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Chapter 1 

⚔ 

Autumn 1141 

THE GREY DARKENED TO A dull twilight, with only a red 
stain in the west to show where the sun was hiding. The 
lady Domina de Warewic pulled her cloak tighter, trying 
to bury her chin in the soft white fur of the collar. Then a 
gust pushed one red curl of hair across her face, and she 
braved the cold to tuck the lock back into her braid with 
bare fingers. 

Despite the wet, biting wind, she kept watching the 
sky. From her vantage point at the top of the tallest tower 
of Trumwell Castle, she could see for miles in every di-
rection. The view was not inspiring at the moment, con-
sidering the grim weather and the lack of any color in the 
late autumn landscape. Trees, now stripped of their 
leaves, stood silent and resolute, a forest waiting for win-
ter. 

The waters of the river to the west barely glimmered 
now, reflecting only a steel grey sky.  Aside from the wind 
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that tangled the smallest branches, nothing moved. 
Domina exhaled a puff of steamy breath when some-

thing caught her eye down below. A single rider ap-
proached the castle, the horse’s hooves pounding the track 
on the road from the  east. 

A messenger from one of the neighboring manors, she 
guessed, or perhaps one of the larger towns in Shropshire 
where the de Warewic family did a little business. She 
didn’t leave her post yet. Any message would be brought 
to her, for she was the lady of the castle now. Indeed, 
within a quarter of an hour, one of the castle’s footmen 
found her. 

“My lady,” said the footman, with a bow. “This just 
came for Lord Godfrey.” 

She took the slender, cylindrical case he offered. With 
surprise, she saw the sigil of King Stephen on the outside. 
Uneasiness filled her, but she kept a calm face. “See that 
the messenger is fed well and shown quarters for the 
night. Let the king’s servant report that our hospitality 
was not lacking.” 

“Yes, my lady.” 
Domina expected no less, of course, but it never hurt 

to remind people of their duties. Her estate was far from 
the civilized centers of the world, but that was no reason 
to forgo chivalry. 

“Go then,” she said. 
“My lady,” the servant said hesitantly, “I believe the 

messenger expects to bring an answer back.” 
“He’s not going anywhere tonight,” Domina replied. 

“He can wait. Tell him I will bring  this letter to my father 
personally. You may say exactly that, and no more.” 

“I understand, my lady.” The footman bowed again, 
and then dashed off. 



CHOOSE THE SKY  ⚔  !4

She was left alone, staring at the sealed container 
holding news from the king himself. It felt uncommonly 
heavy in her hands. There were penalties for betraying the 
king’s confidence, and breaking a sealed letter addressed 
to anyone but her was surely a violation. The letter was 
intended only for her father, Godfrey de Warewic. 

“If I read it aloud to him, it will be just as if he read 
the paper himself,” she said to reassure herself. She was 
performing a filial duty—assisting her father in every way 
she could, just as she’d done for years. 

She descended the steps of the tower, eventually 
emerging into the castle courtyard. Unlike many such 
spaces, this one was partially paved in stone—broad, flat 
rocks hewn from the hills nearby, along the border be-
tween England and Wales. The pavers were an extrava-
gance from the castle’s first construction, but one she ap-
preciated every day, for it kept the ground from turning to 
mud in the wet months, or stirring up dust clouds in the 
dry summer. 

Her leather-shod feet moved silently over the stone, 
but even so, she felt as if she was being watched. She 
knew that it was only because a stranger was within the 
walls. The message was harmless, but over the past few 
years, she’d grown reclusive. As soon as this messenger 
left the next day, she’d feel better. 

Domina turned sharply, walking to a doorway of a 
two-story building in the far corner of the grounds. Most 
people would expect the lord of the castle to be within the 
keep itself, but she went to the more modest structure 
built of heavy, dark wooden beams, and covered in white 
plaster. The ground floor was given over to storage of 
wine and spirits. Above that, however, was a residence. 
Domina climbed the steps slowly. At the top, a servant 
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was waiting. 
“My lady,” the maid said, with a curtsey. She was 

around fifty years of age and carried herself with the con-
fidence of long practice and familiarity. No one had to be 
told that this woman served in Trumwell Castle her whole 
life. “He’s awake.” 

“Good. Leave us, Beatrice. I wish to spend some time 
alone with him.” 

The maid nodded and allowed Domina to pass, then 
drew the door shut. 

Domina peered into a room lit only by the fireplace 
and a few candles. The scent of beeswax sweetened the 
air, but no candle could brighten the mood. 

A man lay in the center of a large four poster bed. Cur-
tains covered three sides, but the left hand side, which 
faced the fire, remained drawn aside, exposing the space 
within. 

The man’s eyes were open, and he turned at the sound 
of her feet. 

“Father,” Domina said, as she perched on the side of 
the bed. “It’s me, Mina. I’m glad to see you.” 

He smiled at her, but there was no recognition in his 
deep brown eyes, the same eyes she’d inherited. Domina’s 
heart sank. So often, this was the expression he greeted 
her with. Her own father forgot who she was. 

“Is it night?” he asked. 
“Almost. Has Beatrice given you supper yet?” She 

saw a tray by the window, with the dishes empty. “Ah, 
yes. Beef stew, I think. Did you enjoy it?” 

He nodded, but said, “Was there no partridge? I like 
partridge.” 

“Yes!” She was unreasonably happy he remembered 
this detail. “You do like partridge, Father. I’ll ask the 



CHOOSE THE SKY  ⚔  !6

cooks to prepare you some, once we have more in the 
kitchens.” 

“The ones you hunt, Mina,” he added. “I like those 
best, for they’re the freshest.” 

“Of course,” she said, beaming at him. Ah, he remem-
bered something! He remembered how she always went 
hunting with her falcons. It was one of her favorite pas-
times. 

“Have you come to sing to me?” he asked then. 
“If you like, Father. But first, I must read you a letter 

that’s come from the king.” 
“Whatever our king asks, we give,” her father said, his 

voice suddenly much more forceful, as it had been before 
his collapse. 

“Be easy,” she murmured. “Let me read.” 
She broke the heavy wax seal and scanned the words. 

It was written in French, of course, the language of the 
court. Domina read French, a little Latin, and even the 
rough English used by many in the countryside. She’d 
been well-educated for a lady. She frowned as she fin-
ished the brief missive. 

“What is it?” her father asked. 
“The king sends his greetings, and prays for your good 

health,” Domina said, which was true enough, since that 
was how the letter began. The words were formulaic, 
written down by some scribe who wrote a dozen letters 
like this in a day. The second half of the letter was what 
made her worried, but she would never distress her al-
ready burdened father with news he could do nothing 
about—if he even understood what she told him. 

“King Henry passed away,” her father said, in an irri-
tated, querulous tone. 

“Yes,” Mina agreed. “This comes from his successor, 
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King Stephen. You met him at his coronation.” 
“Did I?” 
“When you swore fealty,” she reminded him. “Re-

member? You said Trumwell Castle would always be held 
in his name.” 

Her father closed his eyes and settled back against the 
pillow. “I don’t remember. Sing to me.” 

“Just one song.” Her mind was racing, and she had 
little time to linger, much as she would like to. 

“Two.” 
Mina smiled. Some things never changed. “Two, 

then.” 
She began to sing a lilting tune in French, one that her 

mother sang to her and one her father loved. He was 
asleep before she reached the third verse, so Mina 
dropped her voice as she eased her way out of the room. 
At least one member of the family should be able to sleep 
in peace. 

* * * *

Leaving her father’s small apartment in the separate 
building, Domina crossed the courtyard and swept into 
the main hall of the keep where a number of the castle 
residents were gathered, enjoying the warmth of the mas-
sive fireplace. Her maid Constance, who had been sipping 
a cup of ale near the fire, rose to her feet at once. 

“My lady,” she said. “What do you require?” 
Domina waved one hand to silence her. “I have a task 

for you, Constance. Pack a trunk for me, and include my 
newest gown. Pack for yourself as well. We go to London 
tomorrow, and may remain up to a week.” 

Constance nodded and left immediately. 
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Domina turned to a man who was also sitting by the 
fire. Haldan was in charge of the castle’s garrison, and in 
her father’s practical absence, he was the highest-ranking 
military man at Trumwell. 

He certainly looked like a soldier, with a big and 
rangy build and a smattering of little scars testifying to his 
experience in combat. He seemed to not take life too seri-
ously, however, for he was more often found with a mug 
of ale in his hand than a sword. He had light blond hair 
and blue eyes that often attracted attention from local 
women, sometimes to their sorrow. 

Mina told Haldan, “Arrange for a suitable escort for 
me and Constance for tomorrow morning. I want no de-
lays.” 

He didn’t even rise from his bench. “Winter is nearly 
upon us! Such a journey there and back will take weeks. 
Are you certain you wish to go?” 

“What I wish or not is no concern of yours,” she said. 
“Three men-at-arms should be sufficient, and two squires 
as well. Giles can lead them. Go now and choose, as well 
as the horses. Tomorrow we ride out.” 

He smiled and drained his ale, slowly, before putting 
the mug back on the table and rising lazily to his feet. 
“Yes, my lady.” 

“Present yourself to me when you are done. I’ll have 
instructions regarding the protection of Trumwell while 
I’m gone.” 

His eyes lit up. “Yes, my lady!” 
He left quickly, likely due to the notion of getting to 

play lord during her absence, even though Ancel the stew-
ard was the one who would ensure that order was main-
tained. 

Domina sighed. If only her cousin Joscelin were still 
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living at Trumwell. She sorely missed the support of a 
male relative. Joscelin tried to return to visit whenever he 
could, but his commitment to the church—not to mention 
the difficulty of travel—meant that he was gone for long 
stretches at a time. 

Even though Joscelin was as slight and frail as Haldan 
was strong, Mina had faith that her cousin would have no 
trouble with Haldan. Men didn’t question an order when it 
came from another man. She prayed for her father’s return 
to health. So many problems would be solved! 

Up in her chamber, Domina faced more questions 
from Constance. The maid had served Domina for years, 
having grown up in the village nearby. She was a rather 
plain woman, by most accounts, with stick-straight, dark 
blond hair she wore in a braid. She had a broad face, thin 
lips, and eyes she herself described as muddy. Yet Con-
stance possessed a quiet grace of her own, and Domina 
sometimes wondered if any man was going to seek her 
out as a wife. On the other hand, Constance never cast her 
eye at anyone, as far as Mina could tell. Perhaps she was 
happy as she was. 

“What is the news, my lady?” Constance asked. 
“According to the message I received today, the king 

requests the presence of Godfrey de Warewic at court,” 
Mina explained, showing Constance the letter, though her 
maid could not read. 

Constance touched the image of the king’s royal coat 
of arms with reverence, impressed by the missive. “He 
requests your father’s presence. How exciting! But the 
lord cannot travel.” 

“Certainly not,” Mina agreed. “Yet I’d not dare invite 
curiosity by saying so, or mentioning any weakness at all. 
Thus, I’ll go in his stead.” 
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“Is that wise, my lady? Your father needs you. The 
whole castle needs you.” 

“What other choice do I have?” Domina said. “The 
steward will take charge in my absence, which I pray will 
not be long. Likely it is some bureaucratic matter, and I 
can answer those questions as well as my father could 
anyway. While I’m in London, I can meet with Joscelin 
and let him know how everyone at Trumwell is faring.” 

“It will be good to speak with your cousin,” Constance 
said approvingly. “Perhaps he’ll come back with you.” 

Donna shook her head. “I think that at this stage of his 
studies, he must remain in London unless there is a crisis. 
I can protect Trumwell as well. Above all, the family of 
de Warewic must appear strong. We must let no one sus-
pect that my father is indisposed. If they do…” 

She didn’t have to finish. The military reputation of 
Godfrey de Warewic, and of his father before him, was so 
well-known that people assumed the castle was undefeat-
able, with a large garrison of soldiers ready to rush out at 
any moment. Domina had heard so many stories about her 
father’s exploits in the Holy Land, of the battles he’d 
fought in and the prizes he’d taken. His past alone was 
formidable protection…as long as people thought he was 
still hale. 

In truth, since her father’s sudden, unexplained col-
lapse, Domina had to take control of all their family’s 
lands, and she was not nearly so astute when it came to 
defense. She studied as much as she could, and she knew 
enough to present a strong front. But two thin harvests in 
a row meant that she could ill afford a large garrison. She 
spent what little money she had very carefully, and prayed 
for her father’s health to return. 

Until then, only the ignorance of others protected her. 
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If the Welsh heard of her father’s weakness, they might 
attack. If any nobles heard of it, they’d work to take her 
lands. If the king heard of it…Domina didn’t want to 
think of it. As a woman, she’d be given no say in her fu-
ture, or the future of all her people. At best, she’d be 
packed off to a nunnery while some oaf was given her 
title and lands. At worst, she’d be married to one of the 
king’s allies simply so he could maintain the castle in the 
king’s name. He’d be a mindless brute chosen for his skill 
in battle, and nothing else. She knew what sort of men 
populated the king’s army, and they were nothing like the 
noble warriors of her father’s ilk. Many of those who 
called themselves knights were often just brigands. 

She’d never allow such a man to pass through her 
castle gates. 

But first, she had to endure a trip to London and back, 
while pretending all was well and concealing the truth.  



Chapter 2 

⚔ 

JUST OUTSIDE THE DOORWAY OF the building where 
they’d been cooped up that day, Luc of Breacon stretched 
his entire body, all six feet of it, and pushed his hands into 
the air as high as they would go. “At last! I thought the 
mindless chatter would never end,” Luc said to his friend 
Octavian. 

The other knight said slyly, “I thought you thrived on 
politics. What’s the saying? ‘You can’t master the game if 
you don’t play.’” 

Luc made a face. “Don’t quote my father’s words to 
me. I’ve heard them often enough.” 

And now he was following in his father’s footsteps, 
advancing the Braecon family fortune by maneuvering 
through the court of King Stephen. It wasn’t always as 
exciting as he’d imagined it to be. “Never would I have 
guessed that sitting on a padded bench could be painful. 
But after eight hours, I’d rather fight a battle!” 

“At least on a battlefield, you know who wants to stab 
you. These meetings of all the barons and such…I’m not 
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sure who’s friend or foe.” Octavian spoke simple truth, 
for he’d been born far away in the Holy Land. He had 
only been in England for a few years, and he had much to 
learn about the politics of the country, which were cur-
rently far more turbulent than usual. 

“You’re doing well, Tav,” Luc told him, quite honest-
ly. 

“It helps that no one expects me to know anything,” 
Tav replied, a smile crossing his brown-skinned face. “I 
just listen, so I can report back to my liege lord…not that 
he troubles himself much about the matters at hand.” 

Octavian served a lord who owned lands in England, 
France, and the Holy Land. As a result, his attention was 
rather divided, and Octavian had considerable leeway to 
do as he liked, so long as his work served the king. 

In contrast, the lords of Braecon had always been 
close to the royal family, ever since the Conqueror first 
came to the shores of England and began his reign. Luc 
was trained as a knight, but he was raised as a noble who 
would eventually inherit his father’s title. As such, he 
lived and breathed politics. That was his father’s desire, 
and Luc never saw a reason to doubt his path. He would 
carry on his family’s legacy by making himself truly in-
dispensable to King Stephen. During much of this year, 
his help was needed, for the king had been captured in 
battle and imprisoned for months by his rival the Empress 
Maud. Luc’s family helped Stephen’s queen keep control 
until Stephen was free again. 

