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Gwyneth of Northumbria looked across the great hall and spied a warrior worthy of Valhalla. No matter that his Norman fellows named him Simon de Beresford, knight of the realm. Gwyneth could well recognize a god of war. Especially one to who she had been sold in marriage!

Simon needed no war prize of a wife to complicate his life. Particularly not Gwyneth of Northumbria, who was as breathtakingly beautiful as her loyalties were suspect. But when she threatened him with knives on their first night in the marriage bed, Simon began to wonder if he had finally met his match.
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Chapter One
 

London, England

Late May in the Year of Our Lord 1153

 

Simon of Beresford knelt over his victim. His broadsword lay a foot away, not far from the one his victim had been forced to relinquish only moments before.

The victim was lying in the dust, looking up at his captor. He was dazed by exhaustion and the fierce sun beating down on the two men. His eyes were glazed with fear. He knew that the face of Simon of Beresford was awesome enough when met upright on the field of battle. He saw it now hovering above him, features set and implacable and found the sight mortally terrifying. With Beresford’s hands around his throat, he felt that he had seen his last.

Simon of Beresford held down his writhing victim effortlessly. “Now is the time,” he ground out, “to say your prayers.”

The man croaked a pitiful, “Mercy, sire.”

Instead of crushing the man’s throat, Beresford rose, but not from any generous act of mercy. He said with disgust, “You’re an old woman, Langley.” He stretched out a hand to help the younger man up. “Never ask for mercy. It’s an invitation to death,” he instructed. “Even when you’re down, you should go after any vulnerable spot you can find.”

Langley accepted Beresford’s outstretched hand. “I couldn’t find any,” he complained, brushing the dust off his tunic and shaking himself of the true terror that had gripped him.

“You’ve learned nothing,” Beresford said bluntly. He bent down and retrieved the two broadswords lying on the ground at his feet. He deftly tossed one to Langley. Upon catching it, Langley staggered under the weight of the sword and the strength of Beresford’s toss. For a moment, he seemed likely to stumble backward.

Beresford brandished his own broadsword idly, flexing the muscles of his forearm and keeping his wrist supple, while Langley strove to regain his footing.

“I’m tired,” the squire said in defense of his clumsiness, “and so would you be if you’d just been ground into the dust.”

“You’re whining,” Beresford countered. “You shouldn’t have gone down so easily. You lost the contest in the first minute of engagement with bad sword work. Hold it up, and we’ll review your mistakes. Hold the sword up, I said, Langley.
Up!
That’s better. And you should know that I’d relish rubbing your nose in the dirt again, so don’t give me the opportunity! Now, look here. When I move like this,” he continued, not even winded from the recent encounter, “you need to defend yourself like this. No! Not like that, young fool. Like
this!”

Langley was panting. Large drops of sweat were rolling down his face. “We’ve… been at this… all afternoon. It’s… hot.”

“And death is final,” Beresford answered. “We’ll do this series again, so that I have a measure of security knowing there’s a man behind me and not some old woman when next we face Henry’s troops.”

He forced Langley to move through the series of strokes and counterstrokes, coming at his pupil from the right, from the left, in a relentless attack. When Beresford was finally satisfied, he dropped his arm and called an end to it. He then subjected Langley to a verbal attack as brutal as his physical one had been. He turned his back on the young man and began to walk off.

Hardly had Beresford turned away before he turned back again. Quicker than the blink of an eye, he knocked out of Langley’s hand the sword that the younger man had raised against his master.

Instead of being angry, Beresford was pleased. “Very good!” he said with approval. “But next time you come at someone from behind, make sure the tip of your sword is at least at neck level.” He flicked a glance over his weaponless charge, then kicked Langley’s sword across the courtyard and out of the young man’s reach. “Tomorrow we begin an hour earlier,” was his curt command as he strode off the field of combat, the central courtyard of his town residence.

Beresford clamped his broadsword under his arm. He was stripping off his leather gauntlets when he saw Geoffrey of Senlis leaning against a post of the gallery that encircled the courtyard. Beresford’s harsh features lightened until they resembled something of a smile.

“What brings you to me this afternoon?” Beresford inquired, as he stepped into the shade next to his friend.

“God save you and give you good morrow, Simon,” Senlis returned with characteristic politeness. “I come to you with a message.”

Beresford handed his broadsword and gauntlets to one of the attending pages and accepted from the lad a towel and a leather flagon of water stoppered with a bit of hemp. Beresford held up the flagon, silently offering some to his guest. When Senlis shook his head, Beresford opened the flagon, drank deeply then rubbed his face with the towel. Returning the items to the page, he asked with complete lack of concern, “And the message?”

