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    There were five of them, boys, whom Stephen the would-be-king had gathered together for safety. Their fathers were his strongest supporters, lords and barons who had been killed in the battle for the throne between Stephen and his cousin Matilda. He placed them in an orphanage connected to a monastery and there he trained them to grow into knightly warriors. The tattoo upon their arms proclaimed their allegiance to the king and each other, and their determination to win back their destiny.
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   A KNIGHT IN HER BED
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   1151AD
 
    
 
   Juliet was hungry. She’d gone without food for three days now and her body was weak, her head spinning. There had been times before when she did not eat but that was when she was younger. Tougher. The softer life she’d been living, travelling with a band of minstrels and staying in grand castles, had made her lax.
 
   A campfire burned brightly in a space between the torched houses. What had once been a village was now ash and despair, and the destroyers were feasting in the middle of it. 
 
   Dark eyes narrowed she crept closer, watchful, knowing her life depended upon her fleetness of foot. The men were drunk, laughing, some of them curled up to sleep wherever they fell. She knew she should wait longer, until they were all asleep, but her belly was rumbling and her head light as air, and she thought if she waited any longer she may collapse where she stood.
 
   It was time.
 
   Juliet took a step and then another. Slowly she approached the campfire, finally getting down on her belly and inching forward. She had her sight set on a haversack just beyond the light of the campfire. The men had been removing foodstuffs from it and her mouth watered with anticipation as she crept across the uneven ground.
 
   Cautiously she edged forward, until her hand was on the haversack. She began to tug it backwards, slowly, slowly, her arm trembling at the weight of it.
 
   “Hey! Thief!”
 
   The accusing voice was very loud. The men were lurching to their feet, glaring around, fumbling for weapons with drunken hands. The one who’d given the alarm was moving toward her and his mouth looked ugly in the firelight.
 
   Juliet jumped up. 
 
   When they saw it was a woman they stopped, but she knew it wouldn’t be for long. In war torn England women alone at night were good for one thing only. She must surprise them and give herself time to get away.
 
   She gave a loud clap of her hands and then she began to turn cartwheels. Over and over, her legs in the air, her skirts and long dark hair tumbling about her, as she wheeled back the way she’d come. Into the safety of the shadows. 
 
   The only view she had of the men, as she spun, was their surprised faces. As soon as she reached the shadows she jumped to her feet and began to run. She knew that in a heartbeat they’d be behind her, baying like hunting hounds. 
 
   But Juliet had overestimated her physical strength. Legs wobbling, head spinning, heart pounding, she stumbled against the blackened wall of a building. She knew in a moment they’d be on her and she wouldn’t be able to do a thing about it.
 
   When the hand grasped her arm she thought it was one of them and turned to face him, determined to fight to the last.
 
   “Very clever, mademoiselle.”
 
   His voice stopped her. It was soft and husky, and she saw at once that he wasn’t one of the men from the campfire. There was enough light from the moon and stars to show her his fine clothing—his jewelled sword-belt and leather gloves—although his bowed face was in shadow. This was someone important.
 
   A lord then. A gentleman. Although in Juliet’s experience they were often worse than their underlings.
 
   “Let me go,” she said quietly, more of a command than a plea.
 
   Soft laughter. “I don’t think so.” He caught her as she tried to escape, swinging her back into his arms, his hand momentarily covering the swell of her breast. 
 
   They both froze, then his hand automatically tightened and Juliet felt dizzy. Not from pain but from something unexpected. Desire. Perhaps it was because of the life threatening moment she was in, and the way his voice sent shivers down her spine. But it was definitely desire. Her nipple tightened, stabbing his palm. She became aware of the steady beat of his heart against her back, and then the sigh of his breath. And just for a moment his hold turned into a caress, his thumb brushing over the hard bud, turning her knees to water. 
 
   “She’s here, she’s here!” The hound pack came roaring around the corner and comically slathered to a stop when they saw who was with her. “Sir, we didn’t know . . . she was stealing our food . . .”
 
   Their leader waved a dismissive hand. “I have her. Go to sleep. We ride out early in the morning.”
 
   Slowly they gathered themselves, staggering back the way they’d come, a few glances over their shoulders and a few muffled sniggers. And then she and her rescuer were alone again.
 
   “What is your name?” he said quietly.
 
   Juliet tried to pull away but his grip on her arms was too strong. Play along then, she thought. Pretend to be a willing victim. If he wants your body then say yes, but take the chance when it comes to run away. She’d done it before.
 
   “Juliet, my lord. I was travelling to my sister but I got lost. And frightened. There is much destruction.”
 
   He said nothing for a moment. “You are hungry, I think, Juliet. I am hungry too. Come with me to my tent and we will eat.”
 