The king used his newfound freedom to convene 
council after council of his supporters. He wanted a reso-
lution to the war, and he wanted to know who he could 
rely on. Luc was determined that the name of Braecon 
would be on that list. 



CHOOSE THE SKY  ⚔  !14

He’d already proved his loyalty, in fact. Since being 
wounded in battle last year, Luc spent months recuperat-
ing. He knew he was lucky to be alive, and yet he chafed 
at the long period of forced inactivity. He was recovered 
now, praise God, but he hadn’t yet returned to the battle-
field. Instead, he fought other battles. He was glad his 
friend Octavian was at his side for many of them. Though 
they had only met a few years ago and came from wildly 
different backgrounds, Luc trusted Tav implicitly. They’d 
fought side by side, and that created a unique bond. 

“Shall we find our lodgings?” Tav asked then, looking 
around. 

It was night, and the streets of London were mostly 
shadows, lit only by occasional torches on a building 
wall. The two men started to walk to the house of Luc’s 
relative, who graciously hosted them both. Despite the 
late hour, neither showed much concern about their sur-
roundings. This was not surprising, since both were 
armed, like the knights they were. 

At several points, people who crossed their path 
looked at them and quickly changed direction, or looked 
away. Octavian’s face pulled into a frown. He’d been born 
in the crusader kingdom of Aleppo, of African blood, so 
his appearance was unusual in London. Not unique—a 
handful of people of similar background had made their 
way from the warmer Southern world to the isle of 
Britain, one way or another. But Octavian was also a 
knight, and that made him truly stand out, attracting looks 
whenever he went out among the general populace. Un-
fortunately, not all the attention was friendly. 

“Sometimes I wonder why I came all this way,” he 
confided to Luc. “It wasn’t to sit and listen to old men 
argue about who’s changing sides this month. Or chang-
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ing back, depending on who’s winning at the moment.” 
“Don’t get discouraged,” Luc said, his good humor 

already returning now that they were free of the stuffy 
chambers of the palace. “Bickering is part of the process. 
The longer the parties talk, the longer before we have to 
fight again.” 

“So which is it you want, Luc?” his friend asked. 
“Battle or no battle?” 

Luc said, “Peace is always better than war. The king 
doesn’t want to prolong this conflict. It’s costly, both in 
coin and lives. Though there’s opportunity too, for those 
who are clever enough to see it.” 

“You should be ashamed to think that,” Octavian said. 
“War hurts all people, the innocent most of all. As a 
knight, you swore to protect the innocent.” 

“So I do!” Luc protested. “But I’m not naive, either. I 
have to live in this world. Why shouldn’t I advance my-
self?” 

Tav shook his head, and Luc sighed, saying, “We sim-
ply need to find a way to attain peace.” 

“I heard nothing in the past fortnight to make me think 
the cousins will come to an agreement.” Tav looked 
downcast. 

“No war lasts forever. Besides, what will you do once 
it does end? Return to the Holy Land?” 

“I don’t know.” Tav said the words thoughtfully. He 
said everything thoughtfully. He was one of the most de-
liberate people Luc knew. 

“Well, when the time comes, you’ll—” 
The sound of a woman’s scream interrupted him. Both 

men fell silent for a moment, instinctively judging direc-
tion and distance. 

“Around that corner?” Luc asked, pointing to the 
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north. 
Octavian nodded, his hand on the poniard at his waist. 

“Ready?” 
“To protect the innocent? Always.” 
Then the men both ran toward the sound. 

* * * *

Domina flinched when Constance screamed again, the 
sound echoing through the narrow alleyway. She was as 
frightened as her maid was, though she tried to tamp 
down her panic. 

The small group of rough looking men who had 
trapped them in the alley didn’t help her fight the fear. 
The poor light made it hard to see faces or even count the 
number of people in the blind alley. But at least four or 
five men blocked the way out. 

Domina and Constance stood against the short brick 
wall that so abruptly ended the way forward. Between the 
women and the attackers, Giles and the two other men-at-
arms stood with swords drawn, ready to engage. 

“Stay well back, my lady,” Giles ordered. A nervous 
quaver broke through his warning. He was over twenty 
and trained to fight. However, the soldier had never been 
asked to defend his mistress from a direct attack before. 

Still, the men-at-arms carried swords. The men who 
obviously intended to rob them held only knives. In fact, 
the big man at the back didn’t even have a weapon, 
though his size meant his fists would be punishing all on 
their own. 

When the fight began, Domina put her arms around a 
terrified Constance. She watched the scene as well as she 
could, but the near-darkness and the chaotic movements 
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of all the men made it nearly impossible to tell what was 
going on. 

Giles cursed out loud when one of his companions 
stumbled to the ground. The thieves jeered, and one even 
tried to rush toward the women. Domina slid one hand 
down to grip the hilt of her dagger. If only she knew how 
to use it in a fight! She doubted these men would respect 
her gender or her status enough to not harm her. 

“What’s happening?” Constance moaned, her head 
buried in Mina’s shoulder. 

Mina was about to lie and tell her that all would be 
well when something new happened. 

The attackers, who had been almost jovial, suddenly 
began to shift their positions, yelling commands to each 
other. 

“Someone’s come,” Mina whispered, hope rising in 
her. A city watch, perhaps? 

Whoever arrived on the scene was certainly not on the 
side of the thieves. Mina strained her eyes, catching the 
glint of blades as they swept through the alley and briefly 
shone in the meager light. 

The thieves didn’t know what to do, and being at-
tacked on two sides destroyed their confidence. One of 
them abandoned his fellows and dashed away. Another 
tried the same thing, only to be knocked to the ground by 
one of the newcomers. Two more finally coordinated an 
attack on the nearest stranger. 

Mina gasped when she saw the initial rush. The man 
would be killed, all for trying to stop a robbery. She 
closed her eyes, unable to watch a slaughter. 

She heard men yell just as metal scraped on metal. A 
cry of pain burst through the darkness. Mina bit her lip, 
and peeked. 
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The stranger stood over one of the thieves, who was 
on the ground, holding his arm tight to his chest. Another 
had lost his knife and did his best to scramble toward 
where it lay…which happened to be right at Domina’s 
feet. 

The thief saw the knife, next to the hem of a lady’s 
skirts. His plan could be read in his eyes: seize the knife 
and hold the lady hostage. Mina narrowed her eyes and 
took one step, putting her foot down firmly on the blade 
of the knife. 

“How dare you even think it,” she hissed at the young 
thief. 

His surprise at her reaction made him stop for a full 
second, which was all the stranger required. He swept 
forward, in a move that must be a killing stroke. 

Mina looked away to avoid what she knew would be a 
bloody end to the thief. 

She heard a grunt, and then nothing. 
“All done,” a new voice said. “You may look. I only 

knocked him out—there’s nothing to be afraid of.” 
“I’m not afraid,” Mina countered instantly, though the 

shaking of her limbs told a different story. 
“No, not much, are you?” the man replied, a certain 

amount of approval in his voice. “And your companion?” 
“Constance,” Domina said softly. “It seems to be 

over.” 
“Oh, praise Him we’re still breathing,” Constance said 

fervently as she stepped away from Domina. “Are you all 
right, my lady?” 

“Yes,” she said. “Thanks to…” 
She hesitated as the man took a step forward, into a 

little pool of light. He was dressed in well-made but oth-
erwise ordinary clothing, nothing more than a linen tunic 
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and hose. Yet the lack of armor hadn’t stopped him from 
rushing into the fray. He had to be a knight, for he did 
carry a sword. He was also built like a man who fought 
for a living, and the simple clothing didn’t do much to 
conceal a well-muscled, trim figure. He was a little taller 
than she was, with thick brown hair but surprisingly blue 
eyes, set into a narrow, clean-shaven face. 

With a jolt, she realized he was smiling at her, and she 
was compelled to smile back. Am I completely out of my 
mind? she wondered. He could be another thief! 

But he said only, “If you don’t mind standing a mo-
ment more, my lady?” 

Without waiting for her reply, he turned back to the 
remains of the short, ugly fight. He joined his companion, 
who was several feet further back, and completely in 
shadow. Mina couldn’t tell a thing about the man except 
that he was also a knight—to judge by the fineness of the 
sword he carried—and that he was both taller and broader 
than the blue-eyed stranger. 

“My lady,” Giles said, rushing up to her. “Are you 
well?” 

“No injuries,” she assured him. “The others?” 
“We’re all safe, my lady. Some cuts and bruises is all.” 
Mina breathed a sigh of relief. “And those men who 

attacked?” 
“They’ll be hauled off to the proper authorities,” the 

stranger replied, as he returned to Mina. 
Giles put out his sword, still tense from the fight. 

“Hold. Who are you?” 
“Giles,” said Mina. “These two men mean us no 

harm.” 
Her order was enough to make Giles lower his sword, 

though the stranger added, “She’s right. We heard the 
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scuffle, and sought to end it. That’s all.” 
“How do we know that?” Giles asked. 
“Because my friend has already volunteered to escort 

the thieves to the nearest dungeon,” the other said. “By all 
means, have one of your men assist, if that will convince 
you.” 

“I can go, my lady,” said Roger, the oldest of the men-
at-arms. 

“Then do so,” Mina said. With a nod, Roger moved to 
help take the attackers away. He and the still-shadowed 
knight dragged the remaining miscreants off. 

“You can put that away now,” the blue-eyed knight 
told her, his gaze sweeping over her. 

“What?” Mina was fully cloaked, and the only thing 
the stranger could see of her was her face and her hand…
oh. She looked down at the dagger in her grip. She hadn’t 
realized she’d drawn it. She slid it carefully into the slen-
der sheath tied to her girdle, then pulled her cloak to cover 
her gown again. She reached up to check that her hood 
was still on, hoping that her distinctive hair was con-
cealed. 

She noticed his eyes tracking her movements. “Only 
an uncouth man stares at a lady,” she warned him. Just 
because he saved her from footpads didn’t mean he could 
look her over like a lamb at market. 

“I only wanted to ensure that you suffered no injury,” 
he said smoothly. “I see no damage, for which I am grate-
ful.” 

“I am unhurt,” she confirmed, now feeling terribly 
awkward. “I thank you.” 

“You’ve just come to London,” he guessed. “Or you 
would have known better than to be on this street at this 
hour.” 
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“We had no choice,” she began to protest. “We have 
been on the road since dawn—” 

“My lady, I meant no insult,” he said. “Merely making 
an observation. Let me escort you to your destination. I 
would not see you molested again.” 

“We don’t know where to go,” she said, frustration 
cracking her attempt to remain calm. “We were looking 
for rooms, but the hour and the darkness conspired to 
make us lose our way.” 

“These streets can confuse anyone,” he said. “I re-
member how lost I felt the first time I saw London. 
There’s an inn not too far that would suit a lady of your 
standing. Can you walk?” 

“Yes!” she said. The promise of an inn, with a place to 
sleep and a meal to eat, was enough to revive her. 

“Luc of Braecon, at your service,” he said, with a 
slight bow. 

“Braecon,” Mina repeated slowly. “That name I’ve 
heard. Shropshire?” 

“Yes, that is where my father, who is baron now, holds 
his estates.” 

After a moment, she said, “I am called Domina. As 
you guessed, this is my first time in London. You are kind 
to assist us.” 

“My pleasure.” He offered an arm to her, and after a 
slight hesitation, she accepted it. Her entourage fell into 
step behind them. 

Her new protector said very little as they walked, and 
he must have sensed her trembling. He glanced at her. 

“It’s not far,” he said again, in encouragement. 
“Good,” she replied shortly. Then she added, as if it 

were shameful to admit, “I’m so tired.” 
“You traveled all day?” he asked. 
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“It seemed foolish to stop so close to the city,” she 
said. “But then the gates were busy and crowded, and it 
took longer than we thought…” She unconsciously tight-
ened her grip on his arm. He seemed so solid, as if he 
really could protect her from anything the night could 
throw at her. For an instant, Domina wondered how it 
would feel to lean against him, to take a deep breath while 
he held her. Her exhaustion gave way to tingling aware-
ness, and Mina quickly told herself to stop imagining such 
odd things. 

“Very brave, for a woman alone,” he commented, his 
voice warm. 

“I’m not alone,” she said. 
“No husband, I meant.” He phrased it almost as a 

question, as if it mattered to him. 
“The distance is no shorter for married people.” 
“It might seem shorter to them, at least at night,” he 

said, offhandedly. 
She halted in surprise. Did he really just say that? 
He seemed to realize the effect his statement had. “Ah, 

I apologize. I haven’t been in the company of ladies late-
ly.” 

Domina wasn’t particularly assuaged. She only said, 
“I hope the inn is close by.” 

“Touché,” he said. “I’m afraid that it is.” 
Only a few moments later, he led Domina and her 

little entourage to the doorway of the inn. Above the door, 
the sign showed a picture of a goshawk. 

“Giles,” Domina said. “See if the innkeeper has ade-
quate space for us all.” 

“Yes, my lady.” The man-at-arms gave Luc a suspi-
cious sidelong glance, to which Luc reacted with exag-
gerated innocence. “I won’t be long, my lady,” Giles said 
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before he went in. 
Domina took her hand from Luc’s arm and stepped 

away from him, in the guise of offering a curtsey. When 
she dipped her head, the heavy braid of thick, dark red 
hair slipped over her shoulder. 

Luc’s eyes widened, but he said nothing as she quickly 
tucked the braid back under her hood. 

“I thank you for seeing me and my people to safety, 
sir,” Domina said with intense formality. “I bid you good 
evening.” 

Luc smiled invitingly. “That’s all? What if I asked to 
see you again? You’re in London for the first time in your 
life—I would be delighted to show you the city. Tomor-
row, perhaps.” 

“I am not here to sightsee,” she said coldly. “I have 
come on a matter of business. Once that is concluded, I 
will return to my home.” 

“Then you would deprive the world of your beauty.” 
She outright glared at him. “What did you say?” 
“It was a compliment,” he said. “Most women enjoy 

receiving them.” 
“Then you should go find the company of such a 

woman. I do not wish to detain you any longer.” 
“Oh, I wouldn’t say you’re detaining me.” 
“Sir—” 
“Luc.” 
At that moment, Giles returned. “My lady, if you’ll 

come this way, the innkeeper says a suitable room is 
available for you and Constance, and space in the com-
mon room for the rest of us. I asked about food—there’s 
still beef from the evening meal. He’ll have it served 
shortly.” 

“Excellent, Giles,” she said. “I knew I could rely on 
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you to see to everything.” 
She gestured for the others to proceed into the inn 

before her. Then she turned back to Luc. 
“Sir—” 
“Luc,” he repeated. “Luc of Braecon.” 
“I didn’t forget your name,” she said. 
“Nor will I forget yours.” 
“Regardless, I do not expect we shall ever see each 

other again.” She paused. Though the man’s presence set 
her nerves jangling, her manners wouldn’t let her simply 
turn away. “Thank you for what you did back there…you 
and your companion. Good night.” 

