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Chapter 1

 

F
IFTEEN THOUSAND MEN and horses writhed across the valley below, appearing as toys in a children’s game.

Many might consider war a game, but Sir Robert Alain de Bellencombre, knight of Normandy bound to the service of Duke William and commander of a unit in the cavalry reserves, did not number among their ranks.

Edward the Confessor, King of England via his Saxon father but Norman by his mother, was dead. This battle, raging near the coastal hamlet called Hastings, would decide the right of one man to wear the English crown: William the Norman, acknowledged by Pope Alexander to be Edward’s lawful successor; or Harold the Saxon, brother of Edward’s wife, the man alleged to be Edward’s deathbed choice.

Stroking his war horse’s glossy charcoal neck to calm her, Alain pondered Harold’s claim. It had to be true. This many men would not sacrifice their lives for a lie. Yet the vast majority of Harold’s supporters were Saxons harboring no wish to bear the Norman yoke. Perhaps such men might be desperate enough to fight for a lie that promised to restore Saxon rule.

A trumpet blared. He signaled his men forward, couched his lance, and spurred Chou to send her careening into the melee.

Harold’s shield wall, which had seemed impregnable, began to crumble under the onslaught of Alain’s unit, hastened by the desertion of men who no doubt decided they weren’t quite so willing to die. Their lord stood exposed just long enough for a Norman archer to sight his mark. Harold fell, screaming and clutching an arrow that protruded from one eye.

Harold’s supporters closed ranks around him, blocking Alain’s view and giving him more than enough to do as the Saxons redoubled their efforts to guard their lord’s body.

A familiar whirl of colors caught Alain’s attention. The saffron leopard prowling on a green field—Étienne! A Saxon knight, with a blue arm and fist blazing defiance across his gray shield, bore down upon Étienne with leveled lance. Étienne tumbled from his horse. He scrambled to his feet and retrieved his sword, putting it to good use on the Saxons surrounding him, although the knight who’d unhorsed him had already ridden in search of other targets.

Lance long since discarded and sword rising and falling with fatal precision, Alain surged to reach his brother’s side. Protection of her youngest son had been their dying mother’s wish, and he had sworn on his own life to keep Étienne safe.

Before he could close the distance, another Saxon knight fought past Étienne’s guard to thrust a war-knife into his throat. Through the visor the knight’s eyes gleamed with startling, fathomless malice. Alain could only watch in stunned disbelief as he laid his hand upon Étienne’s chest for a few moments. Uttering a soul-freezing howl, the Saxon yanked out his seax and disappeared into the press with Étienne’s shield, denying Alain vengeance.

Shame and grief rent his heart asunder.

He had failed the two he loved most; failed them so utterly that he could never beg their forgiveness in this lifetime.

Pain slammed into his shoulder, toppling him from the saddle. Étienne’s body broke his fall. He tried to roll clear, but a spear through his chest pinned him to Étienne. His gut convulsed, and bile burned his throat. Blinding agony killed his struggle to free himself. Death’s stench invaded his nostrils.

He closed his eyes and waited for his final journey to begin.


THE MOUNTED band crept through the forest, constrained to the pace of the wagon. The new moon helped to conceal their progress but also concealed obstacles in their path. With each jolt, the wagon’s passenger moaned.

Thane Ulfric spurred his horse even with the knight driving the wagon. “Have a care, Eosa. He must survive, else all is lost.”

Eosa’s thick blond braid whipped across his shoulders as he turned and spat over the wagon’s side. He raised the reins in one fist, teeth bared in a snarl. His misshapen bottom lip gave him a draconic appearance. “Take them if you think you can fare better. My lord.”

With a jerk on his own reins, Ulfric pulled his horse back to join Del, guarding the wagon’s rear.

Secrecy had forced them to hide by day and travel at night. It had been nothing short of miraculous that they’d even survived the disaster at Hastings, to say nothing of being able to spirit away the battle’s most exalted casualty—or keep him alive this long. They’d been obliged to field dress each other’s wounds, and their lord lay in dire need of better care than the three of them knew how to render.