   She considered him, listening for any double entendre, but he seemed to mean exactly what he’d said, so she nodded, allowing him to lead her along in the darkness. He was a big broad shouldered man, and tall, but his steps were barely audible. She shot little glances at him, wondering what he wanted from her and whether she would be able to talk her way out of it. Ahead a torch blazed in front of an impressive tent and a couple of guards straightened up, watching her approach with narrowed eyes.
 
   “Bring food,” their lord told them. He brushed aside the canvas flap of the tent door and strode through, tugging her after him.
 
   Juliet took a moment to inspect her surroundings. There were furs piled on a mattress on the floor, to make a bed, and a colourful rug with armfuls of cushions for sitting upon. A table looked to be covered in rolled parchments as well as a silver goblet and a wine jug. A scuffed wooden trunk that had seen much travel had been flung open and she spied a richly embroidered tunic and breeches tossed carelessly into it. 
 
   Here was a man, she thought, who was used to living on the march. A soldier. But all the same he demanded certain standards; he refused to live rough.
 
   She turned to him to say something amusing about his cushions, and instead found herself struck dumb.  
 
   His face was handsome, or had been, but a savage blow with a sharp weapon had cut through the muscles on the left side. The wound had healed into an ugly scar and his expression seemed twisted, frozen. Until she met his eyes. They were bright and alive, and full of mockery at her reaction. It was as if he had expected nothing else, and she was irritated with herself that she could not have surprised him.
 
   “Are you King Stephen’s man, or do you fight for Matilda and her son Henry?” she asked blithely, sitting down on a cushion. 
 
   He snorted a laugh. “Does it matter to you?” 
 
   “Not really. They both rampage over the country without caring who they hurt.”
 
   He poured wine into the goblet and held it out to her where she sat. Cautiously she reached for it, making sure to smile sweetly into his eyes. The wine looked pleasant and a sip told her it was sweet, not the thin sour stuff she was used to. Great lords in their castles did not waste their best wine on the entertainment. She took another sip, watching him as he removed his sword, laying the belt and scabbard over the trunk. 
 
   “You are an acrobat?” he questioned, turning to observe her.
 
   “Among other things. I am one of a band of travelling minstrels,” she explained. “I was, that is. My troupe was . . . well, lately I have been travelling alone.”
 
   “To your sister’s?” he remembered.
 
   She nodded, took another sip. The wine was good but she must not drink any more, without any food in her belly it was swiftly going to her head and she needed all her wits about her with this man.
 
   The tent door opened and one of the guards carried in food on a platter, cold meats with bread and more wine. Juliet’s mouth watered and she had to physically stop herself jumping up and cramming the meat into her mouth. After a moment of silence, that husky voice she was beginning to know, said, “Will you eat, Juliet?”
 
   She opened her eyes. She had shut them to block out the sight of the food. He was watching her with a faint twist of his mouth, a smile on the good side and a grimace on the other. She thanked him gravely and took some of the meat and tore off some of the coarse bread, trying not to bolt it down like a hungry animal.
 
   “More wine?” He was holding out the jug, and she realised with surprise that she had emptied the goblet. He filled it and went to sit at the table, not eating himself, just watching her.
 
   It occurred to her that he wasn’t behaving as she’d expected. True, he wasn’t a common soldier; she could already tell he was a man of some education, breeding and refinement. But in Juliet’s experience that meant little when that man was alone with a young and not unattractive woman in a tent. He hadn’t pounced on her or forced her down onto the bed; he hadn’t made suggestive remarks or offered her coins for her body. He’d been kind and gentlemanly and his behaviour was having a disturbing effect upon her, and even more disturbingly she kept remembering where his hand had held her breast and the firm brush of his thumb over her nipple.
 
   She’d had lovers, the latest being one of the other travelling minstrels, but that was nearly a year ago and since then she’d been chaste. Henry had been a little rough and too eager, attacking her body like a juicy slab of beef, but all the same she missed the closeness, the feel of a body pressed skin to skin with hers. It had made her feel alive, and suddenly she wanted to feel that again. She wanted to touch and taste a man’s skin.
 
   This man’s skin.
 
   Startled at her own thoughts, Juliet looked up and found his eyes upon her. They were pale. Blue? No, grey, silver grey. She wondered whether his mouth would be rough against hers, where the scar crossed it, and whether he would be eager like Henry, or practised and bored, having had so many women. 
 
   Suddenly it didn’t matter.
 
   She was alone and lonely and he was well made and generous. She could take what she wanted and be on her way, with a few pleasant memories to take with her. It wouldn’t mean anything. It wasn’t as if he could touch her heart.  
 
   “Will I have to pay for my meal?” she said, her voice sing song from the wine, but she wasn’t drunk. Rather the wine had made her see her life for what it was, and her loneliness was suddenly acute.
 
   He sipped from his goblet and for a moment she swore his hand was shaking. But it could not be; it must be a trick of the light. “The food is free, Juliet, but if you wish to stay 
longer . . . ?”
 
