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Prologue


Palace of Westminster—London—August, 1241

Henry of Winchester eyed the beauty standing next to him. Even now, he longed to stroke her silken skin and bury his lips against her throat—the very thing that had gotten him into this predicament in the first place.

“You’re certain?” he asked, already knowing her answer.

The noblewoman nodded. “I am, your majesty. It’s been two months since my courses flowed.”

“There’s no going back,” he chided gently. “It’s not too late to change your mind. I can always find you a husband among my English barons,” he said, knowing he had already arranged countless marriages for his wife’s Savoyard relations who had followed her from Provence to the English court when she had come to him as a child bride six years ago.

Lucette La Vache gazed at him with yearning a moment longer and then closed her emerald eyes. When she opened them again, he saw determination looking back at him.

“No man will ever touch me again,” she said softly. “I go to God willingly, along with our child.” She rested her hands against her belly.

He winced hearing the words aloud. “Say nothing of your departure to the queen or any of her attendants,” he cautioned. “I will send my priest to you. He will take care of everything. I will provide gold for the nuns’ coffers. It will ensure they care for you for life. And the child, for as long as you see fit.”

Taking her wrist, he rubbed his thumb against it and then placed a necklace into her palm, closing her fingers around it.

“This is not for the nuns. This is for our child. If a daughter, may she wear it with pride. If a son, he should give it to his wife. Either way, I want this babe to have some remembrance of me—and of our love.”

Lucette glanced at her fisted hand without opening it. “Au revoir, mon doux roi,” she said, her voice breaking.

Turning away, she hurried down the corridor and paused briefly at the corner. Henry thought she might look back but Lucette squared her shoulders and turned the corner.

His greatest temptation was now gone. At least, as soon as he could arrange for her disappearance from court. Henry steeled himself and moved in the opposition direction of his lover, through dozens of hallways, and straight into a meeting with his council. As he entered the chamber, his eyes fell upon Lord Simon de Montfort, the Earl of Leicester. The enmity between them ran deep, ever since the nobleman wed Henry’s sister in secret three years ago. Eleanor had sworn an oath at ten and six to remain chaste in front of no less than the Archbishop of Canterbury. Leicester’s seduction had forced Henry to recognize the marriage and the couple already had two children. Leicester’s power among the barons grew to a point where Henry constantly worried. If word got out that the king who was known for his piety had gotten a lady-in-waiting with child and spirited her away to a nunnery, he could only imagine what Leicester might do with that knowledge.

Henry sat through the meeting, listening to the advice of his council, making a few suggestions which he knew would be ignored. Ever since he’d come to the throne at age nine, his reign had been tumultuous and the monarchy had continued to lose power to the barons. First, his father had been forced to sign Magna Carta by the barons and then Henry himself had reissued the Great Charter in order to be granted new taxes. He wondered if his son, Edward, would also be forced to bow to a select group of nobleman when his heir became king.

The meeting adjourned and Henry made his way back to his rooms, calling for his priest. Since he saw Father William regularly, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. When the priest arrived, Henry commanded that all his attendants leave them alone so that they might pray together.

Once the room emptied and the last servant closed the door, he offered the priest a seat as the holy man began to kneel in prayer.

“Sit, Father. We must talk. I have a confession to make.”

The older man’s brow wrinkled in confusion as he rose and slid into the chair. “Then we should adjourn to the confessional, your majesty.”

“Nay,” said Henry hastily. “Too many spies flit about the palace. What I say now is for your ears only. And God’s. My sin is great and must be addressed accordingly.”

Father William smiled benignly. “You are too hard on yourself, Highness. All of England knows what a godly man their king is. You are devout to the Church. You feed hundreds of paupers daily. You help those who are orphaned. You give to every charitable cause to be found.”

Henry’s temper flared. “And I have sinned,” he ground out. “Most grievously.” He paused, trying to contain his anger, feeling his face flush with it.

The priest patiently waited until Henry calmed himself and then said, “Then let me hear your confession, my son. Though we are not in the confessional, I am sure you have examined your conscience and have told God Almighty of your sorry.”

Henry fell to his knees and made the Sign of the Cross. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. My last confession was three days ago.”

He listened as the priest offered up a prayer to the Most Holy God and said his own prayer to have the courage and strength to be able to admit to what he had done. Once Father William finished, he waited for Henry to speak.

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. Temptation was placed in my path and I succumbed to it.”

Henry paused, remembering the feel of Lucette’s bare skin against his. Her kiss. Her whispered words murmured into his ear. He pushed the wicked thoughts aside and focused on what must be said—and done.

“I lay with another woman. Not my wife,” he continued. “I betrayed my sacred vows of matrimony.”

Father William’s eyes widened in surprise. Usually, the sins the king confessed were mundane.

“I know my reputation, Father. I am a spiritual man. I am devoted to my patron saint, Edward the Confessor. I focus on my religion and the good I can do in my role as a Plantagenet king. But, I was weak in the flesh.”

The priest frowned and yet tried to look sympathetic at the same time. “All men are weak, sire. Knowing you did wrong and confessing your sin is the first step toward atonement.”

Henry pushed himself to his feet and seated himself in the chair again. “I need your help, Father. This woman is with child.”

Shock caused the priest’s face to flush a bright red. “What . . . what would you have me do, your majesty?”

“She refuses to wed another man, though I have offered her that option. Instead, she wishes to be taken to a convent and have the child there. She would then take her vows and become a Bride of Christ.”

Father William swallowed. “And the child?”

“It’s to be left at the convent. She will not claim it but I don’t want it raised in an orphanage. The babe would be protected inside the walls of the nunnery. I will send enough coin to guarantee the child’s safety. If a time comes when circumstances force me to acknowledge my grave error, I will even send for this child.”

“I see.” The priest folded his hands in his lap. “I am to convey this woman to a convent?”

Henry nodded. “Immediately. One of your choosing. I will expect to hear after the birth whether ’tis a boy or girl. A yearly report from the abbess is to be sent to you regarding the child. You will share its contents with me.”

Father William countered, “What of the mother?”

Though it pained him, he said, “Never the mother. She will belong to Christ.”

He went to a desk and retrieved a heavy sack that took both hands to lift. “Here is the coin.” He handed it to the priest.

“And the lady? Where am to find her?”

“’Tis one of the ladies-in-waiting my wife brought with her from Provence. Lucette La Vache.”

The priest’s eyes filled with sudden understanding. “She is most beautiful.”

“I never should have succumbed,” Henry said gruffly. “And by Christ’s Wounds, I never shall again. I have learned my lesson, Father.” He rubbed his temples, trying to chase away the ache in his head. “She knows you are coming for her. Leave at once.”

“And the queen?”

“My queen is busy with Edward and Margaret. I plan to see that she will soon find herself busy with another child. I will never speak to her of this terrible mistake.”

Father William rose and made the Sign of the Cross. “Give thanks to the Lord for He is good.”

“For His mercy endures forever,” replied Henry.

The priest left, having forgotten to share what Henry should do to be absolved. It didn’t matter. He had already decided his punishment. Retreating to his bed, he raised the mattress and placed a hand under it, his fingers skimming until he found what he looked for. Withdrawing it, he stared at the cilice a moment and then placed it on the bed before walking to the door and calling for his most trustworthy servant.

When they were alone, he said, “Undress me.”

The servant’s eyes fell to the bed. “The hair shirt, your majesty?” he asked hoarsely, grimacing at the sight of the cilice.

“Aye.”

Henry allowed the man to strip him above the waist and then slipped into the coarse garment so that it would rest next to his skin, under his clothing. He would be constantly aware of the shirt as it irritated his skin, causing him discomfort every time he took a breath and even more suffering every time he moved. He swore he would wear it daily until news came of the child’s birth. Only then would he remove the reminder of his sin.
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Stephen de Blays left the council meeting, making sure to walk out next to Simon de Montfort. The Earl of Leicester was the most powerful baron at court—and Stephen hungered for a taste of that power. He’d made sure to become acquainted with Leicester when he’d come to court with his brother. Humphrey was the Earl of Blackwell and served on the king’s council.

“So, your brother fell ill again?” Leicester asked, annoyance crossing his face.

“Aye, my lord. Sent me in his place.”

Stephen had to bite back the smile that threatened to dance upon his lips since he’d been the one to give Humphrey the tainted brew that turned his stomach. He’d also offered to attend the council meeting in Humphrey’s place. As pain gripped Humphrey’s belly, he’d easily agreed and sent Stephen away.

“You made some keen observations and weren’t shy about voicing your opinion to the king,” Leicester noted as they started down the corridor. “I admire a man not afraid to speak his mind. You seem more astute than Lord Humphrey.”

Stephen laughed easily, pleased by this nobleman’s compliment. “My brother received the handsome visage in our family. I was blessed to lay claim to the intelligence.”

In truth, Humphrey was very intelligent—but Stephen proved shrewder when it came to politics and people. He longed for a title of his own and the power and wealth that came with it. He planned to claim his brother’s.

Soon.

The earl eyed him speculatively. “Never underestimate yourself, de Blays.”

“I won’t, my lord.”

The two men parted and Stephen returned to the adjoining rooms they’d been given within the palace. He found Humphrey moaning in bed, clutching his belly. Humphrey’s son, Godwin, played on the floor with a wooden carving of a soldier. Firmin, their longtime servant, sat next to the earl’s bed and rose when Stephen gestured to him from the other room.

“Close the door,” he ordered quietly and Firmin did as he was told. The man always had followed Stephen’s orders without question, ever since childhood when Stephen had defended the servant against those who teased him because of the firemark on his neck. Firmin had only been a few years older than the de Blays brothers but he’d been drawn toward Stephen. Though a year younger than Humphrey, Stephen had been the one brimming with confidence and the more assertive brother. Even now, Firmin would do anything Stephen asked, though Humphrey was the earl.

Even if it meant ridding them of Godwin.

“How was the council meeting, my lord?” Firmin asked eagerly, always ready for a bit of gossip.

Playing on that, Stephen had them sit as he confided in the man what had taken place at the table and how two of his suggestions were met with enthusiasm by the other members and even King Henry himself.

“The Earl of Leicester made a point to let me know how much my ideas were appreciated,” he added, pleased to see approval in Firmin’s eyes.

The servant shook his head. “’Tis sad you aren’t the earl, my lord. You would make a fine one.”

“I think so, too,” Stephen began, treading lightly, knowing what he must now ask. “I’m worried about Humphrey’s health, my friend.”

Firmin’s brow wrinkled. “The earl has been unwell frequently.” He looked at the closed door. Humphrey’s groans could be heard through it.

Humphrey had become ill on several recent occasions—all thanks to Stephen’s help. He’d begun to slowly add the poison to his brother’s food and drink. Another few doses and he felt certain Humphrey would succumb.

That only left Godwin in the way.

Firmin looked back. “I don’t know how much longer Lord Humphrey will live. That will leave wee Godwin as the earl.” He brightened. “You will be able to guide the boy if it comes to that.”

“What if Godwin were also gone?” Stephen asked softly, his eyes boring into Firmin.

The servant squirmed uncomfortably. “The boy’s never ill, my lord. Not once in his six years.”

Stephen shrugged. “Accidents happen. All the time.”

Firmin swallowed. “They do.”

“People fall. Drown. Die in a fire.”

“Aye,” the servant agreed, his eyes darting about nervously.

“You say I would make a fine earl, Firmin. How would you like to help me become the earl?”

Panic filled Firmin’s face. “Wh-what do you mean, my lord?”

“You would have to do something for me.”

A look of dread filled the man’s face. “Do . . . what?”

“Humphrey will die soon, I predict.”

“He has been frightfully ill,” Firmin said reluctantly.

“And we agreed that accidents happen.”

The servant ran his finger along his collar uncomfortably. “They do.”

“I think Godwin is going to have an accident.”

“He is?” squeaked Firmin.

“Aye.”

“What . . . kind of accident, my lord?”

Stephen sat back and crossed his arms. “I think I’ll let you decide that for me, Firmin.”

“Me?”

“You,” Stephen said firmly. “You have been with me since childhood, Firmin. You know I would make a great earl. You are the only one who can help me.”

“I can?”

He nodded. “You can. Take young Godwin down to the harbor. Let him see the ships coming in.” Stephen handed over a few coins. “Buy him something to eat from one of the stalls.”

“And then?” Firmin’s eyes welled with tears.

“Whatever you think, my friend,” he said gently. “Godwin might trip and hit his head. Run out in front of a team of horses. Fall into the water and drown. He’s a curious little boy who often sticks his nose where it shouldn’t be. It surprises me that nothing harmful has happened to him before.”

Stephen leaned closer to the servant. “I think you would make a fine steward, Firmin. You have a head for numbers.” He smiled. “Why, the position of steward comes with a cottage.” His smiled widened. “I’ve seen how you look at Mary. You could wed her. Give her a home.”

Firmin shot to his feet. Fear filled his eyes. Stephen watched steadily, waiting, waiting . . . then saw the moment when Firmin came to his decision.

The servant moved toward the door and opened it. He walked to the earl’s bedside. Stephen followed, pausing in the doorway.

“My lord, you’ve said I can do nothing for you. How ’bout I take young Godwin outside the palace? We could see a bit of London. Walk down to the harbor and see a few ships come in and dock.”

Godwin’s eyes lit up and he leaped to his feet. “Can we, Father? I’d love to see the ships.”

Stephen watched Humphrey muster a smile. “’Tis a good idea, Firmin. Godwin’s been cooped up with me for far too long.” He grimaced and turned away from the pair.

Firmin held out a hand. “You’ll have to hold my hand, Master Godwin. London’s full of crowds. I wouldn’t want to lose you.”

Godwin grasped the servant’s hand. His eyes looked to the doorway.

“Uncle Stephen, Firmin’s taking me to see London’s harbor and all the ships.” Excitement danced in his nephew’s eyes.

“Have the time of your life, Godwin,” Stephen uttered as a ready smile touched his lips.
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Chapter One


Boscarne, Southwest Coast of Cornwall—April, 1263

Godwin Trenoweth shifted the woman on his lap and threw the dice again. The tavern grew quiet as the dice rolled across the table then a cheer erupted.

“Drinks for all gathered!” shouted Godwin, flush with his run of good luck.

He glanced about and saw several members of his crew, their arms about various wenches, looked on. Morgan raised his tankard in acknowledgment and then drained its contents.

“I’m parched,” the woman said into his ear then bit his lobe none too gently. “For more than ale,” she added seductively.

“Come sit in my lap, Caja,” another pirate seated across from Godwin called and winked broadly at her. “I think you’re the one favoring Trenoweth with the luck. I could stand for you to rub some my way.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively at her.

Caja wriggled her rounded bottom against Godwin. “I’m fine where I am, Cador Nicholls.”

To emphasize her point, she looped her arms about Godwin’s neck and pressed a lengthy kiss to his lips as the crowd stomped and clapped.

He eased her away. “Enough.” Looking across the table, he said, “Toss me the dice, Nicholls. I’m not done yet.”

Five more times he threw, wagering more coin with every toss—and winning every time. Finally, he gripped the dice in his hand and then lifted it to the woman.

Opening his palm face up, Godwin said, “Kiss them.”

Caja moistened her lips so enticingly that every man at the table panted after her. “For you, God of the Seas? I’ll do anything.”

Taking his wrist, she brought the dice closer to her and then brushed a kiss upon each one. Giving him another smile, her hand closed his fingers and then kissed his knuckles. With a grin, Godwin tossed the dice, his eyes never leaving hers.

Another round of cheers broke out, telling him he’d won again. His gut told him it was time to quit. He pushed the woman off his lap and rested his forearms on the table as he scooped up his winnings and placed them into his purse.

“You’re going to need a larger purse, Captain,” Morgan called out.

“That’s why I’m stopping now,” Godwin countered and stood.

“It’s about time,” the man to his left muttered.

Before the pirate had time to draw another breath, Godwin had retrieved his dagger from his boot and held it beneath the man’s chin. He pressed and a bubble of blood appeared and then dribbled down the man’s neck.

“And why would it be time for me to walk away from the table?” he growled.

A hush fell over the room. No one moved as every eye focused on the exchange.

“Yer just so damned lucky,” his captive ground out. “Yer always the one winning a fortune at the tables—and on the seas.”

Godwin had to agree with that. He was a man of action who’d taken every risk known to claim what he now held. He captained Dragonstar, the largest of the three ships of the crew of men known as Poseidon’s Legion, a group that wreaked havoc along the western, southern, and eastern coasts of England. He’d gained riches from his years of plundering coastal towns and other vessels at sea. He had won fame far and wide, becoming known as the God of the Seas. Men clamored to sail with him. Women fell at his feet.

In all he did, Godwin proved to be fortunate.

“I jes’ wanted a chance to win a time or two meself,” the pirate complained.

Godwin withdrew his blade and pushed the man back against his chair. “Have at it, my friend,” he said as he wiped the blood from his weapon and returned it to his boot. Then with a lecherous grin, he added, “I’m ready to try my luck at something else.”

His hand shot out and captured Caja’s wrist, jerking her to him. Godwin kissed her hard and then looked back at the table of men. “May the winds of fortune be with you.”

With that, he swept Caja off her feet and carried her up the narrow stairs to the sounds of stomping feet. They reached the top and he set her down.

“Where to?” he asked.

“Follow me.”

Her skirts whirled as she turned to her left and Godwin followed, his eyes watching the sway of her hips as they continued down the hallway. She stopped at a room and opened the door and then stepped inside.

He entered and saw it was small—but not too small for what he had in mind. A single candle burned next to the bed. Godwin hooked his foot around the door and gave it a shove, his eyes never leaving hers. He went to her and wrapped his arms about her, kissing her hungrily. He’d been at sea for two months without a woman and was ready to make up for lost time.

Breaking the kiss, he gently shoved Caja back, allowing her to fall on the bed. She looked up at him and then placed her hands behind her head, her bodice tightening against her full breasts. The top of the rounded globes might spill out at any moment. If they didn’t, he’d be there to guide them along.

Godwin shrugged out of his clothes quickly, tossing them to the floor. He covered Caja’s warm body with his. As he kissed her, his hand reached under her skirts and glided up her leg to her womanly core. He’d never bedded a woman without first seeing to her pleasure. Though he was eager to plow into her, he would see that he satisfied her first.

She came almost immediately, a hoarse cry escaping her lips. He guided his cock into her and pumped enthusiastically as she clawed at his back. Godwin took his fill and collapsed atop her a moment before rolling to his back, sated. Caja snuggled against him, her fingers playing with the hair upon his chest for a few minutes. Then she stilled and he heard her soft snores.

Godwin let his mind drift. He’d given his crew tonight in Boscarne, which was the last pirate town before they would arrive home at Carharrack Castle, his home which sat high on a hill. Anyone approaching could be seen for miles. To reach it, a ship would have to venture into Carharrack Cove, which came inland for two miles. Only one familiar with maneuvering the rocky shore would know how to bring the ship home without crashing it upon the rocks. The cove proved impenetrable to outsiders, offering his crew the protection they needed from others.

He lay somewhere between sleep and wakefulness and decided he would return to the ship. He never felt right sleeping on land. Even though he and his legion had visited this pirate town many a time over the years, no place was truly safe. A thousand pirates would willingly cut his throat in order to take his place. Only his crew had his loyalty and he theirs. He would go back to his captain’s cabin and allow himself the luxury of sleep.

The familiar prickling came without warning, dancing across the back of his neck, warning him of danger. Godwin never questioned it. It had saved him and his men on several occasions and he would listen to it now.

His hand dropped to the floor and found his boot. Lifting his blade, he clenched the hilt in his left hand as a creak sounded from the wooden floor outside their chamber. He gently nudged Caja, rolling her away from him. Silent as a cat, he came to his feet.

And waited.

The candle, which had burned low, finally extinguished, leaving the room in darkness as Godwin hugged the wall. He watched the door ease open. The silhouette of a man stood in the doorway. He crept forward without closing the door. That told Godwin the man wanted to be in and out of the chamber quickly. And that told him this man was here to rob him.

No one stole from the God of the Seas, much less lived to tell that he had.

Springing into action, Godwin’s right arm went about the man’s neck, cutting off his breath. His left, holding the dagger, pushed into the thief. Not far because Godwin wanted to know who dared to come for his gold.

As the stranger struggled, Godwin hissed, “Who are you?”

The thief flailed about, waking Caja. She sat up and from the dim light in the corridor, he saw fear in her eyes—and recognition.

Interesting.

Godwin pushed the knife in another inch and the man groaned. He loosened his grasp a touch and asked again, “Who are you?” Then looking to the bed, he said, “Or should I ask you, Caja? Who is this man?”

She swallowed. “Roalt. He’s my brother. Please, Godwin. Let him be.”

“Let him be?” he asked softly, masking the anger that sizzled through him. “You would have me hand over my gold and merely leap back into bed with you? I think not.”

She shuddered, tears beginning to stream down her cheeks.

“Did you know about this, Caja? Was it planned? Were you to keep me occupied while your brother robbed me blind?” His voice was low and deadly and caused the woman to quake in fear.

“She didn’t . . . know,” wheezed the man under him. “Everyone saw you go upstairs with her. I thought . . .” His voice trailed off.

“You thought you could take advantage of the God of the Seas?”

Roalt whimpered as Godwin jammed the rest of the blade into him. “Aye,” he said, his head bobbing up and down.

“And you swear Caja had no part in this?”

“N-n-nay.”

With that word, Godwin yanked the knife up. Roalt’s legs shivered violently and his bowels released. Disgusted, Godwin pulled the dagger out and slit the thief’s throat from ear to ear and thrust his body away. It hit the ground, blood spreading under it.

Caja leaped off the bed, her back pressed against the wall. Slowly, Godwin walked from his side to hers. She pushed herself into the corner, trying to make herself small. He took a lock of her hair and wound it around his hand, pulling her face close to his.

He thought back to his arrival at the tavern hours earlier. How eagerly the various women had lined up, hoping to be noticed by the legendary God of the Seas. Caja had stepped forward boldly. Godwin had liked that at the time, how she separated herself from the others. Now, doubt lingered in his mind, wondering if she and her brother had planned this all along, using her beauty to beguile him and lull him into a false sense of security.

Still, he couldn’t be sure—and he wasn’t one to kill an innocent. If she were innocent. Instead, he would make sure she would never use her looks again to thwart any man.

In a menacing tone, he said, “If I thought your brother lied to me, I would have cut your throat by now. Instead, you must suffer the punishment for his sins, Caja Travarrow.”

With that, Godwin marked her face with his blade.

She collapsed onto the bed, holding her marred cheek, sobbing.

“’Twill leave a scar. Be glad that’s all. You still have your life.”

He dressed and left the room, stepping over Roalt’s body. Still, his boots trailed blood from the room into the corridor. They would never get all of it out. It would simply be another reminder not to cross any of Poseidon’s Legion.

Especially the God of the Seas.
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Chapter Two


Convent of the Blessed Wounds—Dover, Kent

Melisent wrapped her arms around the sobbing oblate. She would never understand why members of the nobility sent their daughters to a convent at such a tender age. The girl she comforted now was no more than six. Away from home from the first time—and she would never return to her loved ones. For the thousandth time, Melisent swore if she ever had the children she longed for, nothing would separate her from them. Not God. Nor any man.

She only wondered why her family had discarded her so easily in the same manner.

Kissing the head of the child tenderly, she stroked the girl’s back, murmuring soothing words until the girl calmed.

“You’ll like it here. I promise,” Melisent told her as she wiped the tears away. “Tell me again what your name is. I don’t recall it.”

She did remember the girl’s name but needed a way to draw her out.

The child whispered, “Elizabeth.”

Melisent smiled. “Oh, Elizabeth, that’s it. ’Tis such a beautiful name. Just as you are, little one.”

The girl raised hopeful eyes. “You think so? Truly?”

“Aye, I do. And one day in the future, you will be given an even better name.”

Elizabeth frowned. “You mean when I become a Bride of Christ?” She bit her lip. “I don’t even know what that means, Melisent. Our priest said ’tis a good thing.”

“Oh, it is.” She smiled brightly. “Belonging to God is very special. It means you have a calling to Him and will serve others in His name.”

Melisent hugged the child to her, hiding her frown. Young Elizabeth might become a Bride of Christ one day but Melisent never would. She didn’t understand why. Her earliest memories weren’t of her home and family and leaving them behind to travel to the Convent of the Blessed Wounds. She could only remember being here. As if she’d always been a part of this place from her beginning.

Yet, for a reason she couldn’t fathom, Mother Benedicta wouldn’t allow her to take her vows. Melisent loved God and would gladly have offered herself to the Christ but the abbess refused her request to do so. Melisent had petitioned so many times to become a nun that she’d lost count. Finally, Mother Benedicta told Melisent if she didn’t stop asking, she would be punished. Being good and obedient, she immediately withdrew any questions she had, knowing the abbess had a reason for making such a decision.