She whirled around and hurried inside before he could 
stop her. But really, what could he say? She was likely 
correct—the chances of crossing her path again in Lon-
don, or anywhere else, were remote. 

Yet, even as she stepped inside, part of her hoped he’d 
object, or even reach out to detain her, to persuade her 
that perhaps a day in his company would be something 
she dared to do. If things were different, she’d like to see 
him again…however fate chose to bring it about. 

* * * *

The next day, Luc sat at court among the many on-
lookers and courtiers, watching the king receive various 
nobles and others on matters of business. Luc didn’t nec-
essarily enjoy such activities, but he had long dreamed of 
rising in station beyond what he would inherit from his 
father’s title. In truth, Luc would settle for nothing less 
than being named an earl and earning a seat on the king’s 
council. The privy council consisted of the men who were 
a king’s most valued advisors, loyal and able to offer aid 
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to the king. Luc had no doubt the king knew his loyalty. 
After all, his family shared blood with Stephen’s, and 

his father was one of the first men to publicly declare for 
Stephen when he announced his intention to take the 
crown of England. Luc fought for the king, and took a 
wound in battle for the king. He’d sit through as many 
dull days of court as necessary. 

In return, Stephen would one day grant Luc more 
honor. He’d name him earl, choose a suitable wife to 
build an even stronger alliance, and offer lands worthy of 
his new title. Then Luc would serve as one of the privy 
councillors, helping the king shape the very future of the 
realm. Assuming, of course, that the empress didn’t man-
age to seize the crown for herself by then. Stephen’s fu-
ture was far from certain, and that meant Luc’s future also 
held some doubt. Still, he believed he’d rise. He wasn’t 
born with ambition for nothing. He could almost taste the 
triumph that lay ahead. 

Still, today was the sort of day when that dream 
seemed far away compared to the dull details of days at 
court. Luc was distracted, barely paying attention to the 
many people coming in and out of the king’s presence. 
Most of the matters had no bearing on him, so his wander-
ing mind didn’t pose a difficulty. 

Just when he was about to excuse himself, though, 
another person entered the room. 

Luc had been staring at the floor, so he noticed the 
rich blue cloth of a lady’s gown first, because of the way 
it whispered over the polished wood of the chamber’s 
floor, the toes of the lady’s leather slippers peeping out 
only when she took each step. 

Something in the way she moved pulled his gaze up-
ward, following the line of her outfit to where the waist 
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narrowed and the bodice of the gown perfectly echoed her 
form. The tight bodice rose higher, concealing her cleav-
age but revealing the bare top of her shoulders, while the 
tight, laced sleeves hid her arms. The fact that she was 
almost entirely covered didn’t stop Luc from appreciating 
what he couldn’t see. She was fairly tall, with wide shoul-
ders and a long, graceful neck that seemed made to be 
kissed. Even better, she avoided the sin of wearing too 
much gaudy jewelry. She wore only one necklace, a small 
silver cross hanging from a thin silver chain. It left nearly 
all of her revealed skin to be admired, which he did. 

The lady was well worth a second look, and a third, if 
a man could get away with it. Her long dark red hair was 
woven into a single, thick braid down her back, leaving 
her face clear…a jolt ran through him. 

“The lady Domina de Warewic,” the herald announced 
at exactly the moment Luc recognized her face. 

King Stephen shifted very slightly in his chair. His 
glance flickered to Luc for a moment. Luc understood the 
wordless order. Listen carefully. This is important. 

All distraction was forgotten. He focused on the new-
comer, the proud beauty he’d rescued the previous night. 

What did the king want from her? 



Chapter 3 

⚔ 
AT THE HERALD’S ANNOUNCEMENT OF her name, Domina 
advanced down the aisle with Constance trailing along 
behind to watch that Domina’s skirts didn’t tangle and trip 
her. As if she needed something else to worry about! 
She’d never before been in the presence of a king, and she 
prayed she wouldn’t embarrass herself. 

He’s a man like any other, she reminded herself. She 
should speak to him as she would any noble. This was the 
business of the court, and she must keep her head. 

On reaching the space in front of the king’s chair, 
Domina sank into a low curtsey. She was glad she’d had a 
new gown made up earlier in the year. A quick glance at 
the gathered courtiers gave her confidence. She was 
dressed as well as most of them. Perhaps she didn’t have 
the sparkling jewels or elaborate headdresses the ladies 
here could afford. But she looked like a lady, and that was 
what mattered. She touched the silver cross she wore at 
her throat, a wordless prayer for strength. 

“Your grace,” she murmured. She rose again, keeping 
her eyes modestly downcast. The king would address her 
at his leisure. 

He was in no hurry. Domina felt the eyes of the king, 
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and indeed the whole court, on her, surveying, assessing. 
Was her gown wrong somehow? Had she miscalculated, 
and now be laughed at? Did people actually want to be at 
court all the time? Domina never would—her nerves were 
already strained, and the king hadn’t even spoken to her 
yet. 

“Lady Domina de Warewic,” the king said at last. 
“Where is Godfrey de Warewic? Does he not accompany 
you?” 

She swallowed nervously, then replied, “He has sent 
me in his stead.” She’d spoken too quietly. The king had 
to lean forward in his seat to hear her at all. 

“It was Godfrey I summoned,” he said, a frown cross-
ing his face. “For he is the lord and castellan of 
Trumwell.” 

“Indeed, your grace,” she said, willing her voice to be 
louder. “He is unwell at the moment. Just a passing ill-
ness,” she added in as reassuring a manner as she could. 
“Because he wished to recognize the seriousness of the 
summons, he sent me to fulfill the obligation, especially 
as winter is approaching.” 

“Lovely as you are to look at, my lady, you cannot aid 
me. My questions are for your father, because they pertain 
to the management of your lands and the alliances I wish 
to reinforce.” 

Domina curtsied again, saying, “I do believe I can 
tender such aid then, your grace. My father trusts me with 
much of the business of his estate. There is rarely a doc-
ument to pass his desk that I do not read. Many of the day 
to day tasks are left to me. Please ask me what you wish 
to know.” 

“He trusts you so far?” Stephen inquired, a new light 
in his eyes. 
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“He does,” Domina said, raising her chin. “Nor have I 
given him any reason to doubt that trust.” She meant 
every word. Their lands would be in complete disarray if 
not for Domina’s careful management. 

“Do you know anything of the castle’s defenses? The 
strength of the garrison?” 

“Your grace, as you doubtless know, my father has 
much experience of war. He took care to reinforce the 
castle’s defenses and he developed a training schedule 
specifically for this garrison. I can give precise numbers 
of men, horses, weapons, and siege supplies to a clerk, if 
you like.” 

He nodded slowly, as if provisionally satisfied with 
her answers. Domina took a careful breath. This would 
end well enough. All he wanted was reassurance of the 
castle’s strengths. But why? Did he think an attack was 
imminent? 

“If you please, your grace…” Domina broke off, real-
izing that the king had not given her leave to speak. 

But he waved a hand, inviting her to finish. 
“Your grace,” she continued. “Has there been any 

word to cause concern? I—we—have not had any reports 
of an army moving. If the empress…” 

“Her army remains where it was last month,” he said 
shortly. 

Domina gave a sigh of relief. She was certain 
Trumwell Castle could withstand a siege, but she never 
wanted to put her faith to the test. 

King Stephen was still looking at her, his expression 
speculative. “Tell me, Lady Domina. You must be over 
twenty, and yet you are not married?” 

“I am two and twenty, your Grace. And you are quite 
correct, I am not yet married. I was betrothed twice, but 
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both times, other events intervened so no marriage oc-
curred.” The first time, the neighbor she’d been betrothed 
to had died of a fever years before the marriage was ex-
pected to take place. Domina only met him a few times. 
The second contract had been declared void when the 
suitor ran off with the wife of his own liege—Domina 
counted herself lucky to have been spared. 

She added hastily, “I am quite content to wait, your 
Grace. When my father is well again, he can attend to the 
matter.” 

“He need not be concerned,” the king said. 
Mina nodded, first thinking that the king was merely 

offering a pretty phrase to the effect that she would not 
have difficulty finding a suitor, even at her age. But when 
he gestured to someone among the courtiers, she felt a 
nervous flutter in her belly. It was the same arrogant 
knight she had met outside the market yesterday! 

“This is Sir Luc, son of Lord Laurence of Braecon, 
Lady Domina. I think you should know who he is.” 

“Why is that, your grace?” 
The king smiled. “Because if your father sends such a 

fair lady to court all on her own, he must want her to be 
well matched.” 

Domina stood in shock. A marriage contract was pre-
cisely what she had hoped to avoid! But she could not 
oppose the king himself... 

Unable to look at the king, she instead cast her gaze 
on the man he proposed to be her husband. He was hand-
some enough, she admitted grudgingly. Certainly nothing 
like the brutish knight she’d always pictured in her 
nightmares. His whole expression was alert, lively. 

In return, he was looking her over carefully—just as 
he had the last evening—but he didn’t smile this time. 
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Perhaps he was less impressed with her by the bright light 
of day. Domina was perversely annoyed by the idea. 

“Lady Domina, you have nothing to say?” Was the 
king amused by her reaction? Well, why not? 

She cast her eyes downward once more, not trusting 
herself to look at the king and have him see her true emo-
tions. 

“I am honored by your kindness in thinking of me, 
your grace,” she said, speaking slowly, as if she could 
deny the inevitable. “Yet I wonder how Sir Luc feels 
about this union.” She kept her voice soft, hoping the 
shaking would not be detected. 

The knight glanced at the king and received a nod 
before replying. “My role is to serve the king in every 
way I can,” Luc said, sounding as if he were discussing 
the sale of a ship instead of a marriage. “Whatever he 
commands, I’ll carry out.” 

Domina swallowed. Her mouth was painfully dry all 
of a sudden. So the man wasn’t going to raise any objec-
tions to the alliance. She couldn’t look to him for common 
sense. “If he does not oppose the idea, I do not see how I 
can.” 

“Then you consent,” the king pressed. 
Mary, Queen of Heaven, help me deal with this all too 

earthly king! Inspiration struck her. She said, in a rush, “I 
am your grace’s servant, but first my father’s daughter. 
Please understand that I could never agree to such an im-
portant contract without his advice and blessing.” 

The king raised his eyebrow, but said only, “If all fa-
thers had daughters as dutiful as this one, the world would 
be much closer to paradise!” 

Domina said nothing, terrified she’d angered the king. 
Instead, she heard Stephen begin to chuckle, then 
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laugh out loud. Other voices joined in, as the courtiers 
decided to echo the king’s amusement. 

A hot blush rose in her cheeks. She’d done something 
horribly wrong, and now everyone was laughing at her. 
Her first appearance at court would be her last. 

The king rose from his chair and stepped toward her. 
Domina gasped, but didn’t dare move. 

Stephen stopped a foot away from her, and reached 
out to chuck a finger under her chin, raising her face to 
his. 

“Well, this lady will make someone a blushing bride!” 
He smiled at her. “Did you think me serious, dear girl?” 

“I…I don’t know what to think, your grace,” she 
whispered. Only he could hear her. 

Stephen’s expression softened. “I may have got car-
ried away with my jest. Your first time at court—I 
couldn’t resist.” 

“A joke, your grace?” she asked, her voice quavering. 
“Just a little joke,” he said. 
He turned to indicate Luc, who remained standing 

where he was. “But I do say that Sir Luc will come to 
Trumwell Castle in order to discuss defenses with God-
frey, and see that the castle is properly fortified. As a 
knight, he’s served me with honor, and I need to know 
that your castle can hold the territory it overlooks. Luc of 
Braecon will be my eyes.” 

Domina glanced between the king and Luc and back 
again, barely keeping up with this rapid shift in topic. 

“Certainly, your grace,” she said, falling back on the 
courtesy she’d been taught. “Whenever an emissary of the 
king arrives, he is most welcome.” 

“Excellent. That is exactly what I wish to hear, my 
dear.” The king looked her over once more, and Domina 
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didn’t know what thoughts flew behind the royal eyes. 
“You are excused now.  My chamberlain will speak with 
you further.” 

She curtsied again, very low. “God keep you, your 
grace.” 

Domina backed away from the king and then turned to 
leave. She forced herself to walk slowly, even though she 
wanted to dash away. 

She conquered one challenge, only to find herself sad-
dled with another. How would she keep her secret if this 
knight Luc of Braecon came to her home? And what 
would happen if her deception was exposed? 

* * * *

As soon as Domina escaped the royal residence, she 
breathed a sigh of relief. “Praise Him that’s over.” 

“You did very well, my lady,” Constance said proudly. 
“I would have been in tears. To play a trick like that…” 

“The king may play whatever tricks he likes, for that 
is the privilege of a king.” Domina looked up and down 
the street. “Come, Constance. Now that I have completed 
my main task here, I will see Joscelin. We must cross the 
river.” 

The women soon reached the church and its attendant 
buildings, where her cousin Joscelin pursued his studies 
to attain the rank of priest. 

Domina hadn’t sent word ahead, but she was confident 
that the mention of the de Warewic name would grant her 
entrance. The servant who received her looked rather like 
a churchman himself, and he cast a suspicious eye over 
the two women, as if they would at any moment turn into 
serpents. 
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Nevertheless, he went to announce her to Joscelin. 
Domina moved to a side room to wait, and Constance 
stood near her, staring at the gracious lines of the building 
with awe. 

An older man entered after a few moments, clearly the 
highest-ranking churchman in residence. He greeted her 
civilly. “You say you are Joscelin’s cousin?” he asked. 

“Yes, Domina de Warewic. My father Godfrey is his 
uncle. Joscelin lived with us at Trumwell Castle.” 

“Ah, yes. He did speak of his life then. A happy time 
for him, after so much sadness. He mentioned a cousin 
whom he still prays for.” 

Domina smiled. “We pray for him, too, though it 
seems God is already pleased with his work.” 

“You are grateful, I trust, that such a devout man 
shares your blood.” 

Domina nodded, saying, “My father was so proud of 
him when he chose to pursue the path of a priest.” 

“He will excel,” the older man said. “I would not be 
surprised if he becomes one of the youngest bishops ever. 
His speech comes directly from the angels.” At a sound, 
he turned to see someone approaching. “Ah, he has ar-
rived. I will leave you to speak alone,” he said, apparently 
deciding that Domina was no threat to Joscelin’s sanctity. 

“Thank you,” she said. 
“Cousin!” 
Domina broke into a smile at hearing Joscelin’s voice. 
Joscelin was about three years younger than her, but 

even at nineteen, he inspired a certain regard. He had gen-
tle brown eyes that often seemed to look past the world 
into heaven. 

She’d first met him when he came to live at Trumwell, 
after the death of his parents and sister from a plague. 
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Though a skinny young child burdened with grief, he had 
an air of calm and purpose. As far as Domina was con-
cerned, her cousin Joscelin was like a brother. 

“I had no idea you were here in London!” he said, 
embracing her. He stepped back and gazed at her. “What 
business brings you so far from home?” 

