; they are too heavy for you.'

It takes too long. | have to fill them both fiienes to satisfy all your men.
By the time I've gathered wood and cooked breaké&ryone is ready to
leave.'

'‘Show me your hands.'



The command startled her. She looked up at him avgbornful expression.
'Why? So that you can see the blisters for yourself

He seized one of her hands, turning it to exanfiresoft palms, which were
red and sore with open blisters. His mouth tighdesnagrily and she saw the
little pulse begin to beat in his temple.

'Why didn't you tell me it was too much?' he denehdl did not mean to
kill you, only that you should do your share of therk.' His gaze travelled
over her slowly, as he noticed the signs of stiraimer face. "You look tired.
| have demanded too much of you. Tonight two of msn will fetch the
water, and another shall help you gather wood.'

'l can manage,’ Elona began angrily, stopping &bfuws rose. 'l—I mean,
thank you. | am a little tired. | have not beendugesuch heavy work. | can
spin, sew and weave, and would gladly do so ifasked it of me, but | fear
you have scant use for such skills.’

'In supposing that, you are wrong, lady," Raoulathi'l have a tunic which
needs mending, and I'm sure my men can find plemtyll your time. |
would not have you wasting your days in idleness.’

Elona heard the mockery in his voice, and laughterly. 'l can see you do
not mean to leave me time for plotting my escapg,lond, despite the
generosity of your concessions.'

Raoul's eyes gleamed. 'Tell me what | want to knamwg you shall be an
honoured guest.'

Elona sighed. 'l cannot. It pains me to defy yoy,lard, but | cannot tell
you/

‘Then you must pay the price for your stubbornnkasly Elona.' He set
down the buckets. 'You are an obstinate wenchv¢may own work to do.
Tell Cedric to fetch these and be quick about it!"

Elona stood watching as he strode off, puzzledhkysudden change in his
manner. She had thought he meant to punish heetbtng her so many



tasks, but now it seemed that he had not realisedhard she worked. She
sensed that her defiance had angered the Normam gga he sought no
immediate revenge. Knowing that he need not haeeldd to lessen her
work, she found it hard to understand the workihgis mind. If he wanted
to break her spirit, why did he not use all the poat his command? There
was no doubt that he could have wrung the trutinfner by force if he had
cared to.

He was simply an impossible man, and there waswderstanding him!

Following in the soldiers' wake all day, Elona fdumer thoughts returning
again and again to their leader. Yet she stillinadlue to the true nature of
this complicated man, and was none the wiser wigdt name.

Since his orders that she was to be given assestaith her tasks, there
were many hands to help gather the firewood. Edowarm smile had won
the soldiers' hearts, and only their leader'ststommands had held them
back previously. One or two of them had tried &abt kiss during the time
she had travelled with them, but they accepted rebuffs with good
humour, probably because they dare not risk argudgnBainwulf's anger.
By now, however, they had ceased to bother hersaerthed to treat both
her and Cedric as fellows.

Elona had grown used to the jesting and rough coestap of the camp life,

accepting the soldiers' jokes as part of her {ffedric had settled in even
more easily than she had; she knew that his samygaéent for miming had

won him many friends among the Normans, who shdwednore kindness

than had some of his own 'people.

That evening, she finished her work quickly, as\whe determined to wash
her hair while she had the chance. Fetching a hwfkeater, she heated it
in a large black iron pot over the fire. When itsvearm enough, she tipped
it into two smaller buckets and carried them thiakiet at the edge of the
camp, where she hoped to be alone. She unboupdiaitsy shaking free her
long, pale tresses and running her fingers throgim. She began to rub the
soap in, and was savouring its delicate perfumevals her own special



recipe: at home she made it in a huge barrel, dditdeen able to bring only
a little of it with her. She rinsed her hair sevdnaes, then dried it in a
coarse towel as much as she could, singing to liems#entedly the while.
A man stood watching her from the shadows.

Raoul had seen the girl disappear into the woodhadfollowed her, his

curiosity aroused. When she removed her headwdibagan to unbind her
plaits he had found himself watching in fascinationable to tear his eyes
away from the pale gold of her hair. It was onlyantshe had finished the
washing and begun the towelling that he managéagthcaway and return to
his shelter. The wound he had taken at Hastingsauasing him pain and he
had meant to ask her to bathe it for him, but nevhad decided against it.

After the rough towelling, it would still take arg time for Elona's thick
tresses to dry thoroughly, and she meant to busichall fire near her cart to
sit by. To reach the cart, she had to pass by Rasllter. Nearing it she
paused, wondering once more about the man insateefimes he seemed
to be almost approachable, and she wondered ifiCeads right. If she

explained why she did not want to reveal her idgntie might understand.
Perhaps he would even let her go free. She hesitaieng to gather her
courage to speak to him. Then she realised howsfobler thoughts were.
Why should this man listen to her? He was her eneanyg he held her
captive in the hope of a rich reward. It was usetedet herself believe even
for a moment that he would consider her feelingsofe importance than a
chest of silver.

About to walk on, Elona heard a stifled groan freiithin the shelter. She
paused, listening intently. Another moan, loudantthe first, made her turn
round and go back. Without stopping to considertveihe was doing, she
lifted the leather flap and went in.

A tallow candle was burning in the corner, its gelllight sufficient for
Elona to see that the Norman was naked to the wasstanned, muscular
back turned to her. He was kneeling on the grotisdhead bent, and she
could see an ugly gash across his shoulder. lolvasus that he was trying
to cleanse the wound and meeting with scant suctessgirl drew a deep
breath to steady herself as she approached hitnmé&elo that for you, my
lord. | have a little water left in my bucket.’



She saw the startled look in his eyes as he spurdrdHow came you here?’
he demanded.

'l was passing and heard you cry out. That wourdisi@ttention. Will you
let me bathe it for you?'

His eyes narrowed and she thought he meant toeghusn he nodded once.
‘Thank you. It's awkwardly situated: | cannot managnyself.'

Elona put down her bucket. Taking the cloth helbeeh using, she rinsed it
in her clean water and began gently to wipe awaytbod and pus. She felt
the deep shudder run through him as her hands edugais flesh, and she
stopped.

'l beg your pardon, my lord. | meant not to hurtiyo
"You did not,' he replied harshly.

Elona frowned and went on with her task, her haaohbling slightly. The
feel of his smooth skin beneath her hand was distgr

"This is not a fresh wound,' she said, to brealsileace which had stretched
between them.

'No, | received it some ten days ago now. It isde#p, but my hauberk rubs
against it.'

"You should wear a protective pad, my lord. | hawsalve in my cart which
will ease it. | shall go and fetch it.’

He turned his head to glance at her over his skeouldam grateful for your
help—nbut it will not win your freedom.’

Elona's hand trembled. She turned her head astti&aud not look at him.

'l did not expect anything, my lord. | do only asich as | would for any
other wounded man.' Getting to her feet, she picielder bucket. 'l shall be
only a moment.’



Returning to her cart, Elona quickly found the pbsalve. A piece of cloth

was needed to apply it with, so she tore a stamfher only linen shift, then

ran back to the Norman's shelter. She saw to mprise that he was wearing
a light wool tunic.

"You must remove your tunic if | am to bind yourwmal, my lord.'
'l shall do it myself," he replied brusquely. 'Ledte salve, and go.’

'‘But you cannot reach . . .' Elona began, gaspsngha saw his eyes spark
with anger.

'Do you mean to tempt me beyond all bearing?' imeatheled hoarsely, his

eyes glittering with a strange light. 'Go, befotede all sense and keep you
with me. And cover your head, girl; to see your hlaiis exposed is to hear
the devil's voice in my ear. | have cast him out,ay men may not have the
strength to do likewise.'

'l—I have been washing it,' Elona faltered. 'l—laneno harm . . .’

'‘Go!" he croaked, his hands clenching at his sitgl you drive me to
madness with your clacking tongue?'

Elona dropped the salve on the ground, gave aaod/ran from the shelter,
scrambling into her cart as fast as she could. Bheg from head to foot,

she crept beneath the blankets and covered hemifidiceher hands. This

morning she had thought Lord de Bainwulf was sofigriowards her a

little, to the extent that she had almost deciaetell him her secret. Now
she knew that to do so would be folly indeed. St deen something in the
Norman's eyes tonight which told her he would ndgeher go. Only the

chest of silver he meant to demand as her ranspirhka from extorting an

even higher price from her!

Somehow she must escape before it was too lateshmitwvas carefully
watched day and night. If she went at all, it mhesbn foot, carrying only a
few of her possessions. It would make her escaggenthich harder, but she
felt she no longer had a choice. She decided tbitinee to leave would be
when they were all eating supper. The soldiers it tired and hungry,



and she had noticed they took scant notice of hénistime. Tomorrow
night she would hide her things in the woods, opeite, then slip quietly
away with Cedric.

Convinced that this would be her only chance, stexed and drifted into a
deep sleep.

Elona woke later than usual. Surprised that Ceusit not roused her, she
hastily combed and braided her hair, rememberingde her head-rail
before getting out of the cart. She noticed at dhaéthere was something
different this morning: the soldiers all seemedeesdly busy, and she heard
them laughing and talking to one another. They etnds she passed, but
seemed preoccupied.

Finding Cedric preparing some birds he had snarethéir breakfast, Elona
knelt down and began to help him. "Tonight we siséijp away when
everyone is eating,' she whispered. 'lI've decidednwust leave the cart and
take only what we can carry.’

Cedric stared at her. 'lIt is too late for that, lay.’
Elona felt a cold start of fear. 'What do you mean?

'l heard the soldiers talking earlier. A messengached the camp late last
night. Duke William has occupied Dover Castle, avel are to join him
there before nightfall.’

'Is that where we are going?' Elona shivered, kngwi would be almost
impossible for them to escape once they had jdimedhain army within the
castle walls. 'Then we must leave now—At once!'

Cedric frowned, and she sensed a reluctance inshienhad not noticed
before. 'How can we leave without being seen? Wgaldgo with nothing
to keep you warm at night? The winter snows will lo® long, my lady, and
we should die of cold. Without our harps we coubd @arn enough to feed
ourselves, let alone get a bed for the night.’



Elona stood up, her eyes wild. 'But | must get awayust!'

'Keep your voice down, my lady, you are being wattiHere comes Lord
de Bainwulf,” Cedric warned, lowering his own votoea whisper. 'We can
slip away on the road, maybe. We must watch forchance.'

Elona nodded, her face pale as she turned to inedétdrman lord. '‘Good
morrow, my lord. How dost thy shoulder?’

'‘Better, | thank you, my lady.' Raoul's cold eyesmsed to look through her.
'l beg your pardon if I in any way offended youtlaesgen. | had a fever and
was not myself.’

'Oh .. ." She breathed a sigh of relief as shetBatwhis eyes were cool and
calm. 'You were indeed a little strange.’

'l believe | was most ungrateful for your kindnébke smiled at her. 'Of late
| have had little time to spend as | would wishdayp | shall ride with you,
my lady, and perhaps you would play your harp fef?im

Elona's heart sank. If he meant to ride with hee,would have no chance to
slip away. She lowered her thick lashes to hideeyes from his knowing
gaze.

'You must not waste your time with me, my lord. dudd not have you
neglect your duties for my sake.’

His eyes moved slowly over her face, noticing theswal pinkness in her
cheeks. 'My duties are done for the present; welrexe sufficient supplies.
Besides, Duke William commands that we make alkédpe join him.'

‘At Dover Castle?’
Lord de Bainwulf spoke gruffly . 'l see you havearleed enough of our

language to glean the gist of careless talk. $tithatters not now. Yes, we
shall rest at Dover this night.’



'‘And for how long will you keep me there?' Elonaked at him tensely,
digging her nails into the palms of her hands a&svehited for his answer.

He smiled slightly. 'Until you tell me who you dre.

‘Then nothing has changed, my lord.'

‘Nor will it, my lady.’

Elona set her mouth stubbornly. 'l shall neveryel.'

‘Then you shall never leave me.’

The satisfaction in his voice brought Elona's hapdher eyes sparkling
with anger. 'Do not be so sure of that, my lorte Saw that startled look on
his face and smiled a secret smile. "You wouldaeathe first to believe you

had me fast.' With that parting thrust she walkedyaand left him staring
after her.

Throughout the day Raoul de Bainwulf rode besidm&k cart. Oft-times
she caught him glancing at her with a puzzled la@wk] sensed that he was
wondering about her.

It pleased her to know she had made him uneasystadmiled to herself.
A taunting, secret smile which made him frown whersaw it.

'Why do you smile so?' he asked at last, unabit®l back longer.
'Would you have me weep, my lord?' Elona's eyesngézl with defiance.

'‘No." An answering glint flared in his grey eydsvould have you sing for
me.'

Elona tipped her head to one side, studying his.fle had not asked her to
sing for the soldiers since that first night, thou@edric did so regularly.



"What would you have me sing?"

‘The song you gave me us your first night in ounga
'l thought it displeased you?"

"You did not sing it for me alone that night.’

Elona's heart jerked as she saw the burning loaake her. 'And | will not
sing it for you now," she said, a tone of prid&an voice.

He laughed. 'Methinks you would exact payment fgirodeness last even.
Come, do not be churlish, lady. I shall sing itwybu. How did it begin? Ah
yes, it was thus: O come to me, my sweet belovedHis eyes moved over
her in a lingering caress. 'Please sing it for Blena.’

Her heart twisted as she heard the coaxing notel &6 not deserve that |
should sing for you.'

'‘And yet you will.'

Elona flicked down her lashes as her heart begadme& wildly. 'If you
command me, my lord," she whispered.

'l do command you, Elona.'

She drew a sighing breath. Reaching into the bé&d¢keocart, she took up
her harp. 'Then | must do as my lord commandd, iave no choice.’

'No choice?' His brows went up and a mocking smlieyed about his
sensuous mouth. 'She wears that meek face agaihgbeyes betray her.
Sing to me, sweet lady. Sing because you wish it.’

Compelled by something in his eyes, she ran heefm lightly over the
strings, her eyes drawn to his by a stronger ftraa her own will.



O come to me, my sweet beloved,

For | have loved thee, loved thee, loved thee,

For | have thee ever loved.
His deep voice joined with hers, sending a shiwevidher spine.

With the coming of the dawn,

| must leave thee, leave thee, leave thee,

To follow the warrior's horn.
Elona's fingers trembled, and she touched the wstrigg. Raoul's lips
parted in a wolfish grin. 'Do | make you nervous, lady? Then | shall let
you sing alone.’
Elona drew a deep breath, avoiding his eyes abatp@n again. He let her
sing alone until she reached the second from Ersev Her eyes flew to his
face as he suddenly joined in again.

Come lie with me, my sweet beloved,

And let me enter Heaven's gate,

Lest come the dawn, 'tis too late.
Elona stopped playing abruptly, her face pale &slsbked at Raoul. His
mouth curved in a wry smile, and she knew he wastiiag her to pay her
back for what she had said earlier.
'Have you forgot the last verse, my lady?'
'No. | do not wish to sing any more." Her voice a8 with anger.
'‘Does your throat hurt?'
'No.'
'Perhaps you have no breath left?'

Elona's cheeks began to burn. 'l wish you will que¢stion me so, my lord.’



'‘Ah, then, it was my voice which upset you. | vodid not think it was so
very bad.'

"You sing well enough.’

‘A pretty compliment, my lady. | do thank you for He laughed suddenly.
'‘Well, I shall not press you longer,

Elona. Chance has saved you for now at least. Libeke lies Dover Castle:
our journey's end.'

Elona looked in the direction he was pointing. 8gahe dark, forbidding
walls of the fortress, she shivered, a feeling edperation descending on
her. Once inside, there would be little chancesobping her tormentor.

Her eyes flew to his, terror leaping in them. Theckery faded from his
face. 'Why so frightened, my lady?' he whisperédu'have only to tell me
who your father is, and your ordeal is at an end.’

‘Never!" Elona's eyes flashed fire. Tease me hawwith, my lord; taunt me
and threaten all manner of vileness; and stillallstot speak.’

'And if | did more than threaten?' His face hardkak of a sudden. 'What
then?'

"You would lose that which you most desire.’

'Maybe.' He looked at her strangely. 'Yet sincenlra longer sure what |
most desire, Elona, | may be tempted to forgo ondaim the other. Take
care you do not arouse the devil in me, for if ylaul know not what may
come of it.'

‘Then | must take care to obey you, my lord/ Shakéal down meekly.
'Would you have me sing for you again?'

'‘Another time, my lady. | must ride on ahead ndwe'bared his teeth in a
grin. 'Lest you think to slip away even now, | $hiake young Cedric with



me. | doubt you would care to leave him to my temdercies if | found you
had fled!

With that, he spurred his horse forward, stoppipghe youth who walked
ahead of them to catch him up on his horse. Hegquatgssthrow a glance of
triumph over his shoulder at Elona before riding@nards the castle.

Elona ground her teeth in frustration. If Raoul wnker so well, what
chance had she of ever winning free? He had thel'®@®wn cunning,
seeming to read her mind with ease. He had gueékaedhe might make a
desperate attempt to escape at the last momentaahtade sure she could
not.

As the cart-wheels rumbled over the wooden briggelihg into the castle,

she felt her spirits sink. Now she was really aqmer of the Normans. Oh,
why had she not seized her chance to run awae€gaihere had been times
when she might have managed it if she had beerapgéo leave most of

her possessions behind. And yet somehow she kreweten if she had,

Raoul de Bainwulf would not have let her go. He ledwave pursued her,

caught her, and brought her back.

The only way to be free of him was to let her fattamsom her and return to
Oslac. Yet even as her mind went round and rounfdaintic circles, she
knew that she would rather die.

Life in the castle was very different from the ddglena had spent on the
road with Raoul de Bainwulf and his men. They haérbcarefree and
pleasant, despite the hard work and constant tiagehow there was only
work and the misery which kept her from sleep ewdren she crawled
exhausted into her small corner of the kitchens.

It was almost a week since she had passed thrineghuige wooden gates
which guarded the castle. Sent with the other Saaptives to work in the

kitchens, Elona had experienced bitter humiliatidare there was none of
that easy camaraderie of the road; instead there egsh words and blows
if she was slow to carry out an order from thosdseatch over the Saxon



slaves. In all this time she had scarcely seen derBainwulf, catching only
glimpses of him in the great hall when he sat athigh table next to Duke
William.

Like many other Saxons, Elona waited on the talllesshe had not been
put to serve the Duke's board. She could only gaoeards Raoul for

fleeting moments before someone cuffed her easanther scurrying back
to the kitchen for more food. Yet she knew it wasAho made sure that the
food Duke William and the other nobles ate was pwsoned by making

one of the servants taste every dish brought tadblke. So far the device
had been enough to prevent any attempt on thes.liv

Elona was not sure what she had expected to happem they reached the
castle, but it was certainly not to be totally iged by her captor. As well as
the other servants, she had almost complete fre@dtim the castle walls,

and she thought it might be possible to slip awaghe watched for an
opportunity. No one seemed in the least interesteget another Saxon
kitchen wench, except to find her work to do whesreshe caught their eye.
Yet Lord de Bainwulf's cunning had made her as ntuslprisoner as ever.

Now she knew just why he had taken Cedric on abéadn. He had given

the boy to Duke William as a gift. Pleased with yloeing harper's delicate
looks and sweet voice, the Duke kept him alwaysisaside, feeding him

with the choicest meats and fruits from his talbe. was the prisoner,
though he dwelt in a gilded cage, and without hiong dared not leave.

Watching Cedric singing for the Duke, Elona wasawére of the man until
he spoke to her. She jumped guiltily as she rehbbe had been dreaming,
expecting to be boxed about the ears.

Take this wine to the Duke's table." A large pitclvas thrust into Elona's
hands by a servant she had not seen before, angashgushed forward. 'Be
quick about it, wench!'

Elona glared at him with indignation. It was on theof her tongue to tell
him to take the wine himself, but just in time shealled her lowly position
in this place.



As the hall was so crowded, she could make heromhy slowly, and her
heart was thumping. She could not look at her caggashe went down on
one knee before him to offer the wine. Then, knguthat the servant had to
taste whatever was brought to table, she liftecpttoder to her lips.

'‘No!" he said harshly. 'Wait. Youl—come here ansktdathis wine." He
pointed at the servant who had given the pitché&loma. 'Yes, you! Come
here, | say.'

The man turned pale, his eyes rolling as he siyidratked away.

'Seize that man!" de Bainwulf's roar stunned thalesto hushed silence as
every eye turned upon the luckless servant. Inmemb he was surrounded,
his arms seized by a dozen hands. 'Bring him lzeneet’

The man was dragged struggling and swearing towhelkigh table, then
pushed roughly to his knees before de Bainwulfstdeed up at the Norman
lord, his skin turning a ghastly grey as he begesweat with fear.

Raoul took the pitcher from Elona and thrust itred servant. 'Drink!" he
commanded, his eyes glittering like black ice.

The man shook his head, renewing his strugglesdasperate attempt to
break free. A soldier struck him on the back of éxk and he sagged
forward, groaning.

'Drink!" Raoul repeated his command as a deatlénse descended over
the hall and everyone craned their necks to se¢wdmshappening.

The servant was almost fainting in his terror, éyes bulging from their
sockets as the pitcher was forced against his mtrdie pity, my lord," he
cried at last. 'lIt was not | who poisoned the wingas forced to do it

'Drink, or tell me who paid you to do this filthyork!'
Raoul tipped the pitcher so that the wine spiltand ran over the man'’s lips

and down his chin. The servant clenched his teailhing frantically as he
tried to twist his head away. In his desperatiomfanaged to break free



from those who held him, scrambling on his kneeanneffort to escape
certain death. But before he had gone more thaawaféet, one of the
soldiers plunged a sword into his back and hettelthe ground, blood
bubbling from his mouth. Within seconds he was dead

'‘God curse the fool," Raoul muttered as the sews/dnutdy was dragged
away, 'l could have made him talk in time.'

'His death will serve as a warning to those wha $&m," Duke William
seemed unconcerned by the whole affair. 'Perhags din knows
something.'

'‘No! She had no part in this." Raoul's denial weift &nd certain. 'She meant
to drink the wine herself. Besides, | know the werand can vouch for her
innocence.’'

Duke William's brows went up as he heard the shatp in de Bainwulf's
voice. 'So sure, my friend? Well, have it your oway. With your sharp
eyes to protect me | need not start at shadowasltihinking . . ." His words
trailed away as a commotion at the other end ohtiedrew his eyes. 'In
God's name, what . . .?’

A man came striding through the hall towards thelims.tunic was torn and
there was blood seeping from a wound in his right.&eaching the high
table, he fell on his knees before the Duke, bowiischead.

'We were attacked, my lord," he said in a voicekife@m loss of blood and
exhaustion. 'We traded with the villagers as yalus, paying for what we
took in good silver. It was as we returned thayttedl on us, coming out of
the wood at dusk so that we knew not what was hapge

Duke William's fist crashed into the table. 'Thakie second time of late.
Who are these men who strike like thieves in tlghthand then slink into
their holes to hide like rats by day? Why don'tytkeme out and fight in
manly fashion?'

Tt must be the same band who attacked us," Raaltlsaughtfully. 'We
drove them back, but they may have grown stronger. This rumour that



Harold lives and is in hiding keeps the spirit @$istance alive, though it is
false, as we know. His body was claimed by his meést and identified as
the King.'

‘There was nigh on a hundred of them.' The wousdétier looked eagerly
at de Bainwulf. '‘But we took one of them alive d&told us their leader's
name—after some persuasion. It is a Saxon thatieehhyame of Sigebert . .

Elona's sharply indrawn breath was noticed by rehan the man closest to
her. His grey eyes narrowed as he saw her facepalen but he said nothing
for the moment, turning once more to the soldier.

'‘And is your captive still alive?'

With a sigh, the soldier shook his head. 'Alas,lorg, he died soon after
giving us the information we wanted.

De Bainwulf shrugged his shoulders. 'A pity. | shiduave liked to question
him myself.’

‘Nevertheless, you have done well," Duke Williand ga the soldier. This
news you bring will no doubt prove of use. Go nawl &nd your hurts.'

Thank you, my lord Duke.' The soldier got to histfdowing as he walked
away.

'What think you of this news, de Bainwulf?' The Blskexpression was
thoughtful. This thane is a thorn in my flesh. Hels, and blood flows.

Shall we send a raiding- party and burn down evélgge we find until we

flush him from his lair? It would teach these cisirlknaves a lesson.’

Raoul frowned, it would cause much ill-feeling argdhose who have done
us little harm, my lord. Besides, he would flesithe forest and we could
search for days and never see a sign of him anéis | think there might be
another way to put an end to the Lord Sigebertisaga



'How so0? | can treat with those fainthearts wheehatid tremble in their
stockings behind the city walls of London; thosel$ovho would have that
weakling Edgar Atheling as their king. If need bwill take London by
force and burn it to the ground—but these nightbacke a festering wound |
would fain have cauterised.'

Raoul turned to look at Elona, who had risen tofeet and stood silently
waiting. Her heart had slowed right down and shenkhe could see the fear
in her eyes, but she could not turn away. He hasggd her secret, and no
lies would deceive him now. She tasted bitter galher mouth and her
throat felt as if it would close entirely.

A smile of triumph curved Raoul de Bainwulf s ligs his fingers curled
about her wrist and he pulled her forward to fdmeDuke.

'My lord Duke," he said quietly. 'May | present you the fair Lady
Elona—daughter of the Saxon thane Sigebert.’



CHAPTERFIVE

ELONA GASPED, her eyes widening in terror as she felt the Nersingers
tightening about her wrist, bruising her soft skira cruel grip.

'No! No, you are wrong,' she whispered, knowinglleeto be useless. She
could not deceive this man with the fierce, coldsewho seemed to see deep
into her mind. 'Please, my lord, | beg you will leé go. | have no part in
this.'

Raoul de Bainwulf's eyes glittered with a cold andg@on't lie to me, Elona,;
| know who you are, now. Remember | could have lyeaten just by lifting
my hand.'

'‘Nay, my friend, you frighten the wench with youladk looks." Duke

William's calm voice made Elona look at him, hardashen. '‘Come, lady,
you have no need to fear us if you speak the trothsaid, with a slight
smile on his thin lips. 'As the daughter of a nolyieu shall be shown the
respect due to your rank. Though your father haseh to defy me, | shall
not ill-use you.'

Elona looked from the Duke to de Bainwulf: similaiooks with their cold
eyes, proud faces and short dark hair, she kneke thas little to choose
between them. They were both hard, powerful men wbwold not hesitate
to use her as they pleased. As the pressure of alewBlf's fingers
increased, she knew she was beaten. She couldhidefyo longer. Looking
down at the floor, she fought to hold back thedesnich would shame her
before her enemies.

'Yes, | am the daughter of Lord Sigebert," she gaidtly. Then, lifting her
eyes to Raoul's with sudden pride. 'But if you kitmbargain with my father
for my life you had as soon kill me now. He willtdwsten to you, neither
will he pay a ransom for me.'

"Your courage pleases me, Lady Elona. Spirit isagvadmirable in a
woman if it is mixed with beauty.' The Duke smikatddenly. ‘My Lord de
Bainwulf, | give this lady into your charge. Finduroguest suitable
accommodation and something better than thosdoagsar. It is not fitting



for Lady Elona to sleep and work in the kitchenthwihe ceorles. In future
she shall sit beside me at table.’

Elona raised her head in relief. The Duke's softdsalid not deceive her,
and she knew he meant to try to break her fathesistance by threatening
her life. Yet in the meantime he would treat harthe: it was but a measure
of the man. A man who had dared to come acrossef¢o claim a right he
held as sacred.

She scarcely looked at Raoul as he took her arntegitaer from the hall. In
her heart was burning a fierce hatred for the mian ad betrayed her to his
duke.

'Duke William shames me,' Raoul said as they ledthall together. | have
neglected you since we came to the castle. My slutere such that it did
not occur to me to wonder where you slept.'

‘A corner of the kitchen was Paradise if it kept frean your sight," she
hissed. 'Why should you care what became of ma®yaur prisoner—your
hostage.' Her eyes blazed at him with savage Fanpught myself fortunate
not to be thrown into the deepest cell you coutd fi

Raoul looked at her, realising the deepness ofhberiliation. 'Have we
Normans been so cruel, Elona? | believe you hawebeen beaten or
tortured here.’

Elona kept her face averted, not really understanberself why she felt so
betrayed by what he had done. 'Cruelty is not adwiaythe form of a
beating. You could hawe\ me go, my lord. You need not have brought me
here—you need not have told your master who | am.’

'Ah, so that's why you hate me tonight, sweet EldRaoul gave her an odd
look. 'Could 1 have let you go? | wonder if therasvever a choice . . .

A twist of pain tore at her heart as she lookelimt How could he betray
her so lightly and then look at her in that way?

X| do not understand you, my lord. You speak inladd



'Perhaps | do not understand myself," he saidysdiid mouth curving at the
corners. 'Do not be too bitter, my lady, you hageneed to fear.'

'Have | not?' Elona stared at him, her eyes bngth tears. "You do not
know my father. He will pay you nothing forme.’

"You would have me believe he values you so litlleéRink you would
mislead me, fair Elona, but it is no matter. Onihge will tell." He stopped
and threw open a door. 'Here are your quarterdacy'

Raoul stood aside to let her enter a small chantberas quite dark inside,
for there was only an arrow-slit in the rough steovadl to let in a shaft of
moonlight. He took a taper and lit a torch, fixibonto an iron bracket on the
wall. As the room came to life in the yellow flaEdpna saw there was a bed,
a carved wooden chest and other signs of occup&iaspicion glinted in
her lovely eyes as she turned to look at him.

"This is your chamber!'

" Yes.' He smiled wolfishly, a touch of sharp humiuhis voice. 'No, my
lady, 1 do not mean to share it with you— yet. &lélsend a servant to fetch
my things.'

Elona shivered as she heard the note of warningvasetelling her that she
still belonged to him, no matter what Duke Willigotanned for her.

'‘And where will you sleep?' She turned away so tieatould not see her
face.

'l shall find a corner somewhere. Pray do not distyourself on my
account.’

'My—my possessions were taken with the cart whenawwed. | was
allowed to keep nothing. | have no clothes butehes'

Raoul frowned. 'Those were not my orders.' His elggkened with anger as
he noticed that she was no longer wearing the hsitwegr jewellery which
had first warned him of her rank. 'Who took youad®lets from you?'



‘A tall man with dark hair—I know not his namewlas not one of your own
men. Pray do not trouble about them, my lord.ntisclothes, soap and a
comb | need most.’

"You shall have everything you need within the hiour

'‘Coinld | have a bucket of warm water, please?h&lasked eagerly, her
anger forgotten for the moment, 'l would willinglyve all | own to feel
clean again!'

Raoul laughed, touching a smear of dirt on hertfeagl. She looked up into
his grey eyes and saw that they were clear of mgdke once. Her heart
jerked oddly, her lips parting as a little sighased her.

'l shall not demand so much,’ Raoul said, bendisigdad so that she felt the
warmth of his breath on her face. 'Yet surely leies some reward?'

Her heart began to thud as she gazed up at himat‘Whvhat would you
ask, my lord?"

'One kiss, fair Elona.’
Elona's mouth trembled. 'And if | will not yield sauch?'

it is not so much to ask." His eyes seemed to badphg with her, their
softness melting her heart and turning her limbsdter.

She swallowed hard, fighting against the headya@rswhich would rob
her of all reason. Forcing herself to remembeihall causes to hate him,
Elona brought her chin up defiantly.

'‘And will one kiss satisfy you, my lord, or will yaake more?'

'Methinks you do not trust me, lady.' His mockergde anger flare in her
heart once more.

'Should | trust a man who brought me here as hsoper? A man who
betrayed me to my enemy?’



Raoul laughed suddenly, his teeth gleaming whitetiie gloom. There was
something about him then that made Elona thinkwiléhdog she had once
seen in the village. It had be£n about to springhenback of a sheep when
the men attacked and killed it. It had died slowlyl] snarling at its enemies
with its last breath.

"Your caution is wise, fair Elona; | think you knawe too well. You are
right, it is foolish for a thirsty man to take g $rom the cup, for once he
hath tasted the wine he must drink it all." A wnyile played on his lips. 'A
servant will bring the water. Good night, my lady.’

Elona made no answer, avoiding the mockery of y&s evhich seemed to
challenge her. Why did this man strike such temto her heart? It was
strange that she should fear him so when he haeérnearmed her
physically. For Oslac she had felt distaste anald dislike, but he had
never caused her limbs to turn to useless jeligeda, except for that last
night when he had drunk too freely and insistedkissing her, she had
always been able to keep the thane at distanceneiting more than a
disdainful glance.

The Norman noble would not be cowed by a womaaisrir Elona knew it

instinctively. It was a dangerous game he playeth \wer, taunting and
pressing her to the very edge of the precipice. Isbe believed he had
deliberately ignored her these past few daysnigtter taste the humiliation
of working in the kitchens like a ceorle so tha¢ stould know him for her

master.

She wondered what would have happened had shedaigrées bargain a
moment ago. There had been a hungry look in his #y&t Elona found
frightening; a fierce yearning which sent chillsnging through her body
and made her heart beat crazily. Somehow the iggWikthat his kiss would
have been only the beginning. Had she not resisieanight be with her
even now, consuming her with the fire she had seérs eyes.

Suddenly she went down on her knees. Head bentands clasped in
fervent supplication, she prayed for an end totdineent which possessed
her mind and body.



A restless night ended with the dawn and the safihards singing sweetly

somewhere near by. Elona rose and began to brattaire It felt clean and

fresh against her skin, for de Bainwulf had ke tiord despite her
stubborn refusal to accept his bargain, and allneeds had been swiftly
provided for.

Not only had the servants brought her water ancesvgenelling soap; her
clothes, her harp and most of her jewellery hachlveeovered. Grateful for
the comfort of the Norman's bed, Elona had stilinid it almost impossible
to sleep, lying wakeful as she watched the plapobnbeams on the stone
flags beneath the narrow window. And when she hdasadrifted into an
uneasy slumber, her dreams were haunted by a faaa'svhich seemed to
float bodiless through the air towards her. Heradre were so similar to
those visions which had terrified her on the nighthe moon's waning,
when she had visited the sacred tree, that she eastokering with fear,
convinced she was in the Devil's power.

Now, hearing a knock at her door and a voice aghier name softly, Elona
paused in her task, her heart thumping nervousigo'is it?'

"It is I, Cedric. May | speak with you, my lady?"

She went quickly to the door, opening it to let yloeith enter, and glancing
up and down the narrow hall to see that no onewedshing. ‘Cedric, how
glad | am to see you!

Cedric knelt to her, kissing her hand. 'Forgive faredisturbing you, my
lady. | had to come."

'l was already awake,' Elona replied with a snsldjng on her stool and
beginning to plait her hair once more. 'How did yoanage to find me
here?’