Even if it meant Melisent would never understand why.

For a long time, she supposed it was because she wasn’t devout enough in her faith. She prayed almost as much as the nuns did. She did her best to be humble and kind and charitable. Finally, she decided it didn’t matter. The convent was her home. The nuns were her family. The oblates were like her children as she helped them adjust to life in the nunnery, teaching her young charges to read and write. She managed the large garden inside the convent walls and also helped care for the nuns who went to live in the infirmary. They were the ones too old to participate in religious life anymore. She read and sang to them and even nursed them when called upon.

That reminded her that it was time to check on Sister Clotilde. The nun was the most beautiful woman in the entire convent. Melisent guessed her age to be around two score. Sister Clotilde’s face was unlined except for tiny laugh lines around her eyes. Mother Benedicta frowned on laughter of any kind but no one could ever be angry with Sister Clotilde. She was a joy to be around. Unfortunately, she’d grown quite ill over the last few weeks, to the point where she spit up blood. Melisent knew that to be a sign that death would come for the nun soon. The world would be less joyful once Sister Clotilde left it but the Heavens above would rejoice at the arrival of a new Bride of Christ in their midst.

Cupping Elizabeth’s cheek, Melisent said, “Let me take you to where you will sleep. There will be other oblates there. Kathryn arrived only last week so she is still new to us. I know she will make you feel welcomed. Come.”

Melisent took the girl’s hand and they went down the corridor to the wing that housed oblates and postulants. After introducing Elizabeth to Kathryn and extracting a promise from Kathryn to make Elizabeth a part of things, Melisent hurried away. The time it had taken to comfort the newest charge had delayed her arrival in the infirmary. As she entered, she greeted the three nuns who sat in a circle talking quietly and asked about their day. Satisfied that they didn’t need anything, she looked in on Sister Bernice, who’d taken a tumble after yesterday’s heavy rains on the slick stones that led to the garden. The nun had broken her wrist and Melisent had immobilized it, as well as given Sister Bernice a mixture of herbs to allow her to sleep deeply. Seeing she still slept, Melisent went to spend time with her final patient.

Entering the small cell, she saw Sister Clotilde sat up in bed, her back against the stone wall. Melisent had isolated the nun from the others once she started coughing up blood. From her bright red cheeks, it looked as if the fever hadn’t subsided.

“How are you?” Melisent asked. “You really should be lying down.”

“We must talk. I prefer to be upright to do so.”

Melisent could still hear the faint trace of a foreign accent, which caused her to wonder how a woman from another country had come to reside inside the walls of the Convent of the Blessed Wounds. If she didn’t learn soon, she never would since Sister Clotilde’s days were numbered.

“Sit, Melisent.” Though it sounded like an order, the nun’s voice was so mellifluous that it seemed more a request.

“Of course.” She stepped outside the cell and retrieved a chair, not wanting to sit on the bed and jar the nun.

Drawing it close to the bed, she reached and took Sister Clotilde’s hands and gently squeezed them. The heat clung to her skin though her hands felt clammy.

“It’s time you learned the truth.”

An odd frisson shot through Melisent as the nun’s startling green eyes studied her. “What truth, Sister?”

“I am your mother.”

Melisent stilled. No words formed in her mind or came to her lips. It was as if time ceased turning.

“My name before I became Sister Clotilde was Lucette La Vache. I came with my cousin, Eleanor of Provence, when she journeyed to England to wed the king. I served as one of her many ladies-in-waiting.”

The nun squeezed Melisent’s hands. Though illness had weakened the woman, it was almost as if strength flowed from the older woman into Melisent.

“I fell deeply in love with a man at court. A kind man. Full of devotion to God and others.” A shadow crossed Sister Clotilde’s face. “This man was married. We could not be together.”

Tears began streaming down the nun’s face. Her hands tightened around Melisent’s. “I loved your father but for the good of England and all those involved, I chose to leave court. I came to the Convent of Blessed Wounds. You were born here, my child.”

“No wonder I have no memories of a life outside these walls.” Melisent paused. “Who is my father?”

Sister Clotilde started to reply but began coughing. Melisent grabbed the cloth resting on the bed and pressed it to her mother’s mouth. When the coughing fit subsided and she drew it away, blood filled the cloth.

The nun sighed, her eyes closed. Melisent thought she might have fallen asleep. She studied the woman who had given birth to her, wondering if they favored one another in any way. The convent had no mirrors so Melisent had no idea what she looked like to others. She did know her hair was the color of fire but it was always covered. Mother Benedicta had told her red hair was suspicious to others since some thought it might be the mark of Satan. She’d been warned to keep it hidden at all times.

Wondering if her mother might possess the same shade of hair, Melisent leaned forward and pushed aside the wimple. She saw her same hair, threaded with streaks of white running through it. Melisent placed her palm against the nun’s face, an ache building within her. Her own mother had been present in her life all along and she hadn’t known until it was too late.

Sister Clotilde opened her eyes and lay her hand atop Melisent’s. The green eyes swam with tears.

“So much wasted time,” she murmured. “I have loved you from afar, my darling daughter. Mother Benedicta did not allow me to have much contact with you.”

Understanding dawned within Melisent. “You are the one who would not allow me to become a novice.”

The nun nodded. “I never wanted you to take your vows. I wished for you to have a life beyond this place.” Another fit of coughing interrupted their conversation. When it ended, Melisent could see their brief conversation had drained her mother.

“I’ll leave you to rest.” She rose and then once again asked, “Who is my father?”

“Henry of Winchester. King Henry of England.”

Shock reverberated through her. She was a daughter to the good king? The one known throughout the land for his piety and devotion to the Church? Yet, he’d had a child with a woman who was not his queen. A child who’d been kept secret from the world.

Her mother reached under her pillow and pulled out something. She caught Melisent’s hand and placed the object in her palm.

“He wanted you to . . . have this. He knew he would never know you but he loved you, all the same.” Spent, the nun closed her eyes.

Melisent looked down and saw a necklace of brilliant green stones resting in her palm, the same green of her mother’s eyes. She’d never seen anything more beautiful. To think her mother had kept this for her all these years. Finding the clasp, she placed the chain about her neck and fastened it. Knowing it was something of immense value, as well as something the nuns would never condone her possessing, she slipped it beneath her clothing. It rested heavily against her skin.

Sensing another presence, Melisent looked over her shoulder. Mother Benedicta stood in the doorway. Looming behind her was a tall knight in armor, a grave look upon his weathered face.

The abbess came into the cell and placed her hand on Melisent’s shoulder. “I assume your mother has spoken to you.”

“Aye.” She barely got the word out, her throat thick with emotion.

“This knight has come from the king. I’ll leave him with you.” The abbess leaned over and kissed Sister Clotilde’s head. “She will be cared for. All will be well. You may go to God knowing Melisent will be safe.”

Melisent saw tears brimmed in the old abbess’ eyes as she left the cell and the knight entered. He bowed to the woman in the bed who stared up at him and said, “I am not to give you my name, my lady. Only know that I am a messenger from the king. He did not send a missive to you. ’Twas too dangerous to commit anything to writing.”

“Are times difficult for him?” her mother asked weakly.

The man nodded. “The Earl of Leicester recently returned from exile in France and gathered a council of barons who oppose our king. Fighting has broken out in the Welsh Marches. It is feared Leicester will march upon London next.”

The knight looked at Melisent. “King Henry is taking measures to see that his children are protected in case Leicester’s forces take London.” His eyes bore into hers. “All his children, my lady.”

Melisent began to tremble. “This is too much.” She knelt at her mother’s bedside and took her hands. “I am safe with you here, Mother. No one knows who I am or where we are. I don’t want to leave you. Not after I’ve just learned who you are.”

The solider said, “You are known now to a handful, Lady Melisent. Father William, the priest who brought your mother to this convent, is in fading health. His mind wanders at times. He revealed the knowledge of your presence to someone who is a part of the rebellion, though this nobleman doesn’t know which convent the priest took your mother to. I must see you gone before he finds you.”

Panic filled Melisent. “I’m in danger from this man?”

“Aye,” he confirmed. “The king doubts the rebels would kill you but if you’re found, they would take you prisoner. You would be leverage used against him, the same as any of his other children.” The man paused. “The king has received word of you over the years. You are very dear to him, my lady. Please. For his sake—and yours—you must come with me.”

She looked to her mother. The beautiful nun gave her a wistful smile. “I will soon be gone, my dearest. Go with this good knight. ’Tis what your father wishes.”

The knight said to the nun, “I am to take Lady Melisent to Dover’s harbor and place her on a ship bound for Cornwall. The king has sent word to the Baron of Polmac. He’s to meet her at Kingsbridge.” He turned to Melisent. “Though there was no time to sign a betrothal contract, the baron is in opposition to the rebel forces and owes King Henry a great debt. The king’s missive asked that the baron take you to wife.”

Melisent’s knees grew weak. “I’m to be wed?”

Her mother captured Melisent’s hand and squeezed it. “This is a good thing, Daughter. Cornwall is as far as you can get from London. You will be safe from your father’s enemies. And you’ll be a baroness. You’ll have a husband. Children. The kind of life I always dreamed of for you.”

The fingers that held Melisent’s hand slowly fell away, dropping to the bed. She saw her mother’s eyelids flutter violently as she gasped for air.

“Mother!” she cried.

Sister Clotilde shuddered and then stilled. Strong hands clasped Melisent’s shoulders, pulling her away from the bed.

“She’s gone, my lady.” The knight’s eyes were kind, his voice tender. “We must be off.”

Melisent pulled away from him and returned to the bed. She kissed her mother’s still-warm cheek and then rose.

“I am ready, Sir.”

For a new future. A new life.
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Chapter Three


Godwin came up on deck and inhaled deeply. The smell of salt air filled his nostrils. He’d never grow old of the scent. The sea was home and always would be. His family was the men of Poseidon’s Legion, loyal to the end, a brotherhood whose bonds stretched far beyond friendship.

He watched as two of the younger pirates aboard began dallying about, mock fighting with their mops, irritated at their play when work was to be done.

“This deck doesn’t clean itself,” he roared at them.

Guiltily, the pair separated, dipping their mops in their buckets and swabbing the deck once again.

“You’ve been in a foul mood for two days now, Captain,” said a voice behind him.

Godwin turned to Jory Bawen, who stood at the helm. “And what’s it to you?” he growled at the helmsman.

“Just making a point, Captain.”

“Get below so you can fill your belly. I’ll take the helm.”

“Aye-aye.”

Jory stepped aside and allowed Godwin to move to the wheel. His fingers clasped the familiar wood. He’d served as a helmsman on Seastar before becoming first mate aboard Wildstar. Of course, before holding those two lofty positions, Godwin had done everything a pirate could do on a ship, working his way up the chain of command until Treeve Trenoweth walked away.

As he gazed out on open water, he still couldn’t fathom why the pirate king of Poseidon’s Legion had given up everything he’d worked for over a lifetime. All to live with a grown daughter and her family in Plymouth. Neither Godwin nor his fellow pirates suspected Treeve had a child, much less that he would abandon pirating so abruptly. The pirate king had kept many secrets over the years.

At least Godwin benefited from Trenoweth’s leaving. The man had acted as a father figure to him as long as he could remember and named Godwin the new commander of Poseidon’s Legion and captain of Dragonstar before he disappeared four years ago. No one had seen Trenoweth since. Godwin wondered how the former pirate king had taken to living on land, surrounded by grandchildren and a mundane life. Mayhap Treeve had figured out he was too old for the life of a pirate, especially as the leader of Poseidon’s Legion. Few lived to be Treeve’s age. Piracy and old age didn’t mix well.

As he guided the ship through the dark blue waters, he realized what had left him in a foul mood as they sailed toward home.

Caja.

Though his reputation was that of a fierce cutthroat, Godwin’s heart held a soft spot for women and children. Few of them traveled the seas but when he raided a ship that carried women or children as passengers, he made sure they were put ashore at the nearest port without a hair on their heads harmed. He cared not for what his men did with women on land but on his ship, Godwin insisted that no woman or child be abused in any manner, unlike the French Water Bearers, who immediately threw any babe or child overboard before passing along women captives to their crews. Once used up, those women were also tossed into the sea.

Not that Godwin had abused Caja. The woman deserved what he’d done to her. She was a pretty woman and his blade had sliced through her cheek, marring that beauty. One look at her, and the story would spread far and wide of her brother’s feeble attempt to steal from the God of the Seas. Caja was living proof of Godwin’s wrath. Still, he almost felt sorry for her. Part of him wished to speak to her the next time they dropped anchor at the pirate town but he knew better. If word got out that he’d apologized to the wench or even compensated her in some way for disfiguring her, he’d lose respect from both enemies and friends alike. His reputation must be maintained at all cost.

He thought of the dream that had awakened him a short while ago. It had come to him repeatedly over the years, though this was the first time since he’d replaced Treeve four years ago. In it, Godwin was a small boy, sitting in a woman’s lap. She had light hair but her face always remained in shadow. Her voice was low and soothing as she sang to him and stroked his hair. Godwin would wake with a strange longing, wondering who the woman might be. He guessed that she must be his mother. He had no memory of any father other than Treeve Trenoweth. Godwin had asked Treeve about his past once when he was still very young, curious about where he came from. The big pirate had backhanded him, sending him flying across the deck, curses flying left and right from his mouth.

Godwin never asked again. Never really thought about it.

Until now.

“Captain!” a small voice cried from above.

He kept his left hand gripped on the helm and shaded his eyes with his right as he looked to the crow’s nest. “See something, Davy?”

The boy had been one of the few passengers on a ship they’d attacked two months ago. After the fighting ended, it left Davy an orphan. Something about the boy touched Godwin’s heart. Instead of sending him to an orphanage once they hit land to sell off some of their plunder, he’d kept Davy on to watch for other ships. The boy had taken to the sea as if he’d been born to it.

“A merchant ship in the distance. Flying Spanish colors.”

“Good eye, Davy,” Godwin praised.

Immediately, he turned to the bell behind him and rang it. Pausing, he called out, “All men above deck,” before sounding the bell again.

In less than a minute, the entire crew of Dragonstar stood before him. Jory retook the helm, allowing Godwin to move as he spoke.

“Young Davy has spied a Spanish ship.”

“Be they Los Demonios de Mar?” Morgan Daddon, his first mate, asked.

“Nay. They are not flying the colors of the Demons of the Sea,” Godwin replied, referring to the Spanish pirates who sometimes trolled the same waters as Poseidon’s Legion. “’Tis a merchant ship waiting for us to pluck her clean. To your stations,” he commanded.

The crew moved swiftly, readying to fight once they’d reached the Spaniards. It took almost three-quarters of an hour before Dragonstar drew close to the prize. By now, Davy had slithered down from the crow’s nest and Godwin signaled for him.

“Tell Mumbling Cameron to prepare the flaming arrows,” he told the lad. “Go to my cabin and retrieve my bow. And find Goran. He’ll need to help me with the first part of the attack.”

Goran Pendarves was second only to Godwin’s skill in shooting arrows. Both men had an uncanny accuracy. Within minutes, the iron bucket containing fire had been brought and he and Goran had their bows in hand. Mumbling Cameron dipped the arrows into the fire and alternated handing one to each of them.

By now, the Spanish crew had prepared themselves, swords drawn, awaiting to be boarded. Their sailors were close enough for Godwin to see the fear on their faces. He knew these men had recognized the black banner with the red serpentine dragon, the flag of Poseidon’s Legion, and had an idea what lay in store for them. Unless they surrendered, it would be a fight to the death—and his crew never lost.

Both men aimed for the sails on the mainmast, a flurry of arrows hitting them. The billowing sails caught fire. From habit, Godwin now aimed to the left while Goran shot to the right, and soon the sails from the mizzenmast and foremast also burned. Jory steered their vessel close enough so that the pirates could toss grappling hooks across the narrow span between the ships. The three-headed hooks dug into the other vessel’s wooden hull and couldn’t be pried loose. As the last hook gripped the merchant ship, his crew began pulling the other ship toward them.

Godwin handed his bow to Davy. “Take it to my cabin. Stay there.”

The boy obeyed him without question. Though he saw in the lad’s eyes the desire to stay above board and watch the pirates in action, Godwin wanted nothing harmful to happen to Davy.

Once the boy vanished below deck, Godwin unsheathed his sword and ran full speed. He leaped from the deck of Dragonstar and landed on the other ship, followed by most of his crew. Only a handful would remain behind, including his helmsman and cook, Pawl Pinckney. Though Pawl enjoyed a brawl as much as the next man and was a talented swordsman, Godwin had learned that the heart of every ship was its cook. He wouldn’t risk losing Pawl’s talents in the kitchen, only to listen to his crew grumble about a substitute who might prove to be a poor cook.

Godwin slashed his way across the deck, ramming his sword into the belly of one man, slicing the arm off another, and jamming his weapon into the eye of a third. The air filled with the sounds of screams and moans, while the deck grew slick with blood. He fought his way along the stern, dispatching another sailor, and then cornered a man who put up little fight. The Spaniard stumbled back and fell to the deck, dropping his sword in the process.

Placing his booted foot atop the man’s chest, Godwin held his sword’s tip to the man’s throat.

“Don’t kill me,” the sailor pleaded. “She won’t know what happened to me.”

Mildly curious, he asked, “Who?”

“The woman I love,” the man choked out.

Godwin laughed harshly. “You think she would love a coward who begged for his life?”

The fear that had been in the man’s eyes suddenly vanished. A calm replaced it. “Maria would love me no matter what.” He looked upon Godwin with disgust. “You may be the God of the Seas but it’s obvious you’ve never known love.”

Godwin rammed his sword into the man’s throat and watched as the light faded from his eyes.

“Love makes a man weak,” he told the dead sailor as he withdrew his sword.

He looked around and saw his men had made swift work of the foreign crew. Bodies were strewn about the deck. Others floated in the water. The masts had now caught fire.

“Quickly! Take what you can.”

His men had looted ships a thousand times and would know exactly how long it would take for the mast to burn and fall. Godwin returned to his ship and supervised the transfer of goods to Dragonstar. Once his men claimed all that was worthwhile, he signaled for Jory to pull away. The helmsman steered the ship to the west and the wind caught their sails, blowing them away from the burning Spanish pyre. As they sailed away, a loud cracking sounded and the main mast fell into the water, tilting the ship so that it turned sideways and began to sink.

Godwin went through their haul, noting they’d gained some exceptional goods. They would keep most of the furs and wine and sell a good portion of the wool and amber. Branok Killigrew, his quartermaster, would tally the cargo and make recommendations. He’d been quartermaster on Wildstar when Godwin served as first mate and he’d brought Killigrew with him once he’d been named Dragonstar’s captain. The pirate was a few years shy of Treeve Trenoweth’s age and was known for his fair division of goods and gold seized. Of all the pirates in Poseidon’s Legion, Godwin trusted Killigrew the most.

“Pirating makes me thirsty!” Godwin proclaimed. “Break open some of those casks of wine.”

A cheer rose from his men. They’d worked hard raiding the enemy ship and claiming its goods. He always made sure they gained an immediate reward after their looting, filling their bellies and slaking their thirsts.

As most of the men headed below deck, Godwin stopped in the kitchen first and gathered up some bread and cheese before he went to his quarters. He would share the food with young Davy and tell the boy about today’s exploits.

Hours later, the crew was back on schedule. They would sight Carharrack Castle by morning. The watch had changed and Godwin returned to his cabin. He’d barely closed the door when a knock sounded. Opening it, he saw Branok with a ledger and ushered the quartermaster inside. They two men settled in at the table and Godwin poured them each a good measure of the Spanish wine that had been seized today.

“Tell me about our spoils.”

Branok passed the ledger across, the one where he noted each ship they attacked, the date, and what goods and monies had been claimed by their crew. As he spoke, Godwin’s eyes flickered across the figures. Today’s prizes had been especially good and useful to those who lived at Carharrack Castle. Some would be dispersed among the few pirates who had families in cottages nearby. Whatever remained could then be taken to the small fishing village that sat at its base. That would keep them from having to sail in the opposite direction to another port in order to unload a portion of the goods until the next time they trolled the seas.

Godwin took a long draw from the wine, rolling it about his tongue, relishing the rich flavors. The French thought they produced the best wines but Godwin favored those from Spain.

His quartermaster smiled at him. “Who would’ve thought such a wee boy would have grown up to command Poseidon’s Legion? You’ve become a master at everything, Godwin. Best pirate king Britannia has ever seen and that includes any of those Devils of the Deep from Scotland.”

Besides Treeve Trenoweth taking Godwin under his wing, Branok Killigrew had also taught Godwin much about life as a pirate. Each time Treeve moved Godwin to a new post, it had been Branok who walked Godwin through what the position involved and how best to succeed at it. He wondered why he’d never thought to ask Branok about his past and decided now was the time to remedy that.

“I learned pirating at your knees. And Treeve’s,” he began.

“Aye, you did, Captain,” Branok said with a grin. “You soaked up everything we said and became the best at whatever task was put before you.”

“Treeve taught me swordplay and how to fight with my fists but you were the one who taught me about sailing. How to tie the different knots. How to read the stars to navigate the waters. Where to maneuver in Carharrack Cove so I wouldn’t strike rock.”

The quartermaster gave him a quizzical look. “I did, Captain, but why speak of it now? That happened so long ago. You should enjoy being the commander of Poseidon’s Legion. You captain your own ship. You own Carharrack Castle. You are the envy of every man on the seas and in Cornwall.”

“Why did you never wish to captain your own vessel, Branok? You know more than anyone aboard our ships. Even Treeve couldn’t read the stars as well as you.”

Branok shrugged. “Some men are born to lead. I’m smart enough to know I’m not one of them, Captain. I’m happy being a pirate and not a pirate king. Quartermaster suits me best. I enjoy counting and numbers and divvying up how much each man should earn from our raids. ’Tis fine, indeed, to see their faces when I pass them the coin and goods they earned through their own sweat and blood.”

“Where did I come from, Branok?” Godwin asked suddenly, wanting to take the older man by surprise.

He watched Branok still. The color slowly drained from the pirate’s ruddy face.

“I thought Trenoweth spoke to you about that long ago,” he said slowly.

“Nay. You were there the day he struck me for asking about it. About my past.”

The grizzled pirate gave him a long look. “Mayhap, the past is best left in the past, Captain.” His lips tightened as his eyes dropped to the table. Silence hung between them.

Godwin waited the bearded pirate out, staring boldly across the table until Branok’s gaze met his again.

“I don’t remember my life before boarding a ship,” he confessed. “My surname is Trenoweth, from Treeve, but I must have had another before. I had to have come from somewhere. Am I a child of Treeve? Or another pirate? When did I join Poseidon’s Legion?”

Branok let out a long breath. “You remember nothing?”

“Nothing. Only sometimes, I dream of a fair-haired woman. She’s rocking me. Singing to me. I can’t see her face. I think she must have been my mother.”

“I can’t speak to that, Captain. I only know I bought you in London.”

The prickling stung his neck. Godwin knew no danger existed.

Other than learning about his past.

“Tell me,” he urged, trying to quiet the sudden buzzing in his head.

The quartermaster sighed. “We’d dropped anchor in London. Lowered our pirate’s flag, of course. Had plenty of goods to sell from a good run along the southern and southeast coasts.” He raked a hand through his sparse hair. “The spoils had been sold for a pretty price. Treeve gave the crew a final night in London before we set sail early the next morning. I had a few drinks at a tavern on the docks and then decided to make my way back to Dragonstar.”

Branok stood and began pacing about. “I saw a man with a small boy. As I drew near, I saw the anguish in his eyes. I’d never seen a man hurting so much, unless he was a dying one with regrets. Something made me stop and ask what was wrong.”

Godwin leaned his forearms on the table.

“I asked him what ailed him as the boy tossed rocks into the water. He told me he was a servant charged with a task that he couldn’t do. He was afraid to return to his master but he couldn’t see it through.” Branok looked into Godwin’s eyes. “He’d been told to dispose of the boy.

“The boy was you, Captain.”

Godwin went cold inside, as if a winter wind cut through to his very soul.

“He was to . . . murder me?” he asked hoarsely.

“Aye. The story tumbled from the servant’s lips. How one brother was jealous of the other and wanted to be the earl. How the older one was sick and would soon be dead—but the boy stood in the younger brother’s way. I can’t say he ever told me his name but this servant had been instructed to take the boy out and return without him. It was clear to me the man would lose his own life if he returned with the boy.

“I offered to buy you from him.”