“A routine matter,” she said, not wishing to worry 
him. “I had to present myself at court and confirm the 
strength of our castle and garrison. It is done now, so I’ll 
return home as soon as I can. But I wanted to see you 
first!” 

“I am glad to look on your face, cos,” he said. His 
voice dropped to a more confidential tone. “When they 
told me you were here, I feared the worst news. How is 
your father?” 

“The same,” she said. “No worse, but no better.” 
Joscelin sighed, and put one hand on her arm. “Dear-

est Mina, you’re doing all you can.” 
“I only wish I could do more. Or do something else. 

The right thing.” 
“Sometimes it is not given to us to know,” Joscelin 

said. “You are an ideal daughter, and you must continue to 
care for him just as you are. The Lord in his mercy and 
wisdom will guide you.” 

Joscelin’s voice soothed Mina, and the words that 
once might have irked her now bolstered her instead. 

“I hope you are doing well here,” she said, striving for 
a happier topic. “Both in your vocation and in this city! 
It’s nothing like what I expected—the city, I mean.” 

“What did you expect?” 
“I don’t know. Something divine, with gleaming spires 

and broad streets and marvels from strange lands. The city 
has spires, but they’re half hidden by smoke. As for mar-
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vels…well, I can’t forget half of what I’ve seen, though 
I’d not call it marvelous. There are beggars everywhere, 
and the smells alone…” 

He nodded. “It shocked me as well. There is much to 
be wary of.” 

“So I learned. We were set upon by footpads the very 
evening we arrived.” 

“God have mercy, Mina!” Joscelin looked incredibly 
upset. “What happened?” 

“Be at ease—it was not as horrible as it might have 
been. Only moments after the footpads cornered us, two 
knights appeared and rescued us. God was watching out 
for me at that moment.” Though then God played the trick 
of making the knight an arrogant man who set her teeth 
on edge. But she didn’t mention that to Joscelin, nor the 
fact that she saw the very same knight again in the king’s 
court. 

“In any case,” she continued, “the footpads would 
have been disappointed even if they’d completed their 
theft. I must look far richer than I am.” 

“Do you need money?” Joscelin asked. “I have a little 
saved.” 

“Oh, I couldn’t take your money!” 
“Mina, you need it more than I do,” Joscelin argued. 

“I can work as a clerk, and I can always avail myself of 
the church’s generosity.” 

Mina looked down, feeling unworthy. “It would help,” 
she admitted. “I feel so ashamed, though, to ask it of 
you.” 

“You have not asked, I have offered.” Joscelin patted 
her arm. “I’ll fetch it now.” 

He left and returned a few moments later. He pressed 
a small leather pouch into her hands. “Not much, just a bit 
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of silver I’ve saved. It should defray the expense of this 
trip, at least.” 

“You are far too good to me.” 
“What is family for?” he asked. Then he added, “Nev-

er go round these streets alone, and not even with Giles 
after dark. The sooner you’re back safe behind the walls 
of Trumwell, the happier I’ll be. You must not risk your-
self, a gentle lady like you!” 

She laughed, wondering if Joscelin had any idea of 
how much she’d had to put aside the role of a “gentle 
lady” in order to run the estate in her father’s absence. 

However, she promised to be careful. “And as I said, I 
intend to return home at the first possible moment. Lon-
don is not for me!” 

“You have discovered a truth about the world, dear 
cos,” Joscelin said, with a sad little chuckle. “Wherever 
people gather, there is much tendency toward vice and 
evil.” 

“Just a few moments at the court showed me that,” she 
said. “I was lost among those who lived for politics and 
personal gain.” 

He reached for her hand. “Be not forlorn. There is also 
much potential for good here, even among the worldly 
court of the king. Those knights you mentioned, for in-
stance. They did their duty to protect an innocent, and 
they did not even know you.” 

“That’s true. You never lose hope, do you?” She 
smiled at her cousin, reminded of the arrogant, blue-eyed 
knight. He had rushed in to save a stranger, after all, and 
he did escort her to safety afterwards. Perhaps she was 
judging him too harshly. 

“Lose hope? Never,” Joscelin vowed. “I know how 
powerful hope is.” 
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“I will try to remember,” she said. “Will you pray for 
me?” 

“Every day,” he promised. “And you must keep me 
informed, whether the news is good or ill.” 

“I don’t like to distract you—” 
He made a face. “Blood is not a distraction. It is who 

we are.” 
Domina kissed her cousin goodbye and left. She and 

Constance made their way back to the inn, a man-at-arms 
following close behind. One thing was certain…Mina 
would not let her guard down again.  



Chapter 4 

⚔ 

LUC WATCHED AS THE INTRIGUING Domina de Warewic 
left the audience chamber, her back stiff and straight be-
neath that incredibly thick braid of red hair. The lady’s 
attendant followed her like a shadow. 

After that, there were a few more exchanges with oth-
er postulants, none of which Luc heard. His mind was still 
locked on Domina. Why had she not announced her title 
the previous evening? Was she hiding something? Was 
her business in London simply an audience with the king, 
or did she have another reason to be in town? Why was 
she in the streets at such a late hour? 

Luc came out of his daze when the king’s voice rang 
out, declaring an end to the audience of the day. He’d 
barely left the chamber when a page approached with a 
message. The king wished to see him. He followed the 
boy into another wing of the building where the king had 
his private quarters. 

He was shown into a small chamber, decorated lavish-
ly for its size. The walls were paneled in oak, a fire 
burned in the fireplace along one wall, and several can-
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dles were lit, lending a sense of warmth and luxury to the 
space. 

Luc bowed when he saw the king seated at the table in 
the center of the room. At his right hand, another man sat. 

Stephen motioned Luc forward. The page backed out 
and shut the door firmly. 

“Have a seat. Take some wine,” Stephen said. “Have 
you met Drugo?” 

Luc eyed the other man, and shook his head. “Not yet, 
your grace.” 

“You’ve seen him, no doubt.” Stephen took a sip of 
wine, then continued, “Drugo serves as my eyes and ears, 
even in places where I am presumed to have no such 
senses. He is one of the reasons I had a court to return to 
after I was released from my imprisonment in Bristol.” 

A spy. Luc didn’t need the word spoken out loud. He 
gave Drugo a closer look. The man was at least forty, 
more likely closer to fifty years of age. He had an ascetic 
look, as if he were a monk rather than a courtier. His tunic 
and hose were well made, but so plain as to be utterly 
forgettable. He wore no rings. Above the cowl of his tu-
nic, his face was thin, with hollow cheeks and an angular 
jaw. He wore a short, sharply-pointed beard. Deep set 
eyes glittered in the candlelight, surveying Luc just as 
closely. In all, Drugo gave the appearance of a man not to 
be trifled with. Not a man to make into an enemy. 

“If it’s important enough to tell me what Drugo is, 
then I presume there’s a reason you asked for me particu-
larly, your grace,” he said to the king. “How can I serve 
you?” 

“Drugo,” Stephen said, “give him the details of what 
you’ve learned.” 

The spymaster drummed his fingers on the table once. 
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“What I will tell you, my lord Luc, is in the strictest con-
fidence.” 

“He’s not an idiot, Drugo,” the king muttered. “Would 
I have asked for an idiot to carry out such a mission?” 

“I will say nothing,” Luc promised quickly. 
Drugo nodded. “I have received several reports from 

certain informants that, taken together, now point to a 
matter of great concern. In practice, the king relies upon 
the loyalty of the barons who have declared for him. 
Without that ring of defense, the army itself could never 
respond to every sally the empress dares to make. We 
need the barons and their vassals to hold their castles and 
other strongpoints. A gap could spell disaster.” 

Luc nodded. Nothing so far counted as a secret. It was 
common knowledge. 

“The matter is this,” Drugo continued. “There is a 
conspiracy among a small number of lords in the west, 
near the Welsh border. According to my sources, a few 
lords who publicly support the king have privately 
switched allegiance to the empress. They will not defend 
their castles when the empress’s forces march through 
their lands. Indeed, they will lend her support and allow 
her to march unimpeded into the center of England, even 
to London where she can potentially claim the crown.” 

“If you know the names, then simply arrest these 
lords,” Luc said. 

“We need solid proof of their treachery,” said Drugo. 
“Consider the situation. King Stephen must not appear to 
be anything less than scrupulous in his reaction. We can-
not afford to lose the support of the nobles, and if they see 
what appears to be an arbitrary arrest, they may withhold 
their full support. If we arrest one of those we suspect, the 
others will hear of it and hide their tracks.” 
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“So I am to find the proof,” Luc guessed. 
“Precisely,” Drugo replied. He was about to go on, but 

at a gesture from the king, he fell silent. 
Stephen looked at Luc. “Tell me, what did you think 

of the lady Domina?” 
The change in subject startled Luc, but he answered 

all the same. “Well spoken. Obviously quick witted, 
though out of her depth at court. Beautiful,” he added, 
though he was quite sure the king would see that for him-
self. “Should I have seen more than that?” 

“Perhaps not,” the king muttered. “I did see that Dom-
ina does not want to be your bride!” 

“She was furious,” Luc said, “but she covered it well.” 
“And she thought fast! The role of the dutiful daugh-

ter...how could I have thwarted such a move, if I’d been 
serious and not in jest?” 

Luc agreed. “She did not oppose you, she merely di-
verted you. Excellent defense.” 

Stephen mused, “Imagine what a woman like that 
could do with an army during a war.” 

“You asked about the defenses of her father’s castle,” 
said Luc. “You think she has war on her mind?” 

“After meeting her, I’m not sure what to think.” 
“Your grace,” Luc said, “there is obviously something 

that bothers you about her. What is it?” 
“Her? Perhaps only the fact that she appeared at all. It 

was Godfrey I summoned, and for a very specific reason.” 
“And that is?” 
Here Drugo interrupted, clearly out of patience with 

the king’s aside. “Godfrey de Warewic is the likely ring-
leader of the conspiracy.” 

Luc’s mouth dropped open. “The lady’s father? If he’s 
the de Warewic I heard about growing up, he took the 
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cross and fought in the Holy Land!” He wasn’t naive, and 
he knew that not all crusaders were paragons, but some-
thing in Luc found it difficult to picture the glorious de-
fenders of Jerusalem as the sort of men to engage in trea-
son. 

“So he did,” said Stephen, “and he’s sworn fealty to 
me, and my father before me. But he’s been very quiet of 
late…too quiet for my liking. The evidence of Drugo’s 
informants points directly to him.” 

“What is the evidence?” 
Drugo pulled out a silver coin, flipping it over his 

knuckles. The silver caught the light, mesmerizing Luc. 
“The family of de Warewic has long used the swan as 
their symbol. It even appears on Godfrey’s seal.” 

Drugo tossed the coin toward Luc. He caught it easily. 
He looked at the coin’s face in surprise. It showed no 
king’s head, but instead the image of a swan. 

“When Godfrey came back from the Holy Land, he 
bore with him spoils of war—the family is known to be 
wealthy, not in land, but in coin. He had silver and gold 
struck with the symbol of the swan. But he didn’t use his 
coins for usual trade, for he prided himself on not needing 
to do so. He kept them in his treasury in Trumwell 
Castle.” 

“So why am I holding one?” Luc asked. 
“No fewer than three of the empress’s agents in the 

west were captured while possessing some of these 
coins,” said Drugo. “I recognized the sign, and realized 
the significance of finding them in the field, you might 
say. Godfrey de Warewic would not spend this part of his 
wealth on petty purchases. However, he would use these 
coins as his way of sealing a pact—and if the empress’s 
people have these coins now, what else are we to as-
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sume…” 
“But that he’s made a pact with them.” Luc frowned, 

flipping the coin over and over in his fingers. “Could it 
have been something more innocent?” 

“Then he’d use ordinary coin,” Drugo said. 
Luc countered, “Perhaps he’s gone through his ordi-

nary coin.” 
“That gets to the heart of the matter,” King Stephen 

said. “We do not know enough without speaking to God-
frey himself. Since he has not answered my summons, but 
sent his daughter instead, he must be playing some 
game.” 

He looked hard at Luc. “This is my order. I command 
you to go to Trumwell Castle under the guise of looking 
at the strength of the castle and garrison. Visit the de 
Warewic family’s holdings as my emissary. Report what 
you find.” 

“If Godfrey is a traitor…” said Luc. 
“He’ll be executed.” 
“And the lady?” 
“If she is involved, so will she.” Stephen looked grim. 

He plainly didn’t like the idea of Domina’s head on a 
block. “For her sake, I pray she is not involved in her fa-
ther’s plans.” 

“Men have often used pretty faces to distract their 
enemies,” Drugo said. He sounded as if he’d never been 
swayed by such tricks. 

“As well that you were not serious about the marriage, 
sire.” Luc shook his head. “I don’t know the extent of her 
family’s holdings…” 

“Godfrey was given charge of Trumwell Castle as a 
reward for his military prowess,” Stephen said. “I admit 
that the castle has never been taken, and the lands around 
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it have been peaceful for years. But all it takes is one bar-
gain with the empress or her generals, and those castle 
gates may open.” 

Luc thought about it. “I fear that my supposed mission 
will not allow me enough time to truly learn what’s going 
on. How long does it take to assess the castle’s prepared-
ness? A few days at most.” 

“True,” Drugo said. “We must not risk Godfrey dis-
covering Luc’s real purpose.” 

“Then have a marriage contract drawn up,” said 
Stephen. “Luc of Braecon and Domina de Warewic.” 

Luc waited a moment for Stephen to laugh, then said 
in a low voice, “You cannot be serious.” 

“A potential marriage will give you plenty of reason to 
linger,” said Drugo. “You will not carry it through, of 
course. It’s the threat that matters. Think of the facts. 
Godfrey has a daughter, yet she is so old and not wed-
ded—perhaps he’s holding her as a promise to someone.” 

“Or he’s not, and I’ll be married off with no way out 
of the contract,” Luc objected. 

“In which case, you’ll have even more power there. 
Yes, a single night of marriage may be more effective 
than a year-long siege.” 

“But the marriage isn’t for a single night,” said Luc. 
“If I recall, it’s until death.” 

“Chances are you’ll never need to carry it out,” 
Stephen said. “If you do, well, enjoy her while you can. 
I’ll see the marriage is annulled later. You won’t be shack-
led to her. I’ll personally guarantee a suitable bride for 
you, Luc. An earl’s daughter. Expose a nest of vipers, and 
you’ll be rewarded for your act. I will not forget.” 

“Thank you, sire.” Luc paused. “I will go to Trumwell 
Castle and discover the truth. Your grace can decide on a 
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course of action once I find out about this woman’s true 
heart.” 

“Well spoken, Luc.” 
“Sire, I’ll need a man I can trust with me. I may need 

to send word that I can’t commit to paper. Or simply have 
someone to watch my back.” 

“Who do you have in mind?” 
“Sir Octavian.” 
“The Levantine?” Drugo asked, his brows drawing 

together. 
“We’ve fought together before. He is reliable.” 
“Then it shall be done,” Stephen said. “Take him with 

you, and may God keep you both.” 
Stephen bid Luc good night, and left, leaving the two 

men alone. 
Drugo drummed his fingers on the table once again. 

The spymaster’s eyes held Luc’s. “You said earlier that 
she was beautiful.” 

