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				France, 1067

				Giselle believes she only has a loveless arranged marriage in her future—until the son of her feudal lord claims droit du seigneur, the right to take her virginity. The young peasant woman feels a scandalous thrill at being wanted by the handsome and virile Eustache de Fiennes. If she is to be ruined, she vows to take pleasure in her fate—and to do everything she can to ensure Eustache is not content with just one night of passion…
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				Author Note

				The French countryside has always inspired me—and Normandy is no exception! With miles of sandy coastline, picturesque villages surrounded by windy plains and some of the best food and drink in the world, it’s definitely a place worth visiting and admiring. But to me, Normandy is much more than just a favourite holiday spot-it’s a land that’s been steeped in war history and legend, from the time of the Romans to Operation Overlord near the end of World War II.

				The backdrop to our medieval love story is the Norman invasion of England, which was led by William the Conqueror and was supported by many of his vassals in Normandy. These vassals were undoubtedly lords, who held land in one of the most common forms of government in the French middle ages: the manorial system. A lord would have had many peasant serfs, who depended on the lord for land and protection but also had to pay their rent in crops and labour. And then, of course, there is the oft disputed “law of first night”, whereby a lord had the right to take the virginity of any of his serfs’ daughters. In French, it is known as the droit du seigneur or the droit de jambage or cuissage, which is translated as the right of the lord or the right of the leg or thigh. Though there is no concrete proof of the exercise of this right, it is not hard to believe that it existed in some form as the rights of women during that time were very few indeed. This short story explores the possibility that a relationship born of such undesirable conditions could evolve into something deeper and more passionate. After all, wouldn’t it be nice to believe that there were individuals—both lord and peasant—who were able to break free from the limits of their social station?
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				Chapter One

				Dusk was quickly approaching, and Giselle was on her hands and knees in the little garden she tended behind her family’s hut. At any minute, her father would return from the fields, and she needed to hurry if she wanted to have the evening pottage ready in time. She rushed to pluck a few herbs from the little garden and hurried into their hut. Inside, her mother was stirring a thick vegetable stew that was already boiling in a blackened pot over a happily crackling fire.

				“Sit, maman,” Giselle told her mother, taking the wooden spoon. “I will finish the pottage.”

				The woman patted her daughter on the hip and limped to a low wooden bench. She slowly sank into sitting, one hand planted on her aching lower back.

				“The sun was too hot on my neck in the fields today,” her mother said with an exhausted smile. “You’re a good girl, Giselle. Merci.”

				Giselle smiled as she crushed the herbs in her fist and scattered them into the pot, stirring all the while.

				“It is nothing, maman,” she replied. “I am not too tired.”

				“Still,” her mother sighed, “to have a small sit before supper is almost heaven.”

				She reached for her sewing tools, but Giselle turned and stopped her with a stern wave of the wooden spoon.

				“Then have a proper sit-down, maman,” she said. “And don’t mend the clothes now. The light is too dim for you to see, and I will only end up having to do it again tomorrow!”

				Her mother chuckled, fondly shaking her head at her daughter—their only child to survive the latest outbreak of sickness after an unseasonably cold winter. Giselle had always been such a dutiful girl, her mother mused as she watched her stir the pottage while humming to herself. When they’d first built the sturdy wooden frame of their cruck house, Giselle had been the first of her siblings to plunge her hands into the pungent mix of mud, straw and manure, plastering their home with her two tiny hands. Then, after burying her younger sisters and brother on a cold March morning earlier in the year, she had taken their duties upon her own shoulders without a word of complaint.

				And soon, her mother thought, soon she would lose her last daughter to a loveless marriage.

				Giselle glanced over her shoulder at her mother, who had suddenly fallen quiet, her eyes clouded over in thought. Without asking, she knew what troubled her aging mother and turned back to stare into the depths of the stew she was gently stirring. It would do them not good to discuss it, as her fate was already decided.

				If the feudal lord gave his blessing, Giselle would be wed by the end of the week.

				They had no choice—her father already struggled to farm the land they rented from the lord, and with taxes ever rising he needed to secure a match that would allow him to pool resources with another serf. Unfortunately, the only profitable marriage would be to Henri, a violent brute of a man who lumbered about the village, smelling of drink and manure. But he tended the lands adjacent to theirs and was a widower with sons who could help till their land. Giselle sighed. She would probably never love Henri, but marrying him would ensure her family’s survival.

				Just then, her father walked through the door of their hut. Giselle’s hand immediately stilled, the pottage momentarily forgotten. She knew instantly that something had gone terribly wrong, and she watched her father drop tiredly onto a rickety stool.

				Her mother rushed to his side, her hands fluttering nervously over his broad shoulders. Her father leaned an elbow on their rustic dinner table and wearily rubbed his brow.

				“What is it?”

				He let out a long sigh, a sound that only fuelled her mother’s growing panic.

				“What?” she pressed, bending to catch his eye. “For goodness’ sake, mon amour, tell me what has happened!”

				He sighed again and then straightened. He lifted his head and met his daughter’s eyes. His face was ashen, and his lips were tight. Giselle felt dread knot in her stomach. She had never seen her father so distressed.

				“Ma fille.” He stopped and sighed. “My daughter,” he repeated, starting again with a voice gravelly with emotion, “our petition to have you marry Henri has been granted.”

				“So?” her mother interrupted worriedly. “What is the problem then?”

				“Permission has been given.” Her father swallowed painfully. “But the lord’s son has claimed the droit du seigneur—the law of first night.”

				Giselle’s hands flew to her chest, dropping the spoon into the pot. Suddenly, the air in their dank hut felt too thick to breathe, and her chest began to heave with the effort of drawing in breath.

				“No,” her mother protested. “No! Henri will certainly abandon us—no man would accept a spoiled bride!”

				“It does not matter,” her father said woodenly. “The lord insists that once his permission for the union with Henri was given, the right of his son was secured. He will take our daughter even if Henri chooses not to honour our agreement.”

				“Quel horreur!” Her mother looked to her daughter, one hand over her mouth. “Oh, my darling girl…”

				Giselle blinked disbelievingly at her parents’ crumbling expressions, and her fingers twisted in the fabric at her chest.

				“Papa,” she heard herself ask, her voice sounding muffled to her own ears. “Which of the lord’s sons asked for my body?”

				She knew the answer by her father’s long silence. His eyes, heavy with sorrow for her, confirmed it. Giselle felt her knees give out, and she crumpled to the dirt floor in shock.

				“Seigneur Eustache, then,” she murmured, cupping her face in her hands.

				Eustache de Fiennes.

				He was the elder of the lord’s sons, a warrior who had just returned after years of battling the English across the channel—a dark and brooding man with eyes of steel and a countenance as severe. Awed whispers circulated among the peasants about this newly returned son, about how he had vanquished hordes of enemies without even breaking a sweat. Tittering peasant girls exchanged hushed sighs about his masculine allure and hardened physique. But all that Giselle really knew about the mysterious lord was that he was powerful. And ruthless.

				And he wanted her.

				An unexpected thrill sparked through her limbs. Yes, the young lord wanted her, a nameless peasant. The realisation was terrifying…but scandalously exciting.

				But surely such a virile and handsome young lord had dozens of eligible and beautiful noblewomen vying for his hand and a position in his bed. So, why would he so audaciously demand to have her for his pleasure in one night of illicit passion? The droit du seigneur was commonly accepted but rarely invoked for the unrest and scandal it caused, even among the most decadent of nobility. Demanding such a thing was reckless and impulsive.

				And, Giselle found herself thinking, reckless and impulsive young men of any calibre might be easily swayed.

				Her trembling ceased. Although she didn’t yet know how, Giselle was sure she could turn this unfortunate event to her advantage. But before she could trace that path any further, her thoughts were interrupted by her mother’s cry of dismay.

				“Why?” her mother asked with a low wail. “Why is it that monster of a man? He will destroy our girl, Bernard.”

				Her father rose tiredly and walked to where Giselle sat in the dust. He squatted down to lift her head with his large, rough hands, brushing away the remnants of her warm tears with his calloused thumbs.

				“Ma fille,” he said, his tone pained. “Forgive me, but there is nothing to be done but obey. Our lord’s command is absolute.”

				“I understand,” Giselle answered, her voice quiet.

				“Then, we will eat,” her father announced. “And this evening you will be presented to your lord after he has supped.”

				The small family sat at their tired old table. Giselle ladled out portions of thick pottage, and they ate in silence, minds heavy with what was to come. When they were scraping out the final sips of soup from the bottom of their bowls, a loud voice shouted at her father from outside. Bernard stood and pushed past the door to greet their bellowing guest.

				Sounds of a heated argument quickly escalated, and her mother edged closer to the door, perching close to the opening to listen in on the quarrel. Giselle rose just as the crescendo of shouting peaked—and then it immediately died out as her father pushed his way back into their house. Through the square of twilight, Giselle saw a man stomp away angrily, cursing all the way.

				“That was Henri,” Bernard said, calmly ignoring his wife and daughter’s twinned expressions of bewilderment.

				“What did he say?” her mother asked worriedly.

				“Never you mind,” Bernard said with a loud exhalation of breath. “We can only hope that he will have a change of heart once his anger is spent.”

				Giselle frowned. If Henri had already decided to abandon her, it could drive her parents to poverty’s door. She needed to find a way to turn her family’s fortunes—and quickly.

				“Come now,” her father said, beckoning to her with a wave. “We must go to the chateau. Our lords are expecting to see you.”