Cedric's face turned pink and he stared at ther.fldthe servants were
gossiping. | heard you had been brought to LorBaiewulf's chamber . . .’



He broke off in embarrassment. 'Some believe yethar mistress. | know
it's not true, my lady, but it's being said.’

Elona bit her lip, and then replied. 'Lord de Baitivgave up his chamber to
me, Cedric. | slept here alone last night.'

'It's all foolish gossip." Cedric frowned. 'l camet to tell you of this
nonsense, but to warn you of my mission . . .'

"Your mission? What mission is this, Cedric?"

‘The Duke sends me to your father, my lady.' Heedtat her With sorrowful
eyes. 'Forgive me, | have no choice but to obeymagter. | love you dearly
and would fain refuse this task, but alas, | ambmave enough to deny him."’

Elona touched his bowed head, guessing the paistaarde he was feeling.
'It's not your fault, Cedric. This is Lord de BaiMis work. | see his mind in
this scheme. He knows you are the only person the@ould send whom
my father would not kill at once.'

Cedric looked at her with misery in his liquid bnowyes. 'l am to say that
Lord Sigebert must surrender with all his men amdas an oath of fealty to
the Duke if he would see you again." The boy drewohbing breath,

choking as he struggled to hold back his emotieordgive me, my sweet
lady. | had rather die than betray you but—but lafraid of pain.'

Elona smiled sadly as she saw the shame in hisatelface. 'Do not be
ashamed, Cedric. | know well what threats they heesl against you. It is
no matter. If you refused to do their bidding, dmotwould be sent in your
place. Nothing you can do could save me.’

The boy lifted his face to hers pleadingly. "Thew will not hate me for this
betrayal of you?'

Elona knelt beside him. Raising his chin in herdsgrshe gazed deeply into
his eyes and smiled as she saw the love he bor&hen she kissed him
very gently on the mouth.



'You are as dear to me as a brother, Cedric. Dd ydhemust. | shall always
loveyou. ..

The door of her chamber stood ajar. Becoming awéra long shadow
across the floor, Elona glanced up to see RaoBlagd@wulf standing on the
threshold. He was frowning, his face hard as hehet the tender scene he
had chanced upon.

Elona got to her feet, her eyes cool and cleahadaoked at him. 'Yes, my
lord, did you want something?'

The Norman's eyes fixed on Cedric. 'You are nedégyethe Duke, boy. Go
to him quickly"

Cedric scrambled to his feet, darting an uncerglemce at Lord de
Bainwulfs face before hurrying away, and the Norramed his chilling
eyes on Elona.

'‘No doubt the boy came to tell you of Duke Williardeecision to send him
as his emissary to your father.'

Elona addressed him defiantly. 'He came to beg amgign for what your
Duke would force him to do.’

De Bainwulf frowned, studying her pale face thodight. 'Lord Sigebert
would kill any man | sent with such a message. Adeis the only one with
a hope of succeeding.’

'He will not succeed.' Elona'’s voice was calm a&srabt his gaze. 'Had you
asked for money, Oslac might have paid you, but fatier will not
surrender his sword for my sake. It is a wastenoé¢ to send to him.’
Raoul's brows rose. 'Who is Oslac?'

"The man whom | was to have wed.'

He felt the thorn of jealousy prick him as she spdKou were promised to
him?'



'Yes.' Elona sighed. 'My father had agreed theepricshould have been
married now if the King had not sent to the villdgehelp.’

Raoul's eyes narrowed. 'Then why would you nottellyour name when |
asked? You might have been free ere this.'

'l did not want to return to Oslac. Oh, you mendrta cried, stamping her
foot in a sudden passion she could not controlu 'albthink a woman is just
another chattel to be traded for the highest mlee will fetch. My father
sold me to Oslac, but I will die rather than wenhhi

'So it was not to protect him that you kept sifeRgoul said, a gleam of
satisfaction in his eyes. "You do not love him.’

'l hate him!" Elona snapped, her eyes flashingarilaway from my home

rather than wed him. Nowou will send me back to a life of slavery and
humiliation. | hate you for making me your prisonéou are no better than

my father or Oslac!'

The Norman's grey eyes were serious as he lookeet at have not offered
to sell you to Oslac yet.'

'‘But your duke would use me to force my fathertsesuder,’ Elona cried, her
eyes accusing as she met his angrily. 'You toldeDWklliam that | was
Sigebert's daughter.’

'l do not deny it. Your father's resistance widdeothers to do the same if he
is not stopped. All attempts at defiance must betwed if William is to have
his throne. King Harold is dead, yet there are rsumours that he lives
and was carried wounded from the field to a placeaoctuary. There are
still many who hope he will return to lead thenvictory. It is a false hope,
but while some believe in Harold's return we shatl have peace.’

'What care you for peace?' Elona flung at him. "Yaone here to murder and
plunder, seeking a throne for your duke and ri¢dbegourself. What matter
to you how many men and women die to satisfy yaatsf? You will take
what you can by force and care naught for the saffeyou cause. Oh, why,
why, did you come?'



Elona turned away, her shoulders shaking as shghfdo hold back her
tears. There was silence for a moment, and shglide had left her alone,
then she felt the touch of his hand on her showdddrshivered.

'You hate me,' he said, his voice harsh with emotid | told you I did not
come here to plunder and seize lands for myselfwawld not believe me.
Why should you? Yet believe me when | say | wouddéhpeace between
our peoples now, if it were possible!’

Elona turned to gaze up at him with tear-blindeglseyner mouth trembling.
"You would have our total surrender, my lord! Yowuld make us all
vassals of your duke.'

'‘And would that be so terrible?' he asked sofiifne’ Duke is a just and
strong ruler. He has a right to the throne, anthkes what is his, that's all.’

'What justice does he offer me?’

‘There is much at stake, Lady Elona." A tiny pulsgan to beat in Raoul's
temple. 'If you will but trust in me, all may yet ell.'

'What do you know of me or what | want? My thougmseds and wishes
are naught to you,' she cried furiously.

'‘Are they not?' he asked with a rueful smile. ‘dkronly that you would be
rid of me if you could. | came to know if you woutdre to come hawking
with me. It's a clear, fine day and | thought yoigimh enjoy a ride in the
fresh air—but | see you find my company irksomeilllleave you to amuse
yourself as you please.’

Elona's eyes widened in surprise. The prospeddofg across the grassy
stretches of open land she had seen from her wirvdasva pleasant one.
Hawking was a pastime her father had oft-times yagp but had never
allowed her to share, telling her that it was nataanan's place to ride with
the men.

She stared at him eagerly. "You would take me yath?’



'Does the idea please you?' Raoul's brows rose.

"Youwould really let me ride with you?' She could netfg the excitement
from her voice. 'You would trust me not to try aagtape?’

Raoul threw back his head and laughed loudly. 'May try, Elona, but |

think you have too much sense. | should catch yothe wing, just as my
hawk catches a songbird.' His eyes challengedskading little prickles of

excitement up and down her spine. 'Well, shallueha horse saddled for
you?'

'Oh yes,' Elona breathed, her face aglow with pieasl thought | should
die shut up in this gloomy old fortress. Pleaseapé take me with you!

'‘Come, then, the day is wasting. Stay a moment-wihd is chill and you
will need your thickest mantle." He waited as Eloaa back to fetch it.
'Here, let me help you.' He took it from her, pharit round her shoulders as
she smiled up at him, breathless with excitement.

'l have oft watched the hawks fly after the luret bhave never ridden out
with them before.’

As Raoul gazed at her, he was aware that, the sigssain having gone,
she was more beautiful than ever. Her youth andreags stirred him, and
he wondered how many summers she had seen. Heotditlink it could
have been more than sixteen or seventeen at thie Nm8 in his thirtieth
year, Raoul had never thought to find a woman whddrouse him as this
one did.

'In Normandy, my sister always accompanies herdnsbShe can ride as
well as any man, and she has her own hawks.’

"Your sister?' Elona stared at him. She had nesferé thought of this fierce
warrior as having a family.

He read her thoughts, and laughed. 'Yes, | havster sElona, and | once
had a mother. | was not brought forth from theteént the stamp of the
Devil's hoof.'



She blushed, lowering her eyes swiftly. 'Sometiinesve thought you the
Devil's spawn. In truth |1 do not understand you, lorg.’

‘Then we are of one mind, sweet lady, for | findiy most troublesome
wench.' His smile mocked her. 'Be careful lest pegin to trust me, fair
Elona. It's best you remember | am the gaoler audnyy prisoner.’

'l am not like to forget it." Elona’s eyes glittéigs her anger returned briefly.

'‘Come, then, for the hawks are waiting.' He offened his arm in courtly
fashion, smiling as she laid a trembling hand ugpofliVe shall talk further
of this another day.'

It was so good to feel free again, even if the sa@igreedom were only an
illusion. Riding across the downs and through tlo®ds with the wind on

her face and Raoul de Bainwulf at her side, El@at&irfitensely happy. The
excitement of watching the hawks set loose to chadecatch their prey was
but a small part of her pleasure. She felt thatveteld have been content
simply to ride for ever with her companion.

He had chosen two of the soldiers who had beentivéim on his foraging
expedition to accompany them. They greeted her widrm smiles,
laughing and jesting as if they were all friendswés difficult at times to
remember that these men were her enemies and &edf lzeprisoner.

Elona saw her companion looking at her, and snaitddm warmly, finding
it impossible to feel angry with him while she weagoying herself so much.
The tension between them had eased as soon akatidgft the castle, as
though they had both cast off their cares oncesktaglow of its forbidding
walls no longer held them in thrall.

Somewhere a meadowlark'was singing its sweet simg.sun had forced
its way through a bank of cloud, making the browatexs of a trickling

brook leap to sparkling life. The trees had alnalsshed the last of their
leaves, and were beginning the long winter sleepirnyElona’'s heart it was

spring.



She held her face up to the sun, feeling its weke@rarmth despite a cool
wind. The movement of the horse beneath her madieékas if she could
fly to the heavens above. It was a moment of saténse joy that she
laughed aloud.

"You look happy, my lady.'

Elona turned to the Norman lord with a little laugham happy. | have
seldom enjoyed anything so much!'

Hi~stern features relaxed into a smile, and forfits& time Elona was aware
of how handsome he really was. Or perhaps she laays known it, but
denied it, even as she had denied that his smilaltrtain charm.

‘Then | am glad | did not let your scolding tongiigve me from your
chamber this morning. It would have been a shamuais$s such a day as
this.'

Elona saw the sparkle in his eyes, but let thelehgé pass. 'And | am glad |
came, despite your unkindness, my lord.'

'You call me unkind, Elona?' His brows rose.

She flushed. 'No, not today, my lord. Forgive nmat twas ungracious. It
was thoughtful of you to bring me with you this mimg. It's only that you
taunt me so.'

'l taunt you? | swear your moods would drive a vegakan to madness!
You are at one moment a meek dove, the next a wixénsharp fangs you
would fain plunge into my throat. And you say Iayou!

Elona laughed, enjoying a brief moment of trium§he had never known
that a man could be such a pleasant companionnbdad ever teased her
like this, and only Cedric had ever spoken to hedly. It was a heady
sensation to be courted in this fashion, and hexed¢o be behaving almost
like a lover.



'Fie on you, my lord! | am but a weak woman, andryarisoner. You may
beat me if my temper displeases you.'

'Perhaps you will drive me to it yet.' Raoul laudlas he saw her eyes spark.
How beautiful she was when she was angry! 'Looén&]l see how the hawk
soars through the sky. Ah, that a man might beess.f. .’

Elona stared at him, a strange tightness in hexsbrérou efivy the hawk,
my lord? Are you not free to come and go as yoagae'

He frowned, his eyes darkening. 'A man is sometinoesd by duty, Elona.’
"Your duty to the Duke?'

‘The Duke is my sovereign and my friend. | am botmkim by ties of duty
and friendship while he needs me.’

The sun had disappeared behind the clouds andlavaid had suddenly
turned bitter. Elona shivered, her eyes cloudeth waubts that filled her
mind and took all the joy from her heart.

"You are cold,’ Raoul said, sensing the changeeimahonce. 'lt is time we
returned to the castle.’

'Yes."' She turned her face from him, unable to kbepitterness from her
voice as she said, "You must not stay away tootebgke William may
have work for you.'

'‘Ah, now you hate me again.' Raoul smiled oddlguaous expression of
regret in his eyes. 'For a little while you hadgifrit. It was unwise of you,
Elona.’

‘No, | had not forgotten.' Elona looked up into taise proudly, dismissing
the sharp pain around her heart as foolishneshdll never forget you are
my enemy, no matter how your smile may charm me.’

Seized by a sudden madness, Elona spurred her tooasgallop as if she
must escape him or die. Her reckless dash wassfoatid doomed to failure



from the start—she knew it even as she kicked leetshinto her horse's
flank and urged it on. The Norman would only chhse and catch her.
Hearing the thunder of hooves behind her, she éeddpe inevitable, even
though she continued to plunge on madly, tearsidé@nd temper stinging
her eyes.

Raoul's horse raced beside hers, but he madeamotto stop her headlong
flight; almost as though he understood her needgeed and would let her
have her head until the madness cooled. In thatevas she who eased her
mount to a more sensible pace.

Turning to glance at her companion with defiancéan eyes, Elona saw
him smile and blinked away her tears of angry faigin. How confident he
was; how sure of his ultimate triumph—and how st him!

Seated between the Duke and one of his noblessmpke no more than a
few words of her language, Elona let her eyes d$tdlger down the table to
Raoul de Bainwulf. She saw he was staring moodily space, his face a
hard mask which revealed nothing of his inner thsigShe had noticed he
was drinking more wine than usual this eveningwoddered at it."\"Why so
sad, Lady Elona?' Duke William's question intereapthe flow of her
thoughts. 'Do you not enjoy our music?"

'Why yes, my Lord Duke," Elona replied with a ét8mile. 'l miss Cedric,
but your minstrel hath a sweet voice.’

'It is time the boy returned with Lord Sigebertswaer.' The Duke frowned,
his lips forming a stern line, and Elona wished Bhd not spoken. It was
folly to remind him of something which angered him.

‘Cedric will return as soon as he is able, my Lduke," Elona said quickly.
Tt was not his wish to go. He—He has learned toyehis life at the castle.’

Duke William's frown lightened. 'And what of youadly Elona? | believe
you have not found your stay with us too unpleg&®ant



'Oh no, my lord," Elona replied warmly. "You haveleomed me with all
honour to your table. | could ask for no more, wieteily your guest and
not—not a prisoner.'

His eyes regarded her thoughtfully. 'It is as asgwes would have you with
us, lady. If it were possible | would reconcile allr differences and see an
end to bloodshed between our peoples.’

Elona held her tongue. It was not her place toagplitics with the Duke,
though she had done so with Raoul. Besides, debpitdears, she had
begun to find her life at the castle pleasant ehodtye Normans took the
lead from their duke, treating her with respecte $tund their manners
gentler and more cultured than those of her owplee&he would not have
admitted it openly, but in her heart she knew these past few days she had
been happierliving as Raoul de Bainwulf's prisathen she had ever been
as a free woman in her own village. If it \yere fmtthe shadow hanging
over her, she could have been content to stayeawah for ever.

In the castle there was always something happetifadglowed all around
her, stimulating her mind and interest. Every ddye saw jugglers
performing in the courtyard, or soldiers trainingthwtheir swords and
shields; once there was even a troupe of tumblghsseme dancing dogs.

Pedlars came regularly, playing their wares; anoh&lenjoyed buying
ribbons for her hair or small trinkets, like a coofhintricately carved bone,
with the few coins she had left.

Often she spent part of each day either walkingiding with Raoul.
Sometimes he told her about his homeland, and sisefagcinated by his
stories and legends of the Norsemen who had settlddht part of France
which was now called Normandy. Occasionally he ds$lex to sing for him,
but she never sang the song she had given theesolah her first night in
camp.

He had taken to giving her small gifts: a largewdtier brooch of enamelled
silver, bone pins for her hair, and a roll of heaii in a deep blue shade
which exactly matched the colour of her eyes. Sieertever before owned
anything so fine, and was spending every spare mbsesving a new tunic



for herself. Her days were so full that had shebes®n anxiously awaiting
Cedric's return she would have been completelyyhapp

There was always a shadow hanging over her, howawmdrshe could not
quite forget that she was a prisoner, although Riaad been so kind to her
of late. She fought against her own feelings wither strength, refusing to
admit that she was shown more respect by the Dheke ghe ever had been
by her own father. She told herself it was wrongjke men who were her
enemies, fuelling the fire of her hatred for derBailf despite the pleasure
she took in riding out with him. His new concerm feer welfare was but
another trick to put her off her guard!

Glancing towards Raoul once more, Elona felt hertiegegin to beat with
the slow, thick strokes which sent her blood cowswildly through her
veins. It was something she had noticed of lateneter she saw him
coming towards her: a sudden warmth which spread loer and brought a
flush to her cheeks. She had begun to notice mutereore the clean lines
of his profile and the sensual softness of his iImddow, when she was with
him, Elona could not help remarking his proud begend the lean hardness
of his body as he walked beside her. Her eyes inexgtably drawn to him
as he walked through the hall at night, thoughelveere other men as tall
and broad- shouldered as he. It was a certainityjtadn eagle-eyed
awareness of life itself that set him apart from test and made her pulses
start to flutter when he looked at her.

He was staring at her now, a hot hungry glow ingyiss which terrified her
while it sent tiny thrills winging through her badWhy was it, Elona
wondered, that she was so fascinated by this miaife at the same time she
feared him? No matter how often she told hersedt the was cold and
ruthless, no matter how often she denied him inhHeart and swore she
hated his very name—still he drew her eyes whenewevas near. It was as
though he dominated her by his will-power alone.

Looking away from Raoul's face with a supreme éfédrwill, Elona felt
tears building inside her. What was it she yeaifoedo desperately that it
threatened to destroy her? Ashamed of the wealghesgelt stealing over
her limbs, she knew she must fight this unknownsagan with all her



strength. If she once submitted to the dictatdseobwn body, she would be
for ever lost!

Turning to the Duke, she forced a smile to her biamg lips. 'I—I feel a
little unwell, my Lord Duke. Have | your permissido retire to my
chamber?’

The Duke frowned as he saw her pale face; he toyigd the silver
drinking-horn before him. 'Your illness is not sers, Lady Elona?’

Elona drew a deep breath, feeling the throbbirtgeintemples intensify. 'Oh
no, my lord. It's but a headache.’

He looked concerned. 'l trust it will be betteris®d would have you with us
when we ride to London.'

Elonla knew that his words were mere politenessefi\the Duke was ready
to leave for the city, she would be taken alongenreif she were on her
deathbed. She had no idea why Duke William hadyeelénis march on

London, but realised he was only waiting for thghtimoment, which might

be at any time.

'l am sure it is only a headache, my lord. It Wil better in the morning. |
pray you will forgive me and give me leave to metirmean no discourtesy.'

'Very well, you may go.'

The Duke waved his hand to dismiss her, and shkedawiftly from the
hall. It was true that her head ached, but the actend her heart was the
reason for her request to be excused. She neededaimne for a while to
try and understand why she had felt so hurt becBasell de Bainwulf had
not come near her all evening, or even returnedgimde when she first saw
him.

She hated the man, so why should she care if hgectwosit drinking all
night alone?



CHAPTER SIX

OPENING THEdoor of her small chamber, Elona gave a cry afmalas she
saw a shadowy figure hunched up on her bed.

'Don't be frightened, my lady, it's only me," a fian voice reassured her
swiftly.

'‘Cedric?' Elona felt relief wash over her as shatweand closed the door.
'Oh, my dear Cedric, how | have missed you! | anglsal you are safely
back." She ran towards him. 'When did you arrive?'

The boy stood up as Elona reached him. She flungres around him in a
warm embrace, drawing back uncertainly as she Haaroshdrawn gasp of
pain.

'What's wrong?' she asked anxiously. 'Are you ill?'

Cedric turned his face aside, afraid to look irgodyes even in the dim light
of the chamber. 'l—I have been beaten, my lady.'

'Oh, Cedric, wait a moment.' Elona left him to tighcandle, bringing it back
so that she could see his tear- stained face nteagl\}c She realised that,
until she had come, he had been sitting weepirigardarkness. 'My poor,
poor Cedric, let me tend your hurts for you. Thenpaill ease if | apply a

salve to your bruises.’

He shook his head. ‘It is already done, my ladydlde Bainwulf tended me
himself some hours since.’

'Lord de Bainwulf?' Elona asked, her eyes wideriifigen he knows you are
here? Why has he not told the Duke?"

Cedric looked away from her. 'My lord sent me tater you. He said |
must see you first.'

Elona frowned. 'Then it was not the Normans whalysri so cruelly?’



Cedric shook his head again, but still he couldlook at her. ‘It was on
Lord Sigebert's orders that | was beaten . . .dhkimees.’

'My father had you beaten three times!" Elona dtae him in horror,
sickness turning in her stomach. 'But why? Why shbe do that, Cedric?
Was it because you ran away with me?'

He gave a muffled sob. Dropping to his knees beloma, he hung his
head in shame, his shoulders shaking as he wept.

'l refused to bring Lord Sigebert's reply to thekB's demands.' Cedric
seized her hand suddenly, looking up at her witlegperate appeal in his
eyes. 'Forgive me, sweet lady, | could stand tle pa longer.'

Elona laid her hand gently on his head, tears tyffpr him spilling down
her cheeks. 'lt is not your fault, my friend. | alyg knew my father would
not surrender to save me. Please, tell me whaast you were so loath to
repeat to Duke William?'

"Your father bade me bring this message to the @fikéormandy,’ Cedric
paused and drew a deep breath. 'Let it be knowtrthika ord Sigebert has
sworn to resist the rule of the bloody usurper Umsadeath. If it be true that
the Lord Sigebert's daughter is held hostage byehenies then let it be
understood that the father will see his child iratAsn or Hell but never in
this life. There will be no surrender.’

Elona's breath was expelled in a sigh. 'It is mashexpected.' She clasped
her trembling hands together, knowing that thismhé&@e end of her sojourn
as an honoured guest of the Duke. Her father'y ngplld make him so
angry that he would seek some revenge. 'l am naidab die, Cedric, but |
hope the Normans will be merciful and do it swiftly

Cedric looked up at her, tears streaming downliegks. 'Forgive me, lady.
| should have died rather than- bring such news.’

'‘Another would have brought it if you had not." BEdosmiled sadly.



There was a faint expression of hope, as he s&ie.Duke likes you, my
lady. Perhaps he will spare you, despite your faliefiance.’

Elona shook her head, gazing into the darknesseahigwhead. 'If | have no
value as a hostage, what further use can he haved®

'Oh, my lady." Cedric suddenly began to weep ewddr. He prostrated
himself at her feet, hiding his face in his harlBergive me, forgive me . .

Elona knelt down to raise him gently in her armensing that there was
more to come. 'What is it, Cedric? Is there sonmetlyou fear to tell me?”

He stared at her, a deep misery in his face. Hetevasdetween his love of
her and his fear. Slowly, he reached inside higtand took out a tiny vial
which hung about his neck on a silver cord. He lield the palm of his
hands, unwilling to give it to her even now.

'What have you got there?' Elona asked curiously. .

'Lord Sigebert made me bring this to you,' Cedaiid $altingly. 'He made
me swear on the holy relics of the saint's bonaslItivould give it to you.
He said you must drink it rather than let yourdelfused by his enemies.’

Elona's eyes widened as she saw the dark liquidiise vial and knew that
it was poison. 'My father has sent me poison?ghispered, her mouth dry
with fear.

'Yes.' Cedric wiped a hand across his eyes. '"Korgatime | refused to bring
it to you but—but in the end he broke me . . .

'‘Because of this, you were beaten?' Elona undetstoddenly why he was
SO upset, not because he feared to bring her fatiegdy but because he had
been forced to take a holy vow to give her thise 8kld out a trembling
hand. 'Give it to me, Cedric.’

The boy's fingers tightened around the glass \Wal, my lady, I—I had to
tell you, but please don't take it. Please dotitykiurself. It would be a
terrible sin to take your own life.'



'Give it to me, Cedric. You have done your dutg tast is up to me.'

'If you die, then | shall die too," Cedric declapabsionately, holding on to
the vial.

'‘And rob the world of your songs? No, you must lseme. | wish it. Don't
you see, this is now my one chance of escapingrdupaeath? At least it
will be swift and easy. | shall not suffer longrmall | be humiliated by my
father's enemies. Besides, like you, | must obeyather. It was my wilful
disobedience which sealed my fate. Had | remainekld village as he bade
me, | should not be here now.’

'Surely Lord de Bainwulf will save you,' CedricgaWill you not let me go
to him and beg him to intercede for you with Dukdldam?"

'‘No." Elona turned away so that the boy shouldseetthe tears in her eyes.
'Lord de Bainwulf lives only to serve the Dukeahniot ask him to betray all
he holds dear for my sake. Duke William must makeegample of my
death—to warn all those who still resist his riiatthe will not rest until the
throne is his. He must show them that all resistamitl be crushed. Do you
not understand that | cannot let myself be useatlisiwway? | must take my
own life and thus rob him of this small victory.'

‘The Duke is England's rightful king," Cedric crie@most in tears again.
'Why should you die because your father is toolstui to admit defeat?
You owe him nothing—he never showed you a momeé&irtdness!

'Give me the vial, Cedric. That's an order!

The boy looked up into her face, weeping as hetsawride there. He could
not refuse her. Releasing the tiny vial into henchahe drew a sobbing
breath. Then he got to his feet and rushed fronnabmn.

Elona stood very still for a moment. The glass fe#l cold and hard in her
hand. She shivered as she realised how cruellyatieer had condemned
her. She had always known that he had wanted &ossacceed him, and
was angry because Elona was his only child. Yets hard to accept the
extent of his dislike. It almost seemed as if hietider. Falling to her knees,



she clasped her hands in prayer. She felt sohokakne. If there were only
someone to whom she could turn in her distress.edamwith the strength
to save her from a painful and lonely death.

A picture of Raoul de Bainwulf s face entered hardntaunting her. If she
had not known how deep was his regard for the Dske, might have
begged him to ask for her life; but her certairitgtthe would refuse had
made her more determined to obey her father. ltheenly way. She could
not let her enemies kill her and thus gain advanfagm her death. One
swallow, and all her doubts would be resolved. \8beld no longer feel this
torment in her heart every time a certain man lddiker way. She would be
free at last.

Elona removed the tiny stopper. She looked at #k libuid for a moment,
fear of the unknown making her hand tremble ashelebit to her lips.

'‘God forgive me,’ she whispered, closing her eyes.

'‘No!" An angry roar from the doorway stayed herchdtiona looked up and

saw Raoul de Bainwulf standing there, his facelaskbas thunder. Before
she had time to realise what was happening, thenBlowas beside her. He
dashed the vial from her hand, crushing it benkalioot and grinding the

glass into the floor.

Elona saw the rage in his face, and her heart biegheat wildly. 'Why did
you stop me?' she whispered, her face pale, it dvbave been a swift
death.’

'Did you think to cheat me?' Raoul's eyes werealyg as he glared down at
her. 'Cedric told me what was afoot. | could ndidwe you would be so
foolish or so wicked!

'Wicked?' She shivered and shrank away as sheisdwrilous countenance,
it was my father's command . . .’

'‘And a sin against God," Raoul thundered, his haraatking at his sides as if
it were taking all his strength not to strike hehis anger. 'Have you no care
for your immortal soul?'**



'I—I prayed for forgiveness. God understands what iour hearts.'

'‘But | do not!" His voice was harsh. 'Do you wamtdie so much, Elona?
Have you no faith in me?’

Tears stung her eyes, blinding her. She turned degiye should see them
and guess what was in her heart. 'l could not askty beg for my life. |
know your first duty is to the Duke."

"You think | would let you die? Yes, by heaven ¢ seis so!' Raoul's voice
was tinged with bitterness. 'Look at me, Elona.k.abme, | say!

Elona felt his hands on her shoulders as he swangolughly to face him.
She swallowed her tears, lifting her head proudllyeze up into his face and
drawing a sharp breath as she saw the chill ieyes.

'l am no longer of any value as a hostage,' Elaithis a tone of accusation.
'Why should you care what becomes of me? | am oaihvweven so much as
one piece of silver.'

A muscle twitched near Raoul's mouth and his exwagyrew sterner. His
fingers bit deeply into the girl's shoulders and shinced with pain, but he
seemed not to hear her. Driven beyond the limiteredurance, he was
conscious only of a red mist building in his braBtaring at Elona's
beautiful, proud face, he felt his anger reachibgipoint and suddenly
erupt, spilling out in bitter words he could nonhtl.

it is true you have no value as a hostage," heketbdYou are a proud,
stubborn, wilful wench with more temper than seasel you deserve that |
should abandon you to the fate you would embraosikiagly. Yet | can
still find a use for you, fair Elona.'

She felt a thrill of horror run through her as &bwked into his eyes and saw
the hot, blind anger there. She shrank away from her hand flying to her
throat as she realised he was beyond rational titoHgs fury touched a raw
savagery deep within him that she had never susgect



'Don't touch me," she whispered, the colour dragifrom her face. 'Don't
come near me!'

"You do well to fear me," he muttered feverishlig, éyes glittering. ‘At this
moment your life hangs in the balance. 1 swear wal drive me to
madness yet with your doe eyes and your witch'se§mi

'Kill me, then!" Elona cried wildly, her eyes dadi nervously about the
room as if she sought a way of escape. "You caaklmrey neck with your
hands—do it now and have an end to this!"

'By heaven—You beg for death!" Raoul's cry of despant unrecognised
by the frantic girl, as she glared at him. 'Why®o hate me so? What have
| done that you should look at me like that?'

"You are my master,' Elona said bitterly. 'l amyaalvoman, no more to you
than your horse or the bed you lie in. Beat ménkd—do with me as you
please. | shall not beg for mercy.'

"You have always thought me a savage,' Raoul swiden clenched teeth.
'So be it, lady. | will be the brute you think nm#s you say, you are my
property to do with as | will. I cannot sell you forofit, yet | will have some

good of you.'

His voice was a rasp of pain, but Elona heard tmythreatening words.
She shivered and recoiled as his hand reacheaobef, seizing her wrist
and swinging her close against his iron-hard chdist.hand caressed her
white throat lingeringly, making her tremble. Simdt her eyes, the girl
stood passively as she waited for his strong fe¢g@iclose round her neck.

Then she felt the heat of his breath on her fadeha&n eyes flew open. She
gave a cry of protest even as his mouth coveres] B#gencing her with the
smothering passion of his kiss. Finding his arnasmpéd about her like a
band of iron, Elona began to struggle wildly, tivigther head in a frantic
bid to escape the demands of his searching tongighwvaded her mouth.

As she tried to pull away from him, Elona cried ouprotest. ‘No, my lord.
Kill me if you will, but do not dishonour me, | bggu.’



Raoul held her fast. The pulse was drumming irtdmsple; his eyes black
with a fierce desire. She saw the tight, blind mas& his face and drew
back with a cry of fear.

'It would be a pity to waste such beauty,' he mettdroarsely. 'l shall not
kill you, Elona. | will keep you as my bed-woman. saldier needs the
comfort of a woman in his bed—as well you as anothe

'No! I would rather die than lie with you!'

Elona tore free of his hold, desperately tryingiaot past him. Raoul lunged
at her, catching her wrist again and jerking hesklbi® hold her prisoner
against his chest. She screamed and beat at hhrheitfists, shaking her
head and twisting like a wild thing.

'You shan't escape me.' Raoul's mouth was hardatésdetermined. 'lI've
waited for you and | mean to have you, wench. Mgutiéul, stubborn
Elona.'

'‘No! No, leave me be,’ she cried, curling her rnailstrike at his face. 'l won't
let you use me like a wanton!'

He deftly twisted her wrist behind her back so thla¢ was trapped and
could not fight him. Then he swept her off the grd@and slung her across
his shoulder like a sack of wheat-chaff ; he laubhe she beat at his back
with her fists and screamed abuse at him.

‘Animal! Vile, hateful beast," she yelled, kickingt viciously as he slapped
her buttocks. 'l hate you, Raoul de Bainwulf. lehgbu!

Raoul tipped her none too gently on the bed, gngrown at her as she
screamed defiance at him and drummed her feetebed in a fury. He
watched mockingly as she squirmed and screamedjngdaerself out in
useless temper.

'I'll kill you, you vile beast," she threatenedribg her teeth at him. 'I'll tear
your eyes out with my nails and feed them to thgstio



‘At last the barriers are down and your true natsirevealed," Raoul said,
his eyes beginning to glint. 'What a sweet, womandature you are, Elona!
No meek dove, but a vixen with bared fangs and €law

Elona's eyes shot darts of fire at him. 'Touch gerg and those fangs will
sink into your throat,' she warned.

‘Not a vixen but a she-devil." Raoul bent over mm@nacingly, seizing her
wrists as she went for him and forcing her armslopve her head. Holding
her pinioned to the bed he straddled her, laughmghe twisted and tossed
beneath him, spitting her defiance in gloriouslityti'Yet, fierce as you are,
my proud beauty, | believe there is a way to tame yn a little while 1 will
have you purring like a kitten, sweet Elona.’'

‘Never! You may force yourself on me but you widiver break me," Elona
panted, her breast heaving as she found it difftcubreathe. 'l shall fight
you to the last.'

Raoul bent over her, brushing his lips across imeogh brow. ‘Perhaps! Yet
it will be an even contest, my sweet dove. My sitBnagainst your
stubborn, wilful spirit.’

His mocking face loomed closer so that she coutdl ttee warmth of his

breath tickling her. He kissed her brow, his lijx Ithe touch of a feather
against her skin. She hissed like a serpent aad toi bite him. He laughed
and covered her mouth with his own, bearing dowd hafirst to quiet her.

Then, when he felt her lips soften beneath his,uRbBegan to tease and
caress them with tiny kisses which sent her sesii@sing; kisses so light
and sweet that she felt her own lips parting egdaeheath them. Kisses
which went on and on, leaving her breathless arakesh her defences
crumbling.

Elona closed her eyes, feeling the hot sting ofrsthtears behind her lids.
She had ceased to struggle, and Raoul cautiouslysexd one of her wrists,
his hand moving down her arm to the soft whitenafsker throat. His
fingers stroked her skin, pushing aside the hedkyogher tunic to caress
her shoulder. He bent his head to kiss the satimo#mess of her skin,
letting go of her other wrist as he did so.



It was a careless move on his part. Finding hedsdree, Elona went for
him with a furious vengeance. She tore at his Ipailljng it so hard that a
tuft of it came out in her hand and he yelled wa#in. He jerked back and
looked at her in surprise.

Elona laughed triumphantly as she saw the astomshin his eyes. So he
thought he had tamed her with one kiss, did he WV he would learn

that she was not so easily broken. Curling herdliadike talons, she struck
at his face. Raoul caught her wrist before sheccmilict more than a small

scratch, a gleam of unwilling admiration in his s she fought him with
renewed fury, bucking beneath him like an unbradiign

Elona fought hard and long, but his strength wasnbaich for her. At last
she lay back panting, exhausted but still defiant.