   She stood up, smoothing down her dull green skirts. Her dark hair was loose about her shoulders and she twisted it and tossed it back, out of the way. Juliet was a small woman and curvy in all the right places. She had admirers, many of them, but she was choosy. She could count her lovers on one hand and there had never been a man who captured her heart.
 
   Slowly, watching him, she made her approach. He sat perfectly still, observing her, but there was a gleam in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. Standing before him, she hesitated a moment, suddenly doubting herself. Perhaps he didn’t like women. There were men like that. But as soon as she placed her hand lightly upon his shoulder he pulled her down onto his lap, and she forgot everything in the heat of desire.
 
   His mouth was bumpy where the scar crossed it, but she hardly noticed in the bolt of hot lust his kiss produced in her. Her blood burned, her heart pounded, and she felt completely alive for the first time in a long time. He was clasping her hip and as she moaned and pressed closer, he pulled her around so that her thighs straddled his on the chair. Now she was facing him directly, and he ran his fingers through her escaped hair and held it back from her face, so that she had no way of hiding her expression from him.
 
   “You are sure?” he said.
 
   Juliet laughed and kissed him again. Her hands went to his breeches, tugging at the ties but he was there before her, opening the flap so that she could delve inside and find his cock, already hugely erect and eager for her attention. He was tugging up her skirts, hands gliding over her thighs, fingers seeking between them and finding her wet and hot. She pushed against them, rubbing her sex against his fingers, making little satisfied sounds in her throat. 
 
   Juliet could have stayed like that, pleasuring herself against his calloused hands, kissing his mouth. But he was impatient. Abruptly he took hold of her buttocks and dragged her forward, his cock sliding into her pussy and not stopping until he was deep inside. She knew her eyes were wide, her lips parted in a soft gasp. He was a big man. 
 
   “Juliet,” he said in that sexy husky voice. Just her name and nothing else.
 
   She moved against him, testing him, and found he fitted perfectly after all. He pressed deep inside her, making her melt and moan, her clit a hard little bead of pleasure. She shifted so that his shaft was rubbing against it, sending shivers of delight through her. He used one hand to tug down her neckline, finding her naked breast, and bent to place his wet open mouth on her soft flesh.
 
   Her hips quivered, her belly tightened, and she let her head fall back as he suckled on her breast, her long dark hair almost reaching the floor.    
 
   Juliet could feel the end coming, that burst of pleasure that left her feeling that the world was a wonderful place and she was grateful to be alive in it. 
 
   And then suddenly he was lifting her, still joined to him, and carrying her to the bed. Surprised, she tried to wriggle out of his grasp, but he held her tight, his cock embedded deep inside her.
 
   He lay her down on the furs of his bed and she felt herself sinking into them, trapped. The chair was one thing. A quick, hard tussle and she could leave without looking back, but here in his bed, in his arms, looking up into his ruined face and silver eyes, she was suddenly very much out of her depth. 
 
   “I . . .” she began.
 
   But he was already thrusting deeply into her, taking her words, stripping her of whatever objections she had. She tried to turn off her feelings, but it was impossible. Her body was rushing toward its climax and nothing could stop it, certainly not when he seemed to know exactly how to touch and caress her to make her come.
 
   Moving quickly now, his strong back arched, his hands tugging at her hair almost painfully, his body grinding between her thighs. She revelled in the sensation of his skin against hers, their bodies striving to be as one.
 
   The climax was better than anything anyone had ever given her. It was like spinning into a star filled night, and when she closed her eyes to shut out his rigid features, her head was still spinning.
 
   He rolled off her but at the same time wrapped his arm around her, pulling her into him and holding her there. They were both breathing hard, and she was glad of his grip, anchoring her to the earth when she might otherwise fly off it and into space. But after a time his grip felt more like a jailer than a lover, and she moved to climb off the furs and stand up. He didn’t let her go.
 
   “I have to leave,” she said neutrally, trying not to panic. “I have to go to my—”
 
   “Your sister, yes I remember,” he said, and there was something in his voice that made her think he no longer believed her.
 
   Uneasy now, she tried again to pull away from him but again he would not let her go.
 
   “You will ride with us tomorrow,” he said, and gave a sudden jaw breaking yawn. 
 
   “But . . .”
 
   “I don’t think I want to let you go, Juliet. You are like no other woman I know and I want to keep you, for a while at least.”
 
   “What if I have important matters to attend to?” she said with narrowed eyes. “I’m not a pet you can put a collar and chain on, and force to stay at your side.”
 
   “I don’t want a pet,” he retorted. “Will you stay?”
 
   Stay? Juliet had never stayed anywhere in her life, at least not for very long. She had never had a proper home. It was not that she hadn’t wanted one—it was one of her dreams—but it had never happened. The thought of putting her heart in his hands, of actually letting herself relax and believe she may have found the man for her, frightened her.
 
   He looked at her. She smiled and shrugged, complacent, all the while knowing that the first chance that came, she’d be gone.
 