“The king asked my impression, and I gave it,” said 
Luc. “Domina’s certainly not ugly.” 

“No.” The spy paused, then said, “As I said before, 
beauty can be a weapon. The devil has made use of it in 
the past. Be wary of the lady Domina. Don’t fall prey to 
beauty, and don’t trust anyone.” 

“I’m not in the habit of trusting traitors, sir.” 
“Good. Don’t make it a habit, for the king has no use 

for men whose loyalty is in question.” 
“If the king doubted my loyalty, he wouldn’t have 

asked for me to carry out the mission.” Luc said nothing 
more as he turned and left. He didn’t care for the threat in 
the spymaster’s tone. 

As he walked through the castle, Luc turned the con-
versation over in his mind. He knew what his father 



!   ⚔  Elizabeth Cole47

would say about it. This was an opportunity of a lifetime, 
and he recognized that the king was testing him, judging 
him. 

So Luc would rise to the challenge. He’d go to 
Trumwell Castle, where he would discover every last se-
cret within its walls. Then he’d return to the king and take 
his just reward. Marriage to an earl’s daughter, the king 
had said. That was tantalizingly close to the possibility of 
being named earl himself. 

The memory of Domina’s face surfaced, disrupting his 
musing. Was she innocent of her father’s manipulations? 
Would she be destroyed, an unintended victim of this 
shadow war? Luc shook his head once. Drugo offered his 
warning for a good reason. However beautiful the lady 
was, she couldn’t stop him from carrying out his mission. 
He fought back a nasty feeling. Would he really sacrifice 
an innocent woman for his ambitions? 

Or she wasn’t so innocent. Those cool eyes held such 
intelligence…perhaps Domina knew far more than she 
was telling. 

He sought out Octavian and told him of the develop-
ments. He related nearly all he’d been told, only conceal-
ing the fact that he possessed a marriage contract. The 
pious Octavian would never approve of the idea of sug-
gesting a marriage simply as a means to gain information. 
Luc needed a trustworthy companion at his side, and he 
couldn’t risk losing Tav. So he’d just keep the more unsa-
vory tools of his mission to himself. In all likelihood, he 
wouldn’t even need to mention the contract, let alone use 
it. He didn’t want to be shackled to any woman who 
couldn’t help him advance. Even if she was more intrigu-
ing than any other woman he could think of. 

He told Octavian that they’d leave within the week. 
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“And be warned, I don’t know how long we’ll stay at 
Trumwell,” he said. 

“As long as necessary to learn the truth,” Octavian 
returned, with the easy confidence of the innocent. 

“God help us.” 
Tav smiled. “I’m sure He will.”  



Chapter 5 

⚔ 

TRUMWELL CASTLE FARED WELL DURING Domina’s short 
absence. Beatrice, the grey-haired maidservant who was 
most often at Godfrey’s side, reported that he was as com-
fortable as could be expected. 

“He asked after you a few times, my lady,” she added. 
“I told him you’d be home soon.” 

Mina smiled, pleased that her father remembered her 
without her face being right there to remind him. Perhaps 
there was hope after all, as Joscelin promised. 

The countryside had been quiet, Haldan reported when 
Domina returned. He’d surely enjoyed the fortnight when 
he could pretend the castle was his to command, though 
he also sounded relieved that nothing actually caused him 
to leave the warmth of the fireside. He fancied himself a 
commander, but he had the temperament of a lackey. He 
never thought for himself, at least not beyond his next 
mug of ale. 

She stopped in her father’s room, but found him sleep-
ing, so she slipped out again. She’d have to warn all the 
servants to keep guests away from the building. In fact, 
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they’d have to avoid all mention of it, or her father. 

* * * *

A few days later, Domina walked down a spiraling 
staircase to a tiny chamber in the base of the massive 
stone structure. She unlocked a wooden door on the back 
wall. She pulled it open and sighed when she saw the 
emptiness inside. 

Somehow, she always hoped the next time she opened 
this door, the treasury would be full again. But it was al-
ways empty. The few shelves were bare, when they’d 
once held boxes of coin and valuable goods. The floor in 
the center of the closet was bare stone. Mina wished that 
the heavy wooden chest she remembered from her child-
hood would reappear, but all her wishes were for naught. 
The chest was gone. 

How was it possible that the greatest part of the de 
Warewic fortune vanished in the night, without a clue as 
to who spirited it away? The castle had never been taken 
by force, and if it had been such an enemy, they surely 
would have known! Domina found it difficult to believe 
that a thief could have infiltrated the grounds, but what 
other possibility was there? 

Only one. Her father must have done something with 
the treasure—those gold ingots and silver coins all struck 
with the symbol of the swan. Had he moved the chest 
somewhere else? Had he concealed it for a reason only he 
knew? Perhaps he’d done it just before his illness struck. 
Unfortunately, the location of the chest was now locked 
away in his own mind, a better lock than any iron device a 
blacksmith could forge. 

Several months ago, Godfrey had rallied for a time, 
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and Mina actually asked him where the money was. He’d 
answered in an indignant way —of course the money was 
safe in the treasury, where else would it be? Mina didn’t 
press the matter, fearing that any excitement would hurt 
him. Indeed, she blamed herself for his subsequent re-
lapse, even though Joscelin, who was at Trumwell at the 
time, told her that it wasn’t her fault. 

Now, Mina withdrew the tiny pouch of silver coins 
that Joscelin had given her, and placed it on a shelf. It 
looked so pathetic, sitting there. It was hardly worth keep-
ing in the treasury, but it represented most of what she 
had. She’d sold nearly all her jewelry to pay the wages of 
the garrison. She’d sold some of the more valuable ob-
jects owned by the family to pay for grain and meat that 
could not be grown or hunted. Yet, every quarter the mon-
ey dwindled further. 

What can I do? she asked silently. What else could she 
do, other than keep a tight rein on expenses, and pray for 
her father’s recovery? 

She turned away before the tears clouding her eyes 
could fall. She would not cry. 

Mina locked the door, and took a few deep breaths to 
steady herself. 

When she walked into the great hall, a servant dashed 
over to her. “My lady, a runner has just come. The guests 
you mentioned will be here by this afternoon.” 

None of her prayers would be heard, it seemed. She 
had prayed most fervently for the irritating Luc of Brae-
con to be diverted to another path. “Tell the kitchens to 
cook a meal suitable for a noble guest. The chambers are 
prepared?” 

“Yes, my lady. All is as you instructed.” 
She nodded. She’d be damned if her poverty would be 
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revealed to visitors. She’d show every courtesy to her 
guests, no matter what the expense. “Very well. I’ll be in 
my chamber. Alert me when the lord’s retinue is sighted.” 

All too soon, news of her visitor came. 
Domina patted down the skirts of her gown. The gown 

was not nearly as fancy as what she wore to court. This 
was only a plain woolen dress, the blue color somewhat 
faded as the dyes ran out with each washing. Constance 
had redone the trim with new ribbon purchased in Lon-
don, and Mina felt the dress would pass, especially among 
men who would not notice a thing like the tiny patches at 
the hem. She wryly surveyed her reflection in a ham-
mered mirror. They would notice the neckline, not the 
fabric. 

She walked to the front entrance of the keep, waiting 
patiently for the retinue to enter the castle gates. The cold 
air bit at her exposed skin. 

“Do you not want your cloak, my lady?” Constance 
whispered. 

Mina gave one short shake of her head. 
The sound of hooves echoed, and then the retinue rode 

in, not unlike an invading army. It was smaller than Mina 
feared. She’d assumed the lord Luc would have a string of 
servants with him, not to mention numerous horses and 
mules who would all require room and board. 

Fewer than ten people rode in. Luc was the most visi-
ble, riding at the front, the hood of his cloak down so he 
could look about. He was followed by another man whose 
face was concealed because his cowl was up, though the 
heavy cloak couldn’t hide the broad shoulders of a knight. 
Three more men followed, probably men-at-arms. Behind 
them, four squires rode, each managing a few pack ani-
mals. 
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Luc rode all the way up to the steps of the keep before 
reining in his horse and dismounting. Something in Mina 
hoped he’d show discomfort after a day of riding, but he 
looked quite comfortable, almost as if he were returning 
home after a short jaunt. 

“My lord, you are welcome to Trumwell Castle,” she 
said formally. 

“I thank you, my lady Domina.” Luc bowed, very 
properly, then turned to where he’d been joined by the 
cowled rider, who pulled off his hood at the last moment. 

Mina blinked in surprise, seeing a man with sepia 
brown skin, a shade she’d never seen before. 

“My companion is also a knight in the king’s service,” 
said Luc. 

The stranger bowed. “Octavian de Levant, at your 
service.” 

Domina offered him a curtsey, which she belatedly 
realized she’d neglected to do for Luc. She smiled, not 
wishing to blame this knight for the annoyance Luc 
brought to her life. “You are most welcome, Sir Octavian. 
I trust your visit will be a pleasant one.” And a short one, 
she added silently. The sooner these men left her castle, 
the happier she’d be. 

“Please come within. My people will care for the ani-
mals.” Domina made a gesture, and her servants leapt to 
obey. 

She then turned back toward the entrance to the hall, 
with the two knights on her heels. 

The warmth inside made her cheeks sting, and she 
heard Octavian mutter in French to the effect that he was 
happy to be indoors again. 

Luc was looking around very curiously. “I hope your 
father has recovered from his illness. Where is he?” 
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Domina was ready for this question with a little lie. 
“Thank you, yes. He is tending to a matter at one of our 
northern holdings, Sir Luc. I do not know precisely when 
he will return.” 

“Unfortunate. I wanted to speak to him in particular.” 
“Until you can, please direct your questions to me,” 

she said, hoping to discourage him from speaking to her 
servants at all. 

Turning to the other man, she said, “Were you not also 
Luc’s companion that night in London? When my party 
was set upon?” 

Sir Octavian nodded. “Yes. Apologies for not intro-
ducing myself at that time.” 

She laughed, unexpectedly delighted at the man’s se-
rious demeanor. “You were otherwise occupied, sir, and I 
found no fault with your behavior that evening.” 

Octavian broke into a smile. “How reassuring.” 
“You said de Levant?” she asked. “Are you from the 

Holy Land, then?” 
“I was born in the city of Aleppo.” 
“Ah, how I wish my father could speak to you. He 

spent some years in the Levant when he was young. He 
would enjoy hearing more recent news of the place.” 

“When he returns here, I shall be most pleased to 
speak with him,” Octavian said. 

Mina froze for a second, realizing her mistake. Then 
she pasted on a smile. “I look forward to the time when I 
can introduce you to him,” she said. “For the moment, my 
servants will show you to your chambers. We will dine in 
one hour.” 



Chapter 6 

⚔ 

IN THE GUEST CHAMBER HE’D been shown into, Luc 
found a small fire blazing away in the fireplace. He went 
to it immediately, stretching his hands toward the flames. 
The heat seeped into him. If only the lady of the castle 
was half as warm as this! Domina might have been carved 
from ice, the way she’d stood on the steps in nothing but a 
blue gown. Not even a cloak, though she’d surely been 
waiting for them for some time. Her cheeks glowed pink, 
but that was the only hint that she even felt the cold wind 
and the bite of the oncoming winter in the air. 

Poor Octavian had been complaining of the cold all 
day. He was not made for the climate in Britain, he often 
pointed out. Well, he’d got a smile out of the icy Domina, 
so that ought to have warmed him sufficiently. Luc sup-
pressed a spike of jealousy. Just the thought of Domina 
laughing sent a coil of heat into his belly. He could imag-
ine her, her head thrown back and those red curls. He pic-
tured her long neck exposed for a kiss, and her body 
twined with his…that idea took care of any lingering cold 
he felt. 
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He shook his head, trying to banish the admittedly 
delicious image. It was dangerous to think of Domina as 
anything other than the unwilling hostess she was. For all 
he knew, she was part of the conspiracy that so troubled 
the spymaster Drugo. He’d keep her at arm’s length. Not 
that she seemed the slightest bit inclined to seduce him 
with her charms. 

Luc found Octavian, and they went down to the hall 
together. In honor of her guests, Domina had arranged 
what must be a far more festive meal than usual. Still, it 
was no great celebration, and the mood was almost 
somber when Luc and Octavian entered the great hall. 

The lady herself stood near the high table, and she 
gestured for the men to join her there. Luc noted her pos-
ture and her movement—so proper, so controlled. She 
was outwardly graceful—like a swan, he thought dark-
ly—but that grace concealed a stiffness in her attitude. 
Because Luc was sent by the king? Or merely because she 
had to host two strange men when she had no one to sup-
port her? Perhaps that was reason enough. She’d let her 
guard down soon. Luc would charm her into pliancy. 
He’d never met a woman he couldn’t coax a smile out of 
eventually. 

The lady introduced the castle’s steward, Ancel, and 
then a few others. The big man who called himself Sir 
Haldan introduced himself, and when Domina rather 
pointedly did not use the man’s title, Luc got curious. 
Who exactly was this giant of a man, and what was his 
relationship to the lady of the castle? 

Domina did thaw a bit over supper. She answered 
most of his questions with no hesitation, and in some cas-
es grew positively voluble. Luc never thought the change 
in wool prices could be interesting, but when discussed in 
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Domina’s gorgeous, contralto voice, they were fascinat-
ing. 

At one point, Tav threw him an amused look. Luc 
shook his head, warning his friend not to make him laugh. 
Although he should be laughing at himself. How could a 
woman’s voice be that seductive? 

“If I remember correctly, my lady,” Tav said then, 
“your father went on crusade.” 

“Yes,” said Domina. “He took the cross at a young 
age. He was eager to see the Holy Land.” 

Tav nodded. “I heard the name of de Warewic when I 
lived in Aleppo, and later Jerusalem. People there remem-
ber the deeds of the Franks—both good and bad. Godfrey 
de Warewic was a name people used with reverence. He 
once stopped a company of Frankish soldiers from 
slaughtering a group of people in a marketplace. He said 
that any soldier who would strike down unarmed folk was 
not worthy of the cross. He escorted the residents to a 
nearby mosque and stood guard till the Frankish company 
left. One man against twenty! They say he didn’t need to 
draw his sword. His gaze kept the would-be attackers at 
bay.” 

Domina’s eyes widened as Tav spoke. “I don’t re-
member him telling me that. I always pestered him for 
stories.” 

“He was perhaps too modest,” Tav said. 
“Likely,” she agreed. “But I’m glad I could hear it 

from you.” 
The talk turned to Luc’s past, and he gave Domina a 

brief account of his family and upbringing. 
“I took the martial path,” he concluded, “knowing that 

I may well need to defend my lands once I come into 
them. Though my father is likely to live for many years 
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yet, and I wish him health.” 
“So you became a soldier to occupy your time,” she 

said, resting her chin on her hand as she looked at him. 
“It was either that or the church.” Luc flashed a grin. 

“I’ve not got the disposition for the religious life.” 
That earned him a genuine smile, which felt like a 

much larger victory. Luc was about to venture into slight-
ly more dangerous territory with his interrogation, but 
Domina interrupted with a new topic. 

“Who is that man?” she asked, lifting one finger to-
ward the tables where the servants were dining. “The one 
sitting by my maid Constance?” 