Godwin absorbed Branok’s words, turning them over in his mind again and again. He’d had a family—a noble one—and a bastard of an uncle who wanted a title badly enough to have the heir killed without dirtying his own hands. Anger coursed through him.

“Why did you keep this from me?” he growled.

Branok sat tall, not backing down from Godwin’s rage. “Why tell you when you were young? You were happy. Thriving. Cared for by every pirate in Poseidon’s Legion. You learned to be a man among men. You’ve become one of the most feared men on the seas in the most feared group of pirates. A god among men. No good would have come from telling you, Captain.”

Godwin rose, his hands fisted, the burning fire of revenge taking possession of him.

“I will find this man who wanted me dead. Hunt him down to the ends of the earth. And I will exact a punishment upon him so great that he will cry for death.”
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Chapter Four


Melisent thought she might go mad.

For endless hours, she’d been locked inside this tight space on an unnamed ship, journeying to a place she’d never heard of, where she would wed a man whose name she didn’t know.

And what if this unknown nobleman refused to marry her?

She’d asked the knight who’d spirited her away from the Convent of the Blessed Wounds this very question. He’d assured her that the baron would be happy to wed her. Though she was a bastard, it would be a union with an offspring of the crown. The knight also told her the ship she would sail on carried a chest filled with silver that served as her bridal price. Melisent hadn’t known brides were sold within the nobility. In truth, she knew next to nothing about what existed in the nobility, much less the outside world.

Once the knight brought her into Dover, they headed straight to the docks. A man who identified himself as the captain of a vessel took her onboard as his crew gave her surreptitious looks before she was brought below deck. The knight hadn’t accompanied her. That alone frightened her. She didn’t know him but on this ship, she was truly cut off from everything and everyone she’d known.

The captain warned her that she must lock herself in the small place he called a cabin, saying the space belonged to his first mate, a man who’d graciously vacated it for her journey. The captain said she would remain here for the entire voyage because it would be safest for her to do so.

“Women are considered ill luck on a ship and sailors are a superstitious lot,” he’d shared. “And if you venture to the deck, it could be dangerous. Men at sea have certain appetites. They’d play with you and then toss you into the seas. I wouldn’t be able to stop them.”

Melisent had thought everything the man said odd. She couldn’t imagine why grown men would want to play. They weren’t children. They had a job to do onboard their ship. And why after play they would deliberately throw her to certain death confused her to no end.

Still, she’d had no choice in the matter. A different man from the captain brought her meals twice a day, knocking with a prearranged code so that she would unlock the door and admit him. He, too, refused to give his name, telling her no one on the ship other than he and the captain knew who she was. It was better that way. He’d told her to use the trunk to sit upon and then demonstrated how to sleep in what he called a hammock. Melisent tried after he left, first getting twisted in the hammock and then being dumped out. The third try met with success and she’d actually grown to enjoy gently rocking in it as she fell asleep at night.

Being alone all day gave her plenty of time to think. She missed the convent and its nuns and especially the oblates she’d worked with so closely. She thought back to her time at the nunnery and various encounters with Sister Clotilde over the years. The nun had always been kind to her. At times, during prayer in the chapel, Melisent had looked up and seen Sister Clotilde staring at her across the way. The nun had always given her a mischievous smile and then bowed her head once more.

To think this woman had been her mother still amazed Melisent. She brought her hand to her face and touched it, wondering if she favored the nun in any way. Her fingertips found tears and she hastily wiped them away. She’d done her fair share of weeping the past few days and knew she needed to stop. Her life as she knew it had ended. A new life awaited her. She only wished she knew when they might arrive at Kingsbridge. No one had informed her how long they would be at sea. The sailor who brought her food said they would soon reach the Isle of Portland but who knew how close that might be to their final destination?

She picked up her comb, which was missing two teeth, and idly combed through her long locks. Her thoughts turned to her half-siblings. Every time a prince or princess was born, bells chimed throughout the kingdom as word of their birth spread. Melisent knew she had two half-brothers and three half-sisters since the bells in Dover had sounded over the years and the nuns gossiped about the new royal’s birth. She would always know of their existence—but would they ever hear of hers? Somehow, she doubted it, unless her new husband openly recognized her as a bastard daughter of Henry’s and word spread.

It reminded her how her escort’s parting words had been to call herself Melisent Winchester when she came to the baron. She’d never had a surname before. The girls and women who arrived at the convent soon gave up both their Christian names and surnames so she’d never thought anything of it. Still, it was nice to have one to present to the Baron of Polmac when she arrived though, as his bride, she would take his family’s name.

The ship lurched and Melisent only hoped the movement didn’t indicate another storm headed their way. They’d gone through one a day after she’d arrived onboard. Several times she thought she might lose her meal into the chamber pot but was able to keep it down. When the sailor arrived the next morning and saw she hadn’t been sick, he praised her sea legs, whatever those might be. She only knew she was ready to be on dry land again, sea legs or not.

Once more, the ship moved differently than it had, even when the waters had seemed rough. Suddenly, she could hear men running above her and the captain’s voice call out. It boomed loudly, though she couldn’t understand what he said. Then she was thrown from the trunk she sat upon, dumped to her hands and knees. More running sounded above her and then loud thumps came, over and over, as if dozens of men jumped up and down on the deck.

Fear suddenly gripped her. The sailor had told her two nights ago that they’d passed dangerously close to a pirate ship. When Melisent told him she didn’t know what a pirate was, he shook his head and said, “Men you don’t want to meet. Ever. They’ll strip a ship bare of what it carries and kill everyone in sight.”

Could it be pirates who boarded their ship? That would account for the noise she heard, as if they jumped from their ship to this one. If so, what would they do if they found her? Would they kill the crew and her along with them, throwing them into the dark waters of the sea?

The ship stabilized and she sat back on the trunk, breathing shallowly as she tried to listen. She thought she heard the captain say, “Give way. Stand down.” Then rumbling occurred outside her locked door, as if many men at once descended the stairs. The noise continued past her cabin. Melisent breathed a sigh of relief. They must be headed for whatever cargo the ship carried. If they took the goods without a fight, mayhap the pirates might let the crew live. They might even overlook her altogether. She prayed fervently to the Virgin that would be what occurred.

Muffled conversation sounded outside her door. Melisent crept to it and placed her ear against the wood, hoping to hear some of it. She could hear different voices speaking but not what they said. This went on for some minutes until she heard many men trooping past her doorway. A scraping sound, as if something heavy was being dragged, went past her door. More trips were made and then silence fell. Hope filled her that the pirates had taken what they wanted and left.

Then the footsteps of a lone man came in her direction. She stepped away from the door, her heart slamming against her ribs as she backed up until her foot touched the trunk. She longed to curl into a ball in the corner but knew she would be spotted.

A sudden calm enveloped her. Hadn’t her mother been brave enough to walk away from court and give birth to her child before starting a new life as Sister Clotilde? Didn’t the blood of kings run through Melisent, thanks to her Plantagenet father? Whoever came through that door would not find a cowed woman. They would find one of courage. One who would meet whatever fate God Almighty intended for her.

Melisent stood, tall and proud, waiting to find the answer.
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Godwin watched as his men tossed the grappling hooks across the short distance between his ship and the English vessel they’d come across. While they were still a good distance away, the white flag of surrender appeared, run up the flagpole of their intended target. He knew they’d not only spotted Dragonstar’s black sails and knew pirates descended upon them but that the red serpent signifying Poseidon’s Legion had convinced them to yield without a fight.

Usually the first man to board a ship they raided, Godwin held back as over half his men launched themselves to the deck of the new ship. He observed how the captain called for his crew to stand down. Each man took to their knees, locking their hands behind their neck to prove they were no danger to the intruders. In a way, Godwin wished one or more of the crew would rebel against orders. He and his men had slowly begun to resent how many sailors refused to fight them. Though his fierce reputation and that of Poseidon’s Legion had spread throughout the seas surrounding England, Godwin preferred to fight for what he took rather than having it handed to him.

With the last pirate hurdling from Dragonstar to the second ship, he leaped to join them and sought out the captain, the only one who remained upright.

“Captain,” he said pleasantly as his eyes swept across the deck, assessing the vessel.

“Captain Trenoweth,” the man replied with a deferential nod, confirming that he knew exactly who’d boarded his ship.

Yet, Godwin saw something more than fear in the leader’s eyes. This man had something to hide.

And Godwin would discover what it was.

“We won’t ransack your vessel nor leave you stranded,” he told the other captain. “All we want are the goods you carry and then you can be on your way.”

The man swallowed. “’Tis yours for the taking, my lord. What little we carry.”

His words caused Godwin to pause. Before, when others had called him my lord, he knew it was thanks to the pirate king title that he bore. Now, though, hearing them after what he’d learned from Branok a few weeks ago was like a quick punch to his gut. In truth, he was a lord. An earl of England. Born to the nobility but sunk to the depths of piracy, thanks to the greed of a nameless man he had no idea how to find.

“Take us below deck,” he instructed the captain and then looked to his first mate. “Eyes on the crew, Morgan.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” Morgan replied, signaling to a small group to remain with him to guard the kneeling men, while the rest accompanied Godwin.

Godwin and two dozen of his men followed the English captain down into the hold. It surprised him how little cargo the vessel carried. No wonder the man hadn’t minded them boarding his ship. There wasn’t much to confiscate. He regretted the time they’d wasted in this endeavor.

Then he spied two large chests in the corner and commanded those be brought to him. The first chest his men easily lifted. The second proved more difficult and two of them dragged it toward him. Godwin threw open the one closest to him and found it filled with a dizzying array of silks in every color of the rainbow. He dug further and discovered fine linen, as well, soft as a newborn’s skin. Both would fetch a hefty price but it piqued his curiosity that the ship bore only the single chest of material.

He gestured for the second chest to be broken into since it contained a heavy lock. Jory stepped forward, an ax in hand, and hacked at it until the lock fell to the floor. The helmsman opened the lid and every man present let out a sigh.

Silver filled the chest to the brim, enough for a king’s ransom. That gave Godwin pause. News of the Earl of Leicester and his band of barons had spread throughout England, especially after the battles in the Welsh Marches had recently concluded. Word had it that Leicester planned to march to London now and hoped to take the king and his queen captive. Was this money that might buy off Leicester or even be used to ransom King Henry? If so, why was it near the Isle of Portland and nowhere near London?

Turning to the captain, Godwin pulled him aside, retreating to a corner so that their conversation wouldn’t be overheard. “Is this a ransom payment in case the king is held captive by the rebel barons?”

“Nay, my lord,” the visibly frightened captain uttered.

“If not to buy the king’s freedom, then where does this treasure go?”

The captain hesitated and then revealed, “To Kingsbridge. To the Baron of Polmac.”

Godwin knew of this Cornish baron. Taran Noyle was his name. He was close to a score and ten and had a reputation as a cruel landlord and a cheat. Polmac was also childless, his wife having died in childbirth a year earlier, the same as the one before her. This kind of money signaled if not a ransom, a hefty bridal price. Godwin didn’t know how many daughters the king had but sending them far from London and the threat of Leicester made perfect sense.

One of them might be aboard this very ship that conveyed the silver to Polmac.

He leaned close to the captain. The man smelled of nervous sweat, confirming Godwin’s suspicions.

“Where is she?” he asked. “The king’s daughter?”

Shocked filled the captain’s face. “No one was to know,” he whispered, visibly quaking. “Even my men have no idea who she is. I’ve kept her hidden from everyone.”

“Where is she?” Godwin asked again, his voice low and deadly.

The daughter of a king would be worth twenty trips of plundering the seas. Already before them was evidence of the woman’s worth. Godwin would take this chest of silver and demand another of equal value for his captive. He and his men might live off of this bounty for several years.

Who knew? This woman might also lead to gaining knowledge of his origins. He could make that part of the ransom. Not only would coin be demanded from the king but information that would lead him to his treacherous uncle.

“In . . . in . . . the first mate’s cabin. There.” The captain pointed to the small room next to the stairs.

Godwin strode toward his men. “Take the two chests and anything else of value back to Dragonstar. Return the captain upstairs with his men. I will join you later.”

He watched as they made a few trips and then found himself alone. With purpose, he walked toward the door the captain had indicated and paused before it. No sound came from within but he knew instinctively that she was there.

Godwin kicked open the door and stepped inside.
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Chapter Five


Standing before him was a woman of incandescent beauty.

Her hair drew Godwin’s eyes. It spilled about her shoulders and down past her waist. It was as if it had been lit afire and burned with all of the shades found in flames. He itched to run his fingers through the silken waves. Vibrant, green eyes dominated her oval face, though pink, full lips tempted him to kiss her before he spoke to her.

Pushing that notion aside, he asked, “What’s your name, pet?”

Her eyes narrowed in displeasure. “What is yours?” she countered, raising her chin a notch.

Beautiful and brave. A lethal combination.

Godwin couldn’t help but chuckle at her daring, a mere slip of a woman standing up to a pirate. “I am Captain Godwin Trenoweth of Poseidon’s Legion. Some even call me God of the Seas.”

Her nose crinkled in disgust. “Oh. A pirate. I’ve heard of them. They take what isn’t theirs.”

He closed the distance between them. “They do,” he confirmed. “Your name, my lady? I’ve told you mine.”

She hesitated a moment and then said, “Melisent Winchester.”

Godwin knew the king had been known as Henry of Winchester before he took his Plantagenet throne. Clever of her to use that surname. She also wore something shapeless of undyed wool, a gray, colorless thing that was no better than a sack covering her, instead of the finery that a princess would wear. Idly, he wondered what lay beneath the sack.

“And where do you sail, Melisent Winchester?” he asked, already knowing the answer, but curious to see how much she would reveal.

“To Kingsbridge.”

“Why?”

She worried her bottom lip, causing a surge of lust to run through him.

“I’m to be met there. By the Baron of Polmac.” She frowned. “Or someone from his house, I suppose.”

For a moment, she looked so unsure and vulnerable that Godwin longed to take her into his arms and assure her all would be well. He wouldn’t, though. No pirate offered comfort to a hostage.

Not even one as breathtakingly beautiful as Melisent Winchester.

He nudged her again with his words. “Why would the baron meet you?”

“We are . . . that is . . . he’s been instructed to wed me.” She looked very unhappy as she disclosed that information.

“Have you met your betrothed?” If she had, Godwin thought he must come up with a way to wrangle a ransom from the king, as well as Polmac. The baron would be willing to part with a good amount of coin if he already knew what his bride looked like.

“Nay, Captain, we are not betrothed. By now, though, he should have received a missive that orders him to wed me when I arrive.”

He shook his head. “Taran Noyle doesn’t take kindly to orders.”

She frowned. “Who?”

Godwin realized she didn’t even know the name of the man she was to marry. Pity for her filled him. This beauty was but a political pawn to be used and pushed aside by her royal father, even if he did seek to protect her from Leicester’s rebellious barons.

“Noyle is the Baron of Polmac,” he said gently.

“Oh.” She swallowed, her eyes downcast as she blushed a delightful shade of pink.

In that moment, it occurred to him that since she wasn’t betrothed, Melisent didn’t truly belong to Polmac. If Godwin wanted, he could keep her.

As his.

Godwin had never wished to be bound to any woman. He was gone far too long at sea and no woman wanted to put up with a husband that was absent more than he was home. The sea was his home. The men of Poseidon’s Legion were his family. Keeping company with one woman over a lifetime didn’t interest him.

Then why did this sad beauty tug so at his heart?

He’d never thought he’d even had a heart. His enemies surely wouldn’t have believed it. Yet, he had never been one to ill use a woman. Of the ones he did couple with in pirate towns and other villages along the coast, he always made sure to bring them to pleasure before he sought his own. He was a considerate lover who enjoyed sampling the goods wherever life took him. But to bind himself to one woman, even one as perfect as Melisent Winchester?

Unthinkable.

He needed to cast aside such foolish thoughts. Find a way to ransom her, either to her father or Polmac, if not both. Most importantly, he must keep far away from her before he did so.

Could he? Looking at her, all Godwin wanted was a taste of her. Mayhap, he could have a brief one. His right hand latched on to her elbow. Her head snapped up as her gaze met his, those startling green eyes casting a spell over him.

“What do you want?” she asked, a hitch in her breathing.

He gave her a lazy smile. “What if I said I want you, pet?”

Her eyes widened and he felt the tremble rush through her. It only fed his lust and he wished to have her in his bed, trembling in desire for him as he took her again and again.

Melisent licked her lips nervously. “Well, you cannot have me,” she stated, prim as a nun. “I am not for the taking.”

His fingers tightened slightly on her elbow. “You do remember that I’m a pirate.”

She nodded nervously.

“And you told me that pirates take what isn’t theirs.”

His eyes raked over her, causing her cheeks to heat. She tried to pull away but he held fast.

“Captain Trenoweth, you must release me,” she said firmly.

“When I’m ready, pet.”

He lowered his mouth to hers, desire rippling through him. He brushed his lips against hers softly. She stiffened, pressing her lips together, making him wonder if she’d ever been kissed. Somehow, he doubted it. A royal princess of England would have been protected every moment of the day. Locked in a cage until the time came for her to wed. It pleased him that he was the man giving her this first kiss. Slowly, he ran the tip of his tongue along the seam of her lips, urging them to part for him.

They did and his tongue swept inside, capturing the first taste of her sweetness. He groaned in need.

And then yelped.

Godwin thrust her away, his left arm stinging with fire. Grabbing her wrist, he raised it and saw a comb, missing a few teeth, clutched between her fingers.

“You stabbed me,” he accused, prying it from her hand and flinging it to the floor.

“I told you. I am not yours to take. I am meant for another man.” She eyed him defiantly, her cheeks now flushed with color.

“I seize everything of value on the ships my crew stops.” He glared down at her, unused to anyone challenging his authority. “That includes you, pet.”

Godwin’s fingers dug into her upper arms and jerked her toward him. His mouth crashed down on hers again, this time in a punishing kiss. Melisent tried to squirm away but he tightened his grip and continued his assault on her mouth, knowing he bruised her and not caring. No woman spoke to the pirate king as she had.

He broke the kiss and grabbed her chin in one hand. “You will do as you’re told, my lady, and never speak back to me. Is that understood?”

Tears welled in her eyes, causing him to release her. Fear had replaced her former defiance. It saddened him to have broken her spirit but he didn’t need a captive who challenged him at every turn.

“What will you do with me?” she asked.

Godwin thought of a thousand things he wished to do with her. To her. All of them involved her naked in his bed.

“Take you aboard Dragonstar, my ship. You are my hostage, Lady Melisent. You will be ransomed accordingly.”

“What if no one will pay for my return?” she challenged.

“Why wouldn’t they?”

“I belong to no one,” she replied, that blanket of sadness enveloping her again. “I will be missed by no one. I am no one.”

He frowned, wondering why she thought so little of herself.

“You are a daughter of the king,” he told her. “We found a chest full of riches that King Henry sends with you to your bridegroom.”

Melisent shrugged. “From what I’ve learned, the silver is like a bribe, convincing the baron he must wed me. If you confiscate it, he will have no reason to want me. Or pay for me when he’s the one that should be compensated.” She paused. “You would be foolish to ask King Henry to pay a ransom. He has never even laid eyes upon me.”

Her words brought confusion. How could the man never have seen his daughter? Even the pirates of Poseidon’s Legion had heard tale of the king’s goodness and love of family. How he treasured his wife and children.

Understanding dawned within Godwin. He looked at her with new eyes.

“You are the king’s bastard.”

“Aye,” Melisent admitted. “I only learned he was my father before this voyage. I was brought up as an orphan in a convent, never knowing my mother was actually one of the nuns. She revealed the truth of my birth on her deathbed. An unnamed knight came to the Convent of Blessed Wounds and whisked me away afterward, telling me I was in danger from the king’s enemies.”

“They’d learned of you?”

She nodded. “I’m still confused as to why strangers would hurt me or think they could use me to hurt our king. I don’t know who these men are.”

As a ruthless man himself, he knew all too well how a man’s love for his family could be used against him. He had done the same many times, ransoming prisoners. It was why he believed that love made a man weak and swore he never would put a woman above his men or his own life. Yet moved by her story, Godwin cupped her face. The spontaneous gesture surprised both of them.

“Rebels march across England, led by your father’s brother-in-law,” he explained. “They wish to unseat him and take the throne. Whether he’s seen you or not, the king cared enough for you and your mother to try and protect you by removing you from any danger these men represent. That is why you journey to Cornwall and Polmac.”

Tears spilled down her cheeks, brushing against his hand. Polmac was the last man this innocent should go to. And innocent she was. Raised in a convent. Alone in the world. Most likely, Melisent had never even ventured beyond the walls of the nunnery until now. A burning need to comfort the unworldly beauty rose within him. Before he knew what he did, Godwin’s other palm nestled against her face and his lips descended to hers.

This time, his kiss was as gentle as a soft, summer rain. His lips kissed hers and then moved across her cheeks, kissing the tears away. His mouth returned to hers, wanting to comfort this lost soul. He brought his arms around her, enfolding her in a tender embrace. Godwin kissed her over and over, surprised when her lips parted on their own. His tongue dipped inside, sweeping along, tasting Melisent’s goodness. She whimpered and he drew her against him possessively, not wanting anyone or anything to touch her or bring her harm.

The kiss heated up and he deepened it, his hands now moving up and down her slender back. She began responding, learning quickly as she mimicked what he did. Her tongue now warred with his, desire flaring inside him. His cock grew, pressing against her. Melisent pulled back, breaking the kiss, out of breath as she looked down between them and then back up into his eyes. Hers were clouded with passion, her lips swollen from their love play.

Godwin had never wanted a woman more in his life than he did in this moment.

He’d never taken a woman against her will, though. Women always flocked to him, willingly submitting to his charm. No virgin had been among them. He wasn’t about to deflower the precious woman in his arms and he wouldn’t allow anyone else to either.

“You’re coming aboard with me,” he told her again.

Melisent shook her head. “’Tis foolish to take me as your captive, Captain Trenoweth.”

She might not be his captive. In truth, he might be hers for this ethereal beauty had certainly captured his heart.

It was time they left, though. His men would be restless to be on their way. He could decide what to do with her once they were on the seas again. Godwin’s men would know not to touch her but he would need to keep her somewhere safe. He thought to ask Morgan to vacate his first mate’s cabin, as the captain of this ship had done. Melisent would be safe there from the crew.

And him.

“Come, Lady Melisent,” he said, taking her hand firmly in his as he began to lead her from the cabin.

“Wait,” she called. “My comb. And my kirtle.”

She broke away from him and lifted the chest, pulling out something that resembled the sack she wore, this one light tan in color. Bending to the ground, she retrieved the broken comb. He’d seen no other teeth sticking out from his arm so the comb must have been that way even before she stabbed him with it.

“These are the possessions you wish to take?”

“Aye. I cannot leave them behind.”

Something stirred within Godwin’s chest, causing an ache. This daughter of a king cherished a damaged comb and a shapeless kirtle.

“Should I even allow you the comb?” he teased.

Melisent blushed. “I promise not to use it as a weapon again.”

“Then you may keep it.”

He took her elbow and had her climb the stairs first, the better to get a glimpse of her rounded bottom as her clothing pulled against it. Fighting the lust that threatened to overwhelm him, he took her elbow once they appeared upon deck. Morgan stood with part of their crew, still watching over the kneeling men.

Godwin nodded to the captain and assisted Melisent to the deck of Dragonstar. He noticed the appreciative stares his men sent in her direction as they were joined by the rest of his crew departing the vessel they’d attacked.

“This is Lady Melisent,” he called out, his voice carrying across the deck. “She is to be treated with every courtesy until she leaves our company.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” his pirates replied in unison.

“Set sail,” he commanded.

The men went into action. Grappling hooks were released as the crew trimmed the sails. Jory maneuvered their ship away, setting the course in the direction they’d headed before this stop.

Godwin called over Morgan, who hurried to them.

“Captain?” Morgan gave Melisent a frank look of approval and then focused on Godwin.

He started to tell his first mate to vacate his cabin for their captive and then changed his mind at the last moment.

“Have the trunk with the silks brought to my cabin,” he ordered.

“Aye-aye.” Morgan departed, going below deck.

Godwin turned and saw Melisent breathe in the air deeply, her eyes closed as her red tresses blew in the wind. A contented look washed over her. He allowed himself the luxury of drinking her in for several minutes.

“You like the sea air?” he finally asked.

She opened her eyes. For the first time since he’d burst in upon her, Melisent smiled.
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Chapter Six


Melisent closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, her body relaxing. To be outside with the sun warming her face after being locked in the tiny space below deck felt heavenly.

But not as heavenly as Godwin Trenoweth’s lips on hers.