'‘Are you ready to accept me as your master?' hedasklast, a glint of
amusement in his eyes.

'‘No!" Elona glared at him. 'l hate you, Raoul denBalf, and | shall hate
you more after you have done with me.'

The laughter died from his eyes and she tensedctixg a fresh attack.
Instead, he released her wrists and lifted histethhat she could move away
from him.

Elona rolled to the side of the bed, getting to femt to stare at him
suspiciously. 'What new trick is this?' she askitiey.

'‘No trick, Elona." His face had become a stony mask the hot, blind

passion she had seen earlier had gone from his legeng them cool. He
slid across the bed and sat for a moment with i burned to her. 'l have
ever admired courage, no less in a woman than a$mace you hate me so,
| shall not force you to yield. | thought. . . Bud matter, | was wrong.' Raoul
stood up, his back straight beneath his tunic.

Elona trembled, feeling chilled of a sudden and tgngd all emotion.
'‘Where are you going?' she whispered.



Raoul turned towards her, smiling oddly. 'To ask®William for that life
which means so little to you.'

'To ask the Duke for my life?" She stared at himguaious weakness
spreading through her. "Why?'

'l owe you this much," Raoul replied coldly, theilenfading as he looked at
her. 'l do not forget that it is my fault you areréssoner here. | will do what
| can to make amends, Lady Elona. It was a faltfige had, and the victory
was truly yours.'

Elona watched in silence as he strode from the rddman she flung herself
across the bed and began to weep.

Duke William looked at Raoul's face and then atyitveng harper.

'Why have you only now seen fit to tell me of th@ys return?' he asked,
anger in his face as he looked at de Bainwulf. WWall you answer me?'

'l waited until the right moment." Raoul repliedulgatily, his hands
clenched at his sides. 'l knew the thane's replyldvanger you.'

'Did you hope to find me mellowed after | had supipje
The Duke's brows rose. 'Did you think the wine nigl my wrts?’

Raoul's eyes narrowed with temper. 'l am not sufdok my lord. | know
well you drink little, nor would | try to fool you.

'What, then?' Duke William glared at him. 'l liketrthis secrecy in you, de
Bainwulf.’

'l was afraid." Raoul met the Duke's eyes feanyeskslwas afraid of your
anger—just and right as it must be.’



‘Afraid? You?' the Duke stared at him incredulouy heaven! I've never
heard those words from you before, de BainwulfyRpgplain this mystery,
for | had fain know what hath you shaking in yobhoes—It is not fear of
me, I'll warrant!'

Raoul's mouth twisted. 'l was afraid you would dachhady Elona's death,
my lord. Her father has defied you yet again.gizsn that an example must
be made to these rebels—her death would show yan rtee crush all
resistance.’'

It is true, an example must be made.' The Dukelstimquirked and his eyes
began to sparkle. He turned his gaze on Cedrimifiht be that the boy

would serve as a lesson to these rebels, sincevtimsan means so much to
you...'

Cedric flung himself on his knees before the Dullasping his hands
together in supplication. 'Spare my lady, and | gladly take her place, my
lord Duke.'

The Duke's eyes glinted darkly as he looked froeltby to Raoul. 'What
say you, my friend? Shall we hang the boy andhetiovely Elona live? It
would be a pity indeed to lose such beauty—andhetyouth sings like a
nightingale. What say you—Which shall it be?"

The tiny pulse was beating in Raoul's temple. 'UlMtaask for mercy for
them both, my lord.'

"You would have me spare both the boy and the w@hire Duke's brows
shot up. 'Come, de Bainwulf, where are your witsétivhks the mists of
England have turned your blood to water—or at leaktled your brain.
This is not the fighting talk | expect of one of mgavest nobles!'

'‘Let me be their champion,’ Raoul said, the mugsagbgding in his shoulders
as he clenched his hands into tight balls. 'l Wjht three men of your
choice. If I win, the boy and the woman go free.'

'‘And if you die, I lose one of my best men and stddficers.’ Duke William
shook his head. 'No, Raoul, | cannot risk your, lifs too valuable to me.



We shall ask the Lady Elona what must be doneturesd to Cedric with
an odd smile. 'Fetch your mistress to us, boy,saytnaught of what you
have heard here, or it will be the worse for you.'

Cedric bowed to the Duke and then to Raoul, andddifrom the room.
The Duke had no need to warn him to keep silermreCédric knew that if
Elona understood it was her life or his, she wadk for him to be spared.

As soon as the boy had left the chamber, Duke avilliaughed, and turned
to look at his companion.

'Well, | never thought to see this day, Raoul.’
Raoul frowned. 'What mean you, Sire? | do not ustaexd you.'
'‘No? | believe you understand well enough, butallstot plague you.' His

eyes sparkled with amusement. 'l shall test younamy foolish friend, and
| doubt I shall find you wanting . . .'

Elona sat up as she heard the knock at her doo€addc's voice calling to
her. Wiping her eyes on the sleeve of her tunie,stallowed hard.

'What is it, Cedric?'

‘The Duke bids you come attend him, my lady.’

'So it is time, then." She breathed deeply to stbadself. Her wretchedness
was such that death could only be a welcome reledmethought. 'l am

coming. Give me but a moment to tidy myself.'

'l shall wait outside, my lady.'

Elona poured cool water from a bronze ewer intowalpsplashing her face

to wash away the stain of her tears. She straightbar tunic and tucked her
hair beneath her head-rail, holding her handsrotront of her. They were



shaking, so she took another breath, forcing thestdp. Lifting her head
proudly, she went out to join the boy in the narjmagsage.

Their footsteps echoed loudly on the stone flagthag returned the way
Cedric had come, neither of them speaking. It wask,dthe gloomy
passages and winding stairs lit only by an occasitiickering torch set in
sconces on the walls. Some of the walls were crimglsind damp to the
touch. It was cold, and Elona could not stop hésglering as she pulled
her thick wool mantle closer round her. It felt@&@nough for snow.

'Do not be afraid, my lady. | shall not let youfsuf If you must die, it will
be swift, | promise you.' Cedric showed her a tiagger he had hidden in
his tunic sleeve.

Elona smiled, not guessing his intention to usenihimself and thus save
her by his sacrifice.

‘Thank you,' she said softly. '‘But you need noabgious, Cedric. | am no
longer afraid to die.'

They had reached the small, round chamber wherBdlke and Raoul de
Bainwulf waited. Cedric hesitated, his face turnpade as they hovered on
the threshold, but Elona's eyes were proud and a®ashe curtsied to the
Duke.

'l am come, my Lord Duke, as you commanded.’
The Duke came towards her, extending his handrtanhee courtly gesture.
She took it, allowing him to help her to rise, dhdn he led her over to the

fireplace.

'You are cold, Lady Elona. Warm yourself. | wousome colour in your
cheeks.’

Elona gazed at him. "Thank you, but | am not caig lord.’



He smiled oddly, a hint of amusement in his fa&ee you not? Then | fear
you still have a headache. | beg you will pardon foredisturbing your
rest—but it seems that we are in a quandary.'

Elona looked at him in surprise, sensing that he @mgoying himself. Then
she glanced at Raoul, whose expression was unieadtie saw a slight
tensing of his neck, as though the muscles were bati no other sign of
emotion.

'l fear my wits are gone awandering, my lord Dukbg replied. 'l do not
understand. How may | help you?'

'It seems | must speak plainly, Lady Elona. LordeBert, your father, has
refused my offer of a truce between us. My LordBienwulf feels an
example must be made, and | fear he is right. Itrand shall teach these
fools who is the rightful King of England." Duke M&am smiled at her
obliquely. 'Raoul thinks you must die, yet he asksnercy. So you see my
problem, Lady Elona. What am | to do?'

'l see you have little choice, my lord." Elona ledkback at him proudly,

refusing to let the Normans see the fear she tisitle, although her eyes
were full of unshed tears. 'Your enemies would esedn any sign of

weakness—so you must do your duty, however painful.

"You do not beg me for your life?' The Duke frown&t | believe you
have found life pleasant enough of late. You are mg enemy, Lady
Elona?'

She raised her eyes to his, looking into them watllmnching. 'No, | am not
your enemy. | would willingly swear an oath of figatl you, my lord Duke.
Yet it would not solve your problem.’

The Duke's eyes narrowed. 'Supposing the boy digsur place?"

'‘No!" Elona stepped back in horror, her hand flyiagher throat, 'l would
never swear fealty to you then! Let me die and lmvend to it.’



'It would be a pity to lose one so fair," musedlhde, a wry expression on
his face as he darted a glance at Raoul's facesamndhe tightness there.
'‘And the boy sings sweetly—I should be sorry telbgn. Yet an example
must be made."

Elona waited in terrified silence while the Dukelilberated, her heart
beating with painful intensity. Her eyes were drawiRaoul's of their own
volition. She saw him clench his hands at his sided wondered at it. Why
should it matter to him what Duke William decidedi®2 debt to her, if any,
was repaid by the act of asking; she could expechare of him.

'Listen to this, Lady Elona, and see whether yooktlt wise or foolish.'

Duke William watched her face with anxious excitemeDoes a clever
man seek to rule his enemies by the sword alondpes he find ways of
bending them to his will which will bind them fastban any net? Would it
not be better to set a good example that othermagnfollow than strike out
in blind revenge?'

'What mean you, my lord?' Elona stared at him iwiloerment, the
beginning of hope in her heart.

Tt is easy to take life, but what is one death wimem are at war? Nothing. |
could kill twenty men, and still the lesson would gnlearned." Duke
William's eyes narrowed, piercing her. 'No, sweelyl | shall not make an
example by wantonly taking your life or the boytsstead, | shall show my
wisdom and mercy, proving my right to rule as & kisg. You shall wed

one of my nobles in all honour. Now, how say you?'

The Duke beamed at her as if expecting her to erydy and relief aloud.
'‘Marry a Norman noble?' Elona paled, and she towitheer step back; but,
before she could say more, Raoul strode forwardtaok her hand, the

pressure of his fingers warning her to stay silent.

'‘Lady Elona was my prisoner,' he said in a cle&e:dl claim her as a right.
| shall take her as my wife.’



Duke William slapped his thigh and roared with laigg, the tears starting
down his cheeks. 'And | give her to you rightly dila de Bainwulf. |
imagine you will appreciate the gift. | swear tady hath bewitched you. It
is the merriest jest | have known in many a month.'

Raoul's mouth tightened into a thin line. 'If iepbes you to mock me, Sire, |
must endure it with a good grace. Lady Elona issaadand a worthy bride

for any man. | make no claim to love, for | am lausoldier and know

nothing of such emotions. And | know well the Idthth no warm feelings

towards me—yet | shall honour this marriage, if glieaccept it.'

'Well, Lady Elona, wilt thou have this man for thysband?'

Elona's heart was beating wildly. She found no elRaoul's expression.
She tried to speak, but her lips were dry and $Miéf sound came out and she
could only look at him in helpless appeal.

He came towards her once more, taking her handyfirmhis own. Then he
smiled slightly.

'‘Lady Elona accepts, my lord. She will be conterdd your bidding and to
take an oath of fealty." His fingers caressed #eklof Elona’s hand. Ts that
not so, my lady?'

Elona licked her lips nervously. 'Yes . . ." shenaged at last. 'l shall wed
Lord de Bainwulf . . .



CHAPTER SEVEN

ELONA's WEDDING was delayed by Duke William's decision to move on
towards London. Since King Harold's death and thieat of the English
army, the city had been in a state of arms; thelpé&odetermination to resist
the invaders strengthened by the arrival of two gxéw Earls, Edwin and
Morcar. An assembly of the English nobles had detithat as Harold's
sons were too young to be king and both his brethad died with him at
Hastings, Edgar Atheling, the grand-nephew of Kilgvard the Confessor,
should rule.

This news had reached Duke William soon after ingagvictory, but he
resisted the temptation to move on the defiantatitpnce, waiting patiently
at Dover Castle until fresh troops and supplieshied him from Normandy.
Now the time was right.

In all the necessary confusion of moving a largayartogether with its
weapons, stores and baggage, Elona found herdblfavwgreat deal of free
time. Raoul was too busy overseeing the prepafiandeparture to walk
or ride with her, and though he had seen to itshathad women to wait on
her and care for her needs as befitted her raekwsis often alone for long
periods. She filled the lonely hours as usefullyglas could by sewing and
embroidering a new tunic for her wedding, but thgsddragged and she had
too much leisure for her peace of mind. She fouadthoughts dwelling
more and more on the man she was pledged to neardybecoming ever
more confused about her own feelings. It was se&diagv the ache about her
heart was eased whenever he smiled at her, des$@teloubts which
tormented her every waking hour. What kind of maxs whis fierce warrior
who had come from far across the sea to make kerdptive? For Elona
had no doubts that she would belong to him comigletece he had her
bound to him by the sanctity of marriage. She wadodd his wife, his
property to use as he would, and sometimes thatlkedige frightened her.
And yet there was a part of her that perverselytagit to happen.

Elona no longer considered escaping. Having giveerwlord to marry Lord

de Bainwulf, she believed herself bound as shenleadr been to Oslac. No
one had ever asked for her opinion before or ghvema free choice. And
although the Normans were in the middle of a wiaeythad shown her



glimpses of a different way of life, a gentler, pagy life, which appealed to
her. There were moments when she believed she dowdpeace and

contentment in the future, if only ... It was asthoint that her thoughts met
an insurmountable barrier, for she did not know vdee wanted.

Impossible dreams flitted through her mind likesthe sunbeams, bringing
a warm flush to her cheeks and making her head ithhher breast. Dreams
of being held in a man's arms and kissed with ¢énelérness which turned
her limbs to water and brought feelings to life blad never known existed
until the other night. Then she had fought Raowlalise to give in would
have shamed her, but when she was his wife therel t® no shame in
surrender, could there? She began to wonder iétdesams meant she was
falling in love with her captor, but she had no vedknowing. Having never
experienced tenderness from a man before, she mddrérust her own
judgment. Perhaps men used lovemaking as yet aneéapon to humiliate
and subdue their women into a state of submisklow could she know the
truth—she who had found kindness only in an old worand a boy?

Several times Elona took out the talisman Alfridal lgiven her and held it
in her hand. So far it had protected her from reain, but was it strong
enough to stand against the tide of feeling Raoulccrouse in her? She
scolded herself for being weak and foolish. All legperience of life had
taught her that men considered their wives as mambther possession to
be used, and to be ignored when it suited themmBgine a different kind
of existence with a man who not only loved herrdespected her, delighting
in her company for its own sake, was to reachlerdtars and beyond. Yet
what happiness such a marriage might bring! To bowibe loved in return
without fear of being hurt was something so wonddtfat her mind could
not quite encompass it.

But there were fleeting moments when Elona belietreat her future
husband might just be such a man. Certainly, sheehad promised to wed
him, he had treated her with a gentle courtesy wihiought a flush of
pleasure to her cheeks and a sparkle to her egestry as she would, Elona
could not forget why he had claimed the right talviser. It was simply to
save her life; a debt of honour to be repaid bexaeshad brought her to the
castle as his prisoner and held himself responsiislber fate. So perhaps
she was foolish to imagine his smiles promisechtygpiness of her dreams.



When the doubts returned to plague her, she remrexhbigat, cheated of the
ransom he had thought to exchange for his hosRay®jl had made it clear
he had but one use for her. Elona's courage hadsaorspect, and because
of this he had asked the Duke for her life. Shenktiés must be the reason
he had interceded for her. Recalling the angerseyes when the Duke had
jestingly suggested otherwise, Elona realised sh&laot sensibly look for
love from him. Raoul had said plainly that he dad love her, and she must
not be misled by the foolish behaviour of her ovearth. And yet perhaps it
would be enough to know herself to be the wiferohanourable man.

Since the night when she had fought so hard teepresher honour, Raoul
had kept a distance between them. It was as thoeighew he had but to lay
his hand upon her arm to set her heart thumpindlyyibnd deliberately
refrained from doing so. Yet why should he showhsigstraint now, when
she was more his captive than ever before? Ind@usion she sought an
answer to the questions which tormented her.

She could find none that pleased her. It seemefdREoul had decided to
treat her with the respect due to a woman of hek,raut had lost all other
interest in her. Perversely, now that he left Hena so much, Elona had
begun to long for his company. She wished theydtapend more time
together so that she might come to understandrtarswho was so soon to
be her husband, to know what place she would ocoujis life and heart.

But her hopes were vain, for Raoul's time was naisown.

At last the day dawned when Elona was due to |@mxeer. The castle yard

was swarming with soldiers, horses, carts and oaed,all was confusion

and noise as they jostled for position. Some ointle& had ridden ahead to
scout the way and find a suitable site for thahtsgcamp, and Raoul was
among them. Although he had many duties, he haaldftime to bid her a

hasty farewell the previous evening.

'l leave at first light with the vanguard, Elonaou will travel with the

baggage at the rear. So we shall not meet untibtow night.' Raoul gave
her a preoccupied smile. 'l have arranged for Cedriravel with you, so
you will have pleasant company on your journeyc@es of my own men
will protect you.'



Elona gazed into his eyes searchingly, looking aagsin as her heart
began to beat with those slow, thick strokes whiched her limbs to water.
It was not fair that his nearness should make di@reak while he remained
calm. He would not have been thus only a short thge. She wondered
sadly if it had been merely her defiance which Hesdinterest in her. Now
that she had promised to wed him, his mind seemsethalve turned
elsewhere.

She lifted her chin higher, determined he shoul®enguess what was in her
thoughts. No doubt he would find it amusing to krntbat he had succeeded
in breaking down her defences at last.

'l thank you for your care of me, my lord," shedsdier voice cool. 'l shall
pray that God will ride with you and protect you yur journey.'

'Will you, Elona?' Something in Raoul's husky voiseught her eyes
swiftly to his face, as she tried to read his udadde expression. The Duke
is anxious that we should be wed as soon as pessdid | too am

impatient for the day which will make you my wife.'

Elona lowered her thick lashes. Was it possiblelidecare for her a little,
after all? Or was she foolish even to hope for ssige of affection from
this man of strange moods? Perhaps his eagernessnhato please the
Duke. Because she did not know how to answer hisnnaas afraid to probe
too much, she took refuge in inconsequential words.

'Is there news from London?' she asked, avoidisgritent gaze. 'Will the
city surrender, now that Duke William is on the ofé?”

Raoul frowned. He was aware of her uneasinesshtsuvas not the time to
speak of personal matters. When they were wed ldhviiod a way to quiet
her fears, for which he could see no reason. Raet he must follow her lead
and control his impatience.

'As yet we have no word from Ansgar,' he said, answy her question with
perfect truth. 'Our spies tell us he has the rasgiabe people and that they
will follow his lead. If he chooses to come overthe Duke, the war is
ended.’



'‘Ansgar?' Elona looked at him curiously. 'ls he tiw esquire of Edgar
Atheling? | have heard he cannot walk and mustaoeex] everywhere in a
litter.'

Raoul's brows rose to find her so well informedhatlis so, yet he has the
military authority and regularly inspects the atydefences. The Earls
Edwin and Morcar have left London and gone homeladimg that they will
not serve a weakling boy who aspires to be calied kut cannot rule; but
Ansgar has the city walls well fortified and it iMake a brave assault to
breach them.’

‘Then there may yet be a battle to take Londorétid&looked at her future
husband with anxiety. The thought that he mighinlizattle suddenly made
her afraid. She felt that to lose something asilEaas this bond between
them before it had had a chance to strengthen iavd \gould be very sad.
And she would go to her own grave never knowirftaippiness might truly
have been hers.

Raoul smiled at her as she looked up into his faeeking reassurance. He
sensed a part of what was in her mind, realisingutd not be easy for her to
be a hostage in the camp of her own people's esemie

'Do not distress yourself, Elona,’ he said gerifljilliam will try to win the
people to him by persuasion if he can.’

‘Then | pray God he succeeds,' Elona said, loo##owgn so that he should
not read what was in her min3. 'lt is time theresvea end to war and
bloodshed between our peoples.'

'‘Amen to that, my lady.'

Raoul took her hand, kissing it briefly before && her to resume his duties.
Elona stared after him, wondering why she suddfaityso lost and alone.

Arriving before the gates of London, Duke Williaouhd it well defended,
as he had expected from the news brought him bgpwes within the city.



He called a council of his most trusted nobles lagghn to plan a course of
action which was calculated to bring the city te knees as swiftly as
possible.

‘A direct assault on the city would mean much bl on both sides,' he
said. 'l have no desire to shed the blood of efmglish or Norman nobles.
We shall send an emissary to Ansgar and demarsiithender of London. |

ask only my right, which is to be crowned King afgtand; | shall leave the
English to govern themselves, once the title isemihhis is my solemn

promise in exchange for a peaceful surrender ofitiye

'‘But will they listen?' Raoul de Bainwulf askedyyiming. 'The fortifications
are stout and could withstand a siege for months.'

'We shall not be idle." Duke William's eyes gliéi@ras he let them travel
slowly round the assembled nobles, who were thedtof his army. 'We

shall disperse ourselves in the neighbourhood, and and plunder the
villages to bring them to a state of submissionthis way we shall make
certain that no supplies can reach the city . Havg lthen will Ansgar hold

the will of the people against us?'

It was a brilliant concept. With the main body efistance to William
bottled up within the city walls, it would be onéy matter of time before
hunger drove them out. Neither their consciencesher stomachs would
let them remain long inside the city while the coyside about them was
ravaged by the Norman army. Yet William's emissaffered a way of
escape from their predicament which would allownihto keep their
honour.

The nobles agreed to his plan and dispersed tallsatmotion. Raoul was
about to follow the others when the Duke called bauk.

'‘And now, de Bainwulf, we shall delay your weddioghe Lady Elona no
longer. A wedding will be an excellent way to p#ss time while we wait
for some reaction from Ansgar. You shall be marirethe church of that
village which surrendered peacefully to us yestgrtiapared it so that we
might have some comfort ourselves until we moveMy.own chaplain

shall conduct the ceremony and | myself shall ¢ginesbride to you.'



Raoul bent his knee, kissing the Duke's hand. "Yaah is my command,
Sire.

Duke William snorted with laughter. 'Fie on you, B&nwulf! You are hot
for the wench, only a fool would deny it when ftlain to see. | vow she hath
bewitched you with her beauty.'

Raoul got to his feet, an odd smile on his lipgri@ps you are right, my
lord. I know only that | have had no rest sincedtfsaw her.'

"You must bed the wench, it's the only cure for tdiks you, my friend.
Then you will be your own man again.' The Duke igeitt at him and Raoul
smiled.

'l wonder." His eyes held a hint of self-mockeijhére are times when |
wonder if | shall ever be at peace again. My ladthla mind and a temper
all her own!'

Elona's eyes travelled round the great wooden Wahlich was so like her
father's that she might have been at home. Abandonéhe Saxon thane to
whom it had belonged, who had fled before the Naoisnbeaving his ceorles
unprotected, it was for the moment the temporaadbearters of the Duke.
Today it had been given over to Elona so that shédcprepare for her
wedding in comfort.

Wrapped in a thick woollen mantle to keep out titeebcold, Elona sat

patiently while one of the servant-women combedfreshly-washed hair

and dried each silken strand carefully with a towghen that was done,
Elona rubbed perfume into it, humming an old bal&t began to braid the
pale tresses, tying them with silver cords.

She was desperately trying to control her nervéschvkept sending little
tremors running through her and made her stomaginch only she could
believe that Raoul cared for her just enough t&ibe and gentle, then she
would go to her yedding with a smile on her lipd @agerness in her heart.



Standing up, she allowed the servant-woman toashpavy silk tunic over
her head, fastening it about her waist with a wgdele of embroidered
leather, twined about with silver cords. The wort@ched the softness of
the silk tunic reverently, an envious look in hgeg as she exclaimed over
its fineness. Then she helped Elona to put on atlenah crimson wool
trimmed with dark fur, securing it at hef shouldéth a large brooch of gold
set with garnets.

'I've never seen such fine cloth,’ she said, stpkhe sleeves of Elona's
under-tunic. 'lt feels so smooth to the touch.’

'My lord had it sent specially from Normandy,' Edoreplied with a touch of

pride, her mouth curving in a smile of pleasuree §lanced at herself in a
mirror of burnished bronze, feeling a warm glowesal through her. Surely
Raoul would think she looked pretty today. 'Theocolmatches my eyes, do
you not think so?'

'You look beautiful, my lady." The servant broughpair of heavy gold

bangles, which were also a present from Raoul gahitk collar of twisted

gold given her as a bride-gift by the Duke himsidkilping her to fasten the
necklace, the woman smiled up at Elona. "You mastdyy happy to wed
such a fine man as the Lord de Bainwulf. Such a wmamd pleasure any
bride.'

Elona blushed, flicking down her lashes to hidesidden glow in her eyes.
Her heart began to thunder as she saw the wonlgrisok. Tonight she
would lie beside Raoul in their marriage bed ared &gain those drugging
kisses which had so nearly stormed her defenceslogfore.

'‘Lord de Bainwulf is a noble man, is he not?' shml,slifting her head
proudly.

'‘And so handsome,' the servant said with a coycgla her. 'Alfwen will
cry bitter tears into her pillow tonight, now thste must sleep alone.’

A cold chill crept along Elona's spine and entdredheart as she stared at
the woman. 'Who is Alfwen?’



The servant turned pale, her eyes starting wigihfri'Forgive me, Lady
Elona, | thought you knew. | should not have spokéy foolish tongue
hath betrayed me.'

Elona's eyes narrowed, the coldness spreadingghioer body and turning
her into a marble statue. 'Who is Alfwen? Plealierte the truth at once.’

'l dare not." The servant knelt before her, wriggirer hands in distress.
'‘Lord de Bainwulf will have me beaten if he discevig was | who told you
about Alfwen.’

'‘And | shall have you whipped if you do not,' Eldheeatened. 'Speak, and |
shall say nothing to my lord. | give you my word.’'

The woman could not meet her eyes. She hung het &aed mumbled
chokingly, 'She—She is his bed-woman, my lady. buttht you
knew—Everyone speaks of it . . .’

Elona felt the knife-point turn in her heart. Hgslwere stiff and frozen as
she stared unseeingly into space. It could notu®e Oh, please let it not be
so! she prayed silently. And yet it would explaiadRl's strange restraint
towards her of late. What was it he had said tothar night? 'A soldier

needs the comfort of a woman in his bed—as well gswanother.” Now

Elona was to be his wife because the Duke had dédteand Raoul had
sought his pleasure with another. And her nameAifasen!

'How do you know this?' she asked stiffly. 'Why sldd believe you?'

'‘Alfwen—She told me it was so, but everyone inthlage talks of it. They
wonder why Lord de Bainwulf should seek the bed aofcommon
camp-follower when he is to wed a lady as beautitilyou.' The servant
trembled as she saw Elona's eyes harden suddemigive me, Lady Elona!
| did not mean to hurt you.'

Elona turned away as she fought the urge to sthkewoman's face in
revenge. She wanted to scream aloud and weep paithate deep into her,
but she was too proud to let the world see her hainon.



'It doesn't matter,’ Elona lied, digging her naite the palms of her hands so
hard that they broke the skin. 'My marriage is Harece between two
peoples, an example of Duke William's justice. | mat love Lord de
Bainwulf, nor do | expect him to love me. Alfwen ynaot need to weep
tonight after all.’

There was bitterness in Elona's voice, the bitesoé broken dreams. What
a fool she had been to let a few smiles deceive @emperhaps she had
deceived herself because she craved some wartitthe affection to ease
the ache inside her. It seemed as if it were hHertéabe used by men for their
own ends. Her father, Oslac, the Duke—and now Rdiowbs he who had
succeeded where all the others had failed, fowbisnd went the deepest.

'My lady, | am sorry . . ." The servant's voicdléeh away as there was a
flutter among the other women, and Duke Williameeed with two of his
nobles.

'‘Lady Elona, | have come to escort you to your viegldHe smiled at her
benignly. 'You are beautiful, fair lady. A fittingride for one of my truest
knights. Raoul de Bainwulf is a fortunate man."’

His mouth curved as if at some secret jest, thewffeeed Elona his arm and
she laid her hand upon it. She lifted her headdlyoas he led her from the
hall, but inside her the coldness was gaining gidofmrming a band of ice
around her heart. How stupid she had been to itselidelieve even for one
moment that Raoul de Bainwulf was truly a noble ntde was no better
than Oslac or the lowest of his soldiers. How failsge his smiles and his
concern for her comfort; how empty his talk of irtipace for their wedding
day! He was so impatient that he had taken a segidno his bed.

Overhead the sky was a dull grey, preventing evemirdry sun from
peeping through, and the wind was almost as kagehe gall in her throat.
Elona thought it was a fitting setting for a wedyliwhich could bring her
only pain now that she knew how cruelly her futhtusband had betrayed
her. Beneath her feet a path of rushes had beanrsto keep her slippers
from becoming muddy, but she hardly noticed what been done for her
comfort.



She knew it was a very great honour to be givemanriage by the Duke
himself, but in her bitterness she decided it wasply a show of
magnanimity to impress the English nobles who wattending the
ceremony.

Elona hardened her heart, telling herself it waly tver pride which had

been hurt by the servant's revelation. She waddhghter of Saxon nobles,
so it was impossible that she should have giverhkart to a Norman; a
cold, cruel, invader who cared little what painihiéicted so long as he got
what he wanted.

Her face was very pale as she walked through thegei with the Duke

beside her, conscious of the eyes watching hekaoding that the ceorles
were laughing at her because of Alfwen. It was tgif@ble of Raoul to

humiliate her so openly before her own people. Angse in her like a great
tide, hammering at her brain so that she thoughtibad would burst. As
she entered the church, her feelings were so iatdrea for a moment she
thought she would faint, but her pride kept heinghdr

The congregation was a small one; just a scoreoafidn nobles chosen by
Duke William, and a scattering of Saxon thanes Wwhd decided to join

him. Noticing them, Elona's mouth tightened as shalised that her

suspicions were correct. It was all an elaborasshstaged to win the
English nobility to William's cause.

As the service proceeded, she stared straight ahvadching a sudden shaft
of sunlight turn the stone cross above the altar géorious pink. Not once

did she look at the man to whom she was being edyrthough she was
vaguely aware that today he was wearing not higarrout a soft woollen

tunic in a shade of blue that complemented her dwe.sound of his deep
voice repeating the sacred vows sent shivers gauterough her, but still

she kept her face averted.

When Elona had taken her vows, speaking in a lasewyhich was almost
a whisper, there was another simple ceremony. kagebkfore the Duke,
she kissed his ring and swore loyalty to him asseeereign. Raoul helped
her to her feet, his hands closing about hers gessdy. She permitted
herself a fleeting glance at his face then, arlgenfj in her heart as she saw



the false smile on his lips. Then, head held rsgle, allowed him to lead her
from the church, the Duke and his nobles followimglow procession as
they all walked back to the hall.

The feasting lasted well into the night. Duke Véith was determined to
make it a memorable occasion, and from somewhehatidound a troupe
of travelling players who entertained the companighwymbals and
trumpets. Two women danced with slow, stately stefsle a third sang.
Then, to Elona's great delight, a young boy brougha performing bear
which did a series of tricks for his young master.

Forgetting her heartache for the moment, she cthgpsr hands and
laughed. 'Oh, how funny he is," she cried, turnio&aoul unthinkingly.

'l thought the bear might please you,' he saidshie seeming to caress
her.

Raoul's deep voice brought her to sharp awareféssclasped her hands,
which had begun to shake, beneath the board.

'It's funny, yet a little cruel, to keep such a leobeast on a chain,’ she said
quietly, avoiding his eyes.

The bear is strong; the boy less so. Yet the bexdomns its tricks willingly
enough. What seems cruel is not always so. | hese the boy caring for his
beast; he does so with the tenderness of a lover.'

'Yet the bear is not free,’ Elona replied, her rasgtting stubbornly. Tt
cannot choose whether to dance, but must do so whemaster pulls,the
chain.’

'What is freedom but an illusion? Even the higlaesbng us has his duties,
Elona.' Raoul's eyes studied her face as he womddréhe anger in her,
which had not been there of late. He had thoughtclatent with the
bargain they had made, but now he was not sure.iWyassible that shg
found the ring which bound her to him a weightyioRa



Elona turned away. Why was it that this man hag tmlook at her to cause
this confusion in her heart? Why was it that at meenent she chafed at the
bonds which tied her to him, and, at the next,tfet her very bones would
melt at his touch?

The evening wore on in a haze of merriment, bub&leoticed that the man
at her side drank very little, and it made her maowd more nervous of the
moment when she must at last be alone with hinteSimere was no privacy
in the hall, the bedchambers being but curtainedvals, Raoul had had a
hut specially prepared for their wedding night. 8hd not yet been allowed
to see inside it, but she was grateful for thisr§ thoughtfulness. Yet it

made her no less fearful of what was to come. Exaghshe been certain of
Raoul's love, she would have been nervous of theenbt when she must
submit to him, but the knowledge that he cared ingtifior her made her

coming ordeal seem almost unbearable.

When the servant-women came to lead her to thalbewlch. Elona went

without a glance at her husband. She wanted tderyprotest aloud, but
knew she could not. Lifting her chin, she hid thenpin her heart and

managed to smile at those who called to her withdguatured jests. As she
walked through the darkness, which was lit onlythg smoky flares of

torches, she felt the tenseness spread througly&eshe could not help a
cry of surprised pleasure as she entered the bridadnd saw how pretty it
was.

The floor had been freshly strewn with rushes andddflowers, which
perfumed the air. A small table of beaten bronze se&t with toilet articles
of silver and gold. A wooden stool was covered aitiug of sumptuous fur,
which flowed out on to the floor so that she cowldggle her toes in its
warm pile. But it was the bed which drew Elona'sew breathless wonder.
Where had Raoul managed to find such a bed in ttdlenof a war?

It was made of wood, its ends high and elaboraiglgmented with swags
of carved leaves and fruits. The covers were diefisilk, and it was piled
with cushions that dimpled softly at the touch @irta's finger. A pale light
shone from a small lantern, which was made of beamith panels of oiled
horn.



'Oh, how beautiful,’ Elona breathed.

Her eyes glowed as she looked round her. SurelylRaost care for her a
little to go to so much trouble to please her? Taservant came to help her
to disrobe and the joy faded from her eyes aswsthdenly remembered. The
woman was the same one who had told her of Ramedisvoman.

Elona stood stiffly as the servant slipped a tikarsghtrobe over her head.
Removing the cords which bound her pale yellow,ib& woman combed
her long tresses and then placed a coronet of loeers twined with silver
threads on her head.

"You look beautiful,’ she said. 'Lord de Bainwulfl\surely come swiftly to
your bed tonight, my lady.’