				Without a word, Giselle rose to follow her father. As they began to weave their way down the beaten path to the manor house, her mother suddenly called out to them. Giselle turned to see her mother jogging toward them. She hooked her arm in her daughter’s and pressed a kiss to her cheek.

				“I will go with you,” her mother panted. “So that you know that you do not stand alone.”

				Giselle smiled gratefully at both her parents before they resumed their resolute march toward the looming shadow of the chateau. The walk seemed much too short, and soon they stood at the manor house gates. The evening watchmen leered at Giselle as she passed, and she huddled closer to her parents. They stopped at the great wooden doors to the great hall, where an austere older woman stood waiting.

				“You are the peasant girl that Seigneur Eustache requested?” she asked, her tone nasal and astringent.

				“Yes,” Giselle’s father answered for her.

				“Good. I am Madame Lessard.”

				The stone-faced woman looked Giselle up and down and then sighed.

				“Follow me,” she said, taking her by the arm while gesturing for her parents to stay where they stood. “The lords are almost ready to receive you.”

				Giselle shuffled alongside the woman, casting timid glances in every direction. She had never before set foot in the chateau, and its stone and glass grandeur stunned her. She was so amazed that she almost bumped right into her guide’s back when she stopped abruptly.

				“Wait here, girl,” Madame Lessard told her curtly as she disappeared into the dining hall.

				Giselle could hear the sounds of raucous laughter echoing off the stone walls, and her heart began to race in anticipation. Soon, she would come face-to-face with the man who would take pleasure in her body, a man who held absolute sway over the course of her life.

				Finally, after what seemed an eternity, Madame Lessard returned, her face a blank mask.

				“Come,” she instructed firmly.

				Giselle followed her obediently into the dining hall, instantly aware of the hush that fell over the diners. Her face grew hot as she felt their curious stares alight on her slight form, and she struggled to concentrate on putting one foot ahead of the other. She stopped when Madame Lessard stopped, her eyes glued to the stone floor.

				“Mes seigneurs,” Madame Lessard intoned. “This is the girl requested by Seigneur Eustache.”

				Giselle felt herself freeze as silence reigned for a long moment of scrutiny.

				“So this is the peasant you demanded to have in your bed, Eustache,” an authoritative voice boomed.

				“Yes, father,” Eustache answered in a low, deep voice that rumbled in his chest.

				“And why is this commoner worth such pains?”

				Giselle heard the creak of a wooden bench as someone stood. Then, there were the echoing sounds of heavy footfalls against the stone floor. Large boots filled her field of vision, and she fought the urge to flinch away. He was so close that she could feel the heat from his body.

				“Raise your head, girl,” came the authoritative command.

				Giselle slowly lifted her chin, her eyes downcast. A rippling gasp of surprise spread throughout the room.

				“Didn’t I tell you, brother?” said Alphonse, the younger of the two brothers, leaning back in his chair. “Isn’t this peasant an uncommon beauty?”

				Eustache grunted his approval, his icy blue eyes tracing the exquisite lines of the slender peasant woman’s face as he slowly paced around her in a circle. The rumours about her beauty had not been exaggerated. Indeed, she was the most beautiful creature he had ever laid eyes on. Long, dark curls had escaped her woollen cowl and cascaded over her slim shoulders, framing a perfectly oval face. Her skin was lightly bronzed by the sun, a healthy glow brightened her cheeks and her thick, dark lashes fluttered over delicate cheekbones.

				“A fine sight, indeed, my son,” the current lord of the manor admitted. “But also nothing but a peasant beneath your station.”

				Eustache turned on his heel to face his father.

				“And?” Eustache demanded, voice clipped.

				Alphonse chuckled, slapping his open palm onto their table.

				“Let him be, father,” the younger brother said, still laughing. “Eustache is entitled to enjoy the carnal rights of a lord. Besides, he is so tightly wound that even the other nobles are half afraid of him.”

				Eustache stifled an annoyed growl. The other nobles could shove off as far as he was concerned. In fact, they were right to be afraid of him. For most of his life, he had known nothing but the mud and blood of battle, charging forward with his sword and cleaving through enemy after enemy. It was about the only thing he was good at. Frivolous noblemen and women annoyed him, and their prattling seemed worse to him than the cold, pelting rain on a February day in England.

				“What of it?” Eustache growled in a grating snarl. “I do not care what the other nobles—or even you—think of me.”

				Giselle glanced up in surprise at his back, and his towering girth filled her sight. Awed, she took in his trim waist and broad shoulders. Her chest tightened as she continued to gaze up at him, startled by his sheer size. Though both of the lord’s sons were large men, they looked nothing alike. While Alphonse’s weight seemed to sink to his middle so that he resembled an overripe pear, Eustache carried his muscular bulk in his shoulders and chest. He was clearly a hardened man who exuded raw power with every movement of his hulking frame.

				Then he turned, and his icy blue eyes were sharply trained on her.

				She froze, suddenly realising that she was at the centre of his attention. Immediately drawn into his piercing gaze, her breathing quickened and her heart began to pound. He was ruggedly handsome, and he had thick, golden hair that glinted in the light and a strong, square jaw that was covered in the barest hint of stubble. As he towered over her with contemplative eyes, she felt something warm pool in her belly—an unknown longing that burned low and sent a shiver up her spine.

				“Your name, girl,” he demanded.

				“I am Giselle, mon seigneur,” she whispered softly, heart hammering.

				Eustache placed a finger under her chin to tilt her face upward. Her eyes were pale and greyish blue, the colour of the deepest part of the channel waters on a sunny summer’s day. Her lush, plump lips parted slowly in surprise, and one corner of his mouth twitched upward in the barest hint of a predatory smirk.

				“Well now, Giselle,” Eustache told her, leaning in so that his warm breath dusted her face, “we will meet again on the eve of your wedding day.”

				Caught in his commanding stare, Giselle could only stare back in mute awe. But even so captivated, she suddenly knew what she had to do. As the lord ran the tip of his finger down the column of her throat to her collarbone, she shivered involuntarily. But Giselle fearlessly held his lusty gaze with her own, her plan taking root.

				By the simple virtue of being a woman, she had been forced into this situation. But as a woman, she knew she could bend the steeliest of men with her feminine wiles if she truly tried. She would trap this lord—no, this man—in his own desires, even though he thought that it was he who had her trapped. She would twist her fate yet!

				“And I will have you in my bed,” Eustache promised fiercely.

				Giselle’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly.

				And I will have you in the palm of my hand, she vowed silently in return.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				The next morning, Giselle proceeded with her daily chores as if a life-changing event had not happened the evening before. Her parents, still grieving the loss of their alliance with Henri, were stunned by her apparent serenity. But Giselle simply shrugged at their concerned looks with a secretive and determined smile, offhandedly commenting that there was nothing that anyone could do to change the lord’s decision. Her baffled parents could only watch as their daughter continued about her tasks as usual, not knowing whether they should be grateful for her good humour or should question her sanity.

				But by the time Giselle had ventured out to the manor courtyard to do the week’s baking in the lord’s communal oven, she had already begun to doubt her self-confidence. After all, she was untrained in seduction and had no firsthand experience in the art of pleasuring a man. Could she, by her looks alone, garner the support of such a cold-hearted lord? Or would he simply cast her away once he had sated his lust for her? As she waited for her batch of bread to rise in the warming oven, Giselle wandered the corners of the courtyard and pondered her plight…completely oblivious to the keen eyes that followed her.

				Eustache studied the object of his desire from the parapet atop the thick stone walls that encircled the manor courtyard. He watched her graceful gait, her easy smile and her swaying hips. He watched as she paused to help an elderly woman unload her cart of vegetables. He watched her arms reaching to lift the bundles. Eustache paused to consider her arms; they were long and sinewy with lean muscle, so different from the pudgy arms of noble women, whose skin flapped and jiggled with every movement. He imagined gripping her slim arms with his fingers tight around the supple flesh, and his palms flat against her skin. Her limbs would be soft and pliant—but also firm from years of physical labour. For the briefest of moments, he allowed himself to imagine the feel of her flexing under his hands as he leaned over her, covering her body with his.

				Yes, he thought as he casually left his post to wander down to the courtyard, Giselle was exactly what he wanted—and what he needed.

				He exited the winding staircase to the parapet and strode over to where Giselle stood, idly listening in on peasant girl chatter. He stopped when he stood just behind her, and all the girls fell instantly silent. She seemed to sense his presence, for she stiffened and squared her shoulders. But she did not turn.

				“Giselle,” he said in a low rumble.

				For her part, Giselle had discovered that her courage had fled the instant he said her name. Swallowing nervously, she slowly turned and dropped into an awkward curtsey.

				“Yes, mon seigneur?” she asked, desperately trying to keep her voice from shaking.

				“Walk with me,” he told her.

				She followed a step behind him as he crossed the courtyard, his long strides nearly doubling hers. She had to skip to keep up, and he slanted his eyes in her direction every time he heard her footsteps quicken. The girl moved nimbly and with more grace than a dancing noblewoman.

				Eustache found his thoughts wandering to his new life at the manor. It was painfully dull, an unending loop of fatty meals and afternoon rides. The country pace was monotonous—and yet his brother and father seemed content to lounge the days away in a lazy stupor. His gaze slid back to the slender woman at his side, suddenly curious.

				“What are you here for?” he asked abruptly.

				She looked up, surprised at being addressed.