   They lay warm in each other’s arms, but when she thought he must be asleep and moved to put some space between them, he opened his eyes and looked at her.
 
   “There are guards at the door,” he said quietly, and it sounded like a warning.
 
   “Good,” she said, to surprise him.
 
   He gave a deep chuckle.
 
   “What is your name?” she said at last. She hadn’t asked before, it hadn’t seemed important when she would never see him again, but now she needed to know what sort of man she’d gotten herself entangled with.
 
   “Wulfrich,” he said. “Lord Wulfrich. But they call me—”
 
   “Wolf.”
 
   Had she really spoken it aloud? The shock, of course. Normally she would have been more cautious. 
 
   His silver eyes stared into hers for a long moment, and then a smile quirked his mouth on the good side. He was waiting for her to confess her secret to him but Juliet tightened her own lips and said nothing. She closed her eyes to block him out, and pretended to sleep. Soon she heard his soft snores and gave up pretending.
 
   Lying rigid at his side, Juliet waited a little longer and then she slipped out from under his arm and rolled away, off the bed, sitting with her knees folded and her chin resting upon them, staring across at him as if she expected him to jump up at any moment. She felt like a cornered animal; a frightened cornered animal.
 
   Juliet knew the name. Wolf. It was a name she had repeated to herself many times over the past months, since her friends the travelling minstrels had vanished from Kendall Keep. She’d sworn the day she found them gone that if she ever met with this man she would cut his throat and smile as his blood flowed. She’d been searching for him, circling him and getting closer and closer, and yet no one had said he had that scar, no one had said he would capture her senses and make her helpless with desire. 
 
   No one had told her he would make her heart and body sing, and cause her to betray her friends so utterly and completely. 
 
    
 
   The Wolf didn’t sleep long. 
 
   Before dawn he was up, stretching, pausing a moment when he saw Juliet curled up on the cushions across the tent, her hair like dark tangled silk about her, her bare feet tucked up under her skirts. She could feel his gaze on her and held her breath, wondering if he meant to come and touch her, turn her over and begin the kisses and the caresses that had led to last night in his bed.
 
   She almost wanted him to. Despite knowing who he was, her body tingled and grew wet, readying itself for his lovemaking. 
 
   But evidently he wasn’t in the mood. She heard him pad across to the tent opening and the low murmur of words exchanged with the guards outside. Soon there were heavier footsteps and the delicious smell of food. Juliet’s stomach growled and she decided it was time to wake up.
 
   Stirring and then stretching, she opened her eyes wide. The food was on the table before her, with a new jug of wine and this time two goblets. Juliet stood up, pushing her hair back over her shoulder, and grimacing at the aches in her muscles. The tent seemed empty, and she made a beeline for the food, reaching for a piece of the coarse bread and lathering it with the soft cheese. She took a huge bite, and snatched up an apple with the other hand, for later. 
 
   “You slept well, Juliet?”
 
   His voice startled her and she jumped, swallowing the food painfully. 
 
   He was behind her, near the wall of the tent, and she hadn’t known he was there. Or perhaps she was so focussed on the food she hadn’t realised. Juliet turned, trying on a smile, feeling it waver when she set eyes on him.
 
   He was stripped to the waist, and he was washing his chest with a cloth dripping with water from a bowl. 
 
   And he was a sight to behold.
 
   The muscles on his chest and stomach made ridges under the skin, and there was a smattering of dark hairs that disappeared beneath the fastening of his breeches. As he wrung out the cloth, his biceps bulged. A tattoo like a Celtic cross wrapped around the right one, and there were scars here and there, the sort of marks a man of war might accumulate in his life. But they didn’t detract from his beauty; rather they enhanced it. Juliet found her gaze slipping lower, imagining her fingertips against his warm skin, running down to the tight breeches that clung to his hips and moulded his long legs. 
 
   Her gaze lingered on strong muscular thighs and the large bulge between them that she remembered only too well as it had filled her, making her strive to take him all before she cried out with pleasure. The memory brought a tremor to her belly and an ache to the sensitive tips of her breasts.
 
   His silver eyes were fixed on her as he soaped his skin and then rinsed it, slowly, taking his time, his scarred face intent. She knew he was remembering it too. The food was forgotten. Almost against her will, watching the hypnotic movement of his hands over his body, she took a step, and then another, closing the distance between them. 
 
   Today she found the scar less shocking, as if she had already grown accustomed to it, or maybe it was just that it was as much a part of him as his warrior’s body and his silver eyes. She was close enough now to reach out and touch him, and she did so, letting her finger trail over the damp skin of his chest, pausing to tangle in his dark hairs, down to the place where his breeches clung to his hard flat belly.
 
   “I thought you were hungry,” he said, his husky voice sending shivers up her back.
 
   There was only one answer to that but even as she opened her mouth to give it, her hand brushing the growing swell inside his breeches, she remembered who he was and what he had done. 
 
   Her desire was still strong, but now it shamed her. She stumbled back a step, and then another. He was frowning, watchful, clearly aware that something was wrong.
 