'‘Am | as beautiful as Alfwen?' Elona's eyes wenallzand cold.

'Please forgive me, my lady. It was a slip of tbhague,’ the servant
apologised again. 'l meant no harm, believe me.’

'You may go,' Elona said, her face frozen in argspleasure. 'l wish to be
alone. Go—all of you!'

The woman who had helped her hurried from the ¢losely followed by
most of the others. Elona noticed that one gid similar age to herself had
stayed behind.

'l told you to go,' she said sharply, feeling thiekpof tears behind her eyes.
'Forgive me, Lady Elona. | must speak with you albn

Elona's eyes narrowed. 'Who are you?'

'Don't you recognise me, my lady? | am Ealdgyttarhe from Lord Oslac's
village to be present at your wedding to him.’

'Ealdgyth?' Elona frowned as she looked at thésgiretty but sullen face.
She vaguely remembered seeing the girl the nigbrdéhe two thanes had



marched out to join the king. Her frown clearedlas suddenly recalled the
scene to mind. 'Yes, | do know you—You were witha@ghat night. Well,
what is it you would say to me?"'

'l have brought you something from Lord Sigebdrhé girl's thick lips
curved in a sneer and something like hatred ghitten the dark eyes.

'From my father?' Elona stared at her, a chillusfpscion running through
her as she read the hostility in the girl's fattas' my father sent me a
wedding gift?’

The girl could barely conceal her triumph as sto& something from inside
her tunic and held it out to Elona with a defiaestyire, as if daring her to
take it. 'Lord Sigebert sent you this, my lady.t ke was bold and openly
insolent.

Seeing a little vial similar to the one Cedric Hakn forced to bring her,
Elona gasped and recoiled in horror. 'No! | woaketit. Why should 1?*

It is your father's command that you die rathanthccept this disgrace they
have forced upon you. Lord Sigebert says you nmersember that you are
the descendant of Saxon kings and do your duty.’

‘No . . ." Elona shook her head, backing away ftieenother girl in disgust.
'Lord de Bainwulf has honoured me with this mareiagow can my father
do this—how can he believe it is better for me te?d She lifted her
bewildered eyes to her tormentor's face. 'What kihd father would send
his only child such a wedding gift!"

Ealdgyth's mouth curved in a scornful smile. ‘Ao oo innocent to see
that the Norman lord makes a fool of you, my lati?pretends to honour
you by making you his wife and thus showing it asgible for Saxons and
Normans to live in peace: but it will be an emptyakery. In public you will
be his wife and he will show you courtesy, but Adfwwill lie in his bed on
cold nights. It is Alfwen the Norman loves, not you

Elona turned away swiftly to hide the pain in hge® The girl must be
trying to hurt her for some reason of her own, #nd had been only



Ealdgyth's word, she would have dismissed the stefies. But this was the
second time Elona had been told that Alfwen wasibeband's bed-woman,
and there could be no denying the servant's dsseradier when she realised
that she had inadvertently betrayed Lord de Baifsveecret. And the
knowledge that Raoul had not even tried to hideaffar with this girl had
been hurtful from the start. He must know that Blevould be humiliated
when she discovered Alfwen's existence. The futemtx of his perfidy
struck her like a knife in her breast, and it wihstae could do to hold back
the bitter tears.

‘There is wine in the pitcher, Lady Elona,' Ealdigytvoice was softly
persuasive now, like the purring of a cat. "Witls hoison you could kill the
Norman first, and so avenge your honour. In dyingst you will live on for
ever in the legends of our people.’

'‘Go away,' Elona said stiffly, keeping her facertac

'l shall leave the vial here on the table. Kill himy lady, before he drags
you down to the level of a slave. Farewell, Ladgrta.'

Was there a note of triumph in Ealdgyth's voice@nglthought so , but
could not understand why the girl seemed to gloat ber despair. As far as
she knew she had never even spoken to her unaéiytedo why should she
hate her? It did not matter: the girl was not imt@ot. She had merely done
as Elona's father had commanded, though it hadrepia given her
pleasure to carry out the task.

Elona felt confused and bewildered, her bruisedtemse a tangle of hopes,
fears and superstitions. What must she do? Wasridhty to obey her
father? She had always believed so until the régbthad visited the sacred
tree in the forest, and even then she had been a@mgcious of her
wickedness in flouting his orders. And when shetuadaway, she had done
so only out of desperation. Yet she could not belie was right to blindly
obey an order to take her own life, for that wolbkda most terrible sin—a
sin she had held back from even in her darkest mtsnentil the night
Sigebert had sent her the first vial of poison. R&ad saved her then—but
had he saved her merely to make her suffer more?h&'aeally planning to



humiliate her by flaunting his bed-woman beforewuweld? Was the whole
affair a cruel plot to drag her and her family itibe mire?

The doubts tore at her, going round and round irhkad until she thought
she would go mad or die from the pain. Falling ¢o knees, Elona prayed
for guidance, but after several minutes she robeitdeet with her questions
unanswered. Prayers could not help her now. ltalraady too late. She was
Raoul's wife, and nothing would ease the agony hest endure if
Ealdgyth's taunts were true. It would indeed bécbétt she died.

She suddenly realised that it was some time siheéhad left her wedding
feast, yet Raoul had not come to her. Had he bdeepadger bridegroom he
had claimed, he would have been with her long leefiois. Was he—could
he have gone to Alfwen first?

Elona groaned aloud. It was as though a daggebéean plunged deep into
her heart. To realise that her husband had gosetdirhis true-love's bed
was the bitterest blow she had yet received. Ithvashe start of what must
be a lifetime of regret and shame. Walking slovadythe table, she stared
down at the little vial of dark liquid as if in aghtmarish dream. She
reached out and picked it up, holding it in herchémstare at it with bleak
eyes. Was this to be the end of all her dreams®?sTdaded her as she
removed the stopper, hesitating a moment more é@iouring the contents
into the wine. It was done—and in a little while e would be ended.

'Elona,’ Raoul's voice from the doorway stopped eartbeat for one
terrifying moment. 'Are you not in bed? You wilk&acold, my love.’

Hearing the note of tenderness in his voice, Elaa filled with bitter
anger. How could he still pretend to care for heewhe had come to her
straight from the clinging arms of his lover?

She poured some wine into a drinking-horn and aitnegreet him, willing
her stiff lips to a smile of welcome. Why shoulastot be as false as he?

'l was waiting for you, my lord. You have been snd that | feared to fall
asleep before you came—and this is our weddingni@hhad you forgot?"



'‘Ah, you do right to chide me for my neglect on awgdding night." Raoul
smiled and came towards her. 'A bride should hagegaence on her own
special night. Will you forgive me, sweet Elona?lyODmatters of great
importance could have kept me from your side, hpse you.'

Elona's eyes were very bright. She felt an unnhtakn, as if she were
walking in a dream. 'Matters of State, my lord?v@s it something else
which delayed you, something warmer and sweetdrapsf?'

Raoul frowned as he heard the sharp note in heewemd sensed the anger
she was hiding. 'Nothing but my duty to the Dukeulddkeep me from your
arms. Surely you know how | have longed for thghii Elona?’

Elona stared at him uncertainly, her heart jerkdsgomething in his voice
set her senses spinning. She could feel a slowdeping through her veins,
and her will was bending gradually like metal ifuenace.

'Is the wine for me?' Raoul smiled, reaching outake the drinking-horn
from her. 'We shall drink together, Elona, to ghalbond of our marriage. |
wish you great joy and a life of content, my laBgr my part, | shall do all |
can to make it so.’

Raoul lifted the horn in a toast to her, then puab ihis lips; but, before he

could drink, Elona gave a wild cry and dashedaitrfthis hands. He stared at
the wine as it spilled on the ground and then atdeuzzled expression on
his face.

'Why? What have | done?' he asked, bewildered.

‘The wine was poisoned.' Elona’s voice was calninside her head she was
screaming. 'My father sent it with a servant-diwas to kill you and myself,
and thus avoid dishonour.’

'Dishonour?' He stared at her, his eyes narrowBigt you are my wife,

Elona. | understood why you fought me before, aadnhired your courage.
| knew you hated me then, but | thought this mageiaould set things right
between us. Can you not forgive me for what | dit night? | know it was
brutal and cruel of me—nbut | was angry becausetyed to kill yourself.'



Elona's lips were white. 'No, | cannot forgive that-or your betrayal. You
have tricked me into marrying you, butl'll be ndemio you, my lord. | will
never lie with you in that bridal couch—or in antyher bed!

She saw the anger flare in him, but she was pagtoca 'Yes, it would
dishonour me to lie with a treacherous, cowardlyriem! | have the blood
of Saxon princes in my blood and I'll not mix ittt . .’

'‘By heaven! I've heard enough of this. A plagugaur tricks, woman. You
lead me on with false smiles to wreak a petty vange that only a base
Saxon would stoop to.' Raoul's face was tight \iutty. 'A treacherous,
cowardly Norman am 1? Well, my lady wife, you shiglhrn to know me
better!

Elona backed away from him, aware now of the teritage she had
aroused in him, and beginning to fear it. ‘Do maotch me!" She held up her
hand to ward him off. 'l shall fight you.'

'Fight me, will you?' Raoul's mouth settled in argsmile. 'Scratch and bite
all you will, little she-devil; this time it will @ail you nothing. | was lenient
with you last time and it seems | made a mistakai are my wife now, and
| mean to teach you obedience.’

'‘Beast! Vile, lying Norman dog!" she screamed, bges flashing fire.
‘Touch me, and | shall hate you to my dying day.'

‘Then you must hate me, Elona.' His quiet voigghtened her more than all
the threats that had gone before, and she backayg fasmn him.

Raoul swooped on Elona, catching her wrist andingriher so that her
breasts were pressed hard against him, and she: fealithe tautness of his
muscles through the thin silk. Winding his finger$er long hair, he tipped
her head back so that she was forced to look ogtet murderous hell of his
eyes.

'l shall teach you well, my fair one! So well thatu will come crawling to
me on your knees and beg me to take you into my bed



‘Never!" Elona cried, her eyes throwing darts at.H¥ou may possess me
by force but you will never make me beg for yowdars.'

"Your words are meaningless,’ Raoul muttered, s alittering almost
feverishly now as he held her pressed against Hismbreath came hot and
fast as if he were swiftly losing control of himisél think it is your false
heart that lies, Elona. Your body speaks more trdbu tempt a man past
bearing, and now we shall discover wherein lies tthéh. Are you the
virtuous maiden you protest to be, or a schemingtewrawho hath trapped
me into marriage with a pretence of meekness?'

'Me—trap you?' Elona cried furiously. She gaveraam of indignation and
beat against his chest with her fists, but her furly made him laugh. His
mouth came down to wrest possession of hers, sgheinwith the burn of
his demanding kisses. Bending down, he caughtén his arms, his lips
still holding hers captive as he carried her stlaggand kicking to the
bridal couch.

Tossing her down, he leaned over her menacingjfgaam of mockery in his
glittering eyes. 'Aren't you going to scratch mgewput and feed them to the
hogs, Elona?' he taunted. He trailed his fingersudh her hair, playing
with it idly as he watched the frustration in hges. 'Are you ready to begin
your lessons now, sweet vixen?'

She gave a strangled cry and bit his hand, sirtkémgtrong white teeth deep
into his flesh. He curled his fingers in her longirhand jerked it sharply
once.

'Don't force me to hurt you, Elona,' he warned. yWight me when you
know | shall win in the end?"

She lay staring up at him, breathing hard, knovtirag his superior strength
would eventually overcome her, no matter how hasdfeught. Last time he

had let her go, but she knew she would not esaapasly tonight. She had
unleashed a raw savagery in him: it lurked justelagéim the surface, and if
she pushed him too far he would wreak a cruel vange upon her.

Grinding her teeth in a snarl of fury, she felt tears sting her eyes and
cursed her own weakness. He was an arrogant, ingdelte and she hated



him with all her heart! But, in a moment, the suddarge of anger drained
out of her, leaving her weak with misery. Of whae uo fight him when her
resistance only amused him? She could see thetEugbking in his eyes,
and it destroyed her.

Seeing the fire die out of her eyes, Raoul bent tree with a smile. He
smoothed the fair hair back from her brow, kissimg pale skin beneath.

'How glorious your hair is," he said, moving higslicaressingly over her
brow so that his hot breath sent little shiversniog through her. ‘It

bewitched me from the start. | have longed to toymir tresses like this, to
feel the silken softness beneath my fingers. Yewarbeautiful, Elona. It's a
pity such beauty should hide a heart of stonel Wetlieve there is passion in
you. Shall I bring the hidden fire in your heartite, my sweet lady? Shall |
teach you the pleasures of being a woman?'

Elona closed her eyes, shutting out the seducfitimschandsome face and
sweet, coaxing words. She had feared him less Wisesnger raged. There
was desire in his eyes nhow—a fierce desire to gssser, body and soul.
And once he had made her his, she would no longee the strength to
resist him. She could not bear it! She turned hee faway to the pillow as
despair washed over her. Was there no way to feiadieart?

Suddenly she knew there was but one way to defeatlhher struggles
only aroused his passions, she would freeze halblath her coldness. She
could not prevent him taking his will of her, biseswould give him nothing.

Refusing to answer his teasing questions, Elonaday still, clenching her
hands at her sides. His kisses touched her foreheadiose, her throat, her
eyelids; the sweetness of them was almost unbear@be felt a stirring in
her blood as a slow tide of molten fire began tmmomewhere inside her,
trickling along her veins to reach every part of hedy. She fought it with
all her strength. She would not, must not, let destroy her will with this
seductive persuasion! She dare not listen to Hrealring of her own body:
she knew him for the false-hearted betrayer héyresls.

She lay unmoving, her face cold and white as Rabp$ moved lingeringly
down her slender throat, trailing a flickering rdvbof fire over her cool



skin. She moaned softly, clenching her hands shtlyighat her nails
brought blood to the surface of her flesh as shHiedvherself to resist the
slow throbbing of her own heart. Her limbs had &drto fiery liquid,
making her want to press her body close to thewtanwas tormenting her
with his skilful lovemaking.

'Do not fight me," Raoul murmured close againstdagras he gently nibbled
the lobe. 'Give yourself to me willingly, my bedutiElona, open to me like
the sweet flower you are. Give me your lips, domake me take them.’

'No—Never," Elona whispered in a voice stifled bg throbbing of her
heart.

She felt his strong hands push away the silk ofringintgown, uncovering
the rose-tipped peaks of her smooth breasts. Higu® moved in little
teasing motions, firming the nipples to erect awass and making her gasp
with the exquisite pleasure this aroused in hee f8h a wild churning in
her stomach as it flattened beneath the firm cavéfss hand, which slid
down still further to lose itself in the silky swaess of her. Her blood had
turned to warm honey, moving with a slow thicknds®ugh her pliant
limbs as her will to fight him began to melt likeeibefore the sun. A groan
broke from her as his other hand cupped her breasssing it gently as he
again whispered words of tender love into her ear.

She felt the lean, hard length of his thighs albegs as he moved against
her, his face twisted and caught with passion atberoaned with the
intense longing inside him. Her lips parted sofigneath his as he teased
and coaxed her mouth into aching submission, mgue entering and
seeking out her sweetness.

Elona cursed the betrayal of her own body as iabeg respond eagerly to
his caresses and false lies. While her mind stibtsornly resisted him and
she told herself he was a treacherous liar, hdydihad developed a will of
their own. Her belly tautened and arched beneattdhch of his straying
hand; her legs parted and opened of their ownionlitesponding to the
gentle searching of his fingers.



Now the throbbing of her heart spread through heiree body and she

became a mass of living, breathing, flame. She megavrithe restlessly

beneath his demanding caresses, no longer abbmtwther actions. There
was a growing demand in her for the complete mastehis body, as her

own cried out to him. A sigh escaped her trembliipgas he bent to kiss her
once more, and she felt her mouth reaching eaggeedily for his and her

nails dug deep into her palms to stop her cryinghtginame.

‘Ah ... Do not,' she begged, panting wildly, 'l cehbear it . .

Raoul's eyes glinted with a mixture of laughter glutious triumph, 'l think
you are ready to accept defeat at last, my swdét, 'whe whispered
teasingly. '‘Control your impatience, my love, whilget rid of this." He
pulled at his tunic with feverish haste, his movataelumsy and hampered
by his own impatience, laughter flickering in higes as the offending
garment stuck over his shoulders and refused tgdau@onfound the thing!

Stung by the laughter she thought was meant to rheckElona pushed
away from beneath him as he wrestled with the tUR&oul had succeeded
in breaking down all her defences one by one aaksbw she must yield to
him at last. From now on there would be no denyiinyg, for her body
clamoured insistently for his and she knew thaamother moment she
would have broken and flung her arms about his neeffging him to make
her his own. Even now every part of her ached ftduch. Once she had
tasted the full delights of his loving she wouldtiewilling slave. He would
make her crawl to him just as he had threatenedeaédgyth had said he
would! Already Elona knew the power he held, artdritified her. This man
would be her master, bending her to meek submissitimhis kisses as all
her father's brutality had not been able to dooitld not, must not, be!

Tumbling from the bed in frantic haste, she ramssthe room, panting and
sobbing in her desperate attempt to escape. Hgraobi@nce was to leave
now, to run into the darkness before she tasteditterness of her final

humiliation. She would seek oblivion in the coléep waters of the river,
where not even Raoul could find her.



Raoul was a heartbeat behind her. He caught heheseached the door,
jerking her round into his arms and holding hersbed against his naked
chest, his breath hot on her upturned face asaredgtilown at her in anger.

'‘And where do you think you're going?' he demankedrsely. 'Do you
think to cheat me at the last? If | were not a fwdt | would beat you until
you wept for mercy.'

'Let me go!' Elona screamed, beating at his chibthver fists. 'Let me find
peace at the bottom of the river! Let me die—okrrkii—but do not shame
me by making me your slave. Befct me if you willge your sword into
my heart, but do not break it slowly. Let me go, lorgl, | beg you! Go back
to Alfwen . . .

Raoul's face darkened with rage, his eyes gleamitly dark flashes of
light. 'Who is this Alfwen?' he demanded icily. "Whnew trick is this,
Elona? | warn you, my patience is almost at an ksldall beat you if it's the
only way to bring you to your senses.'

Elona's eyes blazed back at him, enraged by hiarilaes. How could he
deny all knowledge of the woman who shared his bgte saw the
whiteness about his lips and the slight flaringhaf nostrils, but she was
beyond caring. Let him do his worst!

'Liar! You know well who she is. You were with Hegfore you came to me
tonight—on our wedding night!" Her voice almost keavith emotion, but
she faced him with defiant pride. 'Alfwen is yowdswoman!'

His fingers bit deeply into her shoulders, makieg try out with pain; for a
moment she thought he would strike her and shedlifter head to receive
the blow, refusing to let him see her fear.

'My what?' Raoul roared. He stared at her in stdrdhigbelief, his glittering
eyes reading the jealousy in her face without yeapistering what they
saw. Then, quite suddenly, the anger died fromeles and he felt relief
wash over him. 'l see! You think | have another wwamYou fought me
because you were jealous of Alfwen, not becausbames you to wed a
treacherous, cowardly Norman dog.' His mouth béganrve at the corners



and his eyes danced with laughter. 'Is that tht& tielona? Are you jealous,
my sweet vixen? Were you vexed because you thargither had kept me
from your bed? | did not know you were so impatiétdad | realised the heat
of your ardour not even the Duke's business coane lkept me from you.'
He brushed his lips against her hair. '‘Come badeth my love, and | shall
show you that you have no need to be jealous.’

Elona felt her throat closing as he mocked herirgathe triumph in his
eyes and taking it for male arrogance. This is liowould be from now
on—nhe would use her love as a weapon to prick andha her gentle heart.

'No, it's not true,’ she lied, turning her facedasio hide her tears. He was
hurting her so badly. Oh, how could he be so onfedn she loved him so
desperately? He had not even denied that Alfwen lssvhore. 'Why
should | care whom you choose to bed with? Indytge lust with as many
as you wish, but leave me alone. | hate you, Rde@ainwulf. Do you hear
me? | hate you!

His mouth moved in a teasing smile as if it, toaxd la will of its own. "You
have said it so many times, my Elona. Yet you ayamfe, my own, my
property, and | will have obedience from you. | I have many things
to teach you, my wilful beauty. Now, fight me no moCome back to bed
and accept your duty with the proper meeknessdjtin a wife.’'

There was something in his tone that made Elon& lgo at him with
suspicion. She saw he was trying not to laugh,faltdhe was deliberately
goading her. Why? Unless it was to tease her? N& enockery, but the
teasing words of a friend and lover. Yet even ashieart cried out to him
and her hand moved restlessly at her side as kirgpdis, she held back.
She dare not trust her own instincts. What if slegemwrong, and it was
cruel mockery after all? She felt the persuasiveksig of his hand on her
back and knew she was weakening as she swayedd®wan, then
stopped. What if Ealdgyth had been telling thehtiartd he was lying?

‘No, | will not let you persuade me," she said, faee white but stubborn,
denying him even as her body begged for his andostgeed to be back in
his arms. 'l shall never be a meek and docile wife.



‘Then I really shall have to beat you.' Raoul tgbpées head to one side, his
eyes bright as a hawk's. What a stubborn wenctwvalgbut how her beauty
stirred his blood! He was at a loss to know whatrymext, bewildered by
his inability to reach her. 'But you would beaalitand still scream defiance
at me, wouldn't you, my sweet dove? What am | tevidlo you? Would you
have me crawl for your favours, | wonder. Perhaps day, if you plague
me long enough, but not yet, | fear, Elona. Perhab®uld behave like the
tyrant you seem to think me—maybe | should beatriCadstead of you.
That might bring you to a proper state of submissio."

Elona's pupils dilated with horror. She backed afwasn him, feeling sick.
"You—You would not be so cruel!

His brows rose as he saw the fear in her eyes. Whdtof a man did she
imagine he was? To his discredit, her show of faeed the devil in him.
He could not resist the temptation to test hehtnt

'Would I not?' he asked, a wry twist to his mou#m | not the cowardly
Norman dog you named me, Elona? Is there any bss¢éoevhich | would
not stoop to have my way? Why should | spoil thi#ness of your skin,
which pleasures me, when | can whip the boy in&dattiink you would
soon beg me to stop and come weeping to my arrasliiktle lap-dog. Is
that what you want me to do?'

'Oh, you are cruel! Elona sobbed, unable to halckkher tears now. 'You
know—you know | love Cedric. How can you hurt m&'so

'Such tenderness for,a mere stripling?' Raoul's ferdened as he felt a
twist of jealousy. Her heart was not so stony wltlbesboy was concerned.
'If he were a little older | would wonder if themeas good reason for your
tears. But | will not insult you—though you haveegtioned my honour.

Have you treated me fairly, Elona? | believe | haebaved towards you as
an honest man, even if | have sometimes been hHardte circumstances it

could not have been otherwise. | think | have dgme no real harm. Why

can you not spare a little tenderness for me?"

Elona stared at him, bewildered by this new tadtigvas almost as if he
were pleading with her to love him, yet it couldt i@ so! He had never



given any sign that he might love her. Lust wasloe¢—and yet was that
merelypassion she saw in his eyes? She was abepe#k, but something
warned her to be careful. She was aware of a timglibnsion in him, and
her own heart was beating wildly. Her eyes openiglg \@nd she licked her
lips nervously.

'I—I do not understand you, my lord. How have |eafair to you? You
have always been the conqueror and | your prisonér

For a fleeting moment Elona thought she saw disappent and a flicker
of pain in his eyes, and her heart contracted. fitigdht be a turning-point,
and she wished she had spoken more truly of whaiimiaer heart. Perhaps
it was time now to surrender if she were not telak she most desired in
life.

'Do you truly not understand, Elona? If you thirfknee as a barbarian who
wants only to inflict pain on you, then there ismore to be said . . ." He
broke off as though he found it too difficult to ga. In the tense silence
which stretched between them, the sound of showtinigjde reached him.
He stiffened, listening for a while, his eyes nair@y in concentration.

'Something is wrong. Wait here while | investigedéay inside the hut and
don't move until | come back. Do you hear me? $tat order.’

Elona looked up and saw his face was hard, his ldgeslack ice. A chill
entered her heart as she saw him pull on his amicseize a sword. ‘Are we
being attacked?’

'l do not know." His lips twisted bitterly. "Who &ws? You may yet be a
widow before ever you're a wife, Elona!’

He turned away and went out without another glaimcéer direction,
leaving Elona with his chilling words ringing inhears.



CHAPTER EIGHT

ELONA SHIVERED, her teeth chattering with cold. Realising sudgémt she
had been standing motionless for several minuteswent to the bed and
dragged off one of the covers, wrapping it arouredt Bhoulders and
snuggling into its softness. Then she sat on tha,sivriggling her toes in
the warmth of the fur rug, and sighing. Now that stas alone, her heart
ached and she longed to give way to the tears whiohed behind her eyes.
Only her fear that Raoul would come back and seeveakness kept her
from giving way to despair as she remembered healblook and heard
again his bitter words. Oh, why had she been dabstun and proud instead
of confessing her love for him? If he should die .

She was not sure how long she sat wrapped in terled, her whole body

taut, her mind steeped in the misery of self-dolilseemed hours, but could
in reality have been only a matter of some twemtthoty minutes, before

Raoul returned.

She stood up, staring at him uncertainly, unsurdh@f to greet him.
'What—What is wrong, my lord?' she whispered, lyessea dark smudge in
the pallor of her face.

He paused, frowning as his eyes went over her afm sensing the
tenseness in her. Was it fear of him that madddudralmost ill? He felt a
sharp pang of regret, and his voice was gentleeanbwered.

‘Nothing which need worry you, Elona. Some of ownnwere attacked
earlier this evening. It seems that the rebels heen cornered this time,
and we are sending reinforcements to flush thent out

'Oh . . ."' Elona stared at him. He seemed so amidvdthdrawn, and she
knew he must be very angry with her.

She wanted to say something to bridge the gap leetweem, but did not
know how to begin. 'Are you going?'

'Yes.' Raoul hesitated, wondering whether to tetlthe whole truth, but not
knowing how she would react. Matters were alreamlpad between them



that he was afraid to do or say anything which mighrt her more. He was
conscious of having made mistakes this evening,veasl puzzled by her
new mood of docility. Somehow he had to find a wayreak down the
barriers she had erected and discover the reasterfdear of him, but now
was not the time. This is something | must seeysatf, Elona, but it should
not take long. If all goes well, | shall return tormow or the next day.'

So he was going. He would leave her alone on thedding night with
nothing settled between them. He did not love rard her wilful
stubbornness had cooled his passion for her; itmast certainly her own
fault, but it showed the shallowness of his intene$ier. She was merely a
plaything to fill his leisure hours.

'I—I wish you a safe return, my lord." Elona turriest face aside so that he
should not see how close the tears were.

'Do you, Elona?' Raoul gave a sigh of exasperatimere was no
understanding this beautiful girl who was half dhihalf woman. 'Perhaps |
was wrong to marry you. It might solve our problamgid not return, but
we shall settle this another day.' He turned tedepaused, and came back
to her, gazing down at her with a curiously sadresgion. 'Think carefully
about what I've said, Elona. You are my wife nomd &cannot let you go,
so we must find a solution to this dilemma as bestan.’

'Yes/ Elona closed her eyes, feeling unable to risegaze. Raoul's grave
look tore at her heart in a way his mockery neagt, vounding her deeply
and making her feel vaguely guilty. Yet why shosit@ feel that his sad look
was her fault, when he was the betrayer?

When she opened her eyes again, he had gone. Atah&orn out with
emotion, she crept into bed and curled up benéatledvers, but the desire
to weep had gone. The pain she felt now was toshhaind too raw to be
eased by tears. There was a deep sadness in hezgratfor what might
have been.

Despite her exhaustion, she could not sleep. Hargis went backwards
and forwards as she tried to make sense of alhéhjust happened. Where
in all the tangled maze was the truth? Raoul hatiany hurtful things to



her tonight, but the quiet, sad look he gave heéheait parting stuck in her

mind. It was obvious that he now regretted havakgh her as his wife, for
he had said it was a mistake and that it mightds I§ he did not return.

What could he mean? If he had at last realisectbeuld be no happiness
for either of them in a marriage which was not base love, why had he

still insisted he could not let her go? Unless @&swsimply that his pride

would not allow it . . .

As the dawn light filtered through the slit in theall that served as a
window, Elona finally came to a decision. She hadrbwrong to marry
Raoul knowing he did not love her; it could brifgetn both nothing but
unhappiness. She should have refused to go thneiilght, even if it meant

she must die. No matter what the truth of Raoatsntions towards her, it
was clear that he did not love her, and she knewthat she could not live
with him without love.

Throwing back the covers, she jumped out of bedsdnivkered in the cold
air. She dressed quickly in the tunic and mantle sad worn for her
wedding, her face pale but determined. She must Igee village at once. It
should be easy, now that most of the men had riddémwith Raoul during
the night; the others would be too busy to see Been if they did, they
would take no notice now that she was the wife bioaman: it would not
occur to anyone that she might try to escape onntbening after her
wedding.

She fastened round her slim wrists the bracelesuRbad given her,
gathering up her other trinkets to tuck into thather purse hanging from
her girdle, and not forgetting the little talismaestowed upon her by
Alfrida a lifetime ago. She added the gold collahe-Duke's present—after
some deliberation: since she had no money, shedwoegd to sell her
jewellery to buy food.

Suddenly, as she was about to leave the hut, E&atsed she could not go
without Cedric. Raoul would be furious when he disred that she had run
away, and he might carry out his threat to punighltoy in her stead. She
was almost sure he had made the threat only tbtémgher; although she
had been a witness to his fierce temper, she cmilduite believe he would
be as cruel as that, but she dare not put her ciomvito the test. Her father



would beat Cedric without hesitation if he believedould punish her, so
how could she be sure that Raoul would not? Shilaut risk it. No, she
must take the young harper with her, although shewkhe would be
reluctant to leave the camp because he had madg fimemds among the
Normans.

Glancing outside the hut, Elona saw a servanteginlying a leather bucket
of waste food for the hogs; she beckoned to heenihg and the girl put
down her burden and came running.

'‘Can | serve you, Lady Elona?' she asked withemdily smile.
'Do you know the young harper, Cedric?"

'Yes, my lady." The girl blushed. She had notidesl boy several times,
sending him shy smiles across the hall and flushittly pleasure when he
returned them. T—I have spoken with him a few times

Elona was too tense to notice her coy look. '‘Canfya him and ask him to
come to me at once?'

'Yes, my lady.'

The girl ran off, her steps eager at this chanceek out the youth she
admired. Elona went back inside, pacing the flogpatiently. Now that her
decision was taken, she was in a fever to be gesteRaoul should return
and prevent her flight.

After what seemed an eternity, she heard a sligigtenand flung open the
door of the hut, drawing Cedric quickly inside. ldmile of welcome turned
to a look of dismay and disbelief as Elona expldindy she had sent for
him and stressed that Raoul had married her orthyioiliate her.

'l am sure you are wrong, my lady," he said at ohbave heard no rumours
of this Alfwen.’

"You would not tell me if you had,’ Elona repliedssly, her eyes a little too
bright. 'Oh, | know you like it here, Cedric, butyydon't understand. My



lord will punish you in my stead if | leave you, you must come with me.
Do you not see it is the only way?'

Cedric frowned with uncertainty. 'The Lord de Bautfthas shown me only
kindness, my lady. Surely you have misunderstogdritentions towards
you? | cannot believe he would deliberately settodtumiliate you—it is
not his way.'

'Oh, why will you not listen to me?' Elona criedexasperation. 'You do not
know him as | do, Cedric; you have seen only tice fae shows to the world.
| tell you he is ruthless, and will force me to gltem by inflicting pain on
you. He has threatened to make me his slave. Aad &\t were not so, |
must still leave . . ." She swallowed hard as teaugiht at her throat. "You do
not understand: he loves me not.'

'Perhaps he was jesting. Could it—Could it be yloat have displeased him
in some way?' Cedric gave her a nervous look, kngwf old how stubborn
she could be, but not daring to suggest that tlaergucould be her fault.

Elona stamped her foot in temper, guessing whaahe not say openly and
knowing that much of the blame was indeed tiersu'Yoolish boy!" she
snapped. 'l see he has won your heart from meufwill not come, | shall
go alone.’

Cedric shook his head, reaching out to detain fisha flounced away from
him. 'Nay, | could not let you go alone, my ladyol¥ husband's enemies
might try to capture you. | know there are spiesretiere in the village.

Besides, my lord would beat me, and rightly solétlharm come to you.'

Elona looked at him in annoyance. He made it samifl she were a wilful
child crying over nothing, but he did not know wdhe could not stay with a
man who did not love her. No one could understahdtwvas in her heart or
why she struggled against her own feelings sodigrao one who had not
experienced the bitterness of humiliation as slieftilaso many years. She
could not suffer the pain of rejection again; itst@o much to ask of her.

'If you mean to come with me, Cedric, you mustHegour things quickly.
We must leave at once, before everyone is awake.'



There is no need to hurry, my lady. An emissarynfioondon came last
night after you had retired. The Duke and the Lded Bainwulf were
enclosed with him for some time; then Duke Williamde out with some of
his nobles to meet an important person in secieteSnost of the other men
left with your husband, there are only the servantsa few guards to watch
the gates. They will be too busy to notice us ifshp away quietly.'

Elona stared at Cedric, an odd catching sensahontaner heart. If Raoul
had been with the Duke, he could not have goneltweh. For a brief
moment she wondered if she had misjudged him,Hairt she remembered
how close she had come to surrendering her whifleodem, and the threat
he had made to have her crawling to him for hisoms. No, it was
impossible! Raoul did not love her. and she wouwldt stay to be hurt and
humiliated. She would not become a colourless delik@ her mother had
been!

Remembering the silent woman who had walked abwaitvillage like a
ghost, Elona hardened her heart against the mamahenarried. It was
foolish to believe he was any better than her fathheOslac. Even if his
kisses did turn her limbs to molten fire, it dict meean that he cared for her.
No doubt her father had wanted her mother in ttegt when she was young
and lovely: it was the way of all men to use a worfa their pleasure and
then discard her when she no longer pleased them.

She was almost in tears, but spoke defiantly. 'teady to leave. | shall wait
for you only if you are quick.'

'Wait just a moment while | fetch my harp, my ldd@€edric begged.
'Without it, | am lost.'

'Very well." She smiled at him, knowing that shewdobe lost and lonely if
he did not go with her. 'This is what we alwaysnplked—to travel the
country as ministrels. We shall be as free as birds

Cedric smiled as an idea came to him. 'Yes, my.ladigall be swift, never
fear. Do not leave without me, | pray you.'



Elona stared after him. It was, as she had sadifthshe had planned when
she ran away from her own village. Then it had sskm great adventure;
now the future loomed cold and empty before hee Bondered why the
thought of freedom no longer held the same ape#lwhen the answer
came to her she dismissed it, shutting the truttobber mind.