				“I am baking bread, mon seigneur,” she answered, doe-like eyes blinking.

				“You do this every day?”

				“No, mon seigneur,” she said, hiding a smile behind her hand. “Only once a week.”

				“And the other days?” he pressed, his voice gruff.

				“I help with the crops. I tend the animals. I make the cheese. I help the groomsmen with the horses—”

				“The horses?” Eustache interrupted. “You touch the horses?”

				Before Giselle could respond, a sudden commotion erupted near the stables, and they both turned in surprise. Immediately, Giselle was running at full tilt toward the ruckus. Instinctively, Eustache reached out and caught her arm in an iron grip to stop her suicidal trajectory, and for a moment, she was jerked backward by the firm force. But then, heedless of the consequences, she twisted out of his grasp and sprinted away.

				Because in that moment, Giselle knew one thing and one thing only.

				The boy will be killed.

				At the other end of the manor courtyard, a panicked stable boy was frantically grasping at the reins of an angry stallion that paced and sidestepped, its eyes white and wild with fury. The majestic creature towered over the boy, who was being pulled from his feet with every shake of the beast’s head. In desperation, the boy raised a riding crop and swung the tool towards the horse’s cheek.

				Too slow, she thought with gritted teeth as she darted toward the pair. I must reach them before…

				Just then, the great steed wrenched the lead from the boy’s hands with a violent toss of its head. The young lad fell backward with a cry, and the horse reared up, ready to crush the child under its razor-sharp hooves. In the split second that the horse hovered above the stable boy, Giselle stepped in between them with her arms wide and outstretched. For a moment, the stallion paused in his attack, and Giselle locked her eyes onto his.

				“Be still,” she commanded calmly in a low voice. “Be still. There is no threat here.”

				The horse lowered its massive hooves to the ground and backed away, snorting and tossing its head in confusion, fear and anger. Giselle slowed her breathing, willing the animal to do the same.

				“Ah, mon ami,” she crooned, extending a slim hand to the horse’s quivering muzzle. “Come now. Don’t be afraid.”

				The horse shifted its weight and tentatively shuffled closer, ducking its head as it did. Ignoring all others, Giselle beckoned to the horse as one would a frightened child, murmuring words of comfort under her breath. With a snort, the stallion edged closer and pushed its velvety nose into her palm.

				“Yes, it’s all right now.”

				Giselle gently smoothed her fingers over the crest of the great animal’s forehead. With a practiced hand, she slid her fingers around his bridle and stepped even closer. Tightening her grip on the leather strap, she let her other hand glide down the horse’s powerful neck. Behind her, she heard the stable boy scrambling to his feet as Eustache advanced upon them.

				“Mon seigneur,” the boy began to apologise, his voice quivering in fear. “I am so sorry—”

				“Get away from my horse, boy,” Eustache barked.

				The boy scrambled away, nearly tripping over his own feet in haste. Eustache turned stormy eyes on Giselle.

				“Do you want to die?” he demanded, his lips thin in anger.

				“No, of course not, mon seigneur,” she answered, patting the stallion’s cheek.

				Eustache’s arm shot out, and he grabbed the horse by the throatlatch. He pulled, and the beast paced closer to its master.

				“This horse,” Eustache said, firmly gripping the bridle as the horse whinnied, “is my war horse, Bayard. He is not a farm nag that you can simply walk up to and pet.”

				Giselle could not resist arching a delicate eyebrow.

				“Mon seigneur,” she answered primly, “I am but a country girl, but I have learned that all horses are simply horses—just as all men are simply men.”

				“Oh?”

				Eustache raised a thick eyebrow before striding purposefully to the entrance of the stables, and causing several gawking stable hands to snap to attention. He held out a hand imperiously.

				“Brush and a rag,” he commanded evenly.

				The men rushed to drop the items into his outstretched hand. Eustache turned and held out the implements to the girl.

				“Take them,” he instructed abruptly, gesturing to the war horse. “I would see you put such a silly belief to action. Groom Bayard.”

				Giselle carefully took the rag and brush with faintly trembling fingers. Dropping into a curtsey, she nodded and then moved back to where Bayard waited. Eustache tensed, ready to push the fool girl out of the way—Bayard was notoriously finicky, and he’d often had to rescue the most skilled groom from his flailing hooves. But, without a moment’s hesitation, the diminutive girl set about the task, her hands moving with practiced ease. As Eustache watched in growing amazement, he was enthralled by the unexpected grace with which she moved. The sweeping motion of her strokes was almost hypnotic in rhythm, and she hummed gently as she worked the relaxing horse.

				Entranced, Eustache stepped closer to her until his chest was nearly touching her back. He planted one hand on the horse’s shoulder and the other on its flank, caging Giselle between his arms. But she did not pause in her strokes, her arms rhythmically sweeping across the stallion’s shining coat. Eustache pressed closer, leaning in so that his nose nearly touched her ear. He inhaled deeply and then exhaled, sending skittering tingles of excitement down Giselle’s spine.

				“Aren’t you afraid?”

				Wondering if he meant of the horse or of the man himself, Giselle forced herself to remain loose and limber. It was instinct that cautioned her not to show her anxiety, to remain calm—just as she did before the great horses. She knew that if she wanted to catch and hold the lord’s interest, she needed to be fierce in the face of danger.

				“Should I be?” she asked coyly, never pausing in her ministrations.

				Ignoring the astounded gawking of the servants, Eustache placed his large hands on Giselle’s waist, his long fingers moulding to her ribs. He pulled her backward with a sharp jerk, so that she was flush against him. She could feel the beat of his heart against her back and the desperate tightness of his fingers as they crept down to cup her hips. She resisted the urge to smile—she knew that she had him wanting her more than ever.

				“Perhaps,” he muttered against the sensitive skin of her svelte neck.

				Giselle stilled then—shocked by the intimate gesture—and Eustache could feel the wild fluttering of her pulse under his lips. He was intrigued by this tiny woman; she was at once seductive yet innocent in manner, wilful yet fragile in demeanour, playful yet diligent at work. A woman who did not balk at facing a deadly beast of war that easily dwarfed her, but who trembled under a touch of his lips. He wanted to explore every inch of her body and discover her every wish.

				“I cannot wait,” Eustache murmured, his hot breath moistening the shell of her ear. “You will come to my chambers tonight.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				It was late into the evening when Eustache finally retired to his bedchambers, and the dark—as well as a crisp coolness—had crept into the room. But he saw her right away, her pure white nightgown a bright beacon in the dark.

				She stood by the fireplace, and the shapely silhouette of her slender form was visible through her light gown, illuminated by the warm blaze behind her. Her hands were tightly clasped in front of her, and she trembled ever so faintly—but whether from the cold or from fear, he did not know. Eustache frowned. He had not wanted to frighten her.

				He paced slowly across the room, pretending not to notice when she flinched at his approach. He walked past her without pausing, turning when he reached the four-poster bed. With one hand, he unbuckled the leather belt at his waist and tossed it to the floor. Then, he sat on the edge of the mattress, one hand resting on his knee.

				“Girl,” he said, “help me with my tunic.”

				Giselle exhaled slowly, trying to force out the nervous tension in her limbs. Obey, she told herself. She needed to keep him interested. Swallowing nervously, she stepped away from the comfort of the snapping fire. Her head felt light as she neared the man, but she was unable to look away from his face. In the dim light, the severe cut of his jaw was even more pronounced, and reflections of the orange and red flames danced in his eyes.

				And yet…

				He was even more handsome with his skin warmed by firelight. His expression was guarded, but she caught traces of flitting emotions. Determination. Impatience. Longing? Giselle already knew that he desired her body; that she was in his bedchambers was proof. But could she dare to hope that there was more behind his guarded eyes than just brutish lust? Could she ever be more than a passing fancy? Just before she reached him, she allowed herself to wonder if he would be gentle.

				Eustache watched her from hooded eyes. Her steps were fluid and graceful, and he admired the way the thin fabric of her gown swished over the curve of her hips. She stopped before him, so close that the hem of her frock brushed his booted feet. His eyes travelled slowly up her body, stopping to rest on her delicate face.

				“My tunic,” he reminded her, his voice low and soft.

				She leaned forward and took the lower hem of his thick tunic in both hands. She pulled the garment upward, and he lifted his arms so she could get it over his head. The rough wool caught and ruffled his hair, and she almost smiled at his tousled locks. He grunted at her amusement and pulled off his linen undershirt, exposing his bare torso.

				“Put it there,” he instructed, pointing to a chair beside the massive stone fireplace.

				Tearing her eyes away from the muscular plane of his chest, Giselle gathered his tunic in her arms and walked away as he bent to undo the laces of his boots. After kicking them away, he straightened in time to see her turn back toward him, the light of the fire shining straight through her nightdress. With a start, he realised that underneath the thin linen, she was completely naked. As she approached, he could see the shadows and valleys of her intimate curves and the dark, erect peaks of her breasts through the gauzy material. Heat pooled in his groin, and his fists clenched as he felt himself harden.

				“Come,” he said to her, holding out a large hand.

				She placed her fingers in his, and as he drew her closer, he could feel the wild fluttering of her pulse at her wrist. She was a slender, fragile thing—the type of woman he had never before touched. He was accustomed to buxom, red-faced tavern matrons or brawling, crude-tongued battlefield whores. Neither had ever been as fair or as sweet as the young woman who stood before him. She was exquisitely ethereal, like the last, lingering rays of sunlight on a summer’s eve. In that instant, Eustache decided that he wanted her for more than just one night—he wanted to catch her and hold onto her.

