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She rose slowly to her feet. He watched silently as she regained her control and stripped off hergown.
When she stood in the soft candlelightwearing only her thigh-length linen shift, hecould see the faint outline of her nipples. . . .He wanted to see all of her. After all, he'd paiddearly for the privilege. "Remove the shift."
Her fingers went to the narrow straps on hershoulders, then stopped. "I cannot."
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PROLOGUE
Near Grainsworth Abbey March 1275
Dariawished the heavy clouds overhead would free the snow. She wanted the misery of freezing snow blowing into her face, stinging her eyes, mixing with the burning tears.
But as the afternoon lengthened, the weather simply grew colder, the wind more vicious, twisting and rip-ping through the few naked-branched oak trees that lined the narrow road, but it didn't snow.
She hunched down in her miniver-lined cloak andclosed her eyes. Her mare, Henrietta, plodded on-ward, her head bowed, keeping rhythm with the des-trier's pace ahead of her. Every few minutes, Drake, Lord Damon's master-at-arms, would swivel about to see that she still rode docilely behind him, that she hadn't somehow fled without him noticing, that shewas keeping herself silent and submissive and obedi- ent. Drake wasn't a bad man, or cruel, but he was heruncle's minion, and he always carried out Page 4
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his master's orders without hesitation or question. Also, she knew, it would never occur to him to question his master's right to dispose of his niece in any way that suited him. She was naught but a female and thus all deci-sions were made for her and around her.
She had no choices. She knew now that she'd never had a choice. She simply hadn't realized it so starkly before. Before, Daria, the child, had had toobey only occasional commands from her uncle, nothing of the magnitude that would make her want tocrawl away and die. After all, what could a man want with a child? But now she was seventeen, more than old enough to be weighed and judged and a value set on her. She was no longer a child and her uncle hadseen it and acted on it. A girl went from her father—or in this case, her uncle—to her husband. From one man to another. Chattel of one man to be chattel of another. No choice, no argument. It was as the mandictated, as the man ordered. She felt tears again, andhated them, for crying was useless. Crying meant that there was hope, and there wasn't any of that to be had.
Daria dashed her palm over her eyes, and when sheopened them again she saw in her mind's eye her uncle Damon, as clear to her as the armored back ofDrake, who rode directly in front of her. She saw him in his bedchamber and she heard his voice, deep andclear and indifferent, his words of a month ago still asfresh as if he'd spoken them but moments before. No, she thought now, he hadn't been indifferent, not at all. It had been an act. He'd been looking forward tothis—to humiliating her and then telling her what he'dplanned for her. No, her uncle was never indifferent in his cruelty. He relished it.
He'd been sitting up in his fur-covered bed, Cora,one of the castle serving wenches, naked beside him.
Upon Daria's entrance into Lord Damon's bedcham-ber, Cora had giggled and slithered down beside him,pulling the white rabbit furs over her naked shoulders.He appeared not to care that the furs left his own chest bare. He appeared not to care that he was naked and in his bed with his mistress in front of his niece. Of course he'd planned it. There was no doubt in her mind. Daria had said nothing, merely waited for him to tell her why he'd sent for her. He in turn was silentfor many moments, negligently stroking his right hand over Cora's shoulder.
Daria had closed her eyes, knowing he did this for her benefit, to show her yet again that a female was naught but what a man wanted her to be.
Daria had felt the familiar feelings of hate, revul-sion, and helplessness surge through her. She loathed her uncle and he knew it, and she guessed it amusedhim, this silent hatred of hers. This meaningless silent hatred of hers. What did he want? For her to screamat him, to cry, to cower in humiliation and embarrass- ment? She stood perfectly still. She'd learned patiencewith him. She'd learned to wait silent as a rock, giving him no encouragement.
She didn't move. Her expression didn't change.
Suddenly he seemed to tire of his game. He pulled the furs higher over Cora and told her to be still and turn her back to him. "I tire of your sheep's face," he added, his eyes all the while on his silent niece.
"You sent for me," Daria said finally, holding her voice as calm and emotionless as she was trying to hold her body.
"Aye, I did. You're more than full grown, Daria. You turned seventeen two months ago. My silly little Cora here—already quite a woman—is only fifteen. You should have a babe suckling at your breast by now, as do most females. Aye, I've held you here overlong. But I had to wait, you see, wait for just the offer I wished." He smiled then, showing all his very white teeth. "At least next month you will finally have a husband to plow that little belly of yours. And he'll do it enthusiastically, I doubt it not."
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She paled and stepped back. She couldn't help it.
He laughed. "Doesn't the thought of a husbandplease you, niece? Or do you fear and dislike all men?
Don't you wish to escape me and become mistress in your own keep?"
She stared at him, mute.
"Answer me, you silly girl!"
"Aye."
"Good. It will be done. When you leave me, Daria,tell your mother I wish to see her. Cora has but whetted my appetite."
Daria didn't move this time, and after a moment, Damon merely shrugged, as if tiring of baiting her.Daria knew he forced her mother, her gentle, sweet mother—his dead half-brother's wife—and had takenher since the accidental death of his half-brother, Jamesof Fortescue, in a tourney in London some four years before. But her mother, Lady Katherine, had neversaid a word to Daria, never complained, never cried.
She was told she was to go to the lord and she went without comment, without objection, to Damon, and later emerged, still silent, her eyes cast down, her mouth sometimes swollen and braised-looking. But Daria knew; all the servants spoke of it and she'doverheard them. This was the first time he had spoken openly of it before to her. But he wanted her to know, she guessed, but she wouldn't do what he wanted, she wouldn't plead with him, she wouldn't beg him to spare her mother. She said instead, "Who is to be my husband?"
"So you do have some interest, do you? You willdoubtless be happy about my choice for you." He paused and she saw the malicious gleam in his paleblue eyes. She knew she wouldn't like it and so did he. She waited, silent and still and cold, wishing now she'd kept her mouth shut and hadn't asked. She didn't want to know, not yet. But Damon said, his voicerelishing his words, "Why, it is Ralph of Colchester, eldest son of the Earl of Colchester. They visited Reymerstone, don't you remember? Last November.Ralph told me he is most pleased with you, as is his father."
"Not Ralph of Colchester! No! You would not, he isloathsome! He raped Anna again and again and he got her with child and—"
Damon roared with laughter. She'd finally reactedand he was pleased with himself. "Aye, I know it," he said, still laughing, shaking the big bed with his mirth. "I made him a wager, you see. I told him that his father and I wanted him to get you with child immedi- ately, and to see if he was capable, I gave him Anna,who was ready to be bred in any case. He impregnated her quickly. I was pleased and relieved, as was his father."
Daria just looked at him, stunned and repelled, butnot really surprised. She heard herself ask, "What did you offer as your wager with him?"
Damon laughed again. "So there is still a portion of defiance in you? Well, no matter now. I wagered your mother's gold necklace. The one my half-brother gave her upon their marriage." He watched her face closely.
She gave him no more satisfaction. She'd given himmore than enough. She said instead, shrugging, "It is of very little value."
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She looked at him, and for an instant, just a brief moment, she thought she saw some resemblance to her father in him. But she wasn't certain. She couldn't remember her father clearly anymore, even though it had been only four years since his death. But her father had been gone so often, for long stretches of time, and he hadn't particularly noticed her even on tis rare visits to Fortescue Hall, for she was naught b ut a girl, a female whose only worth lay in a marriage advantageous to him. Still, surely he hadn't been as vile as his elder half-brother, surely.
And now it was Damon, his half-brother, who wouldgain the advantages of her marriage.
"What did you offer Ralph and his father? All my inheritance?" "Why, certainly, most of it, but I dislike your impertinent tongue. Hold it quiet or I will have yourmother brought here and she will tell you the value of obedience to me. Aye, Colchester will have most of your immense dowry and I will have the Colchesterland that will extend my boundaries all the way to the North Sea. It is precisely what I wanted, what I'vewaited for so patiently. Actually, I will tell you why Iallowed you to become so aged. The boy, Ralph, was mightily ill last year and I didn't know if he wouldsurvive; his father was concerned that even if he did survive, he wouldn't still have potent seed. But I was content to wait. He did survive, as did his seed, and aye, little Daria, I have got what I wanted, all of it."
" 'Tis my money, my inheritance! All that my fatherowned, he gave to me. You take everything, and
'twasnot yours to take!"
His face darkened and he threw back the furs. He came to his feet, standing naked by his bed. Cora stared at him as he strode to Daria. For a moment Daria believed he would strike her, but he didn't. He'd never struck her. It wasn't his way. He just smiled at her now, but she knew that it was rage burning bright in his eyes, not amusement.
"Go now," he said at last. "Even you have man-aged to offend me, which is surprising. Your motherwill prepare for your trip to Colchester. You will havewagons full of household items, as every bride should.
You are the Reymerstone heiress; thus I have been more than generous with you. I would not wish to make a niggardly impression or leave any person indoubt of my affection for you, for I want no questions.
You will leave in three weeks. I will come in time for your wedding, of course. And if you are obedient, I just might bring your mother with me. Well, why don't you say something? No? Leave me, then!"
She stared at him a moment, not at his body—for the very hardness of him, all that pale blond hair that covered him, frightened her—but at his hated face. Then she turned and walked from the chamber.
All she saw, all she could comprehend, was that Ralph of Colchester was to be her husband.
Her mother had held her, petted her whilst she cried, but she'd told her that any marriage—even toRalph of Colchester—was better than remaining here. She must face it and behave as a lady ought, withdignity and acceptance. With a smooth, serene counte- nance.
And that was that. But Daria had despised the twenty-year-old Ralph of Colchester with his weak chin and his bowed thin legs and his leering expres-sions. And she'd seen what he'd done to Anna, fourteen-year-old Anna, naught but a child herself really, big-breasted, and pretty and stupid. She hadn't deserved to be raped repeatedly, but she had been, for the entire week's visit. Twice a day Ralph had raped her. And the men had laughed and clapped the miser-able youth on his shoulder and told him his Page 7
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rod was sure and true.
Finally, Daria thought, bringing herself back to thepresent, raising her face skyward. Snowflakes were falling now, each one falling more quickly than thelast, blanketing Drake, his men, and all the wagons in pure white. As the flakes struck her face, she felt the numbing cold of them pierce more and more deeply into her. Henrietta stumbled and snorted and Daria patted her neck. She wondered if Ralph would allow her to ride once they were wedded. She wondered if he would rape her twice a day as he had Anna.
Drake turned, shouting back to her that they wouldshortly arrive at the Cistercian Abbey of Grainsworth, where they would pass the night.
They were soon forced to form a single-file column,for the road narrowed dramatically, bounded on bothsides by huge rocks and tumbled boulders, stark and bold.
When the attack came, it was all the more terrifyingbecause Drake and his dozen men couldn't see their enemy; nor could they defend themselves, held apart in their long line, their horses screaming and lunging in terror. They fell, one by one, struck by the arrowsshot from behind the rocks. Some of the men were wearing armor, but it didn't matter, they were rainedwith arrows and eventually an arrow found its mark inthe man's neck or in his face. Other men wore padded jerkins, and they were killed more quickly. But noneof them had a chance against an enemy hidden behind rocks and shooting through a thick veil of white snow.
Oddly enough, after the first shock of the attack,Daria wasn't afraid. She knew deep inside her that she wouldn't die. Not today, not by an arrow shot through her chest. When only Daria and her maid, Ena, re-mained, when all the screams died away and the whiteair was cleansed of arrows and men's cries, did their attackers emerge, unscathed. They were shouting andlaughing at the ease of their victory. Daria saw theirleader immediately, a huge man, and he was laughing the loudest as he directed his men to loot the dead, collect the horses, and see to the wagons.
He took off his helmet. He had the reddest hair she'd ever seen.
Reymerstone Castle, Essex, England Near the North Sea Early May 1275
Roland de Tournayfound the seat of the Earl ofReymerstone easily enough. The castle dominated the rock-strewn promontory that jutted out like a tongue into the Thirgby River that flowed nearly a mile into the North Sea. The castle was in the Norman style, built by the present earl's great-grandfather, and was more stark and weathered than comfortable, still more of a fortification and a garrison than a residence.
Yet the present earl had lined the pockets of many mer-chants to add comfort to the austere gray stone castle, luxuries such as thick tapestries to blanket the stone walls and keep out the damp from the North Sea, Flanders carpets in bright scarlets and royal blues, beautiful embroidered cushions for the three chairs, each made by an artisan of great skill. The dozen trestle tables and their long benches in the great hall, however, had not changed in three generations, and past living of all the common men and women Page 8
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who had shared their meals on the gnarled old tables stillshowed clearly, all the scuffs, all the knife-carved ini- tials, all the old grease.
The great hall of Reymerstone was impressive, Ro-land decided as he waited for the emergence of the Earl of Reymerstone, Damon Le Mark. Roland knewhe was being studied by several serving wenches andsent them a wink that caused giggles and pert smiles. He saw a female hurrying toward him, this one a lady,possibly the mistress of Reymerstone. She was in herthirties, brown-eyed, hair a dull red and of slight stat- ure. She'd once been very pretty. Now she looked faded and tired, her shoulders slightly bowed. Shelooked beaten down. Her expression, however, when she looked at him, suddenly changed and she looked furtively around her, then approached him quickly, her step light and quick as a girl's.
"You are Roland de Tournay, sir?" she asked in a low voice that was soft and cultured.
"Aye, my lady. I come at the invitation of the Earl of Reymerstone, your husband."
"He will be here shortly. He is otherwise occupied just now." What did that mean? Roland wondered.
The woman continued, "I am Lady Katherine of Fortescue, the current earl's sister-in-law. His half-brother was my husband."
"Your husband was James of Fortescue? I had heardhe'd fallen by accident in a tourney, just before he wasto leave with Edward for the Holy Land. My sympa-thies, my lady."
She again nodded her bowed head. Roland frowned. Couldn't she look at him, eye-to-eye? Could she possi-bly be frightened of him?
"Do you know why Lord Reymerstone asked me tocome here?"
Her head came up then and he saw the strain in her fine eyes. And there was something else—fear, per-haps, which brought him fully alert.
"It concerns my daughter," she said quickly, glanc-ing behind her. She grabbed his sleeve. "You mustfind my child and bring her back safely, you must! Ah, here he comes. I daren't remain. I will leave you now, sir."
She glided silently away, gone into the gaggle of serving wenches before the earl had seen her.
Roland had a moment to study the Earl of Reymer-stone as he strode toward him. He was a tall man, in his late thirties, lean of build, a full head of white-blond hair, his eyes the palest of blues. His stubbornchin was beardless, his expression was obstinate. He didn't look to be an easy man. He looked to be a man who got his own way, by any means necessary. Roland had survived many of his adult years by correctly summing up a man's character. He'd seldom been wrong in the past five years. Indeed, his only huge mistake had been in his dealings with a woman. A lady, so very young, so very fair, and he a young man of very tender years. He shook off the memory of Joan of Tenesby.
The earl gave Roland a brief nod and Roland knew he'd been weighed in those short minutes as well.
"You have come in good time, thank the saints, deTournay. Come and sit with me. We have much to discuss."
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Roland accepted a cup of ale and waited for his hostto come to the point.
"I will pay you well," Damon Le Mark said, and raised his own cup for a toast. Roland sent him a bland look and asked, "Whom do I have to kill?"
The earl laughed. "I do not seek to hire an assassin. Any enemy I have I will slay myself. I hire a man who's known for his ingenuity, his ability with lan-guages, and his skill at changing his appearance to suit any situation in which he finds himself. Is it not true that you were accepted in the company of Barbars himself in the Holy Land? That you passed yourselfoff as a Saracen for two years? That you masqueraded as a Muslim with such finesse even the most devout didn't know you for what you were?"
"You are well-informed." Roland wasn't about to deny the earl's recital. He wasn't vain; nor was he foolishly modest. For the most part, it was true. Oddhow the very attributes Roland held to be in his favor sounded vile on the earl's lips. He waited, more inter- ested now. The earl's need must be great.
The task must be beyond his own abilities, and it irked him.
Damon Le Mark knew he must suffer the arroganceand impertinence of the young man seated in front of him, a young man who, in addition to his reputationfor boldness and cunning, was passing handsome, his lean face well sculpted, his black hair thick and gleam-ing, his dark eyes bright with intelligence. But he was swarthy as a savage Irishman, and didn't look to be a man of particular wealth or refinement. Damon LeMark also reminded himself that this man was of no inborn worth at all despite his birth and his heritage. He held no title and, more important, no land. He wasa man who made his way by playacting and deceit, and yet he, a man his superior in every way, must begracious, and he must offer him a great deal of money. It was galling.
"I'm always well-informed," the earl said. "It took my couriers a good deal of time to locate you."
"I received your message in Rouen. I was passing the winter there very pleasantly."
"So I hear." He'd been told by his own man that de Tournay had been living with a very pretty young widow in Rouen.
"Her name was Marie," Roland said easily, and sipped at his ale. It was warm and dark and very smooth. "But do not mistake me. I was ready to come home, very nearly. As soon as the weather grew warmer."
"To earn money by guile?"
"Yes, if need be, though I believe that wit is more to the point than guile. Would you not agree?"
The earl knew he'd been insulting when he shouldn'thave. He retrenched, shrugging. "Ah, it's those other things that must interest me, de Tournay, for I wish you not to do them just yet. The reason I asked you here is vital. It concerns my beloved niece, Daria. I will be brief. She was kidnapped on her journey to Colchester, where she was to wed Ralph of Colchester. All twelve of the men in her train were butchered inan ambush. All the wagons carrying her wedding goods were stolen. I want you to rescue her and I will pay you very well."
"Has a ransom been demanded?"
The earl's eyes narrowed and he bared his teeth."Oh, aye, the damnable impertinent whoreson! I would that you would kill him as well, but I suppose that the rescue of my dearest niece must take precedence."
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"Who stole her?"
"Edmond of Clare."
"The Marcher Baron? How very odd." Roland fell silent. It was more than odd. The Marcher Barons, their power and existence granted to them by the great Duke William himself nearly two hundred years be-fore, had little reason to stray from their strongholds unless it was to press west to garner more Welsh land and butcher more Welsh outlaws. It was their respon-sibility to contain the Welsh, and this they did withendless vigor and impressive continuity. They were ineffect little kings, holding immense power in their own feudal kingdoms. It galled King Edward no end, this power outside himself, and Roland knew he planned to curtail their immense influence by defeating the Welsh once and for all by building royal castles all along the northern coast of the country. "I'll push the malignant little lordlings until they're on bended knee to me, pleading with me to leave them something!" he'd said once, pounding a table with his fist andsending it in splinters to the floor. Roland continued after a moment, "Edmond of Clare's stronghold isbetween Chepstow and Trefynwy, bordering the south-east corner of Wales. Why would he come across the width of England to kidnap your niece?"
The earl kept a stubborn silence. The impertinence of the knave, asking him these questions. He was furious but he contained himself. He couldn't anger de Tournay, for the man wasn't his to command. De Tournay could leave. Still, he refused to tell him the truth of the matter. He laid the matter on anoth-er's shoulders, saying finally, "Clare despises the Earlof Colchester. He wanted revenge so he stole myniece.
He wants nearly all her dowry as ransom or he will rape her until she is with child before he returns her to me."
"What did Colchester do to Clare to merit such a chilling revenge?"
Damon Le Mark's face paled and his hand shook. He wanted to thrash de Tournay for his infernal curi-osity. He smiled and Roland felt the chill of that smile to his bones. This was not a man to guard your back.Damon shrugged. "I understand Colchester acciden-tally killed Clare's brother some five years ago.
I knownone of the actual facts of the incident, and it was Colchester's decision not to tell me more. Now, will you rescue my niece?"
This was doubtless a lie, but Roland let it go. Proba-bly closer to the mark was that the Earl of Reymerstonehad killed Edmond of Clare's brother. "When was shestolen?"
"On March the third."
A black eyebrow shot upward. "You wait a long time to reply to Clare's demands."
"I did not wait here doing nothing until my men hadfound you in that silly Frenchwoman's bed!"
"On the contrary," Roland said with no heat, "Ma-rie wasn't at all silly. What did you do?"
"I made two attempts, and both failed, or rather the men I sent to bring her back to me were fools and blundered. I discovered that my second attempt failed but two days ago. Clare returned one of my men alive with a new message and a new demand."
Roland waited, knowing he wasn't going to like hearing what Clare wanted now.
"The whoreson now wants to wed my niece. He stillwants her dowry as well, of course. If I don't send Page 11
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my own priest to him carrying all her dowry with him bythe last day of May, he says he will rape her, then give her to his soldiers for their sport. Then, if she still lives, he will have her used until she is with child.
Then he will throw her in a ditch."
"I wonder why he wishes to marry her," Roland said, stroking his chin.
"He wishes to humiliate me further!"
"Your niece—is she beautiful as well as rich? Wouldher face and physical gifts charm him as does her dowry?"
And in that instant, Roland saw quite clearly justwhat the earl thought of his niece. Living in Reymerstone with this man for master could not have been pleasant. Roland wondered where the mother stood in all this mess.
"She is well-enough-looking, I suppose," Damonsaid finally, shrugging. "She is but a female, nothing more. Her tongue is impertinent upon occasion, but nothing a strong man can't control. She must continu-ally be reminded that obedience and submission are what are expected of her. As I said, she needs a strong man."
And you saw yourself nicety in that role."I met hermother. I imagine she was once quite lovely. Does the daughter have her coloring?"
The earl merely shrugged. "No, the girl has darkhair, filled with autumn colors, and her eyes are the oddest green. Pure but dark. Her features resemble her mother's but they are less coarse, more finely drawn."
"I find it fascinating that Clare demands you send your own priest. Do you know why?"
"Clare is a religious zealot. He is a man controlledand dominated by his fanaticism. If he requests I senda priest, it is because he believes a priest will not cheat him of the dowry money, that the priest will fairly wed him to my niece. He does not seem to realize thatpriests are as venal a company as any. Will you try to rescue her before the whoreson ravishes her? Before the last day of May?"
"You don't believe he's raped her already?"
"No." This was said grudgingly but firmly. Interest-ing, Roland thought as he said, "Why not? After all, what does a man's religious beliefs have to do with his lust?"
"Edmond of Clare keeps his word, at least that is his reputation. But if you haven't rescued her by the end of May, he will do exactly as he says he will,whether he wishes to or not. I know him well enough, and 'tis true."
Roland held off giving the earl his answer that eve-ning, even though he knew he would go to Tyberton and he knew exactly how he would present himself.The coin he would earn for this rescue would give him sufficient funds to purchase Sir Thomas's small keep,Thispen-Ladock, and the surrounding rich grazing landsin Cornwall. And that was what he wanted. He would no longer be beholden to any man for his survival. When this was over, when the wretched niece was returned to her uncle, Roland would use his wits to further himself, not be at the behest of another. He wanted to remain in England; he wanted to be master of his castle and his own lands, and once he rescued this girl from Edmond of Clare, he would have his wish. It mattered not that Damon Le Mark had lied to him throughout; it mattered not that it was Page 12
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more than likely he, Damon Le Mark, and not the fat Earl of Colchester, who had killed Clare's brother.
That night Roland was given one of the servingwenches to warm his bed and his blood. She was clean and sweet-smelling and he took her three times during the long night, for he was hungry for a woman afterbeing absent for several weeks from Marie's enthusias-tic ardor, and he gave her pleasure as well and wished he could remember her name the following morning to thank her.
He said to the earl as he mounted his destrier, a stark black Arab named Cantor, "As I told you, I will rescue your niece and I will do it long before the deadline Clare has set. You, however, must swear to me that you will try no more schemes on your own. They might endanger me and my plans."
The earl frowned and pulled on his ear, a lifelong habit that had left one earlobe a bit longer than the other, but finally agreed. Roland wondered if his word meant anything. He doubted that it did in the normal course of events. However, a good deal of coin was now in Roland's possession, half of the payment he was to receive. Perhaps that would keep Le Mark out of the game.
"Nor will you send a priest or your niece's dowry.There will be no need."
The earl's pale eyes gleamed. "You have great con-fidence, de Tournay."
"I will rescue her. Count out the rest of my coin, mylord, for I shall surely return to claim it."
Roland prepared to whip Cantor about, when the earl called after him, "De Tournay! If the girl is not a virgin, I don't wish to have her back. You can kill her if you wish to. It matters not to me."
Slowly Roland stilled his destrier and dismounted tostand facing the earl. He was sickened but not over-surprised. "I don't understand you. What matter if thegirl is ravished? Her dowry remains the same size, does it not? Her dowry doesn't constrict even if her maidenhead is gone."
"All changes if she is not chaste."
"For that matter, how do I know if she's been ravished? How would you know?"
"I would examine her myself." The earl paused,then said, fury lacing his voice, "That damned fool Colchester says he won't have her for his son if she isn't pure. His foul mother gave his father the pox and killed him because of the men she took to her bed. He's terrified that if Daria is ravished, she'll kill his precious son with disease as well."
Roland was seeing the earl thrusting his fingers intothe girl's body to feel if her maidenhead were still intact. To humiliate another thus was incomprehensi-ble to him, particularly a girl who had no recourse but to accept the shame of it.
"Colchester isn't the only unwedded man in thekingdom," Roland said mildly. "Wed her to another. She's an heiress, I gather. Most men aren't so absolute in their requirements for a wife, I doubt."
"She is to wed Colchester, none other. It is the onlymatch I will accept."
And then, finally, Roland understood. The Earl of Reymerstone had made an agreement with the Earl of Colchester, and what he would gain in the marriage mattered more to him than the dowry. Roland won-dered what the bargain was that the two men had struck.
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"If she's a virgin when I rescue her, she will be a virgin when she arrives here."
"Excellent. If she isn't, then I will kill her and you as well, de Tournay, and I will keep her dowry for myself, since there is nothing else for me."
Roland believed he would most certainly try. He nodded curtly and remounted Cantor. He was on his way to London now, to see the king; then he would ride to Cornwall. He needed to see Graelam de Moreton; then he wanted to visit Thispen-Ladock, just to look at the stone walls and the green hills, just to stroll through the inner bailey and speak to all thepeople, and know that what he was doing would make this possible for him. He had the time, and in the next two weeks he would make all his plans. He would travel northward from Cornwall to the southeast cor-ner of Wales to Tyberton Castle, domain of the Claressince Duke William's conquest of England. He knew now how he would present himself to Edmond of Clare. He smiled, seeing himself in this new role. Healso admitted, his smile widening, that he had a bit of studying to do before he arrived at Tyberton Castle.
Tyberton Castle, on the River Wye May 1275
Ena lightly slapped the folds of Daria's silk gown into a more pleasing shape. "There, 'tis lovely ye are now.But the man will find ye lovely as well, the good Lord above knows that. Ye'll take care, won't ye, little mistress?"