As his horse thundered through the night, Raohbsights kept returning
again and again to the woman he had left behindkridéey he had had no
choice but to lead this expedition to capture tarod thane who had been
harassing their foraging parties with such sucdasth Duke William gone
to a secret meeting, which might lead to the blesslisurrender of the City
of London, it was clearly his duty to seize thisasbe to be rid of a
troublesome rebel. Yet he had hated to leave hie bwith so much
misunderstanding still between them.

The memory of Elona's pale face haunted him, pngkis conscience like a
thorn. It seemed that he had been wrong to tryetadkher to his will with
threats against the boy she loved. Yet he beliéngchature was such that
she would laugh any sign of weakness to scorn. &feafraid to speak too
plainly, afraid of the unknown emotion she arousedim. And so he had
taken refuge in anger and mockery, thinking to seothat tempestuous
spirit he so admired in her. Now he was torn antchted by the look of pain
he had seen in her eyes.

'‘God! was ever a man plagued with such a womamuRmuttered to
himself. 'William was right; she hath bewitched rmham run mad . . .’

His thoughts were interrupted by a warning shoutfthe soldier who had
brought the news of the Saxon attack. Ahead laytheds and the marshes
into which the Saxons had been driven. Intent omdsing the Norman
foraging party, they had miscalculated, and, figdime Normans too strong
for them, had retreated further and further inte deep forest. However,
having been drawn on by their leader's fierce ddsiattack and harass the
Normans as much as they could, the rebel Saxomns! finemselves far from
home. They did not know that the woods borderedraa of dangerous
marshland, and had retreated until they suddealisesl they were in a trap.



Driven back by the enemy, they had tried to crbesdeep bog, only to see
several of their number sink and disappear. Witthing except murky
death at their backs, they had no choice but toand fight.

But the Norman leader was too wily for them. Indtedrisking his small
party in an open fight, he had sent an urgent ngessathe Duke while
keeping the Saxons under fire from his archershéwer of arrows every
time they showed themselves was enough to maketsatehe Saxons
stayed exactly where he wanted them until help came

As de Bainwulfs men approached in the dim lightiadvn in the forest, a
cheer went up from the Norman ranks who had speolidanight in waiting.
Their leader drew a sigh of relief and hurried teej his superior.

'We have the Saxons trapped, my lord," he saidrigag€énowing the
marshes were here from past experience, | toldnaurto drive them in that
direction. It is the thane who has plagued us so."'

De Bainwulf nodded. 'You have done well, soldiehadis your name?’
'Robert of Bayeux, my lord.'

'Well, Robert of Bayeux, you shall be well rewarddten the Duke hears of
this night's work." His cordiality faded suddenioes the Lord Sigebert

still live?"

'Yes, my lord. You cannot mistake him. A big marnhna black beard and
flowing locks.’

'Black hair, you say? Tell the men to mark him widk must not escape, but
| would have the Lord Sigebert taken alive.'

'Yes, my lord. Shall | give the signal to advanocetlte enemy now?"
De Bainwulf considered the lie of the land. 'Welkpiae them a chance to

surrender their arms, but if they prove stubbore,skall crush them. Pass
on my message, and then return. | would learn rofooer situation here . . .’



'I'm here, my lady.' Elona heard Cedric callingnés softly from outside the
hut and gathered up her possessions, wiping hexr beatily as she slipped
out to join him.

'You were such a long time that | thought someoag ¢taught you,' she
whispered, her eyes holding a hint of accusatisshadooked at him. 'What
kept you?'

Cedric showed her his bundle. 'l thought we wowddfood, so | stole this
from the kitchens. | had to be careful; the cook ight sleeper and he beds
down near the fire on cold nights.'

Elona shivered, pulling her mantle closer aboutsheulders. The earth was
covered with a crisp white frost and tiny iciclesly from the branches. She
glanced back at the hut she had just left, regigetine fur rug which had
been so warm to her toes, and ran back to fetch it.

Smiling, she showed the rug to Cedric, who wasepdii waiting. 'This will
keep us from freezing until we can find a villagegtve us shelter.’

Cedric nodded. 'lt's a fine rug, my lady, but hedwst me carry it for you.'

She shook her head. 'You have enough as it isjcCadshall wrap it round
my shoulders; it will help to keep me warm."’

She was glad of its warmth in the bitter chill bktwinter's day, and a
threatening heaviness in the sky might mean sndardenorning came
again.

Passing by the shuttered huts in the village, Elwaad the sounds of voices
coming from inside. The soldiers were stirring, Ipeliuctant to face the
bitter cold. In the absence of the Duke and hidemlsecurity was lax, the
men lingering by their cooking-fires instead ofmggpabout their work. Even
the two guards posted at the main gate were hudulled a small fire,
warming their hands and complaining about the fw&ather. They did not
bother to turn their heads as Elona and Cedripstifpy them, uninterested
in anyone leaving the village.



Beyond the village was a meadow which had lairowakll the past year, its
unploughed surface hard with frost as they ransacito To the right lay a
wide river which they knew wound eventually by tials of London, and a
stone bridge leading to the highroad commonly usgedravellers and
pedlars. Even though the morning was so cold aadmintry sun barely
breaking through a leaden sky, Elona could seatadcawn by two oxen
trundling towards the village.

'Which way shall we go, Cedric?' she asked, unstivéhat to do now that
she had escaped the confines of the Norman camp.

'If we take the highroad we shall be seen. If w@tothe river bank we may
meet up with the Duke's party, for it was in thiéckion that they rode."'

'So it must be the forest.'

Elona looked doubtfully at the thick stretch of wigavhich lay some way to
the left of the village. In the forest it would belder, for the weak winter
sun could not penetrate its density sufficientlyaie the chill from the day.
There might be dangers there too: wild boars angbmahe evil spirits
which lurked unseen in the marshes to prey on unwaeavellers.
Remembering the wise woman's tales—oh, how longitageemed since
she had sat in Alfrida’s little hutl—and her frighing experience on the
night she had visited the sacred tree, she fattygorickle of fear run down
her spine.

‘The forest is safe enough, my lady." Cedric smdeche saw a flicker of

apprehension in her eyes. 'It is many years sinegfavas last seen in these
parts. The taking of their pelts for reward hativein them to the lonely

reaches and wild crags of the north and west—iftanieft alive.’

Elona lifted her head proudly, her courage retgniham not afraid of
wolves; only of becoming lost in the woods. We cbulander round in
circles for ever.'

'‘No, we shall not get lost," Cedric replied confithg, with a little smile. 'l
have worked out a plan to help us. As we go, wé stak a notch on a tree



every now and then; thus we can follow our tradibagain if we come to a
marsh and cannot cross it.'

Elona did not notice the odd look in his eyes. Blughed and touched his
arm companionably. 'How clever you are, Cedric.Watich a plan we
cannot lose our way.'

Cedric's smile deepened. ‘Come, then, my lady, u& e on our way, for |
see a band of horsemen yonder and | think it's DUMKieam and his nobles
returning.’

'Where?' Elona cried in alarm, her heart thumpiagslae looked in the
direction he pointed. Far in the distance she cudgtimake out a cloud of
dust and knew it must be a large party of horsen@m.| see them! Hurry,
Cedric, for the Duke will make us go back with thiéine sees us.’

Elona turned and fled towards the woods with Ceclose behind her. Her
heart was beating wildly; her fear of being disaedeby Duke William and

forced to return to the village to await Raoul'ture made her forget the
dangers of the forest.

Seated astride the great black horse, Raoul dewB#ihooked down in
silence at his prisoner, his brow creased in thougespite the thick ropes
that bound his wrists and ankles, the Lord Sigebietggled violently to
throw off his captors' hands, and it needed three ta hold him. The Saxon
was a powerful man, and he fought with the furg afad wolf. De Bainwulf
felt a stirring of admiration for his courage iretface of desperate odds.

'Let him stand free," he commanded, his stern Fere and cold as the
prisoner glared insolently up at him. 'You are dédd, Lord Sigebert. Your
men are slain or our prisoners. It is time to cease struggle, brave though
it has been, and accept what must be. Soon Londlbryield to Duke

William, and the throne of England will be his,iashould have been from
the day of King Edward's death. Come, sir, giveyagr word that you will

make your bow to your rightful king, and | shalvieayour bonds cut. You



shall go in all honour to offer your sword to DUk&lliam, not as a prisoner
bound hand and foot.'

'‘Never!" Sigebert's eyes reflected the deep hatedelt for all Normans. He
spat on the ground defiantly, his lips curling iareeer of derision. "That for
your duke, Norman dog!"

De Bainwulf's mood of leniency left him at once:vieuld allow no one to
insult the Duke of Normandy in his presence. Hisuthdhinned to a hard
line and his eyes became slits.

'‘By heaven, | should kill you for that!" he criddry sparking out of him. In
truth the dog deserved to die; yet even as hisgessladnoved menacingly
towards the Saxon thane, he held up his hand, ptiegehem from seeking
vengeance for the insult. 'For your daughter's shkball spare you this
time. Duke William himself shall decide vour fate.'

Lord Sigebert's lip curled in a sneer. 'l have aaghter,' he snarled. 'She
married a Norman, and thus forfeited her rightéaromy name. Better she
had died before disgracing her Saxon blood.’

'‘Be careful how you speak of the Lady Elona, lest gush my patience too
far."

Anger rose up in him like a great tide as Raouleernered the cause of the
guarrel between Elona and himself on their weddhigipt. At the time he
had had other things on his mind, and it had notiwed to him to question
what kind of a man would wish to see his daughien early grave rather
than have her make an honourable marriage. It vealsaps this man's
attitude which had poisoned her mind against himmoking down at
Sigebert then, he felt an urge to wreak his furytloa stubborn fool. His
hand grasped his sword-hilt, and it took all hisrsgth of will not to plunge
it into the Saxon's black heart. If this was thiaéa she had known, it was
little wonder his wife distrusted all men.

"You will have your chance to make your peace WithLady Elona, whom
| have the honour to call my wife," Raoul said imoéce of dangerous calm.



'For her sake, | pray you will come to your seread take an oath of fealty
to Duke William.'

Sigebert spat on the ground again, and Raoul tuhiedorse aside in
disgust, signalling to his soldiers to take thesgmier away, which they did
with none too gentle alacrity. As they dragged s$itreiggling, swearing
thane to join the other prisoners, the Norman gddrround at his own men.

They were resting now, a mood of elation sweephegtiredness from their
faces. A few had flesh wounds, but he was tharikfaee that none had been
killed, and only two would need a litter to carhein back to camp. It had
been a fortunate action. The fighting had beemtis; but over swiftly once
he arrived with the reinforcements. Already demeeal by the Noripan
superiority of numbers, many of the Saxons hadithrdown their weapons
after a few minutes, as if they knew they couldhmmbe to win. It was clear
that they were sick of fighting and weakened aherbitter coldness of the
night. Some, driven by a stronger hatred or anrir&ermination, had
fought defiantly to the last, preferring to yieleetr lives before their swords.
They had died for their bravery and would be gieewarrior's funeral.
About five or six of the rebels had managed to psdafo the woods by
pretending to surrender and then slipping awayhm d¢onfusion of the
half-light. Lord Sigebert had refused to surrendeaying like a wild bull as
he was encircled by a score of his enemies, andhae finally taken him
with the aid of a net.

Sigebert's magnificent defiance had at first worBdawulf's respect, and,
had he acted nobly in defeat, the Saxon would Hmeen accorded the
honours due to great warrior. But the thane's suléusal to accept a parole
and his insults to the Duke and Elona had hardethed dislike he
instinctively felt for him. Studying the Saxon'sarse features, Raoul could
see no likeness of any kind to Elona, and wond#ratisuch a man could
sire a creature as lovely and delicate as she.

As his mind conjured up a picture of the girl hel ka lately wed, he became
impatient to return, chafing at the routine tasksolv kept him from her. He
felt an aching longing inside him, and the desirbdld her in his arms was
almost more than he could bear. This time he wbnttla way to reach her
heart, he vowed. This time she would surrendeimothat sweetness which,



the night before, had so nearly been his. She wesulgly be pleased

because he had spared her father's life. But elvesma set her mind

stubbornly against him yet again, he would findaagage to her heart. He
must, for he could not let her go, not if it mekosing her for ever.

Calling his men to mount up, Raoul spurred his éidosward eagerly. His
temples had begun to throb as he recalled the mowign Elona had so
nearly been his, and his mouth curved in a wry smilself-mockery. One
more second, and the battle would have been womadenade a mistake
by leaving her to remove his tunic. He would ma&emistakes next time!

Dusk fell early in the forest, and with it cameraaping silence which made
Elona's spine tingle with fear. Throughout the dag sun had scarcely
penetrated the gloom, and now it was swiftly graywlark: stifling darkness
pierced by sudden noises which broke the eeriacgland then faded into
nothingness. The trees were so dense that therétileaandergrowth, and
the ground was hard with frost beneath their fE&ina's toes felt so cold
inside her thin leather shoes that they hurt. Herds were numb, and from
time to time she had to blow on them and rub thegether to instil a little
warmth into her fingers.

Hearing an owl hoot in a tree near by, Elona jumgoadishivered. She knew
it was just a bird, but the darkness had made eseund menacing. The
leafless trees looked stark and bare, their brandke skinny fingers
clawing at her as she passed, catching her haiclatites as if in spite. She
was reminded of the night she had visited the slairte® in the forest near
her home. It had seemed to her then that eviltspivied in the woods, and
she had never forgotten her terrifying experienbemthe great wind rose
and held her at its heart.

Her trembling fingers sought the talisman in haispuand her lips moved in
silent entreaty. If ever she had needed its magizas now. She was tired
and cold and her heart ached. Only her pride kepplodding miserably
behind Cedric as he led the way deeper and deefoethie forest.



At long last he stopped. They had reached a sredling made by fallen

trees, and he suggested it might be a good plaspeid the night. Elona
agreed numbly, and the boy set about collectintkstfor their fire. She

watched for a while, then pulled herself togethwt prepared the ground by
setting large flat stones at angles, which allowedo pass beneath and
made a good fire without too much smoke. Cedribeaba flint against a

stone to produce a flame; it was not long befordndud a satisfying blaze
going and they huddled together on the fur rugngahe bread and cold
meat he had brought.

'I'm so hungry," Elona said, tearing at the medh Wwer strong teeth and
smiling at him gratefully'How wise you were to think of bringing food. |
was so impatient to leave, that | didn't even abersit.’

Cedric grinned at her, knowing her words were meardn apology for her
show of temper earlier in the day. He looked atgieched face and threw
more wood on the fire to make it give out extrathea

'l was not able to bring much." He frowned. 'Toroarmwe must set snares
for rabbits and small game. It is much colder tixdren we left our own
village, and it will not be as easy to find foodhdave seen few enough
creatures today. Even the birds stay hidden irhioiets in this weather.'

Elona nodded, now unable to raise even the ghassofile. She knew their
situation was difficult at best, and could provenglerous. Food was often
scarce in the winter, even in the villages. Sonagjevhen the harvest had
been poor, the ceorles would die of starvatiohefytdid not live under the

protecting roof of their thane's hall. None of tr@ivn people had ever died
of hunger, for Sigebert hoarded his stores likeseng giving each man his
due ration for the work done in the fields; buthad winters travellers

sometimes came begging for food and were turned.alivevas harsh, but

necessary if the villagers were to survive. Wintas not a good time to set
out on a journey—in a few weeks it would be Chrssirand the frosts could
turn to snow at any time.

Elona sniffed and pulled the fur rug closer roured &nd up over her toes,
glad that she had gone back for it. The uncertguré frightened her a little,



but she was determined not to let Cedric guessvsisebeginning to regret
her hasty flight.

'It would have been better if we could have brouglytfather's cart,’ she
mused, sighing as she picked up another brandetbthe fire, watching the
sparks fly in the darkness as the flames shot highed much better if we
had never been caught by the Normans. We might bheaea in London
now, and safely tucked up in our beds . .

There was a little sob in Elona’'s voice as she spakd Cedric glanced at
her with a fleeting smile on his mouth.

'l doubt the citizens of London sleep very soundity the Normans at their

gate," he said with such a cheerful note in hisevtihat she stared at him in
surprise. 'Don't be anxious, my lady. I'm sure halldind someone to take

us in before the snows come. The forest is langeit lsannot go on for ever.

We shall come to a village soon, never fear.'

Elona looked at him, her eyes dark with tiredness the aching misery
inside her. She hugged her knees for comfort, gitier face against her
arms. Cedric's confidence was heartening, butditndithing to dispel the
mood of black despair which had descended on henglthe day, and
which she knew had nothing to do with the precargituation they were in.

She huddled beneath her thick mantle, closing y&s as she tried to relax.
She was so very tired, but sleep seemed to elud@ine sudden loud cry of
a night bird made her tense and clasp her handssager sides. Was it an
evil omen? Her skin crawled with icy chills as $tegan to listen to the odd
noises all around her: grunting somewhere in tlaéthpof thick bushes, a
sudden scuffle and the sharp squeal of a frightanedal.

Tears began to roll silently down her cheeks amrdmsbssed her fists against
her mouth to stifle the sobs, tasting salt. Cenritst not hear her weep. He
would think she was afraid of the dark, like a dhitlona knew that the deep
loneliness inside her had little to do with featlu# forest and the evil spirits

who dwelt there. She was a little afraid, but ta@pn her heart was almost

unbearable.



She felt the gentle touch of Cedric's hand on heulsler. "You should not
weep, my lady," he said softly. 'Do not be afréigre is naught to harm you
in the cry of a bird. | am with you. Sleep now, dadme watch over you.
Soon the pain will go from your heart and all vioé well.'

'I'm not crying,' Elona said in a muffled voiceo'® sleep yourself, Cedric.
The fire will keep wild beasts at bay.'

Despite her misery she was cheered by the boy®ubeoncern for her,

and the pain about her heart eased a little. Adtlshe had one friend to
comfort her. Her body was aching from exhausticoh ttve lack of sleep the
previous night. After a while the warmth of theefibegan to relax her, and
then at last she drifted into an uneasy slumber.

Raoul was tired. After a night and a day of hadihg and fighting he was
more than ready to take off his armour and snatafesrest. Yet he knew it
would be hours before he could allow himself thixukry. First he must see
that the prisoners were securely housed: he dittusttLord Sigebert not to
instigate a mass breakout if he were given halfance; then, when all was
settled, a full report must be made to Duke Willilthe matter of the Saxon
thane would have to be resolved before he spokdotma.

Sighing, Raoul moved his stiff shoulders wearilg kbped Sigebert would
come to his senses and not force them to hang kianaexample to the
others. In truth he was a troublesome thorn irrthieles, and had he been
any other man the Norman would not have hesitaeen now the thane's
body would have been hanging from a tree. Butdiationship to Elona had
so far saved him. Raoul knew it would be hard tpla&r her father's
execution to his wife, and prayed that he wouldhate to do so.

Elona. . . The very name set his body tingling acling with the longing to
be with her, to feel her soft flesh pressed agdirssown. He wanted her so
badly. Elona, his lovely wife. His now to keep drald for ever. Surely he
would find a way to reach her this time, even inéant humbling his own
pride.



It was with a sense of relief that he saw the gédlahead of him. At last! He
spurred his horse on with renewed energy, smilswtha guards sprang to
attention when they saw him. Well, it was a bitteld night, and he could
not blame them for wanting to huddle near the fite would have the watch
changed every two hours in future, so that the meuld stay more alert.

Raoul believed they were in no immediate dangeattdck, but it was

foolish to take chances, and he knew that, desp#ecapture of Lord

Sigebert, there were still pockets of resistan@aiaithe countryside.

He gave orders for the prisoners to be held irstbatest of what had once
been the ceorles' huts and placed a strong guana #tem, making sure
that Sigebert was kept away from the others. Mb#te Saxons were cold,
tired and defeated; Raoul was sure they would gladiear fealty to the

Duke in return for a pardon and the freedom torreta their homes. Yet,

while Sigebert remained defiant, there was stdhance they might try to

break out. So far, nothing had seemed to changattitisde.

Passing the cottage he'd had specially preparethé&r wedding night,
Raoul thought about Elona and was tempted to ganih surprise her.
Sighing, he forced himself to walk on. There wal Isis duty to the Duke,
and once he had Elona in his arms he knew nothowygdymake him leave
her again until she was his own.

Duke William was at supper with his nobles wherBaewulf reached the
hall. Seeing him enter, the Duke jumped to his et beckoned to him
with a broad grin.

‘At last you are returned, my friend!" His voiceobmed across the hubbub.
The news is good. Ansgar has spoken for me indbadail of the nation. He
has told the English nobles that | am a princeautlequal in either wisdom
or courage. My spies tell me that the primate s preparing to come
over to me. He will soon be followed by the floveéthe English nobility. |
shall be crowned in London before the new year.’

De Bainwulf knelt and kissed his hand. 'My newsighing beside this,
Sire—yet | think it will please you. We have takibe Lord Sigebert alive



and brought him here as a prisoner for your judgthide paused, frowning.
The Saxon remains defiant, and swears he will antllthe knee to you, yet
1 would crave your indulgence for my wife's saker. the love | bear you,
grant the Lord Sigebert a pardon if he will swesalty.'

Duke William's eyes were grave as he looked dowhisafriend. This is
welcome news you bring, de Bainwulf. Unhappily, nask is a less
welcome one. | must tell you that the Lady Elona pane.’

'‘Gone?' Raoul felt a chill enter his heart as hetgadis feet. His hand
clenched on his sword-hilt, and the muscles inshisulders tensed like a
coiled spring. 'Gone? My lady? Where? How can lblef®'

The Duke met his eyes with concern. 'We have de@u/a nest of spies
within the village. Two of the women have confested plot to persuade
the Lady Elona to murder you, and take her own ltfeeems that between
them they spun a tale of deceit and lies to makdlkeve you intended to
humiliate her before her own people by taking aeothoman to your bed
and flaunting her as your mistress.'

Raoul's eyes glittered with anger. '1 would spethk these women myself,
my lord.'

Duke William glanced at his face and away agaimfddtunately one of
them took poison before we could prevent it; theeotdied while being
guestioned.’

Then no one knows where Elona is?' Raoul's fadeedad, and his pulses
throbbed. 'Did no one see her leave? Surely sheotdrave left the camp
without being noticed!"

‘A young Saxon girl saw Lady Elona very early thisrning. She was asked
to fetch the boy harper Cedric to your wife, and ihe did. It seems that the
youth went with your lady.'

Raoul drew a sigh of relief. Then she is not aldre@nk God for it! But did
the guards not see which way they went? They maat Been them leave,
surely.'



‘Those responsible have been punished for theligeage.' Duke William's

face was hard but it softened as he looked atdywl lfriend. "Yet there is

hope, Raoul. It seems that Cedric was unwillindetve us. He gave the
servant-girl a message for you, which should help to find them. We

would have sent men out to search, but | thought would want to go

yourself.'

This girl, where is she?' Raoul asked, his eyddihg with hope.The Duke's
piercing gaze swept round the hall, and then h&beed to a young girl.
She came towards the high table, her eyes frightaseshe curtsied first to
the Duke and then to Raoul.

'‘Come, girl, give your message to the Lord de Baifiwv

The girl lifted her eyes to Raoul's face, takingrage from something she
saw there. 'Cedric said that if you wanted to fuadly Elona you must seek
her in the forest yonder.’

'In the forest!" Raoul ejaculated. ‘It is so detts& 1 could search for a
month and never find her! And, in this weather, sbeld die of cold and
hunger.'

"Your pardon, my lord," the girl said timidly. 'Tigewas more.'
'More?' Raoul stared at her hard.

She knelt on the floor and cleared away the rushesake a space; then she
traced a curve with a line across it in the ea@tdric said you must look for
this sign. It will be carved into the bark of theds every so often. If you
follow it, you will find them.’

‘Thank God for the boy's good sense,' Raoul cradasf sweeping through
him. He smiled at the girl now that his worst fehagl been eased. 'l thank
you for your message, mistress. You shall be vealarded for it. And when

| bring my lady back, you shall be her handmaiden.'

The qirl's cheeks flushed with pleasure. 'l shduédglad to serve Lady
Elona, my lord.'



Raoul nodded, forgetting her as he turned to led\e Duke laid a
restraining hand on his arm.

'‘Curb your impatience and stay until morning, Ra¥lu must rest and eat.
You can do nothing tonight.’

A surge of frustration made Raoul want to throw tb# Duke's hand. He
was on fire: a terrible fear gripped his heart@aslelt on all the dangers of
the forest. Elona, his beautiful young wife, was there somewhere with
only a youth to protect her. If she should die The thought terrified him.

He felt that he would go mad if he waited even amanot before setting out
after her. Yet he knew that the Duke was rightctwld do nothing until the

morning.

He would eat and make a full report to the Dukenthe down and rest until
first light, but he knew he would not sleep. Hisulghts would be full of
Elona, torturing him until the dawn.



CHAPTER NINE

THE souND of water dripping woke Elona. She moved uneagagling the
stiffness in her limbs as she lay half waking, sédfping and listened to the
unfamiliar noise. Opening her eyes at last, shegat sudden alarm as she
realised where she was and saw that she was dlbedire was almost out
and there was no sign of Cedric.

Elona called his name, her voice shrill with feder heart pounded wildly
as she heard a loud fluttering in the trees andssaseral large black birds
rise up into the sky like a cloud. Crossing hersalfftly, she stifled the

scream that rose to her lips, her mind full of sapigon. Were the winged
black creatures only ravens or the evil spirits Whd stolen Cedric away in
the night?

She got to her feet quickly, shaking the debrisiffeer tunic and pulling her
mantle round her shoulders as she stretched andegawhe ground had
not made a comfortable bed and she could feel khadtlke in her back.

Looking around her, she noticed the trees hadhest crisp covering of ice

and realised the air was milder than it had beerpthvious day. The thaw
had set in during the night, and it was the dripnelting ice she had heard
on waking.

She began to search the clearing for dead wooéband a few sticks which
she threw on the fire, poking at it to try and maKkame. But the wood had
turned damp overnight, and sent up a dismal stfagrey smoke.

"You will put it out like that.'
Cedric's voice startled her, and she spun rounid avglad cry. | wondered
where you had gone. | was beginning to think thdtspirits had taken you

away in the night!’

'I've been hunting for our breakfast.' Cedric gedrcheerfully and held up a
plump rabbit. 'l was lucky! | snared him with mytaé the first try.'

Elona smiled, her fears seeming foolish now thatybuth had returned.
That's good. I'm hungry.'



Cedric knelt down and removed the damp wood shedss@d so carelessly
on the fire, replacing it with some he had found.

'This is dry," he explained, turning to her witltide smile, 'l took it from the
inside of a hollow trunk.'

Sitting on the rug, Elona hugged her knees, watclaa Cedric deftly
skinned and gutted the rabbit. 'l was frightene@rnvhwoke up and found
you gone,' she admitted. 'l did not know what td do

Cedric glanced up, his eyes carrying a hint ofaaph. "You should have
known | would never desert vou, my lady.’

'Yes,' she said with a sigh, 'l think you are th@erson | have ever known
who truly cared for me. My mother was kind to measionally; | think she
wanted to love me, but something made it imposdiimener to do so. |
never understood why she kept me at a distanceetBuoes it seemed that
she was afraid to love me.'

Cedric shook his head, his eyes regarding her sdtéytrue | love you,
Lady Elona, you have always been kind to me—butethe another who
loves you most truly.’

Her eyes widened in surprise. 'My father has néiked me. There were
times when | felt he hated me, though he pretetdd® concerned for my
welfare whenever my grandfather visited us. Besidd® cared for me at
all, how could he order me to take my own life? May are wrong, Cedric,
there is no one to care for me but you.'

'l did not mean the Lord Sigebert." He did not ladkElona as he sliced off a
portion of the rabbit and speared it with a shagglestick, holding it out to
her. 'This is cooked now.'

Elona took the meat, biting it with relish and laurgy as it burnt her tongue.
‘This is good, Cedric. So who were you speakinghdd?my husband?'

Cedric nodded, his face serious. 'lt's my beliet the Lord de Bainwulf
loves you very much, my lady. When your father sefilito surrender to the



Duke, he offered to take on three men in close @trab your champion, so
that your life might be spared.’

Elona stared at him. 'He offered to fight for mef-B but the odds were too
heavy. He would surely have been killed.'

'Lord de Bainwulf knew that he must accept heawysatihe wished to sway
the Duke. It was his courage and willingness tdrdiee attempt to save you
that persuaded the Duke to show mercy. | am suteTie Duke laughed at
your lord, and said you had bewitched him. He tlmuigwas a great jest,
but | believe he meant to give you in marriagee¢dainwulf all the time.’

Elona finished eating, and licked the fat from tiegers. 'Why have you not
told me this before, Cedric?'

‘The Duke forbade me to tell you that night. Besjdeéhought you must be
aware of the deep regard my lord has for you. Wby would he demand
his right to wed you if he did not love you?'

'‘No . . ." Elona shook her head slowly, unablediielve what he was saying.
'‘No, you are wrong, Cedric. It was Raoul's sendsabur which made him
offer to champion me, and he married me becauseHer words trailed

away as she became confused, no longer knowing stieatruly believed.

"You must be wrong. | know he does not love metditkthe Duke so.’

'‘Lord de Bainwulf is a proud man, my lady. Could# that he wished to
hide his feelings from you for some reason?"

'What reason could he have?' Elona frowned. 'Nofriagd, there is much
you cannot know of this.’

Cedric shrugged his shoulders. He had known Eltmas all his life and

was well aware of her stubbornness, which she leadrrbothered to hide
from him as she had from Lord Sigebert. It was eselo argue with her
when she had set her mind against something, dsasheow. Besides, the
Norman lord must find his own way of showing hewtaeeply he cared for
her. Cedric believed that even Lord de Bainwulf $@thwas not yet truly
aware of his own feelings.



Loving them both, Cedric had watched the struggegwben them
anxiously. It was, he thought, a meeting of nolgeits: a contest which
neither could win. If either of them had asked hiva,could have told them
why they quarrelled so fiercely, but neither wé®lly to do so, nor would
they listen to unwanted advice—not that Cedric waldre to offer it to his
master. He sighed as he looked at Elona’'s lovely &d saw the pain she
was trying to hide from him. He prayed that the iNan lord would not be
too proud to come looking for his errant wife. Fahere were faults in the
man he had come to admire so much, they were dnisefipride and hasty
temper.

'We must move on,' Elona said as the silence deep&he jumped to her
feet and shook out the fur rug. Cedric's words heatle her uneasy,

touching a raw place within her. Could she posditalye misjudged Raoul

after all? The thought was too terrible to be bpared made her restless.
‘Today there is a thaw,' she went on, blockingditnabts from her mind. 'But

we must find a village where we can shelter befoessnows come.'’

"You go on, my lady. I shall follow in a moment,san as | have put out the
fire.'

Elona agreed, hardly listening in her sudden urgdéacget away. Cedric
watched as she disappeared into the trees. Théwokea sharp stick and
drew a large crescent in the earth, marking it \@iharrow pointing in the
direction Elona had taken.

"You cannot miss that, my lord," he muttered fetlyerPlease come soon!
I'm not sure how much longer | can keep leadinglady away from the
forest's edge before she discovers there's a @ithaty a few miles away!"

Elona sighed, squirming as yet another dropleotd water detached itself
from the trees and trickled down her nose, falbffghe end of her chin. The
thaw had continued steadily all day, and the tvem® dripping all over her.
It was nearly as bad as if it had been rainingctvitiy the look of the black
sky it was about to do at any moment.



The ground was slippery, making it difficult to Wavithout skidding every
few steps. Her thin shoes were soakeS through@ateéd with mud, and the
fur rug was getting heavier and heavier on her sleos as it absorbed the
water. She was wet and tired and miserable, antththught of another night
in the forest made her shudder.

'‘Can we not stop for a while?' Elona asked Cednltappily. T'm cold and
hungry, and | want to rest.’

He turned to look at her, feeling a little guilty be saw the dark smudges
beneath her eyes. She did look very tired, and dradered if he was being
quite fair to her in leading her away from theagle where they might find
shelter. Lord de Bainwulf would be angry if she dree ill; yet if they left
the forest before the Norman came, he might namwdrthem. Cedric felt
that his mistress was already beginning to regeatihg the Normans' camp
and he was sure she would be happier and safer ureehusband's
protection, but he knew she was too stubborn te givand admit she was
wrong. No, it was best if he continued to leadihaircles for a little longer.

'Forgive me, my lady,' he said giving her an apetimgsmile. 'l know the
forest seems endless, but I'm sure we shall fietteshsoon.'

'It will soon be night," Elona complained, shiverias the darkness began to
close in on them and shadows took on menacing shap&e've been
walking for two days— surely we must reach the sodn! It must stretch
for miles and miles.’

'It is indeed a vast forest, my lady." Cedric aedicher eyes as he lied,
knowing she would be very angry with him if she ggel that he had
deliberately led her away from the edge of thedoseveral times. 'Perhaps
we shall reach the end of-it tomorrow.'

'‘But it will rain before morning,' she protestedeusly as she looked up at
the sky. 'We must find a shelter of some kind émight.'

'Maybe | can build something to keep out the rdia,bffered. 'We can use
the rug to stretch over the top.'



"Then we shall have only my spare mantle to sitElona objected, feeling
cross with him for being so calm when she had beguihink they were

doomed to wander in this dark and gloomy placesf@r. 'And the rain will

put out the fire, so we shall be cold.’

‘It might not rain very hard," the boy replied, kowg hopeful.

Elona could have screamed with frustration. If slael not known that
Cedric must be tired and hungry too, she would Hhelieved he wanted to
stay in the forest. Angry tears stung her eyes simel wished herself
anywhere but here in this horrible wood. Rememigetive softness of the
bed Raoul had prepared for her, she found hexwadfithg to be curled up in
the safety and warmth of her husband's arms. Eiethieats to make her
his slave did not seem as frightening as anotlgrt m the forest.

Suddenly there was a loud burst of thunder, makergump and shake. She
was frightened of storms, which were the resulth@f gods' anger and
always a warning of something bad. Even in herefeghhall she had hidden
her head beneath the covers and trembled withufgdrthe loud rumblings
had died away. The prospect of being caught inoarstin the woods
terrified her, and she clutched at Cedric's aralanm.

'We must find shelter," she cried shrilly, as allaf lightning rent the sky
and the rain began to lash down with a vindictiveyf driving into their
faces and blinding them.

'‘Over there!" Cedric pointed to a stand of thiclshmes. 'We can crawl
underneath and pull the rug over us.’

'‘No, I'm frightened, Cedric." She looked about Wddly, tugging at his
sleeve as she saw a wisp of smoke. 'Look! Themedke—behind those tall
trees. It must be a hut. Let's see if whoever litiese will give us shelter for
the night.'