The wagon lurched. The plunder bumped into the passenger, who groaned a feeble protest. Eosa halted the wagon, and he, Ulfric, and Del dismounted to secure the cargo.

“This journey would be easier,” Ulfric grumbled to Del, “if you would change your mind.”

Privately, Del conceded his cousin’s point. Their present speed would put them at the gates of Edgarburh, Del’s home, by daybreak. Del had every confidence in Kendra’s healing skills.

But the action could carry deadly consequences for her and their father, Thane Waldron, and everyone else Del held dear.

“Nay. I cannot put my family and our people at risk of being executed for treason.”

“If we succeed,” Ulfric said as he gave the rope a savage tug, “we shall be hailed as saviors.”

“If.” Del grasped Ulfric’s arm as the thane of Thornhill prepared to mount. “Your feelings for Kendra should prevent you from involving her in this perilous venture.”

Ulfric shrugged him off and swung onto his horse. “My feelings for your sister pale in comparison to the magnitude of what I—we must accomplish.”

Their supine companion thrashed his limbs, his moans sounding louder and more delirious.

Del waved an arm toward the wagon. “Look at him, Ulfric. Even if he survives this journey, he shall be fortunate to ever ride again, never mind his ability to rule.”

“If he survives, I can handle the rest,” Ulfric insisted.

“How? With sorcery? A divine miracle?” Del snorted. “Be reasonable. The loss at Hastings has sounded the death knell for our way of life. England is changing—has changed already,” he amended sadly, recalling the number of Normans King Edward had appointed to key positions at court and in the largest churches. “A wise man will accept this fact and adapt to it.”

Del mounted, the wagon creaked forward, and they rode in taut silence.

“Do you fancy yourself a wise man, Delwin Waldronson?” Ulfric asked at length.

An image of the Edgarburh shield pattern came to mind, the dark blue upward bend on a gray field. The variant Del had carried into battle featured an arm, bent at the elbow and terminating in a fist, a dangerous design for a Saxon to brandish in an England ruled by a Norman king.

Del resolved to adapt his shield to his father’s pattern at the earliest opportunity.

“I fancy myself a realist, Ulfric.”

“A real fool,” Ulfric muttered.

Del refused to dignify the insult. He spurred his horse into a trot. “I shall ride point for a while,” he told Eosa as he passed the wagon.

Although Del could hear no human sounds, the wagon’s noise assured him that Eosa was following as best he could, with Ulfric presumably guarding the rear.

Lost in his churning thoughts, he had no idea how far he’d ridden when he realized he hadn’t heard the wagon in quite some time. Mayhap his companions had stopped to answer nature’s summons. Whatever the reason, he deemed it best for them to stay closer together. He wheeled his horse around and galloped it back up the trail.

He burst into a widening of the cart path to find Eosa, still seated on the wagon’s bench, confronting a mounted warrior wielding a sword and carrying a kite-shaped Norman shield. As Del watched, the foe’s dim silhouette seemed to waver and grow to impossibly huge proportions, prompting Del to scrub his eyes.

The Norman’s intent, as he advanced upon the wagon with leveled sword, was clear.

Del thought he heard crunching in the bracken, as though Ulfric was returning to the wagon, but he only had time enough to shout for Ulfric to hurry.

Sword drawn, Del urged his horse between Eosa and the Norman and landed several furious blows in the hope of turning the attack upon himself.

His tactic worked too well.

The Norman cocked his sword arm and smashed the flat of the blade against Del’s helmet, sweeping him out of the saddle. He hit the ground with a heavy thump and tried to roll clear of the hammering hooves. Weakness engulfed him, and his traitorous body refused to obey.

As if bound by a dream, he watched the Norman dismount, stride closer, raise his sword, and thrust it downward. Searing pain ripped through his gut.

His final thought centered not upon the liege lord he had failed to protect but upon his dear sister and their father, both of whom would be devastated by his death.


“MY GOD—Alain!”

He heard a strangled noise, offspring of a groan and a gasp. Pain resumed its vigil, and he realized the sound had come from him.

He’d lost count of how often he’d conjured the battle in his dreams, reliving his failure to keep his vow to protect Étienne, and now the failure to die, to prevent himself from failing anyone else. He groaned again.
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