"Aye," Daria said. Ena's warnings, admonitions, andportents were daily fare and their impact had dimmedwith repetition. Edmond of Clare was surely bent onravishment, and today would be the day. But he didn'travish her, and the days went by. Slowly, so very slowly.She wished to heaven that Ena wouldn't call her "little mistress." It was what he called her, and she hated it. She'd been here since the twelfth of March, nearly twomonths now, and she wanted to scream with the bore-dom, the fear, with the awful tension that would never leave her. She was a prisoner and she didn't know what her captor wanted of her. At the beginning,she'd spoken from her terror, not measuring the possi-ble consequences of her words. She asked him, fear making her voice harsh, "If you ransom me, will you let me go? Is it just my dowry you want? Why don't you say something? Why don't you tell me?"
Edmond of Clare had slapped her, not really all thathard, but hard enough so that she'd felt the pain of it throughout her body and she'd reeled with the force of it, nearly falling to her knees. He watched the pain take her for a few moments, then said easily, thismatter of her impertinence duly handled, "You will do as I tell you and you will ask me no more questions. Now, little mistress, would you like to eat some delicious stewed lamb?"
He baffled her. She feared him, yet he hadn't struckher since that first time. Of course she'd tried to give him no provocation. She saw violence in him, leashed in her presence, but she could feel it, just as she'd always felt it in her Uncle Damon. She saw his controltested once when a servant had spilled some thickly sauced meat on his arm. She saw the vein jump in histhroat, saw his clenched fists, but his voice issued forthmild, and his reproof was gentle. Then why, she'd wondered, had the servant looked like he was shortly to die and was wonderfully surprised when he hadn't?
She still didn't know anything. If he was ransoming her, as she had to assume that he was, she didn't know what he'd demanded; she didn't know if her uncle had responded. She didn't know anything, and it was infu-riating and frustrating. And then she would think: all he did was slap me. And she decided she would askhim again. She wouldn't demand, she would ask softly, something she should have learned to do with her uncle. Ah, but it galled her to be the supplicant.
Ena stepped back and folded her arms over her scrawny chest. "Ye've grown, a good inch taller ye are, Page 14
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and look at yer ankles, poking out over yer feet,and that gown of yers pulls across yer breasts. Ye must have new gowns, at least cloth so ye can sew yerself
something that will fit ye. Ask the earl to fetch ye me nice woolen cloth—" "That's quite enough, Ena. I won't demand cloth for new gowns. I care not if my ankles offend you—it matters not to me." "Ah, if only we could leave here and ye could wed with Ralph of Colchester as ye were supposed to." Daria shivered at that gruesome thought. "I would rather become a nun."
These sarcastically spoken impious words brought aloud groan from Ena and a quick crossing over her chest. "Ralph of Colchester was to be yer husband! If he was weak, he would still have been yer husband, and that makes all the difference. He's no savagemarauder who should have been a priest, a crazy man who holds ye prisoner and makes ye pray in his damp chapel until yer knees are cramped and bruised red!" "I wonder," Daria mused aloud, ignoring her maid,"I do wonder if Ralph of Colchester will still wish to marry me. 'Tis a matter of the size of my dowry, I think, not the question of my virtue or my captor's virtue. That and how much his father needs my coin. 'Tis an interesting question, though. Mayhap I'll ask the earl."
That brought a louder shriek from Ena, and Daria lightly patted her arm. "Nay, I jest. Don't carry on so."
She turned and walked to the narrow window,only a narrow arrow slit actually, with a skin hangingabove it to be lowered when the weather was foul. For the past three days the sun had shone down warm and bright.
But Daria shivered. She stared down into the innerbailey of Tyberton Castle. It was a huge fortress, its denizens numbering into the hundreds, and there were people and animals and filth everywhere. The only time there was quiet was on Sundays. The earl heldservices and all were required to attend for the endless hours. Until a week ago.
Edmond of Clare was devoutly religious. He spent the hours from five in the morning until seven on his knees in the cold Tyberton chapel. Then his priest held a private Mass for him and only for him, for which all the castle folk were grateful. The earl had been on a rampage for the past four days, for his priest had left Tyberton during a storm one night and no one knew why.
Daria knew why, as, she suspected, did most of the inhabitants of Tyberton, though they would never sayso. The priest had no calling for such sacrifice as Claredemanded. He was fat and lazy and all the services had finally ground him down. He'd hated the cold dark chapel, hated the endless hours of absolving the Earl of Clare. Daria had heard him mumble about it,complaining bitterly that he would die of frozen lungs before the winter was out.
Well, now the chapel was empty. There was no mumbled illiterate Latin service to suffer through, no chilled bones from the damp cold air blowing through the thick gray stonesfrom the River Wye. No more suffering for the nose, for the priest had smelled as foul as the refuse pile at the back of the castle. The fellow was gone. All were relieved except the earl.
Daria had found it odd, though, that the earl, such a fanatic in matters of the soul, didn't speak a bit of Latin. The priest had slurred his words, creating them from the sounds he knew the earl would accept, for he himself couldn't pronounce half of them properly and the earl seemed not to notice.
Daria spoke and read Latin, as did her mother, who'd been her teacher. She'd said nothing to the earl Page 15
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about it. She turned at the knock on her small chamber door. was one of the earl's men, a thin-faced youth named Clyde who had the habit of looking at Daria as if she were a Christmas feast and he a man begging to stuff himself. She simply stared at him, not moving.
"The earl wishes to see ye," he said, and as hespoke, his eyes traveled down her body, stopping only when they reached the pointed toes of her leather slippers.
She merely nodded, still not moving, waiting for Clyde to leave, which he finally did, his expressionsour.
Once she'd moved to do his bidding, only to feel his hands on her as she passed him.
"Ye be careful, young mistress," Ena hissed in her ear. "Ye stay out of his reach. Pray until yer tongue falls out, but keep away from him."
"Please," Daria said, shook off Ena's hand, and leftthe chamber. She lifted her skirts as she stepped care-fully down the deeply cut stone steps that wound down- ward into the great hall of Tyberton. There were onlythree men in the hall and one of them was Edmond ofClare. He was speaking in a low voice to his master-at-arms, a Scotsman named MacLeod. Daria watched Edmond make a point with his hands, and shivered, remembering when his right hand, palm open, had struck her cheek. He was a big man, with the fierce red hair of his Scottish mother and the dark Celticeyes of his father. His complexion was white as a deadman's. He usually spoke softly, which made it all the more unsettling when he suddenly exploded in a rage.He was a giant of a man, his chest the width of a tree trunk, the lower part of his pale white face coveredwith a curling Ted beard. He was handsome in a sav-age sort of way, Daria would give him that, but she'dheard that his wife, dead for only six months now, herinfant son with her, had lived in fear of him. She was inclined to believe it.
She didn't move, but rather waited until he noticed her, which he did. "Come hither," he called. "I have gained us a new priest. His name is Father Corinthian and he will say Mass for us tomorrow. He is a Benedictine."
Daria walked forward, noticing the priest in his cheap wool cowl for the first time. "Father," she said.
"My child," said Father Corinthian. He pulled backthe hood from his monk's cowl and took her hand.
Daria felt a shock that drove the color from her face.She wanted to pull her hand away, but she didn't.
She looked into the priest's dark eyes and she knew him.
She knew him to the very depths of her, and it wasas terrifying as it was unexpected, this amazing and overwhelming knowledge, and she was consumed with dark feelings that she couldn't comprehend and that made her reel with their force. Here was somethingthat was fearful yet real, and it was overpowering.
For the first time in her life, Daria fainted, collapsing in a heap to the rush-strewn floor.
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Dariaawoke with Ena crouched over her, her face parchment white, her lips trembling with fear and prayers. "I'm all right," Daria said, and then turned her face away. But she wasn't all right; something had hap-pened that she didn't understand. It was frightening. No, nothing was all right. "But, little mistress, what happened? The earl just carried you here. He said naught. Did he speak harshly you or strike you in front of that new priest? Did you speak sharply to him? Did he—?"
"Please, Ena, take your leave. The earl did nothing to me. I wish to rest. Leave me now."
The old woman sniffed and retreated to the far corner of the chamber. Daria stared toward the nar-row window. A shaft of bright sunlight knifed through,illuminating dust motes in its wake. What had hap-pened to her in the great hall was inexplicable. Thepriest, that beautiful young man who was a Benedic- tine, a young man who was dedicated to God . . . and she'd somehow known him, recognized him, felt his very being deep inside of her. How could that be? It made no sense.
It had happened but once before in her seventeenyears, this prescience, this foreknowledge, this tide of feeling that had been the curse of her grandmother, abent old woman who'd died howling curses at her son and daughters. A crazy old woman with wild stringy hair and mad eyes, eyes the same color green as were hers.
When Daria was twelve her mother had told herthat her father would be coming home to them shortly to visit with them until he left for the Holy Land. He was currently in London, fighting in a tourney. It was in that instant Daria saw her father, handsome andawesomely forbidding in his gleaming silver armor, astride his destrier, and he was charging, his visor down, lance at the ready. She saw him as clearly as she saw her mother who stood in front of her, staringand silent. She saw his lance buffeted to the side, saw him lifted off his destrier's back and flung into the dirt. She saw the other man's destrier rear back in fright and come crashing down on her father's head.She heard the crunching of the metal, the smashing of bone, and she screamed with the sight of it, the soundof it, the dark feel of it in her. mind, the bloody horror of it. And she'd told her mother what she'd seen, buther mother had somehow known she was seeing something, and she was already as pale as the wimple that hid her beautiful auburn hair. "No," her mother had whispered; then she'd left Daria, nearly running, and Daria had known her mother was afraid of her in that moment.
And the word had reached them five days later. Herfather's body followed three days after that, and he was buried on the family hillock, his body never againseen by his wife because the destrier had smashed his skull under his hooves.
Now it had happened again. Only this time it wasn'tdeath and terror and pain that wouldn't cease. This time it was a strange shock of recognition, a knowing of another person she'd never seen before. She didn't understand what it meant or how to account for it or explain it. Was this poor young priest to die?
She didn't think so, but she simply didn't know. But she'd looked at him and felt something deep within her move, open, and then he'd taken her hand as any priest might, and the touch of him had pierced into her, leaving her naked and raw, confused feelings flooding through her.
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And like a lackwit, she'd fainted. She'd fainted in front of the earl, and she'd known even as she'd felt herself falling that she was still gaping at the young priest.
There came a knock on the chamber door. Daria turned to see Ena speed to the door and open it slightly to peer out. She heard Edmond of Clare'svoice. He pushed Ena out of his way, nearly knocking the old woman to the floor, and strode into the room.
"You're awake," he said, looking down at her from his great height. "What happened to you? Are you sickening with something?"
She shook her head, fearing in that moment what might come out of her mouth if she spoke.
"Then what?" Should she tell him that her grandmother had died ad, died cursed as a witch, and that mayhap she was witch too? Tell him that the priest who'd shriven her grandmother had been pale and stammering with fear the presence of that mad old woman? "I am sorry upset you. I just suddenly felt faint. The Benedic-tine priest ... he is to remain here at Tyberton?" "Aye. I wanted you to meet him, but you fell at our feet, and the poor young fellow was naturally con-cerned. You frightened him, and now I must wonder ifyou did it apurpose, to beg his help, mayhap? To beg his assistance to help you escape me?" "No." "I did not really think so. You haven't the guile, Daria, to gain your ends through perfidy." She stared at him, wondering how he could come to believe she was so transparent. She prayed a momentwould come when she would best him with her perfidy.
"He appears a pious and learned young man," Ed-mond of Clare continued after a moment. "The Benedictines spawn dedicated priests, from what I hear. Hewill remain here in my service."
"What is his name?"
"He said the name given him at the Benedictineabbey was Father Corinthian. He will hold a Mass for us on the morrow morning. You and I will attend, noone else. My soul is needful of cleansing. As for yours, your sheltered youth sustains you, but still God's word will not come amiss to your ears."
Daria didn't want to see the young priest again, and yet at the same time she wanted to see him, touch him, just once more, just to see if the first time hadbeen a vague aberration, an accident brought about by her fear and frustration at her captivity.
He was a priest, this man who wasn't a man. He wasGod's man, God's weapon, God's gift to man. "I will come to the chapel," she said, and Edmond of Clare stared down at her silently for another long moment, lightly touched his fingers to her hair. "So soft you are," he said, then left her.
She lay there frozen. There was no meanness in his look or his light touch, but a certain tenderness, and itterrified her. It wasn't lust, yet there was lust in it, and something else far more harmful as well. She closed her eyes. Her heart pounded loudly.
That evening at the late meal, she came slowly into the great hall, glad for its loudness, its sheer numberof people, for their very presence was a sort of protec- tion for her. She saw Edmond already seated in his Page 18
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great chair, the new priest seated at his left. The chair to his right—her chair—was empty. Her step lagged. She couldn't take her eyes off the priest. She saw inthe rich light of the flambeaux that his dark hair shone clean and silky. He was dressed simply, but unlike other priests she'd known, both he and his clothingwere clean. Even in the loose tunic, she could tell thathe was lean and well-formed; his didn't seem to be thebody of a man who partook only of spiritual exercise.He looked fit and active, a man who could just aseasily take his place as a knight and a warrior. But his face held her and she couldn't take her eyes off him asshe walked slowly through the throngs of people to thedais. His features were finely hewn, from his archedblack brows to the cleft in his chin. He was nearlydark as an Arab, his eyes nearly black as his hair. As he spoke, he used his hands, eloquent narrow hands,to make a point. His expression was intelligent, and more than that, it was clever. He was a priest, surely,but he was a handsome man, and to look upon himgave one pleasure. Suddenly he looked up and saw her, and his face stilled.
To her utter stupefaction, she felt that same shockof recognition explode inside her. She felt bare and exposed, yet she realized in that moment that he didn't see what was there for him to see and understand andtake. Aye, take. She saw him stare at her, and hecocked his head to one side in silent question. He hadfelt nothing; he must believe her mad.
She quickly lowered her eyes and made her wayquietly to her chair.
Edmond of Clare nodded at her, saw that her tren-cher was filled, then turned his attention back to the priest. He didn't appear to have noticed anything amiss.
Roland chewed for a long while on the stewed pieceof beef. He needed to give himself time to regain his wits. He saw Daria seat herself on Clare's right, sawher lower her eyes to her trencher.
He heard Clare ask him a question, and he re-sponded. He'd escaped from Clare's company as soonas he could this afternoon after the girl had fallen into a faint at his feet. He'd seen the utter bewilderment in her eyes when she'd turned to look at him, the obvious shock she felt upon seeing him, touching his hand.
It was passing strange, and he was inclined to thinkthe girl bereft of wits. It was as if she'd known him, as if she recognized him, but that wasn't possible. He'dnever seen her before in his life. And he would have remembered.
She was passing fair. He'd found her pleasant to look at, surely, nothing more or less. Her featureswere clear and delicately drawn, satisfying the taste of most men, and yet she wasn't beautiful in the purity and perfection of her features. There was strength inher face, a natural vitality that was now dimmed from her captivity. Her dark hair was as her uncle haddescribed it—filled with the rich deep colors of autumn
—but even her hair appeared dulled. Her eyes were a pure green that seemed to lighten or darken with her changing mood. This afternoon they'd been as dark as the turbulent Irish Sea in the dawn. Now they were light and soft. She was reed slender, slight of build,but her chin was held high, showing her dignity, her training as a lady. But there was strength and courage in her, he knew it. There was a hollowness in hercheeks, a drawn look about her, again a sign of her captivity.
Perhaps he could even understand why Edmond of Clare wanted to take her as his wife. Perhaps the manhad seen the promise in her, the grit. Even as he thought it, Roland shook his head. No, the earl saw a young girl in splendid health who would produce hima string of fine sons. If he were lucky, she wouldn't die in childbed as had his first two wives. Then Rolandsaw again in his mind's eye her insensible shock upon seeing him. Perhaps it was an attack of bile on her part and not a lack of wit. He prayed it was so, He'd even questioned himself as to his role; had she per-haps seen through him? Seen him as a fraud and a liar? Not believed him a priest for the barest second?
Edmond of Clare put further questions to him, and he replied easily and fluently, for he'd studied his role Page 19
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for the past two weeks, bending on it with all his concentration. He couldn't afford to make mistakes. His life hung in the balance, as did hers. He rather liked the name Father Corinthian; it had a very East-ern sound to it that pleased the aesthetic part of him. But this wretched girl . . . whatever had been wrong with her this afternoon? He would get her out of here soon and he'd get her home even sooner.
He shivered and took another bite of the overlysalted stewed beef. He had to find out if she was still a virgin. He thought that she was. From what he knew already of Edmond of Clare, the man, whatever else he was, appeared to understand honor. The girl didn't look in the least abused.
What she did look was bewildered. She didn't face him once during the long meal. Roland determined he would discover the cause of her stupefaction as soonas possible. He passed his evening discussing theologi- cal questions with Edmond of Clare. What seemed to prey on the earl's mind was the issue of man's loyalty to another man versus his loyalty to God. Roland quickly discovered that the earl wasn't a stupid man. He also quickly learned that the earl spent the bulk ofhis time immersing his mind in religious matters, and thus knew more about Church dogma than did Ro-land. If Roland hadn't been so facile of tongue, he would have found himself several times in grave difficulties.
At one point the earl leaned back in his chair andstroked his thick fingers through his equally thick red beard. "You met the young lady, Daria," he said at last. "I intend to wed her the last day of this month."
"Ah," Roland said, smiling. "That brings up an interesting question, does it not? A man's loyalty to a woman, namely his wife."
"Absurd," said Edmond of Clare, shrugging. "Womenare of little worth, save as vessels for a man's seed, and my first two wives failed even at that. They both died, taking their infants with them. You would think they could have left the babes alive, but they didn't,curse their selfishness. But Daria, the girl looks healthy and fit to bear me sons."
Roland felt astonishment at the earl's words. He'dheard men vow before their peers that women were naught but chattel, but to say a woman was selfishbecause her babe died with her? It passed all bounds.
"Who is she?" he asked, taking a sip of wine from his flagon. "She already seems the mistress, since she is obviously a lady."
The earl answered readily, without hesitation, "Theniece of a man I have wanted to kill for five years. But with her as my wife, he will be safe from me, curse hisrotted soul. It is the compromise I am willing to make.She also brings me a great dowry. I suppose I mustforget my revenge upon the uncle with the niece as my wife. Unless, of course, I can get my hands on himwith no one knowing of it." The earl fell silent, hisexpression brooding, as if he weren't completely pleasedwith the bargain he had made. He said suddenly,"Is it your belief, Father, that if a man fully intends to marry a woman, it is still a sin for him to bed the woman before they are joined in God's eyes?"
Roland felt no astonishment at this question. He felta surge of raw anger, and oddly enough, a bit of amusement. Edmond of Clare was a man who hatedto give in to lust, and if he did, he wanted it condoned and excused by God. But if he did take Daria beforeRoland could get her away from Tyberton . . . Roland wasn't stupid or naive, and he knew that Damon Le Mark, once he knew for a certainty she was no longera virgin, would kill her just as he'd said he would. He wanted her back only because of Colchester and what the marriage would bring him, the coveted lands to extend his own acres. And it was only the lands that drew him more than the great dowry. But Colchester wouldn't have her marry his son if her maidenhead had been rent, and thus Damon Le Mark would haveto content himself with her money. To get it, he would have to rid himself of his niece.
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Roland brought his wits to bear on the earl's ques-tion. He said with all the firmness a priest should have at his command, and prayed it was enough, "A man's lust is a matter that should not concern his wife or thelady who will soon be his wife. If he must needs slake his lust, he should do it on another female, one of lesser account."
Edmond of Clare muttered something under his breath but presented no arguments. The interminable evening finally ended in his saying prayers over the assembled men and women of Tyberton. He wanted to impress the Benedictine priest. He fancied he did it well. He noticed that most of the people remaining in the hall appreciated his efforts toward their spiritual salvation. Only a few of the louts fidgeted and leaned from one side to the other. He would see them punished.
Roland bade the girl, Daria, good night, and watchedher leave the hall. He prayed he'd saved the girl's maidenhead for another day with his priestly edict.He slept that night in a small niche off the solar, warm enough, but he would wager that in the dead of wintera man's bones would be chilled to the marrow pressedagainst the cold damp stones, even wrapped in a dozen blankets.
It was six o'clock in the morning and Roland wasclean and cowled and vigorously awake. Latin hummed on his tongue. Since he was a small boy, Roland had always preferred the early mornings. His mind was sharper, his wits more acute, his body supple andstrong and ready for action. He made his way quickly to the damp and depressing chapel.
The Tyberton chapel was long and narrow, withseveral wooden carved saints decorating the nave, each rivaling the other in varying stages of gruesome mar- tyrdom. It was damp and cold in the chapel and Roland could feel the early-morning fog from the River Wye waft through the thick gray stones. He thought again of his goal: the keep and the lands he was pur-chasing in Cornwall. The keep itself was small, but it was finely built and was safe and snug and warm, situated nearer the southern coast rather than the sav-age and barren northern coast. It would be his oncehe'd returned the girl safely to her uncle and collected the other half of his fee. By all the saints, he wishedthis were over and he was there, tilling his own fields, repairing his own walls, filling his own granaries.
He waited impatiently for the earl and Daria toarrive, the Mass filtering through his mind. He knew much of it by heart now, not that it mattered over-much. Edmond of Clare spoke no Latin, just parroted the responses; he'd made sure of that when he'd ques-tioned the earl's former priest, a fat lout who was delighted to take the coin offered to escape Tyberton and its fanatic owner. As for the rest of the castle denizens, they could scarce speak the King's English, from what Roland had heard.
The girl, Daria, came first into the chapel. She wasdressed Warmly, a thick wool cloak covering her gown. It was apparent that she'd been in this chapel manytimes before. Her head was covered by a soft white wimple. Her eyes were downcast. She was either veryreligious or she was purposefully avoiding looking athim. He stared hard at her until she finally looked up. He saw uncertainty writ clear on her face, blank sur-prise in her eyes as she looked at him. And there it was again, that odd way she stared at him.
He started to speak, but Edmond of Clare strode in at that mo-ment. He offered Daria his arm and escorted her to the first bench facing the nave and the priest.
"Father," Edmond said, his voice low and sonorous and infinitely respectful.
Roland nodded benignly. "Be seated, my children, and we will praise the Lord's bounty and laud his beneficence on the Feast of Devotion." He crossed himself and regarded his two supplicants with bland favor. Once they were seated, he began, his voice fluent and low: Nos autem gloriari oportet in cruce Domini nostriJesu Christi: in quo est salus, vita, et resurrectionostra: Page 21
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per quem salvati, et liberati sum us.
Daria felt the pure sweet tones of the Latin fill her. He spoke beautifully, his voice low and soothing. It was obvious to her that he was learned, unlike many priests, who were illiterate, for he understood what he was saying and gave feeling to the sentiments. As he spoke, she translated his words in her mind.
"... But it behooves us to glory in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ: in whom is our salvation, life, and resurrection: by whom we are saved and delivered . . ."
Alleluia, alleluia. Deus misereatur nostri, et benedicat nobis: illuminet vultum suum super nos, et misereatur nostri. Gloria Patri.
It was beautiful, the words and his voice, and shecouldn't take her eyes from his face, his beautiful face that wasn't a man's face, not really, but the face of God at this moment, his speech God's speech, the near-hypnotic movement of his hands binding her and making the earl beside her draw in his breath with the moving beauty of it ". . . Alleluia, alleluia. May Godhave mercy on us and bless us: may he cause the light of his countenance to shine upon us, and may he have mercy on us. Glory to the Father."
Hoc enim sentite in vobis, quod et in ChristeJesu: Qui cum in forma Dei esset, non rapinamarbitratus est esse se aequalem Deo: sed seme- tipsum . . .
The words continued to flow from his mouth throughher mind: "... Let this mind be in you, which wasalso in Christ Jesus: who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God: but emptied himself ..."
Father Corinthian paused, oddly, then resumed, hisvoice lower, his pace quickened.
Neque auribus neque oculie satis consto . . .
Daria's head whipped up and she stared at him. Hislook was limpid, his hands raised, even as he repeatedyet again:
Neque auribus neque oculie satis consto . . .
No, it wasn't possible, yet she hadn't mistaken hiswords. Her lips parted and she stared at him, even as he said again, in Latin,"I am losing my eyesight and getting deaf."
Hostis in cervicibus alicuinus est. . .
She whispered the words in English, "The foe is at our heels."
Nihil tibi a me postulanti recusabo . . . Optate mini contingunt . . . Quid de me net? . . . Naves ex porta solvunt . . . Nostri circiter centum ceciderunt . . . Dulce lignanum, dulces clavos, dulcia ferens pondera: quae sola fuisti dignasustinere regem caelorum, et Domininum. Alleluia.
"I will refuse you nothing . . . My wishes are beingfulfilled . . . What will become of me? . . . The ships sail from the harbor . . . About a hundred of our men fell . . . Sweet wood, sweet nails, bearing a sweet weight: which alone were worthy to bear the king of heaven and the Lord. Alleluia."
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Daria's expression was one of astonishment and amazement. She quickly realized that the earl, his head raised in proud arrogance before his God, his eyes closed in exaltation, hadn't realized that his new priest, his learned and erudite Benedictine, had been having a fine time mixing the Mass with a layman's Latin.
But he hadn't done it in the manner of the last priest. No, this man was educated, and he had the ability to juggle and to substitute, but . . .
The remainder of the Mass went quickly, and the priest seemed to have gathered his memory together, for he made no more references to foes or cut-off heads.
He blessed the earl and Daria, saying, his arms raised, "Dominos vobiscum," and the earl replied by rote to the priest's exhortation of the Lord be with you wi th "Et cum spiritu tuo." Father Corinthian looked at Daria expectantly, and she said softly,"Capilli horrent." Roland nearly lost his ale and bread and his bland expression, so taken aback was he. There was no expression on her face as she repeated, not the ex-pected "Et cum spiritu tuo" but again "Capilli horrent." His hair stands on end. The little twit knew Latin! By all the saints, she was mocking him, she could give him away! He looked palled, as well he might; then he caught himself as heard her say clearly, "Bene id tibi vertat." He bowed his head, her words buzzing with the Latin Mass in his mind. I wish you all success in the matter. Roland stepped back and raised his hands. "Deo arias." He smiled at the earl, who looked as if God himself had just conferred honors upon him.
"Thank you, Father, thank you. My soul rejoices that you are here." The earl rubbed his large hands together. "Aye, I feared whilst there was no man of God in my castle, feared for my own soul and the souls of my people."
He turned to Daria and said, his tone disapproving,"You said something I did not recognize as a re-sponse. What was it?"
She didn't pale; she didn't change expression. She said, "It was nonsense. I couldn't remember what to repeat, and thus conjured up the sounds. I am sorry, my lord, Father, it was disrespectful of me."
The earl's face grew even more stiff with disap-proval. " 'Tis blasphemous to do such a thing. I shallhave the good Father Corinthian teach you the properresponses, and you will learn them now. It is shameful not to know them, Daria."