“It’s from the king.”

Beresford bowed slightly in willing acceptance of the duty that would be asked of him. “Very well. What service is it that his majesty requires of me?”

“No service, precisely,” Senlis replied. “The king—and Adela, I might add—merely request your presence at the Tower and charged me to fetch you.”

Beresford was surprised. “The king’s mistress requested my presence?”

“Yes,” Senlis said pleasantly. “They wish to discuss some item of business with you.”

Beresford looked down at his blue tunic, which had gone as gray as his eyes with courtyard dust. “Allow me to change my clothing,” he said, “and I shall accompany you to the Tower forthwith.”

“There’s no time to change your clothes,” Senlis told him.

“But if I’m to have an audience with Adela, I should—”

“We’re to go now.”

“But—”

“Now, Simon,” Senlis purred, smiling his very charming smile, “since when are you concerned about the state of your clothing?”

Beresford had no reason to deny the general implication of that question, but he did know that smile. “Since Adela requested my presence,” he answered warily, “and I do not wish to appear before her in all this dirt.”

“My sense is that, on this occasion, she will value speed,” Senlis countered, “over cleanliness.”

Beresford regarded his fair friend, handsome and elegant as ever. He did not feel a shred of envy in the presence of the well-dressed Geoffrey of Senlis, but he did begin to have a distinct, uneasy sense of trouble in the offing. “Are Henry’s troops on their way to London?” he asked. “I thought my men and I had held them off for now.”

Senlis laughed and shook his head. “Ever the military man, Simon!” he commented lightly. “No, they are still in the west, but no longer harassing Malmesbury, thanks to you.”

Reassured, Beresford asked reasonably, “Then what business would the king wish to discuss with me?”

“I don’t know,” Senlis said, “and I wish you would hurry so that I may discover along with the others what the excitement is all about!”

It was Beresford’s turn to laugh at his friend’s frank curiosity. “What excitement?” he asked.

“Your name has been whispered throughout the Tower the day long,” Senlis informed him, exaggerating only slightly.

“It has?” Beresford echoed with surprise. He was never, so far as he knew, the object of talk—but he admittedly knew little of court gossip. His brow lowered. “Now tell me, who are ‘the others’ who wish to stick their very long noses into my affairs?”

“Your audience is to be in the council room,” Senlis said, “so the usual barons will be there.”

The council room lacked the highly public formality of the great hall and made the business sound friendly. Beresford’s brow lightened. “To the Tower, then,” he said, abandoning the idea of changing his clothing, which he did not really want to do anyway.

Matching word to deed, Beresford gestured for his horse while asking the attending page to supply him with his hand sword, which he thrust into the sheath hanging from his belt. He called out some instructions to the knights-in -training who were momentarily idle and put the Master of the Armory in charge of the proceedings during his absence. When he had the reins of his piebald steed in hand, he and Senlis left the courtyard by way of the passage above which spanned the main room of the half-timbered upper story of Beresford’s rambling house. The porter allowed their access to the sunny street, then shut and barred the door behind them.

Senlis’s horse was being held in the street by an urchin. Senlis took the reins and flipped the ragged lad a copper coin. As they swung into their saddles, Beresford said confidently, “The king—and Adela—must wish to discuss the Saint Barnabas Day tourney.”

They turned their horses toward Aldgate and the street that would take them to the Tower.

Senlis asked, “But why would they summon you now when the tourney has been long set and is still more than a fortnight away?”

“Perhaps an unavoidable change in the program has arisen that needs to be executed,” Beresford ventured.

Senlis shrugged. “Speaking of the tourney, you seemed to be working young Langley hard just now.”

Beresford permitted the change of subject. “Not hard enough,” he said grimly, “if he intends to acquit himself respectably during the melee.”

“But he’s reputed to be the best of the younger knights.”

“Ha!” was Beresford’s response.

They passed by the sign of The Swan, decorated with a bunch of ivy announcing entry to a tavern. Beresford, who knew the local rabble well enough, tossed a brief greeting in English to Daw the Diker and Wat the Tinker, who were hanging about the threshold of the open door, sunning themselves, and properly interested in the passing of two fine knights on horseback. Several more rascals were lounging at the open counter with wooden mugs in hand. Beresford nodded to them as well and moved on without glancing into the shadowy recesses of the establishment, where the poor lighting facilitated the trickery of the professional dicers and improved the looks of the laundresses and tradeswomen who had come to the tavern to pursue a profitable sideline.
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