Elona began to run swiftly in the direction she Ipathted out, and Cedric
was obliged to follow her. He cursed the ill lublat had caused her to notice
the smoke he had seen some seconds earlier bogi@edly ignored. When
the occupants of the hut told Elona they were ctose village, she would



insist on being shown the way and he would be &btkelay her no longer.
He could only hope that Lord de Bainwulf had disa@d their flight and
would find them soon. He stopped for a moment teecane more arrow on
atree.

When Cedric caught up with her, Elona was alreadyrhering on the door
of a small hut. It was a matter of seconds befaekmocking brought a
response, and the door opened.

In the yellow glow of a rush candle, the monk'sfamked thin and sallow.
His head was completely shaven, and his coarserblalit was heavily
patched and worn, as were the sandals on his feet.

'Oh . . ." Elona faltered in surprise as she sawtbnk. She was a little in
awe of such men, for they had wisdom beyond heipcehension and lived
their lives in a state of holiness. To intrude os keclusion was an
imposition, and only her fear of the storm and theest kept her from
leaving at once. 'We—We are sorry to disturb yooly lone. We are
travellers who have lost our way and would begtshelf you for the night.’

The monk regarded Elona in silence, his sad, fayed seeming to look
deep into her mind as if searching for the sech&dslen -in her heart.
Hearing another crash of thunder, she jumped amedupale. Afraid that
the monk would turn them away, she wrenched arsivamgle from her
wrist and offered it to him as the tears spranigeioeyes.

'Oh, please let us come in out of the rain, if aniyil the storm has passed.
The forest is dark and lonely and | am afraid af #torm. We have no
money, but | will give you this bracelet if you Wit us share your food and
sit by your fire tonight." She sniffed and wiped Face, smearing dirt down
her cheek as she lifted her eyes to his in despapgteal. 'Please let us come
in? I'm so tired and hungry.’

At that moment she looked more child than womani, #ax@ monk's lips
curved slightly, as if he could not resist her apmiespite himself. Pressing
the silver bangle back into her hands with a Igti@ke of his head, he stood
back and beckoned them inside.



The cottage was tiny, but neatly kept, with fregéhies on the floor and the
monk's possessions tidily stacked on a shelf atahside. There was very
little furniture, just a rough wooden chest andravs pallet for his bed. But

in the middle of the earthen floor a fire was bogbrightly and a delicious

smell issued from the cooking-pot which hung over i

Still the monk did not speak, merely indicatingttbieey should sit by the
hearth. He closed the door and pushed the heastyilaplace. Grateful for
his kindness, Elona gave him a warm smile and ¢rediover the fire. She
held her numbed hands to tljie flames, rubbing the@nestore the feeling in
her frozen fingers.

The monk had returned to the large smoke-blackpoedhich hung from a
chain attached to a tripod of thick wooden polesadded a handful of dried
meat and herbs to the contents already bubblingrilgnemodding
encouragingly to his visitors. After giving the aratic stew a final stir, he
went to the back of the room, opened the woodest@ral took something
from it.

Returning to the weary travellers, he showed theaxsmall wooden bowls,
lovingly carved and worn smooth with use. As thexte took one, he
poured out a pale golden liquid from a leatherkflasotioning to Elona to
try the wine and watching her as she sniffed theetvaroma cautiously
before lifting the bowl to her lips and sippingrmat delicately.

Her eyes widened with surprise and pleasure adosiked up at him. It
tastes delicious! What is it made of?"

The monk put his finger to his lips, shaking hisdh&ut making no attempt
to answer her. There was a sadness about himabhelteéd Elona’'s heart,
making her wonder why he had chosen the life céranitt in the forest.

"You cannot talk to me,' she said, suddenly undedshg his strange
silence. 'Have you taken a vow of some kind?'

He nodded, his face solemn. Pointing to the bovllona's hand, he raised
his eyebrows as if in enquiry, and held up thekilas



'Yes, please, | would like some more,’ she saidgimg him her bowl. 'It has
such a sweet flavour—Iike honey.'

The monk smiled, nodding his head several times laoking pleased.
Elona laughed. The wine was warming her, restotivg colour to her
cheeks. The little monk's kindness made her fdakeel and happier than
she had been for a long time. She felt safe irthiddaut, although the fierce
storm raged outside.

She looked at the monk thoughtfully, noticing tisstadbare habit and how
few possessions he had. 'How sad you must beglhane all alone. Do you
never wish to return to the world?’

The monk shook his head slowly. Touching his breagtdicate his heart,
he clasped his hands together as if in prayerpla ¢d such content on his
face that Elona almost envied him. It was clear igehad chosen his life of
his own free will.

'l understand," she said. 'You are telling me yme|God and never feel
alone because He is with you.'

Something in the monk's eyes warmed Elona, andestlised that she was
in the presence of a really good man. As he notidetead once more and
pressed his finger to his lips, she fell silenspecting his wishes. They had
disturbed his privacy enough as it was, and she& motsplague him with
idle questions. She watched as he stirred theidetiesmelling contents of
the cooking pot, feeling her stomach rumble withdper. It seemed a long
time since she had eaten.

The monk ladled the stew into three small plattgitsng one each to Cedric
and Elona. Then he took a tiny loaf of coarse blaglad and divided it into
three pieces, distributing it equally between them.

Elona waited until their host squatted on the floext to her and began to
eat, dipping the hard bread into the rich gravye 8id the same, and found
that although the bread was very hard the stewha#s tasty and filling.

She cleared her platter and wiped it clean withdread, washing it down
with another bowl! of the honey wine. The warmthlod fire was seeping



through her body, and the monk's wine was potemt. &yelids were
growing heavy and she was conscious of feeling tiesy.

Spreading the fur rug on the floor, she lay dowth @wvered herself with her
mantle. The storm was abating, but she could lsdr the steady drip of
rain. It was so warm and cosy in here by the fivé tomorrow morning was

a long way away . . . Time enough then to decidatvghe must do. She
smiled sleepily at Cedric, who was sitting with kieees hunched before the
fire, staring pensively into the flames. She thdugh looked anxious and
felt a pang of guilt for dragging him away from thdage where he had

been so happy. But there would be time in the nmgrid talk about the

future.

'Go to sleep, Cedric,' she whispered. 'We arelsaie' She looked across at
the monk. 'l wish you a good night, holy one. Thaok for my supper. |
shall remember you in my prayers.'

He leaned down to touch her head, as if in a behedi Motioning to
Cedric to lie down, he gave him a warm blanketdeer himself. Then he
went over to his straw pallet at the far side @& tbhom, kneeling with his
back turned to them and his head bent in prayener®ined there for a
long time, his lips moving silently.

Cedric remained watchful until the monk had finigh@es devotions. His
nature was not as trusting as Elona's, and hedvaiitél he heard the monk's
gentle snores. He turned to look at his mistredssaw that she was already
fast asleep, her hand tucked beneath her cheekeaswsled up in the
softness of the rug. How peaceful she looked! $unehe morning Lord de
Bainwulf would find them, and then they could all jome. He lay down
and closed his eyes, contented now that he wadlsireaonk meant her no
harm.

Elona awoke suddenly as sh'e felt a rush of caldaaich her face. She
blinked, rubbing at her eyes and yawning. She legah Iso very tired and the
long sleep had refreshed her. Stretching, she beeavare that the door of
the hut was wide open. A man was standing theseepbdy blocking the

light. It was difficult to see his face at firstdaise the light was behind him,
but she knew it could not be their host of the es evening. This was a



bigger man who was wearing the tunic and crossegaidthose of a Saxon
thane.

As the man came further into the hut, Elona satvaply, the tiny hairs in
the nape of her neck starting to prickle as herthesgan to beat unevenly.
Now it was possible to see his features clearlg, the sudden discovery of
his identity sent a shock running through her. &lesv in her breath sharply,
clutching her mantle tightly about her and staanhgyim in dismay.

'‘Oslac . . she whispered. 'How came you here?'

The Saxon thane was, if anything, even more swgriban Elona. He
stared at her, his mouth hanging open. Then heslbgkiickly about the hut
as though he, wondered whom else he would discélesaw no one but
Cedric, still sleeping soundly by the ashes offitee

There was a battle/ he said slowly, scratchingbieiard and eyeing her
speculatively. "'The Norman dogs had us trappetemarsh. | escaped by
tricking them into believing | was ready to surrend've been running and
hiding ever since. | saw the hut and came lookargdod."'

Oslac glanced down at Cedric, who was beginningfito He nudged him
with his foot, jerking the boy to instant awarenasd grinning as he saw his
look of alarm.

'‘Get me some food, boy," he growled, his back agdhe doorpost, and
turned his gaze back to Elona. 'l thought you twerenthe Normans'
prisoners?’

'We escaped,’ Elona said carefully, her nerveditiggShe saw a gleam in
his eyes and stiffened, bringing her knees to hsicin a defensive
movement. Something in the way he was looking atrhade her feel
nervous and uncomfortable. 'This hut belongs terenft monk. I'm not sure
he has any food. He shared his supper with usight.’

Oslac snarled again at the boy, his thick browstimgen a frowir. 'l told
you to find me something to eat.'



Cedric rose warily to his feet, knowing Oslac's u®of old. As he moved
off to search the hut, the thane looked at Eloreeanore.

'Where is this monk?"'

Elona met his gaze steadily, determined not to sieaw 'l don't know. He
must have gone out—perhaps to gather firewood.'

"This is all | can find.'

Cedric held out a piece of stale bread, and Oslatcked it, cramming it

into his mouth as if he were starving. 'Is thattladire is?' he asked sourly,
pieces of bread crumbling into his greasy beat@. tlvo days since I've

eaten.’'

Elona watched him, feeling disgust as she saw luasse and gross he was.
She had always disliked the thane, but now his \aebha seemed more
brutish than ever. Living with the Normans had aggkher eyes to a more
mannerly way of life. He became aware of her waighim, sensing her
silent criticism. 'What are you staring at?' henged, wiping his hand across
his mouth. 'So you've run away from your Normaarfds. Did they throw
you out when they'd all had their turn at you?"

Elona's face blanched. 'You are insulting. | waated with both kindness
and respect by Duke William and his nobles."

Oslac's mouth curved in scorn. 'So you're a tramvell as a wanton.
Ealdgyth was right: you weren't worth what | padt fou. | should have
wed her as she begged me to: she was a true waoriaa,cold bitch like
you.'

'Ealdgyth?' Elona stared at him, suddenly undedatgnvhy the Saxon girl
had been so willing to bring the poison that Sigebad sent. It was not to
avoid humiliation or because Sigebert had orderdalit out of jealousy of
her. She wanted Oslac for herself. Elona felt a w#sire to laugh. If only
Ealdgyth had guessed how much she had detesteddheof marrying

Oslac! She spoke defiantly to the thane. 'So slseyaar spy. | wish you joy
of her...



The door opened at that moment and the monk camderstopped and
smiled as he saw Elona, then looked from her totliame, obviously
imagining him to be her friend.

Oslac saw that the monk was carrying a large fighgrabbed it and began
to tear at the raw flesh with his teeth, chewingiih apparent relish and
spitting out the scales.

The monk frowned. He had walked a long way thatmmgy to catch the
fish, and had been pleased he could offer his guegbod breakfast. Now
his work was all in vain. Turning away, he wenffeétch the flask of wine
and awooden bowl, which he offered to Oslac. Tlam¢hseized the flask
and raised it to his mouth, gulping greedily. Aka sadness came into the
monk's eyes, but he made no protest. Instead hed/&d the chest, and then
came back to Elona and squatted on the floor bdsdehis back towards
Oslac.

She took the object he had brought over to hemjrigrit wonderingly in her
hand. It was a small cylinder of smooth leatherqubiéully tooled with

silver. Opening it reverently, she gently pulledt @uscroll of creamy
vellum, with delicate script and decorated in glogvcolours and gold leaf.
Scenes of devotion, with pictures of the Virgin Mand the Christ child
were intertwined with leaves and flowers. Thereenesinds of magnificent
decoration, and an elaborate initial letter atlitbginning of each section.

'It is lovely," she said, giving it back to the nkomith a smile. 'l have never
seen anything quite like it in my life. Thank yaar showing it to me."' She
stared at him in surprise as he closed her haneistbg scroll and nodded.
'‘But you cannot give it to me! It's far too valuabl

'What's that?' Oslac leant over and snatched m fher, glancing at it
uninterestedly before throwing it down in disgtisheed more food, monk.
And you'll have silver hidden somewhere. Monksadveays rich.’

The monk spread his hands in a gesture of deheh, $hook his head.

'What's wrong with him?' Oslac muttered, eyeing hasentfully. 'Lost his
tongue, has he?'



'He has taken a vow of silence,' Elona said quicklg cannot speak to you.
Besides, he has no silver. Look for yourseli—he Heasdly any
possessions.’

'‘Be"Hent, woman," Oslac grunted. He got to his, feeized the monk and
lifted him bodily. 'Give me your silver, old mar, dl break your neck.'

Cedric had been watching him warily. Knowing tharte's temper, he had
tried to keep out of his way, but as he saw the kimdroking something
snapped in his brain. Without thinking, he hurleaself at Oslac, trying to
stab him with the small knife he always carried.

Oslac swore. He let go of the monk, swatting the Wwith the back of his
hand as easily as if he had been a fly. Cedrialayonless, his eyes closed.
Oslac grunted and turned to look at Elona.

She had been kneeling by the old man's side, disfisa herself that he was
not badly hurt; then she went quickly to Cedric deht over him. But
before she could touch him, Oslac grabbed her aminhauled her to her
feet.

‘Leave the ceorle alone,' he growled. 'He got \eadeserved for attacking
his betters.’

Elona's eyes flashed. 'Cedric is worth six of yshi¢ said haughtily.

Her scorn lit a flame of anger in Oslac. 'You walways a proud bitch,' he
snarled. 'And your time with the Normans has ngironed you. | shall have
to teach you better manners once | have you home.'

She shrank away from him. 'l won't come back with,yshe cried. 'Let go
of my arm, you vile creature! | must care for migfds.’

Oslac glared at her. 'Vile creature, am |I? How fyo& have grown, my
lady.' He leered at her with a mocking glint. "fewpoiled goods now, but
I've paid your father's price and | may as welldashat's mine!



'‘No!" Elona wrenched herself from him, her brea&stiing. She reached into
her purse and pulled out the gold collar the Duke given her, throwing it
on the ground at his feet. That should repay younfg bride-price," she
cried. 'Take it and go!

Oslac's eyes gleamed. He picked it up swiftly, gkt inside his tunic.
‘Thank you for your generosity," he said, grinnif@yt | still mean to have
you, fair Elona. It will give me great satisfactitmbreak that pride of yours.'

Elona looked into his face, and for the first tisfe was afraid of him. She
backed away, shaking her head as he reached obefoand seized her
wrist.

'‘No, | will not come with you,' she said, twistifigntically in an effort to
free herself.

Oslac hit her across the face. She staggeredyhsrdark with fear even as
she faced him defiantly. As he came at her aga@ntonk rose to his knees,
holding out his hand in supplication.

'Please do not hurt h&he said, his voice cracked with emotion. 'l wiltey
you all the silver | have, but please do not hert'h

Oslac halted and looked at him greedily. 'Give ine," he grunted, thrusting
his hand at the monk.

The old man held out a tiny pouch, it is all | haRéease take it. Kill me if
you will, but let her go, | beg you.'

Oslac emptied the pouch into his hands, scattdhiegfew coins on the
ground with derision. 'A pauper monk," he sneeli€dep your silver, old
man. | have a richer prize.'

Elona looked at the monk, her tears beginning tolde. Thank you,' she
whispered. She could say no more, for Oslac wadirggrout of the hut,
dragging her behind him like a slave.



Elona was forced to run to keep up with the thasteides. He had fastened
a rope collar round her throat, which almost chokewdif she pulled against
it. It was a punishment because she had twicedyireid to run away from
him, and he had made sure she could not do so.ddeey had been walking
for what seemed like hours, Oslac scarcely botggamglance at her now he
had her fast.

Too proud to beg for mercy, Elona felt the painldum her breast as she
gasped for breath. If Oslac did not stop soonfaliehe would die. Yet the
physical pain was as nothing beside the grief nheart. Now that it was
too late, she had begun to understand what it ealby/fike to be a prisoner.

'Oh, Raoul," she whispered softly. 'Forgive meJowe. | called myself your
prisoner, but you were always gentle with me evéaemwe fought. You
would never have hurt and humiliated me like tWy did | not understand
that before?'

Tears stung her eyes as she thought of all shedadfully thrown away,
and she blamed herself bitterly for Cedric's deldtd she been less proud,
the boy would still be singing his beautiful songst lying motionless on
the monk's floor. She was sure he must be deatiefbiad not moved at all
after Oslac had struck him down.

Now she admitted that Cedric had been right alltiime; she should have
waited for her husband to come back. She ough@te tistened to him
instead of closing her mind and heart. The twoa®ivhad lied to her. It had
been cleverly done, and she had been too jealalblard to see that they
were tricking her. Raoul had not meant to humiliage. This was bitter
humiliation, to be dragged behind Oslac like a slddow could she ever
have accused her husband of behaving like thisafim

She remembered the fresh taste of Raoul's mouth kissed her; the clean
male scent of his body as he held her close thdast. A body that was lean
and strong, not gross with fat like Oslac's. Whiatah she had been, blinded
by her pride to the extent of her good fortune. Wihg it mattered so much
that Raoul did not love her as she loved him? &beld have been content
to take what he offered. It could have been a gnadiage based on mutual



respect, and she ought to have been content to Howeand bear his
children, even if he never said the words she Idregemuch to hear.

Elona’s heart cried out to the man she loved. Mlerevwas he, now that she
needed him so? If only he would come and take hek.ldf only she could
lie in his strong arms once more. Yet even as faartltalled out to him, she
knew it was useless. He had other tasks more i@potthan searching the
forest for an errant wife who had given him nothimg trouble.

Suddenly Elona's foot caught against the protrudow of a tree. She
tripped and fell face down in the mud, dragged amaf few seconds until
Oslac felt the weight of her body. He turned arwvfied, hesitating for a
moment before coming to jerk her to her feet. Shayed, and he saw the
exhaustion in her face.

'We'll rest for a while,' he grunted. 'You're n@ us me dead.'

He slung her over his shoulder, carrying her lilsmek of wheat to deposit
her on a patch of grass. Elona shut her eyesjrigaitt the sight of him and
letting the relief wash over her as she sat baaknagthe trunk of a tree. At
least she could breathe again.

"You don't look such a fine lady now.'

Oslac's taunting voice made Elona half-open hes.dyle was stretched out
on the ground near by, watching her speculativBlye lifted her head
defiantly, making no reply to his taunt.

'‘Always thought yourself too good for me, didn'tuyol saw the scorn in
your eyes when you looked at me. You thought | avésol, but | bided my
time. | knew I'd get you one day.' There was a 8mg expression on
Oslac's face as he dwelt on his wrongs, both mehirmagined.

If Elona had been thinking clearly, she might haeen that his pride was
wounded and answered with care, but in her midegyff@rgot caution. 'Yes,
| am too good for you,' she spat. 'I'd have di¢denathan wed you. You're an
animall’



Too late she saw the fury in his face. 'An aniraal,1?' he snarled, it's time
that pride of yours took a tumble, wench.'

He reached out to grasp her ankle, dragging heardsvhim. Elona kicked
out, twisting away to struggle to her knees. Oslased as her foot scraped
his cheek, lunging at her as she tried to standnB@nd weary as she was,
she could not move fast enough to avoid him anddderself pinned to the
ground beneath his bulk.

She screamed, twisting her head wildly as his mea#iched for hers. The
stench of his breath made her stomach heave arfdlskemit rising in her
throat. Oslac's hands were pawing at her, rippgnegsilken material of her
tunic. He leered down at her as the gown fell ateayeveal the creamy
swell of her breasts, the sight of her flesh segmnincite him to a mad
frenzy. Elona screamed in despair, calling Rasaiwe aloud in her terror.
She held her breath as Oslac's mouth coveredTiees. she felt him lifting
her tunic, his hands forcing themselves betweerthigins even though she
fought to keep them tightly together. She closeddyes and prayed for
death.

'Oh, God, be merciful,’ she wept. 'Let me die bethis happens.’ She tried
to shut out the horror of what was happening to her

Oslac swore violently. Elona felt his body stifféns hands suddenly ceased
to invade her body. Then the pressure of his weigts gone from her and
she was aware of him standing beside her. She dpleseeyes as the
shouting began.

At first there seemed to be men and horses everpviislac was staring
wildly, his eyes rolling as he sought a way of @scadie ran first one way
and then another as the soldiers closed in onHioma sobbed with relief as
she saw that the men were Normans. Men she reeagat being in her
husband's troop. She wriggled to her side, manamingt up, searching
desperately for the face she longed to see. Thensalw Raoul, and
screamed his name.



He rode furiously towards her, flinging himself dofrom his horse and
kneeling beside her. Clasping Elona to his chestydid her tightly while
she wept.

'Don't cry,' he whispered against her hair. 'tiver, my sweet lady. You are
safe now, and nothing shall ever harm you again.'

'Oh, Raoul," she sobbed, resting her head wealdinsighis shoulder. 'l
prayed you would come for me.’

Raoul smiled, kissing her brow gently. Loosening tbpe round Elona's
neck, he slipped it over her head, and frownedeasaw the cruel marks
where her delicate skin was bruised. A pulse flicke his temple as he
untied her wrists, and his lips thinned into a glime.

'Don't be angry with me," Elona whispered as shetsaface. 'l know | was
wrong. | cannot bear it if you are angry with me.’

Raoul's eyes darkened as he heard how close t&imgeshe was. He
touched her cheek, gently tracing the red markgevbslac had hit her.

'I'm not angry with you, Elona,' he said, his vomesky with emotion. '‘But
with the brute who did this to you. My God! We waknost too late. |
should never have forgiven myself if he . . .’

Elona looked at him, her eyes misty with tears.ol®d she whispered,
gazing up at him with her heart in her eyes.

'We have the traitor fast, my lord.' The soldiedéce startled them both.
‘Shall we kill him?"

Raoul's face hardened, his eyes becoming icy.tiNd's a pleasure | want
for myself. Watch over my lady, Robert of Bayeuxua® her with your
life.'

‘Yes, my lord.'

'Raoul, don't leave me," Elona cried as he goidddet.



He glanced back at her, unsmiling. 'Wait therenglar his is something |
must do myself. It is a matter of honour.'

Elona shivered as she heard the cold fury in hisev@dhe had never seen
him look like that, and it frightened her. She gtiled to her feet, the young
soldier steadying her as she swayed. He held rek d&m she would have
followed Raoul, shaking his head.

'‘No, my lady,' he warned, his hand gentle but fipon her arm. Tt is best
this way.'

Elona stared at him wildly, her heart torn withrpaHe mustnotfight Oslac
alone!'she cried.'If he should die . . .

The soldier smiled confidently. 'Lord de Bainwulishvengeance in his
heart. | do not think you need to fear for him."'

It was taking the combined strength of several neehold Oslac as he
struggled violently, spitting defiance at his Normeaptors and cursing
them. Awaiting the sudden stab of a sword which ledaring death, he
stared in disbelief as Raoul de Bainwulf barkedoater and he found
himself suddenly free.

Raoul's eyes were glittering as he looked at theeh'You have dared to lay
your foul hands on my wife," he said quietly. 'Huat | shall kill you.'

'‘Norman dog!" Oslac spat on the ground. 'What arewaiting,for? There
are ten of you to do the deed—isn't that enough&r®you all cowards?"

Raoul's face was grim, but he made no answeringltinfnstead he
motioned to one of his men. 'Give me your sworel said calmly. The man
obeyed, and Raoul tossed it to a spot near O$tat'sPick it up. We'll settle
this between us, man to man.’

Oslac looked nervous, as he was obviously expestnge trick. When he
saw that the other soldiers made no move towards e laughed
triumphantly, grasping the sword and holding ietteningly.



'‘Come on then, Norman swine. I'll see you in Heskfeven if your dogs Kill
me afterwards.'

Raoul said nothing. Drawing his own sword, he stddhis opponent
intently. The thane was a big man, tall and brdeshoulder but bulky and
heavy on his feet; he moved awkwardly as he cirthedNorman, his eyes
darting from side to side.

Suddenly he made a lunge, roaring like an angriydmd lifting both hands
high above his head as he charged wildly. Raout-sidpped neatly,
avoiding the blow and smiling coolly as the heaviean wheeled about,
grunting. He lunged again, and Raoul parried tbevldasily with his sword,
thrusting the Saxon backwards.

Oslac's eyes glinted as he realised that his oppores playing with him,
laughing at his efforts to trap him. He saw thel®mile on the Norman's
lips and muttered viciously in his beard, recogrmgsihe intelligence of his
enemy and hating him all the more for it. Pressorgrard suddenly with a
flurry of maddened blows, he found himself out- upbt and

out-manoeuvred at every thrust.

He was breathing heavily, a red mist building is brain, blurring his
vision. 'Stand and fight like a man," he roaredstiration making his thrusts
even wilder.

Raoul laughed tauntingly, his eyes glittering wotide, anger and triumph.
Suddenly he lunged into the attack, taking the slo8axon by surprise. His
sword sliced through Oslac's leather tunic justveldus right elbow. Blood

began to drip down the thane's arm and he roarpdim his face stupefied
with anger and disbelief as he tried to retalibte: found himself thrusting at
air. Again he lifted both arms high above his heeldarging for one

tremendous assault, but even as he struck a cgablow, Raoul's blade
slipped beneath his guard and entered his throat.

It was a clean kill, and the end was swift. Oslayss opened wide in
surprise. He sank to his knees, an odd gurglingrigdrom his throat as the
crimson froth bubbled out of his mouth.



CHAPTER TEN

ELONA GAVE a cry and broke free of the soldier's restraiftnagd. Running
to Raoul, she flung herself in his arms as he caagt held her, almost
sobbing her relief as he stroked her hair and shd@wvn into her lovely
eyes.

'l thought Oslac would kill you," she wept, 'askileed poor Cedric. It was
all my fault—I should never have made him come waith. | should never
have run away from you. It was stupid and thougistle .’

'Hush, my sweet lady," Raoul held her from him &is$ed her brow, his
eyes warm as he looked into her face. 'Cedric isdead, but very much
alive. He wanted to help us to search for you) ket him back to the camp
with one of my men. He has a headache, and a wihatcheeds attention,
but he will be none the worse in the morning.’

Elona's eyes filled with tears and she pulled atdrm, her face full of a
silent appeal. "You must not punish Cedric,’ shispéred. 'He did not want
to run away. He—he loves you and told me | was grtonrun away.'

A glint of humour shone in Raoul's grey eyes. 'Qtfare say | shall think of
something suitable for young Cedric. | shall semgh ho my home in
Normandy.'

'‘As—as a slave?' Elona's mouth trembled as shetbog at him. Would he
really punish the youth so harshly? Yet he didlaok angry.

'Do you still doubt me?' Raoul smiled oddly. 'l tight he should go to
schoot and train to become my esquire. When hé&er,che may wish to
take service with the Duke and thus earn honouttdands for himself.’

"You would do that for Cedric?' Elona asked, logkat him in surprise, a
warm flush spreading over her cheeks as she saswndert but chiding
expression on his handsome face. *

'‘And more. | owe him a great debt, Elona. If it mad been for his keen wit,
| might not have found you in time. He left a traihich led me to the



hermit's hut, and so saved days of searching. Wii&tovered what had
happened there, | thought you lost, but the monk fodlowed you and
Oslac to see which way you went and then it wamale matter of finding
your tracks in the mud. Had the ground been hath frost it would have
been another matter, so we must thank God for sgrile thaw.’

Elona leaned her head against his shoulder, finclomgfort in his strength.
'Please take me back with you, my lord," she whexheher throat closing
with emotion. She was too exhausted to understamat &l this meant;
Raoul's tender looks and gentleness were almogjdod to be true, and she
could not yet believe in them. All she wanted foe moment was to stay
within the safety of his arms. 'Please take me bahk said again, her voice
muffled in his shoulder. 'I'm so tired and cold."

Raoul's arms tightened around her protectively. pdpr little girl,’ he
murmured against her ear. 'l should have taken wereof you.'

She made a weak protest, knowing she had onlylhydd#dame for all she

had suffered, but it was so good just to relaxignhold and know she was
safe. Raoul smiled as she sighed and leant agamsHe bent down to lift

her gently in his arms, carrying her to where ohdhe soldiers stood

holding his horse in readiness.

Putting Elona up on the saddle, he mounted behendS$he drew a deep
breath of contentment as his arms went round heawing that this was
where she wanted to be, no matter what.

The wind was cold as they rode through the fomsiging her cheeks and
numbing her hands, but Elona was conscious onllgeofvarmth of Raoul's
body close to hers and the joy which was floodingpwgh her. It was
heaven just to feel the iron strength of those abwut her and know she
was back where she belonged.

Afterwards, Elona could not recall much of the joey back to camp, except
that it did not seem to take as long as she haéate@. Exhausted and
weary, she had been almost asleep when Raoul hizgedently down and
carried her into the hut he had prepared for theidding night, and she



nestled her head against his breast like a trustirig. Heilaid her carefully
in the bed, stooping to kiss her brow softly befoedeft her to sleep.

She cried out and clutched at his sleeve as he wehivanting him to leave
her. He smiled and stroked her hair back from beglfead, his tenderness
bringing tears to her eyes.

'Go to sleep now, my lady. | shall come back s@wa while you rest my
men shall watch outside. You are safe now, Eloadaarm can come to you
here.'

There was so much that she wanted to say, butdmesbdetermined to go
and her eyelids were heavy as she struggled to tkesp open. But as the
door closed behind him, she ceased fighting ance gavto the deep
weariness which was stealing over her, frustratielgwish to remain awake
until he returned.

She slept throughout the night and for most ofrteet day. Opening her
eyes late in the afternoon just as the lanternse vbeing lit, she saw a
servant-girl sitting patiently beside her bed. Sheled as Elona stretched
lazily and yawned.

'You are awake, my lady. | am here to serve youuM/gou have food or
drink?'

Elona sat up, wincing as she felt the sting ofd@sion her arms and legs,
and shuddered as she remembered Oslac's brutt atteher. She closed
her eyes for a moment to block out the horrible mrees—if Raoul had not
come when he did . . . But he had, and she wasasddst. She sighed, and
banished the vivid pictures from her mind. Raouuiggrotect her from all
harm. He had killed Oslac and she need never feaabain.

She smiled at the young girl. 'I'm hungry,' shels&ut most of all | want to
wash myself. | feel dirty.'

The girl nodded, returning her smile. 'l shall Feteater at once, my lady.’



She”turned to go, but Elona called her back. Tan s@u before—you
helped me. Who are you?'

'My name is Olwen, my lady. | am a Saxon like y@¢hen the Normans
came, | did not run away as many of the others did.

'Why?' Elona asked, looking at her curiously.

The girl shrugged her shoulders. 'My master ofteat lme. | thought that
one master would be much like another.’

Elona felt a rush of sympathy for her. She was a& y& so younger than
herself, and slight for her age. 'l hope you hastheen treated unkindly
here?’

'‘No." The girl's thin face lit up with an inner lig '‘Cedric is my friend
and—and Lord de Bainwulf has been kind to me. iys $am to serve you,
my lady.'

"You said your name was Olwen—not Alfwen?' Shedgitang of jealousy
she could not quite stifle. The girl was prettysjpiée her paleness.

'l am Olwen, lady. | have never heard that namereefThere are few
women in the village and | am sure none of thesvisalled.’

'No one?' Elona stared at her hard. 'You are sure?'

'l am certain of it, my lady.’

Elona was convinced that she was telling the trarld, felt a little ashamed.
Surely she had learned to trust her husband now2®iled warmly at the

girl, wanting to make up for her unworthy suspicion

'Serve me honestly, Olwen, and | shall always Imel ko you. You shall
never be beaten, | promise you that.'

‘Thank you, my lady." The girl's smile was friendlyshall fetch the water
for you now.'



Elona sighed and snuggled back beneath the cdvevas so good to feel
warm and safe again. She was aware of happinesisigvap inside her.
Even if Raoul did not love her as she loved him¢céwieed enough to search
the forest for her. Admitting the depth of her Idaeehim at last was enough
to explain her feeling of deep contentment. Justedraoul's wife was all
she could ask of life. To be protected and caredyosuch a man was all
that any woman really wanted. To be allowed to lbua and bear his
children was enough: she would not ask for more.

Olwen was not long in returning. She had a largeden tub carried in and
filled with water from bronze ewers, which she ¢gistor temperature and
sprinkled with perfume, shooing the other servaniswhen it was ready.
Then she came to help Elona rise, wrapping a hsikgn robe about her
shoulders until she entered the bath.

It was wonderful to feel the warm water againstsien, soaking away the
grime of the forest. She glowed with a sense ofl-meihg as Olwen
carefully washed her long hair, rubbing scentedpsdeep into the thick
tresses before rinsing and drying it.

Sitting on the edge of the bed while the girl coohber hair, Elona sighed in
contentment, yawning and stretching like a lité¢ as the strength flowed
back into her firm young body.

"Your hair is beautiful, my lady," Olwen said.

'l shall let it hang loose tonight." A little smirved Elona's lips. 'My
husband likes it that way."'

It shines like gold silk." The girl smiled as E#looked at her reflection in
the little bronze mirror. 'lIt is no wonder Lord @&ainwulf loves you so
desperately. He was like a madman when he retuoneinp and found you
gone. When he first looked at me | thought he mkglhine in his anger, but
when | told him how to find you, his eyes lit uptivsuch joy.'

Elona looked at her in'surprise. 'Was he truly@acerned for me, Olwen?"



'Why yes, my lady. He glared at me so fiercely ththbught | should die of
fear. Then, when | told him what Cedric had done' .Olwen broke off,
dissolving into shy giggles as she suddenly sawuRatanding in the
doorway. 'Oh, forgive me, my lord. | did not heauyenter.’

Raoul's eyes gleamed and his mouth twisted withhwirpour. ‘Away with
you, child. I would be alone with my wife.'

'Yes, my lord.' Olwen glanced at Elona and hidfaee with her hand as she
ran from the hut.

Raoul stood looking at Elona, his eyes thoughttuha saw her face grow
pale. He frowned, sensing her nervousness. 'Are fgaling better
today?'She hid her trembling hands in her lap,rgpap at him hesitantly as
her heart began to beat faster. Her fear of himgoae, leaving her shy and
unsure. 'Yes, thank you, my lord.'

'Have you eaten?' Raoul, too, seemed uncertaia bevered just inside the
door.

‘Not yet. | wanted to feel clean again first.’

He nodded, his eyes travelling over her slowly.uYwere tired when |
brought you back, so | thought it best to let ymep on. If—if you would
prefer it, | shall have food brought here tonighttlisat you need not sup in
the hall.’

‘That would indeed be kind of you, my lord. | wolike a little time before
| face Duke William. I—I am ashamed of all the tiobeil caused you.'