She bowed her head submissively.
"Yes, my lord."
"Your uncle was remiss in his responsibilities towardyou. You will spend the next hour with Father Corin-thian."
"Yes, my lord."
The earl nodded once again to Roland and took his leave. They were alone in the dank chapel.
"Who are you?"
"That is quick and to the point," Roland remarked, his eyes on the closed chapel door. "Let me make certain no one is about outside."
"It wouldn't matter if there were a dozen men lis-tening at the door. This wretched chapel is sound as a Page 23
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crypt, the door nearly as thick as the stone of the walls."
Nonetheless Roland strode to the door, opened it, and slowly closed it again. He turned to face her.
"Who are you?" she repeated.
"You speak Latin."
"Yes, I speak Latin. 'Twas something you didn't expect."
"No I didn't. You didn't give me away to the earl. May I assume that you still wish to escape him?"
She nodded and asked again, "Who are you?"
"I am sent by your uncle to rescue you. As you know now, I am no Benedictine priest."
She gave him a dazzling, perfectly wicked smile thatrocked him back on his heels. He thought he'd made aperfectly adequate priest, damn her impertinence. He was frowning, but she forestalled him. "But you arean educated man, unlike the previous priest, who could barely string together sounds that resembled Latin. The earl, of course, didn't know any better. Did you get rid of him?"
"Yes, 'twas quite easy, for he was miserable here at Tyberton, and most willing to accept a bit of coin for his absconding. You recognized me, then, yesterdaywhen you fainted? You knew I was no priest from just looking at me? That is why you turned so pale and collapsed?"
She shook her head and looked embarrassed. "I don't know why . . . that is, I didn't know you then, and yet I did know you, perhaps even better than I know myself." That sounded like utter drivel, she thought. She ground to a painful halt and looked up at him for his reaction. Again, that shock of knowledge, that feeling that he was there, deep inside her, part of her, and she took a step back. She wasn't making sense and he would think her utterly mad.
"What is it? Do I frighten you?"
"Yes," she said. "I don't understand this."
Roland chose for the moment to ignore her mysteri-ous words. Indeed he didn't understand any of what she'd said and didn't have time at present to seek enlightenment. "As I said, I am here to rescue you." "I don't wish to marry Ralph of Colchester. He is lewd and weak and without character."
Roland frowned at her. "That is something that hasnothing to do with me. Your uncle is paying me to bring you back, and that is what I shall do. What happens to you then is up to your uncle. He is your guardian. It is his decision. No female should have the power to decide who her husband will be. It would lead the world into chaos."
"This world you men have ruled since the beginningof time stews continuously in chaos. What more harm or disaster could women bring to bear?"
"You speak from ignorance. Mayhap your uncleisn't wise or compassionate, but it is the way of things.
It's natural that you submit."
Daria sighed. He was naught but a man, like all the other men who had come into her life. Men ruled and Page 24
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women obeyed. It was a pity and it brought her pain,which she promptly dismissed. This man whom she knew, this man who didn't know her, also didn't care what happened to her. Why should he? This absurdrecognition was all on her side, these bewildering feel- ings had naught to do with him. It came to her then that once he'd gotten her free of Edmond of Clare, she could then escape from him. He cared not, after all, what became of her.
"You have not yet told me your name."
"You may call me Roland."
"Ah, like Charlemagne's fearsomely brave Roland. When do we leave, sir?"
Rolandrocked back on his heels at that. "Just like that? You believe me? You will go with me? You require no more proof?"
Daria shook her head, smiling at him, that dazzling, innocent, yet strangely knowing smile. "Of course I believe you. I am pleased you aren't a priest."
"Why?"
She wanted to tell him that she was delighted that he was a just a man, a man of the world, and not a man of God, but she didn't. He would truly believe her mad. She shook her head again, saying, "My mother, did you see her? Is she all right? You went to Reymerstone Castle?"
"Yes, and your mother appeared well. You havesomething of the look of her, not her coloring, but something of her expression. If I recall aright, your father was dark as a Neapolitan."
"You knew my father?"
"As a young man in King Edward's company, aye, Iknew him, as did most of the young knights. Sir Jameswas brave and trustworthy. It is a pity he died soinopportunely. Edward missed him sorely in the Holy Land."
The chapel door suddenly opened and the earl reap-peared. "Well, girl? Tell me the correct response."
Daria didn't change expression. She repeated swiftly,her eyes lowered meekly, "Et cum spiritu tuo."
The earl nodded. "Well said. I am pleased with you. I have never agreed that women had not the ability to learn, and you have proved me correct. Do you agreewith your brothers, Father?"
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Roland looked benignly upon Daria as he wouldupon a dog who had just performed a trick well. He smiled to himself as he said in a pontifical voice,"Women can learn to mouth words—in any language—if they are allowed sufficient time for repetition. 'Tis doubtful she gleans the true meaning, but God is understanding and forgiving of his most feeble creation."
The earl nodded and Daria ground her teeth.
"You will come with me now, Daria," the earlcontinued. "A tinker is here and I wish you to select apiece of finery you wish to have. You will become mywife at the end of the month, and thus I wish to show you my favor."
She stared at him dumbfounded, and Roland waited,tense and anxious, but she said nothing, merely nod-ded and followed the earl docilely from the chapel. Only when they were alone did she touch the earl'ssleeve to gain his attention. She looked up at him, her expression puzzled, and said, unable to keep her sur-prise to herself, "This is why you kidnapped me, mylord? You wished to wed me?"
The incredulity in her voice was understandable, as was her question, though it bordered on impertinence.He decided to deal gently with her this time. "Nay, little one, I took you in revenge against your uncle, who is a man I detest above most men. At first Idemanded your dowry as a ransom. Then, your grace-ful presence has made my heart quicken in my breast, and I changed my demand to him. He will send me his own priest and your dowry by the end of May and we will be wedded. Then he will be safe from my ven- geance." He frowned even as the words came out of his mouth. "Mayhap not.
Mayhap I shall change my mind, for Damon Le Mark is a poisonous snake to be crushed."
"What did you tell him you would do if he refusedyour demand? Did you threaten to murder me?"
The earl reacted swiftly, for this was beyond what inhis mind was permissible for a woman, particularly fora woman who would be his wife. He struck her with his open palm on her cheek and she reeled backward,her shoulder striking the doorway, sending pain jolting through her body.
"Keep your pert tongue in your mouth, Daria! I will tell you what you need to know, and it will be enoughfor you. No more of your insolence—it displeases me,as it must displease our Lord."
It was odd this rage she felt. It wasn't the same shefelt toward her uncle. This rage burned hot within her, but she also saw Edmond of Clare as apart from the awful anger he'd brought her. Her uncle was pur-posely cruel. Worse, he pleased himself with cruelty and the suffering of others, whereas Edmond of Claresimply saw her—a female—as a being to be constantly corrected and admonished, for her benefit, not be-cause it gave him demented pleasure. He believed devoutly in God, at least in a God that suited his ownconvictions and expectations, and saw it as his duty to teach her the proper way of behaving. Her rage sim- mered and she sought to control it.
Roland held himself back in the shadows. It re-quired all his control to do so. He'd heard her ques-tion of Clare and seen him strike her.
He didn't particularly wish to, but he found that he admired her in that moment. He saw the grit in her that would grow stronger as she gained years, if only she would be given the least encouragement and op-portunity. She didn't cry. She didn't speak. She merelystraightened her clothing and stood there stolid and silently proud, waiting for the earl to tell her his bidding. Roland wondered how many times he'd struckher during her captivity, to show her a woman's place. He must get her away from here, quickly.
Not onlywas the earl growing perilously close to ravishing her, he just might injure her badly in a fit of rage.
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During the remainder of the day, Roland examinedthe castle and found the escape route he would use.
He learned that Daria had her maid with her, but he knew the older woman would hold them back and they wouldn't have a good chance of escaping if they took her with them. The old woman would have to stay here. If Daria protested, he would simply . . . What would he do? Strike her, as did Edmond of Clare? He shook his head on that thought.
That evening the earl again monopolized him sothat he had no opportunity of speaking privately with Daria. She no longer looked at him as if he were some sort of specter to be gawked at, or a man she'd seen before, perhaps in another place or in another time. Still, though, she tended to avoid his eyes, and it bothered him because he didn't understand her.
"There is a debate that fascinates me," the earl began as he moved a chess piece on the board be-tween them.
Roland moved his king's pawn forward in answer and waited. He'd learned the value of patience, the value of allowing the other man to speak first.
"Do women have souls? What do the Benedictines offer as their belief?"
"It is a matter of some debate, as you know. Even the Benedictine order finds itself in contention on the matter." Roland moved out his king's knight in reply to the earl's pawn move.
"True, true, but surely you, as a Benedictine, be-lieve that women should be chastised for disobedi-ence, for ill temper, for sloth or impiety?"
"Certainly, but 'tis a husband who applies the proper chastisement."
The earl drew back, his thick red brows knitting."She is nearly my wife. She is young and thus malleable, but still, because she carries the perversity of her gender, and the blood of a man whose heart rots withsin—I speak of her uncle, of course—she grows more impertinent as the days pass. She needs a man's cor-rection. I wish only to provide her proper guidance now."
"She is not yet your wife."
"Does it matter, if she has not a soul, what she is? Wife, harlot, maid?"
Roland's fingers tightened around his queen's bishop.He slowly moved the piece to the knight-five square. "It is my belief that women are creatures of God just as are men. They are made as we are—they possess arms, legs, a heart, a liver. They are the weaker, true,in body and mayhap in spirit as well. But they do have worth. They birth children and protect them with their lives, and thus their claim to God's grace is as great as is a man's. After all, my lord earl, we are unable to procreate ourselves; we are unable to suckle our chil-dren. 'Twas God who bestowed upon them these gifts,and it is these gifts that speak to our continuity and thus our immortality."
"You beset me with vain sophistry, Father, and address not my concern. Surely women are vessels,and they have breasts that carry milk, and wombs that hold babes, but are they more? I do not see their birthing us as God's gift to them, for they often die doing it. It also wastes a man's time. The two wives I have held as my own knew not honor or loyalty orfierceness of spirit. They were weak both of body and of mind. I never saw them as more than the means to continue myself."
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Roland remembered Joan of Tenesby. He saw her clearly in that moment and could swear, right now, that her fierceness of spirit had exceeded any man's he'd ever known. She'd destroyed those around her with an arrogance and ruthlessness that staggered himwith numbing awareness even now, nearly six years later.
"But you lust after the young Daria, do you not? You bought her finery from the tinker because you wished to please her, to flatter her vanity. But it was your vanity that enjoyed your purchases."
"You twist words, Father. This talk of vanity is an absurdity. As for my lust for the girl, well, God wills it so. If we were not driven to take what the female holds, we would not continue; thus it is our lust that is the true gift from God. God gives them to us and it is our right to use them when they are able.Indeed, it is our responsibility to beget our children in their wombs."
Roland smiled and said easily, even as he moved hisking's bishop, "Nay, my lord earl, 'tis you who are gifted with facile argument. You would make a good bishop." Roland suddenly realized that to move his bishop would irrevocably cripple the earl's position on the chessboard. He quickly retracted it.
"Leave it," the earl said, not seeing the danger fromthe move. Roland replaced the piece and sat back in his chair.
But the earl wasn't interested in the game, but inexpressing his own views. He tugged on his ear, cleared his throat, saying finally, "There is another matter, Father. Something that has bothered my spirit formany weeks now. Daria is young, as I said, but I findher occasionally frivolous, impious, exhibiting a wom- an's vanity. I can break her of these habits. But I now find that I doubt her virtue. You see, I know her uncle well, and he is a vile lecher. And I wonder again and again: Is she still a maiden? Or did her uncle give her to Ralph of Colchester when he visited Reymerstone Castle?"
Roland was shaking his head even before he said quickly, "Nay, her uncle would have protected her, not offered her to Colchester. Doubt it not."
The earl shook his head, unconvinced, not wanting to be convinced, Roland realized in a flash of insight.
"I have little trust for women. They seduce men with their beauty and their modest manners, which are really practiced and sly. Perhaps that is how she gained Colchester's favors. I must know before I wed her, I must know, and I will know."
"You must believe me, my lord. The girl is a maid. Her uncle would never have allowed Colchester to have her. She would have lost her worth, her good name, more, the good name of her family. It matters not that he is a vile lecher. He isn't stupid, is he?"
The Earl of Clare only shrugged. He didn't want to acknowledge the truth of his priest's words, Roland realized. Roland looked grim as he said, "Then what you want, my lord, is for the Church to bless your forcing of her before you take her to wive. You want the Church to bless this mad scheme of yours.
Truly, my lord earl, I cannot condone that. There is anothersolution, another way to have your question answered. You will allow me to ask her. I can see through falsehood, my lord. It is a gift I have. I will know if she lies or not. I will tell you true."
"And you will believe, Father, the words that flowfrom her mouth, or will you examine her for the truth of her vow?"
Roland very nearly rocked back in his chair with surprise and distaste. The earl seemed as vile as did Damon Le Mark. Did the earl really expect a man of God to examine a woman to discover if she still Page 28
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pos-sessed a maidenhead? He managed to say steadily enough, his eyes meeting the earl's straightly, "I will know, when she tells me, whether she speaks the truth."
Roland waited, his fingers so tense they whitened on his black queen. Finally the earl nodded.
"You will speak to her, then. Do it now, Father. I must know."
But the earl did not wish Roland to leave him to histask until they had finished their game of chess.
Ro-land wanted to trounce the earl but he guessed itwould not hold him in good stead. Thus, he blundereddeliberately, setting his queen in the path of the earl's white knight. It was over quickly.
"You play well, Father, but not as well as I. I willcontinue to give you instruction."
Roland drew on priestly reserves that must contain,he thought, a goodly supply of humility and deceit.
Henodded gravely. " 'Twill be an honor to be so instructed."
His meekness pleased the earl, and he added, "And I will think on your words, Father."
Roland yet again inclined his head. Ten minuteslater he was lightly knocking on Daria's bedchamber door.
It was opened by the maid, Ena.
"Is your mistress within?"
The old woman nodded. "He's sent you to her, Father?"
"Aye. I will speak with her. Alone."
The maid looked quickly back at Daria, then left the bedchamber.
Daria was on her feet and hurrying toward him."What has happened? Do we leave now? What do---?"
"Hush," he said, and took her hands in his, squeez-ing them. "The earl sends me here to speak with you.
He wishes me to ensure that you are still a virgin.''
She blinked at him.
It was answer enough, and he smiled down at her. "I know, think no more about it. The earl has unusual views regarding God's interest in his—the earl's—lust. Come, we must speak, and quickly, for I doubt notthat he will soon come to see the result of my question."
He was still holding her hands and she felt his vital-ity flow through into her and it made her tremble with anticipation. He seemed to sense something, and re-leased her hands. He took a step back, saying quickly,"I distrust the earl. He desires you mightily. Indeed he has spoken to me of taking you before you are wed-ded. I have tried to dissuade him, but I don't know if God's wishes will take precedence over his lust foryou, for as I said, he regards his wishes as one and the same as God's. We are leaving Tyberton tonight. Lis-ten to me, for we haven't much time."
Roland spoke low and quick, but he wasn't quick enough, for the door burst open and the earl strode into the bedchamber. He looked from his priest to Daria. They stood apart, and it seemed to him that Page 29
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Father Corinthian was speaking earnestly to her. Itseemed innocent enough, but he asked, his voice filled with suspicion, "Well, Father? Is she still a maid?"
"She is a maid," Roland said.
"That is what she tells you."
"No man has touched me!"
"You are a woman and are born with lies tremblingon your tongue. I wish to believe you, Father, but I find myself beset with doubts. When you left me, Iheard one of my men telling another that all the castle wenches wish to bed you. I will admit that I saw you not as a man before but solely as a priest. Perhaps I yield to false tidings, and if I do, God will surely punish me for it, yet I see you now as a man alone with her."
Roland quickly assumed his most pious pose. "Be-lieve me, I do not see your betrothed as a woman. I see her only as one of God's creatures, nothing more."
Roland spoke calmly, yet his heart pounded in hisbreast. He realized that the earl wasn't entirely sane.
Edmond of Clare drew a deep steadying breath. He'd behaved badly, he knew it. He'd let his jealousyof his Benedictine priest overcome his Christian sense.He would whip the man who'd spoken irreverently of the priest. But he found himself looking again at Daria. Her cheeks were very pale, her eyes dilated. He real-ized that it mattered not what she'd said to the priestor what the priest believed. He had made up his mind and he knew God approved his actions.
"I would examine her now," Edmond said, advanc-ing on her. "You will remain to testify that I do not ravish her, Father. And if she isn't a virgin, youwill also so testify so that I can then do as I will to with her, for it matters not what a whore wishes."
Roland cleared his throat and his voice rang stern and hard. "I forbid it, my son."
The earl stared at him as if he'd lost his wits. "I am lord here, Father Corinthian, and no other man, even be he a man of God, has the right to gainsay me, for my word is law. Do you understand me? Come, you will be my witness."
But Daria wasn't to submit without a struggle. Shegrabbed up her skirts and ran from the earl. He caught her quickly, his heavy arm around her waist, and he lifted her, carrying her to the narrow cot, and threw her down upon her back, knocking the breath out of her.
"Damn you, girl, hold still!" He lifted his hand to strike her into submission, saw the priest standingrigid with disapproval near to him, and slowly lowered his hand. He leaned down, his face close to hers. "Do as I tell you or I will beat you when the priest is gone."
He'd spoken softly, so that only she heard him. She felt his spittle on her throat. He was both enraged and determined.
"Please, my lord," she said, "please don't shame me. I am a maid. What have I done to deserve your distrust? Please do not shame me."
The earl paid no attention. He was as determined as he was excited, his groin twisting with painful need.
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He wanted to touch her, thrust his finger inside her, feel her soft woman's flesh. He felt sweat break out on his forehead, sweat from his growing lust. Daria feltone of his large hands on her belly, his fingers splayed outward, holding her flat, and his other hand waspulling at her wool skirt, yanking it up, Tipping it in his haste, and she felt the chill air on her thighs. She cried out and began to struggle, frantically trying to jerk away from him. His large hand clamped about her knee and squeezed. She cried out against the sudden pain.
"Make no more struggles! Lie still and I will be through quickly."
But she couldn't make herself lie there like a help-less creature, motionless and obedient to his will, whilsthe humiliated her, and looked at her and touched her.Not with Roland standing so close, looking wild and furious and nearly savage with rage. Then she realizedif she continued to fight him, Roland would attack him and most likely all would be lost. And Roland would die.
To acquiesce to this, the humiliation of it threatened to choke her, but she forced herself to still, closing hereyes against the knowledge of what he was going to doto her. It cost her dearly, but she held herself perfectlyrigid, enduring because she had to endure. The earl looked up at her, then grunted, pleased with her surrender.
And Roland understood. He hated watching this, hated the earl's hand touching her. He saw his large hand press her legs wide apart, saw his finger disap- pear between her thighs, and knew he was touching her. He shook with the compulsion to kill him, yet he knew, as did Daria, that they would have little or no chance to escape, not if he gave in to his fury and killed the earl now. He forced himself to stand there stiff and tense and mute, watching, and it was the hardest thing he had ever done in his life. The earl'sface was flushed dark with lust and his breathing was loud in the chamber.
Daria whimpered when one of the earl's thick fin-gers thrust inside her. As he probed deeper into her, she cried out with the pain of his roughness. He frowned at her and continued deeper, widening her, preparing her for his sex, for he had every intention of taking her soon, regardless. But he knew she was a maid, aye, he knew, but he'd wanted to touch her, to feel her soft flesh.
Finally he withdrew his finger from her body, and his hand from beneath her skirts. He jerked her gown down over her legs. "She is a maid," he said, and he looked down into her face as he spoke.
"Open your eyes, damn you! I will take you to wiveand you will be loyal and obedient to me, your lord and your husband. Do you understand me, Daria? Even though you are flesh of your uncle's lewd flesh,it matters not, for you will forget his loathsome nature and bind yourself to me and become what I demand."
The earl rose and looked down at her again. "Rise and straighten yourself. Father, you are my witness that she is still a virgin. Now that it is proved, let us leave her alone."
Roland nodded and his eyes dropped. He very nearlyleapt on the earl in that moment, for he saw that his sex bulged against the cloth of his tunic, thick and hard.
He didn't look at Daria, for he couldn't bear to see on her pale face the misery he knew she felt. He forced himself to nod again, and motioned the earl to go ahead of him out of the bedchamber. He knew deep down that the earl would return to ravish her. If the Benedictine priest, Father Corinthian, had not been here bearing witness, the earl would have contin- ued what he was doing. He would have ravished her.But he would return. He would return tonight; Roland knew it. He knew he must get her away from Tyberton first or he would have failed.
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Still his rage made him tremble, and he was relievedthat the earl didn't turn to address some question to him or he might still have wrapped his hands aroundEdmond of Clare's neck and wrung the life out of him.
Daria scrambled up from the bed and raced to the door. She forced herself to crack the door open and look out. The earl and Roland were gone. She re-treated again, closing the door. There was no key to keep him out. She didn't yet know of Roland's planfor their escape, only that he would come for her. She began to pace, feeling so shamed, so humiliated at what he'd done to her that she couldn't bear being within herself, being at one with her body. She wasn't aware that tears were streaming down her face until Ena slipped into the chamber and gasped at the sight of her.
"He's ravished you! And that miserable priest with him! I knew he wasn't a priest, too pretty he is, too lean and hungry! Aye, both of them—"
Daria, maddened beyond control, turned on the oldwoman in a fury and yelled, "Shut your stupid mouth, you miserable old crone! I will hear no more of your filth!"
It was shock that made Ena obey her mistress. Neverhad the girl spoken thus to her, and she could but stare at her.
"Leave me! I don't wish to see your hag's face untilthe morning. Go!"
The old woman scuttled out. Alone once again,Daria stared at the closed door. She felt only a bit of guilt, for Ena had become more and more unstableduring their months of captivity. Once she was gone, if she managed to escape, the old woman would be safe enough here. She knew the earl wouldn't waste his time killing her.
She paced until her leg cramped. She sat down onher bed and began rubbing her calf. What to do?
Wait for Roland to appear? She simply didn't know. She supposed she had no choice but to remain here until he came for her. Or, she thought, rising quickly, she could try to escape herself. The door wasn't locked. Perhaps she could slip by the guards; perhaps shecould race through the inner bailey and no one would attempt to stop her; perhaps ...It was ridiculous andshe knew it.
She'd nurtured such ridiculous plans frequently dur-ing her confinement. There was no escape for her; sheknew it. Then, she wondered, how could Roland get her out of here? He'd said tonight. But how?
She saw no way, no glimmer of a chance.
She was crying again, feeling again the earl's callusedfingers digging into her flesh, touching her, pushing against her until his finger entered her, probed inside her, and the pain mixed with the humiliation of it caused her to cry out, covering her face in her hands. And Roland had watched.
It was too much. Something inside her gave way andshe suddenly felt outside herself; she felt as outside and as gray as the falling dusk, and filled with numb purpose. She rose and walked slowly toward the nar-row window. She measured its width with her hands.She climbed up on a stool and tried to stick her head through the opening. It was too small even for her head. She pushed harder, bruising her temples.
Stag-gering pain coursed through her head. She scrambled off the stool, her hands pressed against her temples, and she stared down at it and then at the window and was horrified. She'd wanted to leap through it; she'd wanted to kill herself. She drew a breath and forcedherself to suck in air slowly and deeply. She'd lost her reason. Slowly she lay down on her narrow bed. She closed her eyes. She would remain calm. She wouldwait; she had no choice. The pain in her head subsided.
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She didn't know how many hours passed, if hoursindeed did slip by. Perhaps it was a succession of minutes that crept by her, so very slowly, until she wanted to scream. The chamber "grew dark with the night; soon the one lone candle gutted.
There was but a quarter-moon to glimmer in thenight sky, and its light cast no shadows into the chamber. It was dark and silent. She heard the door opensoftly. She heard a man's step, a man's steady breathing.
"I cannot wait longer for you," he said, coming to ahalt beside her cot. "I am here to become your hus-band. I have prayed long in the chapel. God approvesmy actions. You will take me and accept me and obey me.
She'd knownhe would come, and strangely enough,she wasn't paralyzed by fear. She listened to him speak,and some part of her marveled at his ability to bringGod to his side, be the matter one of piety or lust. She listened but heard no sound of a key turning in thelock. She knew there was a key, for he'd locked her in the first several weeks of her captivity.
Then he hadn't bothered this time, for he'd seen no reason to. She heard his heavy breathing, heard his footfall as he approached the bed. She heard him trip over the single stool and curse; then he called out,
"Have you no candle? I wish to see you. Where is the candle?"
Very slowly, very deliberately, Daria rolled to her side to the far side of the cot. She eased off the side and came onto her hands and knees on the hard stone floor. Could he see her somehow? Hear her heart pounding?
"Daria?" His own breathing was deep and harsh, and she knew he was feeling for her on the bed. She crawled slowly, silently, toward the door.
He yelled her name, knowing now that she wasn't lying there on the bed waiting for him. He roared, wheeling about, and he again tripped over the stool. He kicked it from his path and in the next instant he threw the door open. Dim light from the single flam-beau in the corridor wall cast shadows into the cham-ber. And he saw her, kneeling, her arms over her chest, staring up at him, pale and still.
The earl wondered if he should beat her now for her attempt to escape him; then he thought better of it.
Perhaps if he struck her he would hurt her and she would not give him her full attention when he took her.
No, he wanted all her attention, he wanted her to look at him when he thrust into her, drove through her maiden's barrier. His heart pounded and his loins grew swollen and heavy.
"Get up," he said, not moving. He was standingthere, his arms crossed over his chest, his legs spread, blocking her, he knew, and there was nothing she could do save obey him. But she couldn't.
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She didn't move.
"Obey me, now, or you will feel the chastisement ofmy hand."
Daria believed him. Slowly she got to her feet. Shestood there silent and waiting. He smiled at her and held out his hand. "Come, Daria. Be not afraid of me, sweetling. You will be my wife, after all. I offeryou this honor willingly and with all my heart and withour Lord's blessing. I will visit pain upon you tonight,but you will open to me willingly and you will acceptmy seed into your womb. Perhaps you will know some pleasure, but I trust it will not be overabundant. I donot want you to forget yourself like some women do.
They are not good women; they are unworthy. Myfirst wife was a whore, abandoned in her cries and demands, but you . . . you will be just what I want."
His words had held her in thrall, and when hemoved so quickly and grabbed her arm, she finally shrieked, "No! Get away from me, I don't want this!"
Surprisingly, his hold on her arm gentled. "Fearnot, Daria. You are blessed amongst women. God and man will it so. It will be my duty to take you as oftenas I am able, and you will come to wish for me, surely,in your sweet way, and to ask me prettily to take you. Women are to bend to their husbands; it is in your nature to do so."