Luc glanced over and saw the man in question. He 
was indeed paying rather close attention to the maid. 
“That’s Ban,” he said. “He’s served my family for years.” 

Domina’s eyes narrowed, and Luc instantly caught her 
concern. “He’s a good man.” 

“So all men say of other men,” she responded skepti-
cally. 

“Do you wish me to order all my men to stay away 
from your people? They’ll obey if I tell them so.” 

She said nothing for a moment, still gazing at the 
scene. Then she took a deeper breath, saying, “It’s no 
great matter. Constance has leave to enjoy the company of 
a guest. After all, it will only be a short time until your 
retinue has to leave again.” 

Perhaps, Luc thought. 
After supper, Domina excused herself. 
“What do you think?” Luc asked Octavian, once they 

were alone at the table. 
“Of the lady? Or her castle?” 
“Everything.” 
“It all looks quite normal.” 
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“Her people are looking at us in a strange way,” Luc 
insisted. 

“Everyone always looks at me that way,” Tav said 
simply, “so I hadn’t noticed. If you think it’s strange, you 
may be right. On the other hand, maybe you’re deter-
mined to see a problem where there is none.” 

“The king would not pursue the matter if he wasn’t 
concerned.” 

“He’s not infallible. The evidence against the lord 
Godfrey is not strong enough for the king to issue any 
proclamation. That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? He needs 
more evidence than he has now.” 

“You’re right,” Luc admitted. 
“Remember that story of Godfrey on crusade. It’s not 

in character with a man who would become a traitor.” 
“Stories are often exaggerated,” Luc said. 
“Perhaps,” said Tav. “But is that the action of a man 

who would betray the king he swore fealty to?” 
Luc knew exactly what Octavian meant, though he 

remembered Drugo’s damning accusations as well. 
“Here’s another reading of your story,” he said. “God-
frey’s action in Jerusalem showed he was a man who 
wanted peace. Perhaps he thinks the empress will bring 
peace, and that’s why he’s switching sides.” 

“We won’t know until we ask.” 
“You can’t ask that outright!” Luc warned. “We must 

be circumspect.” 
“This is your mission,” Tav said. “I won’t say a word, 

for I want no part in your politics. I’m only here to lend 
you aid.” 

“Thank you.” 
“But for what it’s worth, I think you’ve been given a 

task far more difficult than you deserve. And for what?” 
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For an earldom, Luc thought. But of course he could 
not say that. So all he said was, “Because I owe the king 
my loyalty.” 

* * * *

The very next day, Luc began to work on his ostensi-
ble reason for being at Trumwell Castle. He walked along 
the castle’s walls and parapets. He consulted the man in 
charge of the garrison in Godfrey’s absence. 

Haldan had an open countenance and broad smile, but 
there was something in his eyes—a calculating look—that 
made Luc wary. Yet, just as with Domina, perhaps Hal-
dan’s concern was nothing more than suspicion of a 
stranger. 

Luc thus kept his questions mild as he probed for in-
formation. 

“You think Godfrey a good master?” he asked Haldan. 
“I could not ask for better!” Haldan said. “Trumwell is 

a good place for me. I plan to stay here for a long while,” 
he added, with an outsized confidence that struck Luc as 
boastful. 

“And the lady Domina? Does she concern herself with 
the castle’s defense?” Of course, Luc remembered her 
clear voice reciting Trumwell’s strengths back when she’d 
stood before the king. But he wanted to hear Haldan’s 
thoughts. 

“She does,” Haldan noted, his tone souring. “Too 
much, for a woman. She forgets her place.” 

“What’s her place?” Luc asked. 
The big man smirked. “Oh, I can think of a few places 

for her, like that big fancy bed she’s got in her chamber.” 
Luc felt a strong desire to challenge Haldan to single 
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combat. “You say that about the lady of the castle?” He 
spoke very quietly, because that was the only way he 
wouldn’t start yelling. 

Haldan noticed Luc’s lack of amusement, but he 
forced a chuckle out. “Just a joke, sir knight.” 

But it wasn’t just a joke—Luc recognized lust as well 
as anyone else, and that’s what had been in Haldan’s 
voice. A true knight would immediately leap to Domina’s 
defense, just for the insult to her virtue. 

Instead, he contained his rage and asked Haldan about 
his combat experience. Luc listened with half an ear to 
Haldan’s list of accomplishments, annoyed at himself for 
needing to ferret out information instead of following his 
instincts and challenging Haldan to a duel. 

Eventually, he calmed enough to listen to the end of 
the speech. The man, it seemed, knew a bit too well how 
bandits in the area liked to operate. “They’ll not trouble 
us here, though,” Haldan said in conclusion. 

Luc then asked for a short demonstration of the garri-
son’s readiness for battle. 

“Now, sir knight?” Haldan asked, nonplussed. 
“You rarely get much warning when a battle is about 

to begin,” Luc noted. “So yes, now.” 
Haldan looked about to argue, but then, remembering 

Luc was acting as the arm of the king himself, gave a 
short nod. “Indeed, sir. If you’ll stand at the side of the 
courtyard…” 

Luc moved to the suggested spot, and watched impas-
sively as Haldan sounded a mock-alarm and directed the 
men who appeared in the courtyard, popping up like rab-
bits from all corners of the castle. 

Haldan kept glancing at Luc as he directed the garri-
son through several drills. Luc gave no hint to his 
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thoughts, though he was forming a rapid impression of 
what he saw. 

Soon after, Luc raised a hand, indicating that he’d 
seen enough. “Thank you for indulging me with a demon-
stration,” he told the group at large. “Return to your nor-
mal tasks now. I’ve no wish to disturb the order of the day 
more than I already have. God keep you all.” 

Without speaking to Haldan further, Luc asked for his 
horse to be saddled. He rode out of the gates, taking his 
horse around the perimeter of the castle, surveying the 
stone walls, the ditches, and the few redoubts set further 
out. 

He then faced outward, just as he would need to if he 
expected the enemy to ride up. His gaze went to the lake 
not far from the castle itself. Spying a figure standing at 
the shore, he nudged his horse and rode down the slope to 
the water. 

Domina heard him, and turned. She’d been tossing 
bread crusts to a flock of white swans who’d gathered 
near the shore. 

“I should have guessed that the de Warewics would 
have swans,” Luc said in greeting. 

Domina nodded. “There have always been swans here, 
ever since my family first took charge of this castle.” 

“You feed them through the winter?” 
“Always. I would hate for them to have to leave,” 

Domina said. “They belong here. This is their home.” 
She tossed the last of the crumbs onto the water, then 

brushed her hands on her cloak. At least she wore a cloak 
today, Luc thought. She was human after all. 

Domina took a few steps back from the water’s edge, 
just as Luc dismounted from his horse. He found himself 
unexpectedly close to her. The idea of slipping one hand 
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beneath the cloak to skim the curve of her lower back 
came to him, and he actually put his hand halfway out 
before he recalled himself. Domina would slap him for 
such a familiarity, and she’d be right to do so. 

“You rode out of the castle to find me. Did you have 
need of me?” she asked. 

He could think of a few things he wanted of her, but 
none he could say out loud. He merely said, “I wanted to 
see the castle in daylight. The walls themselves.” 

“And?” she prompted, curiosity replacing the coolness 
in her tone. 

“An impressive structure,” he said. “Though even I 
could see a few weaknesses.” 

“The north wall,” she said. 
He looked at her more closely. “So you are aware?” 
“I can see the cracks myself,” she replied. “It does not 

take a military genius to know that a cracked wall is a 
weak wall.” 

“Does your father intend to repair it?” 
“Of course…just as soon as the weather turns fair 

again. Early spring, perhaps.” 
“Winter is not a bad time to do repairs. There’s far less 

risk of a surprise attack—armies don’t march in winter, as 
a rule.” 

“I’ll bring your opinions to my father,” she said dryly. 
“Oh, I’ll tell him myself when he returns.” Luc 

watched her face, and he saw again what he’d noted the 
previous day. She froze completely when he mentioned 
speaking to her father directly. It was just a second’s hesi-
tation, but it was there. Why? What possible reason could 
Domina have to be scared of such a meeting, unless God-
frey had something to hide from an agent of the king? 

She glanced up toward the castle gate. “If you’ll ex-
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cuse me, I must return to my work. There are plenty of 
tasks to complete before dark.” 

He fell into step beside her. “I’ve seen what I need to 
see for the moment. I’ll walk you back.” 

She offered a tight smile. “How kind.” 
Once they returned to the castle, Luc kept an eye on 

Domina for the reminder of the day. It was difficult, be-
cause the woman seemed to be everywhere at once. She 
appeared in the kitchens, speaking to everyone from the 
cooks down to the scullery boys. She vanished into the 
stables, only to emerge with a flock of boys at her heels as 
she ordered them to move a fresh load of hay into the 
building to accommodate the guests’ animals. 

She dashed into storage buildings, she strode through 
the great hall. Ancel the steward hailed her, and they had a 
brief conversation Luc couldn’t hear, though he could see 
that the steward didn’t look happy. The man’s lined face 
pulled into a frown, his high forehead wrinkled. Domina 
soothed him with a few words, and moved on. 

Luc watched as she consulted a clutch of ladies spin-
ning and weaving in a small room clearly devoted to 
women’s tasks. She ran her long, slender fingers over a 
bolt of cloth, a smile briefly illuminating her face. 

Then she was off again. Luc trailed her back outside. 
He was briefly distracted by the sight of a kitchen maid 
scurrying away from a building in the corner of the court-
yard, one of the few places Domina hadn’t gone that day. 

He switched his path to cross that of the maid, who 
was returning to the kitchen in the main keep. 

“What is over there?” he asked. “In that building in 
the corner?” 

The maid had stopped short on being addressed, and 
two bright spots of color bloomed on her cheeks. “That…
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that building, my lord?” 
“Yes,” Luc said patiently. “The one you just came out 

of. What’s in there?” 
“Storage, my…my lord.” The maid offered a clumsy 

curtsey with her stuttered explanation. Was she so pro-
vincial that the mere presence of a stranger tongue-tied 
her? From the way she was staring at him, wide-eyed, it 
seemed possible. 

“Storage for what?” 
She opened her mouth twice before an answer finally 

came. “Wine and foodstuffs, my lord. The cats like it 
there, for they kill the mice.” 

“Very well,” he said. “Go on with you.” He watched 
as the maid dashed off to the keep, her shoulders hunched 
over as if she expected a reprimand. 

Luc glanced back at the building, intending to go over 
and investigate it, for it seemed rather fine for mere food 
storage. It stood two stories tall, with shuttered windows 
on the upper floor. 

Just then, a black shape slunk from around the corner 
of the building, one of the cats the maid spoke of. This 
one was a long but lithe creature, all black save for a 
patch of white on its chest. It fixed Luc with a contemptu-
ous stare, as if to warn him from invading its hunting 
grounds. 

“Not today, then,” he muttered. “I know where I’m not 
wanted.” The cat’s gaze reminded him of Domina’s look 
when he first arrived at her castle. She kept her claws 
sheathed thus far, but Luc knew she was capable of 
scratching. 

Recalling his determination to keep watch on her—not 
that she’d done anything suspicious yet—Luc retraced his 
steps, hoping to pick up her trail. 
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He heard her before he saw her, so Luc stopped to 
hear the conversation. He’d recognized the deep voice of 
Haldan from this morning. 

“There must be no further delay,” she was saying, her 
normally calm voice now rather strained. 

“Why not wait till your guests are gone?” Haldan 
asked. 

“Because I do not know how long they intend to 
linger,” she snapped back. “To wait any longer on this 
matter invites disaster.” 

“You worry overmuch, my lady.” Something in Hal-
dan’s response raised Luc’s hackles. Not just the man’s 
dismissal of his mistress’s statement, but also the familiar 
way he said it, as if he often soothed Domina’s concerns. 

“Trumwell is worth my worry,” Domina retorted, in 
no way soothed. “The trees, Haldan. Tomorrow morning. 
Don’t forget.” 

“Aye, my lady.” 
Heavy footsteps signaled Haldan’s departure, and a 

moment later, Domina appeared on silent feet. Luc didn’t 
try to catch her attention. He waited until she was halfway 
across the courtyard to the keep’s doorway before he fol-
lowed. 

The lady of the castle was no mere ornament, content 
to embroider while the servants worked around her. She 
seemed to use every key that dangled from the chain at 
her waist, from the pantry to the cellar to the mews that 
housed the birds of prey used for hunting. 

Through it all, she maintained a gracious calm and an 
air of confidence, as if this was how she lived every single 
day. Which, Luc realized, must be the case. Everyone 
seemed to rely on her, everyone asked her permission and 
her advice. This was no show for her guests. 
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That evening, she again presided over a generous 
meal, wearing the same gown as the evening before. Luc 
had no complaints. The gown hugged every curve from 
her shoulders to her hips, before flaring out to a wide 
skirt. He was a little surprised that she didn’t show off her 
finery, though. Didn’t all women look forward to oppor-
tunities to do so? Guests could not be that common at 
Trumwell Castle. 

Perhaps wearing the same gown was Domina’s way of 
telling her guests just how little she wanted them there. 
She wasn’t rude, of course. Something told Luc that Dom-
ina would rather die than behave in a manner beneath her 
station. She didn’t offer meager meals or stock the fire-
wood too scantily in the chambers—he’d been in other 
places where the hosts did exactly that—but she wanted 
them gone. 

Not till I speak to Godfrey, Luc thought. So you’d 
better get used to me, Domina. 

Once again, she excused herself after the meal, telling 
Luc and Octavian to amuse themselves as they wished. 

However, Luc saw her through the doorway of the 
hall, staring at something outside. Curious, he rose and 
moved to join her. 

She was looking out the open doorway of the keep to 
the courtyard, where snow fell in fat flakes, the first 
snowfall of the season. They turned the ground white, a 
blanket covering every roof, every barrel, every win-
dowsill. 

“Beautiful,” said Luc. 
She jumped at the sound of his voice. Apparently she 

hadn’t even noticed his approach. 
He reached out to touch her forearm. “I didn’t mean to 

startle you,” he said. Without thinking about it, he curled 
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his hand around the slender limb, feeling the warmth be-
neath the woolen sleeve. 

Domina shook her head. “I was not paying attention, 
with the snow…” Her voice sounded almost completely 
different than what he presumed to be her usual tone. This 
voice was soft, musing, and dreamy. “I love winter,” she 
said. “At least, when it first comes, and looks like this.” 

He moved beside her, still holding her by the arm. 
“It’s hard to resist,” he admitted. “Even knowing it won’t 
last.” 

She nodded, her gaze still locked on the scene outside. 
“Seeing that purity and perfection…” she said. “We want 
to live in a world like this outside, but as soon as we step 
out into it, we ruin it with our presence.” 

Luc imagined the courtyard as a little world of its 
own. It would be rather peaceful to have a world to him-
self. Well, with the addition of one lovely woman to share 
it. He recognized the novelty of the idea—he’d always 
wanted to be in the thick of things, in the world of the 
court and the battlefield. But now, seeing the snow, and 
hearing Domina’s sigh… 

“I can’t tell if the snow makes you delighted or 
melancholy,” Luc said then. 