				“Are you frightened?” he asked gruffly.

				She shook her bowed head.

				“No, mon seigneur,” she said quietly.

				With his other hand, he caught her chin with a rough fingertip and tilted her face up. Though she stood and he sat, their eyes were level. He regarded her contemplatively as she attempted not to squirm under scrutiny. Finally, she gave in to the truth that bubbled in her chest.

				“I am not afraid of you, mon seigneur,” she admitted, a rosy blush staining her cheeks. “But I am frightened.”

				He nodded slowly, his fingers tightening ever so slightly on hers.

				“Sit,” he told her, patting his knee.

				Heart pounding, Giselle lowered herself into sitting across his lap, and she felt his taut muscles tighten beneath her thighs. He was so tall that her toes barely skimmed the floor, and she tensed at the thought of him supporting all her weight. The hand that had been gripping hers dropped to rest on her leg, his palm easily covering her knee. She looked down to study his broad hand. If she hadn’t known better, she might have mistaken it for the hand of a labourer. Covered with small cuts and callouses, his hands spoke of hard work.

				Or of battles and war.

				She glanced up, suddenly skittish, only to find him already watching her carefully.

				“Do not be afraid. Any pain will be brief, and the pleasure will far outweigh it,” Eustache said, touching her cheek. “And I do not intend to hurt you.”

				Giselle nodded. Eustache took her hand and placed it on his chest. Slightly flustered, she tried to pull her hand away, but he held it in place firmly. After a moment of fruitless tugging, she yielded to his wishes and stilled. It was then that she began to notice other things about her brooding lord. His skin was warm and his muscles were taut and hard. Thoughts of entrapping the man in a seductive scheme evaporated as she looked upon his strange beauty. Scars littered his shoulders and chest—long lines of raised skin that evidenced his experience in battle. With every breath, his bulging muscles tensed and relaxed, and she was riveted by the veins that stood out in sharp relief on his muscular arms. Without realising what she was doing, Giselle began to trace his scars with wondering fingers. She smoothed the pads of her fingers over his skin, captivated when each muscle tightened under her touch.

				He was a warrior and a lord. He was massively built and dangerously strong. And he wanted her. The heat emanating from his skin and into her fingertips shot through her body, spiking through her limbs and gathering in a knot in her lower belly.

				Give in, her body traitorously whispered. Give in to this delight.

				“Giselle.”

				Her name was a huskily whispered plea on his lips. When she looked up from his chest, she saw naked desire and raw need etched into the lines of his face. Instinctively, she cupped her small hands around his face and leaned in to press a kiss to each of his cheeks. She felt his fingers knot in the loose folds of her thin gown, his eyelids drifting closed. Growing bolder, she gently nibbled at the corner of his mouth. His rough stubble prickled at her cheek. Curious, she rubbed her cheek against his before opening her plump lips to lightly trace the square line of his jaw with her tongue.

				Eustache’s jaw dropped as he groaned, a deep, rumbling sound that came from the depths of his belly. She was lighting all of his senses on fire, and his heart thundered with the same intensity as it did in the midst of battle. It felt as if his every nerve was alight. His body was rigid with pent-up desire, and only the years of honing his strict self-discipline stopped him from ripping her clothes away, tossing her to the mattress and riding her into dawn.

				But when he felt her moist tongue darting across his skin, he could not help but tangle his fingers in the hair at the nape of her neck, pulling her head back so that he could bury his nose in her neck. A shudder shook his body as he inhaled deeply. She smelled of the open fields; a rich, earthy scent that was the very opposite of the cloying, artificial perfumes that nobility wore. As he began to lave her slender neck with his tongue, he felt her breathing hitch. Fingers caressing her scalp, he pulled back slightly to look her in the eye. He reached for the hem of her frock, pulling it up over her legs.

				“Giselle,” he said, his voice hoarse with need, “open yourself to me.”

				She complied instinctively, spreading her legs ever so slightly, and he slid a rough hand up the delicate flesh of her thigh. But when his thumb brushed her most intimate place, she tensed and clamped her legs tightly around his hand.

				Eustache pressed his lips to her collarbone and planted a row of nibbling kisses to her shoulder.

				“Do not be afraid,” he murmured softly as he gently coaxed her thighs apart again.

				With a feather-light touch, he stroked the seam of her folds. She gasped, breath caught in her throat. When he gently probed her opening, her head lolled back against his shoulder, a shudder of pleasure running through her slight frame. His other arm snaked around her waist, and he smoothed his hand up her ribcage. He fondled her pert breasts under her gown, and Giselle could not stifle a low, throaty moan. When she began to buck against his hand, Eustache could not contain himself any longer.

				He withdrew his fingers from her and stood up, cradling her in his arms. He set her on the bed and grabbed at her dress, pulling it haphazardly over her head and throwing it over his shoulder. Then, he took a step back to admire her.

				She was kneeling with one hand planted on the mattress, staring up at him with luminous blue eyes. His gaze grew hungry, and he didn’t bother to look down as he undid the clasps on his trousers. He stepped free of the constricting material and climbed onto the bed in front of her. Her eyes dropped and then widened at the full sight of him.

				Eustache grabbed her ankle and pulled her toward himself, causing her to fall backward to the bed.

				“Mon seigneur—” she began, her hands clapping against his chest.

				But her words were silenced as he leaned down and kissed her, his lips scorching and demanding upon hers. He began to trail heated kisses all over her trembling body, his hands wandering over her sweet curves. She felt the hard ridge of his arousal pressing into her stomach as he rocked against her, moulding his body to hers. White-hot pleasure raced through her when he cupped one of her breasts and took its caramel peak in his mouth. His tongue flicked out to tease the tightening bud, and she cried out as he suckled and then released it with a loud pop.

				Groaning impatiently, Eustache hooked her knees around his hips and leaned forward onto his elbows. He slowly pressed his hips into hers, and she felt him prod gently at her entrance. She was panting, and her eyes were wide, awed and full of want. He pressed his forehead to hers.

				“Are you ready?” he asked, his voice rough with need.

				She merely nodded and wrapped her slender arms around his broad shoulders.

				“Forgive me,” he whispered at her ear.

				And then he pushed forward in one quick thrust, sheathing himself completely in her slick warmth. She dug her fingernails into his shoulder blades, and he held himself perfectly still within her, waiting.

				Giselle felt a twinge as he broke past her maidenhood, but the sensations flooding her body were far from painful. She felt filled and completed and yet…there was a burning ache that demanded soothing. She began to roll her hips against his, seeking relief—and Eustache knew she was ready.

				He began to rock against her slowly, pushing and withdrawing in time to her pleasured cries. When he began to plunge deeper, Giselle arched up off the bed, her lips parted in a moan of passion. The delicious friction between them was electric and sent tingling jolts of pleasure to the very tips of her toes. As Eustache’s rhythm became frantic, Giselle hooked her ankles behind his back, her hands blindly reaching to clutch at the sheets as she twisted wantonly beneath him. Suddenly, Eustache grabbed her hips and drove into her with frenzied force. Then, with a loud, feral groan, he threw his head back and emptied himself into her core. For a long moment, they were locked in that position, his hips shuddering against hers.

				Completely spent and satisfied, Eustache lowered himself onto Giselle, gently plying her face with tender kisses. With a sated grunt, he wrapped his arms around her and rolled them over so that she lay atop him with her legs straddling his and her hair spilling over his chest. She laid her head over his chest, listening to his heart pound. He threaded his fingers through her hair, watching as she slowly drifted away.

				As Giselle’s face relaxed and her breathing slowed, Eustache dared to name the feeling building in his chest.

				Desire.

				Even after taking her body, he still desired her. One night of passion had not been enough. He wanted more, much more. He wanted to slowly unravel the mysteries of her body and mind, relishing the nuance of her every gasp, her every moan. But as she was—a spoiled bride in an impoverished family—Eustache could not keep her.

				He closed his eyes. He knew what he needed to do.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				When Giselle woke, golden rays of sunlight were already streaming through the windows. Blinking bleary eyes, she slowly came into consciousness. A dull ache spread through her thighs, and she rolled onto her side, taking a fistful of sheets with her. Giselle sighed contentedly, still floating in a half dream.

				Warm sunshine on her bare shoulders. Sweetly crisp linen shrouding her body. The thickest, softest mattress she’d ever been on cushioning her curves.

				Her eyes immediately snapped open as the memories came flooding back.

				Last night…

				For a moment, she felt paralysed by panic, and dread began to climb from her stomach into her chest. How had she slept so late? Where was the lord? Would he have her cast from the chateau like waste, to return as a useless daughter to her impoverished family? Had she failed to make a lasting impression? Tears began to prick at the corners of her eyes.

				Suddenly Giselle heard the creak of a chair, and she sat bolt upright, her white-knuckled fist clutching the sheets to her chest.

				There he was, sitting in the armchair by the stone fireplace. He was leaning forward, his forearms braced on his knees and his eyes trained intensely upon her. Giselle stared back for a long moment, stunned. He studied her impassively for a long moment before sitting back in the chair.

				“You are awake,” he stated matter-of-factly.

				Giselle swallowed nervously.

				“Yes, mon seigneur,” she answered. “I am very sorry for intruding upon your morning. Please allow me to leave.”

				“No,” Eustache replied crossly, turning away to look out the window. “Stay.”

				“Yes, mon seigneur,” Giselle said, bowing her head.