She’d had no idea what was involved in kissing between a man and a woman. The pirate captain had certainly cleared that up for her—yet he left her wanting more. Did the blood rushing to her ears and the tingling in her body happen merely because a man touched her for the first time? Or was it because that man was Godwin Trenoweth? It would be interesting to find out.

Melisent was eager to do so.

The kiss had awakened something dormant within her. It brought her to life. It made her yearn for all that she had missed in her years shut away from the world. New appreciation for her mother grew within her. It must have been difficult for her mother to refuse to allow Melisent to take vows binding her to the Church yet she had. Gratitude filled her. Her mother had known a life away from the nuns and had wished for her daughter to experience the same. To laugh. To have children. Mayhap, to find love.

But not with a pirate.

She believed Godwin when he said the king must have cared for, sight unseen. He had loved Lucette La Vache enough to create a child with her so it didn’t surprise Melisent that he wanted to send her away from whatever evil pursued her. At the same time, she understood that with the pirates confiscating her bridal price, Taran Noyle had no reason to speak vows with her. At least she knew his name now. Somehow, she sensed Godwin’s disapproval of her intended, finding it humorous that a bloodthirsty pirate disapproved of a member of the nobility.

Melisent sensed his eyes on her, as warm as the sun. She was aware of him in a way she’d never been aware of another person. It had to be because of the kiss they’d shared. At least on her part. She assumed this pirate had kissed his fair share of women because he was very, very good at it. She could still taste him. Feel his hands roaming her back. The man was far too handsome for his own good, with thick hair blacker than a raven’s and hazel eyes that seemed to constantly change color.

“You like the sea air?”

She finally opened her eyes and smiled at him, not remembering the last time she had smiled. It felt so good to be free.

“I do. I was told by the man who brought my meals that I had sea legs, whatever those are. I was confined to the small cabin you found me in, though.” She sucked in a long breath and then expelled it slowly. “To be on the deck and feel the wind in my hair and the faint spray of water on my face is divine.”

“You can enjoy the air later. Come with me,” he said gruffly, taking her wrist.

His touch caused her heart to beat faster. His callused fingers encircled her wrist, rough against her skin and yet so welcome. He stepped briskly and she almost had to run to keep up with his long legs. They traversed the length of the magnificent vessel and then entered a door at the front. He stepped in first and then pulled her inside, closing it behind them.

The cabin had to be at least twenty times the size of the one she’d stayed in. Small, round holes dotted one wall and she realized the coverings on them would open and let in fresh air. Under them sat a small, round table with chairs on either side of it. A large, rectangular table of dark wood stood in the middle of the room with benches on both sides. Just under the surface of the table, she could see niches carved out and rolled parchments resting inside. A lip along the edge kept the rolls from spilling out.

Melisent glanced about and saw not a hammock but a huge bed in the far corner of the room, covered in sumptuous animal skins. Plush rugs stretched across large portions of the floor. An oversized cabinet stood next to the bed, intricate carvings decorating it.

“How does the furniture stay in place?” she asked. “I slept in a hammock attached to two walls.”

“The furniture is secured to the walls and floor. I prefer a bed to a hammock.”

She laughed. “I used to think the same but after I figured out how to get comfortable, I found sleeping in the hammock a pleasure. I enjoyed the rocking motion. It soothed me and sleep came easily.”

His eyes darkened, causing her skin to prickle. She wondered what she had said that caused both his reaction and hers.

Going to the table, she placed her smock and comb atop it. “Are those maps in the cubbyholes?” she asked.

“Aye. Would you like to see one?”

“Show me where we are.”

He joined her and hunted a moment before pulling out a parchment and unrolling it until it lay flat against the surface.

“Did you draw this?” she asked, her natural curiosity prompting the question as she began perusing the paper.

“I have created some of them but not this particular one. The previous captain of Dragonstar drew it.”

Her fingers skimmed the map’s surface. “Where are we now?”

Godwin bent and point to a spot. Melisent focused on it and then the surrounding area.

“Why, we are almost at Kingsbridge!” she exclaimed.

“You can read?” he asked, surprise in his voice.

“Aye. I taught the oblates at the convent to read and write.”

He gave her an enigmatic smile. “What is an oblate?”

Melisent explained to him how parents awarded the Church with a dowry and gave a girl in childhood to a convent, where she would be brought up to become a nun.

“Not all nuns start that way, though. Some families wait and send their daughters to the convent when they are of an age to wed. Most of the oblates and postulants at the Convent of the Blessed Wounds came from wealthy families. A postulancy lasts for a month and these young women must take a vow of obedience. Then they become a novice for a year and continue their training. At the end of that year, they take their simple vows.”

“So, they’re not nuns after all of that?” he asked.

“Nay. Only after another four years have passed can a woman take her solemn vows. She receives a ring in a ceremony that most would liken to a wedding and she becomes a Bride of Christ. Her vows include those of poverty, chastity, and obedience. Some older women of the nobility also came to the convent after being widowed.” She paused. “Or for other reasons,” she concluded, thinking of Sister Clotilde.

Melisent pushed away thoughts of her mother. “Can you show me where Dover is? ’Tis where the Convent of the Blessed Wounds is.”

Godwin took her hand and guided it across the smooth parchment until it landed on the tip of where land met the sea.

“I came a good way,” she noted, trying to ignore the giddiness inside her as his hand remained on hers. “Oh, I see London. That is one of the places where the king has palaces. I heard that from the other nuns.”

“He has many others. Here. And here.”

Once more, he guided her hand along the surface of the map, his touch causing delicious shivers to race up and down her spine. She could smell the sea on his skin and had the strangest urge to lick the salt from it. Withdrawing her hand, she crossed her arms protectively in front of her, unsure how to deal with these sudden urges.

“Show me where you go now. Where you will take me.”

He looked at her intently, his hooded eyes unfathomable. “We sail east. Along the English Channel.”

Melisent’s eyes fell back to the map. “Away from Kingsbridge then.”

“Aye,” he confirmed.

“You don’t wish to try and ransom me to the Baron of Polmac while we are so close to his estate?”

The pirate shrugged. “You told me the baron wouldn’t pay up.”

“You already have his silver,” she pointed out. “Though you could still sail to Kingsbridge and release me there.”

The captain reached out and captured a lock of her hair, winding it around his finger, sending chills racing through her.

“You said he wouldn’t pay. I would be remiss to leave you in a place where you knew no one and no one would take you in. I may be a pirate but I’m not as cruel as men say.”

A thought occurred to her. “You said we sail east. Are you . . . returning me to Dover? To the convent?”

“Would you like that?” he asked, gently tugging on the curl, forcing her closer to him.

“Nay,” she said swiftly. “The life of a nun is not for me. With my mother passing, I have no home there. Or anywhere.”

A slow smile lit his face. Even, white teeth gleamed at her.

“Then I guess you’ll have to stay with me.”

His lips pressed against hers and Melisent heard herself sigh. He began kissing her again as before, gently at first and then more insistently. Her blood heated. Hesitantly, she reached out and flattened her palms against his dark tunic. It was as if she touched rock. His chest was a broad wall of muscle that didn’t give.

Until it did.

The muscles began to move under her hands. Melisent had a burning need to touch them. She skimmed her hands down his tunic and found the edge, slipping under it. Once more, she moved her fingers up his chest but, this time, she stroked bare flesh. He shuddered and the muscles under her fingertips danced. Godwin growled into her mouth, his hands pushing into her hair, kneading her scalp. She continued stroking him, finding a fine matting of soft hair on his chest, so foreign to her.

His hands lowered her to the table, her back against it as her legs remained on the floor. Godwin’s body pressed against her as he lifted her hands above her head and then captured both wrists with a single hand. The other slid down her raised arm slowly till it reached her breast. He buried his lips against her throat as his palm rotated in circles along her breast. She felt it swell, meeting his hand, as his tongue glided along her throat and down lower. He pulled her kirtle and smock down, baring her breast, shocking her. Melisent wriggled against him but he held her fast.

Then his mouth took her nipple in, his tongue teasing it. Ripples of need undulated through her. Her womanly core began pulsating and her hips rose.

“What . . . what are you doing?” she gasped.

He lifted his head and his gaze pierced her, pinning her to the table as much as his huge frame did. His tongue ran from the valley between her breasts back to her throat, nipping her playfully as he rolled her nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Melisent bucked against him. Wanting him to stop immediately. Wanting him to go on forever. His lips met hers again in a searing kiss that she felt to her toes.

“I want you,” he said huskily.

She had a vague idea of what that meant from eavesdropping on gossiping nuns. They spoke of how men had base needs and used women to meet them. How men took pleasure but only brought pain. Melisent’s entire body throbbed in excitement but she was afraid of what he would do to her.

“Nay,” she told him, regretting it the moment the word left her lips.

Godwin gave her that lazy smile again and softly pinched her nipple. A shooting fire of need blazed through her.

“As a pirate, I have pillaged and plundered both ships and villages a thousand times. As a man, I have never forced myself on a woman. They have all come willingly to my bed.” His eyes glowed now in shades of gold. “I want you in my bed, Melisent, but I will never coerce you. You must make the decision.”

Her body trembled in need—and fear. Fear of the unknown. Fear of the strong feelings this man brought. And fear of eternal damnation. Wasn’t it a sin for a man and woman to couple outside the bonds of marriage? What would happen to her soul if she gave this pirate what he wanted? Would he then toss her aside, only to burn beside her in the fires of Hell for eternity?

Much as her body cried out in need of his touch, Melisent choked out, “I cannot.”

Godwin’s hand released her wrists. He raised her clothing, covering her breast once again, and hovered over her a moment longer, those hazel eyes hot with desire. Then he pushed away from the table and stepped back. She brought her hands to her sides and righted herself, though her legs shook so that she feared she might collapse.

A pounding on the door startled her as a voice called out, “Captain, I have the chest you requested.”

He strode to the door and opened it as she sank to the bench, her insides quivering. The man he’d called Morgan came in bearing a trunk on his shoulder.

“Place it in the corner,” Godwin ordered and the pirate obliged.

“Sorry it took so long. Young Davy got a splinter deep within his palm and I had to dig it out.”

“He’s all right now?”

Melisent saw concern on Godwin’s face and wondered who this Davy was.

“Right as rain, Captain. Anything else?” the first mate asked.

“Aye. I want to share your cabin.”

Morgan’s eyes flicked to Melisent and back to his commander. “Of course, Captain.”

“Lady Melisent will take mine until she leaves us.”

She only wondered when that would be—and where.
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Chapter Seven


As Godwin stood to the side of the helm and watched his men at work, he did his best to keep his eyes on Melisent without anyone noticing he did so. She sat on the deck with Keverne Tressider on one side of her and Myghal Corrington on the other. The two sailors taught her how to tie various knots and from their laughter, they were having a grand time of it. Other crew members passed by and she called a greeting to each by name. In only two days aboard Dragonstar, Melisent had learned not only all of the pirates’ names but drew something out about them. It was as if she weaved a magical spell around his men.

He’d done his best to ignore her since their last kiss. He hadn’t spoken to her but his ears always perked up when he heard her voice. She refused to eat alone in his cabin and chose to sit with the crew instead. Suddenly, all of their bawdy jokes and frequent curses had vanished and in their place his pirate crew appeared on their best behavior. Each man vied for Melisent’s attention and aimed to please her.

It rankled him to no end.

Godwin heard her laughter carry on the breeze as she held up her knot for Myghal to inspect.

“You’ve got it, Melisent. Try again now. Practice makes perfect. You never know when you might need to use this knot.”

“Oh, let her be, Myghal,” chided Keverne. “Try this knot instead. ’Tis a new one, Melisent. I think you’ll master it in no time.”

Godwin didn’t like that his men seemed so familiar with her but she refused to be called Lady Melisent. He’d overheard her tell Mumbling Cameron that she’d never been called that in her life and wasn’t about to start now. The crew respected her wishes and referred to her by her Christian name instead.

It struck Godwin that he was jealous of his men and the time they spent with her. Of the attention she paid them. In truth, she hadn’t favored any one over the other and tried to give equal time to those who sought her company. He could do the same—but his pride stood in the way. He’d given her a chance to couple with him and she’d turned him down. Though he’d seen a bit of regret in her eyes, he’d also seen she was terrified of the unknown and what passed between a man and a woman in the throes of passion. Godwin Trenoweth didn’t cater to naïve virgins. He could have any woman he wanted.

The trouble was, he only wanted Melisent.

His waking moments were filled with thoughts of her. When he closed his eyes at night, sleep refused to come because all he saw was her. His fingers itched to skim her porcelain skin and smooth those fiery tresses from her face. When he did finally doze, he dreamed of tasting her, only to wake up with an aching cock and an emptiness he’d never known.

It was madness, this wanting her. Only her. He could have any woman he chose. He had wealth beyond measure and never need sail the seas again if he wished it. He did so because of the love and loyalty he held for the men of Poseidon’s Legion. When they came across their enemies, Godwin led them into the face of danger, never asking the pirates to do what he didn’t do first himself. His confidence and daring inspired them to boldly go and take whatever they wanted. He didn’t need to be tied to some foolish woman, one who had marriage and babes on her mind. He knew it to be the case for he’d seen Melisent sitting with Davy, her arm about the boy as she told him stories or she listened to his tall tales of being at sea. A dreamy, wistful look changed her into a woman who longed for a settled life. Godwin wanted no part of that.

Or so he told himself.

“She’s good with the men.” Branok joined him. The quartermaster rarely gave a compliment.

Godwin grunted.

“What do you plan to do with her?” the older man asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I haven’t a clue.”

Branok’s eyes narrowed. “Who is she? Besides being the most beautiful woman the likes of us have ever seen. Why was she on that merchant ship? Where would it have taken her?”

Godwin drew him aside so no one would be privy to their conversation and leaned on the rail as he stared out to sea. “She’s the king’s bastard.”

“Hmm. That complicates things.”

“The silver was a bridal price for her intended. Polmac.”

Disgust filled Branok’s face. “He would destroy her.”

“I know. That’s why we sail east.”

The quartermaster asked, “Will you try to ransom her back to the king?”

Godwin shook his head. “Nay. He’s never even seen her. She was born in a nunnery and lived there all her life. The king’s already given up a chest of silver for her. You’ve heard what I have, Branok. King Henry’s coffers are nearly empty. Leicester marches east across England and will try to depose him. Even if the king wanted to pay us for Melisent’s return, he couldn’t. What little coin he has left will need to be used to raise an army against his rebel barons.”

“I ask again, my friend. What will you do with Melisent? London won’t be safe for her. I suppose you could return her to the convent that was her home,” he mused.

Godwin watched a school of colorful fish swim by. “She doesn’t want that. She’s been caged all her life. She longs to see the world.”

Branok looked at him steadily. “You could show it to her.”

He sighed. “I would like nothing better but I think she’s afraid of me.”

“You are a rather large fellow,” the quartermaster teased and then he grew serious. “You could wed her, you know. Do what Treeve did and give up the pirate’s life.”

“It’s everything I’ve ever known, Branok.” He glanced over his shoulder. “These men are my family.”

“You could sire a family of your own,” the other man encouraged. “You also could try and find out who your real family is.”

Godwin snorted. “As if they’d want me now, after so many years. I’m sure they’ve forgotten all about me.”

Branok rested his hand on Godwin’s shoulder. “What happened to wanting to find the bastard who ordered you murdered as a child? I thought you’d sworn revenge on this greedy uncle.”

“I’ve thought about little else since you told me how I came to be a part of Poseidon’s Legion,” Godwin admitted. “Yet, every time, I hit a stone wall. Where would I even begin such an impossible search?”

“London. It happened there. That’s where you should look. Damn it, Godwin. You’re an earl whose uncle stripped you of your title. Your estate. Your holdings. Your wealth. He took you from your family. Your father is most likely dead but did you ever think you might have a mother who’s missed you every day since you’ve been gone? You’ve never been afraid of anything in your life. You owe it to yourself.” Branok glanced in Melisent’s direction. “And to her. You could give her a future. With you. Stop being a fucking coward and do something.”

The quartermaster stormed away, leaving Godwin full of resentment.

And hope.

What if he could locate his real family? Would he have the courage to leave his pirate life behind and seek another one—with Melisent? Was he mad to think a woman he’d only known for a handful of days represented his future?

“Captain!”

Godwin pushed the fanciful reveries aside and hurried toward the center of the ship. Looking up, he cried, “What do you see, Davy?”

“Black sails, Captain. Heading from the east.”

An ominous feeling settled over him. It could be Los Demonios de Mar—but his gut told him it was the French instead.

“Keep me posted, Davy,” he hollered up to the crow’s nest. Then looking around and seeing every sailor’s eye on him, Godwin called, “To your stations. Pirates approach.”

The crew scrambled into action, tossing aside what tasks had engaged them and preparing for battle instead. Godwin called to Branok and motioned him over as he rushed to Melisent and pulled her to her feet. His hands went about her waist.

“What’s happening?” she asked, her face grave.

“We may soon be under attack. Go to my cabin and lock the door. Don’t open it for anyone except me. Branok will go with you. He will keep you safe.”

He looked to his quartermaster. “Protect her at all costs. With your life, if need be. And if it comes to it, you know what must be done.”

“Aye-aye, Captain.”

Looking back to Melisent, Godwin thought of all of the things he should have said to her before this moment. Things he might never have a chance to say. He’d never been a man of words, though, but one of action. His hands tightened on her waist. He kissed her, long and hard, and then thrust her away from him, along with all thoughts of her. He must live in the moment and be here for his men. They depended upon his leadership and bravery. He owed everything to the pirates of Poseidon’s Legion.

They would get nothing less from him in return.
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Branok grabbed Melisent’s hand and ran along the deck. She saw pirates springing into action, left and right, and knew the threat they faced must be dire. Men she’d seen laugh now had faces chiseled in stone as they readied Dragonstar for the upcoming battle.

They reached Godwin’s cabin and Branok hurried inside, slamming the door behind them. He locked it and then released her hand.

“Stay back, my lady,” he said and then dragged the chest of fine silks and linens in front of the door. “It’s not much but Godwin will keep them from here at all cost.”

The grizzled man unsheathed his sword and faced the door.

Her world had changed in seconds. Her heart drummed so loudly that she couldn’t hear herself think as panic flooded her limbs. What if something happened to Godwin?

“Who are these pirates that it would cause all of you to behave in such a manner?” she asked quietly.

Branok sighed. “Les Porteurs d’eau. The Water Bearers. They are pirates from France and the ones most dreaded by men on the seas and land.”

Poseidon’s Legion seemed frightful enough to her. “Why are the French pirates different?”

The quartermaster’s face remained grim. “They are more than cutthroats. They are animals,” he spat out. “They would kill an entire ship of men not for a single coin but for the pure pleasure of seeing the decks run red with blood. They throw babes into the water as food for the fish. They brutally rape women repeatedly and then kill them, as well. The few men they don’t slaughter are taken captive and become part of their rowing crews. All thought of escape is dashed because The Water Bearers chop off their captives’ feet and sear the wounds with a torch to staunch the bleeding. These prisoners row until they can’t anymore and then they, too, are disposed of to drown in the seas.”

Horror filled Melisent. She had no idea such brutality existed in the world.

Branok gave her a long look. “Godwin will keep them back. He’s never lost an engagement with them. If for any reason he can’t, I will protect you with my life.” A shadow crossed his face. “I must warn you that if by some chance the French break down that door and it looks as if I will be overpowered, I will kill you myself, Melisent. Neither Godwin nor I would see you suffer unspeakable horrors at these bastards’ hands.”

A shudder ran through her and she found she couldn’t stop trembling. Melisent sank to her knees. Godwin might be killed. So might any number of his men that she’d befriended. And here this man old enough to be her father stood between her and these bloodthirsty killers, willing to die in order to protect her—or end her life so she wouldn’t fall into enemy hands.

Now, Godwin’s final words to the quartermaster rang clear as she understood their meaning.

She sat for some minutes, praying silently to the Virgin for help. Her prayers done, she rose and went to stand next to Branok.

“Do you have something I can use to protect myself?”

Melisent had never thought of herself as having courage but she would not go down to these French pirates without a fight.

He reached into his boot and retrieved a blade. Handing it to her, he gave her a wink. She retreated to the far side of the room, the dagger in one hand. Reaching for a brass candlestick, she placed it in the other. It was tall. If any Frenchman came near her, she had a better chance of swinging the heavy candlestick and landing a blow than she did jamming the blade into him.

Time passed slowly as they anticipated the upcoming confrontation. All her thoughts were with Godwin now. She may have only known him for a short while but Melisent realized she wanted to be with him. Needed him.

Loved him.
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Chapter Eight


“Captain! Another ship with black sails!” cried Davy from the crow’s nest.

Godwin’s gut tightened. The Water Bearers often traveled in pairs, unlike Poseidon’s Legion or Scotland’s Devils of the Deep. He gazed at the horizon. The first ship Davy had spotted would be upon them within a quarter-hour. It would take at least double that time for the second ship to reach Dragonstar. He needed to prepare his men for what lay ahead.

“Stop what you do. Gather ’round,” he shouted.

The crew obeyed without question, forming a tight semi-circle encasing him that ran several men deep.

“Davy’s spotted two French pirate vessels directly in our path. We can try to outrun them—or stay and fight.”

“Fight!” shouted a good dozen men in response as the others nodded in agreement.

“The good thing is that The Water Bearers are notorious for fighting amongst themselves,” Godwin continued. “Rumor has it their petty arguments lead to them killing a man or more each week. Because of that, their ships usually have far less crew members than ours.” He paused. “Still, once both have reached us, we will be outnumbered.”

“We can take them, Captain,” Morgan proclaimed with confidence.

“Aye, we can,” Godwin agreed. “Because we are a brotherhood. We are Poseidon’s Legion!” he roared.

The crew cheered heartily as his eyes swept over them, wondering how many of these pirates might still be standing an hour from now. Godwin knew they would follow him to the ends of the earth. They were as loyal and committed as any band of men had ever been. He waited until the cheers died down for his next words to them would prove crucial.

“No matter how much you wish to, do not board either vessel under any circumstance,” he warned. “With fewer men, ’twould be foolish to separate our crew. There’s strength in standing together instead of being spread across three ships. Let them come to us.”

He looked to Goran Pendarves. Thank the Christ the man was small and wiry. “Goran, you’ll head to the crow’s nest.” He waved away the sailor’s protest. “Take as many arrows as you can with you. They’ll be most vulnerable as they try to board us. That’s when you’ll aim for their hearts.”

“Aye-aye, Captain.”

Godwin looked to the skies. “Davy. Leave the crow’s nest.”

The boy began making his way down.

“Myghal, retrieve as many arrows as you can from below. Mumbling Cameron, place three barrels at the foot of the crow’s nest. We’ll place Davy within the ring of barrels with the extra arrows. When Goran runs out, Davy can hoist a new batch up to him with the bucket. Keverne, stay nearby and see the lad is protected from harm. Now, back to your stations and remember, we’re luring them to us. We need to kill as many as we can before their second ship arrives in order to see victory this day.”

Godwin raised his fist. Every man on deck followed suit. “To crushing our enemies.”

“Crush the enemy!” each pirate cried.

“Rule the seas!” Godwin responded.

“Rule the seas!” the men echoed.

“May our brotherhood last a thousand years and more!” he finished.

“Forevermore!” the crew shouted and dispersed once again to their stations.

Davy reached the deck and Godwin quickly explained his role. The boy’s eyes lit up with being given such an important role in the attack.

“Morgan.”

“Here, Captain.”

“Fetch my arrows and the cauldron of fire. I’ll be aiming for their sails once they come into range.”

The first mate ran off and Godwin turned to Jory. “Head straight for them. No holding back,” he ordered.

“Aye-aye, Captain,” the helmsman replied.

Now, came the wait. They’d be prepared for the French pirates when the bastards arrived. Every man aboard Dragonstar was one Godwin trusted with his life. In the remaining minutes, his thoughts turned to Melisent. If he survived this day, he would do whatever it took to convince her they belonged together.

Myghal returned with his arrows and the fiery cauldron. The Water Bearers had proven to be notoriously poor archers in the past, preferring to use their swords on their enemies instead of practicing more with their bows. Because of that, Godwin would have a small window of time where he, being a superior bowman, would be able to fire arrows into their ships’ sails before they could do the same.

He called over Wincuff James and Cas Penhaligon, two of his strongest men. He led them toward Jory at the wheel and the three men listened intently as he told them his scheme.

“Once I get my first shot off, I want our sails immediately collapsed and lowered. ’Tis why I’ve chosen the two of you, for your strength and speed. By the time The Water Bearers are within range to accurately hit our sails with their own fire arrows, they will be down. Surround the sails with as many barrels as you can so the French cannot light them on fire as they rest upon the deck.”