"You need not be. The Duke has punished those vdte vesponsible for
the plot against you.' Raoul's eyes darkened dsdked at her. 'Besides, |
believe it was in part my fault. | frightened yd@am sorry, Elona.’

She looked down quickly, biting her lip. ‘No, it sveny fault. | know those
women lied to me.'



'Well, we shall not quarrel about it." Raoul smileddly. 'In any case the
Duke is not here tonight. He has gone on to Wditlird) there to meet the
primate Stigand, who has come over to his sidenSubers will come,

perhaps even Edgar Atheling, for the boy must khews not the right king
for England. It is my belief that Duke William witle crowned in London
before the month is out.™

'I'm glad.' Elona smiled at him. 'l know of no mlagtter fitted to wear the
crown. He will make a just and honest king for tlisd.’'

Ratful moved closer to the bed, gazing down atiitently. 'It is William's
right, and his wish. Yet | am glad the war is ngahded.' He frowned,
hesitating uncertainly. 'l must tell you that | kabe Lord Sigebert prisoner,
Elona. He remained defiant even in defeat, buteé@nss that the Duke
eventually persuaded him to take an oath of febltgd hoped you would be
able to see your father, but he has returned tuillegie where he must stay
for the next twelve months.’

Elona gazed up at her husband, her heart beatiageaty. ‘It does not
matter, my lord.'

Raoul took two more steps towards her, his eyesimgea distant look as if
he were struggling to control his emotions. 'l wasng to force you into
this marriage against your will, Elona. If you wighreturn to your village
now, | shall not hold you to your vows.'

Elona lowered her thick lashes as her heart seéon&tdp. Raoul no longer
cared what she did; he was offering to let hemgten he had always sworn
to keep her, no matter what she did. It was her faul for causing him so
much trouble. She bit her bottom lip to stop intkding, and blinked away
her tears.

'I—I do not want to return to my father." She kbpt eyes downcast, not
daring to look at him. Even now she could not et Bee how desperately
she wanted to stay with him.

‘Then will you stay with me?"



Raoul's gentle question set her heart racing agaie would not look at him
for fear that he should see too deeply into hertheler pride would not let
her confess her love.

'I—I am your wife, my lord. | shall stay with yot—+if you want me."' She
clasped her hands tightly together, her mouth dti fear lest he should

send her away. 'l—I will be a meek and dutiful waiied never plague you
again. | shall always do as you bid me and nevgrarPlease don't send me
back to my father. I—I am afraid of what he woutnl.d .'

Raoul frowned, cursing the Saxon thane who hadigbténed her that her
spirit almost seemed to be broken. He sat downhenetige of the bed,
taking her hand. 'Don't be frightened of me, Eldrzam not angry with you.'

Elona hung her head. 'You have every right to kgryammy lord. | was
wilful and disobedient—You should beat me as | desé

'Should I?' Raoul's mouth twitched at the corndespite his concern. He
touched her hair, letting the pale silk strandp #irough his fingers and
feeling the desire begin to heat inside him. 'ldhaw wish to beat you—or
anyone else—Elona. | find no pleasure in such pesti'

She raised her head to look at him, seeing theé gfinumour on his face.
‘Are you really not angry with me?' she asked imeey.

'I'm not angry,’ he promised. 'Besides, Cedric @wadver forgive me if |
beat you—nor your new and devoted admirer andolifglfriend. Brother
Edward, he tells me his name is. He asked me tiktiau for trying to help
him—and he sent you a present.’

Elona flushed as she heard the mockery in his vi#ease don't tease me,’
she whispered, it was Cedric who tried to helprtfuak. I—I did nothing.
He should not have given me his beautiful parchmins too valuable.
Besides, I—I cannot read . . ." She turned her ayes/ from his as though
ashamed of her ignorance.



"You need not be ashamed to admit it, Elona,’ Reaidl gently. "You cannot
learn if no one teaches you. | have other documienikormandy. | shall
teach you to read, if you wish it.'

She gazed up at him then, surprise in her facel have parchments?’

Raoul laughed huskily. "Yes, does that surpris€?ybloere are many things
in my house which would please you, my sweet lade.wt will be my
pleasure to show them to you.'

Elona smiled shyly. 'Would you really teach medad?'

'If you wish it," Raoul repeated. He stretched famdvand touched her cheek,
his eyes searching her face. 'There is much | dealch you, if you will let
me. The pleasure and comfort a man and woman cahtfigether is
something to be prized, Elona. You should not fiear

She'turned her face down, afraid to let him segltw she knew was there.
The touch of his hand against her cheek had semiuiges racing and she
felt dizzy with happiness. She had not killed a#l desire for her: he still
wanted her! She felt a stirring of desire withirr laed knew she wanted
nothing more than to lie in his arms and feel lsinds caressing her as they
had the night they were wed. Yet she could not nhekdips form the words
which would tell him what her heart cried out.

Licking her lips nervously, she said: 'Shall—shak join the Duke at
Wallingford?"

Raoul frowned as he saw that she was still verggeilas, there is a nest of
rebels at Romney. Tomorrow | must leave to crusir tiesistance before it
gains a hold.’

Elona said in alarm, "You will take me with you?'

'Yes, if you truly want to come with me.’

'l do," she cried, forgetting to be shy in her fatésing him. She lifted her
face to gaze up at him eagerly. 'l always wanteteviih you.'



'Do you, my lovely Elona?' Raoul cupped her chithviiis hand, tipping it
upwards gently to kiss her mouth caressingly. ké&da at her, probing her
thoughts. 'Are you still afraid of me?"

'‘No,' Elona breathed, her eyes shining now, desgitdear of revealing too
much of her heart. 'Forgive me for all the wickiethgjs | said to you. | knew
not what | said when | called you those terriblenea and accused you of
being cruel.’

Raoul smiled and shook his head regretfully. '‘Peshaeserved them. | fear
your husband has a temper, Elona.’

Elona laughed, and flushed as she heard the teasiegn his voice, her
heart thumping. "You should not mock me so, my.lord

'What must | do, then?' Raoul's brows rose andnloisth began to curve at
the corners. 'Will you let me love you, my sweehya

Elona's heart was beating so fast now that shedfdutifficult to breathe.
She could not answer him, hiding her face agahestsbftness of his tunic,
and trembling as his gentle hands stroked her hair.

'Will you let me kiss away your fears and show jfoat sweet joy | told you
of?' he asked softly, his lips brushing againstHzer.

'Yes,' Elona's answer was so softly spoken thatestred he might not hear
it; but as he held her face between his handsze g#o her eyes she knew
he did not need to hear. Her answer was therdrotdplainly see, shining
brightly like a star from the heavens above. 'O .ye.'

She closed her eyes as he laid her gently backstghe pillows. Even now
that she had admitted her love for Raoul in herthehe could not speak of
it, though she knew he must be aware of it. Dedpetelonging to feel his
kisses burning against her skin, despite the leshliting his touch had
aroused within her, she was still afraid to respmudeagerly.

Lying passively as Raoul's hands moved lingerirmylgr her smooth flesh,
it was all Elona could do to stop herself from @ssing her love. Yet even



when she could no longer control her body, archirnig meet his in an
ecstasy of passion, she held back the words whatlidareveal her soul to
him and leave her nothing.

Raoul's lovemaking was tender, almost as if heefbén hurt her, so that
even as he entered her she felt that he too hekl dmamething of himself.
And, when it was over, he took her in his armsdiong her like a child until

she slept.

The next morning dawned crisp and bright. The thead ended and
overnight a frost had turned everything white. Aligh there was a pale sun
that edged its way through the grey clouds, it wexy cold.

Elona awoke to find that Raoul had already risdre Enew he had much
work to do if they were to leave for Romney todaryd was not disturbed by
his absence.

Olwen brought food and water, helping her mistriesslress in a warm
tunic, and a thick mantle trimmed with fur.

As soon as she was ready, Elona went outsidenterdstless. She breathed
deeply of the cool, fresh air, a sharp sense ofijiiig her; it was as though
she had been reborn, as though the woman she wasaabnever lived until
this lovely morning. Happiness was spreading thindugy, making her want
to shout and sing.

Last night she had still been afraid, but this nmognall her fears had
somehow disappeared. She knew at last that it eraswn feelings she had
feared, not the man who had held her so tendeflythedugh the night,

wiping away her tears when she wept with pleasure.

Once as a tiny child Elona had tried to climb ugwer father's knee.
Clasping her chubby arms about his neck, she hgddauhim and kissed
his cheek. He had thrust her away with a drunkeml,soursing her for her
impertinence. After that she had found it almosipassible to offer



affection, risking her heart only when she knewshs loved; and the only
one who had given her love had been Cedric—urstilnayht.

Although he had not said so in as many words, Elmathfelt that Raoul
cared deeply. She could not doubt that he wantedoassionately. His
lovemaking had brought her more happiness tharmatiedlreamed existed
in this world, or the next, but the tenderness &é shown her afterwards
was like a shining jewel in her heart.

She saw her husband talking with one of his mennad to him, her eyes
and cheeks aglow. He caught sight of her and cameai once, his eyes
moving over her face questioningly.

'We are almost ready to leave,' he said, smilingeasaw the colour in her
cheeks. 'lt is very cold this morning, my love. Yowst wrap up well. |
would not have you take a chill.’

'l am not cold," Elona replied, her lips curvingdamer eyes glowing with
love. She hoped he could see into her heart, amdthwead there all that she
could not express in words.

'Will you ride beside me or travel in the cart?bRleasked, taking her hands
in his.

"Il ride with you, my lord.’

His hands closed tightly about hers and she knewdmged to kiss her; but
he would not because there were soldiers all ardliech, watching with
interest and sly smiles.

'When you look at me like that, Elona, | wish | wbéorget my duty," he
said, his voice low and passionate. 'l wish we vag¢fgome in Normandy so
that | could lie at your feet all day and sing youe songs . . ."He laughed
suddenly, a rueful tone in his voice. 'But | hadgfii—You don't like my
singing.’

'Perhaps | liked it too much," Elona replied, biagh 'You are wicked to
tease me so, my lord. | shall punish you for edat



'Will you?' His eyes burned into hers, sendingdglithivers of delight down
her spine. 'Ah, my sweet Elona, how ybu have pldguoe! Are you really as
meek and gentle as you would have me believe? Owyou turn into a
she-devil again as soon as my back is turned?’

Elona gurgled with pleasure. She wondered why sldenlever realised that
he was only teasing her when they had quarrelleatdeHad he changed, or
was it that love had opened her eyes to his trugre@

Raoul returned to his duties, leaving Elona to veairadbout the village. Her
breath made little white clouds in the air, and sli#ed her hands together
to warm them, but inside she was glowing. She vestcis the last of the
wagons were loaded with supplies, finding Cedricwdto hitch up the cart
which had once been her father's. She went to htmansmile, looking up
at him as he climbed into the driving seat.

'So you are coming with us?' She saw the ugly bromsthe side of his head,
and frowned, it was my fault you were hurt, Cedvitill you forgive me?’

Cedric smiled and shook his head. 'It is merelgratsh, my lady. Have you
forgiven me for tricking you? | did it only to peatt you. You would find
life too hard on the road in winter.'

Elona blushed, lowering her lashes in embarrassn@htyes! You were
right, Cedric. My husband is a good man. It wadiéboof me to run away
like that. Has he told you of his plans to send N ormandy?’

'Yes, my lady." Cedric raised his head proudim tb be Lord de Bainwulf's
esquire. | am a free man now. | do not belong tar Yather or the Duke.
Lord de Bainwulf has bought my freedom.’

'l am glad.' Elona’'s eyes were warm as she lookéukeayoung boy's face
and saw his pride. 'Will you do something for med@c? Will you let my
maid Olwen ride with you?'

'Yes, my lady.' He gave her a boyish smile, hiseklgink. 'l am still yours
to command, even though your father no longer awes



Elona laughed and pressed his hand impulsivelyhappiness was such
that she did not know how to contain it.

It bubbled out of her, making her want to sing amd like a child in the
meadows.

Elona saw Raoul beckoning to her and went to hettinlg him put her up on
her horse. Remembering the night he had ridderugfréhe dusk with his
arms about her, Elona wished he would take heritipbwm now, but knew
he would not. She found her gaze dwelling on timsseus curve of Raoul's
mouth, and saw his eyes light with laughter aseiflad gussed she was
already impatient for nightfall.

Elona looked away quickly as a blush stained heekb. She must not be
too eager, or he would think her immodest. HeaRagul's husky laughter,
she risked a glance beneath her lashes and di@wshiarp breath as she saw
his burning look.

'l, too, am impatient," he whispered, giving hanaile before he left her to
swing himself into the saddle of his own mount.

Raoul gave the order to move out, and Elona rotle lvim at the head of the
troop. They left the village and crossed the stadge. In the clear, still air
of the morning the horses' hooves rang out shaple soldiers clattered
across the bridge, closely followed by the baggagm and the heavy
engines of war.

Elona tried not to notice the battering ram and goael; a terrifying
weapon of destruction which hurled huge stonesatis lof burning pitch
over the protecting walls of villages like her fatls, wreaking havoc on the
luckless defenders.

She did not want to think about the war or the @amdner husband must
face. He had told her little of what was ahead shgtknew his mission must
be important. Duke William needed a free passadkd®ea, and it would
be Raoul's task to make sure there were no mateedisasters which had
occurred at Romney some weeks earlier when vifglgs from Normandy

had been destroyed. Duke William had himself bRainney to the ground



in retribution, but reports had since reached Hia leand of rebels hiding in
the marshes.

It would not be an easy task for Raoul and his nidona knew, for the
marshes were treacherous and impossible topassuvighguide. She had
heard her father speak of them and rememberedalles bf unwary
travellers disappearing in their murky depths.

Elona frowned. Her father's village was no morenthaenty miles from
their destination. She wondered if Raoul knew #rad whether he would
suggest a visit.

Raoul became aware of her new mood and glanceeratith a lift of his
brows. 'So serious, my lady? Where have your srgiee?'

Elona shook her head, forcing herself to smilei@t lit was strange, but a
terrible feeling of foreboding had fallen over arce leaving the village. A
bird's shrill cry disturbed the stillness of themmag and, as she looked up,
she saw a red streak across the sky. An icy @mlldown her spine as she
remembered tales of blood in the sky and blood lwhigbbled from the
ground in crimson springs: whenever these signganey, it was always a
warning of something evil. She bit her lips, tryitagshut her mind to these
thoughts which had come so suddenly. Why was stidesilly so afraid of
what the future held?

Forcing herself to relax, Elona told herself that fears were foolish : the
result of spending too much time listening to Alfis tales of evil spirits.
She had seen Raoul fight Oslac and win, and sh& keehad survived the
terrible battle at Hastings, where so many othadsdied. Why, then, should
she fear for his life, now that he had only a hahdf rebels to contend
with?

She turned to her husband, determined to let ngtpoil her happiness, 'l
was counting the hours until nightful, my lord, dteel.

Raoul's smile did not reach his eyes, and she keelhwad seen through her
pretence. Elona saw the doubt creep into his fagejared not tell him what
was in her mind. He would laugh at her and thinkehguperstitious woman



if she told him that she believed the red sky dradktird's sudden cry to be
evil omens.

The sun had moved across the sky, disappeari@gtabéhind the trees. As
the night approached, Elona’'s uneasiness incredgedcountryside was
becoming more and more lonely as the villages bia@lypassed earlier in the
day were left behind. On either side of the roadewgoods, from which
could come a sudden attack at any time.

For a while she had managed to shake off her fgebhimpending disaster,
telling herself how foolish she was to be frightéred a few rebels. The
Norman party was made up of more than a hundrédirigg men, besides
the servants and followers. Together they mustemtes formidable force,
enough to strike fear into the stoutest hearts.

Their journey had been uneventful thus far, witthimag more than a broken
wheel on one of the wagons to delay their progfelema wished she could
rid her mind of the shadowy fears which hauntedwanting desperately to
recapture the shimmering happiness which had beendm waking.

She had seen Raoul watching her as they rodeatesgrowing sterner as
the day wore on. Instinctively, she knew he fourdrrew mood disturbing.
With all her heart she longed to explain why she fiading it more and

more difficult to smile at him, but was reluctaot put her thoughts into
words. If she did not actually say what was inmerd, perhaps it would not
happen.

When at last they saw the Norman camp a shortrdistahead, Elona drew
a sigh of relief, feeling some of the tensenesmarat of her. Raoul had sent
on a small party to prepare the camp for the maolybSome fifteen men

had left the village two hours earlier than theeosh to make certain of
finding a suitable spot for the night.

Seeing the shelters already erected, Elona realised she had been
worrying for nothing. There would be no terriblesaster today. Once the
soldiers were all together inside the barrierdeiad of being strung out in a



long column, she could relax and feel really s&tee could stop worrying
that something terrible was going to happen to Ra&duddenly she was
impatient to reach the camp. Glancing over her klgowat Raoul, she gave
him a brilliant smile.

'I'll race you there,' she called gaily.
‘No, Elona, come back!

Elona heard her husband's command, but it only rhaddéaugh and spur
her horse, on faster. She desperately wantechthrihe safety of the camp.
Perhaps tonight, when she was wrapped in Raoutsgsarms, she could
find the words to tell him of the dread which hatdeszed her heart and
haunted her throughout the day.

Hearing the thunder of hooves behind her, Elonacgld provocatively over
her shoulder and laughed aloud. 'Catch me if yon! cshe cried
challengingly.

She had gained a start on Raoul, and it was wsémae of triumph that she
managed to stay ahead of him, riding into the caayeral seconds before
him. Almost at once, her instinct told her someghivas wrong. Reining in,

Elona turned to call a warning to her husband, theh she saw it was
already too late.

Whereas she had been allowed to pass unheedeaystgnd's horse was
immediately surrounded by a score of shadowy figuFear rose in her
breast as she realised they had ridden into attrape dark figures were not
Norman soldiers but Saxons. Elona screamed asash&soul's horse rear
up and heard its snort of terror. Her husband wrdsrgy out fiercely with
his sword to left and right, wheeling his horse w@thes he tried to fight his
way through to her. She heard the clash of blaaled,a terrible scream as
Raoul struck down one of his attackers; his plaas immediately taken by
another. There were too many of them for one mavéocome.

Elona began to shout for help, screaming at thetdyr voice and praying
that the Normans would realise what was happenmbc@me swiftly to
Raoul's rescue. Turning her own mount, she triedd® to his assistance,



but some of the shadowy figures had turned the2nabn to her. They were
all about her, grabbing at the reins and clawingeatskirts. She felt their
hands dragging her down and she hit out at themlyyikicking into their
grinning faces and yelling. Then the thunder ofyesoand a bloodcurdling
battle cry told her that at least some of her hndlsamen had arrived.

Suddenly the clawing hands fell away from Elona tkbels who had
attacked her fled as a dozen yelling, sword- waiNogmans rode straight at
them, trampling them beneath their hooves andnguttown those who tried
to fight. Screams and battle cries rent the aithassoldiers cut down the
fleeing rebels with a terrible vengeance, which wesde fiercer by the
discovery of the bodies of their comrades who haitt the camp and been
taken by surprise. Elona was surrounded by a nudl#erashing, snorting
horses and thrusting swords, unable to see thrtheghonfusion what was
happening to her husband.

Then, almost as suddenly as it had begun, it wdedemA sudden hush fell
over the soldiers as they surveyed the scene atbend The silence was so
strange after the fierce fighting that it strucklldhto Elona'’s breast.

She saw that a group of Norman soldiers had formeitcle and were
looking down at the ground, their faces grave mphle light of the moon.
Then one of the men detached himself from the sthed came towards
her. She recognised him as the soldier who hadistath her while Raoul
fought with Oslac, and her heart turned over asalethe look in his eyes.

'My lady," he said, gazing up at her awkwardly. Mgy, the Lord de
Bainwulf has been wounded.'

'Oh no!" Elona cried, her heart jerking with pa@h, please, no!"

He helped her to dismount and she ran past hinmeyes wild with fear and
her heart pounding. 'Oh please don't let him be&l'dsae prayed, her lips
moving in silent entreaty. The circle of soldieested to let her through and
she fell to her knees beside Raoul's body. He li#ly s eyes closed, his
face as white as death. Blood was seeping throigghdse, where a sword
had dealt him a glancing blow. It was not a seriwwaand, and she searched
feverishly for the mortal injury which had robbeidnhof life.



Finding none, Elona threw herself across his bedgping and begging
him to speak to her. Gentle hands were laid orsheulders and she was
lifted away from him.

'Lord de Bainwulf is not dead,’ the soldier saite has received a blow to
the head which has made him lose his sense. Heewdler in time, Lady
Elona. | have seen such things before.'

Elona gulped back her tears, gazing up into hie ¥éith eyes which begged
for help, 'l know you," she said. "You were with ysband when—when he
found me in the woods that day.'

'l am Robert of Bayeux, my lady." The soldier sohig her reassuringly.
'We must carry your lord to a place of rest andlteis wounds.'

'Yes, we shall use the cart Cedric is driving,'al®aid, wiping her tears
from her cheek as his voice steadied her. 'Thaeisaw pallet for Raoul to
lie on—and he can continue the journey in comfdrewwe move on.'

Robert nodded and touched her hand in sympathyd 'tle Bainwulf's leg
wound is slight,’ he said, smiling at her. 'Youlvgiée, my lady—in the
morning he will be himself again.’



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE SOLDIERS words ljieartened Elona, giving her the couragédtd her
head high as she walked slowly behind the men veine ber husband's still
figure towards the cart. They laid him carefully the straw pallet, then
most of them departed in hushed silence while Rakenained behind to
help her to strip away Raoul's hauberk. Pourind e@ter into a wooden
bowl, Elona washed the blood from his right catiding to her relief that
the cut was clean and not as deep as she had .f€amed it was tightly
bound, the crimson tide ceased to flow, and sheabiesto turn her attention
to his head wound. When they had removed his ldbattyed helmet, cutting
away the thick leather hood beneath, they fourtctkyspatch at the back of
his skull where the force of the blow had drawrodldt did not appear to be
a serious wound, for the flesh had not openedRgetul lay unmoving, his
lips white and his breathing shallow.

As Elona bathed the sweat from his naked body aptieal healing salves,
she could not help noticing the old scars of woumeldiad sustained long
ago. Somehow the sight of them made her more agidrer love for him.
Her hands trembled on his smooth flesh and shadédht hard to keep
back the foolish tears which would shame her befasemen. Now she
began to understand as never before the full mgaoinher husband's
courage and nobility. A man who had fought so niangs and suffered so
much had yet retained his honour and compassiah: sunan deserved all
the love she bore him and she felt a great humilitigin her.

'Oh God," she prayed silently. 'Only let him livedd will never be stubborn
or wilful again. | shall light a candle to the dairevery day if only he is
spared.’

Elona remained by her husband's side throughoumitiet, alternately

praying and weeping bitter tears. Having done B# sould, including

covering him with the fur rug, she felt helplessshg knelt by him. Flesh
wounds were something she could cope with, butgtienge trance-like
state bewildered and frightened her. And when #vends light strengthened
and morning came, Raoul had still not opened hes ey



Cedric came to the cart, bringing her bread andva lof hot broth. 'Eat
something, my lady,' he urged, his eyes anxiouseasaw her white face.
"You must keep up your strength if you are to nluse de Bainwulf.'

Elona took the food to please him, but it stuckan throat and she spat it
out. How could she eat when Raoul was lying therpade and still? How
could she go on living if he never smiled at heain@ The tears pricked her
eyes but she blinked them back, refusing to digswito self- pity. Only the
man she loved so desperately mattered to her nlo&vkBew that she must
be strong to care for him.

The day passed slowly; the soldiers walked aboetdamp restlessly,

talking in hushed whispers and waiting. From tiroetine one of them

would come to the cart to ask if there were anyngkatheir faces grave and
concerned as Elona shook her head. The sadnedisointkem made her

realise how much they loved and respected theiielea

Cedric brought a dish of roasted meat, standing lo@ewhile she ate a few
mouthfuls and scolding her when she pushed theinel@aaway.

"You must eat, my lady,' he chided her. 'If youillyé.ord de Bainwulf will
be angry with us for neglecting you.'

Elona gazed up at him. 'l have caused him so nmocible,” she whispered
chokingly. 'First | ran away—and now this . . .’

‘This was not your fault.'

'Oh, but it was! He called me back, but | would Iten. | drew him into the
trap. Oh, Cedric, if my lord dies . . .'

'He will not die. Robert of Bayeux says that tresdition can go on for—for

some time . . ." Cedric frowned, not daring to el that the soldier had
told him: there was no sense in alarming Elona Wa#rs for her husband's
mind. '‘Besides, it was not your fault. The trap w@is they were waiting for
us to ride in.'

'‘But if | had waited, he would not have been alahen they attacked him.'



'Yet Lord de Bainwulf would still have been onetbé first to ride in. He
could still have been wounded.'

Elona shook her head, her face pale but stubbbek8ew that Cedric was
speaking the truth, but his attempts to comfortriether lessened her pain
nor eased her guilt. True, she could not have knibnvahthe advance party
had all been slain and that rebels lay in waithem, but still the blame was
hers. She had felt all day that something ternitdes about to happen, and
instead of riding recklessly into the unknown shewd have listened to

Raoul when he called her back. She knew he wowe baproached the

camp with more caution, making sure his men werded to any sign of a

trap.

'It was my wilfulness,' she repeated, her eyesegiitg with tears as she
looked at the boy. if he dies, it will be my fault.

Cedric sighed, knowing that it was futile to arguth her. He left her alone,
his heart heavy. All night he crouched beneath cag, wrapped in a
blanket, listening for every sound. If Elona called would be there at her
side within seconds.

But she did not call. Raoul's condition remainedhamged; his breathing
shallow but even and constant, as if he were ieepdleep. Bv morning
Elona was almost exhausted, having spent two nigithhi®ut sleep, her face
white and drawn. Her eyes felt gritty and her lindzhed, but she had
reached a decision in the long, lonely hours ofrilgét.

When Olwen came with meat and wine, pleading wahtb try and eat, she
forced herself to swallow most of it, knowing ttslite must conserve her
strength if she were to continue to watch overthesband day and night.
And nothing could drive her from his side while s hung in the balance.

'We are but a few hours' journey from my fatheitlage? she said to Cedric.
if anyone can help my husband, it is Alfrida. She more wisdom than any
| know, and | am determined to ask her for helge 8lust come to him.’

There was a hint of alarm on Cedric's gentle fatayve little faith in the old
witch's charms, my lady. Do you think it wise tangrher here? Your father



has no love for Lord de Bainwulf. If he should leaf your lord's weakness
at this time, he might seek to harm him.’

Elona nodded at the truth of his words, her eyedemt witness to her
anxiety. 'Because | know it would be too dangertouske my lord into the
village, | must beg a favour of you, Cedric. Théyamne who could reach
Alfrida without being suspected is you.'

He stared at her, hesitating only for a momentdge$aying, 'Ask what you
will of me, lady, | would gladly give my life to s& you and my lord.’

'l know just how much | am asking of you. If mytat caught you, he would
punish you severely. Perhaps | have no right t@etxgo much.’

Cedric raised his head proudly. 'What would youehane say to Alfrida?"

‘Thank you." Elona touched his arm, the tearsistptd her eyes. 'l shall
give you something for her: a talisman she gavevimen | left the village.
Tell her that it has kept me safe, but | am in desie need of her help and |
beg her to come to me with all speed.’

Cedric frowned. 'Alfrida is old—She could not wal& far. | shall have to
take the cart.'

‘The men have not been idle these past hoursua st is ready to house
my lord. We shall carry him there in a little while

'l shall need one other to mind the cart," Cedaid,slooking thoughtful, it
must remain hidden while | slip into the village $peak with Alfrida.
Sigebert would never let her come to you if he kndw you wanted her.’

'‘Ask Robert of Bayeux to choose a man he trustsy @ad go with you,
Cedric, and keep you safe.'

'l shall not fail you," Cedric vowed, kissing thand she held out to him.

Elona smiled, giving him the little talisman shedl@arried with her since
the day Alfrida had pressed it into her hand.



'Please tell Robert | would speak with him.’
'‘As you wish, my lady.'

Cedric left, returning shortly with the young s@di Elona explained her
plans to fetch the wise woman to Raoul. He listenesilence, but did not
guestion the wisdom of her action, saying only thetvould send a small
escort of armed men to guard the wagon.

Elona thanked him. She watched as two of the s&singpldiers lifted her
husband on to a litter and carried him to the miikigsut they had built. He
did not wake or cry out, even, as they moved himd, lzer heart was heavy.
Unless Alfrida had some magic to free him from 8tignge trance, she was
afraid he would die. And what would her life be hatit him now? Having
tasted happiness briefly, she knew she could e the emptiness of a
future without the man she loved.

The weather had turned colder once more, and tiiehall an ominous
whiteness about it as the small convoy trundled aduthe camp. Elona
watched them leave, shivering in the bitter wintbleturning to go inside
the little hut where Raoul lay.

She threw some wood on the fire, laying anothenk#a over him and
looking anxiously at his pale face. Then she gldngeas Robert of Bayeux
entered the hut. He came to stand beside heratésdgrim as he saw there
was no change in the sick man's condition.

"You should rest, my lady. Let me watch over himdavhile.’

She shook her head. 'No, Robert, | am not tiregid®s, you have other
responsibilities. | shall need to keep some ofntlea with me to protect my
lord, but you must take the others and go on to m&ym The Duke's
business has been too long delayed already,'

'l shall stay here with you and Lord de Bainwuliy fady.’

'No, I think not, Robert.' Her eyes shone as sbkdd up at him and a single
tear escaped to run down her cheek.



'l know how well you love my lord, but for his sakeu must do your duty.
Lord de Bainwulf would want it so. The Duke's causast not suffer
because Raoul is ill.'

Her lovely face was proud as she looked at him, thede was a quiet
dignity about her which touched his heart.

'You are a true soldier's wife, Lady Elona," Rokerbice held respect. 'l
would fain stay here with my lord, but you havewhane my duty. It shall

be as you say. Before we leave, | shall chooseftery most trusted men to
guard you.'

‘Thank you.' Elona smiled tremulously. ‘My lord Haish in you, and | know
you will not fail him.'

The soldier saluted and left. She heard him giardgrs to strike camp and
tried not to think of how alone she would be whenhad gone. Between
them, he and Cedric had supported her spiritstdratibeen a hard decision
to send Robert away. Yet she knew Raoul would haaee the same

choice.

For some time the sounds of men's voices shoubirmgé another mingled
with the stamp of horses' hooves and the rattlingba-bound wheels as the
heavy engines of war began to move, followed bybthggage carts. Elona
wondered if the noise would rouse her husband,saedsat beside him on
the ground, telling him what was happening as & bBbped to reach his
mind. But it seemed that nothing could penetragentist which had claimed
his senses.

Robert came to tell her that he was ready to leassyring her of the loyalty
of the men he had picked to stay behind. They \a#neell known to her,
indeed many of them had been with Raoul when stidifsh been captured,
and their self-appointed leader promised her heldveeae that a vigilant
watch was kept over the now nearly deserted camp.

Elona went out to watch the long column of soldiede away. They all
saluted as they passed her, and she smiled, liftenghand in a wave of
farewell as Robert mounted his horse and rodeogfiih the others.



'‘God be with you!" she cried.
'‘And with you, my lady.’

How quiet it seemed once the tramp of hooves amginfgle of harness had
ceased to break the stillness of the morning. Algjinothe skies were still
threatening, and the trees had a white frostintheir leafless branches, it
had not yet begun to snow.

Elona looked at the scattering of men walking allbetcamp or crouching
by their cooking-fires and sighed. She was not@&ltut in her heart there
was an aching loneliness. How long would it be keefoedric returned with
the wise woman, and would she be able to save Rawen she came?

Turning as she heard her name called softly, Ekava her young maid
waiting patiently for her. She sighed again; in destress she had almost
forgotten Olwen. The girl would be anxious for dedrsafe return too.

'Will you not rest and eat now?' she asked.

Elona forced a smile to her stiff lips. 'Yes, ifwwill stay and share the food
with me," she said. 'But first | must tend to msdle wounds . . .'

Cedric crept towards the silent village, a pricéfdear crawling down his
spine as he heard a rustling in the darkness. Tieeheard a grunt and,
realising that it was only the hogs moving in themnclosure, laughed at
himself for his fears.

He had reached the village late in the afternoaniry left the cart safely
hidden in the woods half a mile back where it woubd be discovered. For
some time he had lain in the bushes across the vigching the villagers
go about their work. Some girls carrying nets tarsrrabbits had walked
right past him, and one of the great grey dogsiagplayfully at their sides
had run to where he lay, barking and sniffing at.hThe girls had been too
busy chattering to notice, merely calling the dagheel when they
disappeared over the rise.



Before approaching the village itself, Cedric waditentil dusk fell and the
sound of voices gradually died away, knowing tbald so earlier would be
foolish. The villagers would be hostile, and anyear® saw him would tell
Sigebert at once. The huts were shuttered anddagasnst the night and no
one was stirring as he slipped quietly between themary sense alert for a
sudden shout which would be the sign he had besmowtred; but all was
still apart from a fluttering of wings in the dowcs a rat disturbed the
sleeping birds.

Cedric scratched on Alfrida’s door with his nailalling her name softly, but

there was no answer. So he rapped hard with hiskkes) raising his voice

and glancing anxiously over his shoulder lest apyelse should hear and
come to investigate.

'Curse the witch/ he muttered to himself, is shaf?le

He called again, and this time there was a rusmgnd inside the hut. He
waited impatiently for the door to open, but it @med closed, though he
sensed the old woman's presence on the other side.

‘Alfrida!" he said, it's Cedric. | have come frohetLady Elona. Open the
door—I have a message for you.'

There was still silence for a moment, then the damfrmovement as the bars
holding the door were removed. As it opened, Cesiiw the old woman
standing there huddled in her ragged mantle as pdered at him
suspiciously.

'What do you want?' she muttered crossly, her aligging in annoyance.
'‘Can't a body sleep without someone wanting somg®hi

'I've come from Elona. She needs you. You are toecavith me.’
'Elona?' She stared at him. 'Elona’'s dead. Sigé&tldrne it was so.'
it's true he wished her dead,’ Cedric replied,deag in his tunic for the

talisman Elona had given him. '‘But she is alive iamteed of your help. She
sent you this, and begs that you will come at dnce.



Alfrida turned the talisman over in her hands, lagkat it doubtfully.
'‘Where is she? Why does she not come herself?’

As Cedric explained, his impatience grew as thewadhan made him go
over and over his tale. 'The cart is waiting fouyte said at last, glancing
nervously over his shoulder into the darkness.|'yéili come or not?'

'‘Curb your tongue, boy,' she muttered, glaringiat &is she hobbled back
inside the hut. 'Waking a body in the dead of tightn It's always the same:
they all want something from me." Suddenly her Hirigyes glittered with
malicious glee. 'Don't stand there like an idiaty.bHelp me to gather my
things. What are you waiting for?'