				Eustache looked back at her, his gaze piercing and serious. Giselle froze, wondering if she’d already managed to anger him. His lips turned down into a frown, and he clenched his fists and cleared his throat.

				“I have decided,” he began stiffly, “that you are to assume the role of my personal chambermaid.”

				Giselle gaped, her mouth dropping open. Such a thing…it was unheard of! A peasant farmer girl such as herself had never been chosen as a servant in the chateau, much less as a personal attendant to a lord. It went far beyond what she could have ever hoped for.

				“You are to wear these clothes,” he said, gesturing to a fine linen shirt and woollen kirtle that lay folded near her pillow. “After I leave, Madame Lessard will explain your tasks.”

				Bewildered, Giselle’s eyes moved to her new clothes. She reached out to finger the exquisite fabric in amazement. It was the finest set of clothes she’d ever touched. She looked up at her lord again, speechless. His frown deepened.

				“You are not pleased,” he said, eyes narrowing.

				“Mon seigneur,” she replied, her voice cracking, “this is too great a kindness.”

				“Do not question my decision,” Eustache said brusquely. Lips tightening ever so slightly, he continued, “Last night, I ruined your chances at a profitable marriage for your family. Your service to me in the chateau will cover more than half of your family’s taxes to my father.”

				Before Giselle could respond, Eustache stood and strode away without looking back. Giselle felt her heart soar—this was the opportunity she needed to secure her family’s fortunes!

				“I will leave you to Madame Lessard,” he said as he left his chambers.

				The next few hours were a blur of activity. Before she knew it, Giselle had been whisked throughout the manor house, her mind spinning with new instructions and information: make the bed, sweep the floors, clean out the hearth, attend the lord at meals, bring hot water up to the bedchambers, warm the lord’s bed at night.

				By the time her new world had stopped spinning, it was nearly time for the evening meal. Knowing she had a few free moments, Giselle slipped away to the stables to visit the horses. She made her way to Bayard, who was tethered to a post, awaiting his daily brushing. The giant war horse snorted in greeting, nudging her shoulder with his massive nose. Giselle laughed aloud, stroking his long muzzle with her palm.

				A shadow fell over her, and Giselle looked over her shoulder in time to see Eustache stride into the stables. She turned, a sweetly mischievous lilt to her lips. He slowly arched a brow in response.

				“Mon seigneur,” she greeted him, dipping her head deferentially.

				“Are you not afraid of smelling of the animals?” he asked, stepping closer.

				“No,” she answered. “Are you?”

				A crease appeared between his brows, and he took another step toward her.

				“Most women do not visit the stables,” he commented dryly.

				“And most lords do not converse with their maids,” she quipped.

				Eustache reached over her head to grab Bayard’s cheek strap. He bent over her, his voice dropping to a murmur.

				“And do you think that I am like most lords?”

				His words were a mere whisper, ghosting over her cheeks in a sensual swirl. Giselle’s breath caught in her throat, but she refused to edge away.

				“I do not yet know enough about you to be sure,” she answered breathlessly.

				He placed his palm at the base of her spine, sliding it slowly down to rest on the curve of her bottom. His touch sent deliciously electric thrills spiking through her body, and bit her lip to contain a gasp.

				“And would you like to learn more?”

				Giselle was sure he could hear the wild beating of her heart, but his expression did not change as he gazed down at her with gleaming eyes.

				“It depends, mon seigneur,” she said slowly, “on what you would like to teach me.”

				He leaned back then, and she found herself missing his warmth.

				“We shall see,” he said solemnly. “But I do believe that you have another task awaiting you in the dining hall.”

				With that, he turned to walk away as Giselle hurried away to the kitchens to get ready to attend him at the evening meal. It must have been a tediously long affair, but Giselle hardly noticed the time passing as she was keenly aware of Eustache’s eyes upon her throughout the meal. She basked in his heated gaze and shivered at the brush of his fingers against her wrist as she placed food in front of him. Then, with a sultry backward glance, she had left to prepare his chambers for the evening.

				By nightfall, Giselle was pouring a stream of near boiling water into a large basin by the lord’s bedside. She set down the pail, which she’d lugged up the stone staircase just a few minutes before. Pausing for a moment, she stepped close to the room’s one large window and exhaled, peering out the dark glass toward her family’s patch of land. But the grey of dusk had already crept across the land, and all she could make out was a faint silhouette of the rolling hills in the distance.

				Wiping away the cloud of mist that had settled on the window pane from her light breath, Giselle turned away from the dark and headed for the hearth. A chill was settling into the air, and she needed to have a fire roaring soon. As she bent down onto her knees to scrape out any lingering ash, she wondered what her mother and father were doing. Had mother used herbs from her garden to make the pottage? Surely, the news of their good fortune must have already reached their ears—perhaps they were celebrating with some village ale?

				A slight smile tugged at Giselle’s lips as she swept up the last remaining bits of ash and straightened. She swiped at her brow with the back of her wrist and imagined them sitting at the old wooden table in their cruck house, the light from their smoky fire pit casting orange shadows on everything in its reach. It was a warm, happy thought—and one that suddenly seemed distant when she remembered where she was.

				She bent forward again quickly, remembering that the lord could return at any moment. With a few confident strokes against a spark rock, the fire caught and greedily consumed the kindling. Giselle carefully nursed the fledgling flame until it was a roaring blaze. Then she stood, dusting her hands off on the front of her woollen tunic.

				Now to warm the bed…

				Giselle looked from the bed to the fireplace and back again. How was she to warm the bed? Her eyes searched the chamber for any ideas on how to accomplish her last task of the evening. She eyed the large basin of warmed water. Placing it on top of the mattress would warm up one spot, but she risked spilling it. A soggy bedspread was definitely not an option. She looked to the fire. She could put some burning wood into the pail and put that on the bed, but the ash might spread and it would be horrible to clean up afterward. Giselle shook her head. There was only one option.

				Determined, she grabbed the ends of the thick bedspread with both hands and pulled, trying to gather all of the voluminous material in her arms. With the expensive quilt piled high in her arms, she cautiously made her way to the hearth.

				It was at that moment that the young lord decided to retire to his bedchambers.

				“What are you doing?” Eustache asked, bewildered at the sight of his maid about to throw his bed sheets into the fire.

				“Mon seigneur!” Giselle exclaimed, turning and nearly dropping the heavy fabric, “Pardon me. I was just warming your bed.”

				When Eustache just stared at her blankly, Giselle began to shift from foot to foot nervously. Had she pressed her advantage too far?

				“It won’t be a minute, mon seigneur,” she assured him.

				Eustache strode over and abruptly took the large bundle from her arms. Ignoring her squeak of protest, he took the sheets back to the bed and threw them down haphazardly.

				“I think you have misunderstood,” Eustache said, his voice gruff. “Warming my bed does not involve heating the sheets by fire.”

				He looked over his shoulder at Giselle, who frowned, her brows puckering adorably.

				“You still do not understand?” he asked, clearly disgruntled.

				“Mon seigneur,” Giselle mumbled, hastily dropping into a curtsey, “please pardon me if I have offended you. I did not—”

				Eustache coughed into his fist, stopping her apology mid-sentence.

				“I am not offended,” he corrected her. He paused to pinch the bridge of his nose. “It is a simple misunderstanding. I do not wish for you to warm my bed with coals or fire.” He stopped again to clear his throat. “I wish for you to warm my bed with…” He paused awkwardly and then said, “Your body.”

				“My body?” Giselle asked, tilting her head to one side.

				Realisation suddenly struck her, and a rosy blush blossomed on her cheeks.

				“I see,” she murmured.

				All of a sudden, she was keenly aware of the scant distance between them and of his burning gaze on her body. His fingers were tightly clenched, and his spine was straight. He seemed taller and more intimidating than ever, his taciturn expression hard as stone. But when he frowned, his brows furrowing ever so slightly, Giselle caught a glimpse of something else.

				It was just a slight twitch in his lips, a muscle clenching at his jaw—but she still saw it. As she studied his demeanour more carefully, Giselle began to reassess all of her experiences with the reserved warrior.

				He had tried to stop her from rushing toward a dangerous war horse.

				The night before, he had given as much pleasure as he had taken.

				In the morning, he had provided her with work.

				And all throughout the day, he had lavished her with attention.

				She decided to test her suspicions—to see what truly lay behind the lord’s unapproachable air.

				Eustache tensed when a mischievous smirk lit Giselle’s face. She stepped toward him slowly, her hips gently swaying as she did. He was astounded by her sudden change in demeanour; she had been shy and shrinking only a moment ago, but now she glowed with confidence. She stopped when she was a mere hairsbreadth from him. She gently tugged at her head cowl, and it fell away, freeing her long dark curls. He swallowed the lump in his throat as she let the cowl fall to the floor.

				Giselle watched his entire body stiffen at her proximity. He looked away and closed his eyes, the muscle in his jaw working furiously. When she reached out to lightly touch his shoulder, she swore he nearly jumped.

				Giselle was sure of it: Seigneur Eustache was not the cold-hearted, bloodthirsty monster that the townsfolk made him out to be—that she had taken him for. Though his experience of war had certainly hardened him, his curt manner was not borne of hate but of inexperience with the fairer sex. He was clumsily sweet and gruffly affectionate—which made it impossible for Giselle not to want to tease him. Her heart swelled large with emotion. She had managed to fall into the arms of a lord who wanted more than the debauched life of a noble and who seemed to want to treat her kindly. Well, she thought with a grin, she would make him appreciate the titillating pleasures of having her as a chambermaid.