Godwin looked to Jory. “You’ll continue to steer us toward the first ship. I know we’ll begin to slow with no sails catching the wind. They are sons of whoremongers and will fear crashing into us. They’ll be the ones who turn away, most likely coming to rest next to us so they can try and board.”

Concern creased Jory’s brow. “When will the sails go up again?”

“On my command,” Godwin said. “If things go as I plan, Wincuff and Cas will right the sails near the end of battle. Whip us hard to the north and once we have the wind, head directly east again.”

“Aye-aye,” the trio said.

Wincuff and Cas positioned themselves. Jory looked determined as he guided Dragonstar into the path of the first French vessel. Goran was set in the crow’s nest, the only man on board small enough to perch in it comfortably. As always, Godwin whispered a prayer to the Virgin that he display bravery and lead his men to victory.

Instinct helped him gauge the distance between the two ships and told him when to place an arrow in his bow. As he released the first flaming one, he could hear Wincuff and Cas begin to work the sails. Godwin’s arrow struck true, dead center of the mainmast’s sails. He quickly sent three more into the same place and then had time to shoot two more at the mizzenmast’s sail, fire now dancing along in both places. By now, he could see Roland Robineux on the opposite deck. The French captain shrieked at his crew to douse the flames and return fire. A glance told Godwin that by the time his archers could prepare and release, their arrows would not find a Dragonstar sail in sight.

He tensed, knowing his men did the same, waiting for the first wave of pirates to descend upon them. None of their grappling hooks left the deck. Godwin didn’t want to be tied to the French ship if and when it went down, though their enemies did toss hooks toward Dragonstar. As quickly as they hit, Godwin’s crew wrench them away so that they fell into the stormy waters. Finally, the French pirates gave up and Godwin heard Robineux bark orders for their ship to maneuver alongside Dragonstar. Once it came close enough, their enemies began hurling themselves from one deck to the next.

That’s when he and Goran sprang into action. From the height of the crow’s nest, Goran rained down a cascade of arrows while Godwin did the same across the way. More than a dozen pirates fell. The French tried to regroup, with some coming over holding a shield. That blocked Godwin’s arrows but not Goran’s and more of their enemy fell. Finally, the French came in a thundering wave—and his men engaged them in battle.

Soon, the deck ran red with blood. As Godwin dispatched another man to Hell, he turned and saw Morgan ram his sword into the mouth of Robineux and out the back of the captain’s head. Morgan pulled the weapon free from the captain’s skull and the French commander crumpled to the deck. Godwin’s eyes swept across the water and the French ship’s deck. Only a handful of men remained upon the burning vessel. Without grappling hooks attaching the ships, the wind blew the sails of the French ship and only a third of it now stood next to Dragonstar.

Godwin searched for the other pirate ship and cursed. He’d been so caught up in the thrill of the fight that the second vessel had almost reached them. Quickly, he sheathed his sword and ran to the cauldron, firing a volley of arrows into the sails of their enemy. Though he’d thought this ship would glide along the other side of Dragonstar and try to box the English pirates in, it headed instead for its sister ship. Immediately, Godwin realized they intended to ram the ship, sending it further away so that its flames wouldn’t catch their own on fire.

He caught sight of the name, Chien de L’enfer—The Hound of Hell—and knew it was captained by Aubin Bronnard. It was said the Frenchman tossed babes in the air and caught them with his sword before roasting them over a fire while their mothers screamed in helpless agony as they watched.

It was time Bronnard met his Maker.

Once more, Godwin and Goran teamed to greet the second wave of pirates with a parade of arrows. Godwin kept firing as the ship crawled past them and realized Goran had stopped his assault. He turned and saw Goran shimmying down the pole from the crow’s nest.

Hurrying to its base, Davy told him, “There’s no more arrows, Captain.”

He ruffled the boy’s hair. “You did a fine job, Davy, but your part in this attack is over.” Turning to Keverne, he said, “Get the lad to the trapdoor and see he’s hidden away.”

Keverne scooped Davy up under his arm and raced away as Goran arrived on deck and grabbed the sword he’d left propped against the mainmast. Charging into the melee, the pirate gave a bloodcurdling yell.

Godwin turned and saw Bronnard’s ship about to collide with the first one. The few pirates left onboard it ran toward The Hound of Hell and launched themselves in the air toward its deck. Only two made it. The other three fell into the water as the second ship slammed into the first one, either crushing them or sending those pirates so far under the water that the men would drown.

Godwin took up his sword again. This time, he not only had to watch the slick deck but pay attention so that he didn’t trip upon the dozens of bodies that littered the way. He caught a glimpse of Bronnard, wearing the bright red coat that he favored, but Godwin was too far away to engage the French captain. He would work his way toward the brute, man by man.

And then send the hound straight to Hell.
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Melisent sat warily on the edge of the bed, clutching her dagger and candlestick, her palms moist with sweat. Branok stood utterly still, focused on the locked cabin door. They could hear the screams and cries of the living and injured as the fight between the English and French pirates went on and on. Her lips moved in a soundless prayer, praying that nothing had happened to Godwin.

If it had, she didn’t care if she lived or died.

More shrieks came as steel met steel. She could only imagine how many pirates had fallen in this battle upon the seas. She knew on land that men fought for their king and country and to protect their properties and families. These lawless pirates, though, fought for the right to claim superiority as they sailed the waters. It disgusted her—and yet she loved the very man who led Dragonstar’s crew against these Water Bearers. She thought to what Branok had told her about the brutality of the French pirates and decided men so cruel to innocents deserved death.

Noise from outside the door came close. The fighting proved fierce as Melisent heard men scream and bodies fall. Then it seemed to level off.

One side must be winning—but which?

A blow landed on the door. Then another. She knew men must be trying to break it down. Her belly lurched. That meant Godwin’s men had failed.

Instead of fearing what might come once the French breached the door, rage surged through Melisent. These Water Bearers had taken someone away from her that she’d only begun to care for. With Godwin’s death, she’d lost a chance to live and love. Now, vengeance filled her heart. Angry tears streamed from her eyes as she slipped from the bed and crouched next to it. She would let Branok begin the fight but she intended to spring unseen and enter the fray.

The door gave way. Two men pushed hard against it, moving the trunk out of the way as they burst in with swords drawn. A third man in a bright scarlet coat and a long scar down his left cheek stood behind them, interest sparking in his black eyes. As the first two engaged Branok in battle, the man stepped into the cabin.

“Branok Killigrew,” he called out. “I’d have thought you would be in the thick of the fight outside. What treasure are you guarding in your captain’s quarters?”

The man’s eyes swept through the cabin and landed on her. His grin was like that of a wolf cornering its prey. Melisent shivered.

“Ah, so Trenoweth flouts superstition and brings his woman to sea with him.” He licked his lips hungrily. “What a pretty whore you are, mon cher. I cannot wait to sink my teeth into you.”

Melisent didn’t reply. She clutched her weapons even more tightly and looked in Branok’s direction. Both French pirates lay dead at the quartermaster’s feet. He was breathing hard as he headed in the direction of the taunting man.

“You’re mine now, Bronnard,” Branok growled.

Their swords met and the fight between them grew fierce. Melisent was tempted to flee the cabin but had no idea what she might face outside it. If it were true and Godwin’s crew had been defeated, only Water Bearers awaited her. She would wait to see if Branok could defeat this man.

With her help.

She saw the quartermaster’s blows pushed the man he’d called Bronnard back in her direction. Melisent climbed upon the bed and raised her candlestick to crash against the Frenchman’s skull. As her arm came down, he must have sensed her there and twisted his body at the last moment. She still connected with his shoulder, a bruising blow, but she also heard Branok cry out in agony.

Melisent saw the quick turn the French pirate had made was not one Branok anticipated. It had cost the quartermaster his hand as Bronnard’s sword arced down. Dully, she stared at the hand on the ground, its fingers still twitching. Branok dropped his sword and ripped the bottom of his tunic off and quickly wrapped it around the end of his arm.

Then the Frenchman knocked the candlestick from her hand and grabbed her, bringing her to the ground. His left arm imprisoned Melisent, binding her arms against her side, as his right brought the tip of his sword to her throat, just under her ear.

His breath was hot against her cheek as he said, “I’ve never had a taste for English wenches but I will make an exception for you.” He licked the side of her throat and bile rose within her.

“Let her go.”
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Chapter Nine


Hoped filled Melisent as her eyes cut to the door. Godwin stood in the doorway, his dark tunic hanging in rags, blood streaked across his face. He gripped a sword in his hand and looked like a dark, avenging angel ready to mete out punishment to the wicked.

Bronnard tightened his arm about her. “You want your redheaded whore back? I think not, Trenoweth. She’s one of many prizes I’ll claim from your legion of pirates this day.”

“Your crew is dead,” Godwin revealed. “We’ve set fire to The Hound of Hell. It will burn and sink. Robineux’s vessel is also gone, along with his men. It’s over, Captain. You have nowhere to go—but Hell.”

Melisent could smell the desperation on this man. He’d entered this cabin a short while ago thinking victory was in hand and now he’d lost everything. Instinct told her he would take her with him in death. She still held the blade Branok had given her in her right hand. Though her arms were pinned tightly against her body, she could move her wrist some.

Enough to stab this marauder. Hopefully, the distraction would give Godwin time to reach her and finish the pirate off.

Tightening her grip on the hilt, Melisent jabbed the dagger into the man’s hip. At the same time, a blur crossed her vision and Bronnard sucked in a breath. His arm loosened and she pushed it aside, scrambling onto the bed and across it. She stopped, fascinated, as she saw the pirate captain still stood frozen in place. Her blade protruded from his hip but a second one rested deep within his eye. Slowly, the pirate began to sway. Then his legs gave way. He crashed to the ground.

Suddenly, Godwin’s arms were around her and he was kissing her senseless. Melisent gave over to the kiss, sagging against his massive chest, her fingers curling into what little material remained of his tunic.

Then she remembered Branok. “Wait,” she murmured against his mouth and pushed him back.

As she struggled to free herself, Godwin asked, “Are you all right?”

Melisent gave him a hard, quick kiss to reassure him. “I am fine but I must tend to Branok. He bravely defended me at great personal cost.”

Godwin released her and she went to the older man. “Branok, I’m going to guide you to a seat.”

He shuffled along, dazed, and allowed her to nudge him until he collapsed into it. Quickly, Melisent ripped the bottom of her smock and removed the cloth he held to his limb. It was soaked with his blood. She tied the strip of material from her smock just above his wrist to cut off the flow of blood.

Godwin had followed her over and she said to him, “Hurry to Pawl. Have him boil as much water as he can. I also need wine and clean linen, both for Branok and others who may need my care. And honey if Pawl has any.” She lowered her voice and faced away from Branok. “I also need a hot poker to sear his wound. Burning it will stanch the blood flow and seal the skin.”

“You seem well versed in what to do.”

“I was in charge of the infirmary at the convent. Not only did I tend to the nuns’ various ailments but to travelers who stopped. You’d be surprised what I’ve seen. No hands sliced off but several fingers from nuns who hadn’t a clue how to carve up a chicken. Now, hurry. Time is critical.”

He left and she turned back to Branok, who began shivering. She knew from experience that he needed to be kept warm. Melisent retreated to the other side of the room and retrieved one of the furs that lay across the bed. She had to step over Bronnard’s body as she returned. Once Godwin helped her tend to Branok, she wanted the French captain’s body gone from her sight. She didn’t want to think what might have happened to her if Godwin hadn’t arrived when he did.

Melisent wrapped the fur around Branok, knowing Godwin wouldn’t mind if blood ruined it. She’d watched the two men together and had seen the strong connection between them, as if they were father and son. Putting her arm around Branok, she sang softly to him as he closed his eyes.

Godwin returned, though he made two trips. The second time he brought back a small cauldron of fire, a poker stuck into it. He rested it nearby.

“You’ll need to hold him down,” Melisent warned. “At least the sword severed his hand cleanly. A jagged wound would have been more difficult to heal.”

Godwin stepped to Branok and rested his right forearm against the quartermaster’s chest. He gripped the older man’s arm in his left hand at the elbow. Melisent untied the cloth and poured some wine over the wound and then reached for the poker. Praying to the Virgin for courage and guidance, she gripped Branok’s forearm and then placed the poker snug against him.

A garbled scream escaped the pirate’s lips as the stench of burning flesh filled the air and he passed out. Quickly, she poured more wine over the injury and then coated it in honey before winding soft linen about it and then tying it gently into place. She sighed and stepped away, her legs shaking.

“You did well.” Godwin righted himself and wrapped his arms about her, kissing the top of her head. Melisent rested her cheek against his chest, hearing the steady drum of his heart. Knowing she hadn’t time to relax further, she lifted her head.

“I think we can leave him here,” she said as she pulled the fur snuggly about the quartermaster. “’Tis better he remains upright. Take me on deck. I’m sure more of your men need my attention.”

He led her from the cabin. Her first sight of the deck caused her to stop in her tracks.

Men lay everywhere, many dead, others wounded. Pools of blood coated the planks of wood, causing her belly to lurch at the strong stench. She fought to keep from throwing up. Melisent bit her lip. She had no time to be sick. These men needed her.

“Rid the deck of the dead,” she told Godwin. “Those who are able can then toss buckets of water to remove the standing blood. I’ll go from man to man and separate them by the severity of their injuries.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” Godwin said softly, a twinkle in his eyes.

He sprang into action, adhering to her orders. Soon, a constant splash of dead bodies hit the water. As the area cleared, pirates threw water onto the deck, ridding it of most of the blood as their mops pushed it over the ship’s side. Melisent went from man to man, speaking to each, assessing their injuries. Some would need little more than boiled water to wash in. Others must have their wounds cleaned and stitched. A few had injuries so severe that she doubted she could do anything to save them—but she would try.

She worked tirelessly the rest of the day and long after the sun set. Morgan, who often tended to the wounded after a fight, followed her about, helping with whatever she needed. Davy constantly ran back and forth bringing her more wine and honey, while Cas hauled buckets of boiled water that Pawl prepared in his kitchen.

Finally, she tended to the last pirate. Melisent rose, her hands going to the small of her back, which ached fiercely.

Godwin’s hands pushed hers aside and rubbed her back with just enough pressure to make her melt.

“Oh, that feels so good,” she murmured.

“Come,” he said, threading his fingers through hers. “You’re exhausted. You need to eat. And rest.”

Melisent didn’t argue though she said, “I may be too tired to chew, much less swallow.”

He shouted at Keverne to see that food and drink was brought at once to his cabin and then led her to it. The first thing she did was look for the French captain’s body but it had been removed, as well as the two other pirates that had fallen at Branok’s hand. No blood remained on the cabin’s floor.

“Where’s Branok?” she asked, looking around and not seeing him.

“I had him taken to his hammock. I checked on him a few minutes ago. Morgan will stay with him through the night.”

Godwin pulled her close and gave her a slow, sweet kiss. Melisent’s hands went around his neck and he winced.

Pulling back, she frowned and began easing the remains of his tunic from him. His tanned skin had several cuts but she saw a deep slice just under his collarbone.

“Godwin! Why did you say nothing to me?”

Melisent came to life, marching him to a chair and demanding he sit as Pawl arrived with a large tray.

“Set it on the table,” she instructed the cook. “Bring me more boiled water and everything I need to tend to the captain’s wound and stitch it up.”

Pawl nodded and exited quickly.

“I’m very angry with you,” she chastised Godwin. “This should have been looked at hours ago.”

“Not before my men,” he said stubbornly. “They come first.”

“When were you going to tell me you’d been hurt?”

He shrugged. “In truth, I’d forgotten about it. I always have all kinds of nicks and cuts after a fight. My body gets bruised and aches for days. This seemed no different.”

“This is a gash from a sword, Godwin. I don’t know how deep it runs. It needs cleansing and stitching. Infection is always a danger. You might already have fever.” She held her palm to his head.

He took her wrist and pulled her hand from his brow. Turning it up, he pressed a kiss into the center of her palm. Melisent’s insides fluttered as if a coven of birds had suddenly taken off. His warm lips continued to kiss her hand as he turned it over and brushed tender kisses along her fingers. Then he took one finger and slipped it into his mouth, sucking on it hard. Immediately, where her legs joined she felt a hard pull and then it began to throb mysteriously.

“I still want you, Melisent. More than before.”

The heat in his eyes let her know he spoke the truth. He pushed her sleeve up and tenderly kissed her wrist. The flutters in her belly went wild as her pulse quickened. She leaned toward him and kissed his temple and then slowly slid her lips along his cheek until her mouth found his.

Their kiss was long and lazy as they explored one another leisurely. His hands pushed into her hair, his fingers gliding through it. Her heart pounded, racing faster and faster. Her fingers ran along his bare chest and brushed against his nipples. He groaned and caught her wrists, breaking the kiss.

“If Pawl weren’t coming back—”

“He is.” Reluctantly, she moved away from him. It gave her time to admire his torso. Godwin was made of muscle hewn from many years of labor. Her eyes roamed over his chest, drinking him in.

Pawl appeared with the supplies she’d asked for and Melisent grew serious. She inspected the slashed skin and thoroughly cleaned it before threading the needle and sewing the wound closed. Smearing a generous amount of honey along it, she wrapped it in clean linen and tied it off, tucking the end inside the bandage.

Satisfied with her work, Melisent said, “I’m sure it’s aching. Why don’t you drink some wine?”

“Only if you do,” he countered. “And you must eat. You’ve had a very long day. You tended my crew not only efficiently but as if you cared for them.”

“I do care for them,” she said, surprised that it was true. Though they were pirates, the Dragonstar’s crew had been kind and friendly to her.

“What of me, Melisent? Do you care for me, as well?” Godwin asked, his voice husky.

She licked her lips nervously and tried to make light of things. “I believe my stitches and bandaging speak for themselves, Captain. Your wound has a good chance of healing as long as infection doesn’t set in. I’ll need to keep a close eye on you to make sure it doesn’t.”

He continued to gaze at her hungrily so she said, “Join me,” and moved toward the table where Pawl had left a meal for them. Melisent sat on the bench, her insides quivering.

Godwin came and sat beside her. Close beside her. One arm slid about her waist. As if she had no will of her own, her head dropped to his shoulder. He alternated feeding each of them bites. A few times, her lips closed around his finger, causing her to clench the place between her legs. Then he tilted a cup of wine to her lips. She drank a moment and then pushed it away.

“Too tired,” she said sleepily and then nestled her cheek against him, a curtain of darkness descending upon her.
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Chapter Ten


Godwin set the cup of wine down on the table and looked at the exhausted woman in his arms. Feelings of tenderness arose in him, something he would never have dreamed possible. His hand brushed a lock of hair from her face and then cupped her cheek. He closed his eyes and pressed his lips to her brow, taking in the moment. This woman was the one for him. He would do anything for her.

Even if it meant giving up the only life he’d ever known.

He’d thought Treeve Trenoweth had gone mad when he revealed he was leaving Poseidon’s Legion. Godwin couldn’t fathom why the pirate king would walk away from a life of adventure and brotherhood. Yet, Godwin contemplated the very same thing now. He gazed down at Melisent. This woman had the blood of kings running through her. How could he ask her to bind herself for life to a lawless pirate? She deserved much more than him.

In truth, he could provide for her lavishly. From the time he joined Poseidon’s Legion over a score ago, he’d earned a part of each treasure claimed, be it on land or sea. As he rose through the ranks to positions of more responsibility, his portion of their haul became greater. Now, as captain of the largest of the English pirates’ vessels and pirate king over all, Godwin had amassed wealth beyond compare, even more than that of England’s king. He could give Melisent a life filled with riches.

And love.

He’d always placed his faith in himself and his men. Loyalty to them ran thicker than blood. Yet, if he had a chance at a life beyond this, he would take it—if Melisent would have him. Godwin wanted her to want him as much as he did her. He refused to tell her he was an earl. She knew him as a pirate. It was important to him that she choose him not as either of these, but as a man. And if she cast him aside, he might never be the same again.

Godwin stood, lifting her in his arms with a little difficulty since his injury bothered him more than he’d let on, and carried her to his bed. He placed her upon it gently and sat beside her, watching her sleep. Melisent was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen but much of her beauty lay within her, in her generous heart. She shivered and he went to the other side of the bed to draw back the furs and bedclothes that lay beneath them. Once again, he lifted her and placed her down on the other side, noticing now the bloodstains covering her smock. That wouldn’t do.

He retreated to one of his chests and withdrew a tunic that would swallow her but at least it was clean and soft. First, he removed her boots and set them aside. Knowing now how deeply she slept, he raised her without worry and pulled the shapeless kirtle and the smock underneath it up her body and over her head before tossing both on the ground. Though she would have protested what he did now, by the Christ, he was a pirate and would take his time studying her.

As he suspected, her slender frame was still full of womanly curves. Her porcelain skin seemed to glow. Full, rounded breasts tipped with upturned nipples called out to him. He placed a hand against her flat belly, his thumb stroking her lightly. He longed to touch her everywhere, but even a pirate had a code of honor he held himself to. Godwin would not abuse her trust in him while she slept.

What surprised him was the emerald necklace she wore. He’d never seen it before. She’d kept it hidden beneath her baggy clothing. He assumed she did so to hide its value while she traveled. He thought of her single change of clothing and the broken comb that she seemed to treasure and wondered how she’d come to possess such an expensive piece of jewelry.

Putting that thought aside, Godwin reached for the tunic and slipped it over her. It fell to mid-thigh. He admired her shapely calves once more and then covered her with the soft, linen bedsheet. Weariness settled over him and he shucked off his boots and blood-spattered pants. Melisent would panic if she awoke with him naked in her bed so he slipped into a new pair of pants. That’s all she’d get. The rest of him would remain bare. He tossed off the furs and moved under the bedclothes, taking her into his arms. Their bodies fit together as if made to do so. He fought sleep as long as he could because holding her was utter bliss.

He would speak with her tomorrow. Ask her to be his wife. Any decision beyond that could come later. Everything would depend upon the answer he received.

Godwin rested his chin against the top of her head and allowed sleep to drag him to the depths of darkness.
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Melisent stirred, drinking in the delicious warmth surrounding her. All her life, she had been cold when she slept. Drafts swept through the convent, making it chilly even during the warmest of weather. The ship that had carried her to Kingsbridge also proved to be freezing. The only time she’d ever enjoyed sleep had been in Godwin’s bed, with its smooth bedclothes and plentiful furs.

Suddenly, the horrors of yesterday flooded her mind, images she’d hoped to banish. She struggled to pull herself from that time between sleep and waking.

And realized a blazing heat surrounded her.

Godwin . . .

Her back was nestled against his broad chest. His muscled arms enveloped her. One leg of his rested atop both of hers.

How could he have slept with her? They were not man and wife.

What if he had touched her?

Yet, she knew he hadn’t. Though he was a pirate and could be as vicious and cruel as he needed to be, she believed deep within him rested a good man. His crew respected him and would do anything for him. He’d treated her with respect. She hadn’t a doubt that he’d not taken advantage of her. It wasn’t in his nature to do so.

Melisent thought back to their kisses yesterday. The mad, passionate ones after he’d flung his dagger at Bronnard and they fell into one another’s arms, knowing the other was safe. The leisurely, thorough ones while they awaited Pawl to bring what she needed to tend to Godwin’s injury.

She wanted more of those kisses. She wanted more of him.

Nay—Melisent wanted all of him.

Did that even make sense? She’d been raised by nuns, rarely seeing any man, only the few travelers who stopped at the convent for a night or the occasional priest who visited them in order to conduct mass. Her father, whom she’d never met, sent her to wed a Cornish nobleman, though she doubted a stranger would take her in without the silver promised to him. Godwin was a pirate and not an ordinary one. Instead, he was one of the most feared men on the seas. He led a band of others like him, where they made a law unto themselves, ignoring the civilized rules others lived by.

It didn’t matter. She wanted to be by his side always. He might be a savage to others but he was different with her. She was different now and could never go back to the kind of life she’d led before meeting him. Even if it damned her to Hell for eternity, Melisent needed Godwin Trenoweth.

He began to stir. His fingers, splayed across her belly, flexed. His legs stretched. Then his warm lips found the nape of her neck and kissed it. She sighed.

“You’re awake.”

“Aye.” She didn’t want to move. Didn’t want him to pull away from her.

“You were very tired last night. You couldn’t even finish your meal. I had to tuck you in like a small child.”

Melisent looked over her shoulder. “I see you tucked yourself in, as well.”

He grinned. “Well, it is my bed. Does my presence beside you give you concern?”

“Nay.”