He stopped a moment and gave her a look filledwith such certainty that she wondered for an instant if she were not somehow amiss in her view of him andthe world itself and not accepting something that was truly an honor bestowed upon her. Then she laughed.She'd thought to jump out of that window if only she'd fit through it. She no longer cared. She leaned back her head and spit at him, full in the face.
In the next moment he jerked her to the bed and threw her upon her face. His hand at the small of her back held her still. The chamber door stood open, but he didn't care. He wanted to see her and he wasted no more time. She was his and he would do just as he pleased. He would honor her in marriage and take her now because he couldn't bear to wait longer. He'dalready waited too long, been too careful in his delib-erations regarding her. He ripped up her gown, baring her to her waist. He stood then and looked down at her sprawled legs, the rounded buttocks, the narrowwaist. His loins ached and prodded.
His breath hitched.He wiped her spittle from his face. He spread his open hands over her buttocks, kneading and caressing, and he marveled at the softness and the whiteness of a woman's flesh.
She made a sound deep in her throat and tried to roll away from him. It was nothing, this woman'stoken resistance of hers. He merely wrapped his hands around her waist and flipped her onto her back. He pulled up her gown and again forced himself to slow, to study this wondrous gift that he had brought to himself. He stared at the mound of dark hair that covered her woman's flesh. He touched her and felt her flinch. He lifted his hand and said, "Now. Open your legs, Daria. I wish to see you."
Instead, she lifted her legs, rolled up on her shoul-ders, and struck him in the chest with her feet. He grunted with pain and surprise and tumbled backward. But he caught her, easily, so easily, and she knew she would weaken soon and there could be but one conclusion.
She was screaming at him, kicking when there was naught but air to kick, for he was standing now besidethe bed, watching her flailing, holding his hands over his chest, trying to regain his breath. And he was still staring down at her. Then he laughed, a low satisfied laugh. He was amused by her foolish efforts. Even ashe unfastened the knot on his chausses he laughed. As he freed his manhood, he stopped laughing and looked at her. He saw her eyes lower, saw that she was staring at him, and was pleased, for he was hard and erect, his sex thrusting out from his groin. He was a good size, many women had told him so, and he wanted some healthy fear from her, at least that first time.
Page 34
Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
He came down on top of her, pinning her thrashing legs beneath his weight. She felt his sex between her l egs, shoving upward, and she closed her eyes againstthe awful pain she knew would come when he managed to shove himself inside her. She struck his shoul-ders with her fists, scratched and pounded at his muscledarms. It did her no good at all. Her arm jerked back for yet another blow, this one to his head, when her hand brushed against the brass candle holder atop the small table beside the cot. A fierce joy went through her. She clutched its rough base, raised it as high as she could, and brought it down on his head.
The earl had reared back, his member held in his own hand to guide himself into her, and the blowstruck the side of his head. The pain was searing and itrattled him. He fell sideways, still pinning her beneath him.
She heard him groan, then fall silent. She struck him again and felt a slight shudder go through him. Then she dropped the candlestick. She tried to pushhim off her. She heaved and prodded, but she couldn't move him. He was deadweight on her.
She felt tears sting her eyes. She was so close toescape and she was still trapped by him. It wasn't fair,it wasn't. . .
"What in God's name have you done?"
At the sound of Roland's low voice, her tears dried, though she still wanted to cry, but in relief. "Please, hurry, get him off me!"
Roland quickly pushed the earl off her and let him roll onto the floor. He saw that her gown was shoved up to her waist and that her legs were parted and bare.He didn't want to ask, but he did. "Are you all right?Did he . . . did he hurt you?" His own voice flattened,for he'd been late, mayhap too late to help her. Theear] had been over her and she'd been naked and . . .When she shook her head violently, he felt such reliefhis belly cramped.
She was very pale and shaking. He still looked ather, wondering what to say, wondering if he should stick his dagger into the earl's heart, for it was what hewanted to do. He'd prayed he wasn't too late as he'drushed up the narrow stone stairwell, prayed more devoutly than a Benedictine priest would have done.
He shook his head. He, her rescuer, hadn't done abloody thing. She'd saved herself.
"Quickly, Daria, rip up your gown. We will bindhim and gag him. Hurry, we don't have much time."
She didn't hesitate. She ripped off wide pieces ofthe precious dark blue wool, watching Roland from the corner of her eye as he bound the earl tightly.
Once the gag was in his mouth, Roland rolled himunceremoniously under the narrow bed.
"Now," he said, rising, "nearly done. You mustchange now, quickly."
Daria stared at the boy's clothes he thrust into herhands. Then she smiled.
"Hasten, we haven't much time." He lightly touchedhis fingertips to her cheek. "I know things are moving quickly, but you will be safe now. We will speak later."
He turned his back to her and stationed himself at the open chamber door. He wanted to close the door Page 35
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but knew she needed some light to dress herself in theunfamiliar clothing. He heard her breathing, her clumsy movements. He kept his eyes on the steep circularstairwell just across from the bedchamber.
He'd drugged the supper ale in its wooden kegs, but still he couldn't be certain that all the earl's men had drunk enough to knock them out. To his enormous chagrin, the earl hadn't touched any drink. He'd been too intent on getting to Daria. He hadn't wanted to risk impotence with her. Roland listened. It was quiet as a tomb, ominously quiet to his ears.
"Are you dressed yet?"
"Aye," she said, appearing suddenly at his side. Roland turned to look at her. The boy's clothes dis-guised the woman's curves of her body but she still looked very much a female. Quickly he sat her down on the bed and braided her hair. He tied it with a bitof cloth from her shredded gown, then thrust the boy's cap over her head, bringing it nearly to her eyebrows. He removed a wrapped cloth from his tunic and she saw that it contained mud.
He smeared the mud over her eyebrows to makethem black slashes across her brow, then daubed more mud on her face. He grinned. "Wondrous filthy you are now, my lad."
He grabbed her hand and pulled her up. "Listen to me carefully, Daria. You will not open your mouth.
You will keep your head down and stay close behind me. When I tell you to do something, you will do it quickly and silently."
It was then she saw that he was still in his priest's garb.
"I'm ready and I will do just as you say."
He patted her filthy cheek, nodding. He'd never in his life rescued a female and he wasn't certain what she would do, or how she would respond. Mayhapfaint at a critical moment, mayhap shriek. But Daria appeared to have herself well in control, at least for the moment. He looked once again at the steep shad-owed stairwell, then motioned for her to follow him.
When they reached the bottom steps, Daria staredaround the great hall. Scores of people were snoring, filling the hall with a low rumbling sound, the ones who sat at the trestle tables slumped forward, their heads beside their trenchers.
"Will they die? Did you poison them?"
He shook his head. "I but drugged their ale. Theysleep like innocent babes. They'll awaken on the mor-row with aching heads but nothing more. Hush, now."
There were some who were awake, but their eyeswere vague and they gave only cursory glances at the priest and the dirty boy with him. One man even called out, his words slurred, "Father, bless me for Ihave drunk too much and all I see are vipers and they rollick and twist around me. They are evil, Father."
"Bless you, my son, but you deserve every viperthat strikes at you. At least you are still awake, whilst your friends have succumbed."
The man looked puzzled, then quietly he fell for-ward, knocking himself out with the blow, and Daria wondered if he'd cracked his head.
But outside there were many who were fully alert.Roland slowed his pace. He nodded and spoke to the Page 36
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men who crossed his path, seemingly at his ease, tak-ing his time. He saw several of the women look at him with eager invitation and he made his expression austere.
"Where do you go tonight, Father?"
It was the head stableman and he was looking curi-ously at the filthy boy who was trailing after the priest.
Roland said easily, "You see this little cockscombhere? I am taking this fiend of a boy back to his father for the thrashing he deserves. He wanted to become aknight! He is part Welsh, a bastard shucked off one of Chepstow's masters, and he can't speak clearly enough for even God to understand him. Can you imagine such a thing as the earl accepting this young fool? Well, the boy will go back to his own father and get a good flogging."
The stableman laughed. "Serves him right, the youngsavage," he said, and stepped back into the stable.
Roland followed him quickly, motioning for Daria to stay still. She did, but she didn't want to. She heard only a soft thudding sound from within the stable. She froze, wondering if Roland needed help, but then he appeared again, and he was smiling at her. "Another man resting soundly. Stay here and keep watch."
Soon he reappeared and he was leading a horse. It wasn't much of a horse, certainly not one of the fight-ing men's mighty destriers. Roland swung easily onto the horse's bare back and gave her his hand.
"Come, we must hurry."
She stared in wonder at the back of his head. Did hethink to simply ride through the mighty gates of Tyberton Castle? He did. There were a half-dozen guards patrolling, but it was to the porter that Roland spoke.
"Blessed even', good Arthur. I take this scruffysimpleton back to his father at Chepstow, on the earl's order. Would you open the gate for me?"
And to Daria's astonishment, Arthur chuckled, spit on the dry earth, and said, "Aye, by the looks of him, Father, he'll not survive a sound thrashing, the skinny little offal. What'd he do? Piss in the earl's wine?"
And he cackled at his own wit.
"He wanted to free the earl's prisoner, the girl, Daria, so she would feel pity for him and let him seduce her. The earl wanted to begin his weddingnight soon, so I am his deputy with this foolish boy. Itake him because I feared the earl might kill him in his haste to bed the girl and for the boy's impure thoughts"
Arthur laughed and nodded. "Aye, be gone wi' ye,Father. I'll wait for ye to return. Be certain to call loudly when ye near the castle so none of the earl's soldiers lets fly an arrow through yer heart."
"Thank you, my friend. I will hurry. See that the master is not disturbed this night!"
And Arthur cackled anew as he opened the gates."A pretty little piece she is," he said, his words nearly incomprehensible through his chuckling. "Aye, prettyand tender as a young chick. The earl will fair enjoy himself riding her!" The last sound Daria heard from Tyberton Castle was the laughter of Arthur, the por-ter. They rode through the portcullis into the outer bailey and out the great oak gates. Several men nod-ded, but none said anything or moved to stop them. Itwas that easy. Daria pressed her cheek against Ro-land's back. "I begin to believe you a magician, Ro-land. Everything passed so simply. I have thought andthought these past two months and believed I wouldnever escape him."
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"I'm very good," Roland said, grinning over his shoulder at her. "I learned long ago that the best ruses were ones that stuck as close as possible to the truth". Well, mayhap I did enjoy myself a bit with the truth this time. I will say we were very lucky. However,once the earl frees himself and sobers up all his men from their drugged ale, he will be after us. We must not tarry."
"I do not wish to tarry," she said, and clasped her arms around his waist. "But this animal, Roland, he looks to have the speed of and strength of a snail."
"Be patient. My own destrier awaits us nearby."
"Will you take me back to my uncle?"
"Not yet. It wouldn't be the wisest course. First we will beset the earl with confusion."
He dug his heels into the horse's sides and the beast broke into a thumping trot.
They rode for only about an hour, northeast, intoWales. Finally Roland pulled the horse off the narrow dusty road heavily bordered with hedgerows and yew bushes and drew up before a small hut of daub andwattle surrounded with sagging, very old outbuildings. A man emerged quickly and strode toward them. Ro-land smiled at Daria and said, "We will mount my horse now." He helped her down and told her to wait.
Roland walked with the man behind the hut, soon to reappear leading a magnificent animal, lean and strong, black as midnight, and proud-looking as a king.
Daria saw money change hands. The man grinned and said, "Aye, aye, lle pum buwch, lle punt buwch."
Roland gave him a friendly buffet on his shoulder and turned to toss Daria onto his destrier's broadback.
The horse merely shifted, not moving, acceptingher weight with no fuss. Roland mounted, then said to the man, "Do not forget it is to the southwest you will ride. You will wear my monk's robe and ride this mount at least two hours. Then leave the horse and the robe where our good earl will find them."
The man nodded, spit on the ground beside him, and gave a small salute to Roland.
Daria stared at the man who had come to Tybertonto rescue her. How could she have ever believed him a priest? The other women at the castle had felt he wasa man, a man of this earth, a man of the flesh, but she hadn't. He was now wearing a tunic of rough rust-colored wool, belted at his waist with a wide leather strap upon which hung his sword and a dagger. He looked dangerous and he looked intensely alive. Shepressed her cheek against his back and accepted the newness of him into her.
As they rode from the hut, she asked, "What did hesay? Something over and over again when you gave him money."
"You have a good ear. He said that now he has a place of four cows. In other words, he can now support four cows with the money I gave him for his aid."
To Roland's astonishment, she repeated quite clearly, "Lle pum buwch."
"You have learned some Welsh, then, during your two months at Tyberton?"
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He felt her shake her head against his shoulder."No, the earl hates the Welsh. He forbade any of their language to be spoken at Tyberton. If ever he heard anything that sounded foreign, he had the speaker flogged. Besides, he kept me isolated." With those words, she fell silent.
It had been drizzling lightly before. Now it stoppedand the sky was hung with dark clouds promising morerain before midnight. Always it rained in Wales, al-ways. Roland tightened the straps of the two bags overhis horse's back.
Some minutes later, he realized that Daria was asleep.She was limp against his back and he felt her slidingsideways. He quickly caught her sliding hands andbrought them together, holding them over his waist with one of his. He looked around him at the cloud-hung sky and the towering, twisted sessile oaks that seemed to close in on them. The air was pungent withthe smell of the sea and the smell of damp moss. Itwould begin to rain again soon. He sighed, hoping it would stay dry until they drew nearer to Trefynwy. Then they would turn east and travel through theBlack Mountains, unforgiving hostile peaks and naked ridges, where they would be safe from anyone tryingto find them. He said aloud to himself, to Daria, even though she slept, "I am pleased with you." He meant it. She trusted him so much that she was actually able to sleep whilst fleeing. It was remarkable.
He grinned, raising his face to the cool night breeze.His destrier, Cantor, snorted, and Roland slowed him.They still had a distance to go before Roland would be content to halt and rest for a while. It was doubtful that the earl would discover their trail very soon, if at all. Roland had purposefully planned to travel north-ward through Wales, knowing the earl wouldn't seri-ously consider searching in the country he so despised.An Englishman would decide that only a madman would escape willingly into Wales.
Roland laughed softly, pleased with his strategies, for there was something very important the earl didn't know, and wouldn't find out.
He remained pleased until the thunder began to rumble overhead. Wales, the land of endless rain, he thought, staring up at the dark clouds overhead. He had wanted to reach Abergavenny by morning, but now he knew he couldn't. A raindrop slid off his forehead. He cursed quietly, tightened his hold on Daria's wrists, for she'd slipped to the side, and knew he had to find them shelter until it stopped raining.
He knew he was lucky in the terrain in which they now traveled. There were thick forests, which provided not only cover from anyone trying to find thembut also some protection from the rain that was now coming down more quickly and more furiously. Heknew also of caves in the area. If he wasn't mistaken, there was one of moderate size near to Usk, off the road, just to the west of them. He knew Daria was awake now, he felt her shiver against his back. He dug in one of his leather bags and pulled out a leather jerkin. "Here, we'll hold this over our heads. It will be some protection."
"I have heard that it rains here more than anywhere else on the earth," she said.
"That's very likely," he said, wondering where she'dgotten her information. "Certainly more than in the Holy Land." The leather jerkin over their heads, Ro-land continued, to distract both of them from the sodden cold rain, "You will be my deaf-mute little brother whilst we are in Wales."
"Do you speak the Welsh tongue, Roland?"
"Aye, I do. It is one of my talents, this ability to learn languages easily and quickly."
"Then teach me, for I do not like to keep silent all the time."
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He almost laughed, for the Welsh language was the most difficult he had learned, more difficult even than Arabic. It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her she wasn't able when he said instead, "What was it that farmer said?"
"Lle pum buwch.Now I will have a place for fourcows."
Roland had never before met another person whohad his talent for languages. He still wasn't convinced at her ability, even though the Latin she'd spoken was fluent and smooth.
"Just teach me enough so that I do not have to be deaf or mute."
Well, why not? he thought. For the next hour he taught her simple phrases, and he had to admit to being wrong. She was perhaps even more adept than he was at picking up the essence of a language, at finding patterns that no one else ever realized were there. By the time he found a suitable cave, one that was empty of mountain lions and bears, they wereboth sodden from the rain and Daria spoke limited but very Welsh-sounding words and phrases.
"We will wait here until it stops raining— if it stopsraining. This cursed country does pour rain down all the time."
"Aye, but the smells, Roland," she said, sucking in air deeply. "The salt of the sea, the moss from the very rocks themselves, the heather and bracken. It is such a very living smell."
That was true, but he said nothing. He settled Can-tor, then turned to look down at his charge. She was very wet and shivering with the cold. He pulled out his last clean leather jerkin from one of his bags. "Put it on."
She stepped away from him into the blackness of the cave and he immediately stopped her. "Nay, stay close, Daria. There still could be creatures there, and I do not want them to eat you or for you to lose yourself in the mountain. I am told some of the caves twist and curve back deep into the mountainside.
To get lost would mean death."
She was back quickly, the jerkin hanging loosely around her. "Let us sit and eat some bread the farmer provided us."
Whilst they ate, he taught her the names of variousfoods and animals. She fell asleep even as she re-peated dafad, or sheep.
He leaned back against the rocky wall of the cave and gathered her against him. His horse whinnied softly and the soft caw of the rooks filled the silence. He could even hear a woodpecker rapping on a tree somewhere near, and a waterfall loud and violent,slashing through a beech forest close by. She was right about the smells. Even in the dark cave, the smell of turf, bracken, water, and wind filled his nostrils.
Itwas a wild smell, a savage smell, but one that fed and stimulated the senses.
He smiled as he fell asleep holding the girl who would be able to speak Welsh as well as a native if only she had enough time to learn.
It stopped raining near dawn and the sky was a soft rich pink in those brief magical minutes. He started to awaken Daria, when she said quite clearly in English, "I know you, know you deep inside me. It's passingstrange and it makes me afraid, but for all that, it makes me feel wonderful."
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He shook her awake. He didn't know what she wastalking about, and something told him he didn't want to know.
They ate bread and cheese and drank the rest of thewarm ale. Daria seemed not to remember her dream,that, or she didn't wish to speak of it. Dry and warm, they left their cave soon thereafter.
They rode through glades and thickets, through smalltwisted and lichened oaks, by boulders covered withmoss. They passed naked rocks that looked wet eventhough the sun shone down strongly.
Roland continued to teach her Welsh. He felt abrief stab of jealousy at her talent, then grinned at his own vanity. It was good, this talent of hers; he didn't particularly relish having to shield a deaf-mute boy who was really a girl. Now at least she could saysomething when they met the Welsh, which they would surely do eventually.
And they met the Welsh sooner than Roland wouldhave wished.
"Afon,"Roland said,pointing, "river." Then, "Aber—river mouth."
Daria dutifully repeated the words. She tapped Ro-land on the shoulder. "Allt," she said, nodding to their left. "Wooded hillside."
He swiveled about in the saddle and grinned at her."You are very good," he said.
"Must I still be deaf and mute?"
"For the time being I think it the wisest course to follow. Be patient, Daria." He started to add that she would be home soon, but he knew her thoughts on that and so kept quiet. He wished he personally knew if Ralph of Colchester was a good man, a man of honor. Deep inside, though, Roland imagined thatRalph of Colchester could very likely be a troll and a monster and still Daria's uncle would wed her to him because he wanted to add to his own land holdings. It
wouldn't matter to him if the man had wedded a dozen women and killed all of them. He pulled up Cantor and let his destrier blow and drink from the cold river water. "Would you like to walk about a bit?"
She smiled gratefully and slid off Cantor's back. "Smell the air, Roland. And look at the sunlight on those maple leaves, 'tis magic, all those hues and shades."
She wrapped her arms around herself and twirled about in the small open meadow. "Glyn," she called out, "fflur!" She pointed to some sweet-smelling honey- suckle. " 'Tis for fidelity, you know, and the ivy Page 41
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yon, 'tis for permanence."
He grinned at her like a besotted idiot, realized it, and turned away.
"Ah, I wish we could stay here forever!"
"Just wait for an hour or so—until it rains again.When you're wet and cold and thoroughly miserable, you'll change your mind quickly enough."
She waved away his words. "The gorse over there,it protects us against demons, or mayhap from the unending rain, if we wish it hard enough."
He didn't want to wish for anything right now ex-cept for the rest of his money. Then his wish for hisown land, his own keep in the midst of the beautifulgreen hills in Cornwall, would come true. He watchedher flit from a low yew bush to a lone birch, repeating the names in Welsh. So learning came easily to her. It meant nothing to him, not a thing. So she was bright and laughing. It meant nothing more than her ease of learning. His eyes were on her lips, then fell to her breasts and her hips. Nothing, he thought, turning quickly to pat Cantor's neck. It meant nothing. His destrier turned his head, his mouth wet, and nuzzled his master's hand. Roland said to his horse as he wiped his hand on his chausses, "You are the loyalone, the one who's always known what I wanted, what I needed. You I trust with my life, no one else, particularly not a female. Not even a female who is pretty and bright and sweet."
"You speak to your horse, sirrah?"
She was laughing, a dirty-faced urchin in boy's clothes,a limp woolen cap pulled low on her forehead.
The dirt he'd rubbed on her face was long gone, replaced by new dirt, streaked and black, more authentic dirt, all of it Welsh. Even her smooth white hands were filthy. She didn't look at all like a boy to him.
"Aye, it's passing smart he is, and he tells me 'tis nearly time for lunch."
Daria eyed the saddlebags hopefully.
"I'm sorry, but there's nothing left. I must do some hunting."
She looked back from whence they'd come, and slowly, regretfully, she shook her head. "Nay, I'm not all that hungry, Roland, truly. Can we not ride until late afternoon? Then can you hunt? I've wasted time here and I shouldn't have. I'm sorry."
"He's not after us, Daria. There was no one to betray us. Even if the farmer did tell the earl about us, he still didn't know where we were heading."
Still she shuddered even as she shook her head. "He'd know, somehow he'd find out. I just have this feeling." She added quickly, seeing him frown, "He's very smart."
Roland continued his frown, disliking himself even as the words came from his mouth. "So you admired him. Did you not wish to leave him, then? Did you wish to wed with him?"
Her head snapped up. "You are speaking like a fool, Roland!" And then, to her appalled surprise, she burst into tears. Roland stared at her.
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The tension, he supposed, was finally too much forher. She'd finally succumbed, but still he was sur-prised. Until this moment, she'd shown unusual forti-tude and grit. To fall into a woman's tears now—whenthe danger was past—seemed somehow very unlike her.
"Why am I a fool?"
She shook her head, swiped the back of her hand across her eyes, and turned away from him. "Nay, not a fool, just speaking like one." She dashed her hand across her eyes and sniffled loudly. "I'm sorry. Has Cantor drunk his fill?"
He gave her a long look, then said, "Aye." He gaveher his hand and pulled her up behind him.
They were riding near to the River Usk and wood-clad hills rose up on either side of them, hills covered with thickets of beech and sessile oaks. Firs towered behind them, thin and high, and many narrow streamssnaked through the land, most shallow and a pale stagnant brown under the bright sunlight. But even with the warm sun shining down, there was still the feel, the scent, the sound of water in the air—the streams burbling, distant waterfalls crashing and thud- ding over wet rocks, unseen water deep beneath the ground booming and gurgling. Daria shuddered. "It'soverpowering," she said, and clasped her arms more tightly around Roland's back.
"Be thankful it isn't yet raining," he said. "Why am I a fool, Daria? Nay, speak like a fool."
He felt her tense up and knew to his toes that heshouldn't push her for an answer, but he was perverse, he knew it, had known it for most of his years. "Why?" he repeated.
"The earl is a frightening man. I don't believe him mad, not yet at least, but he is a strange sort offanatic, and his moods shift dangerously. I would haverather wedded Ralph of Colchester's father or his grandfather than him."
"Ah."
He felt her arms tighten about his waist. "Roland, please don't take me back to my uncle. He doesn't worship God, even in a perverted fashion to suit him-self. He worships only himself and sees himself as all-powerful, and he's more frightening than anyonebecause when he chooses to be cruel, his cruelty comesfrom deep within him, and it is pleasurable to him and so very cold."
"Then I should say you would be pleased to wed and leave Reymerstone and your uncle's malignant influence."
Again she stiffened, and he disliked himself for beinghard, but he was being paid by the uncle to deliver theniece back to him, and with the money he would receive, he would buy his keep in Cornwall and he would live there and it would be his and never again would he bow to another's wishes unless it was his wish to do so. Daria said nothing more. That perverse part of him wished she would.
It was nearing midafternoon when she broke the silence. "I must stop for a moment. Please."
He nodded and pulled Cantor up. He dismounted, then held out his arms for her. She ignored him and slid down the destrier's left side.
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"By God, get out of the way, quickly!"
Cantor jerked upward, whirling about to face the human who'd encroached, and he slashed out with his front hooves.
"Move, Daria!"
She fell backward over an outcropping stone and toppled into the grass onto her back.
Roland soothed his horse and looped his reins arounda stubby yew branch.
He walked to her and stood over her, hands on hipsfor a moment, before he offered her his hand. "Don't ever do something so stupid again. You knew better, Daria."
She nodded, ignored his hand, and got slowly to herfeet.
"You did it because you were angry with me. Kindlyremember that you must be alive and well when you arrive at Reymerstone."
"Aye, that's true enough! If I die, then you will get no coin from my uncle, will you?"
He just looked at her for a long moment, thenslowly nodded. "That's true. So take care of yourself."
"I am going into the trees," she said, so frustratedand angry with him and with their situation that she wanted to spit. He watched her walk slowly, limping abit, into the rich humid-looking foliage. The smell ofpine and damp moss was strong. He watched her untilshe disappeared, and he took stock of their position.Brownish hill-ridges protruded above the woods in the distance, and even in this small glade he could hearthe rush of waterfalls gushing over slick naked rocks through the forest to the west. He saw a small herd of wild ponies on a far hillside, silhouetted against a thicket of pine trees, their long manes tangled andunkempt. They were aware of him and stood quietly watching. He walked slowly to a small twisted and lichened oak and leaned against it. Beside the oakstood several boulders fuzzed with moss, left in this unlikely spot long ago, as if tossed there by ancientstorms or even more ancient gods. He whistled a song Dienwald de Fortenberry's fool, Crooky, had sung,smiling even as he added the silly words.
Give up! Give in!
Sweet Lord, 'tis no sin.
Kiss her sweet mouth
And make her sigh
Give her pleasure, oh my, oh my.
Give up! Give in!Sweet Lord, 'tis you who win.Kiss her throat and make her lie Upon your bed, oh my, oh my.
Surely it was an absurd song, but he sang it again,smiling more widely as he pictured Dienwald and his bride, Philippa, snug in his arms. Crooky had contin-ued with various body parts, rolling his eyes and mim- ing lewdly until Dienwald had kicked him soundly.
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Roland heard a scream and stopped singing.