				“Mon seigneur Eustache,” she whispered coyly, “won’t you look at me?”

				Eustache grit his teeth and opened his eyes. He looked down in time to see Giselle slowly stripping away her clothing, piece by piece. Naked, she gently pressed herself against his clothed body, the rough fabric chafing deliciously at her exposed skin.

				“What are you doing?” Eustache hissed through clenched teeth, his fists tightening.

				“You still don’t understand?” she asked with a slow, sweet smile.

				His jaw muscles were taut with tension as he fought his screaming instincts. He was not entirely sure what the little minx was playing at, but he did know what it was doing to his body—and he didn’t want her to regret it.

				“I might hurt you,” he said, failing to conceal the heat in his voice as he shut his eyes against the sight of her.

				“No, I know you won’t,” Giselle purred, as she slid her small hands up his chest. “Please take me.”

				In an instant, Giselle found herself pinned against the wall, Eustache looming above her. With his large hands, he lifted her off the floor and hooked her knees above his hips, pressing his arousal against her firmly.

				“You don’t know what you’re asking,” he panted, his breathing harsh.

				“I do,” Giselle countered.

				She ground her hips against his, punctuating the movement with a small gasp of pleasure. With that, Eustache gave in to the dizzying wave of passion. Dipping his head, he caught her in a fevered kiss, his tongue sweeping demandingly past her lips. Giselle moaned against his mouth as he reached down to stroke her sex, his thumb and fingers deftly exploring. A tremor raced through her lithe body as the rough pad of his thumb circled her, and she threw her head back, grasping desperately at his shoulders.

				With an impatient grunt, Eustache drew back slightly to unbuckle his trousers. With a quick jerk, he was free—and when he pressed back against Giselle, the skin-to-skin contact was searingly wonderful.

				But then he stilled suddenly. His body flush to hers, holding her against the wall, he stopped and took her face tenderly in both hands. Her lashes fluttered over flushed cheeks, and her lower lip trembled. He leaned in to press his forehead to hers.

				“You are so beautiful,” he breathed. “A woman like none other.”

				She pressed her lips to his cheek, and he could feel the curve of her smile.

				“As are you,” she replied with a teasing nip.

				He pulled back, searching her face.

				“I want to have you now,” he told her seriously. “And over and over again.”

				She grinned happily.

				“Then take me,” she said, bracing her arms around his broad shoulders.

				He was inside her in one hard, upward thrust, and she cried out in pleasure. Hooking one of her knees in the curve of his elbow, he drove into her wildly as he pushed her up against the wall. She dug her fingernails into his arms as he slammed into her again and again, his breathless kisses hot on her skin.

				Suddenly he pulled her away from the wall and carried her effortlessly toward the bed. She whimpered at the loss of friction and began to clutch at his shoulders, searching for leverage to continue. He chuckled as he climbed onto the bed, easily supporting her weight with one arm. He lay down on his back, letting her sit atop him, her long legs straddling his hips. When she offered him a plump pout, he just smirked and pulled off his tunic and undershirt.

				“I like the view,” he told her, his hands sliding up her body to palm her breasts.

				Leaning forward so that her dark hair fell over him like heavy drapes, Giselle planted her hands firmly on his chest and began to move. Eustache groaned when she clenched around him as she rode up and down, her head thrown back in passion. As they spiralled toward a dizzying completion, Eustache grabbed her hips and bucked underneath her. She shuddered around him in ecstasy, and he released deep within her with a wild shout.

				They slowly stilled, their breathing laboured and their skin slick with cooling sweat. Giselle crumpled onto his chest, pressing her cheek to his chest. He covered her with one arm and reached for the covers with the other. Safely cocooning their bodies in the heavy sheets, he wrapped his arms around the already dozing woman.

				“Thank you for warming my bed,” he whispered.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Giselle woke in the cool, dark hours before dawn. Her lover was snuggled against her back, his face pressed against her shoulder blade and his arm looped around her waist. For a moment, she let herself revel in his warmth, burrowing deeper against his muscled body.

				But duty called, and Giselle regretfully slid out from under Eustache’s heavy arm. He grunted and frowned in his sleep but did not wake; instead, he rolled over to the other side. Giselle sat up, smiling down tenderly at her lover and lord. He had been inexplicably kind to her, sweetly gentle in love-making yet unexpectedly fiery in passion. Perhaps her fortunes in life had turned for the better after all.

				With a soft sigh, she climbed out of his bed, reaching blindly for her clothes. She dressed quickly, blinking so that her eyes would adjust to the dark. Then she took the water pail and quietly padded from the bed chambers.

				The chateau was cold and silent, so her steps down the great stone staircase seemed loud to her own ears. She crept through the great hall and out into the courtyard, heading for the well. The manor yard was deserted, and all she could hear was the occasional snort from the horses in the stables. When she reached the well, Giselle set the bucket on the stone rim before tying the long role to its handle. Pausing for a moment, she rubbed her arms to warm up against the morning chill.

				To avoid a loud splash, she slowly lowered the pail to the water below using the long rope. When she felt the heavy bucket hit the water and sink, she turned to the crank and gripped its handle with both hands. Gritting her teeth, she pulled and pushed to turn the crank, the thick rope coiling around the bar above the well. Bringing up the heavy pail of water was slow and difficult, but the work warmed her cold limbs. When finally the bucket rose above the well’s rim, Giselle reached for the rope and pulled the bucket over the ledge. She gripped the heavy pail with both hands and set it down onto the cobblestones below, taking care not to slosh and waste any of the hard-earned water. With a sigh, she wiped her brow of sweat and straightened, stretching out her spine.

				Grey had begun to creep up the horizon, and Giselle knew from experience that the sun would sleep for at least another hour or two. She smiled as an idea bloomed in her mind.

				A treat before the day begins, she thought to herself.

				Giselle skipped eagerly over to the horses’ stables, her fingers nimbly unlatching the door. She crept quietly in, peering into the dim stalls. The hay, which crunched under her feet as she walked, filled the stables with an earthy, homey smell that made her grin.

				“Bayard?” she whispered, looking over the door to a large stall.

				A massive horse snorted, its breath clouding in the cool air. It plodded over to where she waited, hand outstretched. Giselle clucked her tongue at the majestic war horse, gently scratching its velvety nose. Her master’s horse—just like Eustache, this imposing beast was intimidatingly powerful and yet capable of surprising gentleness.

				“Good morning, Bayard,” she said softly, leaning in to pat its neck.

				Giselle rested there for a few moments, basking in the calm atmosphere and familiar smells. But all of a sudden, the horses became agitated, stamping their feet and restlessly moving around in their stalls. Even Bayard reared back, his eyes rolling into white. Giselle frowned and stepped back.

				“What is it?” she asked, her brows drawn together in confusion.

				And then, she heard it, too.

				It had begun as a low buzz in the distance, a murmuring in the wind. But it grew and grew, gradually increasing to a violent roar. Giselle ran from the stables and into the courtyard. Looking up, she saw the sky was cast in bright orange—but it was still too early for sunrise.

				With a cry of dismay, Giselle ran toward up the steps of the chateau walls. Her heart was hammering in her chest, dread clawing its way up her throat. When she reached the parapet, her knees nearly gave out in horror.

				The sky was alight with red and orange—but not from the sun. It was from the fires. The village was on fire.

				Shouting for all that she was worth, Giselle sprinted toward the night watchmen, who were still sleeping soundly at their posts. Not even realising what she was doing, she pointed and yelled. They jumped up, and stared over the parapet walls, their eyes growing wide with fear as they sounded the chateau alarms.

				For a moment, all was silent.

				And then, the courtyard burst into a sea of activity. Guards poured from their sleeping quarters, limping as they struggled to don the bare essentials of their armour. Stable boys pulled prancing war horses from their stalls, readying them for battle. The great doors to the courtyard were pushed open and the first few peasants who were fleeing for their lives poured into the once quiet yard.

				Giselle watched all of this with mounting terror. The first farm folk to seek refuge lived near her parents’ land—but her mother and father were not among them. She looked back over the chateau walls, to where the cries of fleeing villagers shredded the night air. As grey dawn approached, she could see the shadows of mounted bandits tearing across the land. The air was filled with the clashing of metal and the roar of destructive flames consuming houses and crops.

				She tore her eyes away from the horrifying scene; her only thought was for her parents. She ran down the steps to the courtyard, heading for the doors. A sea of escaping peasants flooded in, and she fought to push against the flow. When she finally made it past the multitude of panicking bodies that congested the manor house gates, she found herself in a very dark world.

				The hill was dotted with people fleeing the village…as well as with the bodies of those killed or trampled in the struggle. Eyes burning with tears, Giselle began to run in the direction of her family’s hut.

				Surely she would see them running toward her any moment, she told herself desperately.

				There was a stitch stabbing at her side, but she ignored it and searched the faces of the people coming toward her. And there—yes, there! Two elderly people crested the slope of the hill, their familiar silhouettes dark against the fiery remains of their home.

				“Maman! Papa!” The words tore away from her throat in a shriek.

				They were only a few lengths away. Only a few more lengths, and she would be in their arms. A sob wracked her ribs. She could almost see their faces.

				But they stopped short, and the expression on their faces was not one of relief—it was of horror.