“Both,” Domina said, her expression momentarily 
unguarded. Her mouth was slightly open. Luc experi-
enced a sudden, strong desire to pull her close and kiss 
that mouth. 

She blinked, then looked to where he held her by the 
arm. “Excuse me,” she said, taking one step away. “I must 
retire.” 

“You must be exhausted,” he said, “if today was typi-
cal for you.” 

“The only thing unusual about today is that you’re a 
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guest here.” 
“You should not overwork yourself,” he said. 
She gave a short laugh, one he couldn’t read. “Women 

must not be idle. But don’t think I endure days of endless 
drudgery. Tomorrow I will go hunting, a task that is all 
pleasure for me.” 

Luc smiled. “I’m glad to hear it.” He wished her good 
night and let her go. He stared after her, though, thinking 
of the words she’d spoken to Haldan. The trees, tomorrow 
morning. Was the lady Domina truly going hunting? Or 
did she have other plans? 



Chapter 7 

⚔ 

DOMINA ROSE BEFORE DAWN. THE presence of her unwel-
come guests was already straining the larder of the choic-
est meat. Ancel warned her the previous day, saying it 
would look ill if the knights had to dine on everyday 
meats. 

“They might ask questions, my lady,” the older man 
said. “Game birds are expected, or venison, which we’ve 
none fresh. The cooks can offer mutton, or fish…” 

“Not fish,” Domina said quickly. “I’ll go hawking 
tomorrow, and when the fowler comes around next, I do 
have a little coin to pay for what he’s caught in the 
forest.” 

Domina would hunt for game herself today, in order to 
keep the table supplied with the sort of food her knightly 
guests would expect. If only she had venison or boar to 
offer, but she lacked the means to organize that sort of 
hunt. Hawking was far less extravagant. 

She dressed warmly and ate a hasty meal of bread and 
cheese, then strode out to the mews. The snow of the pre-
vious evening only dusted the ground, and though it was 
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cold, the air hinted of a warmer day to come. Good hunt-
ing weather, she thought. 

The mews of Trumwell now held only three hawks, 
and none of the falcons both Domina and her parents once 
loved to hunt with. But her hawks were quick and clever, 
and worked well for her. 

A couple of grooms had got her horse ready. A slender 
hound named Goldfoot sat nearby. He’d help retrieve any 
game the hawks might not be able to manage on their 
own. 

“I think the river will be good ground today,” she an-
nounced. 

“Yes, my lady,” one of the grooms said. “Two boys 
can go ahead of you to flush the game for the hawks.” 

“That will be quite sufficient,” she said in approval. 
Domina disliked crowds for hunting, and in any case, 
hawking was often a rather solitary pursuit. If she 
couldn’t visit her father while her irritating guests re-
mained at the castle, she might as well be far away from 
the temptation. 

“I’ll begin with Brilliant,” she said, referring to the 
female sparrowhawk who was her best hunter. 

Domina rode out of the castle gate with Brilliant on 
her left arm. The sleek hound ran at her horse’s side, and 
she took a deep breath of crystalline winter air. The free-
dom she felt while hunting was all too rare a feeling for 
her. A full day of solitude would restore her. 

Then, the sound of hoofbeats behind her spoiled 
everything. Goldfoot barked once in warning. 

Domina looked back to see Luc riding to catch up 
with her. He arrived in the space of a few breaths, not 
giving her much chance to summon a polite mask. 

“You don’t waste time,” he said on reaching her. He 
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reined in to match her horse’s pace. Domina could already 
tell that he was a master rider. He probably heard her say 
“hunting” and pictured falconry. 

“My apologies,” she said, hoping to dissuade him 
from joining her. “I am only hawking today. It will not be 
a spectacle.” 

“I need no spectacle,” he said easily. “It’s always a 
pleasure to watch a clever and well-trained creature at 
work.” 

She bit her lip. There’d be no turning him away. So 
much for solitude! “Today I ride to the river,” she said. 
“There’s always game there.” 

“Excellent,” Luc said. “Then I can see more of the 
countryside.” 

“Is that your aim, to see the countryside?” she asked. 
“Among other things,” he replied. 
A quarter hour’s ride brought them to the banks of the 

river. Ice rimed the edges, but the water ran swiftly. Dom-
ina looked about, and listened for the sounds of wildlife. 
The shuffling and low talk of the grooms got in the way. 
Luc asked a question of one of them, earning a laugh and 
a quick response. 

“There are too many people about,” she told Luc 
pointedly. “My bird performs much better when there are 
fewer numbers.” 

He willfully misinterpreted her meaning. He turned to 
the grooms, saying, “My lady suggests that fewer people 
about will improve the hunt. You may return to the castle. 
I’ll remain to attend your mistress.” 

Before she could object, the grooms accepted Luc’s 
words and wheeled around to ride back to the castle gates, 
leaving only the boys to flush out game ahead. She’d be 
virtually alone with Luc. 
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“That was not my meaning!” she said. “Nor is it your 
place to give orders to my men!” 

“They understood the order to be yours, my lady,” Luc 
said, with no trace of contrition. “I’ll serve as well as any 
groom when it comes to fetching and carrying. Believe 
me, you’ll be well protected. No one will be allowed to 
even say a word to you as long as I’m here.” 

Domina looked heavenward, seeking strength. “If I 
must endure your company, then at least heed my instruc-
tions when it comes to my Brilliant, and don’t get too 
close. She doesn’t care for strangers.” 

“Where did she learned that trait?” Luc commented. 
“She had a wonderful trainer,” Domina said as she 

dismounted. “Me.” 
Domina sent Brilliant on flight after flight. The spar-

rowhawk was eager for the kill on this day, and succeeded 
at least half the time. On failed flights, Domina called her 
back in by casting the meat-baited lure in a circle. When 
Brilliant fell on the lure, Domina quickly caught her by 
the jesses tied to her legs. 

“Better luck next time, my beauty,” she murmured, 
feeding the hawk a bit of cold liver. 

Luc remained fairly quiet at first, but he eventually 
asked a question, and then another and another. It started 
out innocuously enough, with questions about her birds. 
Domina was rather surprised at his interest, but she was 
pleased to talk about them. 

“You don’t have falcons in your mews,” he noted. 
“I used to,” she replied. “But since my last merlin 

died, I have not had time to select a new falcon.” Nor did 
she have the wealth to purchase the more expensive spec-
imens. Hawks were far cheaper. “I shall remedy that 
someday, of course. My parents taught me how to hunt 
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with falcons. There is nothing like it.” 
“You have a gift for hawking as well,” Luc said. “I’ve 

heard only one flight in ten may bring back a prize.” He 
nudged the basket at his feet, already half full of par-
tridges and ducks. 

“Brilliant is a clever hunter,” Mina said proudly. 
“And well-behaved for a sparrowhawk. What could 

you do with a peregrine, I wonder?” 
“I shall likely never know,” Domina said. “That’s a 

bird far beyond my purse.” 
“Even with the fabled wealth of the de Warewics?” he 

asked. “I’ve heard your father has a cache of gold ingots, 
stamped with the sign of the swan.” 

Domina cursed herself for forgetting to maintain her 
facade. “Do I look as if I am the child of a man who en-
courages frivolous spending? That I would ask for a pere-
grine?” 

“I don’t know you, Domina,” he said. “So how would 
I know what you’d ask for?” 

“I ask for nothing,” she muttered. 
“You’re his only daughter, though. Surely he dotes on 

you.” 
“No one dotes on me. Not my father, nor Joscelin.” 
“Who’s Joscelin?” Luc asked, his eyes suddenly nar-

row. 
“My cousin. Though he may as well be a brother to 

me, for he lived here many years, before he traveled to 
London to continue his career in the church.” 

“Ah,” Luc said, relaxing. “I see.” 
Was he jealous? Was that possible? The idea of Luc 

being jealous of another man in her life gave her a little 
jolt of pleasure. Not that she necessarily wanted Luc’s 
attention—certainly not now! If only she’d met him a few 
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years ago, when all was well. Then she could enjoy being 
with him, enjoy his quips and his conversation, even en-
joy the way he looked at her sometimes, with admiration 
in his eyes. 

No. She must not get distracted by Luc’s admittedly 
charming ways. The sooner he was gone, the better. 

“Is your hawk loyal to you alone?” Luc asked. 
Mina had seen how interested he was in the hunting, 

so she said, “So far, she’s flown only for me, but if you’d 
like to try a flight, you may.” 

“I’d hate to lose her,” Luc admitted. 
“If you risk nothing, you’ll see no reward.” 
“Is that so?” Luc’s answering look was serious. 
“A sparrowhawk is not nearly as expensive to replace 

as a falcon, and besides, I think you won’t lose her. You 
seem a good hunter.” 

“How do you know that, when you’ve never seen me 
hunt?” 

“It’s mostly about paying attention, and knowing 
when to act. The worst hunters are the men who blunder 
around in the woods shouting about what fine hunters 
they are. I’ve seen enough of those sorts when I was 
growing up. My father often led hunting parties for 
guests. I know for a fact that it takes a very skilled game-
keeper to ensure a kill, even when the so-called hunters 
do nothing to deserve it.” 

Luc noted, “You’re obviously a hunter yourself.” 
“Only with birds,” she said. “I never wanted to go 

after hare or deer—the experience is entirely different.” 
By that point, Luc had pulled on a spare glove from 

Mina’s supplies. She leaned forward to put her arm next 
to his, encouraging Brilliant to step over. 

The position put her very close to him, enough that 
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she could feel the strength in his sword arm and the natur-
al tension in his body. She kept her eyes on Brilliant, but 
she suspected that Luc was enjoying their proximity. Cer-
tainly, his smile seemed to be more than simple apprecia-
tion of the sparrowhawk stepping onto his arm. 

“She’s warming right up to me,” he said in a low 
voice. “Just as I hoped she would.” 

Mina countered, “She’s merely tolerating you, for 
she’ll do anything to have another flight. She lives for the 
kill.” 

“Then I’ll indulge her,” Luc promised. 
Luc sent the hawk up, watching as the bird’s wings 

carried it up into the clear sky. Then it hovered above the 
tree tops for a moment, before diving down among the 
branches. 

“Not as spectacular to watch as a falcon,” Mina admit-
ted. 

“The goal isn’t to be spectacular,” Luc said, his voice 
remote. “It’s to bring back what’s sought.” 

“Yes, precisely,” said Mina. “Though it would be a 
delight to fly a falcon again. I do like a little spectacle.” 

Luc was about to answer, but then the hawk appeared 
again, and he had to shift all his focus to swinging the lure 
to get the bird back within catching distance. 

Mina watched as he worked. He moved well, not 
wasting motion or creating more fuss than necessary. As 
soon as Brilliant pounced on the lure’s bait—a morsel of 
liver—Luc secured the bird’s jesses and drew her in until 
she was perched on his arm. 

“Well,” he said, speaking to Brilliant, “You brought 
me no prize, but at least you didn’t escape me entirely. 
That’s probably the greatest outcome I can hope for 
today.” With his bare hand, he ran a finger down the bird’s 
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back, smoothing down the slightly ruffled feathers. 
For no reason she could name, Mina imagined him 

doing exactly the same thing to her, running a finger 
down her back, from her shoulder all the way down…
Mina fought off a little shiver of anticipation. 

Luc had noticed her staring. “Shall I give her back?” 
“No.” Mina shook her head, hoping to shake the odd 

thoughts. “That is, you don’t need to. I can see you know 
how to treat animals well. Not everyone does,” she added, 
her mood darkening. 

“I’ve seen that sometimes,” he agreed, with a frown. 
“I’ve no use for anyone who mistreats a creature, no mat-
ter what it is.” 

“Would you like to send Brilliant on another flight?” 
she asked. 

“Perhaps next time, when she’s more familiar with 
me.” 

Luc lifted his arm to give the bird back to Mina. When 
their forearms touched, he gave her a wink. “I hope there 
will be a next time.” 

Mina should have rolled her eyes at the comment, but 
the truth was, she actually enjoyed his company that day. 
“Perhaps,” she said, “if the king’s business allows you.” 

He gave her a half-smile. “Yes, that,” he said non-
committally. “We’ll see.” 

Domina called the boys back from their posts, and 
soon the little party was traveling back to the castle. Luc 
and Mina rode their horses, Mina bearing her hawk on her 
arm. The pages ran along behind, one pulling a small cart. 

“Has Haldan settled the matter of the trees?” Luc 
asked suddenly. 

Mina blinked. “What?” 
“I happened to overhear you say something to the ef-
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fect of he had business in the trees this morning.” 
Luc’s tone was far too casual, and he couldn’t hide 

some spark of intense interest. But the remembrance of 
her order to Haldan made Mina so angry that she ignored 
Luc’s expression for the moment. 

“Mercy, he better have listened,” she muttered. “I 
must ride round to the other side of the castle. Excuse 
me.” 

“I’ll join you,” he said, expertly matching his steed’s 
pace to hers. Domina didn’t bother to protest. She rode at 
as quick a pace as she could with Brilliant on her arm. 

The view of the woods brought her up short. “I should 
have known! He didn’t do it after all.” 

Luc pulled up next to her. “What was he supposed to 
have done?” 

She pointed to a particular part of the woods, with 
visibly encroaching trees. “See there? The forest edge is 
much too close to the castle walls. I’ve been telling Hal-
dan to take men to chop it back at least two hundred 
paces, though three would be better. He always finds ex-
cuses.” 

Luc surveyed the woods for a moment. “It could be a 
liability,” he agreed. 

“One easily solved, if I could find someone reliable to 
carry out the simplest order.” She forgot to pretend she 
wasn’t the person giving orders to Haldan. “I’m sick to 
death of his laziness.” 

“On that matter, I spoke with Haldan yesterday,” Luc 
said. 

Domina wrinkled her nose at the very thought of Hal-
dan speaking to a better. “He wasn’t churlish, I hope.” 

“Not to me, but tell me more about him.” 
She shrugged. “He’s been here for just over two years, 
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I think. Before that he served another lord in the shire. I 
can’t remember the name, but surely he’d tell you. Why?” 

“I wondered about his qualifications. He calls himself 
Sir Haldan.” 

“Another thing I’ve warned him against. He’s no 
knight, for all that he pretends to be something more than 
a soldier.” 

“Yet he’s in charge of the castle,” Luc said. 
“He is not in charge of the castle,” she said. “I am. 

That is, until my father returns, when he shall resume the 
duty,” she added hastily. “Haldan is in charge of the garri-
son.” 

“Yes, about that. I saw a demonstration yesterday. The 
garrison is…soft,” Luc said. 

“How so?” Anger flared up in Domina. “You tell me 
they are inadequate?” 

“Not lazy. But poor to respond to commands, as if 
they’ve forgotten what they once knew.” 

Her cheeks burned. “Truly?” 
“I got the impression that it was not always so.” 
“Indeed it was not!” 
“It also seems like something your father would have 

noticed,” Luc added. 
She closed her eyes, trying to think her way through 

all these inconvenient observations. “He’s been…distract-
ed…of late.” 