   “Are you well?” he growled, setting down the cloth and moving toward her.
 
   Juliet told herself she didn’t want him to touch her. This was the man who had been at Kendall Castle when her friends vanished. She alone had been left, lying sick in a bed in the village inn, unable to perform. The next day her friends did not return as they’d promised, and when she went to the castle to find them no one would tell her where they had gone. Something was wrong. There had been a death there the night of the feast. Lord Edward of Kendall, who had held the castle and lands for Matilda for many years now, had died, and there was a new lord in his place, Lord Wulfrich. The servants were frightened.
 
   “They’re gone, that’s all,” one of them shouted, waving a hand at her. “Go and ask the Wolf if you want to know what happened. Go on. I dare you.” And he’d chuckled nastily. 
 
   And now here she was, face to face with the Wolf, and asking was on the tip of her tongue.
 
   He caught hold of her arm, pulling her in against his bare chest, and she felt as if she might faint. A combination of desire and fear and exhaustion whirled her around. “Juliet?” she could hear him saying her name, and then she was lying on the furs, breathing quickly, trying to steady her pounding heart.
 
   “What is it?” he said sharply, and she looked up into his face. He was kneeling over her and his eyes were daring her to answer, to tell him the truth.
 
   The words spilled out of her. “You killed my friends. Six months ago at Kendall Castle. They went to perform and then they were gone and I was all alone.”
 
   He frowned at her. “Kendall Castle?” Something flickered in his eyes. “You’re one of the minstrels,” he sighed. “I should have known when you turned your somersaults. Now I think of it they spoke of a Juliet. They wanted me to fetch you.” 
 
   Listening to him, Juliet could only think that the rumours were true.
 
   A tear ran down her cheek and she turned her face away, burying it against the furs of his bed.
 
   She felt him leaning closer, the brush of his skin against hers, and then his warm tongue traced her tears, taking them into his mouth. She tried to pull away, pretending she was disgusted, but he held her, his lips brushing against her cheekbone, before finding her mouth. The kiss deepened and the taste of him, the touch of him, almost stripped her of the will to fight. It was only with an enormous effort that she pulled away. 
 
   “My friends,” she cried out. “Tell me what you did with my friends.”
 
   He nuzzled against her, and whispered in her ear, “They are safe. Trust me.” 
 
   “How can I?” she said, more tears falling.
 
   “There was a man called Henry who threatened to fight me, and a girl called Leonora who looked at him with adoring eyes, and an old man called Renton who creaked when he laughed.”
 
   She gaped at him. “You . . . you could have found that out before you killed them,” she said at last, suspiciously. 
 
   He gave a huff of disgust. “Why would I kill harmless minstrels, Juliet? Trust me. You trusted me last night in this very bed. Trust me now.” The last words were a command, as if she was one of his army of men.
 
   She wavered, but he must have thought that was answer enough, because his hands became busy with her gown, unlacing it, pulling it over her head. At the sight of her nakedness he made a sound of appreciation and cupped her breasts in his hands, squeezing them before he began to suckle upon them, twirling his tongue about her budded nipples. When he sucked hard she clung to him, her fingers tangled in his dark hair, her body arching toward him.
 
   Trust me. 
 
   She told herself she wanted to get up and run away, but his hand was sliding between her legs and he smiled, feeling her ready for him. His fingers caressed the warm slick skin, delving inside her inner lips, into her core. The sensation catapulted her body into such pleasure that despite her fighting mind, she widened her thighs to give him better access. He took instant advantage, finding the hard nub of her clitoris and squeezing it gently between his thumb and finger. Wild pleasure spiralled through her, and she reached up to kiss his face, letting her tongue trail down over the line of the scar, down to his muscular neck and the hollow of his throat. 
 
   Her fingers brushed the Celtic cross on his bicep, and she saw it wasn’t new but faded from time. Whatever story was attached to it was old, from a time before the boy became the man. Wolf was a loner, like her, and he had suffered, like her. They were two of a kind who, through a quirk of fate, had found each other.
 
   Wolf was tugging at the ties of his breeches, and then the hard length of his cock was in her hands. She curled her fingers around him, revelling in the sensation of iron covered in velvet. 
 
   “I want to be inside you.” His voice was ragged. 
 
   “I want to taste you.” Juliet shimmied down into position, her tongue sliding up the length of his cock from root to tip, before her mouth covered the head of it. His hips arched involuntarily toward her and he groaned. She could have carried on, licking and sucking, but he was lifting her back onto the bed, setting her on her hands and knees. Startled, she tried to turn, but he was kneeling behind her, his big body covering her back and hips, his cock pushing blindly against her buttocks.
 
   Juliet had heard of being taken like this but she’d never tried it. Now, with the muscular feel of his body heavy on hers, his thick thighs widening her own, she was eager to experience it. His hand cupped her mound, before his fingers slid down through the soft hair and eased inside her slippery sex and began to stroke her.
 