				Giselle only had a second to register the feeling of confusion…and then she was ripped from the ground by the back of her dress. She had the briefest sensation of flying as she was jerked into the air, and then she landed belly first over the pommel of saddle. The impact knocked the breath from her lungs, but it was the butt of the rider’s sword that knocked her unconscious as he galloped away.

				Giselle had been kidnapped by bandits.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				When the first alarm sounded, Eustache was awake, instantly sitting up in his bed. His hand automatically went to Giselle—only to find her gone. Cursing violently, he sprung from the mattress and rushed to put on his clothing. He tore out of his chambers and through the great hall.

				“Son!” His father’s commanding voice stopped him. “Where are you going?”

				“Where is my chambermaid?” Eustache returned, his voice clipped.

				“Is this the time to worry over your little plaything? The manor has been attached by bandits.”

				“Bandits,” Eustache repeated, his voice flat and emotionless.

				“Yes,” his father said, gesturing wildly. “The night watchmen report that bandits have set fire to the village and are terrorising the peasants. They will certainly steal as much as they can—perhaps even attempt to breach our walls!”

				Eustache’s eyes narrowed dangerously. His fingers tightened into rock-hard fists, the tendons in his forearms rising in sharp relief.

				“Where is my armour?”

				“It is kept near the stables,” his father answered as he took a step back from his warrior son.

				Eustache turned on his heel and strode away briskly, the servants parting before him.

				“What are you going to do?” his father called to his back.

				“What I do best,” Eustache said darkly, not even bothering to turn back.

				The courtyard was in an uproar. Half-dressed guards and screaming peasants milled around the yard. Eustache ignored the commotion, heading straight for the stables.

				“My armour,” he barked imperiously.

				But the groom seemed to be in a right state, cowering fearfully in the corner with his hands over his ears. Eustache marched over and grabbed the man by the front of his tunic, hauling him to his feet. He shook him hard.

				“Get my armour and my horse,” Eustache shouted over the din, “or die here like a coward, you worthless maggot.”

				He dropped the groom, who crumpled to the ground in a useless heap. Swearing loudly, Eustache strode past the man into the armoury. He grabbed his chain-mail hauberk, pulling it over his body. It was not a task he usually did alone, but a sense of urgency pumped through his veins, forcing him on. His leg and knee defences were next. Then, he pulled on a helmet and grabbed a heavy axe.

				When he exited the armoury, the groom was waiting with Bayard—who was already saddled and ready. A small stool had been set down beside the horse. The groom held out the reins to Eustache with trembling fingers.

				“Good,” Eustache grunted, taking the reins and swinging up into the saddle.

				With a kick of his heels, he had Bayard galloping through the courtyard. The peasants parted to make him a path, raising their fists in a loud cheer. They watched in awe as Eustache rode out of the closing chateau gates, his incredibly large battle axe raised high.

				The situation outside the chateau walls was grim, but it was nothing that Eustache had not before encountered on the battlefield. He rode through the ranks of the bandits, swinging his axe and mercilessly bringing down both horse and rider. The formidable sight of their young lord fighting spurred on his vassals, who renewed their fighting spirit to challenge the attackers.

				It was not long before the tide of bandits turned back, and they began to flee. Eustache chased them to the edges of the manor and then turned back. Not wasting a precious moment, he turned Bayard and spurred him into a wild gallop back to the chateau.

				When the heavy gates opened for the young lord, he was greeted by joyous cheers. He ignored them, his eyes searching the crowd below. A hand touched his foot, and he glanced down to see an older woman with tears running down her wizened cheeks.

				“My daughters,” she said, weeping. “They took my daughters.”

				Another family of peasants took up the wailing, each begging Eustache to tell them if he had seen their girls. He shook his head and kept searching the crowd, his lips thinning into a line. Mounting dread clenched his gut, and his knuckles went white.

				Suddenly he saw an older man and woman clutching each other’s hands. They looked to be praying. He advanced Bayard toward them, and when the woman looked up, he saw Giselle’s features in her wrinkled face.

				“You,” he said, his voice sounding strangled to his own ears. “Do you have a daughter?”

				To his horror, the woman broke into violent sobs. The man held onto his wife and looked up to answer.

				“Yes, mon seigneur,” he said. “But she was taken by the bandits.”

				“Her name,” Eustache barked, his heart heavy as a stone, for he already knew the answer.

				“Giselle.”

				Eustache’s face remained frozen, but rage bubbled from his belly up to his chest. They took her. His mind whirled. They took her. He spun Bayard around and shouted for his armed vassals, leading them through the crowd toward the gate. His father and brother—who had stayed indoors throughout the entire ordeal—blocked his path.

				“Well done, my son,” his father congratulated him. “But where are you going now?”

				“After them,” Eustache answered curtly.

				“Why?” his father asked, genuinely confused.

				“Move,” Eustache said, his voice dangerously soft. “You do not want to be in my way right now.”

				Alphonse’s eyes widened. He nudged his father from the horses’ path.

				“Come, father,” Alphonse urged, “let Eustache bring the bandits to justice.”

				With a shout, Eustache led his small band of riders from the manor courtyard. They rode hard into the afternoon, chasing the trail of the bandits. For all that time, Eustache’s face was a hardened mask of fury, his insides churning with anger and dread.

				But the bandits had not expected the manor lord to pursue them further, so it was not long before Eustache and his vassals caught up with them. The bandits had tied up their horses and were inspecting their loot when the young lord overtook them. Without a word of warning, the warriors tore into the bandits…and in moments, the few surviving offenders were on their knees in a row.

				Eustache dismounted in one fluid jump. He ignored the bandits and headed for the small group of village girls who were huddled together by a tree. They were bound and gagged, their eyes wide with fear. Eustache strode over and, without preamble, crouched down before them, eyes searching.

				When his eyes found Giselle, he reached for her and pulled her small body into his chest. She was trembling. Eustache leaned back to look her over. She seemed relatively unharmed, even though hot tears were spilling over her cheeks. He tenderly pulled the gag from her mouth, taking care not to scratch her muddied face. Then, he carefully cut away the cloth bindings around her wrists. She immediately launched herself into his arms, flinging her arms around his neck and pressing her nose to his jaw.

				“Thank you,” she breathed through relieved tears. “Thank you.”

				Eustache stood, taking her to her feet with him. He smoothed her hair with a gloved hand and then gently pulled away. He lifted one hand to beckon to one of his men.

				“Take these girls away from here,” he commanded the man, his eyes still locked with Giselle’s. “To the stream we passed earlier. Unbind them and treat them kindly. You will wait for me there. Go, now.”

				“Yes, mon seigneur,” the man answered, immediately coming forward to usher the other girls away.

				“You go with them,” Eustache told Giselle, his voice dropping low.

				“No,” she protested, shaking her head,.”I do not want to leave you.”

				“You will go with them,” Eustache ordered, his voice firm. “I do not wish for you to see what I am about to do.”

				There was steel in his voice and in his eyes, and Giselle could not subdue a shiver at seeing this other side to him. Though his hand on hers was gentle, his gaze was unyielding. So, she took his hand between hers and pressed it to her chest.

				“Thank you,” she said again, her blue eyes searching his. “I will wait for you with the others.”

				Giselle turned to follow the other girls as they were led away. She ran to catch up and then cast a look over her shoulder. Eustache had turned back toward the bandits. With a clear ring of steel, he fluidly unsheathed his sword. Giselle looked away quickly, her eyes on the back of their guide.

				The small group of young women walked single file after their appointed guardian, speaking only in hushed whispers. In truth, most of the girls could not believe that they had been rescued—because what kind of lord would risk his life and the lives of his men for a group of women? Their eyes often strayed to Giselle, wondering about her relationship to their lord.

				For her part, Giselle ignored their scrutiny and sat alone when they reached the peaceful copse of trees. A shallow stream cut a cheerful path through the forest, its bubbling bright and crisp. The girls cheered up as they splashed into the clear water, washing away the mud and dirt and chattering happily. Giselle hung back and leaned back against the thick trunk of an ancient tree, her eyes trained on their path. She was waiting for her lord.

				Not long afterwards, they all heard the clinking of armour and the hoof beats of lightly trotting horses. The girls clambered out of the stream and stood waiting. The small contingent of warriors entered their little glade, the bandits’ horses on leads trailing after them. Eustache addressed them from above.

				“My vassals will escort you back to the manor, where you will begin rebuilding the village,” he said, voice ringing clear.

				All the women bowed low, murmuring their thanks. Eustache nodded and then speared Giselle with a calm stare.

				“Except you,” he said evenly. “You will stay.” He turned to address one of his men. “See to it that you do exactly as I have instructed,” he told the man, his tone severe. “And I will follow shortly.”

				“Yes, mon seigneur,” the man replied with a nod.

				Within a few moments, the group of women and warriors had moved off, leaving Eustache to stare down at Giselle from where he was seated atop Bayard. She looked up at him serenely. He looked tired but completely unscathed. Fresh blood was splashed in random patters over his armour, but it was already starting to crust between the chain-mail links. With a smooth swing of his leg, Eustache dismounted. He led Bayard to a tree and securely tied his reins to a hanging branch. He turned to face her squarely.

				“Giselle,” he said, his deep voice commanding, “come here.”

				She moved toward him willingly, her eyes never leaving his. He dropped to one knee in front of her.

				“Help me remove the hauberk,” he instructed, lifting his arms above his head.

				Giselle tugged at the chain-mail tunic and pulled it away from his body. It was so heavy that it almost pulled her to the ground. She dropped it, and it landed in the grass with a rattling thud. But when she made as if to pick it back up, Eustache pulled her to him and pressed his face to her stomach.