Tyberton Castle
The Earl of Clare leaned back against the cold stone wall, crossing his massive arms over his chest. The farmer was nearly dead, damn his perfidious soul to hell. He'd told his man to go easy, to hold up on the whip, but the blood lust had enthralled him and now the Welsh bastard was hanging limply from the iron manacles, his ribs heaving, his face gray, his eyes fading even as the earl looked at him dispassionately.
"Well, do you wish to continue with this torture or do you want to die quickly? Tell me the truth. Tell me where you got that horse and you'll not suffer more."
The farmer raised his eyes to the earl's implacable face, and he thought: All I wanted was enough money to have four cows. But it wasn't to be. He wanted to die. His body was so broken he couldn't have healed anyway, even if the torture stopped now. And thepain was too much, far too much. He said, his English broken and halting, "The man and the boy rode intoWales, 'tis all I know. His was a powerful black des- trier, a warrior's mount, strong and enduring. I know not the man's name. He paid me to ride the horse in the opposite direction and leave it for you to find, but I didn't." He said sorrowfully to himself, "No, I was stupid and wanted to keep the horse, and thus I die for my stupidity."
That was true, the earl thought. "Come, man, think! Surely he gave you a name. Come, and you'll die quickly, even the instant after you speak!"
"Roland," the farmer said after another strike of the thong. " 'Twas Roland!"
Edmond, Earl of Clare, stared at the man a moment longer, then nodded to his henchman. He pulled a dagger from his belt and slid it cleanly into the farmer's heart. The man slumped, his head falling on his chest, the manacles rattling as he went limp.
Who, Edmond wondered as he strode back intoTyberton's great hall, was Roland? A man hired by Damon, no doubt, to bring the girl back to him. Well,he wouldn't make it, that damned fake priest to whom he'd given his spiritual trust. But not all his trust.Deep inside he'd known the man was a fraud. He wastoo handsome, his body too well-honed for a man ofexclusively divine concerns. He should have guessed it immediately when the castle women had wanted himso blatantly. And he'd gotten her away so very easily, the damned whoreson.
Edmond called MacLeod, his master-at-arms. He slapped his thick leather gauntlets against his thigh as he spoke. "Prepare a dozen men. We ride into Walesto fetch back the little mistress and the erstwhile priest.He stole her, took her against her will. We will rescue her. Bring enough provisions for several weeks. We ride hard."
MacLeod said nothing. It wasn't his business todisagree or question the lord or even think twice about his commands. The little mistress had left Tybertonwillingly enough, everyone knew that, but they would find her, kill the sham priest, and bring her back to the earl's bed. They left Tyberton within the hour, the Earl of Clare at their head.
In Wales
Roland pulled both his sword and his dagger as he ranheadlong toward the pine thicket. He heard a soft gurgling sound and felt his blood freeze. Had someone killed her?
Page 45
Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
He slowed, hearing low-pitched voices—two men—and they had Daria. They spoke quietly, but he made out their words, the soft Welsh clear to him.
"... to Llanrwst, quickly!"
"But the man, what to do with the man?"
"We'll be gone before he misses her. Leave him, leave him. Go quiet now. Quiet!"
Roland slipped between the pines until he reached a small clearing where a narrow stream sliced through the sodden grass. One man, tall and built like a moun-tain, had slung Daria over his shoulder. The other man, short and ragged as the Welsh ponies Roland had seen, was following close behind, glancing fur-tively over his shoulder every few moments.
Suddenly rain began to fall, slow drizzling rain thatwas gray and silent. One of the men cursed softly.
Roland followed as quietly as he could, but his boots squished in the wet grass. The rain thickened, coming down in dense sheets, blotting out the trees and the hills and adding to the sounds of a rushing waterfall not far distant. There were forlorn caws from rooks and kingfishers. This damned land—one minute the sun was shining brightly and now there was near-darkness and it wasbut midafternoon.
Roland swiped rain from his eyes and crept after the men.
They made their way slowlybut steadily to a smallcave cut through boulders into the hillside. Roland drew back, watching them enter. He saw a lantern lit and a dull light issue forth. He drew closer, until he could hear the men speaking.
"... damnable rain . . . glaw, glaw . . . always rain."
"Will ye take her, Myrddin? Now?"
"Nay, the girl's wet and nearly dead. Leave her there in a corner and cover her."
So they'd discovered she wasn't a boy. Not much ofa discovery, since her disguise wouldn't have fooled Roland for an instant. These men either, evidently. Had they struck her hard? Roland didn't want to admit it, but his first thought was for her, not for themoney he would lose if he didn't bring her back to her uncle alive and a virgin.
No, he said to himself. She was goods to be deliv-ered, nothing more. She was a bundle to haul around and return safely to her uncle.
He pulled back and gave himself up to thought. It was still early; the men would have to split up for hunting. The huge man—his name was Myrddin, if Roland had heard the other man aright—didn't look like he would want to miss his supper. Roland wascontent to wait under an overhang of slick rock, sheltered from the endless gray rain.
It wasn't long before Myrddin emerged from the cave, cursed the rain in a way he'd good-naturedly curse a friend he saw nearly every day, then set off ata trot, his bow and arrow under his right arm.
SlowlyRoland made his way forward until he stood just out- side the cave. He leaned forward until he could see the other man, the short one with the bowed legs. He was kneeling over Daria, staring at her.
He slowly lifted the filthy blanket and continued to stare.
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Roland suddenly saw the Earl of Clare in his mind'seye, saw his hand disappear beneath Daria's shift, knowing that he would penetrate her with his finger, and as Roland looked on now as another man was gaping at her, his hand moving closer to her breast, Roland couldn't stand it. He leaned nearly double and crossed the entrance into the cave as silently as a bat flying at midnight. The man didn't hear him. The fire the men had set was burning sluggishly, throwing off choking smoke, and Roland inhaled it and coughed.
The man whirled about, and Roland leapt on him.He was of greater size and strength, luckily, and his fingers closed in a death grip about the man's throat.He gurgled and his face darkened and his eyes bulged and still Roland squeezed, his rage overcoming his sense, until he heard Daria whisper, "Nay, Roland, do not kill him. Nay."
He was breathing harshly and released his hold fromthe man's throat. He rolled off him. "Are you all right?"
Daria took stock of herself and nodded. "Aye. Theycame upon me when I was preparing to return to you. The large one struck his fist against my head." She shook her head gently as she spoke. "Aye, I'll live, but we must leave here before he returns."
But Roland shook his head. He wanted to kill the man.
And Daria saw what he wanted and said quickly, "I'm frightened."
"You're safe with me. This lout planned to rape you and then hold you for his mountainous friend's plea-sure. He's an outcast, a bandit, and I'll not let him live, not take the chance that he'll follow us and try to take you again."
She saw his logic, hated it, but kept still. "Go near to the entrance of the cave and keep watch for me.
Don't turn around, do you understand me?" She obeyed him. He joined her quickly enough. Together theywatched the fire in tense silence; then Roland rose and went outside. He said over his shoulder, "Stay still, and don't look back at that scum."
He waited outside under the overhang until his legs began to cramp. He shook himself, slapped his hands over his arms, cursed the endless cold rain, and con-tinued to wait.
He heard a man's soft tread. Myrddin was mum-bling to himself, and it was obvious he wasn't pleased.
His Welsh was rough, yet still it was soft and lulling."No game, nothing but rain, always rain, always rain."
He repeated his words over and over and Roland wondered if he was a lackwit.
He waited, his dagger ready.
Myrddin paused, sniffed the air, then bellowed, aterrifying sound that made Roland start, thus giving away his presence.
"Bastard! Whoreson!" Myrddin was on him, swing-ing his heavy bow at his head. The man was enor-mous, stronger than Roland, but less skilled withweapons. But it didn't seem to matter in the sloggingrain. Roland slipped and fell heavily, then rolled quickly,hearing the dull thud of the bow come down on a rock too near where his head had been. Myrddin slipped,but he didn't fall; he leaned sideways against an oak,pushed himself upright again, and this time he held a knife in his right hand.
He should have left with Daria, Roland thought wildly, after he'd slit the other man's throat. He'd been Page 47
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arrogant, much too sure of himself, and now, ifhe died, so would she, but not as cleanly or as quickly.
Damn him for a fool.
The man was backing him against the glistening wetboulders, tossing the knife from his right hand to his left and back again. He was grinning.
Roland watched his eyes, and the instant he sawhim ready to throw the knife, he hurled himself sideways. He heard the hiss of the blade through the rainand then the dull thud as it struck a rock and bounced off. Myrddin yelled in fury and jumped at Roland, leaping at the last instant to come down hard on his back.
His hands were around Roland's throat and he wassqueezing. Roland felt an instant of stark panic, then forced himself to think. Slowly, even as he began to feel light-headed, he eased his knife upward. But he knew it was too late, knew it . . . knew it . . . Oh, God, he didn't want to die, not now . . .
Suddenly, through rain-blurred eyes, he saw Dariastanding over Myrddin. He watched, disbelieving, as she brought a heavy rock down on his head. Myrddin lurched back, looked up at her, then seemed to sigh as he fell sideways into a patch of stagnant water.
Daria was on her knees beside him. "Roland, are you all right? Oh, your throat! Can you speak?"
"I'm all right," he said, his voice a harsh croak. "I'm all right." Slowly he rubbed his fingers to his throat and shook his head back and forth. That had been too close, far too close, and he owed his life to a woman. A woman he fully planned to dispose of as he would a horse or household furnishings. He looked upat her face, white and washed clean of dirt by the thick sheets of rain. "Thank you," he said.
"Let's leave this place."
They were riding in the heart of the Black Moun-tains, into the valley of the Afon Honddu.
" 'Tis naught but solitude," Daria said, her voice hushed and awed at the stark desolation.
Roland merely nodded, so tired he could scarce think. "Wait until you see Llanthony Abbey. It was founded over one hundred and fifty years ago by the lord of Hereford, but the monks had no desire for such stark isolation or, as they said it, to 'sing to the wolves,' and thus migrated to Gloucester. In any case, there are still some stouthearted monks who brave this bleak wilderness. They'll take us in and we'll sleep dry and warm this night."
That sounded like a wonderful idea to Daria,
The prior met them outside the small church, andupon hearing that the gentleman and his young brother needed shelter, offered them a small room. The archi- tecture was as austere and stark as the wilderness in which the building sat. Cold and unadorned, all of it, and Daria shivered in Roland's wake as the prior ledthem to the small meeting chamber where the remain-ing twenty-one monks took their meals. None were present, for it was late and the monks were at theirprayers. Roland was relieved; even monks who hadn't been near other people for a very long time could,perchance, still see Daria as a female, and that would raise questions he didn't wish to deal with.
A small hooded monk brought them a thin soup and some black bread and left them alone. He was BrotherMarcus, the prior said, but the man made no sign thathe'd heard. The prior, having no more interest inthem, also took his leave. The food tasted like ambro-sia to Daria. She said nothing, merely ate everything offered to her. When she'd finished, she looked up tosee Roland looking at her. His hand was Page 48
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poised in the air on the way up to his mouth.
"What's wrong? Have I done something to offend you?"
She spoke softly, in English, so no one could hear.Roland merely shook his head and continued eating his own meal.
"A bed," she said, "a real bed."
"Actually it will likely be a rough cot made of straw.But it will be dry."
And it was. They had one candle, given to them bythe same Brother Marcus. Roland closed the door to the small chamber with a sigh of relief. It held only a narrow cot with two blankets. Roland walked to it andpoked it with his fist. "It is straw and looks damnably uncomfortable. But here are blankets, so we won't freeze."
"We?"
"Aye," he said absently as he tugged off his boots."Ah," he said suddenly, looking up at her. "You're offended that you must sleep by my side? I don't understand you. You've slept by my side for the past two nights."
She said nothing. In truth, she thought it wonderful to sleep beside him in a bed. Quite different from their sleeping blankets in the forest and in a cave. "I don't mind, Roland, truly."
"Don't be a fool, Daria. I'm so tired it wouldn'tmatter if you were the most beautiful female in all of Wales and I the randiest of men. You don't mind, yousay? Well, you should. You are a lady and a maid.
'Tis modest and right of you to protest. But it matters not. Come, get under the blankets. We leave early on the morrow."
She grinned at his perversity and slipped under theblankets, wearing only her shift, thankfully dry. When he eased in beside her and sniffed out the candle, she
lay stiffly beside him, not moving. The straw poked and prodded at her, and she shifted to find a more comfortable position. After several minutes of this, Roland said, "Come here, Daria, and lie against me.
I'm cold, so you will warm me."
She eased over, coming against his side. She laid herhead on his shoulder and gingerly placed her hand onhis chest. This, she decided, was something she could become easily accustomed to, this having Roland be- side her, holding her against him. She sighed and nestled closer. His arm tightened around her back.
Roland frowned into the darkness. He appreciated her trust, but she didn't have to flaunt it. Did she believe him impervious? "You aren't my little brother," he said, "so cease your wiggling about."
"No, 'tis certainly true," she said, and burrowed closer.
"Daria, I'm not made of stone. Damnation, cease your wiggling."
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She grinned into the darkness. "But I'm cold, Roland."
He fell asleep before she did, but he awoke quickly enough when she began thrashing about. He shook hishead, shaking away his own dreams. He gently rubbedher back, then lightly slapped her cheeks.
"Wake up, come now, 'tis no time for a nightmare."
She awoke with a start and lurched up, gasping. "Oh!"
"You're quite all right. Hush, now."
"It was awful, those men and that huge one, Myrddin.He touched me and—" She ground to a painful halt.
"You're safe now," he said again, his words slowand deep. "No one will hurt you." His right hand was methodically rubbing her back. "I'll keep you safe."
It was dark, the middle of the night, and she gave voice to her bitterness. "You speak to me as though I were your child, Roland, but I am not. Of course you will keep me safe. You must have me alive, mustn't you? Otherwise my uncle will give you no coin."
"Quite true."
"I'm an heiress. I'll give you coin not to take me back."
"Don't be a fool, Daria. You have no access to your fortune. 'Tis well under your uncle's thumb. Accept what is, what must be, and do what a female mustdo—that is, accede to your guardian's dicta. You must be returned alive and a virgin." The moment he saidthat, he clamped down on his tongue. Damned impru-dent mouth! Mayhap she would be too embarrassed to question him; mayhap she wouldn't have noticed what he'd said; mayhap . . .
She was fast as a snake. "What do you mean, a virgin? What does that have to do with anything?"
"Naught. I misspoke. Sleep now."
"What, Roland? Do you mean my uncle cares aboutmy maidenhood? As much as did the Earl of Clare?"
"Go to sleep!"
She slammed her fist into his belly and he grunted.He grabbed her wrists and twisted onto his side, facing her. He couldn't see her face, but he could feel her warm breath against his cheek. "I said to go to sleep, Daria. You will not question me further."
"But you must tell me—"
"You don't obey well, do you?"
"Tell me," she said, her nose touching his. He re-mained silent. She continued slowly, "You mean my uncle stipulated I must be a virgin or he wouldn't wantme back?"
"Don't be a fool. Be quiet!"
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"If I'm not a maid, what did he say he would do?"
"All right, aye, 'tis the truth. He wants you re-turned a virgin. Are you satisfied now? Know, Daria, that you will be returned as much a maid as when youemerged from your mother's womb."
She digested his words, making no response. Be-cause he didn't know her well, Roland felt relief at her quiescence. He rolled onto his back again, bringing her against his side. "Sleep now, Daria."
"All right, Roland," she said, and her mind was
racing with ideas. What would her uncle Damon do if she weren't returned a virgin?
Rolandpressed a gold coin in the prior's hand upontheir leaving the following morning. The old man clutched the coin, stared at Roland in surprise, thenspeeded them on their way with a comprehensive holy blessing.
It wasn't raining and Daria breathed in deeply. "It smells so green and alive," she said.
"Bore da,"Roland said.
She butted her chin against his shoulder. "What?"
" 'Tis 'good morning.' Repeat it." And she did. Their lesson continued until Roland drew Cantor to a halt beside a burbling stream. They were high in the Wye Valley and the air was cool, the sky the lightest of blues.
"We'll be at Rhayader soon. They have a market, I'm told, and we'll buy some food."
"Am I still your brother?"
Roland merely nodded. "Keep your head down. You still don't look much like a little cockscomb to me." Just as she was beginning to smile at what she believed a scarce compliment, he added, "I don't feel like fighting any more men who decide you're female enough for them to enjoy."
Rhayader was a sleepy little town that looked more English than Welsh to Daria. There were many sheepabout and few people. The market was sparse, most of the goods having been sold much earlier in the day. Roland purchased bread and cheese and some apples. They weren't approached or regarded warily. They were ignored for the most part. "We're outsiders," Roland told her. "It matters not that we're Welsh. We're not from here and that makes all the differ-ence." She listened to him speak Welsh, marveling at how easily the words came to him, how he rolled thedifficult sounds on his tongue, and looking, Daria thought, quite pleased with himself.
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They ate their noonday meal on the banks of the Rhaidr Gyw, the Falls of the Wye, Roland translatedfor her, amidst waving wild grass and heather. It was beautiful and soft-smelling and the roar of the fierce rapids filled the silence. "This is a land more rare than the rarest jewel," Roland said as he chewed on his apple. "When it isn't raining, you want to stare, forthe colors are more than just colors—look at the green of the Wye Valley, Daria, it looks soft and velvet it is so vivid."
"Where are we going, Roland?"
"We're traveling first to Wrexham, then to LordRichard de Avenell's stronghold, Croyland. Lord Richard de Avenell is a Marcher Baron and Croyland lies just beyond the Welsh border, on the road to Chester." She nodded. "How long will we remain there?""Not long," and that was all he would say. He sawthat she would question him, and said quickly, "Menyw," and touched his fingertip to her chin.
She repeated the word for "woman," then asked, "What is the word for 'wife'?"
Roland looked at her for a long moment, then shrugged. "Gwrang."
She repeated it several times. One never knew.Besides, it made him distinctly nervous and thus she repeated it again for good measure.
Roland fell silent then. He remained abstracted throughout the remainder of the day. They stayed the night under the overhang of a shallow cave. It wasn't raining and thus was pleasant.
"What ails you, Roland?" she asked him the follow-ing morning.
"Naught," he said shortly. "Tomorrow afternoon we will arrive in Wrexham."
They rode over a mountain that was topped with anancient fort so old Daria thought it had probably been built before time began. They rode through woodedvalleys and saw three waterfalls. It was magnificent,and Daria was enthusiastic until Roland's silence wore her down. They looked back on the Black Mountains, stark and forbidding even beneath a vibrant sun.
Daria was enjoying herself. This was a freedom she'd never known.
It was evident that Roland was not enjoying himself.
"Tell me of your family, Roland."
"I have a brother who is the Earl of Blackheath. He doesn't like me, has never approved of me. It matters not; you won't have to meet him. I have more unclesand aunts and cousins than I can even remember. Our stock is hardy and our men and women prolific." He fell silent again.
"Why don't you like me?"
He twisted about in his saddle and looked at her. "Why should I not like you?"
"You won't speak to me."
He merely shrugged and click-clicked Cantor into atrot.
"And when you do deign to speak to me, your words are sharp."
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"I'm weighing matters," he said, and she had to be content with that.
That night Roland stopped before dark, saying merely, "Cantor is blown. We must rest him."
But it was Roland who fell asleep even as the moonwas beginning its rise into the clear Welsh heavens.
Daria lay beside him, propped up on her elbow. His breathing was slow and deep. He didn't snore. She looked down at his face as he slept. He looked veryyoung, she thought, all the worries smoothed from his face, and slowly, tentatively, she touched her fingers to his cheek, down along the line of his jaw to his square chin. There was black stubble and she smiled and wondered if the hair on his body was as dark as that on his head. She continued looking at him. It gave her a good deal of pleasure. His brows were naturally arched and black as sin. She wanted to smooth the black hair from his forehead, but hesitated.
She didn't want him to awaken and spout angry words at her. She even enjoyed the shape of his ears.
She finally fell asleep snuggling against Roland's back. He wasn't awake to tell her nay.
She awoke with a start, jerking upright. The dream was vivid in her mind and it was alien. She remem-bered her feelings of knowledge, of deep and com-plete recognition, when she'd first seen Roland. Nowshe'd seen the dream he was dreaming. But how wasthat possible? She shook her head even as she silently questioned herself. She didn't understand how it couldbe so. She wasn't in his dream, nay, she was merely an observer, yet she seemed to know what he thought. The question was why Roland was presenting himselfto her in these ways. She now thought she knew the answer, but she also knew she wouldn't say anything to him. He would believe her mad, or simply foolish, or both.
The following morning, the sky was overcast and both Daria and Roland knew that the rain wouldbegin soon. There was nothing either of them could do about it save bear it.
She said suddenly, hoping to catch him off his guard,"I heard stories from my father, stories about the Holy Land. He said he'd been told it was all heat andwhite sand and miserable fleas and poverty and chil- dren who were so hungry their bellies were bloated. He said the men were dark and bearded and wore white robes and turbans on their heads. He said thewomen were kept away from other men, held insidebuildings with other women. Do you know anything of this, Roland?"
Roland's hands tightened on Cantor's reins. He'd dreamed of the Holy Land the previous night; he'd dreamed about a meeting he'd attended with Barbarshimself and his chieftains, and they'd been in a royal tent set up within sight of Acre. But Daria couldn't know that. This was merely happenstance.
He said only, "What your father told you is true. Hush now, I must think."
Daria practiced her Welsh, forming sentences andrepeating phrases he'd taught her the past days.
"Rydw i wedi blino," she said three times, until he turned to ask, "Is that just practice or are you really tired?"
"Nag ydw,"she said, grinning, and firmly shook herhead to match her words.
They entered a small church in Wrexham late that afternoon to get out of the rain. Even the building's warm-colored sandstone looked cold and dismal in the gray rain. They walked beneath the narrow Norman nave arcades, toward the cloisters. There were few people in the church. It was damp and cheerless, no candles lit against the gloom. "It's dark as a well," Daria said aloud, trying to huddle farther into her cloak.
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Roland said nothing. His head ached abominably; his throat felt scratchy; every muscle in his body throbbed and cramped. It pained him to breathe and to walk. Even his eyes hurt to focus. The illness had begun nearly two days before, but he'd ignored it,knowing he couldn't be ill, not now, not when he was responsible for Daria. But he was. It took all his resolution not to shudder and shiver beside her.
"Stop," he said finally, unable to take another step.
He leaned against a stone arch. He closed his eyes,knowing that she was looking closely at him, knowing that at any moment she would guess the truth.
But he didn't have time for her to tell him so. He felt blackness tug at him. He fought it, but his fight was futile. He felt himself sliding down against the arch.
The Earl of Clare wondered if Roland had killed thetwo men, and decided he had. One lay rotting, his head in still green water; the other was curled up in death inside a close-by cave.
"Aye, he killed them, our pretty priest," he said. "But why? Did they attack him?" He paused and paled.
Had the men raped Daria? And Roland had killed them because they had? No, he wouldn't accept that.
No, he would assume that he'd killed them be-fore they'd had a chance to do anything and left them here.
He said aloud to MacLeod, "I wonder where our priest took Daria after he killed these louts? Why did they come into this filthy country? Has he friends here?"
MacLeod didn't know a single answer to the earl's spate of questions. What's more, he was beginning not to care. Like the other men, he was wet and miserable and cold and wanted nothing more than to return toTyberton, to the stifling warm great hall with its fires filling the huge chamber with smoke, and drink warm spiced ale and fill his hands with soft woman's flesh.
"Do we bury them?" one of the men asked MacLeod.
He shook his head. "They're savages. Let them continue to rot in peace."
Daria knew he was ill, had known for the past day and a half, only she hadn't wanted to believe it and had made excuses to herself for his persistent silence. She'd asked him once that morning if he felt all right, and he had snapped at her, vicious and mean as a stray dog. And now he'd fallen unconscious from his illness. She dropped to her knees besidehim. His forehead was hot; he was caught in the fever. His body shuddered even in his unconscious state. She looked about for help. She'd never felt more fright-ened in her life.
"Roland," she whispered, nearly frantic. "Roland,please, can you hear me?"
He was silent.
She was terrified, but not for herself. She was terri-fied for him, but of course he wouldn't care. It didn't matter now what he thought of her. He needed her.
When the black-robed Augustinian priest saw them,he hurried forward.
"Father," she whispered, "you must help me."
She realized she'd spoken partly in English, partly in Welsh.
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He looked at her oddly and she quickly said, "He isWelsh and I am his wife and but half-Welsh. Do you understand English?"
He nodded. "Aye, for I lived many years in Here-ford. What do you here?"
She looked him straight in his sharp, pale eyes. "Myhusband was taking me to his family in Chester when he fell ill. 'Tis all the rain and our hard pace. What am I to do?"
It was then she realized the priest had seen her as a boy, and she cursed herself silently. She'd forgotten and thought only to protect Roland, thinking a wife,in a priest's eyes, must have more favor than a woman not a man's wife. She said quickly, "I am dressed this way for protection. We were set on by outlaws and barely managed to get away. 'Twas my husband who got me these clothes."
"A reasonable thing to do. I am Father Murdough, and who are you and your husband?"
"His name is Alan; he is a freeholder, Father. Our farm is near to Leominster. Please help us."
He had no choice, for he was a man of God and he couldn't leave a man to die in his church. "Stay here.
I will fetch my sexton to help us."
It seemed a decade had flowed by with Daria hud-dled over Roland, before her now-husband, still un-conscious, was carried up three flights of stairs over the sexton's huge shoulder and laid upon a narrow bed in a small chamber beneath the eaves of Father Murdough's modest home beside the church.
"Have you coin, child?"
"Aye," Daria said. "In my husband's cloak. Will the sexton see to my husband's horse?"
The priest nodded absently. He'd seen that horse. It was a powerful destrier; unusual that a freeholder would own such an animal. Highly unusual. He won- dered who this man really was. As for the woman, hedoubted if she carried even a whiff of Welsh blood in her veins. He was glad she hadn't told him her name. He didn't want to know.
But that didn't matter now. Only the young manmattered. Father Murdough became brisk. "I will fetch a leech. The fever must be bled out of him if he is tosurvive. I will have my servant, Romila, bring blankets and water."
Daria, now frantic for Roland, managed to nod. Left alone with him, she saw that his clothes were damp and knew he must be made dry and warm. She would have to strip his clothes off, something shedoubted he would approve of. She was unknotting hischausses when an old woman, tall and thin and proud-looking, her head topped with masses of white hair, entered, carrying blankets and a ewer of water. She had a lovely wide smile and full mouth of teeth. "Here, now," she said in low slurring Welsh, "wait a minute and I'll help ye!"
Together the women stripped off Roland's dampclothes. When he was naked, sprawled on his back, the old woman took a thorough survey. "A fine man he is, aye, fine indeed, all lean and bone and muscle. No fat on this fine lad. Aye, and look at that rod of his! It must make ye as happy as a turtledove."
"You spoke English," Daria said blankly.