   She cried out softly, her body clenching, and moved back against him, seeking relief. “Wolf,” she moaned, “please.” With a grunt he replaced his fingers with the hard length of his cock. Just the head at first and then more, pushing in until she felt as if he was filling her entirely. His fingers continued to rub against her clit, and she moved jerkily as he thrust inside her, faster now, his warm breath on her nape.
 
   She was enveloped by him, held safe in the Wolf’s embrace, and she knew with joy mixed with despair that it was a sensation she had been seeking all her life. 
 
   Then Juliet forgot everything as, with a powerful climax, her body clenched around his cock, tremors running down her thighs and into her belly as she spasmed and gasped. A heartbeat later he too came, big hands gripping her thighs, thrusting jerkily until he gave a deep groan and collapsed, him on top of her, both of them panting for breath. 
 
   After a moment he rose and, using the cloth from the bowl of water, sprawled beside her on the bed and began to gently wipe her most intimate places. She allowed it, even rejoiced in it, as if they truly were a wolf and his mate.
 
   His silver eyes observed her, and he said, “Were you hunting me, Juliet? Were you seeking the Wolf?”
 
   She began to shake her head but then changed her mind. It was too late for lies. “I was looking for Lord Wulfrich,” she admitted, “but I did not know he was you. Not until you told me.”
 
   He read the truth in her face and nodded his head. 
 
   “You must tell me what happened to my friends,” she said breathlessly, needing to know and yet afraid of what he might say. 
 
   He had used the cloth to clean himself and now began to dress. “What of this sister you told me about?”
 
   Juliet shrugged. “It was a lie.”
 
   He looked up from pulling on his boots, giving her one of his intent looks. “So you can lie to me but I must tell you the truth?”
 
   “Yes . . . no. Why will you not tell me?”
 
   Fully dressed now, he stood up and went to the table to get some food, at the same time pouring himself a goblet of wine. “I can’t tell you, not yet. I need to ask someone’s permission. Tomorrow we will be in London and then you will know.”
 
   “But . . .”
 
   “Do you want to know what happened to your friends?” He waited for her nod. “Then you will come with me, Juliet.”
 
   And once more it was a command rather than a request.
 
    
 
   Juliet huddled against the wooden side of the cart, bracing herself against the bumping and swaying as they made their way down the rough roads to the capital. Wulfrich had sent her to ride with the other wives and mistresses, as well as the gaggle of prostitutes that followed his army. Her arrival had caused some curiosity but she’d shrugged off their questions and pretended to sleep, and soon they left her alone.
 
   They’d made camp outside the walls of London when a weary looking guard came to fetch her. Dusty, with grit in her hair and between her teeth, Juliet followed him through the men and animals, toward that familiar tent with Lord Wulfrich’s standard fluttering atop it.
 
   There were men inside, and in their midst Wolf looked solemn as they poured over one of his parchment maps. Juliet crept into the tent and found a spot to sit, out of the way, and stayed silent, waiting. Soon her weariness caught up with her and she closed her eyes and despite the noise, slept.
 
   She dreamed. She and her friends were tumbling, faces painted or else wearing animal masks, as they fell about and playacted. Juliet did her cartwheels around the room, and then somersaulted over and over between the tables and chairs. The crowd in the hall laughed and clapped.
 
   She felt light and free. She felt alive. These, her friends, were more dear to her than her family, dead of fever when she was little more than a child. She’d looked after herself for most of her life, been alone for most of her life. 
 
   Henry was standing by her, his lean young body clothed in green tunic and hose, and his shoes with little bells on them. On his other side Leonora put her hand on his arm and smiled up at him as if he was her hero. Juliet knew that Leonora was in love with Henry and now Juliet no longer slept in his bed it wouldn’t be long before the other girl claimed him. She should be jealous, but she wasn’t. In her heart Juliet had never loved Henry. He wasn’t the man for her.
 
   He wasn’t Wolf.
 
   Juliet’s eyes opened wide. Long legs were planted before her and as she raised her gaze she found tight breeches and a shirt open at the throat and then the scarred face of the man who made her body clench tight and her heart beat faster.
 
   “We are to go to the royal court, Juliet. I have asked for water to be brought so that you can bathe.”
 
   She blinked, trying not to jerk to her feet in fright. “I do not belong at the royal court.”
 
   His scarred mouth twisted. “No less than me.”
 
   She frowned. “But you are a great man. A lord. I am . . . nothing.”
 
   He dropped down on his haunches before her, and suddenly he was very close, his silver eyes as clear as water. “A great man? I do not see myself as such. Once I was a boy in an orphanage whose family died when one of Matilda’s barons took our lands and castle. This,” he pointed to his scar, “came from that night. Do you know who that man was? He was my Uncle Edward, and when I went screaming to him for help as my father lay dying, he raised his sword and cut my face open. Betrayal can be a bitter thing, Juliet, and I always felt alone, despite those who called themselves my friends in the orphanage. But it was there I learned to fight, and where I dreamed of regaining what was mine. Now I have. Perhaps that makes me a great man, but I do not feel it. And until you came to me, Juliet, I thought I would be alone all my life.” His knuckles brushed her cheek. “You are like my other half. With you I think I could perhaps be that great man.”
 