Godwin turned her so that she faced him and then moved to his back, bringing her with him. She sprawled across him and then realized her smock was missing. Her legs and feet were bare. Whatever she wore barely covering her buttocks. Embarrassment flooded her and she sensed her cheeks reddening.

“What?”

She looked away. “You’ve seen me. All of me.”

His fingers took her chin in hand and turned her back to face him. “Aye,” he said softly. “Your kirtle and smock were too bloody for you to wear to bed. I put one of my tunics on you.” A gleam filled his eyes. “I tried not to look too much. You are lovely, pet. It took all I had not to touch you.”

“You didn’t?” she asked.

His thumb slowly rubbed against her bottom lip. “I would rather have you awake and responding to my kiss than touching you while you slept.”

“Thank you. You are a good man.”

Godwin grinned at her, looking as mischievous as a young boy. “You’re probably the only one with that opinion.” His thumb continued to caress her lip.

“I want you,” she said simply.

He stilled. “Are you sure?”

It touched her that he looked so hesitant. As if he couldn’t believe her words.

“You may be a pirate but you are my pirate, Godwin Trenoweth.” Melisent took his hand from her face and brushed a kiss upon his knuckles.

“You would accept a pirate’s touch? Couple with one willingly?”

“Only with you,” she said, her voice full of determination. “Others might think me mad but I will never look back with regret. I am yours, Godwin. In every way.”

“I love you, Melisent,” he said softly, wanting her to know the depths of his feelings now that she had committed to him. “I have never loved a woman. If you’d refused me, I doubt I could ever love another. You bring joy to my life, something I’ve never known.” He paused. “If you’ll have me, as I am, then I will give my everything to you. Marry me, Melisent. Marry me because you love me, too, and cannot live without me.”

A rush of emotion swept through her, overwhelming her, knowing this man loved her and she returned his love.

“I do love you, Godwin,” she choked out. “I will forever. Make me yours.”

His mouth took hers as his hands roamed her body. He lifted the edge of the tunic she wore and pulled it quickly over her head. He kneaded her breasts as he pressed hot kisses along her throat. She raked her nails up and down his back, enjoying the feel of his bare skin.

Melisent grew bolder, licking and sucking his neck, giving him tiny love bites as he had done with her. He growled deeply in his throat and tweaked her nipples, causing sparks to dance through her. He continued toying with one breast while his other hand glided down her body, finding her womanly core. His fingers parted her and he inserted one inside her. She gasped at the feel of it there and then he began moving it, stroking her lovingly. Her hips bucked against his hard torso.

“Do you like this?” he asked, looking up at her.

“Aye,” she managed to say as a second finger joined the first and began driving her wild. The motion caused the blood to rush in her ears and her hips to move against him. Then his fingers searched until they found a place within her that called out to him. He caressed it over and over until a tremendous pressure built within her and suddenly exploded.

“Move with it,” he encouraged and Melisent held fast to him as her body became something unknown to her. Waves of pleasure gyrated inside her and spilled forth, draining her until she was spent.

Godwin moved away from her and off the bed, removing his pants. Her heart stopped at the size of what jutted from him. Like her, he had hair there, though his was dark and curly. Something long and thick protruded from the nest of curls.

He covered her body with his before she could ask him about it, his kiss silencing her questions. His hands fondled every inch of her, lighting her on fire. His fingers returned again to work their magic and, this time, she cried out as a second release erupted. Suddenly, something replaced his fingers and Godwin thrust into her, bringing tears to her eyes. She clawed at his back, trying to push him off, wanting the hurt to go away.

He captured her wrists in one hand and brought them over her head.

“It only hurts once, pet. Never again after that. I’ll only give you pleasure.”

Melisent realized the pain had subsided and that he filled her. She flinched, worried that he only told her that to keep her docile. Slowly, though, a new sensation replaced it and she felt the urgent need to move against him. When she did, his eyes widened in surprise and then a wicked smile touched his lips. Godwin kissed her deeply and thrust into her again.

This time, she liked it. She liked it very much.

“Do it again,” she urged.

He complied, starting a rhythmic dance with her that she immediately knew the steps to, joining him with exuberance. He continued kissing her, his other hand reaching above her, his fingers entwining with hers, as he continued to move. His pace increased and her hips gladly met each thrust. Then Melisent was falling, falling, falling into a rich oblivion of sensation. She heard Godwin cry out hoarsely and shudder and then collapse upon her. He released her hands and tenderly cradled her face, covering it in a plethora of kisses before rolling to his back, bringing her with him.

“That was wonderful!” she exclaimed, a humming still running through her.

He chuckled. “It only gets better.” With a glint in his eyes, he said, “There are a thousand things we can do in bed together.”

“Then I look forward to trying the other nine hundred and ninety-nine,” she said saucily.

Godwin roared with laughter. “I’ll make a pirate of you yet, pet.”
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Chapter Eleven


Godwin walked the deck, making sure he checked on every man, injured or not. They may all come from different blood but these pirates were his true brothers and he wanted them to know of his devotion to them, especially after they’d fought so bravely against the vicious Water Bearers.

In every case, Melisent had already beaten him there.

To a man, each crew member sang her praises of how tirelessly she had worked on them yesterday, tending to their injuries or merely speaking with them to see how they fared and if she could do anything for them to comfort them in the loss of their fellow brothers. Godwin thought half his pirates were already in love with her and the rest not far behind.

He went to stand next to Jory and got much of the same.

“Melisent placed a poultice on my bruised chest and it hardly pains me at all today,” the helmsman proclaimed. “I’ve never felt better after a fight. Would you like to take the wheel, Captain?”

“Nay. Steering a ship the size of Dragonstar takes a physical toll. If I pop the stitches Melisent put into me, I’ll surely receive an earful from her.”

“That you would,” the sailor agreed. “No sense in harming her good work. Should we still head east, Captain?”

Godwin had sent Perran Bligh, captain of Wildstar, to move up the west coast of Cornwall to Bristol Bay and then across to Ireland to raid. Tomas Trenouth had been directed to sack the villages along England’s eastern coast before returning to Carharrack Castle, freeing the southern coast for Godwin and his crew. Circumstances had changed, though.

“Continue eastbound,” he told his helmsman. “Hug the coast but not so close that we’re noticeable. We head to London. As quick as we can.”

“London?” Jory said, amazement in his voice at aiming for a place they usually avoided.

“Aye. I have important business in the city. Besides, too many of us need to heal after our encounter with The Water Bearers. There’s a time to plunder—and a time to lie in wait.”

“Aye-aye, Captain.”

Godwin moved across the deck again and found Melisent sitting with Branok, their conversation animated. Though she’d braided her long tresses today, a few wisps had escaped, framing her face. She still wore the bloodied kirtle from yesterday. It was time she found something better to wear than that shapeless sack that hid her figure. Then again, mayhap she should continue to hide her curves. He didn’t want to do battle with any of his men over her.

Joining them, he said to Branok, “What are you doing out of your hammock? You need rest to recover from what Bronnard did to you.”

“Sea air is the best cure,” his quartermaster said. “Melisent agrees with me.”

“I found the nuns who’d fallen ill or hurt themselves always did better once they were strong enough to sit in the sunshine of the garden. That way, I could tend my herbs and vegetables and keep an eye on them at the same time.”

“Is there anything you didn’t do at this convent?” Godwin teased.

“I didn’t pray as much as the nuns. They were obligated to do so many times a day. While they were at prayers, I could accomplish many tasks.”

“I have a task for you.”

“Not now. Too many men still need my attention,” she protested.

Godwin said firmly, “You have already seen every man on this ship today. I know—because I’ve followed behind you and spoken to each of them. You’ve patched them up the best you can and now ’tis time to care for yourself.”

She looked at him blankly. “But, I have no injuries.”

“You need something new to wear, pet.”

Melisent glanced down at her bloodied clothes and back at him. “I’m saving my spare kirtle. I didn’t want to dirty it. As it is, I’ll never get the blood out of this one.”

“Do you sew?” he asked.

She snorted. “Look to your chest for the answer to that.”

Godwin had. Her stitches were neat and even. “I meant clothing.”

She seemed puzzled. “Aye, I can sew.” She brightened. “Oh, you need me to make new tunics for some of your men.”

“Nay, pet. For you. The trunk that carried the beautiful silks and soft linens was intended for you. ’Tis why I had it brought to my cabin in the first place. I want you to make some new frocks for yourself. We are going to London and you need something decent to wear.”

“London?” A worried look crossed her face. “Why?”

“I’ll have Branok help explain why tonight when we sup.” He looked to his old friend. “You will join us?”

“Of course, Captain.”

Godwin turned back to Melisent. “Go. Start on something today. And nothing shapeless like what you wear now.”

She rose reluctantly and looked at Branok. “If you—or any of the men need anything—you know where to find me.”

“Thank you, lass,” Branok said. “I’ll be seeing you tonight.”

Melisent left and Godwin watched her every step until she turned from his sight.

“Can’t take your eyes off of her?” Branok teased.

“Nay. Why would I?” he countered, thinking of her in his bed, those long, red tresses spilling about her naked body.

“She’s an angel, that one. Ministered to every pirate aboard, despite what that bastard Bronnard put her through yesterday.” The quartermaster paused. “I sense something has happened between you, Godwin.”

He nodded. “I’ve asked Melisent to be my wife.”

Branok slapped him on the back. “Good for you, Captain.” He grew quiet and then asked, “Will you do as Treeve did and leave pirating for her?”

After a long pause, he said, “I’ve considered it. I can’t imagine being away from her for months at sea while she waited for me. At the same time, you saw what happened yesterday. If I brought her with us, danger lurks everywhere. The fact that I was able to keep Bronnard from her was pure luck. Fortune might not shine so kindly upon me the next time. I can’t risk having Melisent harmed in any way.”

Godwin raked a hand through his hair. “She has turned my world upside down, Branok. I am a different man because of her. Though I would miss the sea—miss the men of Poseidon’s Legion—I cannot imagine being parted from her for any length of time.”

“Have you told her about your past?”

“Nay. That’s where you’ll come in tonight. I want you to tell her everything you can remember about that day.”

He frowned. “You know the story now, Godwin. It should be something between the two of you. Why include me?”

“I want it from your lips,” he insisted. “You might remember some small detail that escaped you the first time. Something I can use to help me find out who I truly am.” Godwin stood. “Sup with us tonight and tell Melisent the tale.”

Godwin kept busy the rest of the day but made sure to inform Pawl that the cook would need to provide a meal for three in the captain’s quarters tonight.

He went to the kitchen as Pawl was placing food and drink on two trays.

“I’ll help you,” Godwin offered, pleased to see the dishes he’d requested. He suspected the fare at the convent had been simple and plain and wanted Melisent to enjoy food as much as he did, including the Spanish wines that he favored.

They took the trays to his cabin. Godwin entered first and saw Branok had already arrived. He was seated across from Melisent at the small table under the portholes, his deep, rich laughter carrying through the cabin. Melisent’s sewing was in her lap, the material one of deepest midnight blue. Godwin could picture her fiery hair against the dark cloth and had to tamp down the lust that ran through him.

He and Pawl placed the trays on the table and Godwin thanked the cook for his efforts.

“Anything for Melisent,” Pawl said. “She deserves this and much more.” The cook winked at Godwin and departed.

Melisent set aside her sewing and helped Branok to his feet and started to lead him toward the bigger table.

He shrugged her off. “I’m no invalid, Melisent. I lost a hand. Not a leg. My feet will get me there just fine,” he said gruffly.

Godwin watched her hide a smile as she reached the table and took a seat on the bench. He sat beside her, Branok opposite them. Godwin poured wine for them all and then they spent a pleasant hour dining as Branok told stories of Godwin when he was a boy and later as he worked his way through the ranks of Poseidon’s League. Melisent listened eagerly to the tales as she ate, sighing occasionally and moaning twice in delight at the repast.

Finally, they finished eating and Godwin poured each of them another cup of wine. He nodded to Branok, signaling it was time to share his final story.

“Melisent, Godwin has let me go on and on about his adventures with his fellow pirates but he asked me here tonight to tell you another tale. Of how he came to join Poseidon’s Legion.”

“Oh.” She looked to Godwin. “I assumed your father was a pirate and on the crew of one of your ships.”

“Nay, pet. Listen to Branok.”

She turned her attention to the older man and smiled. “So, how did Godwin come to be a pirate?”

“I bought him.”

Melisent stiffened. “You what?”

“I bought Godwin when he was a lad. Mayhap five or six.”

Her eyes focused on Branok but her hand searched for his. Finding it, she laced her fingers through his. Warmth spread through Godwin at the simple gesture.

She listened carefully as Branok retold what he’d shared weeks ago with Godwin. As he suspected, this time a few more details emerged. Branok mentioned it was late summer, which he hadn’t before. He also used the name of the tavern he’d gone to before leaving to return to the ship. The tavern might be near where the servant had tried to dispose of Godwin.

Then, Branok uttered something that gave Godwin more hope than ever before.

“The poor servant was beside himself. Looked sadder than any man I’d ever seen. Had one of those firemarks on him. On his neck. Like someone had splashed him with wine, only it could never be washed off.”

Immediately, Godwin knew this was the strongest clue of all. A servant with an obvious firemark would be more easily remembered. Knowing he served an earl also helped.

Branok continued speaking, telling Melisent of how this nameless servant couldn’t bring himself to kill the boy and didn’t know what to do. He’d been with the earl’s family since birth and had no way to support the child if he went out on his own with the boy. Besides, if he didn’t return, the earl’s brother would seek him out to learn why.

“That’s when I offered to pay for Godwin. Pirates are a misfit lot. Rarely do any of us speak of our pasts. I knew we could take in the boy and give him a home. Better that than seeing him drowned in the Thames or merely released to wander the streets.” Branok shook his head. “Bad things happen on them streets, Melisent. Very bad things. Especially to young uns.”

She reached and took Branok’s hand. “You did the right thing,” she told the quartermaster. “Bringing Godwin to Poseidon’s Legion gave him an instant family. Thank you.”

Melisent turned to him, tears swimming in her eyes. He lifted their joined hands and kissed her knuckles. A long look passed between them.

Suddenly, Branok cleared his throat and stood. “Thanks for the meal, Captain, though the company was even better. I’m tired. Time for my hammock.”

“Goodnight,” Melisent called. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Goodwin let Branok leave before he spoke.

“You know as much as I do now, pet. I’m not only a pirate. I’m the son of an earl.”

“Who should now be an earl,” she insisted. “We must find your family, Godwin. This wicked uncle should be punished for what he stole from you. Your childhood. Your name. Your title and estate. Why, you might have a mother. Brothers or sisters. In all these years, they never knew the truth about what happened to you.”

“Every now and then, I dream of a woman,” he shared. “She has long, fair hair and is singing to me. I think I’m in her arms. That’s all I remember. Nothing of my father or his brother. Not what name I carried or where I lived.”

She placed her palm against his cheek. “You’ve borne the name Trenoweth with pride for many years. Think of all that you’ve accomplished on your own. You’re the commander of a large group of men who respect you. You rose from nothing to the top of the heap.”

Her fingers began stroking his face lightly. “You deserve now to learn your truth. To discover who you are. The name given to you by your parents at birth. It’s time you claimed everything denied you.”

Godwin pulled her into his lap, needing to be close to her. He nuzzled her neck.

“You’re right. That’s why we go to London. To see if I can somehow retrace Branok’s steps and learn of my origin. It must be done quickly, though. I’ve told you how England teeters on the brink of civil war. Leicester marches with his men to London even now. My ship can get us there more quickly than his army can move across land but I refuse to place you in danger. We can only stay in the city a short time. If we can’t learn of my past, we’ll need to flee before the rebels reach London.”

He started kissing her but she pulled away.

“If we don’t discover your true identity, when can we go back and try again?”

“It could be years, Melisent,” Godwin admitted. “Civil war spreads like wildfire. Your father could lose his throne. Leicester might seize it but then fighting will occur among the barons who supported him. There’ll be a few who think they are just as deserving of a crown as Leicester and will turn upon him. Those noblemen loyal to the king will also create armies to march against the rebels. Prince Edward is of an age where he could even lead his own army if he can rally enough support for his father and their cause.”

Anguish filled her face. “I hate that you would be in limbo.”

“I’ll be fine. We’ll be fine,” he emphasized. “We can retreat to Carharrack Castle.”

“That’s where you live. With your pirate crew.”

“Aye.” Godwin thought of how rowdy the place was, with whores coming and going and his men drunk most of the time they were on land. That was no way for them to start a life together.

“We wouldn’t stay long, though,” he shared. “Enough to retrieve my things and then find a place to call our own.”

“Why? You already own a castle. I’m sure it’s close to where your ships lie. A commander needs to be close to his men.”

Godwin gazed intently at her. “I can’t be a pirate anymore, pet.”

Melisent’s eyes widened. “It’s all you’ve known, Godwin. I can’t take you away from what you love.”

He smiled tenderly at her. “I’ve found something I love more. I can’t spend months away from you. From our children.”

Her lips parted and then a radiant smile filled her face. “You want children?”

“I want beautiful little redheaded girls who dance around gracefully.”

“And sons?” she asked eagerly.

“A few of them might be nice,” Godwin admitted. “Carharrack Castle is no place for a family, Melisent. It’s wild and raucous.”

“Will you miss being a pirate, Godwin?” she asked wistfully.

“I might.” He grinned wickedly. “I suppose when I do, you’ll have to distract me from my sorrow in some way.”

Melisent beamed at him. “Using one of those nine hundred and ninety-nine ways?”

“Aye, pet. Unless we think up a few more to add to them.”

She pushed to her feet and tugged on his hands until he did the same.

“Then you better start showing me some, Captain. I may have quite a bit of distracting to do.”

Godwin led her to the bed. And did.


[image: ‡]
Chapter Twelve


Southwark Dock—Pool of London

As Jory steered Dragonstar into the slip at Southwark Dock, Godwin looked around to see if anything seemed familiar to him. He’d only sailed along the Thames into London once and that was many years ago. Treeve Trenoweth had preferred to avoid being so far inland. On land people were subject to the king’s laws. At sea, pirates made their own laws. Treeve didn’t like being boxed into small places and had passed that healthy fear along to Godwin in the years they’d sailed together.

He barely recognized his ship as one belonging to Poseidon’s Legion. Gone were the black sails that proclaimed this a pirate vessel, replaced by billowing white ones. They’d traded the sails out just before they came within sight of Southend, the first village on the north side of the Thames as they made their way west along the fifty miles to London. They flew a new flag, as well, since the red serpentine dragon would have boldly proclaimed they were pirates.

Godwin turned to Morgan, who stood to his right. “We’ll be gone a week,” he told his first mate. “I can’t afford keeping us longer than that in London. Triple the watch at night. These docks are known for the smuggling and theft that goes on. I don’t want any of the cargo we carry lost.”

“Aye-aye, Captain.”

“The men can go eight at a time ashore for the day. Rotate so that all have a chance to visit the city. No one is to be gone from Dragonstar at night. If you sense the ship or crew is in any danger, leave.”

Morgan frowned. “We’ll not be leaving you behind, Captain.”

Godwin’s eyes narrowed. “You will if trouble arises. If Melisent and I arrive and find you gone, we’ll make our way to Southend. Lie in wait off the coast for a week. If we still don’t arrive, you’re to go home to Carharrack Castle.”

Morgan’s jaw tightened. “We’ve never left a man behind, Godwin. Don’t ask me to do so now.”

“It’s a precaution, Morgan. I have full confidence that Melisent and I shall return. I won’t risk the ship or the men, though. If there’s trouble in the harbor. If Leicester’s men arrive to sack the city. If London erupts in violence and flames. You should be prepared and act accordingly.”

“Why are we even here, Captain?” the first mate asked. “We have nothing to sell. What mission are you on? You should take some of the men with you for protection.”

Godwin had thought of that and decided against drawing attention. It would be hard enough bringing Melisent along but he refused to leave her behind.

“It’s not for you to question your captain, Morgan. A good first mate does as he’s told.”

“I’d be a better one if I knew how I could protect you,” grumbled his friend.

Godwin placed a hand on Morgan’s shoulder. “Stay here and guard my ship and men. That’s all I ask.”

“Aye-aye,” Morgan said with resignation and left.

He saw Branok accompanying Melisent toward him. She wore one of his capes since the weather was cool, though it dwarfed her. She had none of her own and he would remedy that.

Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “This is what London smells like?”

“Aye, pet. That abominable stench comes from all the human waste dumped into the Thames.”

“I prefer being out at sea,” she proclaimed.

Godwin snaked an arm about her waist and brought her close for a quick kiss.

“We need to be off,” he told her, seeing his men had secured Dragonstar to the dock and dropped anchor.

“I’m coming with you,” Branok stated. “I’m the one who found you. I may be useful again.”

Godwin thought it wouldn’t hurt to have at least one of his men watching his back. “Come along,” he ordered them, taking Melisent’s hand in his.

He saw some of the surreptitious glances as the crew watched them depart. He didn’t care if they knew he’d committed to Melisent. They all approved of her and would know she made him happy.

They left the ship and weaved their way along the crowded docks. Godwin told Branok to go to the tavern he’d been drinking at before he’d run across Godwin and the servant and see if anyone there knew anything, reminding him that the servant had born a prominent firemark on his neck. He promised that he and Melisent would join Branok there later.

“It’s a place to start,” agreed Branok. “Where will you go?”

“Church,” he said succinctly and then hurried away, pulling Melisent along as he heard Branok’s loud laughter erupt.

He steered them away from the docks and finally slowed his pace.

Melisent said, “Somehow, I cannot imagine you inside a church, Godwin. Do we go to pray to the Virgin for success in finding your family?”

“Nay. You said you would wed me. I’m holding you to your word.” He hesitated, doubt swirling inside him. “Unless you’ve changed your mind.”

A sweet smile turned up the corners of her mouth. “Nay. I am eager to become your wife.”

“Good,” he said, satisfaction filling him.

They wound through the streets until they came to one with numerous stalls. Godwin stopped a passerby and asked about rings for sale.

“High Street has whatever you want.” The man pointed to his left. “Go down a ways until you see a man taller than anyone in sight. Balding. Always wears green. You’ll find a good variety to choose from.”

He thanked the man and followed the directions, easily finding the merchant. The man’s head perched above every other one on the street. Godwin thought he must be six and a half feet tall, mayhap more.

“Good day,” he said to the man. “I am looking for a wedding ring and was told I could find one here.”

“Tall Tom Teakwood has plenty of rings,” the merchant said jovially. “I assume this is your intended?”

Melisent blushed a pretty shade a pink. Godwin brushed a kiss against her temple, wishing he could linger longer.

“Aye, this is my bride.”

“Let me show you some.”

Teakwood reached underneath the table displaying his wares and pulled out a draped tray. Lifting the black cloth that covered it, Godwin saw an array of wedding bands, some plain, some engraved.

“Do you favor any?” he asked Melisent.

“If it comes from you, then it’s the one I want.”

“Tell me,” he insisted. “I want you to have something you’ll like and enjoy wearing.”

When she refused to choose, Godwin turned back to Teakwood. “Select a few that she can try on.”

Quickly, Teakwood pulled out three choices, resting two of them on his smallest finger. He took Melisent’s hand and slid the first band onto her third finger.

“Look it over. See how it feels on your hand.”

She did as the merchant asked and then he slipped it off and replaced it with a second one. The first had been a plain, gold band. This one was also made of gold but had a series of etchings ingrained in it. Melisent frowned and removed the ring herself.

“I don’t want something that fancy,” she proclaimed.

“Then this will be for you,” Teakwood promised. He took the ring she gave him and let her try on the third choice.

This time, she held her hand out, letting the sunlight strike the slim, silver band. A satisfied smile touched her lips.

“I want this one, Godwin. If it’s not too costly.”

He raised the hand wearing the ring and kissed it. “Nothing is too good for you, pet.” Looking back at Teakwood, he said, “You heard my lady. This is the one.”

Teakwood nodded his approval. “A good choice, indeed.”

The merchant named a price and Godwin haggled with him a bit, knowing it was expected. Once they came to an agreement, Godwin paid for the ring and then asked to see brooches.

As the merchant turned to look for them, Melisent drew Godwin aside. “You’ve already spent far too much,” she whispered. “I don’t need anything else. You’ve already seen the necklace I wear.”

“I have,” he confirmed. He’d never asked her about it, waiting for her to share its history with him.

“My mother gave it to me as I left the convent. She said my father had wanted me to have it and so she’d saved it all those years.”

“I’m glad you have something of him but I want to give you something as a wedding present, love. Don’t deny me that small pleasure.”

She sighed. “Go ahead then but no more jewelry in the future. Promise me.”

“I’ll make no such promise, pet. Here, give me your ring back.”