"Aye, the father told me to. Me, I come from Chester, and my husband is one of these savages.Aye, but Page 55
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he's a savage that keeps my old bones warm during the long winter nights. Aye, he's mine, he is."
As she spoke, Daria looked down at Roland, at his rod that must make her happy. It lay flaccid against the thick black hair of his groin. He was magnificent and she wished with all her heart that he could keep her warm during long winter nights for the rest of her life.
They quickly covered him, and the old woman saidnothing about the reddened cheeks of the young man'swife. "He is so very hot," Daria said, her palm strok-ing Roland's face. "Please, he will be all right, will henot?"
Romila looked at the girl and nodded without hesi-tation. "Aye, he'll be well again, and like most men, he'll likely growl and complain until ye'll want to smash in his head, ye'll be so angry with him."
"I hope so," Daria said, and sat beside him. Shesmoothed the blankets at his throat. She couldn't seem to keep her hands still and they stroked his arms, his face, his hair.
When the leech arrived, a shrunken old man with wise eyes and clean hands, Daria felt hope.
She'd found a hoard of coins wrapped in a tunic in one of Roland's bags. When she paid the leech, he looked at her, clearly startled. "Who are ye, then?" he asked in deep slow Welsh.
"I am Gwen, sir, and I'm his wife."
The old man harrumphed loudly.
"Please, sir, will my husband live?"
"Ye ask me that? I have but one answer and I'll tell ye it on the morrow. Pray for yer husband, lass, and I'll be back in the morning."
It wasn't until the old man had left that Daria real-ized he'd begun by speaking Welsh to her and had then switched to English. She wasn't, she realized, much of a mummer, if even an old leech could see through her.
She returned to Roland's bedside. She looked at hisstill face. He was so familiar to her and she knew now that there was some sort of strange bond between them, a bond that he didn't feel, only she. She thoughtagain of the men in their white robes that she'd seen in his dream. She'd been there observing, but she'd also been with him, felt what he'd felt, even understood the strange tongue they'd spoken. And she remem-bered that one of the dark-faced men had pulled him aside and said softly to him, "I know who you are andI will bring you down—when it pleases me—infidel dog!"
And Roland had thought in those moments: Well, damn, I will have to slit his miserable throat. Daria wondered if he had, and then she didn't wonder at all. He had; she knew it, knew it as well as she now knew him.
She laid her cheek against his heart and slept. He didn't stir until she woke him for some nourishing broth Romila brought early that evening. He ate be-cause she forced him to. He turned his face away, butthe spoon followed and he had no choice. When Daria was satisfied, she bathed his face and chest with a damp cool cloth.
The fever rose steadily and her fear kept apace. Near to midnight she offered her life in exchange for his, Page 56
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but she knew that such a request wouldn't findmuch merit in God's eyes. She was only a woman, her uncle Damon had once told her. What would God care what a silly woman wanted?
She wet more cloths and wiped him again and again.The heat from his body was intense; her fear grew andher prayers became more frequent and more impas-sioned. At exactly midnight, he opened his eyes andstared up at her.
"Roland? Oh, thank God, you're awake!"
He said nothing, merely looked at her. Then sud-denly his expression was furious and he yelled, "Joan, you damned bitch! Get out of my sight before I wrap my fingers around your throat!"
He grabbed her wrist and twisted it hard. She criedout and pushed at him.
But he was strong, and now he was twisting and panting and muttering at her, "Aye, I loved you, Igave you my heart, I offered you everything that I wasand would become. But you betrayed me and now you return to taunt me. Bitch, damned perfidious bitch!"
He released her wrist suddenly and slapped her, hard. She reeled back, falling to the floor. "Roland," she gasped, coming quickly onto her knees, "nay, don't move! Nay!"
He was lurching upward, flinging back the blankets. He rose, weaving until he gained his balance, and shestared up at him, terrified and amazed and joyous at the sight of him.
Then, just as suddenly as it had started, his spurt ofenergy was spent and he fell backward onto the bed.
She managed to ease him onto his back again andcovered him. An hour slowly passed. He sighed and opened his eyes again. Without warning, he reached up his hand and grabbed a thick tress of hair. "Joan,
'tis you. You won't have my soul again."
She leaned over him because his hold on her hairwas painful, and clasped his shoulders. "Nay, Roland, nay, 'tis I!"
He was mumbling now, words she didn't under-stand, words in that strange guttural language he'd spoken in the dream. The language of the Muslims and the Arabs. Then he said to her, his voice deep andsoft, "Forgive me, Lila, of course it's you. You could never be like Joan. Come to me now. I want yourbreasts in my hands and your hands on my belly. Yes, Lila, bring me your soft body."
Daria sucked in her breath, stunned and fascinated, but she didn't move. Roland raised his hand and now he gently stroked her breasts. "You are still clothed.What is this? Do you not desire me? Why are you still wearing clothes?"
He raised his other hand and caressed both breasts,weighing them in his palms, his thumbs moving slowly over her nipples. She stared down at him, at the intentexpression on his face, at the gleam of pleasure in his dark eyes.
"Remove your silk jacket now. I want to feel you."
He believed her to be a woman he'd known in theHoly Land, a woman whose name was Lila. She didn't care, not now. She touched his hands, caressed them as his fingers caressed her breasts, and she could feelthe urgency of his need, feel the desire that came from the depths of him.
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And she knew then that nothing was more impor-tant in her life than this man. She knew that he would be the center of her life, knew that he would be with her until she died. Or, she thought with a pained moment of truth, it was what she wanted to believe.Still, with no hesitation Daria calmly unlaced the boy's tunic she wore. Roland wanted her breasts bare; she would give him whatever he wanted. She pulled the tunic over her head and tossed it to the floor. Thank-fully, the chamber was very warm from the fire in thecrude fireplace. She saw him smile, and he was look-ing at her breasts, at their motion as she moved backbeside him.
"Come closer. Lean into my hands. Ah, yes, that iswhat I want. You feel like silk and . . . What is this?
You want me, Lila? So quickly? Your nipples are tight, for me?"
She leaned over him, her breasts filling his hands,and whispered, "Aye, Roland, for you. I would be whatever you wished. Just tell me what to do."
His fingers stroked her and she moaned, then gasped,from her surprise. Never had a man touched her thus.She felt stranger still as he continued to explore her,and she knew that she was on the threshold of somethingwonderful, something she would like very much. She wasn't ignorant of what men did to women, forshe had lived in her uncle's house for five long years.She knew very well what happened between men andwomen, her uncle had seen to that. He enjoyed flaunt- ing his women in front of her.
And she'd seen him naked, his rod standing out from his body, but she'd always felt only revulsion, deep, soul-searing revul-sion. But not with Roland, never with Roland.
"Lila, bring your breasts to my face. I wish to suckle."
She stared down at him. This was something sheknew nothing about. Suckle her? She couldn't imagine a man suckling a woman as if he were a babe. But it didn't matter. She lowered her body and felt his fingers again stroking her breasts, gently tugging at her nipples, and then his mouth was on her flesh and she drew in her breath with the wondrous feelings that were building deep inside her body. She closed her eyes, feeling his warm mouth, his wet tongue, andgloried in the sensations that were growing more intense low in her belly.
"Roland," she whispered, and her hands were on his bare shoulders, sliding beneath the blankets to his chest.
"So sweet," he said, his breath hot and urgent on her. His hands came around her and stroked down her back to her waist, then up again, his fingers tangling into her hair, pulling the braids free. "Lila, you still wear clothes." He sounded surprised and faintly dis-pleased. "I want you naked and over me."
"I'm not Lila," she said even as she pulled off the boy's pants and hose and unfastened the chausses.
When she was naked, she slid down the blankets. She looked at his man's body, taut and hard and shadowed. She smiled and covered him with her body.At the feel of him beneath her, she felt something pass from him to her, something strong and gentle and demanding, something so powerful that for a momentit frightened her. Then she accepted it completely. Buthe must feel only his own building desire.
He sighed at the feel of her body pressing against his. He slid hishands over her back until he was cupping her buttocks.
His breathing became quite suddenly fast and raw. "Bring me inside you, Lila."
He wanted her to bring his rod into her body? Shelifted herself and gazed down the length of him. His member was swelled and hard and he moaned deeply,his hips jerking when she lightly touched her Page 58
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fingers to his hot flesh.
And again she felt this urgency in him, this over-powering need, and her fingers tightened around him.He was bucking now, moaning hoarsely. "Now, Lila. By Allah, my need is great. Wait no longer."
Still, Daria wasn't certain what to do. He was very large, surely too large to come inside her. She leaned down and kissed his hard belly. He flinched andmoaned. She kissed him again, her mouth lower this time.
When her lips touched his sex, his body heavedwildly, and then, suddenly, she saw a glorious naked woman with hair black as a night of sin who was straddling him and holding him between her hands and guiding him upward into her.
Daria cried out with the vividness of what she saw.She felt dizzy and frightened about the step she was taking, a step that was irrevocable. She was on her knees over him, staring down at him, and then she touched herself, felt the wetness of her flesh and knew it was to ease his way into her. She took him between her hands, ready, but he forestalled her. His fingers were on her belly, stroking her, kneading her, thenlower until they sifted through the hair covering her woman's mound. She lurched straight up when hisfingers delved through the slick flesh to find her, and she cried out.
"Ah," he said, and he sounded profoundly pleased with himself. "You are always ready for me, aren't you? Always ready to take me. I'm pleased. Shall Igive you pleasure now? Before I come into you? Before you ride me wildly?"
"Nay, come into me now." She feared this pleasurehe spoke so confidently about, feared what it would do to her. She held herself stiffly above him, feeling his fingers begin a rhythm on her flesh even as his other hand was pressing against her belly, and then he stopped.
"All right, I'll take you now, you're wet and ready for me." Daria no longer saw this Lila, this other woman he believed her to be, this other woman who was no longer in his life. She was in the past; she didn't matter.
What mattered was now.
She closed her eyes a moment. He spoke again, andthis time it was in that strange tongue, but more strangely still, she understood what he wanted and she felt no hesitation.
Dariaknew if she did what he asked, she would nolonger be a maid. She refused to consider the conse-quences more than she had already done. She raisedherself above him again and took his man's rod in her hand. Slowly, so very slowly she pressed him against her, and felt him come easily inside her because shewas slick and wet. He strained against her fingers. Sheeased down just a bit and took more of him. He was moaning, his hands were tightening on her hips, his fingers digging into her flesh. She felt herself stretchfor him, felt the tension building in him, powerful andvigorous, and in herself as well, and knew the moment before he thrust upward that the pain was coming and she wouldn't like it. He grasped her hips hard andjerked her down on him even as he bucked his hips upward. The pain was a sharp burning stab that made her cry out, but nothing more, and then he was deep inside her, touching her Page 59
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womb, and it was something she couldn't have imagined. His urgency seemed tolessen and he began to move gently and slowly, nearly pulling out of her, then coming in deeply once more. His chest heaved with effort and sweat covered his brow, matting his hair, and he was murmuring over and over, "Nay, don't move, Lila, don't move! It's been so long, far too long . . . don't move!"
She held still, knowing everything was beyond hernow, knowing whatever would come, she had done it to herself. She had set into motion her own future andshe was the only one responsible. But she hadn't imag-ined his touching her like this, his body coming intohers, so deeply, so completely, possessing her so thor- oughly. The pulsing, intense feelings of before hadfaded, lost in the pain of her ripped maidenhead, and they didn't return. But it didn't matter. Only he mat-tered. He was moaning now, harsh raw sounds fromdeep in his throat, and then he lifted her nearly offhim. He held her above him, his rod barely inside her body, and stared up at her and smiled, and brought her down hard and fast, and she shuddered with theshock of it as she took him completely yet again. He clutched her to him then and jerked wildly.
"Roland," she said, and he looked at her, his eyes clear and bright and dark; then he closed his eyes, hiding the pain his control was costing him. "You aren't like yourself. I'm stretching you, I can feel it, and it's bringing me madness, this smallness. And Iripped you. How can that be? You aren't a maid. How can you still be so narrow? How can I hurt you? Have you found some cream that brings you a maid's tight-ness again? Or do you cry out with passion? Is that it, Lila, is it passion?"
" 'Tis passion, Roland. It could be naught else butpassion with you."
He smiled again, a smile so sweet that she felt as if afist were clutching around her heart. She hurt, deep inside, but it didn't matter. He wanted her and she would do anything for him. She rode him hard, for that was what his hands directed her to do, and as hejerked and moaned, his fingers wildly kneading her buttocks and belly, she said again, "I'm Daria. Please know me, at least for a moment, know 'tis me."
He suddenly froze and she felt him lurch upward,felt his seed spurt deep inside her. He was heaving, his breath fast and raw, and still she rode him until he whispered, "Enough, Lila. By Allah, you're good, so good. You've worn me down to my bones. I don't think I'll take Cena now. No, she must wait, even though she is hungry, I know, always hungry. You've reduced me to ashes and it was so good, so very, very good."
She stared down at him. He was deep inside herbody and he was talking of two women in his bed. She slowly eased off him and saw his seed and her virgin'sblood on her thighs and on his man's rod. She quickly pulled the blankets over him again and bathed herself with the cool water. She felt soreness deep inside her.
She returned to him and slipped beneath the covers to hold him to her.
It was during the night that she made up her mind not to say anything to him about what had passed between them. He hadn't known her. He'd believedher to be another woman, a mistress he'd known in a foreign land. It was then she rose and pulled down the blankets. She quickly bathed the blood and seed fromhis member. She held him gently, marveling at his differentness, at the beauty of him. She raised her eyes to his still face. "I love you, Roland. I will always love you and I will always belong to you and to no oneelse." She wished she knew the words in Welsh. She wished he could hear her, and she wished that he had smiled at her and known her as Daria.
She would be safe from his questions, if he chanced to remember what had happened, which she stronglydoubted. If he did, he would believe it a dream, noth-ing more. She felt, oddly, content. He was Page 60
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the mandestined for her and she'd given herself to him. That,she reminded herself, or she was as mad as her grand-mother and seeing things because they were what she wanted to see. Or he was the man she'd been destined to have only for this night and then he would leave her, and all her precious knowledge of him, her deep knowing,had all been a lie, a sham. No, she wouldn't accept that.
Someday, perhaps, he would realize that he was tiedto her. Perhaps someday he could care for her as she did for him.
She laid her palm on his forehead.
He was cool to the touch. The fever had broken.
So had her maidenhead.
Roland opened his eyes and stared around the smalldismal chamber. He had no idea where he was. His head pounded but his stomach wasn't twisting and churning, nor was there the dreadful bone-aching pain that had dragged at his body and reduced him to the strength of an ant. He'd enjoyed excellent health his entire life, and the illness frightened him. It meant he wasn't in control; it meant he had to depend upon others. And he was vulnerable to anyone who took it into his head to do him in. He raised his hand and realized with something of a shock that he was still very weak. He turned his head ever so slightly at the sound of breathing.0There was Daria, sitting on a lonechair, sewing a tunic—one of his tunics. She was still dressed as a boy, but her hair was loose and tumblingover her shoulders and down her back. Very beautiful hair, he thought inconsequentially. He'd forgotten how lovely her hair was, with all its dark rich colors. Her brows were as dark and finely arched above thosegreen eyes of hers. Then he noticed that she was pale, very pale.
He felt his throat tighten, and said, "Daria, may I have some water?"
Her head jerked up and she smiled at him, a daz-zling smile that would have brought an answering smile to his mouth if he'd had the strength. She bounded up from her chair and her abrupt movement made him wince.
He sipped at the cup of water as she held his head, so gently, as if he were naught but a babe. Again he felt fear, fear that he was helpless and out of control.She, a female, was succoring him, seeing to his needs, nurturing him. It wasn't to be borne, yet he didn't seem to have a choice for the moment. He sipped at the water. She seemed content to allow him all the time he wanted. He breathed in her scent, turned his face slightly so that his cheek was against her breast.She was soft, too soft, and that frightened him as well. He tried to pull away from her.
"Nay, Roland," she said, her breath sweet and warmon his face as she lightly stroked his cheek. "You're not ready to do battle in a tourney just yet."
"What do you know of my strength?"
To his chagrin, she smiled sweetly at him. "Romilatold me you would be testy. She says that all strong men hate illness, hate being dependent on others."
That bit of philosophy drew him up. Damn her forbeing in the right of it. He realized he also hated being like everyone else, hated acting as he was expected to."No, I don't mind it at all. Your breasts are soft against my face and—"
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Water dripped down his chin. He tried for a cockysmile but couldn't manage it. For an instant he sawher expression change into one of wariness and some- thing akin to fear. No, how could that be possible?
"Where are we? How long have I been ill?"
Her smile returned. She said nothing until she'd gently wiped his chin and given him more water to drink.
Still, she held him, and he felt the soft thud ofher heartbeat against his face. He wanted to stay there, warm in her arms, for a very long time.
"We're in Wrexham, in a small chamber in the priest's house. We've been here for nearly three daysnow.
When you collapsed in the cathedral, Father Murdough helped us."
Roland chewed that over. "The priest then knows you are no boy."
"Aye. I told him you were my husband and that youwere taking me to meet your family in Leominster.
You're Welsh and a freeholder and I'm but half-Welsh,thus my lacks in the language."
Roland groaned.
"I told him that I was dressed as a boy because youbelieved it wise for my protection."
"I don't suppose the man of God agreed?"
She chuckled and he found himself smiling slightlyin response. "He said aught about it, actually. He's a very accepting sort of priest. I am expecting the leech anytime now. He's not a fool and he has aided you.
Do you really feel better, Roland?"
"Aye." He turned his head so he could see her face."You're pale. Have you remained here, beside me, shut up in this dreary little chamber?"
"Had I not stayed with you, 'tis likely you would have tried to take over the cooking chores and bathe yourself and mend your own tunic."
He gave her an absent smile, then said, "We'll leaveon the morrow, at dawn."
She was perfectly still for a moment. "No, we shan't.We won't leave until you have your strength back."
"You dare to tell me our plans?"
Her arms were around his shoulders and she huggedhim slightly. "You sound churlish, Roland. Aye, you will do what is wise and not what is stupid. If I have to tie you down, you will remain here until the leech saysyou are well enough to travel without failing off Can- tor's back."
"I don't suppose you've remembered the Earl of Clare and his desire for your fair person?"
"I've not forgotten," she said, and that was all.
His eyes hurt and he said irritably, "Dim the damnedlights. I can scarce see."
"All right."
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"You're being too agreeable. I distrust that. A fe-male who agrees with a man is having sport with him.
Have you spent all my coins?"
She lightly passed her palm over his forehead and through his hair, tousling it, then smoothing it again, paying no heed to his sharp words.
"You aren't my mother, damn you, wench!"
"That," she said, gently pressing him onto his back and straightening over him, "is very true."
He gave a heartfelt sigh. "You are my penance. Iwonder if the coin your uncle will pay me will suffice for my days in your tyrant's company."
"Be not sour-natured, Roland, it will do you no good. Now, if—"
He interrupted her. "I must relieve myself."
Daria nodded briskly. "I will fetch the chamber pot and assist you."
Roland looked at her with astonished loathing. "I don't need any help, only some privacy." When she didn't move, he gave her an evil look, threw back the blankets, and sat up. But he couldn't rise; he hadn't the strength. And he'd wanted to. He wanted to intim-idate her with his size, mayhap frighten her with his bulging manhood. By all the saints, at present he couldn't intimidate a dwarf. He looked down at him-self and knew that even his sex had betrayed him. Hismember wouldn't intimidate the shiest of maidens, and Daria had proved herself not at all shy. That in itself made him want to howl with humiliation.
Daria didn't draw back. She knew his body as well as she knew her own, for she'd cared for him com-pletely for the past three days. She crossed her arms over her breasts and stared at him. "Will you risenow? Will I have the pleasure of seeing you collapse again? I doubt I have the strength to pick you up, so you will lie on the floor, naked as the day you cameinto the world, until I have fetched Romila.
Two women would then haul you back into bed and see to yourneeds. Romila, I might add, much delights in examin- ing your body, and she's frank in her assessments. Now, Roland, what say you to that?"
"I say you're a wasp and 'twas foul mischance thatbrought me to you."
She saw that he was trembling from weakness orperchance from a lingering chill, and forgot her show of mastery. "Roland, don't be foolishly proud. Let mehelp you. I would let you help me if I needed it."
He was damned if he did and damned ever more if he didn't. He nodded. It was torture, every moment of it. Once he'd finished, he was tucked by her gentlehands back into the cot without a word being spoken. He closed his eyes. He considered slipping out whilstshe slept and escaping her. He cursed her uncle's coin.He didn't want it, not if it meant that he had to relievehimself in front of her. She had turned her back, but it mattered not. 'Twas the same thing, and she'd known what he was doing. Indeed, before he'd regained his wits, he doubted not that she'd seen to it even then.
He was embarrassed beyond what he could tolerate,and there was naught, at the present, he could do about it. In the normal course of events, he didn'timagine that he would care in the least if she watched him doing anything at all; but he was helpless andweak, a pitiful specimen, and that made all the difference; that made it intolerable.
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Daria watched him from beneath her lids. She was pretending to sew the rip in his tunic, but her eyes and her attention were focused on him. She wasn't certainshe understood the depths of his feelings, but sheaccepted his anger, his sourness. She could only imag-ine what she would feel like if she were ill and had to relieve herself with his help.
When the leech arrived, she was profoundly thankful. He eyed Roland, spoke in soft Welsh to him, and seemed pleased. At one point, he gestured toward her, but Daria didn't understand his words or Ro-land's reply. She doubted her husband would be com-plimenting her.
And as Roland and the leech spoke, she felt free tolook at him, and felt such a surge of relief that he was improved that she wanted to shout. When at last the leech turned to her, she was smiling despite her sup-posed husband's foul humor.
"Yer husband does well," the old man said. "He tells me he will leave on the morrow, and I told him if he does, he'll die and leave ye alone to the tender mercies of lawless bastards. He is now consideringthings."
He paused, giving her a significant look, and Daria quickly paid him. "Nay, worry not, lass, he's not a stupid man." He gave her a small salute and took himself off.
"You give him my money, do you?"
"Since I have none of my own, there's no choice."
"So, you found where I'd hidden my coins and nowyou make free with them?"
"Perhaps I should have pleaded poverty and thepriest could have dumped both of us in a ditch. As for the leech, of course I pay him. To put up with your vile temper, he deserves all the coins I give him. Of course, since he's a man and not a simpleminded fe-male, you accorded him more courtesy and attention!"
"You should have told me."
"You're right. I should have somehow roused youand asked humbly for your permission to use the coins.
Such a pity I also am paying for the stabling and care of your destrier. Should I tell the priest to throw Cantor into a ditch, perhaps let him run loose until you are ready for him again?"
"You become a shrew, Daria."
"You are merely evil-tempered because you cannotbear the fact that you, my stalwart rescuer, are all too human. You aren't a god, Roland. You're only a man."
"So you have noticed that, have you?"
She gave him a smile that, had he but realized it,would have shown him just how much she did know.
"Aye," she said. "Be patient, my 1. . . have patience."
"How can I? The damned earl will come, and thenwhat will you do? Tell him to be patient until I am well enough to protect you?"
She shook her head and spoke without thought. "I should protect you."
He snorted and lost some of his newly acquired healthy color. "No, say nothing more! Bring me food. I Page 64
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must get my strength back."
Daria considered starving him. He was ungrateful and a tyrant and seething all because he himself became ill. As if it were her fault. She sighed. Men weredifficult creatures. "Very well. Please rest whilst I'm gone. I will return shortly with food for you." Shemarveled that she'd sounded so calm. She snapped the chamber door closed with a bit more force than was necessary and walked with a bit more pressure than was fitting for a priest's abode.
Romila took one look at her face and cackled. "Aye,yer pretty husband makes ye furious, eh?"
"Aye, I'd like to strangle him."
"He's a man, child, nothing more, nothing less.Feed him; he'll chirp in harmony again once his belly's full."
If Roland didn't chirp, he at least seemed to regain his calm after he'd eaten Romila's stewed beef and coarse brown bread covered with sweet butter.
"We leave on the morrow," he said, not botheringto look at her. He was calm and sure of himself and of her.
"No."
"In the afternoon."
"No."
"Daria, you will do as I tell you. I am not your husband but I am the man in charge of you, the man responsible for you and, thus you—"
"No. We won't leave until you are well, completely fit, and not before. I have hidden your clothes, Roland. If you behave as a half-wit, you will go naked asone. You cannot force me, nor can you threaten me. I won't let you go until your body is well again."
He cursed long and luridly, but Daria only smiled. He'd lost and he knew it. His foul language was just a man's adornment for his frustration. After he'd cursed himself out of words and into a near-stupor, he fell asleep and she moved to sit beside him. She lightly touched her fingers to his face, and leaning close, whispered, "You have no memory of two nights past, do you? I have wondered what I would do and say ifyou had. Would I have denied it and claimed it naught but a fevered dream? Or a fancy, mayhap? But it hurts nonetheless, Roland, very much. Now I find I'm disappointed that you don't have any memory of rid-ding me of my maidenhead.
"I do know, Roland, if you force me back to my uncle and he forces me to wed Ralph of Colchester, I would at least have had one night of love." She paused a moment, aware of tears pooling in her eyes.
"Damn you, Roland. You are the most stubborn, the mostobtuse of men. Mayhap I will simply inform my uncle that I am no longer a virgin and you are the man responsible. Then would I be safe from Ralph of Colchester?
"But at what cost? Would my uncle kill you? Kill me for my inheritance? Knowing Uncle Damon, I doubt he would have any scruples about doing away with both of us, but—"
"You carry on like a raucous kingfisher. What areyou talking about? I try to sleep to regain my strength, Page 65
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but you babble on and on, numbing my ears."
She very slowly moved her fingers from his face. What had he heard? She tried to remember all of her soliloquy, but couldn't. A silly argument with herself,but it appeared he'd just heard meaningless sounds.
" 'Tis naught, Roland. Forgive me for disturbing you. Sleep."
He grumbled some more, but she didn't understand his complaints, which was probably just as well.
He slept soundly until late that night. After she'dfed him again and seen to his needs, which still caused him to curse and his expression to become taut with humiliation, she slipped into bed beside him, careful not to disturb him. But during the dark of the night,he found her and drew her against him. If was as if he knew her and accepted her and recognized also on a deep level that she was his and he would act as he pleased. His hands were on her hips; then she felt hisfingers pushing between her thighs, skimming over her flesh to find her. She squirmed as his fingers probed, his middle finger easing high up inside her and his other fingers gently rubbing her swelled flesh. She turned her face into his shoulder, moaning through her clenched teeth, as her body shuddered with the intense feelings.
Then suddenly his breathing slowed and he fell backinto a deep sleep, sprawled on his back, his fingers cupped over her hip. The frantic feelings slowly faded, and again she wondered where such feelings would lead.