   “Wolf . . .” she whispered, tears in her eyes. He was an orphan? His uncle had betrayed him in a terrible way, and yet he was saying these deep heartfelt things to her. Juliet could not help but be touched. Were they truly two lost souls who had found each other? The intensity of her feelings when she looked into his eyes frightened her, because once she had given her heart to him she knew there would be no going back. 
 
   “Good,” he said, as if she had spoken, “it is settled. Bathe, and then we go to the court in the white tower.” And with a touch of his fingertip on her lips, he rose to his feet and left her there. 
 
    
 
   Water arrived and a tub was filled and Wolf instructed no man to enter his tent unless he wanted to die. As Juliet soaped herself with the small piece of scented soap, she couldn’t help but wonder what Wolf was up to. The royal court was not somewhere she’d ever imagined herself attending, at least not as other than an acrobat, and if it wasn’t for her friends and his promise to explain to her what had happened to them, she wouldn’t have dared to go there.
 
   And what did he want of her? To be his love? His leman? To live in his castle and bear his children and grow old with him? Juliet wriggled in the cooling water. Her family were merchants, so she was not born of the lower orders, but neither was she one of the great families of England.  
 
   Suddenly the door of the tent opened and a woman stepped in. Juliet gasped at the intrusion, sinking lower, water splashing into her face and mouth and making her choke.
 
   The woman had a calm, grave beauty and serious dark blue eyes, but at the sight of Juliet hiding in her bath her face creased into a sweet smile. “I am the Lady Rowena. Wolf asked me to bring you something suitable to wear. Juliet, is it? His somersaulting friend?”
 
   Juliet stared at her suspiciously as she came and lay a cloth covered bundle on the cushions. “It should fit, from what he told me.”
 
   Lady Rowena hesitated and Juliet wondered what she was expecting. Perhaps she should thank her? “I’m not sure if I should attend the court,” she said instead in a rush. 
 
   Rowena came closer. Wisps of chestnut brown hair were visible beneath her veil and her lashes were dark about her blue eyes. 
 
   “Wolf would not have asked you to go if he didn’t think it important, Juliet. You can trust him, you know. He is an honourable man.”
 
   Her words gave her away and she must have known it, because she flushed pink, before she hurried away. Lady Rowena was in love with Wolf! Juliet felt uncomfortable, because it must be obvious what she and Wolf had been doing in his tent, but the next moment she felt proud. Because he had chosen her, a nobody who turned somersaults for a living, over this beautiful elegant lady.
 
   Climbing from the bath she quickly dried herself and went to inspect the cloth bundle. Beneath the outer covering was a sleeveless tunic of fine silk the colour of a stormy ocean, as well as pointed shoes and a gossamer thin veil and a pale lemon coloured undergarment with long sleeves. The clothing reminded her of long ago, in her merchant family’s home, where beautiful things abounded. Until her father brought home the roll of cloth from across the seas, and with it the fever that killed them all, apart from Juliet.
 
   But she would not think sad thoughts now.
 
   Slowly and reverently, Juliet began to dress in her borrowed clothes.
 
   Her long hair was still damp, and she hurriedly braided it before placing on the veil. Juliet felt right, as if this was meant. As if she was meant to be by his side. 
 
   By the time she exited the tent, Wolf was already waiting for her, and his eyes flashed with an expression that made her feel warm and achy. 
 
   “You are the most beautiful lady I have ever seen,” he murmured, as he helped her up onto his horse. A great black beast, it was gentle as a lamb, as he settled himself behind her, and reached around her to take up the reins.
 
   “As beautiful as Lady Rowena?” she said, looking between the horse’s ears.
 
   He gave a gruff laugh. “You are jealous,” he declared, sounding pleased by it. “A good sign, Juliet.”
 
   “Jealous?” she snorted. “Not at all. I just wondered if your eyesight was as clear as it could be.”
 
   But the smile on his face wouldn’t go away. “My eyesight is perfect, Juliet.”
 
   Irritably she plucked at the fine stuff of her skirt. “Then you must see that I am no great lady. You could keep me by your side, but I would never be more to you than a curiosity. Perhaps you want me to turn somersaults for you and your friends? I-I do not want you to make promises to me, Wolf, that you cannot keep. It is cruel.”
 
   His mouth hardened, the scar twisting. She waited for his reply, but he said nothing as they trotted down the road to the West Gate in the great wall of London. Now and again, Juliet glanced at him, anxious, wondering what he was thinking. Would he agree with her and set her free? Would he lie to her and break her heart?
 