She pulled it from her finger and he tucked it inside his coin purse. Then he gave his full attention to the brooches on display. Not seeing what he wanted, he told her, “Why don’t you look at those pies at the next stall? I’ve already worked up an appetite.”

Once she stepped away, he asked Teakwood, “Are you the jeweler who designed these pieces or merely the seller?”

“Both.” Teakwood glanced over at Melisent, who now stood out of earshot. “What do you have in mind for your lady?”

“Either a brooch or necklace done in rubies. Could you craft a dragon or a snake?”

“An odd choice,” Teakwood observed.

“It means something to her.”

“I can do so. ’Twill take several days. Mayhap a week.”

Godwin passed him a generous amount of coins. “Make it less than a week. We leave London soon.”

Teakwood pocketed the silver. “You’ll be pleased with what I craft,” he said with confidence.

“Do you know a church nearby where we could wed immediately?”

A grin spread across Teakwood’s face. “Half a mile down you’ll find Saint Michael’s. Ask for Father Martin and tell him I sent you.”

“Thank you, again,” he said loudly and joined Melisent. “What have you found?”

Her eyes were round with wonder. “We rarely had meat at the convent. These pies are full of them. I cannot choose.”

“Then let me.”

Godwin asked for one of onion, egg, and pork and a second filled with pork and cheese, with liberal bits of cinnamon running through it. Knowing sweets would have been a rarity in the nunnery, he also bought two tarts, one mixed with apples and raisins and a second that contained pears. He made sure to split all of them so that Melisent could taste several kinds. The sounds she made as she ate them and then licked her fingers had him growing hard and he tried to think of mundane things to calm his cock.

“Come along,” he told Melisent. “Now that I’ve fed you, I wish to wed you.” And bed you.

Godwin led her down High Street until they came to Saint Michael’s. It was half an hour past noon as they entered the church. A wall of burning candles glowed from the darkness inside and the thick smell of incense hung in the air.

He saw a priest and called out, “Father. A word, please.”

The priest came to them. “Yes, my son?”

“Might you be Father Martin? Tall Tom Teakwood told me to ask for him.”

“I am he. Are you in need of confession?’

Godwin kept a straight face, thinking of all the sins that stained his soul. If he confessed, his week in London would pass before he ever began the search for his family.

“Nay, Father. We wish to be wed.”

Father Martin smiled at Melisent and then looked back to Godwin. “When would—”

“Now, Father,” Godwin insisted. “I know ’tis short notice but I’d be happy to put an extra coin or two in the poor box.”

The mention of money got the priest’s attention. “You’ve come at a good time. Please, share your names with me.”

Godwin hesitated for a moment. He didn’t know his true surname. He’d gone by another for more than a score, though. “Godwin Trenoweth and Melisent Winchester.”

The priest eyed them a moment. “You have family that might wish to see you wed?”

“Nay, Father,” Melisent said. “I am an orphan. My mother recently passed and my father died before I was born.”

The lie slid glibly from her. Godwin thought he must be rubbing off on her. “I am the same, Father. No family since I was six.” He took Melisent’s hand and though he spoke to the priest, he gazed into her eyes. “We will make a family of our own, the two of us together to start, and then, hopefully, sons and daughters will follow.”

Father Martin smiled benignly. “It seems you are a love match.”

“We are,” Godwin confirmed.

The priest rose. “Come with me.”

He led them to just outside the church doors and placed Godwin on one side directly in front of him and Melisent on the other. He asked if they had any reason they could not wed and then followed that with a series of questions concerning their ages and consent. Once they’d answered them all, he began the ceremony.

As Godwin repeated the priest’s words, he took the vows to heart. Though he’d never imagined himself wedding any woman, meeting Melisent had changed everything for him. He believed he was becoming a better man simply by loving her and being loved by her. Slipping the silver band onto her slender finger, he finished speaking his vows and then she repeated the identical words to him, never taking her eyes from his. It was as if their love vibrated between them, binding them as much as any words or a ring could.

The first kiss of their marriage was brief and chaste, a simply brushing of their lips. They followed the priest inside for a brief nuptial mass and then Godwin handed over a few silver coins. Father Martin blessed them and their union and they exited the church, arm in arm.

Melisent raised her hand and studied the ring resting on her third finger. “It’s hard to believe we are wed.”

Godwin heard the awe in her voice. “I feel the same and yet I’m now joined with the most beautiful woman in England.”

“Godwin, you jest.”

“Nay,” he said, opening his heart to her. “You are beautiful inside and out, love. I cannot believe my good fortune. Before meeting you, I thought fortune consisted of how much wealth I could amass.” He stopped in the street and kissed her, not caring what passersby thought. “Now, I realize even if I lost every possession I have, I would still be rich—in love.”

Tears welled in her eyes.

“No crying on our wedding day, pet,” he said. “Let’s head back to Branok and see if he’s discovered anything useful.”

Her bottom lip thrust out in a mock pout. “You mean we aren’t going to celebrate our wedding?”

Godwin felt contrite. “I’m sorry. I didn’t plan any kind of feast.”

Melisent’s eyes lit up. “Godwin, don’t you realize that you are the feast?”

Lust swelled within him. “Mayhap we should find a room to let. Branok can wait.” He clasped her hand in his.

“Stephen?” a voice called out from behind them.

He turned and saw a nobleman hurrying toward him, dressed in a short shoulder cape with deep scallops along the edges. The stranger faltered as he drew near.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought from a distance you were someone I know but you’re much younger than my friend.” The man studied him intently. “Might you be one of de Blays’ bastards? I know he and Elyse have no issue.”

When Godwin only stared in confusion, the man shrugged. “My apologies. You simply resemble my friend so much, I thought you must be kin to him. You have his height and build. The same jawline and eyes. And definitely that head of dark hair, though his is finally starting to show bits of gray now.” The nobleman shook his head. “It’s like looking at Stephen a score ago. The resemblance between the two of you is striking.”

“Is your friend an earl?” Melisent asked pleasantly.

“Aye,” said the man, looking puzzled by her question. “De Blays is the Earl of Blackwell. Why do you ask?”

“Because my husband is not de Blays’ bastard. He is his nephew—and the rightful earl.”
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Chapter Thirteen


A torrent of unnamed feelings washed through Godwin as he watched the stranger’s mouth gape open.

“Nay, you drown,” he protested vigorously. “By God’s Bones, that’s what that stupid servant told Stephen.”

“The one with the firemark on his neck?” Godwin asked, further confounding the nobleman.

“How could you know about that?” The man paused. “Holy Mary, Mother of God—you are speaking the truth.”

He nodded. “I am Godwin de Blays.” The name rolled from his tongue. Instinctively, he knew it was his. He could remember hearing it. Saying it. “That servant sold me as a slave.”

The nobleman visibly shook. “Stephen beat Firmin within an inch of his life for letting you drown. I told him to rid himself of the man but Stephen said Firmin had been loyal to the de Blays family since childhood and refused to listen to me. Your death—and then your father’s shortly afterward—almost broke Stephen.”

Godwin knew differently. That Stephen de Blays had ordered a servant named Firmin to murder his nephew. He’d thought the boy dead and had wailed mournfully to the world at the loss of first his nephew and then his brother when all along, the man had plotted and done unspeakable evil to make certain he became the new earl.

The nobleman looked at him in pity, which Godwin despised, but he also must now play a role in order to reach his conniving uncle.

Placing a hand on Godwin’s arm, the nobleman asked, “Where have you been all these years, Godwin?”

“At sea,” he said simply. “I was so young when it happened. The few memories I had of my family faded. I didn’t even know my rightful surname until we met just now, my lord.” He gave the man a genuine smile. “I will be forever grateful to you for helping me reclaim it.” Then pausing for effect, he waited a moment before adding, “Can I only hope that you might be able to reunite me with my uncle?”

“And your mother? Of course, Godwin.”

Melisent squeezed his hand as surprise jolted through him.

His mother . . . was alive . . .

“Elyse will be delirious with joy at your return,” the nobleman continued. “She has mourned for you for many years.”

“Where is she?” Godwin asked hoarsely.

“Why, at Blackstone Castle. Stephen is here at court, though. He serves as an adviser to the king.”

He gripped the man’s elbow tightly. “Take me to him, my lord,” he urged. “And please, give me your name. I need to know who to thank in my prayers of gratitude.”

The nobleman smiled modestly. “I’m sorry I never introduced myself. I am Sir Barron Atwell.”

Godwin turned. “This is my wife. Lady Melisent de Blays.” Pride stirred within him, being able to acknowledge her as both spouse and a lady.

Sir Barron took her free hand and kissed it. “Lady Melisent, ’tis a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“It is good to meet you, too, my lord,” she replied politely.

The nobleman released her hand. “Let me escort you to the Palace of Westminster. It can be difficult to gain entrance, especially if you wish to see a member of King Henry’s council. I can help smooth the way for you.”

“I am most grateful, Sir Barron,” Godwin said, his heart bumping hard against his ribs.

The nobleman guided them through the teeming London streets. Godwin kept his replies short to the questions Atwell asked in order to not give away too much information. If Sir Barron knew he led the renowned pirate king of England into the royal palace, Godwin would never gain access to his scheming uncle. Occasionally, he looked to Melisent at his side. She nodded encouragingly though she, too, seemed overwhelmed by the quick turn of events.

Godwin’s only request of the nobleman as they neared the gates was to keep secret the identity of the man who accompanied him.

“I don’t want word to reach my uncle before I can see him in the flesh,” he explained. “Uncle deserves to see me, face to face, and not hear of my resurrection from someone else.”

In truth, Godwin wanted the edge of surprise so that his uncle wouldn’t flee.

“I understand, Lord Godwin.” Sir Barron frowned. “It just occurred to me. Stephen is no longer the earl. This will be a great blow to him.”

“The better that we meet in private so he can adjust to his new role in our family,” Godwin said smoothly. “I’m sure I will need my uncle’s guidance as I take over the reins. His knowledge will prove invaluable as I learn the extent of my role as earl.”

“He’s been an excellent steward of Blackstone Castle and the Blackwell estate,” Sir Barron said enthusiastically. “You couldn’t have left your holdings in better hands.”

They arrived at the palace after walking some distance and were allowed inside with no difficulty, their escort being well known to the guards on duty. Sir Barron led them through a maze of corridors. Godwin ignored his surroundings, preferring to focus on the confrontation that lay ahead.

Should he immediately accuse his uncle of commissioning murder? If so, mayhap the king could act upon the matter and bring some sort of justice to Stephen de Blays. Or did Godwin even wish for the king’s involvement? That might put Melisent within the monarch’s sight. Godwin wondered if the king would recognize the child he’d never seen. His thoughts rushed at him, jumbling so that he couldn’t think clearly.

“I’ll leave you here,” Sir Barron said as they came to a large hall where groups of men spoke in low tones. “I’ll find out if Stephen is in a council meeting or in his chambers.” The nobleman excused himself.

Melisent held on to Godwin’s arm tightly as her eyes swept across the room. She leaned close to him. “What if I see my father?”

He heard the panic in her voice and placed his hand over hers. Her fingers were icy to the touch.

“I doubt the king walks through public rooms such as these,” he assured her. “If he did, would that be so terrible?”

“I think I look like her,” Melisent said softly. “My mother. At the end, I pushed aside her wimple and saw she had hair as red as mine. I’d never seen her hair in all my years at the convent. She was very beautiful, though.”

“You’re beautiful,” he told her.

“I’ve never seen myself,” she admitted. “The nuns believed seeing your image would only lead to vanity.”

So that’s why she had no idea if she favored her mother or not. Godwin’s heart ached hearing this.

He smoothed her hair. “I will buy you the largest mirror we can find and have it brought to Blackstone Castle. You may look at yourself every day for as long as you wish.”

She shook her head. “I don’t really need one, Godwin. If I am beautiful in your eyes, ’tis enough for me.”

“You know I want to kiss you senseless and can’t,” he said into her ear, his voice low.

Melisent pulled away, a sage expression on her face. “We will have plenty of time for kissing once we confront Stephen de Blays. The bloody bastard,” she said under her breath.

“I heard that. Watch your tongue, Wife. People will think you consort with pirates using that kind of language.”

She giggled and looked so young and innocent. In his mind, Godwin saw what she must have been like as a young girl and hoped they would have a daughter or two. He would spoil them terribly, especially if they favored their mother in any way. Already, he was besotted with his wife.

He thought that their children would grow up in a loving family, knowing their name. Their oldest son would inherit the earldom and all that went with it. Though Godwin knew he’d missed out on so much, he didn’t mind. If he hadn’t been bought by Branok, he would never have become the commander of Poseidon’s Legion. He never would have met Melisent. Everything that had led up to that encounter was worth it—though he still wished to kill Stephen de Blays, now more than ever.

They waited almost an hour, observing the members of the nobility that came and went from the room. Several of them eyed Melisent with interest and he couldn’t blame them. Wherever she went, she would always be the most beautiful woman in the room.

Suddenly, Sir Barron emerged from a doorway and approached them.

“Stephen is in his chambers and eager to see you,” the nobleman confided.

Godwin cursed under his breath. He’d wanted to reveal himself to his uncle without advance warning.

“You told him my name?” he asked sternly.

The nobleman’s brow creased. “Was I not supposed to, my lord? You’d asked that I not use your name inside the palace to others but I thought Stephen hearing directly from an old friend’s lips would soften the blow.”

“Nay, you were right to do so,” Godwin assured the man. “You have been most helpful, Sir Barron. I would not be reuniting with my uncle if not for you.”

“Come,” the nobleman urged.

He led them from the hallway and down a new set of corridors. It would take weeks to learn the many passageways of this palace. Godwin kept alert, looking for any signs of trouble since his uncle knew of Godwin’s arrival but he saw none.

Sir Barron indicated a door. “Go ahead. Stephen is expecting you. I will give you privacy.” He bowed to them. “’Twas a pleasure to meet you both. I look forward to seeing you in the future, Lord Godwin, Lady Melisent.”

The nobleman left and Godwin drew in a long breath, steeling himself before he knocked on the door and was bid to enter. With a last look at Melisent, he pushed open the door and they entered.

Immediately, he understood why Sir Barron had confused him with Stephen de Blays from a distance. As Godwin and Melisent came to stand before the nobleman, it was as if Godwin looked into a mirror a score into the future and caught sight of himself. He and his uncle shared a similar height and build. Their eye color and hair were the same, save for a few gray strands running through the older man’s hair. Though de Blays’ face wore a few lines of age, they both had the same high cheekbones and sensual lips.

Godwin saw that his uncle barely contained a deep rage, looking as if it would boil over at any moment.

De Blays turned away from Godwin and glared at a figure cowering in the corner.

“You told me you ridded me of the brat,” he said, his voice low and deadly. “And I believed you.”

When the man raised his head, Godwin saw it was Firmin, thanks to the dark, uneven splotch of red splashed along the side of his throat.

The servant came forward, wringing his hands. “I beg pardon, my lord. I just couldn’t kill an innocent child. He’d done nothing wrong.”

“He was alive!” roared de Blays. “You knew I needed him dead to gain the earldom.”

“You did, my lord. You’ve possessed it all these years,” Firmin whined.

De Blays struck the servant. “Now, I’ll have to do it again.”

“How?” Godwin countered, gaining the nobleman’s attention. “I am the rightful Earl of Blackwell. Sir Barron knows that. By now, I’m sure he’s told half the king’s courtiers the delicious bit of gossip.”

His uncle snorted. “Barron Atwell knows nothing. He’s a friendly sort who thinks the best of everyone. I’ve cultivated his friendship and dozens of others over the last score. I’ll merely tell him you were Humphrey’s bastard and thought you could use that to turn yourself into the Earl of Blackwell. Being illegitimate, you’d have no claim on the title. Kind Sir Barron will naturally believe his old friend over a stranger. So will everyone else at court. After all, I’ve served the king faithfully for many years and am known to all.”

Godwin believed the nobleman’s words. No one but the groveling servant who’d sold Godwin knew the truth. The man would never step forward to admit it and even if he did, who would accept the word of a servant over a powerful member of the king’s council?

Anger at being denied what should rightfully be his caused Godwin to launch himself at his uncle.

De Blays shouted, “Arrest him!” just as Godwin’s fist connected with de Blays’ face. His uncle went down and Godwin hovered over him, pounding away.

Suddenly, hands seized him, pulling him away, restraining him. He realized his uncle had kept soldiers lying in wait, out of sight, until he needed them.

Stephen de Blays pushed himself to his feet, blood pouring from his broken nose. “He tried to kill me! This man is mad. He claims he’s the Earl of Blackwell and this whore his countess. Take him away.”

“Nay!” Melisent cried.

Godwin saw her rush toward him, only to be snatched away by de Blays. Godwin burst from the hands that held him, rushing toward them, his only thought to protect her from this monster. Then someone struck a blow on the back of his head and he stumbled, falling to his knees. Another one came, even harder, and stars danced in his vision. Hands grasped him again, pulling him away as he fought.

A final blow came and darkness descended.

[image: * * *]

Melisent watched Godwin beaten and dragged away by soldiers as Stephen de Blays restrained her. As the door closed, she jerked away and slapped him.

“What have you done, you vile man?”

He laughed.

She went to slap him again and his hands latched on to her, his fingers cruelly digging into her upper arms.

“Your spirit is as fiery as that hair of yours, Melisent.” He paused. “Melisent. I rather like that name. ’Tis as pretty as you are.” De Blays glanced to Firmin. “What do you think, old friend? Should I take this one to wife?”

The servant twisted his hands nervously. “If you think ’tis a good idea, my lord.”

He turned back to her. “Well, I certainly never got any sons off Elyse. She’s far too old now. This one is young and fresh.”

The name seemed familiar to her. Melisent realized she’d heard it from Sir Barron. A chill rippled through her. “You wed Godwin’s mother?”

De Blays’ triumphant look confirmed it before he spoke. “I did. Poor Elyse was so troubled after both her son and husband died. I offered her my protection and she accepted it, never knowing I caused the demise of them both.” Anger flashed across his face. “Or, at least, I thought Godwin was gone. Still, he won’t trouble me now.”

“I’ll speak to the king,” she declared. “I’ll tell him of your lies.”

He shook his head in pity. “How would a whore gain an audience with the King of England?”

“I’m no whore. I’m Godwin’s wife.”

“Not for long. Your husband will hang for attempted murder.” He sighed. “And my wife will start feeling poorly. Soon, she will be gone and I’ll be free to wed again. You see, my dear, I can do anything I choose. I have served the king loyally for over two decades. I sit on his council. And within weeks, my power will grow tenfold.”

When she didn’t ask him how, he continued to brag. “Leicester will arrive in London soon. His army will topple the city into turmoil and he will seize Henry Plantagenet’s throne.” De Blays smiled. “Leicester is another friendship I cultivated many years ago. I have been his spy all these years, feeding him information from the council meetings I’ve attended. When he sits on the throne, I will become the second most important man in England.”

Horror filled her. “You murdered your own brother and plan to do the same to your wife—and you betray your king?”

“Henry is too good and too kind to be king. He’s more interested in feeding the poor and building churches than ruling a kingdom the way it should be governed—with an iron fist and no mercy. It takes a strong leader to command respect. Leicester will lead England to greatness over all of our enemies,” he proclaimed.

“You are mad, de Blays. Mad for power.”

“Which I will achieve.” He smiled at her smugly. “And I will be envied by every man at court for I will have the most beautiful woman by my side as my wife. Think of all I can give you, Melisent.”

“You are the last man I would accept even a crust of bread from,” she said and spit in his face.

He released her and wiped the spittle from his face. Then he slapped her so hard she spun in a complete circle. Melisent raised a hand to her stinging cheek, hating everything about this man.

De Blays turned to Firmin. “I go to the king as I am, with blood still spilling onto my clothes. Henry must hear from my lips about the man who attempted to kill me. The madman who claims to be the Earl of Blackwell.”

Without warning, he punched Melisent in the belly. She dropped to her knees, gasping for air.

“Lock her in my bedchamber. I’ll decide what to do with her later.”

The nobleman leaned over her as she fought to breathe. “I will have you as my wife—or my whore. The choice will be yours.” De Blays strode from the room.

A hand touched her back and lightly rubbed it. “Calm yourself, my lady,” Firmin said. “You can breathe. Your body merely panics. Once you relax, you will be able to inhale.”

Melisent did as the servant recommended and finally was able to draw in a breath.

“Slowly, now,” he said, continuing to rub gently. “It takes time.”

Firmin was right. Eventually, she could breathe normally, though her belly ached from the unexpected blow. The servant helped her rise and led her to a chair.

“You will be sore for a few days,” Firmin continued, speaking as if from experience.

“Why do you blindly obey him?” she asked.

“Lord Stephen was kind to me when we were boys,” he revealed. “Everyone made fun of my firemark. It darkened and became more prominent as I grew older. Lord Stephen defended me from the cruel taunts of others. I also fear him,” he admitted. “He is a very powerful man.”

“I don’t care how powerful. He murdered his brother, a nobleman of the realm. He ordered you to kill his nephew. Now, he’ll lie to the king and Godwin will die because of those lies.” Melisent paused. “You know the truth, though. You can tell the king what happened. Godwin is the true earl. He will protect you.”

Firmin backed away from her. “I cannot, my lady.” Terror filled his eyes.

“You can—and you will. We will both go to the king. Together.”

The servant began laughing. “You are truly naïve, my lady, if you think we could gain an audience with the king, much less tell him things that Lord Stephen would only twist to suit his own purposes. I’ll not swing from a gibbet for you or Lord Godwin, though God knows I’ll spend eternity in Hell for what I’ve done to damn my soul.”

Melisent stood, resolve running through her. “You will come with me to the king. We will speak the truth to him. I know he will see us.

“Because I am his daughter.”
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Chapter Fourteen


Melisent watched the emotions flit across Firmin’s face. Surprise. Awe. Then alarm.

“Nay, you cannot be Henry’s daughter,” he denied, shaking his head violently. “Our king only has two girls. Princess Margaret and Princess Beatrice. And Poor Princess Katherine, God rest her sweet soul.” He swallowed. “Besides, you look nothing like him.”

“How long have you been at court, Firmin?” she asked.

The servant scowled. “A long time, my lady.”

“Do I favor anyone you might remember? Think back to over a score ago.”

He searched her face. Melisent saw hesitation turn to belligerence. “King Henry has no bastards. He’s a good man.”

“Even good men make mistakes. Even good men have moments of weakness,” she said softly, speaking of Firmin as much as her father. “Do you remember Lucette La Vache? She came with Queen Eleanor from Provence and served as a lady-in-waiting.”

Firmin stilled. His eyes searched her face. “Christ’s Blood!”

“I am the daughter of Lucette and the king.” Determination filled her. “And I will not see my husband wronged any longer. You will accompany me now. We will find a way to speak to King Henry.”

The servant fell to his knees in front of her. “I am sorry, my lady.”

She saw remorse filled him and wondered at the sad life he’d led, living with the demons that Stephen de Blays had thrust upon him.

Melisent squeezed his shoulder. “Rise. Find me a scroll.”

Quickly, she told him her plan and he agreed to accompany her. Once Firmin located a parchment, he placed it in her hands and then led her from de Blays’ chambers. As with Sir Barron, they passed through a myriad of corridors and by countless servants and noblemen before arriving at a long hallway. At the end of it stood half a dozen soldiers guarding the door.

Melisent lifted her chin high and marched toward the group with confidence though her insides shook like leaves rattled by a strong wind.

“What brings you here, Firmin?” asked a guardsman.

“The lady has urgent news for Lord Stephen,” Firmly replied, indicating the supposed missive in Melisent’s hands.

“He’s with the king,” the knight said. “You’ll have to wait.”

She stepped forward and gazed into the knight’s eyes, mustering as much sincerity as she could. “This is rather personal news. It concerns his wife. Lord Stephen will be most upset by it. ’Tis best for him to read it in private. May we wait inside the door so I can give it to him? I would be most grateful and I’m sure Lord Stephen would be, as well.”

He studied her a moment and Melisent found her eyes welling with tears. If she didn’t succeed in gaining entrance, de Blays’ lies would influence the king to act. Godwin’s very life depended upon it.

“Come,” the guardsman said gruffly and led her and Firmin the few steps to the door. Opening it, he ushered them in. “Wait here,” he ordered, watching them sit where he indicated before closing the door.

She clutched the scroll as a servant passed, glancing at them and then continuing on.

“Where is the king?” she asked.

Firmin gestured to their left. “Straight through those doors. I’ve only been this far and never gone to his chambers. There will be many rooms to pass before you reach him.”

Melisent stood. “You’re coming with me. My words will mean nothing without you verifying them as the truth. Time is of the essence. I don’t know what’s being done to Godwin even now.”