				“Leave it,” he growled, fiercely tightening his arms around her midsection.

				“Mon seigneur,” Giselle breathed, gently lifting the helmet from his head.

				Letting it drop to the ground, she threaded her fingers through Eustache’s hair.

				“You saved me,” she murmured. “Again.”

				Eustache rose suddenly, easily sweeping her into his arms as he did. He carried her to the edge of the creek and then let her down slowly.

				“You are unhurt?” he asked, cupping her face in his large hands.

				She nodded, giving him a wan smile.

				“Let me be sure,” he said, his voice husky. “Undress for me, Giselle.”

				She had never heard her name said with such absolute longing. She pulled her kirtle and tunic over her head without hesitation, baring her lithe body to his eyes. His eyes travelled over her as his hands mapped her curves reverently. Then, he stepped back to shed his own clothing. Offering her his hand, he slowly led her into the stream. The water was crisp but pleasant, and she eagerly followed his lead.

				Eustache stopped when he found a large, flat stone that rose above the water, parting the path of the stream. He effortlessly lifted Giselle into his arms and then sat down on the rock. He pulled her into a warm embrace, her back to his chest and her slim hips between his thighs.

				“Giselle,” he said, his chest vibrating against her back as he spoke. “Are you cold?”

				“A little,” she admitted quietly.

				“Let me warm you,” he said, pressing his lips to her ear.

				Giselle gasped as Eustache slid his hands down her shoulders, over her breasts and down her thighs. He began to rub her supple flesh in slow, agonisingly wonderful circles, inciting a heat in her flesh that had nothing to do with temperature. A sweet ache began to burn between her thighs, and she shifted, rubbing her backside up against his groin. The stiffness that prodded at her spine did not surprise her, but it did make anticipation spike down to her toes. Eustache grunted and pushed back, placing hot, wet kisses on her shoulder.

				“Not yet, ma cherie,” he muttered at her ear. “Be patient.”

				He cupped water in his hands and let it slide down her body. He rubbed at her skin until it glowed, washing away the grime of her unwanted travels. She moaned at the refreshing sensations, her heated flesh calling out in want. Then, with one hand kneading her breast, his other hand dipped low between her thighs. Giselle’s breath hitched and her spine arched away from his chest as he pressed a long finger against her slit. He pulled her back so that she was tightly moulded to him and then eased his finger deeper. She cried out in pleasure. He began to rub her slowly, stoking her desire into a blazing flame. She twisted against him, her hands fisting. But when he withdrew his hand, she protested with a loud cry. Chuckling, Eustache hooked his forearms under her knees and pulled her thighs over his so she straddled him with her back to his chest.

				He planted his palm between her shoulder blades and gently pushed her forward so that he could guide her hips over his arousal. With a throaty groan, he grabbed her hips and helped her sink down over his erect shaft. She took him into herself willingly, clenching around him eagerly. Bracing herself with her hands on his knees, she began to pump up and down. His fingers dug into her as he growled his pleasure. And just when she felt that the burning bliss building in her core could be no more intense, he stood suddenly and whirled her around. For a moment he paused, allowing her to grow accustomed to the new position. He stood behind her, his hands gripping her bottom, and she was bent over at the waist with her hands poised on the rock.

				He slowly withdrew but just when his tip had reached her entrance, he thrust forward quickly with his hips flush against her backside. Again, he slowly withdrew, only to slam forward again. Giselle cried out, white lights dancing behind her eyes. Suddenly, Eustache began to pound into her with wild abandon, one hand steadying her at the base of her spine and the other reaching to cup her breast. Giselle wasn’t sure if the cries of pleasure echoing off the stream’s surface were hers or his—but she didn’t care. Just before her knees gave out in a wave of ecstasy, she felt Eustache shudder and release a stream of white-hot liquid into her core.

				He pulled her up to cover her with his arms, still trembling with the aftershocks of their love-making. When the fine tremors finally ceased, Eustache guided Giselle from the stream. They helped each other dress before strapping his armour and weaponry to Bayard’s rump. Eustache easily lifted Giselle up to sit sideways across the front of Bayard’s saddle before swinging up behind her. With her carefully tucked in between the pommel and his chest, they set off at a brisk walk back to the manor.

				When the chateau was visible on the horizon, Giselle finally steeled herself to ask the question that had been burning at the back of her mind.

				“Are my parents…?” She stopped. “Are they…?”

				“They made it safely into the chateau courtyard,” Eustache answered. “They are well.”

				“Merci,” she said. “I’m so glad.”

				Eustache cleared his throat, keeping his eyes fixed ahead.

				“I have instructed my men to have Madame Lessard give your mother a job as a scullery maid in the chateau,” he announced brusquely.

				Giselle blinked, stunned at the news.

				“Why?” she asked.

				“You cannot be my chambermaid forever” was his curt reply.

				Giselle looked down at her hands. Her chest throbbed painfully. Had her lord grown tired of her already?

				“I cannot,” she repeated slowly. She glanced up at his square jaw. “Will you take another?”

				Eustache’s lips turned down into a dark frown.

				“Another?”

				“Another chambermaid.”

				He looked down to meet her eyes, his gaze softer than she expected.

				“Again, you misunderstand,” he said gently. “I am not releasing you because I want to, but because it is only a matter of time until I am called back to battle by William the Conqueror.”

				“When?” she asked, her heart constricting. “When will you leave?”

				“I cannot say,” Eustache replied, looking back up to the path. “But we shall enjoy each other’s company until then.”

				The chateau loomed before them against a setting sun. Giselle leaned in closer to Eustache.

				“Yes,” she said quietly. “Until then.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				The coast was as windy and cold as he remembered it.

				Eustache stood at the edge of his camp surveying the angry grey waters of the English channel as his small entourage rushed to set up tents and start a roasting fire. They had been traveling for a few days and were finally ready to meet the boat sent for him by William the Conqueror.

				Only a few months, he mused to himself as the salty wind whipped his hair into a tousled mess. The days of their last few months together had been steeped in happiness. And by night, they had explored avenues of passion that left them both exhausted and trembling with fulfilment. But he’d only had a few months with his sweet young lover before he’d received the call to arms in England. She had taken the news surprisingly well, her expression stoic yet sad. He hoped she would be well cared for in his absence, and he dared to think that she had not sunk into despair because of the provisions he had arranged for her family.

				They were the best few months of my life, Eustache acknowledged. How he wished to see her face, to touch her cheek and to pull her close to inhale her sweet scent.

				But a darker, more violent future awaited him across the channel. Though William had been acclaimed king at Westminster the year before, there were rumours of a rebel upstart in Kent…which meant that William needed to call back all his best soldiers.

				And that described Eustache de Fiennes perfectly.

				He sighed and turned back toward camp. His tent was pitched, and meat had been spit and was roasting over a fire. As he strode toward his tent, he caught sight of his young groom rubbing down Bayard. The boy was young, but came with his brother’s enthusiastic recommendation. And though Eustache had not yet taken the time to speak to him, there was no denying the lad’s skill with horses. Bayard had been temperamental and edgy with all his other grooms but seemed to accept the slip of a boy immediately. Eustache wondered if the boy would survive the war camps; he was so slight that he was almost feminine. He wandered closer, his eyes quickly inspecting the boy’s work.

				But when he was a few lengths away, he stopped abruptly and stared open-mouthed. The boy was humming a soft tune as he brushed Bayard.

				I know that tune.

				And his strokes were long, even and graceful.

				I know that rhythm.

				Eustache crossed the distance between them in two long strides. He grabbed the boy’s shoulder and spun him around, pushing him back into the horse’s flank. The young groom had deep blue eyes and thick dark hair that was cropped short. He had a long, graceful neck, thin shoulders and a slim waist. He stared back up at Eustache, eyes wide and unguarded.

				“You,” Eustache exclaimed.

				The boy—no, the woman—smiled, a mischievous tilt to her lips.

				“Yes.” The voice was melodic and sweet and achingly familiar. “It’s me.”

				Eustache took her by the shoulders and bent forward, his expression helpless.

				“Why?” he asked, nearly speechless with shock. “Why did you do this, Giselle?”

				“Gerard,” she quipped, lightly patting his cheek. “It’s Gerard right now. I am your groom.”

				He shook her lightly.

				“You little idiot,” he growled affectionately. “Do you even know where you are going?”

				“Yes,” she said confidently. “I am going with you.”

				“This is madness,” he said, even as his arm was snaking around her waist. “Madness. What were you thinking?”

				“My parents are provided for, and there is nothing left for me at the manor,” she moaned between hot, open-mouthed kisses.

				“And you thought I would just take you with me?” he asked between a snarl and a groan, his hand reaching to pull one of her legs over his hip.

				“Is there a groom better than me?”

				Eustache stepped back and glowered down in mock anger.

				“No, you are most definitely the most skilled of any groom there is,” he conceded. “But I would have words with you in my tent—away from prying eyes.”

				Giselle grinned up at him teasingly.

				“Alone?”

				“Yes, alone,” he said. “Where your real name will be on my lips, and we shall see if your skill extends to pleasuring a man.”

				She smiled, her bright blue eyes never leaving his. In that moment, Eustache knew he had been conquered, and he yielded willingly to her sweet seduction. He smiled back. Giselle bowed her head in a light curtsey and laughed joyously.

				“Oui, mon seigneur.”

				* * * * *
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