She eased her hand down over him and discoveredthat his rod was full and heavy, but he hadn't moved to come into her. He hadn't had the strength, nor had he really awakened. What he'd done, he'd done sim-ply because she was there beside him, a female whoseflesh was eager for him. Had he realized it was her, Daria, he was holding and stroking, he would have probably fallen off the bed in his haste to get away from her. But he'd slept through his assault.
She didn't understand this sex business, particularlyfrom the man's view. Touching her intimately, then stopping, never coming to consciousness. She awokefirst the following morning and eased out of bed.
She stared down at him and wanted to shout at the won-drous feelings that surged through her when she sim-ply looked at him. "I love you, Roland," she whispered,then repeated in Welsh, "Rwy'n dy garu di."
Romila had chuckled when Daria had asked her the words inWelsh the previous day, but had obligingly told her. Daria dressed hurriedly and left the chamber.
She wanted to visit his destrier and see that his carewas proper. On the northern side of Wrexham cathe-dral, down a long narrow street, stood a public livery,a long low building built solidly of straw and dung andcovered with a slate roof. Cantor was in the third stall and the toothless brawny individual who showed him to her babbled on about the amount of oats the horsewas eating and how the beast had bitten him but good.
Daria finally paid him extra coins, and he beamed,scratching his armpit vigorously.
" 'Tis a fine bit of horseflesh," he said, speakingloudly and slowly to her in his own tongue. "Aye, 'tis true, and ye say yer husband be a freeholder?"
So much suspicion, she thought, nodding. She hadn'thad time to think of a better lie, and this one wasn't serving her all that well. There was nothing for it but to stick to her story.
"Aye," the liveryman continued, " 'twere another couple of men in here earlier, and they asked me about this beauty. I told 'em yer husband were that, a freeholder."
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Daria felt her guts twist painfully. She knew who the men were, she knew.
"They were saeson, the slimy louts."
Of course they were English; they were the Earl ofClare's men; she had no doubt of it. What she didn't know was what she should do about it. She scratched her own armpit, saying indifferently, "I wonder if they'll come back. Think you they want to buy the horse?"
The stableman sought his way through her clumsyWelsh, and nodded. "They're coming back," he said, and Daria knew everything had changed. Thank God the stableman didn't know their names or where they were staying. But the Earl of Clare would find outquickly enough. She ran her tongue over her dry mouth. Oh, God, what to do?
"Oh, aye," the stableman suddenly said. "There they be, yon!"
She turned to see two of the earl's men some thirty paces up the narrow street, speaking to a vegetable vendor. She recognized MacLeod, his master-at-arms. He was making descriptive movements with his hands as he spoke. Both men looked tired and impatient.
"I think I will take the horse for a gallop," Daria said.
"Ond-"
She waved away his objection and quickly saddledCantor. The destrier, impatient and bored, neighed loudly, flinging his head up, and it required all her strength to get the bit between his teeth and the reins over his head. "I will return soon," she said to thestableman, and click-clicked Cantor from the stableyard."I ride toward Leominster," she said, and prayed with all her might that he would repeat that to the earl's men.
As Cantor snorted and danced sideways through thecrowded narrow streets of Wrexham, Daria stuffed her hair under her woolen cap. Did she look once again like a boy? She prayed so. She had no idea where she was going. She knew only that she had to lead them away from Roland.
She had coin and she had a strong horse. She wasn't stupid and she could speak some Welsh. Aye, she thought, grimacing. Any robbers who caught her, she could tell them that she loved them. She would ride, she decided in that moment, to the castle calledCroyland, to Lord Richard de Avenell. Surely he would assist her.
And what of Roland?
She closed her eyes over that thought. If the Earl ofClare found him, he would kill him. She had to lead him away; far away and quickly. Once they cleared the town, she gave Cantor his head. She knew from the position of the sun that they were riding northeast, toward Croyland, toward the English border.
What would Roland think when he realized she wasgone?
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It was raining,a cold fine spray that soaked Dariawithin minutes. She looked up at the angry gray sky and just shook her head at the endless misery of it.
She'd been riding for three hours now and hadn't seen a single man or woman in the past two. There were sheep, of course, sheep everywhere, and dark forests of sessile oak, thick twisted trees that looked wet to the touch even when it wasn't raining. The roadshe'd taken had become a rough path with yew bushescrowding on either side, many times their spiked leavesbrushing against Cantor's flanks, making him prancesideways. She tried to keep him calm, his pace steady. His strength was great, his endurance greater.
She saw a flock of geese in a muddy field to her right and two badgers in a hedgerow beside her. No sign of the earl or his men. She prayed they were behind her, but far, far behind her.
The rain came down harder, in thick drenching sheets,and she huddled in wretched acceptance over Cantor'sslick neck. She wondered if magically, once she gainedEngland, the rain would cease. She couldn't be far from Chester, no, not very far now. And what ofRoland? She shook her head. She couldn't worry about him now; worrying about herself had to be paramount.
Suddenly a hare sprang from a thicket in front of Cantor. The destrier reared back onto his hind legs, whinnying in surprise and anger, and Daria lost her hold and fell on her side into a puddle of water. She felt her bones jar with the impact, and for a moment he merely lay there, not wanting to move.
Cantor snorted over her, his mighty head lowered,mirroring her own misery. She tried to smile at being caught off-guard. But she couldn't find even a rem-nant of a smile. She scrambled slowly to her feet and leaned against Cantor's heaving side. He nudged at her and she pressed closer to him. She felt the vibra-tions against the soles of her leather shoes. Horses,and they were coming swiftly toward her. Soon they would come into view. It had to be the earl and his men.
She swung up onto Cantor's back and kicked his sides with the wet toes of her shoes. He bounded forward, only to stumble again. She was thrown side- ways but kept on his back by wrapping his mane around her left wrist.
He was lame. She sat on his back, knowing it was over, yet unable to accept it. His head was lowered and he was blowing hard. There was no escape for her now.
She clearly heard the sounds of the horses' hooves now. Nearer and nearer, and there was naught she could do. Save wait. What if they'd found Roland?
She felt her mind bending and straining, and cursedherself with words she'd heard from Roland. What was she to do? And then she knew. After all, she hadn't the choice to play the fool; too much depended on her now.
She slid off Cantor's back and turned toward theoncoming horses. Even as she recognized the earl's big black Arab, she held herself ready, not moving, awareonly that something deep inside her was flinching away from him, from who he was, and what he wanted fromher.
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I can't bear it if he touches me. I can't bear it. I'll shriek and kick and die if he touches me . . . if he touches me.
She raised her head and felt the cold shards of rain strike her face. Sharp and stinging and cold, and she welcomed it.
The Earl of Clare raised his gauntleted hand. He stared at the rain-soaked boy who stood beside Roland's huge destrier. His hand clamped over his sword.Where was that damned bastard? In hiding amongstthe yew bushes? Leaving Daria, dressed foolishly like a lad, to fend for herself?
He waved his men to a halt. He saw Daria give astart as she recognized him. He watched with growing bewilderment as her expression changed from fear tojoy and relief. She was running toward him, not away.
He felt uncertainty as he dismounted from his des-trier. He stood still and stiff, watching her race toward him. She was speaking, yelling to him, as she ran.Then she threw herself against him, her arms going around his back.
His hands fisted, yet he made no move against her.He was mired in confusion. She was babbling now, something about how he'd saved her! Saved her!
The earl clasped her upper arms in his hands and pushed her away from him. He shook her.
"What do you here?"
Those weren't the words he'd intended to speak. He'd wanted to strike her, fling her to the muddy road, and strike her again for her perfidy. But he did nothing, merely stood there, saying again, "What do you here?"
She was stuttering, with cold, with fear, with relief ... He didn't know; he didn't move, just listened as the words poured from her mouth.
"I escaped him, I stole his horse, but the wretched animal is lame and I thought you were he and you would catch me again and I was so frightened ...sofrightened."
The Earl of Clare felt the eyes of his tired men go from him to the shivering girl in front of him. Surelythey were listening, but he could tell nothing of their opinions from their weary faces.
He realized suddenly that he didn't care what any ofthem thought.
"You say you escaped from Roland?"
"Roland? Is that the cur's name?" She shivered andflung herself against his chest again, pressing her cheek against the wet dank wool of his overtunic. "He is no priest, my lord. Please, don't let him catch me again! He told me his name was Charles, but I knew it wasn't."
"You struck me! You, Daria, not that whoreson."
She raised her face and gave him a look that wasunholy in its innocence. And, curse her, her voice was high and wavering, like a frightened girl's. "You were trying to ravish me and I wasn't your wife. What Page 69
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was I to do? I was taught to hold my virtue dear until I was wedded. I had no choice but to protect myself or I would have been cursed by God. Then that man— Roland—he came in and forced me to go with him.He's held me close to him, but finally he got drunk in Wrexham and I escaped him and took his horse."
"I only wanted you a bit before the priest married us!"
Her look was austere and severe. There was nomore frightened girl in her aspect now. "A female has only her virtue to attest to her character," she said,speaking low, her voice sure and calm and guileless. "I had to fight you until I could fight no more. I would have been cursed by God had I simply given over to you. Surely you understand that, my lord, you must.A man of honor can't ravish an innocent maid, else he will lose all hope for forgiveness from the maid andfrom God. 'Tis what I was taught; 'tis what I believe. I couldn't allow you to shame me, and thus I did what I had to save myself."
The earl felt the impotent drag of uncertainty. Hehated this not knowing, this no longer being confident and convinced of his actions. He'd raged and cursedand pushed his men until they were all so weary they could scarcely sit their horses. And here she was, blaming him! The bedraggled slip of a female was blaming him!
"Where is Roland?"
"I don't know. Somewhere in Wrexham, at least he was early this morning. He was in a sodden, drunkensleep when I escaped him, but he must know by now that I stole his horse. I found out what he intended to do with me. My uncle hired him, you know, offered him a great deal of coin to bring me back. Then myuncle would have me wedded to Ralph of Colchester." She shrugged. "I pray he won't try to find me, but I'm afraid, my lord, afraid that he will come after me again." She looked up at him, pathetic hope in her eyes. "Do you believe he will give up? Perhaps go back to England?"
"Mayhap," the earl said, but he was thinking: But not without his destrier. He looked up at the rain-bloated clouds, felt the endless trickles of rain snakedown his back. He cursed. "Clyde," he shouted to one of his men. "We are close to the cave we came upon yesterday. We will spend the night there or at least shelter ourselves until this cursed rain stops."
The men moved quickly from the pitted muddy path. The earl turned back to the shivering girl still standing in front of him. "You're wet." He pulled adry tunic from a saddlebag and wrapped it around her.
"Keep this close about you. I don't wish you to die of a fever."
"His destrier is lame."
"One of my men will lead him." The earl wasn't about to abandon that horse.
The cave Clyde led them to was high-ceilinged anddeep enough for the horses to be hobbled at the rear.
Daria was settled near the fire, and slowly, teeth chat- tering every moment, she felt herself dry. She prayed that she'd fooled the earl. She prayed even more in-tensely that Roland was mending and that he wouldsimply forget her and leave Wales and be safe. He still had enough coin to buy another horse, not one like Cantor, but still, he could buy his way to safety.
She realized that she would probably never see himagain. So much for her knowledge of him. All her wondrous feelings, they'd been false, a lie, a dream woven of unreal cloth. She lowered her head to her hands and felt sobs ripping through her. She had no hold on him, none at all, even a hold of honor, for he didn't know that he'd taken hers.
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What she'd said to the Earl of Clare wasn't true. Roland would leave Wales and he'd forget her and he'd forget about the money he would have had from her uncle. He wasn't stupid; he would know that theearl had taken her again. The Earl of Clare would bed her and discover she wasn't a virgin and kill her. For then he would know that Roland had bedded her. She couldn't begin to imagine his fury, for he would be-lieve himself cheated and betrayed, though it had beenhe who had stolen her in the first place.
No, he'd decided that God had blessed him and approved what he'd planned for her. When the earl and God made a bargain, it was madness to try to break it.
She tried to choke back the sobs, but they broke through. She felt a man's large hand on her shoulder, but she couldn't stop her wailing.
"Hush," the man said, and she recognized MacLeod's voice, the earl's master-at-arms. "Ye'll make yerself ill. With this gut-soaking rain, 'tis not difficult."
"I'm so afraid."
"Aye, ye've reason to be, but the earl seems bestruckwit' the sight of ye again. He'll not kill ye, at least not yet. Find ye cheer, lass—we're out of that filthy rain,and that's something to shout to the heavens about, eh?"
"Will he go back to Wrexham to find that man?"
"How do ye know we were in Wrexham?"
Oh God, I forgot, and my stupidity will finish me off."I don't know, I just guessed you'd come fromthere.
Where did you come from if not from Wrexham?"
MacLeod stared at her pale face, the red eyes, thedamp masses of hair streaming down either side of herthin face. Such a pathetic little scrap. It seemed to him that the earl should view her as a daughter, not as a possible wife. He couldn't imagine taking the littlewench to bed. She was too wretched, too woebegone, and in the baggy boy's clothes, she looked scarce a decent meal for a hardy man like the Earl of Clare.
"We came from Wrexham," he said, looking awayfrom her into the fire. "We've ridden hard to find ye and that whoreson that took ye from Tyberton."
"Oh," she said, and wrapped her arms around her legs and eased closer to the fire.
"Where is the earl?"
MacLeod shrugged. "Speaking to the men. Here, eat yer dinner. We bought the food at the market in Wrexham. 'Tis right that you eat afore ye lose yer boy's breeches."
MacLeod meant nothing by his words, but Daria saw the earl over her, pinning her down with his weight, hurting her, and she paled.
"Ye're thin, lass," he explained patiently. "Ye must eat something afore yer breeches fall to yer knees."
Daria smiled at him and chewed on the bread he handed her. "Thank you. Diolch."
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"So you learned some of this heathen tongue," the earl said as he eased down beside her. "I don't wish to hear it again." He picked up a thick slice of blackbread and took a healthy bite. She watched him chew. "All right," she said. He didn't respond. He was star-ing at her and she knew that he was wondering abouther, wondering if he should believe her. Finally, after he'd taken a goodly drink of ale, he said, "This man, Roland. I doubt he'll be witless enough to come after you again, Daria. However, he will come after hisdestrier. This time he won't find things so much to his liking. I will be ready for him."
"But how could he know that I found you? How could—?"
"The man is one of Satan's tools. Also, he isn't a fool. Who else would take you? He must guess that I would come after you. He'll know that I have you again. He'll know that I'm too strong for him, but stillhe will come. He'll want his destrier and thus he will come to Tyberton. And I will kill the whoreson there on my own lands, with God's blessing."
His horse but not me.The earl was certain she had not near the value of Cantor in Roland's eyes. Probably in his eyes as well. She wanted to laugh. If she wasworth so much less than a horse, why couldn't she simply offer to give the earl Cantor, and be allowed to leave in peace?
She didn't know what to say, so she kept silent. Theearl nodded, as if pleased. "You will take off your wetclothes. I don't wish you to become ill."
She turned to face him. Words stuck in her throat.She was frightened and just as angry that this man had such power over her, but she also knew that he wanted her docile and meek. She cleared her throat. She would gain her ends through subservient guile. "I beg you not to ravish me."
"It matters not. I will take you if I wish to."
"Please, my lord." She thought frantically, schemestumbling wildly in her brain, for only a show of complete compliance seemed to touch him. "It will be as you wish, my lord. But it is ... I have begun my monthly flow."
Her face was red with fear, not humiliation, but theEarl of Clare chose to believe that she was overcome with a maiden's embarrassment.
It pleased him, this sweet reticence, this guilelessdeference to him and his wishes. And her gentle con-fession, telling him of her woman's functions, the finalproof of her purpose, gratified him. He felt all-powerful.He raised a hand and lightly patted her cheek. Itrequired all her control not to flinch away from him. "You are still a virgin? That man didn't ravish you, did he?"
She shook her head and kept her gaze steady. He was searching out the lie, but she wouldn't let him see it in her eyes.
"Then I will wed you once we return to Tyberton. I won't distress you again, Daria, with my man's needs.Perhaps you were right to fight me so completely. Perhaps God willed your escape from me so that Iwould know his thoughts in this matter. Perhaps it is God's will that you not give yourself to me until you are my wife. I make my vow before God. You will remain a virgin until our wedding night. Then I will take you and you will be willing and sweet."
She thought she'd die with the relief of it. He saw itand frowned. "It isn't proper that you shouldn't want me in your bed. Accustom yourself, Daria, for I shall take you as surely as I will kill this Roland, and you Page 72
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will bear me a son before the coming winter wanes."
Pleased with the conclusion he'd wrought with his utterance, the earl turned and grunted something to MacLeod. Soon Daria was holding dry clothes and a blanket. The earl waved her to a darkened corner of the cave. As she changed into the dry clothing, sheprayed that this time he would keep his word, that she would be safe from him. She prayed she had God on her side this time and that God would speak loudly to the earl.
It rained for a day and a half, sheets of wet coldrain. Daria wished she could simply succumb to Roland's complaint and die. The earl carried her in frontof him, just as Roland had done. One of his men led Cantor. The horse no longer limped. The rain stopped for half a day, then began again, a cold muzzling drizzle. Upon their return to Tyberton, she almost felt relief. The rain stopped and the sun shone down, drying them. It was uncanny.
The day after their return, it was hot. Daria blessedthe sweat that stood out on her brow. It felt wonderful.
And she kept her vigil for Roland.
He was well, he had to be. He was stubborn, obdu-rate, and he didn't give up. Aye, he would come to Tyberton—for his horse. But perhaps he could be convinced to take her with him again.
When she learned there was still no priest atTyberton, she wanted to cry to the heavens in joy. She was safe from the earl until he had one fetched to marry them, safe, that is, if he would keep to his word.
Aye, safe. But for how long? Daria turned with asigh from the narrow window as her maid, Ena, said,
"Aye, he were in a fury, he were. Cursing and bellow-ing like the divil hisself, he was, and his men were sniggering behind their hands, laughing at how ye, naught but a bit of a female, had done him in." And Ena cackled as loudly as Romila. "Aye, they laughedat how he let his lust overcome his piety. But he left quick after ye. He tortured that farmer who'd held the pretty priest's horse for him. Then I heard the earl hada knife stuck atween the farmer's ribs, once he knew what was what. Aye, they left him in the dungeon to rot."
The man who'd wanted only a place of four cows— ll e pum buwch.
Daria swallowed the bile that had risen in her throat.There was a knock on the door and then it opened, admitting one of the serving women.
It was her dinner on a covered tray. She was indeedto be kept a prisoner. The woman said nothing, merelystared hard at her for a moment, then dipped a curtsy.
Daria waved Ena toward the food. "I'm not hun-gry," she said, and turned away toward the window again.
The following morning the earl and a dozen of his men left to seek out a band of outlaws that had attacked the small English village of Newchurch, struckwhilst the Earl of Clare had been traveling through Wales to find her. She was free, for a while at least. He'd also given orders that she was to be kept locked in her chamber. The earl had patted her cheek beforehe'd mounted his powerful destrier, but she'd seen thehunger in his eyes and flinched away from it. "Soon," he'd said, "soon now, and I'll have a priest here," and left.
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It was midsummer, the ground baked dry from the sun, the sky clear of clouds, a startling bright blue.
And there was a priest now, the earl had told her the previous evening, a priest he'd found in Bristolafter he'd searched long and hard, and he would arrive at Tyberton within a sennight. And he would marry her and then he would rape her and then kill her.
She wrapped her arms around her stomach. At least she hadn't been treated like a prisoner for the past week. The earl had returned flushed with victory over the outlaws. He'd hanged them, all those Welshmen who had still been breathing, that is.
It appeared the earl had given up his conviction that Roland would come for Cantor. She overheard him speaking of Roland to MacLeod and his voice was filled with contempt. "Aye, the pretty whoreson has judged even his destrier to be beyond his abilities to retrieve. He knows I'd kill him slowly and he knows I'd catch him. Back to England he's gone—Daria was right about that."
MacLeod had simply said, "But still . . ."
She knew the earl didn't completely trust her, butthere was nothing more she could do to convince him.
Indeed she wondered if she should even care. She'd begun to believe herself that Roland had returned to England. And if he hadn't, was he then dead? Was he near to Tyberton even now? No, probably not.
Still, she remained meek and soft-spoken in the earl's pres-ence, silent and cold when she was alone.
She couldn'tbe certain that her once-trusted companion, Ena, wouldn't now betray her to the earl.
A single tear coursed swiftly down her cheek. Shetasted the salt on her lips but didn't wipe her face. She didn't have the energy. She realized she was thirsty, but there was no water in the small carafe near her narrow bed. Slowly she made her way from her small chamber down the steep winding stone steps into the great hall. There were men lounging about playing draughts or trading jests. Women worked, scrubbing the trestle tables, scattering fresh rushes. No one paid her any heed. She didn't see the earl.
She walked outside into the inner bailey.
It was the middle of the day, the time when, if possible, most of the people escaped to find some shade from the overpowering sun.
She walked to the cistern, standing there for a verylong time, feeling the hot sun sink through her cold flesh, but there was no warmth deep inside her, only empty cold.
"What do you here?"
She heard the earl's distrust and forced a smile toher lips as she turned to face him. "I wanted a cup of fresh water from the well. It is hot and dry today."
He appeared to accept her words, and strode to the well. He fetched her a cup of water, watching her sip at it.
He said then, his voice filled with frustration andanger, "I have just gotten word that the king rides to Tyberton. He has been at Chepstow, thundering at the Earl of Hereford, I doubt not, and now he intends to come to me."
Daria didn't understand his mood. "But 'tis the king," she exclaimed. "That is an honor and a privi-lege to have him visit you, a sign of royal pleasure."
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He snorted. "There is slight pleasure on either side. Longshanks holds little power here, and it irks him, for he wishes to grind all under his royal heel. He comes to pry and to spy and to threaten. Were Istrong enough, would all the Marcher Barons but stand together, we'd send him back to that Sodom city he dwells in, that cesspit London. Let him breed with hiswhore, and keep away from here. We keep peace and hold the barbarians at bay.
"Aye, the king comes to seek out my strength. I know he would sell his miserable soul to the devil himself if he could wrest power from me, from all ofus who keep England safe from the Welsh savages.
He has no power here, ha!—no power west of the River Wye—and it isn't just for him to come!"
Whilst he was haranguing, it occurred to Daria thatperhaps, just perhaps, the king could help her. Could she find him alone and plead with him for her release?
Would he possibly believe her if she managed to seehim? If he didn't aid her, would the earl then kill her?And what matter if he did? He would anyway, once he realized she wasn't a virgin.
She discovered that she was wringing her hands. What was she to do? "Drink your water," the earl said as he handed her another wooden cup.
The King of England sat back in his royal chair andlooked at his dedicated secretary, Robert Burnell.
The tent protected them from the hot noonday sun, and the king was basking in a good mood. He'd intimi-dated Hereford, the damned disloyal lout, and now he would arrive at Tyberton and make certain the Earl ofClare knew which way to step around his king. Burnell excused himself to seek some relief outside for a fewminutes. His fingers were cramped from writing out the royal exhortations and he needed to stretch his muscles as well. When he returned, there was a strangelook on his face, but his king didn't notice. He cleared his throat.
"Sire, there is a maimed old beggar outside whorequests to speak with you. He claims to have information of vital importance." The king slewed about inhis chair and pinned his secretary with a look that was so astonished that Burnell cleared his throat yet again. "Er, he appears harmless, sire."
Just as suddenly, Edward laughed. He'd just fin-ished a fine meal and felt expansive from the twogoblets of sweet wine he'd drunk. He watched Burnell fidget. Odd for a man of few nerves to fidget. "A maimed beggar, you say, Robbie? An old maimed beggar who begs to plead for a royal coin as opposed to a simple soldier's coin? A beggar who offers toshare his begging with you if he gains coin from me? Speak you, Robbie, you seem deaf and mute and bereft of your wits as well."
The king was toying with him, Burnell thought,swept with relief for the absence of the royal temper.
Edward was smiling, that wolfish charming smile of histhat made everyone in his service grovel willingly.
He stepped closer. " 'Tis not just a simple beggar, sire."
"I assumed this beggar you sponsor was fit for the king's time and presence. He is no common beggar, in short, but a beggar of royal persuasions, a beggar fitfor ..."Edward broke off, unable to find more glowing wit. "Bring me the fellow, Robbie! And I pray youhave guessed aright, for if you haven't, I will cover you with the contents of your own ink pot."
Burnell had no intention of coming back into the king's presence. He left the royal tent. A miserable ancient relic shuffled in. By all the saints, the king thought, the old wretch stank more than a wet sheep and he looked ready to fall over and die, so appallingand pathetic was he. He gave a soft cackle and essayed a deep bow before the king. He sprang back up with no cracking of aged bones or joints.
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"I understand it is a royal coin you wish," the king said, frowning mightily toward the beggar.
The old man cackled. "Nay, generous sire, 'tis a woman to warm my bed I wish, a woman wondrous fair with bounteous bosom and—"
The king stared at the old man, his cleverness mo-mentarily extinguished.
"—aye, and a bounty of buttocks, mayhap. A womanas soft of flesh as a rabbit's belly and deep as a well formy mighty rod."
The king burst into laughter. "Shall I offer you firsta woman to bathe you? You smell of slime and muck.
Who are you, beggar? Not a common sort of vermin, Iwarrant, not from your polished impertinent speech. Come, I grow impatient with your antics."
"You are always impatient, sire. Your poor Robbieawaits just without, chewing his fingernails to their knuckles. 'Tis true, even a good tale is wasted on you, as is an excellent performance. I have heard it said that London's most wondrous mummers burst into tears at your inattention. Why—"
"Who are you, you miserable impertinent lout?"the royal personage roared as he rose to his full height.
To his consternation, the beggar didn't quiver in fear, nor did he retreat even a frightened step. He gave him a filthy black grin and looked cockier than ever.
Then, just as suddenly, the beggar straightened and pulled off bits and pieces of his face. The king suckedin his breath, words failing him, at the hideous process.
Roland stood before him, tall, lean, proud of bear-ing, rubbing the back of his hand over his teeth. His teeth shone white and his hand shone black. The kingshook his head. "I believe it not, and I know how well you can disguise yourself. My God, Roland, I have missed your impertinent insolent self!"
He embraced him. "By St. Andrew's knees, you must bathe," he said, and quickly stepped back.
"Aye, 'tis sheep dung and a few other disgustingthings I found on my way here. I will keep my distance from your hallowed presence. I must ask you a favor, and then I will bathe. Have you time to attend to my plea, sire?"
"Robbie vowed you were a beggar worthy to pleadbefore the royal presence. Still, Roland, if I said I didn't?"
"Why, then I should have to tell you of my adven-tures in Paris, where the ladies performed solemn rites and ceremonies upon my poor man's body with greatenthusiasm and imagination. Ah, sire, these are bold and bawdy tales that will make you lick your royal lips."
"I wish to have both your plea and a full and com-plete accounting of your adventures."