Firmin rose shakily, looking unsure after they’d come this far.

“Remember, I am the only one who can protect you once we’re in the king’s presence. Godwin will do so after.”

“Lord Godwin will hate me,” Firmin uttered. “He’ll wish me dead.”

“He would have every right to feel that way after you destroyed his life,” she agreed. “I will let him know what you did for him now, though. I assure you, Firmin, you will live and always have a place at Blackstone. ’Tis Lord Stephen who will surely die instead.”

Melisent walked with confidence, only hoping that the servant followed her. She passed a variety of servants dashing about but, despite a few curious glances, no one stopped her. They went through a series of rooms until they came to a closed door. Boldly, she opened it and entered.

Stephen de Blays stood before a man who could be none other than the king. For a moment, Melisent stopped in her tracks. Henry Plantagenet wasn’t just her king. He was the man who’d loved her mother.

The man who was her father.

With resolve, she continued into the room and rushed to him, sweeping into a deep curtsy.

“Your majesty,” she murmured, deliberately keeping her eyes to the ground. She wanted the king to see her hair and then stare into her face.

“This is the man’s whore,” de Blays accused. “The one he claimed was his countess. I say she’s as guilty as the fool who tries to pass himself off as my dead nephew, sire. The madman who attacked me and almost killed me inside your palace walls.”

“Rise,” a voice commanded, one of authority and yet bearing great kindness.

Melisent did as the monarch requested. Slowly, she raised her gaze to meet his.

The king gasped.

She schooled her features and simply looked at him, not giving away her thoughts.

“Could it be?” the monarch said so softly that she almost didn’t hear him.

“Sire, you must—”

“Silence, de Blays.”

The noblemen remained quiet, though standing next to him, Melisent felt waves of fury emanating from him.

“Are you who I think you might be?” Henry asked.

“I am, your majesty. Not some whore, as this liar who stands before you claims. A man who wanted to be the Earl of Blackwell so desperately that he killed for it.”

De Blays made a move toward her but the king held up a hand and the noblemen took a step back.

“Speak, child. Tell me what you came to say.”

Melisent reached beneath her midnight blue kirtle and slowly withdrew the emerald necklace so that it rested in plain sight. The brilliant green stones glowed against the dark background. Only then did she let her gaze meet her father’s again.

“My mother, Lucette La Vache, gave me this necklace recently. Before she died. She’d kept it hidden all these years and told me my father wished for me to have it.”

The king choked back a sob. He took a moment to gather his thoughts and then spoke. “You are the very image of her, my lady, from your red tresses to your green eyes to your very face. ’Tis as if seeing Lucette never aged in all of these years. What is your name?”

“Lady Melisent de Blays, Countess of Blackwell.”

Henry frowned. “I don’t understand. I sent you to wed a Cornish nobleman, the Baron of Polmac.”

“You did, sire, but fate intervened in a way to help right an injustice perpetrated more than a score ago.” Melisent swallowed, pleading silently for the Virgin to give her the courage to continue.

The monarch frowned. “How so?”

“Stephen de Blays wanted to become Earl of Blackwell so desperately that he murdered his brother. The only thing that stood in the way was Godwin, the heir to Blackwell. This man ordered his servant to kill the boy, only Firmin couldn’t do it. He sold the child to a sailor. Godwin has been at sea ever since, with only faint memories of his past.”

“She lies,” hissed de Blays, his hands balling into fists.

“Nay, sire, I do not. I was raised in a convent. I’ve led a very simple life. I know right from wrong and good from evil. Stephen de Blays is pure evil. Not only did he rid himself of his brother and nephew, he has been a spy for Leicester for a score. De Blays told me when Leicester seizes the throne, he expects to be the new king’s right-hand man.”

Henry’s face fell. His shoulders slumped. He turned to the accused man.

“You would do this to me, Stephen?” he asked calmly. “After all of our years together? Betray me to my brother-in-law? Betray all of England?”

De Blays jerked Melisent to him. His left arm snaked about her waist while his right squeezed against her neck.

“You are the betrayer,” he told the king. “Moved to tears by sermons. Constantly running to the pope to boost your authority. You’ve held the throne for decades and done nothing with it. You’re known for your piety and devotion to family yet here is your bastard daughter. What would the queen think if she learned of your infidelity?

“You are weak, Henry Plantagenet. You no longer deserve to rule England. Leicester and the rebel barons understand what true power is and how to wield it. Together, we will make all of Europe bow to us.”

He tightened his hold on her neck until Melisent couldn’t breathe. He would squeeze the life out of her. She couldn’t save Godwin.

Unless she saved herself first.

Drawing on the last of her strength as it ebbed from her, Melisent allowed her legs to give way, causing her to become dead weight. As she began to slip to the ground and de Blays tried to pull her back to her feet, she flung both her hands back and jammed her fingers into what she hoped were his eyes. Digging her nails deep into his flesh, she squeezed with all her might. The nobleman shrieked and released her. She stumbled away from him.

As de Blays bent forward, howling in agony as he held his bloodied face, Melisent grabbed a pitcher resting on a nearby table. Holding the handle with both hands, she slammed it against the top of de Blays’ head. He crumpled to the ground and didn’t move.

“I’ll fetch your guards,” Firmin offered and fled the room.

Her father came and embraced her tenderly.

“This will be the only moment we have alone,” he said, kissing her brow. “Know that I loved your mother a great deal.”

“She loved you, too.”

The king sighed. “So, you married the man de Blays ordered killed years ago.”

“Aye. The servant who just left the room couldn’t murder an innocent child. Firmin will confirm what I’ve told you.”

“I believe you, Melisent.”

“Will you find where de Blays sent Godwin? Restore him to his rightful position?”

“I will.” His palm touched her cheek and then he released her. “We must never speak again. You must leave court. Too many still remain that remember your mother. Besides, London isn’t safe for you with Leicester due to arrive any day. Have your husband take you to Sussex.”

“I will, Father.”

“I will tell Edward, my heir, of you. If something happens to me, my son and Lord Godwin will be charged with keeping you safe.”

Melisent stepped away from him as pounding footsteps crashed through the door. She slipped the emerald necklace beneath her clothing again, hiding it from the world. The king ordered his guards to remove Stephen de Blays and send him to the dungeon, where he would await execution.

“And bring me Godwin de Blays.”

The knight in charge frowned. “The madman?”

“He is no madman. Another lie this traitor spoke. Nay, Lord Godwin is the true Earl of Blackwell. I would speak with him at once.”

Two royal guardsmen remained behind as the others carted off de Blays. He’d come to and struggled in their grasp, cursing Melisent, Firmin, and the king as they dragged him from the king’s rooms.

She realized the pair of soldiers would not leave the king’s side. It hurt that she would once more have to keep her secret and not be able to acknowledge him as her father. At least they’d shared a brief conversation, one that would forever stay with her.

The king offered her a seat and called for his physician to examine her, despite her protests. As the man inspected her bruised throat, she heard the king call Firmin over.

“Everything is true?”

“Every word Lady Melisent uttered,” Firmin agreed.

The physician told her she would be sore for several days and recommended that she get rest and keep a cool cloth surrounding her neck. As he exited the room, two more royal guardsmen appeared.

With Godwin.

Melisent saw his battered face and bloodied lip and knew he’d been mistreated at de Blays’ instructions. He limped toward her and she hurried to him, slipping her arm about him as they faced the king.

“Your majesty,” Godwin said, bowing as best he could.

“Rise, Lord Godwin,” the king commanded.

The two men looked at each other for a long moment, unspoken words passing between them.

“Blackstone Castle awaits you,” the monarch said. “I am sorry for your trials. It seems, though, that you have married a good, strong woman. I wish you and your wife the best, my lord. Take care of her. Always.”

“I will, sire.”

Melisent helped him from the room, Firmin following them. She stopped their progress and turned to her husband once they found themselves approaching the door that led to the corridor.

“I’ve assured Firmin that you will protect him. That he will always have a place at Blackwell.”

Godwin’s eyes flicked to the servant. “Only because I love this woman more than life itself will I honor her wishes.”

Firmin fell to his knees. “Forgive me, my lord. I felt powerless. I know what I did was wrong and I can never make it up to you.”

He withdrew something from inside his tunic and handed it to Godwin, who stared at the object resting in his palm.

“’Twas a gift from your father, Lord Humphrey. He carved it for you. You played with it constantly. Took it everywhere with you. Somehow, you left it behind that day we went down to the harbor. I’ve carried it ever since, to remind me of my sin against you.”

Melisent saw Godwin held a small, wooden soldier. He clasped it tightly and brought his hand to his heart.

“I remember this,” he said. “I remember my father now.”

“Lord Humphrey was a good man. His brother slowly poisoned him. I didn’t understand what went on until after Lord Humphrey passed.”

“Is it true my mother is still alive?” Godwin asked.

Firmin nodded. “Aye. She wed Lord Stephen but Lady Elyse has merely existed all of these years. I told her you jumped into the Thames when you dropped your little toy soldier and the current took you away. That you’d drown. She never gave up hope that one day you would come back to her, my lord.”

“Then let us all go home to her.” He turned to Melisent. “You saved me.”

“I couldn’t let you hang because of de Blays’ lies.”

His fingers framed her face. “Nay, pet. You saved me from more than a dungeon or hanging. You’ve saved me in every way imaginable. I cannot think of my life without you in it. We are a part of one another and shall be forevermore.”

Godwin’s fingers pushed into her hair as his mouth descended to hers. His kiss was full of passion and promise of the life they would build together.
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Chapter Fifteen


Godwin stood on the deck of Dragonstar for what would be the last time. After returning for the dragon brooch Teakwood crafted, he and Melisent had met up with his crew and left London. Once again, they’d sailed from the North Sea to the Strait of Dover and into the English Channel. They passed Pevensey Bay now and would arrive in Eastbourne within minutes.

“Will you miss the sea?” Melisent asked.

“I might,” he replied, “but there’s a new place that awaits us. New adventures to be had.” His arm went about her waist, drawing her near.

“What about Carharrack Castle? It was your home for many years and now you’ll never see it again.”

He cupped her cheek. “I’ve learned that home is wherever you are, pet.”

“Almost there, Captain,” called Davy from above in the crow’s nest. He swung his legs over and scrambled down to the deck.

Godwin ruffled the boy’s hair. “Are you ready to live on land again?”

“Aye-aye, Captain. I mean, Lord Godwin.”

His men had trouble addressing him ever since he’d come aboard again. Some eyed him in awe, others with suspicion, learning of his noble birth. He’d tried to tell the crew he was the same man they’d known for two decades but even he knew change was inevitable as his world turned upside down.

He’d composed a long missive to Perran Bligh, the captain of Wildstar. In it, he named Bligh the new commander of Poseidon’s Legion and captain of Dragonstar. He asked that Morgan Daddon become captain of Wildstar in Bligh’s place. His first mate was to guide Dragonstar back to Cornwall once he’d dropped their party off at Eastbourne.

Morgan came over and joined them. “It’s almost time, Captain. Are you sure about our arrangements?”

“I am,” Godwin replied.

With England on the brink of civil war, he was reluctant to sail all the way to Cornwall to retrieve his fortune. His priority was to secure Blackwell before the rebellion spread to East Sussex, where his estate lay. He’d instructed Morgan to wait a year, hoping by then any uprising would have ended, and then sail with Godwin’s wealth to Eastbourne. Godwin would have soldiers from Blackwell accompany him to the seaside town and meet Morgan in order to retrieve his riches.

“Are you sure about leaving Poseidon’s Legion?” Morgan asked Davy.

The boy nodded solemnly. “Lord Godwin says he needs me.”

It had been Melisent’s idea to take the boy with them. She pointed out that he’d only been at sea a few months and that Godwin had been the one who looked out for Davy. He’d readily agreed since Davy reminded him so much of himself at his age.

“Well, you look fine in your new clothing that Melisent sewed for you,” Morgan said and the boy stood a bit taller.

“Ready for you, Captain,” Jory hollered.

“Gather the crew,” Godwin instructed Morgan and then shouted his final order. “Weigh anchor!”

Once the men surrounded them, he said, “Poseidon’s Legion and this crew have been more than a group of pirates to me. You men assembled here are a powerful brotherhood. I appreciate the loyalty you’ve shown over the years. I know you would give your life for me and I would do the same for any one of you. The time has come for us to part ways, though. I wish you good fortune as you sail the seas. My share of this, our last run together, will be divided equally among you.”

A resounding cheer broke out for every man knew of the chest of silver that they’d captured when they took Melisent captive.

Godwin took Melisent’s hand. “My wife and I bid you adieu. May Poseidon’s Legion sail the seas for a thousand years!”

He clasped Melisent’s hand and helped her over the side of the ship where Myghal and Goran awaited them in a rowboat. Godwin climbed down faster and steadied her as she reached the small boat. Davy joined them, followed by Branok.

“What are you doing here, old man?” Godwin asked, not surprised but secretly pleased as the old pirate climbed into the rowboat.

“You think to leave me? Nay, Godwin. You’ll need my help navigating your way through your new life. Even if it is on land and not sea.”

Melisent patted Branok’s knee and he winked at her. Something told Godwin his wife had schemed to bring the quartermaster along with them.

The two pirates rowed smoothly through the choppy waters of the channel. As they neared Eastbourne, he said, “I would shake your hands but that might detract from the story we tell when we reach land.”

“’Tis been a pleasure serving under you, Captain,” Myghal said.

“Enjoy being a fancy lord,” Goran added, a huge grin on his face.

The rowboat reached an area where they could disembark. Godwin scanned it and began to chuckle.

“Where is everyone?” Melisent asked.

“They’re hiding, pet.”

“From what?”

“From us. Or should I say the pirates of Poseidon’s Legion.”

Godwin glanced back to Dragonstar, where the wind rippled the black flag with the well-known red serpentine dragon and the black sails loomed large.

“Our reputation precedes us,” he told her. “The citizens of this village are protecting themselves by lying low, hoping the pirates will sail on and not raid the town.”

A curse burst from her lips and his men laughed.

“We’ve worn off on you, Melisent,” Myghal said. “You’ll need to watch your language now that you’re a countess.”

Godwin stood and said, “Remember, don’t look at these bloodthirsty pirates. No kisses on the cheek or tender goodbyes.”

He climbed the ladder on the dock and then reached for her hand, hoisting her up and then doing the same for Davy and Branok.

Their group of four quickly turned and hurried away as Myghal and Goran laughed wickedly and began rowing away. They walked through an empty street and Godwin guided them to a tavern. When he tried to push open the door, he found it locked.

“Please, let us in,” he called out, hoping he sounded anxious. “We’ve just been released by pirates and need help.”

A shutter opened and a stout man poked out his head. He looked at them and then glanced around before disappearing. A few seconds later the door opened and he ushered them inside. Godwin noticed he didn’t lock the door again.

“We know that flag,” the man said. “I’m Peter, owner of this tavern. That was Poseidon’s Legion.”

“We came from that very ship,” Godwin confirmed. “My wife and boy and our servant were taken off the vessel we sailed upon. The pirates slaughtered the crew. They took everything of value on board. It took paying a hefty ransom to secure our release. This is where the captain deposited us.”

Peter looked at them with sympathy, especially Melisent. “It must have been a frightening time for you.”

“Oh, it was,” she agreed, her eyes round. “I’ve never been more scared in my life. I’m so ready to go home.”

“Where might that be?” Peter asked, curiosity lighting his face.

“Blackwell,” Godwin responded. “I am the Earl of Blackwell. We’ll need a couple of horses in order to speed our way there. Do you know of any for purchase?”

“Aye. My brother could supply a pair for you. Come with me.”

Peter led them from the empty tavern. As they moved along the deserted street, he called out several times, “The pirates are gone. Come out.”

Slowly, people appeared, eying them with interest. They reached a large blacksmith shed and were met with a man who looked identical to Peter.

“This is Paul. The earl needs two horses. Do you have a few you can sell to him?”

His eyes lit up. “I can do that. Two, you say?”

Godwin bargained back and forth with Paul over the price and they finally settled on a number. Peter had gone back to the tavern during the negotiation and returned with a bundle of bread and cheese for their journey. By the time they left Eastbourne, most of the town waved them off. Godwin knew the gossip would fly fast and furious at the tavern the rest of the day and Peter would be in the thick of it, relating the story of the earl and his kidnapping and subsequent ransom.

He’d spoken to four knights at court who’d served Stephen de Blays and they’d received confirmation from the king that Godwin was their new earl. He’d written a missive to his mother, telling her briefly that the Earl of Blackwell would arrive soon to claim his estate. He didn’t want to reveal his identity to her on parchment. Only a face-to-face encounter would do. Godwin charged the soldiers to return to Blackwell with the missive and await his arrival. The men seemed eager to leave London, especially since the false earl was to be executed for treason on Tower Hill the following day.

They rode the rest of the day and stopped at an inn that night. He and Branok rubbed the horses down while Melisent ordered a large meal for them. They made an early night of it and left before dawn the next morning. Twice, they stopped for directions and by mid-afternoon, Blackwell came into sight.

Godwin brought his horse to a halt as the castle rose in the distance. His arm tightened around Melisent’s waist and he said into her ear, “What do you think of our new home?”

“I rather like it, my lord.” Turning her head she whispered, “I only hope the solar has an enormous bed.”

He bit her earlobe playfully. “Large or small, it will be the place we make our babes.”

Once again, he realized how much his life had changed in so short a time. Marriage to this incredible woman made him a different man. He looked forward to a large family and the responsibilities he would face at Blackwell.

“That’s where we’ll live?” Davy asked, amazement in his voice.

“Aye. You will be a page at Blackstone Castle,” Godwin told him.

“What’s a page?”

“A boy who trains to become a knight.”

Davy’s eyes grew round with wonder. “A knight? With a real sword?”

“Aye, lad. It takes years of training. Hard work. Dedication.”

“I don’t mind, Lord Godwin. I want to be a knight!”

This was another thing he and Melisent had spoken of. No one need know of Davy’s background once they reached Blackwell. The boy would have the kind of life that Godwin should have led but was denied. He knew he would have Davy’s loyalty and gratitude and that the boy would serve him well throughout the years.

Branok caught his eye and nodded in approval. Godwin planned to make his former quartermaster responsible for the estate in some way. He’d first need to see how things had been done in the past and judge the quality and character of those around him. Branok would be someone he could trust from the beginning to help him make sound decisions.

Godwin nudged his horse’s flanks and they cantered toward his estate. He looked forward to riding the land and seeing its boundaries. It would also be important to get to know his people quickly. He would offer his protection in return for their loyalty. A mutual trust would need to be established between them, much as he’d done with his pirate crew.

They approached the gates and he steeled himself for what lay ahead. Though he’d never admit it, Godwin’s nerves had him on edge. He drew on his years of leadership in Poseidon’s League and confidence poured through him. If he could manage a band of cutthroat pirates, he could do anything.

Riding up to the gates, he shouted to the gatekeeper, “Open up! The Earl of Blackwell has arrived.”

Immediately, the gates swung open and he and Branok steered their horses through into the outer bailey. Godwin drew up on the reins and looked about.

He knew this place.

“What is it?” Melisent asked.

“Blackstone Castle seems familiar to me.”

Strong emotion flooded him as they rode from the outer to the inner bailey. He recognized none of the people who stared at him but he did remember certain places. The stables. The blacksmith’s shed. He led them straight to the keep, his heart pounding wildly in his chest.

Then he saw her at the foot of the steps. Godwin halted his horse and dismounted, assisting Melisent to the ground. Pulling her hand through the crook of his arm, they walked toward Lady Elyse. His mother had aged but he would know her anywhere.

His eyes met hers. Her jaw dropped in recognition.

“Godwin,” she whispered.

“Mother.”

Suddenly, she was in his arms, crying, laughing, hugging him tightly. He knew the feel of her. Her scent. It was a homecoming he’d never dreamed of but it was everything he could have wished for.

He released her. “How did you know me?”

She smiled. “A mother would always know her child. I never gave up hope that, one day, you would return to me.” She stroked his cheek. “Oh, you look so much like Humphrey. I have a thousand questions, Godwin.” Her eyes brightened as she leaned to look beyond him. “I’ll start with asking you to introduce me to this lovely creature.”

He turned and held out his hand. Melisent joined them.

“This is Melisent, my wife.”

The two women embraced. Both were now weeping tears of joy.

“I cannot tell you how happy I am. My son has come home. He has a lovely wife.” She looked to their companions.

“This is Davy Trenoweth, Mother. He was recently orphaned and is my ward. I wish him to remain at Blackstone as my page.”

Davy politely greeted the older woman and she told him, “I am Lady Elyse. I hope you will enjoy your new home, young man.”

“Thank you, my lady,” he said politely, and pride swelled within Godwin.

He motioned Branok over. “This is Branok Killigrew, Mother. He is skilled with numbers and has taken great care of me over the years.”

Lady Elyse took Branok’s only hand and kissed it fervently. “Thank you, good sir, for being kind to my boy.”

“The pleasure was mine, my lady. Lord Godwin was a good lad and has matured into a fine man.”

“Please, come inside,” his mother insisted. “There’s so much to speak about and I’m sure you are hungry.”

“I’m starving,” proclaimed Davy, and they all laughed.

Lady Elyse took Davy’s hand. “Let’s find you something to eat. You, too, Branok.”

The former pirate took her arm and escorted them up the stairs and into the keep. Godwin hung back a moment, his arms encircling Melisent.

“Our first kiss on Blackwell grounds,” he said as his mouth claimed hers.

Godwin’s heart told him he was, indeed, home at last.
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Epilogue


Blackstone Castle—1299

Weariness blanketed Godwin as Davy helped him into bed. The gray he saw in Davy’s hair let Godwin know just how many years had passed since he’d come home to Blackwell. Davy brought the bedclothes over him with the help of Adelard, Godwin’s youngest grandson. Adelard’s two older brothers were off fostering. Though Godwin loved Bardolf and Gunter, Adelard remained his favorite. The boy had Godwin’s hair and Melisent’s brilliant green eyes. He also hung on every word his grandfather uttered, clamoring for stories about pirates on the high seas, insisting he call his grandfather Captain when no one else did. Godwin’s son, Jerold, didn’t like it when his father talked about the old days with the boy.

Jerold wasn’t here, though.

Adelard curled up next to him on the bed as Davy sat in a chair beside him.

“Tell me about Carharrack Castle again. About the plunder you brought back to it and the great feasts you would have after you returned from a raid.”

Godwin spoke until he grew hoarse and then told his grandson he would see him in the morning. Davy bid him goodnight and escorted Adelard from the room.

Silence filled the air and with it, loneliness. It had been that way ever since he’d lost Melisent last year. They had enjoyed thirty-five years together though now it seemed to him it had passed in the blink of an eye. He missed her more with each passing day. Her warmth and humor. Her ease in handling people and problems. Her continued curiosity in all around her. She had not only given him children but had taught him to see life in new ways each day.

Godwin closed his eyes, hoping sleep would come soon. Too often he lay awake, reaching for Melisent’s hand, only to remember she was gone.

He heard a voice calling him from a distance but he was too tired to open his eyes. Then a fog seemed to surround him, much like when fog had rolled in across the water and he’d stood on Dragonstar’s deck, peering out, trying to see through the thickness. The voice sounded again and Godwin moved toward it, as if in a dream. As he drew closer, he saw a figure in the mist.

It was Melisent.

Not the Melisent who’d left him last year. This was Melisent as she was when he’d first stepped through that cabin door and laid eyes upon her. Her fiery hair spilled about her shoulders, tumbling past her waist. This was the Melisent who’d stabbed him with her broken comb. The one who’d cared for his injured men. The one he’d fallen in love with all those years ago.

Without words, she encouraged him to come closer. Godwin suddenly stood in front of her. He reached out, thinking she would disappear, but her cheek was warm to the touch.

“I’ve been waiting for you, Godwin,” she told him, her voice low. “It took you long enough.”

That sounded like his Melisent.

“I’m here now, pet,” he assured her, cradling her face between his hands, relishing the feel of her smooth skin once again.

“I had to leave you but I waited for you to come. To find me. To help me find my way back home.”

“Where you are is home,” he told her and kissed her deeply.

Godwin finally broke the kiss and smiled down at her. “We made a good life together, you and I.”

Melisent smiled. “The one to come is even greater, Godwin. And we’ll live it forever. Come.”

Godwin took her hand, his fingers entwining with hers. He saw they stood on Dragonstar, the ship enshrouded in the mist. The God of the Seas was back where he belonged. Where they sailed to, he didn’t know, but it didn’t matter. Melisent was once more by his side. Wherever she was, would be love.

THE END
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