“By what?” 
Mina bit her lip. “I can’t say.” 
“Because you don’t know, or you won’t tell?” he 

pressed. 
“Will you interrogate me now?” she snapped. “I am 

not on trial!” 
“Who said anything about a trial?” he asked, one eye-
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brow rising. 
“I’ll send him on his way,” she muttered. But even as 

she said it, Mina knew sacking Haldan would not be easi-
ly accomplished. He’d have to be bought off, at a price 
Mina couldn’t afford. Or else he would loosen his tongue 
about Godfrey’s true condition, and Mina would be in a 
worse position than before. “God help me,” she muttered. 

“What is the matter?” Luc asked, his voice conciliato-
ry now. “Domina?” 

“Never mind,” she said. “It doesn’t concern you.” 
She announced it was high time to return her bird to 

the mews. Luc rode beside her, without speaking, perhaps 
in an effort to assuage her anger. 

In the courtyard, he leapt down and helped her dis-
mount without a word. The bird ascended in a short flight, 
but since she was leashed, Mina easily recalled her. “Back 
to your home, my lady,” she told the bird. 

Luc trailed her to the mews, where the few hawks 
roosted, watched over by a young groom. 

She allowed the hawk to settle on her arm for a mo-
ment, then slipped the hood over the bird’s head. “Very 
well done today, my beauty,” she murmured. “You make 
me proud.” 

She guided the bird to its perch and shut the door. The 
bird squawked very quietly, in acknowledgment that its 
job was done. Domina watched to see that the bird was 
calm, then turned away, intending to take the basket of 
kills to the kitchen. 

Luc already had the large basket in his grip. “Show me 
the way,” he said. 

“It should not fall to a guest to carry the meat to the 
kitchens.” 

“The weight is too much for you on your own,” he 
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retorted. 
She walked him across the courtyard, carefully avoid-

ing looking at the building where her father resided. 
“Supper will be a rich one,” Luc commented cheerful-

ly. 
“If you like duckling.” 
“Or partridge,” he added. 
“If you prefer venison, my lord, you can hunt in the 

forest yourself. The deer have been plentiful in recent 
years.” 

Luc offered her a smile. “A generous suggestion, my 
lady. As your guest, I ought to fill the larders you have 
been feeding me from.” 

“A gift of venison would be much appreciated,” she 
said, her eyes downcast. Secretly, she was elated. If she 
could be sure of Luc’s absence, she could spend some 
time with her father. The constant attendance of her so-
called “guest” was making it nearly impossible for her to 
see him at all. 

“What a humble lady, to ask only venison as a gift.” 
“I have all else I need.” 
“Except your father by your side,” he needled her. 
She looked up, alarmed, before she smoothed out her 

features. “I would be much happier then.” 
“You would smile more,” he guessed. “And laugh 

more.” 
“Unquestionably.” 
“Then I hope he returns quickly. In case everyone else 

has neglected to tell you, your laugh is enchanting.” 
Despite her every intention to be unmoved by Luc and 

his courtly manners, his compliment warmed her from the 
inside out.  



Chapter 8 

⚔ 

AS HE PROMISED, LUC TOOK steps to arrange for a hunt, 
though he did so for reasons of his own. Lord Bertram of 
Acton, a known ally of the king, lived nearby, and Drugo 
had given Luc the name as a man he could trust. 

While Luc attended Domina, Octavian used the time 
to call on the local lord, using his own missive from the 
king to gain entrance. His appearance, that of a foreign 
and rather splendid knight bearing the king’s seal on a 
letter, was impressive enough that he was granted an im-
mediate audience. Bertram greeted the idea of a hunt with 
enthusiasm and, once the idea had been mentioned, he 
handled the rest of the details himself. 

All Luc and Octavian had to do was be there on the 
morning of the hunt, which would begin in the forest of 
Lord Bertram’s lands. 

Bertram was a garrulous, rotund man with a perpetual 
sneeze. What remained of his hair was all white, and he 
refused to wear a hat, announcing that his head was al-
ready perfectly camouflaged for a winter day. Luc liked 
him right off, and wished that his sole reason for being 
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here was simply to enjoy a day with good companions 
and good hunting. Unfortunately, he had to hunt for more 
than deer today. 

Bertram gave the order to release the hounds, who 
soon surged among the trees, baying wildly. The riders 
followed, and it didn’t take long for Luc to secure a place 
alongside his host. 

“Does Godfrey often join you?” Luc asked after a 
decent interval of casual talk. “Domina said he loves to 
hunt.” 

“Oh, he adores it,” the baron confirmed. “Though of 
late, he’s been consumed with other matters.” 

“How so?” 
“Well, I know not the details, but he seems to be trav-

eling much. I’ve not seen him in many months. Can’t say 
when exactly. Of late, whenever I extend an invitation, 
he’s gone from the castle.” 

Interesting. If Godfrey was gone so much, where did 
he go? Plotting a conspiracy might well take him to other 
estates, or even abroad. 

“Who in the area supports the empress?” Luc asked in 
a lower voice. 

“I could give you names,” Bertram said. “But first tell 
me why you ask.” 

“Perhaps Godfrey de Warewic hunts with them now,” 
Luc said. 

Bertram sneezed, and gave one firm shake of his head. 
“You’re wrong, sir! Godfrey is a good neighbor, and 
Heaven knows that many of us are saddened to see friends 
take opposite sides in this conflict. But if you’re suggest-
ing that Godfrey has changed his mind, you don’t know 
Godfrey! He keeps his oaths.” 

“You’re quite certain.” 
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“I knew Godfrey before you were born, young man.” 
Bertram gave him a long look. “You’d be hard pressed to 
find a better man when it comes to such matters.” 

“I’ll pass your words on to the king.” 
“See that you do! I know King Stephen suffered those 

months in prison—he surely questioned the loyalty of 
everyone but his own dear queen while he was in chains 
there. But he must not confuse inaction with dishonor. We 
all must protect ourselves and our lands, or what is left for 
us to offer the king? These are trying times. God grant 
that peace comes soon.” 

At that moment, a cry from the hounds signaled the 
hunters to get ready for the kill. In the ensuing chaos and 
excitement, Luc put aside his mission for the more imme-
diate task. He enjoyed hunting, and this particular in-
stance made him grateful that he could use his martial 
skills with no doubts about whether the outcome would be 
a political benefit. This time, it was just him against an 
animal. 

The deer lost. It had been a clever creature, and a 
strong one, giving the hounds and hunters an exhausting 
run through the frozen woods. Luc was given credit for 
the killing shot, and Bertram’s hearty congratulations on 
the feat. 

“What a magnificent specimen!” the lord cried, sur-
veying the buck on the ground. 

“My hostess should be pleased,” Luc noted. “I do owe 
her for the feasts she’s been providing.” 

Bertram laughed. “A kind thought, though the de 
Warewics have never lacked for wealth. Still, the lady will 
appreciate the gesture. I remember her as a child, so 
solemn even then. Of course, with her mother sick and 
dying, she took on more responsibility than a girl child 
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should have to, and at a far younger age. Godfrey was 
grateful for her—perhaps that’s why he never married her 
off!” 

“He wanted to keep her as chatelaine?” Or was that 
Domina’s choice, to remain at home, operating as lady 
and housekeeper? The position conferred more power 
than being a wife, and Domina seemed to thrive on re-
sponsibility. 

“Finest in the shire,” Bertram said, with an approving 
nod. “She’ll make a good wife someday.” 

“Someday,” Luc echoed. 
He left Bertram to direct the clean up of the kill, and 

rejoined Octavian. 
“Good shot,” Tav said, in laconic approval. “At least 

you’ll come away with something from this day.” 
“I also got some information,” Luc confided. “The 

good neighbor Lord Bertram, who knows the de 
Warewics better than anyone at court, is adamant that they 
are loyal to the king.” 

“Perhaps you were given bad intelligence,” Tav said. 
“No one can be accurate all the time. The king’s agent 
made a mistake.” 

“She’s hiding something,” Luc insisted. “I thought it 
from the moment I met her. There is something that Dom-
ina doesn’t want us to know. You’ve seen it. Remember 
that building in the corner? Not a single man in our ret-
inue has been able to look inside. You don’t find that 
odd?” 

“Not much more odd than your obsession with peek-
ing inside a storehouse,” Tav said with a snort. “Perhaps 
she keeps the wine there, and wants to keep it safe from 
greedy guests.” 

“Be serious.” 
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“I’m always serious,” Tav said. “You’re the one de-
termined to see problems where there are none.” 

“She’s keeping a secret,” Luc repeated. 
“So? Many people keep secrets—just because there is 

a secret doesn’t mean it’s for you to discover it.” 
“If it doesn’t affect the king’s rule, then I’ll let her 

keep it,” Luc said. “But I have to know  at least that much 
about it.” 

Tav shook his head. “You’re going to regret taking this 
mission on.” 

“I had no choice. The king himself ordered it.” 
“And you came all the way here, as ordered. But you 

can also return to the king and tell him there’s nothing to 
find.” 

“I can’t do that.” Luc wouldn’t receive any gratitude 
for returning empty-handed. Who knew if the king would 
pass him over the next time such an opportunity arose? 
Luc could sense the reward of an earldom slipping away. 

Octavian was looking at him with narrowed eyes. 
“Why is it so important for you to do this?” 

Luc shrugged it off. “I like to finish what I start. 
That’s all.” 

“Well, in that case, let’s finish this hunt. The day isn’t 
even half over.” 

The woods were frosted over with winter, and the light 
snow cover meant it was easy to see the tracks of all sorts 
of creatures. Luc wished he could have enjoyed it more, 
but his mind was on Domina, wondering what she was 
doing and thinking. As the sun sank in the western sky, 
the party called an end to the festivities and turned back to 
Bertram’s manor. 

Once inside the grounds, Luc pulled Octavian aside. 
“I’ve learned a little, but it’s still speculation. The day was 
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wasted.” 
“How can you say that? You have a buck and doe to 

show for your efforts.” Octavian didn’t even smile. His 
sense of humor was too dry for it. 

Luc shook his head. He had learned too little thus far. 
Then he got an idea. 

“Listen. Our hostess isn’t expecting us to return until 
tomorrow. I wonder what she might be up to, when she’s 
not entertaining unwelcome guests.” 

“Say what’s on your mind,” Tav said. 
“I want to ride back alone, with no fanfare. Perhaps 

I’ll see nothing, but it might be worthwhile to surprise 
her.” 

Tav nodded. “In that case, I’ll remain here with Lord 
Bertram, until I can see the spoils of the hunt brought 
home.” 

Luc returned to Trumwell alone. He allowed a stable 
boy to take his horse. Before he could even reach the 
main keep, one of his retinue sauntered over to him. 

“Good hunting, sir?” Ban asked casually, his voice 
loud enough for others to hear, in case they were listening. 

“Satisfying. You might alert the kitchens that a cart 
will arrive, bearing two deer.” 

Ban nodded, then leaned in more confidentially. “I 
watched the lady, as you instructed.” 

“What happened?” 
“Nothing.” The servant shrugged. “Nothing besides 

the usual tasks, that is. She never left the castle grounds, 
nor did anyone enter with a message. She spent most of 
the afternoon there.” Ban nodded toward the corner build-
ing. “Her people sent me off whenever I came close to it 
though, and I didn’t want to press the matter.” 

“That’s good work,” Luc said. “Consider your task 
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done.” 
He sent Ban off and aimed for the mysterious build-

ing. What the hell was Domina doing there all day? 
Something she could not do while guests were around… 

Luc stopped short on hearing a melody float out over 
the air. The words were simple, the tune an old French 
song, but the voice rendered the notes magical. 

Who was singing in this supposedly neglected corner 
of the grounds? Luc instantly pictured Domina, though 
she’d never hinted she possessed a talent for singing. 

He had to get inside the place without being noticed. 
He deliberately circled around the other way, in case 
someone was watching from a window. 

Working slowly, he slipped among the growing shad-
ows in the courtyard. The failing light helped him, as did 
the fact that he’d arrived alone, so no one of the castle 
was expecting to see a guest in the grounds. 

Luc watched a servant leave the building, bearing a 
basket in his hands. The singing continued though, so Luc 
waited a moment to slip in the door and up the nearly dark 
staircase inside. His sword rattled in its scabbard, and he 
put a hand on the hilt to keep it silenced. 

Luc found a narrow passage at the top, following the 
back wall of the building. There was a doorway about 
twenty paces ahead to his left. Luc moved silently ahead. 

The door was barely cracked and he didn’t dare push 
it open, not knowing how many people were inside. Paus-
ing, he peered into the gap. 

The voice was closer now, and he saw Domina sitting 
with her back to him. She perched on the side of a great 
bed, singing to someone Luc couldn’t see, for her body 
blocked his line of sight. 

He strained his ears but heard nothing more. Was she 
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alone in the room with whoever lay on the bed? 
Luc felt an almost overpowering urge to sweep in, 

demanding answers. Who earned the right to Domina’s 
voice, especially in such an intimate setting? 

However, he was there to gather information, and he 
couldn’t show his own hand too soon. He slid to the right. 
The planks below him sighed, and the song broke off. 

He moved as fast as he could further down the hall. 
He ducked into the shadows of a second doorway, this 
one leading to a small room that looked like a servant’s 
quarters, with a small stool and table in one corner, and a 
tidy, straw-stuffed pallet covered with a worn wool blan-
ket in another. He held as still as possible, just inside the 
room, so he could hear. As long as she didn’t walk this 
way, he’d remain hidden. His mind was far too muddled 
to face Domina at the moment. 

Her footsteps sounded as she walked to the doorway 
of the bedchamber. There was an agonizing pause while 
Luc worked to not breathe overloud. 

Then a long sigh from Domina snaked its way down 
the corridor. Everything about her voice now sounded 
sensual to him, the product of all this secrecy. 

“No more,” she said, evidently to her companion in 
the room. “I’ve stayed too long already.” 

She paced back and forth for a moment. More mur-
mured words were spoken, far too low for Luc to over-
hear. 

Her footsteps hesitated in the hall, then faded down 
the stairs. Luc breathed a sigh of relief, then sidled to-
wards the closed door. He might have only minutes before 
she or someone else returned. Luc fully intended to track 
Domina down to question her. But first, he needed to see 
what secret was so important that Domina didn’t even 
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want him to know what was in this building. 
The door to the mysterious room opened easily, for it 

had no lock. Luc peeked in, finding the same scene as 
he’d glimpsed before. He wasn’t mistaken. This was a 
well-appointed bedchamber, fit for a lord. The man sleep-
ing on the bed was of the right age and appearance to be a 
lord, though some illness sapped his strength, leaving a 
body that looked much diminished from the warrior he 
must have been once. 

Luc crept closer to the bed, his gaze caught by a 
glimmer on the man’s hand, resting on the bed clothes. In 
the light of the single candle, Luc bent to examine the 
gold signet ring on the man’s finger. 

The ring was well-wrought, with Latin words deeply 
inscribed in an oval all around the raised image on the 
face of the ring, which doubtless doubled as a seal. 

Luc stared at the image in the center. A swan, graceful 
and proud. This was unmistakably the symbol of the de 
Warewic house, and only one person would be wearing 
such a ring. The silver-haired man lying unconscious on 
the bed was Godfrey de Warewic.  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