Cedric frowned but made no reply as he followeditier the hut, watching
as she began collecting various jars and pots.dgiedsack for her to put
them in, shuddering as he wondered what was in sfriner potions.

In the darkness just beyond the dovecot, Sigehiertis hand on the arm of
his companion as he started forward. The man loakéim enquiringly as
he held him back.

'Shall we not take the traitor, my lord ?' he asked

Sigebert shook his head, his brow wrinkling in tiloi'No, not yet. You did
well to warn me when you saw the boy hiding near\itlage, Eric. Now

you can serve me best by following them. Watch whbey go, and then
come back to me.'

The Saxon thane's lips curved in a cold smileolil give much to see that
Norman dog de Bainwulf grovelling at my feet . . .’

Elona bent over Raoul, bathing his brow with coatev and brushing a few
drops on his lips to moisten them. Once duringiigat she had thought she
heard him moan, but when she looked into his faeestwas no sign of a
change.



She stood up and began to pace about the hundeestless. It seemed a
lifetime since Cedric had left the camp the dayobef and she was

beginning to fear he had been caught. She was ttosespair and felt

almost dizzy with weariness.

Covering her face with her hands, she sank to heekagain at Raoul's side
as the helpless tears began to flow. She couldtbisarncertainty no longer.
Then a sudden shout from outside the hut broughhéed up. She listened
to the sound of excited voices, her heart thuddirtger breast as the leather
curtain at the door was swept aside and someone itam

'Cedric, you're back!" she cried, rising swiftly her feet, is Alfrida with
you?'

Someone was entering behind the youth, and Elova gajlad cry as she
saw it was the wise woman. She ran to embracesblbing her relief as the
old woman's mouth split in a toothless grin.

'So, it is Elona!" she cried, chuckling gleefullihe boy did not lie to me.’

Elona hugged her thin body. Thank you for cominrida. | need your
help desperately. My husband is ill and | am saidfhe will die. Will you
help me—please?"

Alfrida pushed her away to look more closely at Hast me see your pretty
face,” she said, peering at her intently. "You'thanged. You've known
danger and pain as | foretold, was it not so?'

'Yes, all you told me has come to pass. | have kndanger, but your charm
kept me safe.' Elona choked back a sob. 'Pleasijalyou must cure my
husband. If he dies, | shall not be able to bear it

"You'll bear what you must,’ the woman muttered,dién wagging fiercely
as she made her way towards the fire, it is velg,@nd there'll be snow
soon. I'm old, and my bones pain me, but I'll dathcan.’

'Oh, thank you,' Elona cried, her face lighting ‘Ugnew you would not fail
me, my dearest Alfrida.'



'l said | would do what I could," Alfrida mutterétimay not be able to save
him—But let me look at him, and we shall see wizat be done.'

Alfrida hobbled over to where Raoul was lying, begddown to peer at his
face. '"H'mm. He is handsome enough to turn the béadfoolish girl, |
suppose. How long has he been like this?' Sheblek his eyelids to
stare at his eyes and frowned.

‘Three days and nights," Elona replied, comingrieek beside her husband
and brush her hand over his brow. 'He has madeuraddn all that time, nor
opened his eyes.'

'It is as if he were in a deep sleep,’ Alfrida ratdtl, screwing up her mouth
and mumbling to herself. 'As if his soul had le# hody to live on without
it.'

'Will he get better?' Elona asked, looking at héhwrightened eyes. 'How
long will he be like this?'

Alfrida shook her head, grumbling in a low voicattlthe girl strained to
hear. 'She asks so many questions. How do | knevartiswers? Only God
and the spirits know what will become of him. I'fd,cand my bones creak.
| shall not see another winter. What can | know—Wtust they always ask
SO many questions?’

Elona buried her face in her hands, her shouldeakisg as the tears
flowed. She had been so sure that Alfrida coulg lagld now it all seemed
in vain.

'Don't weep, child," the old woman said, her faoesasing with pity and
sorrow. Tears never saved a man's life yet. Iitiscit the runes: they will
say if he is to live or die.'

Alfrida took a pointed stick from her sack and dravarge circle on the
floor, marking it in sections. Then she delveddesihe bag again and pulled
out a handful of stones with strange cyphers pdintethem. Squatting on
the floor, she began to chant in a high voice,dy&s becoming glazed as



she rocked to and fro. Suddenly she scatteredttimes in the circle, her
eyes bright as she bent over them.

"You have passed through many dangers,' she crpteedkinny hands
turning over the pieces of stone. 'l see a darki®hahanging over you.
There is much hatred and danger close at handwilboeed to be alert if
you are to avoid disaster.'

'Will my husband live?' Elona asked, kneeling bedidr on the floor, and
looking at the strange writing on the stones arslppuWill he be as he was
before he was so sorely wounded? Oh, please, aamgftell me what |
want to know? | am so afraid he may die!’

'‘Questions, always questions," Alfrida mutteredsslyy shaking her head
and sighing. "The runes show a journey. You wilpaver a great water—It
is all I can tell you.'

Elona drew a deep breath: it was always the sartte Adfrida. She never
told you what you wanted to know, speaking in reddinstead of answering
yes or no.

'Will you not consult the flames as you did wheasked you to help me
before?'

Alfrida looked up at her, her eyes very bright.éAmou sure you have the
strength to know what the future holds, child?’

Elona felt a chill of fear run down her spine, Bt met the old woman's
eyes steadily. 'Yes, | want to know the truth.’

Alfrida searched in her sack for an earthen pokedhwith strange symbols.
She took a pinch of powder from it, her lips moving silent incantation as
she threw it into the flames and watched as theysigher. In the brilliant
blue gold of the fire's heart, pictures began taifand shape, pictures which
made the old woman tremble and cry out in fear. $trank away, hiding
her eyes with her arm, and shaking.



'What is it?' Elona asked, her eyes wide with f&in, tell me at once, will
Raoul die?’

Alfrida began to moan, rocking back and forth om heels and crooning
words that Elona could not understand. Elona statetier, her terror
growing as the old woman seemed to sink into ac@amhen, quite
suddenly, Alfrida looked at her, her eyes glowingwa strange light.

'Only you can save him,"' she whispered hollowlynlyOyou can prevent
death from taking us all...'

A cold shiver racked Elona's body as she lookddeatvise woman. 'What
do you mean?' she asked, her lips white and'stidfv can | save him? What
must | do?'

"You must go again to the sacred tree.’

'‘No!" Elona cried, her eyes dark with terror. "Tnés evil in that place. |
cannot—dare not—go there again!

Alfrida’s eyes seemed to burn into her. 'Yourfiésdhoice. If you do not go,
this man will die—and so will others.’

Elona’'s hands trembled as she clasped them adeefT®ll me what | must
do,' she whispered. 'What must | give in sacrifius time? The gold collar
the Duke gave me—or these bangles?' She held owtduzling gift from
Raoul.

Alfrida shook her head. 'These trifles will not wime spirit of the tree to
your cause.' She frowned, her chin wagging in cotmragon. 'Wait—I shall
give you something." She took a little wooden cas$i@m her sack and
placed it in Elona's hands. 'In here is that wHiphize most in the world.
Give this to the tree, Elona.’

Elona opened the casket and saw a lock of fair \Wwahin. She looked
wonderingly at the old woman. Tt is only a lockhaiir.'



"It is the hair of my child," Alfrida said. 'Moregxious to me than all the gold
and silver in the world.’

‘Then | cannot take it from you,' Elona protesfrgshing the casket away. 'l
did not know you ever had a child, Alfrida.'

'She died when she was but two years old.' Herwges moist. 'l have kept
this with me ever since that day. Take it, Elooalie love | bear you—the
love | should have given to her, had she lived.’

'Very well," Elona choked, tears running silentbywh her cheeks. 'l shall do
as you say. Show me what else | must do, my deandf. . .'

Elona paused at the edge of the woods. In thertistahe could clearly see
the outline of her father's hall, its dark shaekstigainst a curiously light
sky. The moon was full tonight, its golden orb oagstrange shadows over
the earth.

'Stay here and wait for me,’ she whispered to tbleies who had
accompanied her on her journey. 'Be sure you kieljeh and do nothing to
arouse the villagers.'

The soldier nodded, looking almost fearfully ovés shoulder. The eerie
stillness of the woods was enough to send chidemng down his spine,
and he wondered at the girl's courage in ventuonige heart of them. Elona
left him without another word, gliding silently mtthe trees like a pale
shadow.

Her heart was thudding wildly, and the poundindg@m head was like the
crashing of a thousand drums. She had been frigtitéme first time she
came here, but this time the terror clawed at ledly bmaking her want to
vomit. There was no sound in the wood, not evergérmle whispering of a
breeze in the trees or an animal rustling in thdeogrowth as it went about
its nocturnal business. The quietness was unnateral. She felt it
instinctively.



When she reached the little clearing and saw théegptrunk of the ancient
tree, her feeling of terror grew to such an exteat she almost ran away.
Only her love for Raoul forced her to enter theleirof stones. She must at
least try Alfrida’'s magic, for she could not bdaf her husband died.

She placed the little casket Alfrida had given hetween the protruding
roots of the sacred tree; then she took a fallamdir and began to draw
cyphers in the earth as the wise woman had showThis done, she knelt
down and took a tiny knife from the embroideredHeapurse at her girdle.
She looked at it, hesitating for a moment, thenrelade a slash across her
arm, stifling her cry of pain as the blood spurt8te dipped her fingers in
the blood and made a mark on the trunk of the tree.

'‘Blood must be paid in blood," she said, repeativegwords Alfrida had
taught her. Take this blood and spare the oned, I@vMighty Spirit of the
tree. Accept my gift and let me go in peace.’

She stretched herself on the ground and waitede passed, and her body
grew stiff with cold, but nothing happened. Theswo great wind to catch
her up as it had last time, and no frighteningorisi—only the silence.

Feeling the first snowflakes touch her head, Elgaato her feet at last,
shivering as she pulled her mantle closer around3tes looked towards the
tree, frowning as she saw Alfrida's casket exaathere she had left it.
Nothing had happened, even though she had obegedvide woman's
instructions to the letter, forgetting not one wortie sacrifice had been in
vain: it had been a wasted journey.

Suddenly Elona realised that she was no longeidaffaere was no magic
or mystery here; it had all been in her mind. Skarti an owl hoot in a
near-by tree and smiled as a flurryof snowflakatiezkon the tip of her
nose. Now the woods were alive with the naturahssuof the night, no
longer eerie or frightening to her.

She turned to leave, then remembered Alfrida'seatagkd went back to
fetch it, finding her own silver bracelet still hg hidden amongst the debris.
She picked them both up. It was silly to leave sthing which meant so
much to her friend, and she had always liked thediet. It had been foolish



to come here at all. Alfrida believed in the magficthe old days, but it was
all nonsense. Only God created life, and only Hddsave it.

Leaving the woods, Elona told her escort to waithfer outside the church.
She went inside, spending several minutes withhead bent in prayer;
when she got to her feet at last, she felt a dakpress within her. She had
asked for nothing but the strength to face whatéwerfuture held in store
for her.

Pausing by the stone font, she dipped her fingetsa holy water, making
the sign of the cross on her forehead. She wastdabdurn away when a
force stronger than she made her stop. Takingydléek from the pouch at
her girdle, she dipped it in the font and fillegvith the precious water. Then
she went outside to the waiting soldier. He lookelll and miserable, his
mantle covered with a fine dusting of snow.

'l am ready to leave,’ she said.

The soldier nodded, moving eagerly to help her nhbenhorse. 'l thought |
heard something just now, my lady,' he said, glamowver his shoulder and
peering anxiously into the darkness. 'And | hawe feeeling we are being
watched.'

Elona looked nervously towards the silent villagalough she expected to
see her father waiting with a force of armed medreg her back with her.

She was glad now that she had refused Cedric whdadh begged to come
with her. He had already risked his life enoughesnm her service.

'It is dangerous to linger here," she said, fligkirer horse's reins. '‘Come, we
must go quickly. I am anxious to return to my lord.

It was early morning when they reached the campn&dismounted and

ran swiftly to the hut, anxious to look at Raoutlarassure herself that he
was still alive. Entering, she saw Alfrida crouchaeside him, crooning

softly to herself. She went to stand beside thenalthan, looking tenderly

down at the face of her beloved husband.



'Has there been any change?'Alfrida gazed at h#r,an odd, preoccupied
expression. 'Ndlt is very strange. The signs were clear.’

It is not your fault.' Elona sighed as she staefaoul's pale face, it was
foolish of me to expect you to cure him. We canndthing. He will live
only if God wills it." She reached into her purseldook out the wooden
casket, holding it out to Alfrida. Take this baaky friend, it was too great a
sacrifice.’

Alfrida stared at the casket in horror. "You shoutd have brought it back,’
she cried, her eyes rolling wildly as she moaneti siirank back in terror.
'Do not give it to me—Throw it into the fire at @it

'‘But it means so much to you,' Elona objected,thtsg as she saw the fear
in the old woman's face.

Alfrida shatched the casket, crying out as if imges her fingers touched it.
She threw it into the fire, covering her face arghibling as the flames
consumed it.

Elona watched with pity in her face. Alfrida hadidd so long with
superstition and fear that it was useless to attéongeason with her.

She turned away, kneeling down by her husbandéstsidmooth his dark
hair back from his brow and press her lips agdirsstouth. Then she took
the tiny flask from her pouch and poured a few drop his forehead,
tracing the sign of the cross with her fingertips.

'May God protect and keep you,' she whispered.

Then she got up and went outside to find Cedric.



CHAPTER TWELVE

A SLIGHT souNDwoke Elona. She sat up with a start, wonderingrevisee
was. The fire had burned low and it was a momerivorbefore her eyes
accustomed themselves to the gloom. She sighedyd&e had dreamed
that she was back at her father's hall, and itgeasl to know that it had only
been her imagination.

Alfrida was no longer sitting beside Raoul, andriaaave a little cry of
alarm. Why had the old woman deserted him? Shehadised faithfully
to watch over him while Elona slept, and to wake ighere was any
change. Getting up quickly, she went to her husisaside and bent over
him anxiously. She sighed with relief as she sawvag still breathing. She
thought his colour was a little better, and laid fm@nd on his brow, stroking
back his soft, dark hair.

'Please wake up, my beloved,' she whispered, alidarg down her cheek
and falling on his face. 'l cannot face life withhgou, my dearest husband. |
need you so very much . . .'

Hearing the same rustling sound that had wokenHiena spun round, her
eyes peering into the darkness at the far sideaeofdom. She cried out as
she saw a dark shadow near the door.

'Who is it? Who are you?'

it is 1, daughter.' Lord Sigebert's harsh whisp@dmher start in surprise.
'Speak quietly or you will alert the guards.’

Elona stood up with her back to Raoul as she gidetefather warily. ‘How
did you get past the guards?' she asked coldlye'lfjau murdered them?'

'No, as yet they are unharmed, though | have metngaear by who will
strike at a signal from me. What happens*to theopiso you, Elona.’'

'What do you mean?' The tiny hairs prickled innlge of her neck and her
stomach muscles began to tie themselves in kivteere is Alfrida? What
have you done to her? She would not have left wéliegly.'



'l sent the old witch away. She obeyed me, as sl do if she is not to
starve this winter. The old hag can rot in HeBhie causes any trouble.’

'l asked her to help me, Father.' Elona's chin wpntY ou should not punish
Alfrida because you hate me.’

Sigebert's face twisted with malice. 'Why shoufguhish her when she led
me to you? The night Cedric came to fetch hernt Bgic the Fox to follow
them. He told me where the camp was and kept watehit. | knew you
had gone to the church last night and | could hHaken you then, had |
wished to harm you. | was angry with you for disghg me, but | am
willing to forgive you and forget the past if youl\come home with me of
your own free will. They tell me this husband ofuye is rich—as his
widow, you have a claim on his wealth and estatéddéarmandy.'

Elona drew a deep breath, disgust stirring in Iseshee looked at him. 'My
husband is not dead yet, Father.'

Lord Sigebert's eyes were full of greed. 'He wit hive long. They tell me
he's already near dead.’

‘Then they have lied to you. Raoul's wounds arghsliand healing
well—only the strange trance that holds his mindnes me. He will get
better, 1 know he will. | shall make him well agamit takes months or
years!'

'It would be an easy matter to make certain otlaeth," Sigebert's voice was
eager. He came nearer to Elona and she saw thictmgeeam in his eyes.
"You could rub poison into his wounds, Elona. Hauldadie slowly, and no
one would know what had happened. If you showepgy grief, the Duke
would believe you and listen to your claims . . .'

Anger flared in Elona's face. 'And why should | kily husband? His wealth
is mine to share as his wife. He would give me laing | asked of
him—what would | gain from his murder?’



‘The freedom to return to your own people.' Sigebepice took on a sly,
coaxing note. 'After the fine | was forced to plgm reduced to the level of
a pauper. The ceorles will starve this winter ifiyo not help us, daughter.’

'l am sorry for them,' Elona said quietly, her bayes cold as she looked at
him. 'But | have no pity in my heart for you. Yotode me away from my
home because you would not listen to my pleas. Would have sold me to
a cruel man | hated. And when my life hung in tlhéahce, you refused to
help me; you sent me poison as a wedding gift.fdther, | will not murder
my husband to profit you. He is a good and noble-a better man than
you ever knew how to be.'

"You were ever an ungrateful wench!" Sigebert saarlf you will not Kill
him, I'll do it for you.'

'Stop!" Elona cried hoarsely. 'Come one step nearef | shall scream for
the guards. Indeed, I shall kill you myself if Megto.' She drew a knife from
a tiny sheath at her girdle and held it poisedri&es him.

Sigebert saw the knife in her hand and his fac&esteed with rage. Her
threat did not frighten him, for on her own sheldalbp no more than hinder
him and her weapon was but a toy, but the guardddaaken at her first
scream.

"You are a treacherous bitch,' he spat at hefabesugly with hatred. 'Like
the Danish dog who sired you!'

Elona gasped with shock as she saw the bittermeksn. 'What are you
saying?' she whispered. 'You—Yyou are my father.’

Sigebert laughed harshly, his mouth curling. Thatdyour Saxon pride,
doesn't it, Elona? You cherished your noble bldwat tvas untainted by
intermixing. It's no lie: your wanton mother laytivia Dane | picked off the
road, half dead of the wounds he got in a drunkawb A common warrior
without a drop of noble blood in his veihs.

'My mother was not a wanton!" Elona cried. 'She aésil, tired, unhappy
woman whom you drove into an early grave with youwelty.'



'She was a faithless harlot. When | found themttoge she swore the Dane
had raped her,’ Sigebert sneered. 'But | knew aldddin with him of her
own free will. I would have killed her, but herhat was then still alive and
a powerful man: | feared his vengeance if | murddrer, so | pretended to
believe her lies. | bided my time and made herstisvly, little by little.
When you were born | knew you were his child, natex

'So that's why you hated me." Elona's eyes opendd &as she began to
understand so much now. It explained his coldnessrds her and the
strange attitude of the villagers. She had nevallyrdeen one of them
because her father was a Dane. 'l thought youkdislme because | was
unlovable. I—I wanted so much for you to care f@ when | was a child. |
loved you . ..

Sigebert's face darkened as he remembered thamashe bitter jealousy
which had soured his life. Elona's mother had dealpride a wound which
had festered inside him, growing deeper with treryeas he saw the pretty
child grow to a beautiful young woman and knew ti@tvas not her father.

"You were the proof of her guilt,’ he said, his €gtbowing with a feverish
light as the hatred rose to cloud his mind. 'l ddwdve strangled you at birth,
but that would have been too easy. | wanted hsuffer, to have a constant
reminder of her wickedness.'

So that was why her mother had been so withdrawartis her. If she had
dared to show love towards the child of her lo&gebert might have killed
them both.

"You are a cruel, vengeful man,' Elona said, hee fand eyes accusing. 'l
would be a fool to expect you to show a little casgion. So | shall not ask
for mercy. | shall say this instead: If you tryiarm Raoul, | shall scream for
the guards, and | shall tell the Duke that you Haned&en your vow to him.
You know how he will take his revenge then, doowy/

Sigebert's lips narrowed. 'He would burn the viflag the ground and hang
me. Very well, Elona, you have made your choicgolld have spared you
if you had agreed to my plans—but now you willdi#. My men wait only



for my signal to move on the camp—but first | szl revenged on that
Norman dog de Bainwulf for the way he humiliated'me

Advancing towards her, Sigebert drew his sword, éuén as Elona
screamed and held her knife ready, a dark shadovednsilently behind
him. Alfrida had returned, crouching unnoticed Ire tgloom while they
were arguing. A flash of silver glittered in hemlaas she raised the long
dagger to strike, plunging it deep into his back.

The thane gave a great shout of pain, staggeritigeagimson froth bubbled
from his lips. His face contorted with rage as inaé¢d on the old woman,
driving his sword into her side. She moaned and& séowly to her knees,

crying Elona's name aloud. The girl moved warilwaods her as Sigebert
raised his sword and lurched wildly at her; butobefhe could strike,

another shadow came swiftly from behind her. Sigé&beyes opened wide
with shock and the disbelief registered in his fade hesitated for a
moment, then roared his anger as he brought hisamearashing down. The
slight hesitation was costly; a blade flashed & gloom, finding its mark

with deadly accuracy, and the Saxon fell, pier¢edugh the heart.

Elona stared at the man who had struck the death, lbler face pale as the
world spun round her. 'Raoul,’ she whispered. 'ldawthis be?'

Raoul swayed unsteadily, driving his bloody swontbithe earth and
leaning on it as he fought the weakness sweepieg loivn. ‘'Tend to that
poor woman,' he said as Elona moved instinctivelyards him. 'l should
have acted sooner. Forgive me, Elona.’'

Elona shook her head in bewilderment, turning ffom to kneel by the old
woman's side. Alfrida had been lying with her egksed, but as the girl
spoke to her she opened them and smiled, restgalfliona’s attempts to
staunch the trickle of blood from her side.

'‘No! Leave me, child," She whispered faintly. 'Mgath was foretold by the
flames. Blood must be paid in blood. Do not griememe—I am old, and it
is my time to die.’



‘Alfrida!" Elona cried, tears starting to her eyé®t me help you . . .' Her
words trailed away as the old woman went limp indrens, her last breath
expelling in a gentle sigh. 'No, Alfrida, no . ..’

She felt the touch of Raoul's hands on her shosilldewaited too long," he
said again. 'l believed Sigebert would try to kile, and my only chance
against him was surprise. The old woman died becadsd not act soon
enough. Forgive me, | beg you.'

Elona looked up, the tears sparkling like fallemdonds on her lashes. "You
are weak from your illness, my lord. If Alfrida hadt struck him first, he
would have killed you. She knew it, and she gavdifeefor you, because of
her love for me.'

'Yes, it was a brave act.' Raoul's eyes were s&@ agised her to her feet.
'We must see that she is laid to rest with all wno

Elona blinked away her tears. 'Still | do not ursti@nd! How long have you
been awake?' She studied his face in concern asdmed to sway on his
feet. 'Lie down, my lord, you are not well.'

'In a moment.' Raoul passed a hand across hisieyemerely weakness. |
woke some hours ago. That poor wretch was tryingite me one of her
foul brews, and | think | scared her wits out of ivaen | opened my eyes.
She seemed to think | had come back from beyondrénee.’

'‘But why did she not wake me at once?"

'l would not let her. She told me you had scarséypt since | was wounded,
and you looked so peaceful lying there. My head &l if a hundred
hammers were at work and | wanted only to sleep.’

‘Then you did not hear Sigebert come in?'

'l woke just as . . ." Raoul broke off as there wdssturbance outside and the

curtain at the door was flung aside. His hand movewdards his
sword.'What the . . .?"



Robert of Bayeux stood in the doorway, his eyeagsiviftly to the bodies
of the Saxon thane and Alfrida. 'l feared | migattbo late," he said. 'l came
as quickly as I could, my lady. Praise God youlsth alive.'

Raoul stared at him in bewilderment. 'What mears?tiVhere have you
been, and why did my lady send for you?'

He frowned, pressing a hand to his head as if@aarahe mist which still
seemed to cling to his mind. 'Just how long halvedn ill?'

It is five nights since we came here," Elona s&dbert went on to Romney
to attend to the Duke's business, but yesterdayimpil saw one of my
father's men lurking outside the camp and | fearedttack , so | sent Cedric
to fetch him.'

'l came as quickly as | could," Robert put in.it8d way from the camp we

ran into a band of Saxons, but they fled as soahessaw us. | rode on
ahead to warn you of danger, and found that thedgoatside had been
bound and gagged. Then | heard a scream, andafnad | had arrived too

late." He reached out a hand to steady Raoul aawéis ashen face, 'l think
you should rest, my lord.’

Raoul put off Robert's hand. 'No, it was a sligiazohess, no more. There
are things to do—This poor woman must be attendedand the Lord
Sigebert's body taken back to his village as a ingrto the others.’

‘These things will be attended to," Elona saidkilog at him-anxiously. 'Sit,
if you will not lie down, my lord. Your strength saot yet returned.’

'Perhaps you are right." Raoul's smile was ruefuhe felt the earth move
beneath him. 'l shall rest if you will stay by nidgona. | think there is much
| do not yet know.'

She smiled at him lovingly. 'First | will have fo@hd water brought,’ she
said. "Then | will tell you everything you wish kaow, my lord.’



Elona stood alone, watching the sun sink into tréizbn in a glorious blaze
of purple and gold. It had been bitterly cold a#lyddespite the winter
sunshine, and a crisp covering of snow lay on tteairgd, muffling the
sound of the man's footsteps as he came to stanhtdghind her.

kYou will turn cold, my love,' Raoul said, his armsving round her to hold
her close to him beneath his cloak. '‘Come backiensow.’

Elona turned in his embrace, her eyes anxious &s sharched his face.
'Should you not be resting, my lord?"

'l have done nothing but rest and eat for two dbgm well now, Elona, do
not be afraid for me any more.' His smile was temgéhe traced the curve of
her cheeks with his fingertips, setting little tr@ms running down her spine.
'How beautiful you are. And yet your eyes are sad .

'l was thinking of Alfrida. If | had left the caski@ the woods as she bade me

'Hush, my love.' He pressed his fingers to her Iférida’s spells were only
superstition.'

'‘But she believed in them," Elona protested. 'Aod/ fltan we know the
truth?'

'No one can hope to understand all the mysteridiéepfElona. That's why
we must put our faith in God; He alone has the paweombat evil. Do not
grieve for Alfrida, be glad of the love she boreiyand be happy.'

'Oh, Raoul,' she murmured, laying her face aghissthoulder. 'How | need
your strength to guide me! | love you so very much.

'Do you, my sweet wife?' His eyes searched herydaee as he tipped it
towards him gently. 'l have sometimes hoped it mighso, but every time |
tried to break down the barriers between us | fatimdpossible. Even when
you lay in my arms, | felt you held something b&dim me and there was a
part of you | could not touch.'



'l was afraid,' Elona whispered chokingly. 'l wasal that if | gave you my
heart you might crush it as you crushed that vigbason beneath your
heel.'

'Did you think me so cruel?' His eyes held a degjmess and Elona felt pain
touch her heart.

'I—I had never known love from a man. | understand/ that my mother
was too frightened of her husband to show me adfiecbut for years | knew
not what it was to see warmth in a human face.lf@igesither ignored me or
raged at me for some childish fault. He treatedmogher worse than the
lowest servant. I—I could not believe a man existdd would be kind and
gentle with me, even though | desperately wanted to

Raoul's face darkened with anger. 'l heard the tlungs that monster said
to you, Elona. | am glad he is dead.’

She shuddered. 'l cannot bear to think of him.alldbe glad when we can
leave this place far behind us.’

'How far would you like to go, my love?' Raoul $ted her cheek, his smile
tender. 'My home in Normandy is bathed in sunlghtay; it has a walled

garden sheltered from the sea breezes, where (e tapes give shade on
the hottest summer afternoon and the birds sin@ sweetly than a minstrel
boy. | would sit with you in the courtyard and sgeny days in idle content.

Will you come with me across the sea, Elona?’

'l shall go wherever you go for as long as | stwadl, my dearest husband.’
Elona smiled back at him, her eyes misty with love.

'‘And will you be a meek and submissive wife?' Heedswith laughter in his
voice. 'Will you always obey me and never refusgtép when | call to you?"

Elona hung her head in shame. 'Oh, pray do no¢ teas my lord. | have not
ceased to blame myself since you were woundedwkiwas my fault you
rode into a trap, and | do most humbly beg youdgpar



Raoul laughed suddenly, his arms tightening abeuik though he would
never let her go. 'l want no submissive wife, Eldnaant a brave, fearless
warrior who would fight to save me, even though Isag only a little knife.

| want a stubborn, wilful wench who has plagueddag and night since |
first saw her. | want a passionate, lovely womam wbmes eagerly to my
bed and longs for night to fall. | want you, my beful Elona.’

'Oh, Raoul," Elona whispered, waves of joy waslower her. 'l have longed
to be loved by a man who would take me in honourigsvife, a man who
would love me tenderly and care for me always.liebed my dream was
only that, something as far above me as the moon.’

'l shall love, honour and desire you for all meJifRaoul said quietly. 'l was
reared to be a soldier by a mother who was as paswihe was cold. When
her husband died on the field of battle she bumnemdheart with him, giving

love to neither my sister nor me. She never snalgain or gave a word of
praise. | lived only to fight, believing the wortatld nothing more. Now |

would never fight again if | were free to chooset bpromise you we shall

go home as soon as William is crowned. | have doyduty by him, and he

has no more claim on me.’

'May that day come sodrElona said, her lashes flicking down to hide her
eyes for one moment. Then she opened them anddofiteinto her
husband's gaze, knowing she would never againraedb tell him what
was in her heart. 'When we left the village for R@y marshes, | heard a
bird cry strangely and saw blood in the sky. A dreatered my heart and |
was afraid for you. | could not wait to reach acplaf safety, and 1 shall
know no peace until | can be sure you will sledp by my side each night.'

Raoul stretched out to touch her face tend&ly.that was it. | was afraid
you were sad because we would pass so close toyourillage, and you
could not stay there with your own people.’

'Sigebert's village holds no happy memories forlnakvays felt an outsider
there, and now | know why. My father was a Daneofmmon warrior . . .'
She broke off and looked at him. 'Do you mind than not of pure noble
blood?'



Raoul shook his head and smiled. 'l care not wha yarents were, my
love, but | do not believe all that Sigebert tolduy Consider this; why
would he take a wounded Dane into his house artitsrhurts? Danes and
Saxons were ever enemies. Not from the goodnebssdieart, | think. |
believe your father must have been a member of sorbh& house from
whom Sigebert hope to win a rich reward. Rementispoke of punishing
your mother but made no mention of wreaking vengeam your father.
Think you he would have let a common warrior li\é@, Elona, | will not
believe you come from common stock, and your tatiedr may yet live. We
shall make enquiries in the village—someone mayktie truth; and now
that Sigebert is dead there is no reason for angmhe. They will be eager
to save their own skins by pleasing you. Besides, Normans are but
Norsemen who settled in France: | am glad thathete the blood of my
ancestors in you.'

Elona's eyes sparkled as she looked up at himydDdhink my real father
may still be alive?"

'It's possible. If he lives, we shall find him,riomise you.'

'Oh, it would mean so much to me. | have never km@father's love.
Cedric and Alfrida were my only friends.'

'‘Alas, we can do no more for Alfrida, but we shiake Cedric to Normandy
with us. | have a fondness for the boy and | skaitid him to school as |
promised. Olwen shall go with us too, and in titmeytmay be betrothed.’

Elona flung her arms about his neck, kissing hise&h "You are truly the
noblest of men,' she cried.

Raoul's arms were warm about her. is that all nmard?' he asked with a
quirk of his lips. 'Methinks | deserve more." Hisouth covered hers
hungrily, his kiss deep and passionate. Elona'stiest quickened as she
felt the urgency in him, her body aching as shgdaohto feel it locked with
his in the intimacy of love. Feeling her resporsebent and swept her up in
his arms. Striding into the hut, he laid her gentiythe softness of a thick fur
rug, his face glowing with a fierce desire as hakéd down at her. 'Let me
love you, my Elona?'



'Oh yes," she whispered, pressing herself againstelagerly, her breath
sweet and warm on his face. Her arms went up atisuteck, her hands
moving into his thick hair as she pulled his ligseh to hers.

He winced as her searching hands encountered thallgenealed wound at
the back of his head. 'Careful, wench,' he crigdave but now risen from
my sick bed.’

'Forgive me, my lord," Elona begged, drawing awajhaugh she feared to
hurt him.

Raoul laughed and suddenly rolled her beneath hisneyes shining with
joyous triumph as he trapped her body with his dWahll you never learn
what a wicked liar I am, Elona? | bellow empty thiiseand roar like a bull,
but you have the power to enslave me with justkiss/

Elona's gaze intensified as the wonder dawned lin'lheave the power to
enslave you, my lord?"

'‘By heaven! Duke William was right when he saidreatan must seek out
his destiny. | have found mine at last.'

'‘Am | your destiny?' Elona murmured, her heartisiggvith happiness.
Raoul brushed his lips over hers lingeringly. '‘Magtiny, my heart, my life.’

Elona wound her arms around his neck, pressingpddy against the long,
lean length of his and feeling the burn of his tisigqgainst hers.

"You will never cease to love me?' she asked. Witlunever grow tired of
me?'

'Only if you grow too fat," Raoul teased, smilirgghee saw the indignation in
her eyes. He kissed her tenderly. 'Listen well, Im@yoved. You called
yourself my prisoner, but it was not so. No amaafrdilver could ever have
bought you from me when once | had you. | loved from the start, but
knew it not until—until that day in the forest whére wild boar attacked
you. From that moment, | knew | would never let yeave me.’



Elona smiled at him shyly. 'l loved you from the mment | first saw you
astride that great horse. | thought you would laagime if | let you see
it—and | would not admit it even to myself for aatptime. | was so afraid
you would use your power to hurt me.'

His face lit up with laughter. 'And so we were bsthving for the same end,
and too proud to be the first to say what was inhmarts. What fools men
and women can be!

'How could | know | was more to you than a merethgs?' Elona
challenged. 'You were a powerful Norman soldier amehs but a weak
woman . . .’

Raoul threw back his head and roared with laughferweak woman

indeed! | found you more trouble than the wholekaig Harold's army.

Beware the conqueror, say I; come not with a swogeur hand, for it will

avail you nothing against a woman's smile. Whatimagb have you spun
about my heart, Elona? What spell binds me sotfest| should die if it

were broken?'

Elona sighed with contentment, satisfied at lasit the was truly hers.
Pressing her lips to the base of his throat, skeeki him, surrendering her
last defences as she lifted her shining eyes to his

it is no spell, my lord," she whispered. 'Only thagic of love . . .'