   But as they neared the White Tower the sights and sounds distracted her, and she lost herself in amazement. The hall they walked down was larger than anything she had seen, and she was glad that Wolf was still holding her hand in his as they took their place in the reception room. With so many dazzlingly dressed persons about her, Juliet tried not to gawp and she held her head high when she saw them whispering and pointing at her. The king himself looked weary and unwell, the long years of war and treachery had taken their toll on him, but he was still a handsome man. 
 
   Curtseying low before him, Juliet expected him to dismiss her without a word, but then she heard him say, “So this is your Juliet, Wulfrich?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” 
 
   His eyes sparkled at Wolf. “My orphaned knights are all finding mates. First Grendell and then Alric and now you, Wolf. Only two left who remain free of the chains of matrimony.” But he smiled when he said it, as if he were joking and those chains were something to long for rather than escape from. It was well known how happy he was with his own wife, Maud.
 
   The king had turned to her. “Do you know why they called him Wolf at the orphanage, Juliet? Because of his eyes. They were quite wild, like an animal who has been betrayed and must learn to trust again.”
 
   “His eyes are not wild to me,” she said firmly. “And I would trust Lord Wulfrich with my life. Sir.”
 
   Stephen nodded, watching her. “I am glad to hear it, lady.”
 
   Wolf’s hand squeezed hers. “Juliet has come to find her friends,” he said after a beat. “I need your permission to reunite them, Sir.”
 
   The king nodded. “You have it, Lord Wulfrich.” He reached up to signal his servants. 
 
   There was a stir near the door, and then suddenly they were there, rushing into the room. The minstrels. Henry with the little bells on his shoes and Leonora twirling about with ribbons tied to her wrists, and all the rest. Juliet felt tears warm on her cheeks, as they gathered about her, drawing her away from the king and Wolf, encircling her with their friendship.
 
   Eventually it was Renton who explained to her what had happened.
 
   “We were performing before Lord Edward of Kendall Castle and his guests when Lord Wulfrich arrived. We could tell Lord Edward was angry. They were talking in low voices, when suddenly he rose to his feet and pointed at Lord Wulfrich and roared out something about him being a usurper who should have died years ago. Lord Edward drew his sword and the two men fought, but Wulfrich killed him. We learned later that when Wulfrich was a child this man came to Kendall and killed his family and took all that was his. Finally he had come to take it back, although he wanted to do so peacefully, with words rather than spilling blood. Lord Edward had other ideas.”
 
   So Wolf had taken his revenge, although it was an unwilling one. 
 
   Juliet looked about at their eager faces. “But why did Lord Wulfrich take you all away?”
 
   “He had to bring us back to the court to tell the king, so that he would not think the fight was unlawful. Wulfrich has a horror of murder in cold blood. So we came to tell the king that the act was self defence and then we stayed to entertain the court. We sent for you, we tried, but you had left the inn and disappeared.”
 
   Henry declared, “Juliet, will you stay with us?”
 
   But something in his voice already told her that he did not expect her to say yes.
 
   And it was true. She still loved them and was very glad to see them unharmed, but she didn’t want to stay with them. When they had returned to their duties Juliet made her way back to the reception room. Wolf was standing by a wall covered in beautiful tapestries and at his side was Lady Rowena. For a moment doubts assailed her. How could he want her when a woman like that loved him?
 
   At that moment Wolf looked up and met her gaze and the flare in his silver eyes filled her with joy.
 
   He came striding toward her, the king and court forgotten, and taking her arm, led her outside. The ride back to his camp was done in moments, and he lifted her off his horse and carried her inside his tent.
 
   “Kendall Castle is mine,” he said, “and I intend to live there and keep it for the king.”
 
   “And you need me to entertain your guests?” she asked, tongue in cheek.
 
   He shot her a frowning look and then smiled. “No, I need you to entertain me, Juliet.”
 
   “Oh? What sort of entertainment would that be, Lord Wolf?” she asked saucily.
 
   He dropped her onto the furs on the bed, none too gently, and she squealed. “The dress!”
 
   “It’s what’s in the dress that interests me.”
 
   Soon she was naked, her body gleaming, and he stripped off his own fine clothing, tossing it carelessly aside.   
 
   He pushed against her, gently, and then when she thrust back he eased himself all the way inside, making her muscles tremble and contract about him. His open mouth pressed to hers, his tongue moving in an echo of his cock. 
 
   At first it was slow, languid, and then the excitement grew and they moved hard, eager to reach a climax. She came first, her legs entwined about his hips, pressing upwards toward him, and then Wolf roared out his pleasure, the final thrusts savage in their intensity. As if he was claiming her, making her his forever.
 
   “I will come with you,” she murmured, when she could breathe again. “And I will stay with you as long as you want me.”
 
   “Then that will be forever,” he said. With his silver eyes on hers, he cupped her face in his hands and pressed his lips to hers, binding his vow with a kiss.
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