Roland grinned at his king. "You are the answer to a poor needy beggar's prayers. I hadn't a notion of what to do, and you, like my chivalrous knight, cometo my rescue, at least I hope that you will consider championing me."
"You make no sense, Roland. Sit, man!" he contin-ued in a royal bellow. "Robbie, cease your fearful mutterings and come back in here. I need you to protect me from this rapacious beggar!"
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"But my stench, sire—"
"It matters not. Just keep three feet between us and I shall survive your odor."
Daria stood at her postat the narrow window thatgave onto the inner bailey. She knew such fear she could scarce bear it. The priest had arrived just an hour before, and the earl, impatient to have her sanc-tified in God's eyes, and in his bed, announced thattheir wedding ceremony would take place this very evening.
It was difficult to remain submissive, but she tried,asking in her softest voice, "But what of the king'svisit, my lord? Don't you expect him to arrive shortly?"
"I pray the Almighty that his royal majesty takes hisblessed time. He can arrive on the morrow. I will allow him to do that."
She kept her eyes lowered, and her brain squirreledwith one idea after the other, each of them useless.
The earl continued after a moment, "I have kept my vow, Daria. Forget not that I could have taken you atany time, but I held to my oath. I proved to you that I was to be trusted. I have shown you mine honor.
You will have no more cause now to bend against me."
He had kept his oath; she'd give him that. She prayed for the king to arrive right now. She looked into the distance but saw no sign of anyone, just impenetrable forests and rolling hills.
The earl frowned down at her. "I wish you to gownyourself as befits the bride of the Earl of Clare. Do you understand me, Daria? I wish you to smile andshow everyone that you come to me with a willing and submissive heart."
She nodded. He stared at her intently for a momentlonger, then grabbed her, hauling her against him. He cupped her chin with his hand and pushed up her face.She closed her eyes, forcing herself not to struggle even when his mouth closed over hers. She felt his tongue, wet and probing, and wanted to gag. He released her and said, "I will wed you even though your dowry hasn't yet come from your loathsome uncle.
But no matter his damned perfidy. I intend to petition the king for what should be mine and what will be mine, for once you are wedded to me, once I have taken you, even the king can't deny me your dowry, for I have right on my side." With those words, heactually rubbed his hands together, saying in triumph,
"There's naught Damon Le Mark can do, for I will have the king with me. And he will yowl and whine and it will do him no good at all. Aye, at last I have won, and I like the feeling." He turned on his heeland left her. Daria stared after him, wondering at his mind.
She shook her head to clear it of the feel of him.Suddenly, from one instant to the next, she felt a sharpening of something inside her, an awareness, a renewed remembrance of something utterly vital to her, something . . . She looked down into the innerbailey, not really seeing anything or anyone specific, but still the feeling was there, that strange feeling, that knowledge that she'd known before. She Page 77
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wondered if her mind had finally snapped.
Then she saw him. A bent old man, with a head of scraggly thick white hair, shuffling in his rags toward the castle well. He was dragging his lame right leg.Stark joy welled up in her and she willed him to look up, whispering his name over and over as she stared hard at him. He did. She saw naught but a wrinkled old face until he smiled and she saw a mouth filled with rotted black teeth.
It couldn't be Roland, but she knew that it was. She waved frantically to him.
But he turned away from her with not a single sign to her, and continued his slow shuffling gait to the well.
His own mother wouldn't know him, she thought, and smiled. He'd come. He'd come for her ... or for his destrier, perhaps both if she were lucky and Ro-land cared for her or cared equally for her uncle's money.
How could she speak to the ragged old beggar? Why had Arthur, the porter, allowed him to come into the castle? What ruse had he in mind this time? Hermind tumbled with questions, but mostly she just wanted to see him closely to ensure that he was completely well again. Ah, Roland, she thought, her step lightand vigorous for the first time since the earl had brought her back to Tyberton nearly two months before.
When she reached the well, the old man was gone.Vanished. She stared about her, feeling despair weigh down upon her. Had she imagined him? Daria drew a deep breath and turned on her heel. She looked at her toes raise small clouds of dust. She didn't care ifher new gown was as filthy as the ragged old man's clothing. She didn't care about anything except finding him.
Roland stood in the shade of one of the barracks and watched her return slowly to the great hall, herstep lagging. She'd recognized him instantly. It wasimpossible, yet she'd known him, and from a distance. It confused and confounded him, that recognition of hers—he couldn't comprehend or accept it. His heart pounded. She'd known him. For God's sake, how?His survival depended on his disguise, yet he hadn't fooled her for an instant.
He moved toward the cooking outbuilding, wantingto keep her in sight. One of the scullions came aroundthe corner and Roland bent lower and scratched his armpit and mumbled to himself, turning a bit on his lame leg, and showing a wince of pain.
She'd known him. But how? The scullion gave him a look of scorn and pity combined, shrugged, then turned his back to relieve himself.
How was it possible? Would she give him away? Not likely, he thought. She was being forced to wed the Earl of Clare, this according to Otis, one of the stable lads. How Otis knew, Roland didn't question; everyone always knew everything in a keep's confines. He'd listened the entire day, and no one had paid any attention to an old beggar. De Clare had kept her locked in her tower chamber for many weeks whilst he'd gone off on one of his raids. Roland cursed atthat. If only he could have returned here more quickly,if only he ...It was too late now for recriminations.She was to be wedded to Clare this very evening.Roland closed his eyes a moment. The king wasn't due to arrive at Tyberton until the morrow.
But tomorrow would be too late for all of them.
Clare would have wedded her, bedded her, and even the king himself wouldn't pull her away from aman whose wife she'd become, a wife whose maiden-head had been breached. And, Roland imagined, Clare Page 78
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had finally figured out that once wedded to Daria, he could get his hands on her huge dowry. He wondered if the earl had already taken her. Of course he had. There was no reason why he would not.
There had been no priest here to gainsay him.
Roland cursed. They'd been so very close to escap-ing him before. If only he hadn't become ill . . . the genesis and the revelation of all their problems. Now she was no longer a maid and it was his fault. The situation called for a change of plan. He was adaptableand quick to revise. It had saved his life before.
Now perhaps it would save Daria as well.
* * *
Ena's mind was murky, but she knew she was pleasedabout this, pleased that her little mistress would shortlybe wedding the mighty Earl of Clare. She was toothin, but still she looked beautiful in the pale pink silk gown with its darker pink overtunic. Its long sleeves full at her wrists, its waist belted with a golden chain of fine links. Aye, she looked tasty and worthy of becoming the chatelaine of Tyberton. Aye, Ena was very pleased.
Daria's hair was long and loose, denoting a young girl coming to her marriage a virgin. There was a strange smile on Daria's face when Ena had insistedon this old custom, but she'd said nothing. She would have preferred to braid her hair tightly around her head. What would the earl have thought of that? she wondered.
"Ye're excited," Ena said, seeing the glitter in her young charge's eyes. "Aye, ye're ready to settle down now and forget yer pretty young priest. He left ye, and if it weren't fer the earl, ye'd be dead or worse by now. Nay, tell me no lies. I always guessed ye tried to escape, not the pap the earl spread about, curdling the cream even as he spoke the words. But things are the way they should be. Ye're a little lady and ye don't deserve a poor priest, no matter how pretty he was.Ralph of Colchester isn't here, so ye'll have the earl. Aye, all is well again."
Daria lowered her eyes. The old woman saw a loteven though she was becoming more and more vague.
She didn't necessarily see the right things, at least inthis instance, but still, she didn't want Ena announcing to the earl that the little mistress was all eager and impatient and . . . The earl might well believe she'd released him from his oath and ravish her before theceremony. Daria gave a restless gesture as Ena plaited in a final white daisy into her hair.
" 'Tis enough." Where was Roland? She felt the now-familiar fear that it was indeed only his destrierhe'd come for. She was no longer important to him.He would no longer risk rescuing her. The coin wasn't enough. He'd realized the earl was right. He wouldhave no chance in any case. But how would the old beggar steal his destrier?
"Yer veil, little mistress!"
Veil! Daria stared at the thick gold circlet with its flowing gauzy veil. It would be hot. On the otherhand, it would blur her vision. She wouldn't be able tosee the earl clearly; she could imagine and dream that. . .
"Give it to me."
There was a knock on the chamber door. Before Daria could say anything, the door cracked open and two women entered, an older woman Daria didn't recognize and a very young one that she did. They Page 79
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entered furtively and quickly, the older woman closing the door behind her.
"What is this? What is it you wish?" The words were scarce out of Daria's mouth when she felt his presence, and she jerked up, staring at the two.
"Well," the older woman said, her eyes lowered, "I come to tell ye, little mistress, that the earl's a loud lout, telling all he's ready to tumble ye the instant the priest pronounces ye his bride."
"I'm ready," Daria said, excitement filling her. Byall the saints, was she ready! "Shall we take Ena with us?"
The older woman shook her head. She looked towardEna and said, "I need yer help, old witch."
"Who are ye calling an old witch!" Ena shrieked."Here, now! What do ye want?"
Daria watched Roland put his arm about Ena, pullher close, and then lightly smack his fist into her jaw.
Ena crumpled to the floor. "Tie her up quickly, Daria. As you probably know, she's defected to the earl's camp. We can't afford to take any chances."
The other woman was young Tilda, daughter of the castle blacksmith, all of fourteen years old and so beautiful that men stopped whatever they chanced to be doing to stare as she passed. She was a bit largerthan Daria, her hair a bit lighter, but with the wedding finery, the veil . . .
"She wishes it," Roland said shortly before Daria could question him. "Quickly, out of those clothes whilst I tie up the old woman."
Within minutes Daria was arranging the veil overTilda's lovely face. The young girl was shaking with excitement, but Daria was worried. Cora was of peas- ant stock. What would the earl do to her when he discovered the deception?
"Daria, quickly, put on your boy's clothes. And braid all that damnable hair of yours."
"Ah, Roland, you are such a fussy mother."
He grinned at her. "Didn't I fool you for the veriest instant?"
She shook her head. "Not even when you smiled upat me as a miserable old beggar with rotted black teeth."
And he remembered that first time he saw her, that astonishment in her eyes as she'd stared at him, a priest, that knowledge, and he frowned. And she'dfainted, as if seeing him had affected her in some way that he couldn't understand. But his disguises were foolproof. But then again, Daria wasn't a fool. He shook himself, tied up the old woman, and shoved her under the bed. Then he stood guard at the door until Daria emerged and touched his arm. "I'm ready."
He turned and saw that she was smiling up at him, complete trust in her eyes, that and complete . . .
There was something different about her, something . . .
"Tilda, leave that veil on until you're commanded by the earl to remove it. Do you understand?"
The girl nodded. She was happy! "Thank you, Tilda."
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Daria gave her a quick hug, turned, and took Roland'shand.
"Keep your head down and don't say anything."
"This sounds very familiar, Roland."
"I'm your damned mother, silly twit."
All the castle servants and retainers were outside the keep, for the day was hot and dry and the Earl of Clare had provided kegs of ale and more food thanmost of the people saw for a year. There was much merriment and shouting and wild jests. She didn't see the earl.
"Aye," Roland said to a soldier who offered him agoblet of ale and asked him what he was about. "Just look ye at the little fiend. Trying to peep at the earl's bride, he was. I'll strip off his hide, the little imperti-nence!"
And on and on his charade progressed, as Roland, confident as the pope himself, made his way through the throngs of people, initiating conversation with some, and thus making Daria's heart jump into her throat,and insulting the soldiers with friendly motherly taunts.
They made it to the gates. Arthur, the porter, wasgrinning widely, showing the wide space between his two front teeth. He was holding a mug of ale in his beefy hand and he waved them through without a look, without a question.
Daria pulled on his woman's sleeve. "Your horse!Cantor!"
Roland turned at that and gave her a ferocious frown. "Hush!"
Once they were without the castle walls, Roland took her hand and pulled her into a brisk walk.
"Thank you," she said.
"A mother is supposed to protect her son. Keep your tongue behind your teeth."
"But, Roland, you've left Cantor."
"Not for very long."
"Oh. The earl said you'd surely come for your des-trier, but not—"
"But not for you?"
"That's what I thought as well until I saw you yes-terday, and then I prayed that perhaps you would also take me."
"You forget, Daria, there is much coin awaiting me at Reymerstone. If I allowed the earl to wed you, I wouldn't gain a penny."
She felt a stab of pain so intense it nearly choked her. "I am still only a valuable bundle to you, to be delivered and then forgotten."
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"You also left me to rot in the charge of that viciousleech and that officious woman Romila. At least you didn't steal all my coin or I would have had to pay Romila with my poor man's body. Old enough to be my mother, and she wanted me to bed her! I had to beg her for my clothes."
"I don't believe you! Romila told me how to deal with you and ... I tried to save you! And I did!"
"You will weave your tales later, once we are far from Tyberton. Cease your chatter now and walk. I've a horse in that copse."
"Where are we going?"
"Why, to see the King and Queen of England, ofcourse."
Edward and Eleanor stared at the older woman whowas chewing on a stick, her sagging breasts thrust forward in her slovenly gown, her dirty hand firmly around the young boy's arm.
"Well, here he is, sire! All full of himself and crow-ing like a peacock once I told him the king wanted to see him."
Edward just shook his head and started to laugh. The queen looked at him oddly and said, "I don't understand, my lord, is this—?"
"Aye, 'tis our Roland, an old shrew, with her son."
"Your highness," Roland said in his deep voice, andbowed to the queen. "And this is Daria, daughter of James of Fortescue, and niece of Damon Le Mark,Earl of Reymerstone. This is my second rescue of the lady and, I profoundly pray, the final one. The Earl of Clare desires her mightily."
Daria was overwhelmed. She started to speak butdiscovered that she had only a stutter. She gave an awkward curtsy in her boy's clothes.
"Your father was a fine man, Daria," the king saidwarmly. "We miss him sorely. As for you, I salute your disguise, Roland. Most resourceful. I shouldn't want you in my bed, however."
"I don't know," Eleanor said thoughtfully. " 'Tis a fine woman she appears to me, such experience ofmen she shows in her eyes, my lord husband. Save forthat dark stubble on her jaws, I vow I'd confide in her on the instant."
Roland grinned at the queen, whose sweetness ofexpression rivaled her beauty and whose belly, he saw, was swelled yet again with another babe. "I thank youboth for taking us in. I should like to resume my manhood and, your highness, if young Daria here could resume her gowns and ribbons?"
"Certainly," the queen said, and lightly clapped herhands together. "Come, child."
It was later in the afternoon when Daria saw Roland again. He was in men's clothes again and looked so beautiful she wanted to run to him and fling him to theground. She wanted to kiss him and stroke him and tell him how much she loved him. He was speaking, however, to several of the king's soldiers, and she contented herself for the moment just looking at him. When one of the soldiers took himself off, she ap-proached him and lightly touched her fingertip to his sleeve. He turned to look down at her and froze.
Her look was intimate; there was no other way to describe it. And tender and . . . loving.
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He took a backward step.
"Are you all right?"
"Aye," she said happily. "Do you think the earl has wedded Tilda yet? You don't think he'll harm her, do you?"
Roland shook his head. "I do think he'll bed her, though, and make her his mistress. She's a beautiful girl."
"You aren't objective; you are, after all, her mother. Are you well now, Roland? I was so worried about you and I didn't know what to do when the stableman told me of the men asking about Cantor."
"So that's what happened," he said. "I didn't know, couldn't understand, why you'd left so suddenly and with no word to anyone. I tried to search for you but managed only to get down the stairs and collapse again."
Her fingers tightened on his arm, caressing him now, and he frowned. "Daria, what is the matter with you?"
She realized what she was doing and in the sameinstant realized that he had no idea why she was doing it. She looked at him hungrily, then quickly releasedhis arm and turned away from him. "Naught is wrong.
What will happen now? How do you know the king and queen? They seem to be your friends. I heard someone say that we were traveling to Tyberton to-morrow. How can that be true? The earl will—"
He gently touched his fingertips to her mouth. "Trustme," he said. "All will be well and I will have my destrier back. And you will soon be on your way back to Reymerstone."
Her expression became stony, but he ignored it, turning away from her.
That evening, Queen Eleanor, having correctly judgedDaria's feelings by simply asking her how she felt about Roland de Tournay, imputed similar feelings toRoland, for, after all, the girl was wealthy, quite lovely, and . . . The queen smiled, saying to Roland as she sipped at her sweet Aquitaine wine, "Do you wish to be wedded before you arrive at Tyberton, just to ensure that the earl won't scream down our royal ears?"
Roland dropped the braised rib to his trencher. Helooked first to Daria, saw that she was staring open-mouthed at the queen, and said quickly, "Your high- ness, I plan to return Daria to her uncle. It was a mission I accepted. I vowed I would return her to hima maid and otherwise unharmed. There is no question of marriage between us. I fear you have misunder-stood the situation."
Eleanor cocked her head to one side in question as she turned to the king. Edward looked grave. " 'Tis you I don't understand, Roland. You are my friend and you are a man of honor. 'Tis true you accepted the mission to rescue Daria, but all of that has changed now. You changed it when you . . . well, never mind that now. You must realize that you can no longer return Daria to anyone, not now. You have a respon-sibility toward her. She is a lady, Roland, your lady."
Roland felt mired in confusion. He opened his mouth,but a servant appeared to fill the royal flagons with more sweet wine. Roland curbed his questions until the young man bowed his way out of the royal tent.
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"I don't know what is happening here," Rolandsaid, staring directly at Daria now. "She is my responsibility. I readily acknowledge it and accept that she will continue to be so until I return her to her uncle."
Daria was in her turn staring from the king to the queen and back again. They wanted Roland to wed her? All because she had confided in the queen that she loved him? Love had naught to do with anything.
Even she knew that, not when it involved a dowry thesize of hers.
But they fully expected Roland to wed her. Why?
She cleared her throat, saying before the king, whose complexion had reddened, could interrupt, "Nay, your highness, 'tis not for me to beg Roland to become myhusband. 'Tis true I am passing fond of him, but thathas naught to do with anything. Pray do not make him feel sorry because I told you of my feelings for him.He's not responsible for my feelings. He will do as he pleases; as for me, I will try to dissuade him from returning me to my uncle. Perchance I shall have tosmash his head and escape him." As an attempt at wit, it failed utterly.
"But, my dear child," the queen began, only to stopwhen the king said coldly, "Roland, you cannot belost to all honor, surely you must realize—" He pausedas the queen lightly closed her fingers over his. She whispered something to him. His eyes narrowed, then sparkled.
Eleanor looked at Daria. She said in a very gentle voice, "Did you not tell him, my dear?"
Roland jumped to his feet. "This goes beyond allbounds! Tell me what, by all the saints?"
"Quiet, Roland," the king said.
Daria wanted to jump up and yell as loudly as Roland. What was happening here? "I don't under-stand, your highness. If you mean have I told him that I care for him, nay, I haven't. He wouldn't want to hear such words from me."
"Damnation, Daria! What are you mumbling about?What do you mean, I wouldn't care?"
The king leaned over and buffeted Roland's shoul-der. "You're a virile warrior, as potent in bed as you are on the battlefield, Roland, and now you'll have yourself a wife. Don't struggle further against your fate.
'Tis about time, I think. The queen and I will act as godparents, and you—"
"Virile? What is this, what are you—?" His voice fell off abruptly and he stared at Daria. Her face was washed of color now, her eyes wide, her pupils di-lated, her hands tight fists in her lap. "Tell me," hesaid.
"Tell me now or I will haul you outside and beat you senseless."
"Roland!"
"She will tell me what is happening here!" But heknew, indeed he knew what she would say, and it sickened him to his very soul.
"She is with child," the queen said.
Roland couldn't comprehend her words even thoughhe knew they were the words she would speak.
Withchild! "By all the saints, whose child?"
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Daria only shook her head, but the queen knew no reticence. Her voice was sharp. "Yours, naturally, Roland!"
"Mine? But that isn't possible. I never—" Again hestopped. All became clear to him. The earl had had two months to ravish her, and doubtless he had when- ever he'd wished to. God, the girl was pregnant with the Earl of Clare's babe! He felt a wrenching pain inhis gut. He felt a spurt of hatred so strong for the man he nearly choked on it. And Daria hadn't told him, hadn't even hinted at it, damn her! He wanted to strike her; he wanted to yell and strike himself. In-stead, he drew a deep breath and said to the king, "If you would forgive us for a moment, sire, I would like to speak to Daria in private. As you and the queen have guessed, I hadn't realized any of this. She hadn't told me a thing. Daria, come outside."
She obeyed him instantly, her head down, pale asdeath, the queen thought, watching the couple leave the tent, as if she were going to her execution.
The king stared after the man he'd known for sixyears, the man who'd worked for him tirelessly in the Holy Land, risking his life with every breath he took, with every word he spoke in Arabic, the man he trusted with his life.
He turned to his wife. "There is some sort of prob-lem here, Eleanor?"
The queen looked as confused as her spouse. "I didn't mention her pregnancy to her, Edward; the child isn't a wife, after all, and I had no wish toembarrass her. I assumed she knew she was with child, assumed that Roland was her lover. She conceived thechild about two months ago, I'd say. It's very odd.
Shedidn't know she was with child. Evidently she'd known no illness, no vomiting."
"Not so very odd," the king said. He leaned over and kissed his wife. He laid his hand on her swelled belly. "Do you not remember our first babe, Eleanor? 'Twas one of your women who suggested to you thatyou might be with child. You didn't know, hadn't guessed. "
"You're right, dear lord. By the saints, whatever will we do? I had no idea both of them were ignorant of the fact."
"They will wed, as is fitting. They are both of theproper rank, they are both young and of good health, and you said the girl cares for him."
"She loves him."
The king waved that consideration away. "Rolandwill come about. He has no choice and he isn't a cruel man or an unjust one. She is a lady and he will wed her. She is also an heiress, and she will bring him sufficient dowry to buy the land and keep he wishes in Cornwall. A good solution. I've worried about him and his future. In the near future I might even raise him to the rank of his sour-natured brother, the Earl of Blackheath."
The queen was chewing over the more romantic sideof the situation. "The girl loves him more than . . .
why, I cannot think of a good comparison, my lord,save to say that she loves Roland de Tournay as much as I do you, husband."
"Ah, well, that is sufficient, I should think," the king said, and sat back in his chair with satisfaction.
Outside the tent, Roland saw the several dozensoldiers posted around the royal tent and knew that he must contain his ire. He jerked her along with him,feeling her resistance. At the perimeter of the royal Page 85
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encampment, he paused and turned to her. Words andcurses and confusion all whirled about in his mind, but he contented himself with, "Speak, Daria."
"I don't understand how the queen . . . Perhaps sheis mistaken, because I haven't felt ill or ...It must be very complicated—"
"Being with child is the simplest thing in the world!All that's required is that a man plow a woman, nothing more, not a single blessed thing!"
"I didn't know, I tell you! I suppose the queenrecognized signs in me that I hadn't noticed. I haven't been very aware of things, Roland. A prisoner isn't, you know."
His hold tightened on her arm and she winced butmade no sound. He shook her. "All right, you didn't know you carried a babe. Now you do know. It's true, isn't it? Have you had no monthly flow? Have your breasts swelled?"
She shook her head. He wouldn't stop; she knewhim well enough to realize he would keep questioning her, keep pounding at her, until she told him thetruth. Ah, the truth. That was the only thing he wouldn't believe. He had no memory of that night. What was she to do?
"Very well. Now, you will not lie to me. It will doneither of us any good. The earl had you, didn't he, took you before I got back to rescue you? Did he rape you when he first caught up with you? I thought that he would take you, for there was no priest to try to hold him back from going to your bed. It is his babeyou carry. Why didn't you tell me he'd ravished you? Why? You know I still would have rescued you if you'd wished it."
"The earl didn't force me," she said, her voice low and dull.
He cursed and stomped away from her. He yelled ather over his shoulder, "Damn you, Daria! A female isborn with lies writhing in her mouth, just waiting for a gullible male to come within her orbit. More fool I! Byall the saints, I will take you back to the Earl of Clare this very night! You said he didn't force you.
There-fore you were willing. No wonder you left me in Wrexham. You couldn't before, but then I was too ill to know what you were about." He smote his fore-head with his palm. "Will I never cease being a fool?"
"Evidently not."
He turned on her then, fury radiating from him. "There was no need for you to escape with me this second time, at least none that I can think of. He musthave plowed your belly until you were well used to it. Unless you wanted me to punish him? I cannot fathomyour mind, curse you! Tell me why you escaped with me. Why?"
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"The earldidn't ravish me, nor did I give myself to him willingly. He made a vow that he wouldn't touch me until we were wedded, and he kept it. I believe hewas quite proud of himself that he didn't break his oath. 'Tis not his child that grows in me."
Roland could but stare at her. He'd believed herguileless, candid, faultless as a child. But she wasn't a child. She was a woman and she was with child. Whosecould it be? He'd been with her constantly, save when he'd been ill in Wrexham. If the earl had forced her,why didn't she admit it? Did she think he would blame her for that whoreson's violence? When he'd come to rescue her that second time, he'd fought the knowl-edge that the earl had raped her, for it had made no sense to him that he wouldn't have. But she was claiming that he hadn't taken her. He shook his head.
"Then who plowed your belly?"
She looked at him straightly. The time for deception was long over, as was the time for protecting him fromthe knowledge of what he'd done. He wanted the truth; very well, then, he would have it. "You did."
She winced as he laughed, even though she wasn'tsurprised at his reaction. He marveled aloud, "Such a lie as that can never work, Daria. A man knows when he takes a woman. It isn't something that passes un-heeded like a belch. When is this babe of yours to arrive?"
"Since I know the precise day the babe was con-ceived, I can figure it out quickly enough."
"And just when was this precise day?"
"In Wrexham, over two months ago."
He'd been so very ill there; he hadn't protected her. "Were you ravished there? You went out alone and a man attacked you? You can admit it to me, Daria. I won't blame you, I swear it. Come, tell me. Were you ravished there?"
"No. You didn't ravish me."
"You tempt me to beat you, Daria. I order you to cease spinning your tales."
"When you were sick, you became delirious and you were dreaming of a woman—no, women—whom you'dbedded in the Holy Land. I . . . well, I cared for you and I decided that I wanted you to be the man who would make me a woman."
He could only stare at her. "You're telling me that I took you—a virgin—and have no memory of it?"
"You believed I was Lila."
He drew back, stunned to his toes. "Lila," he re-peated quietly. "She would have been naught more than a fevered dream. I couldn't have made it into something remotely real; I couldn't have taken you in her place, not unknowingly. It's absurd. I couldn't ever mistake you for her in any circumstance. You aren't a thing like her."
"No," she said sadly, turning from him, "you ap-peared to care for her mightily. And there was Cena too."
"Cena," he repeated, feeling like a parrot. Rolandshook his head. This was lunacy, all of it, her lunacy, Page 87
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and she was trying to draw him into it. "Listen to me, Daria, and listen well. I don't remember any of this, and I'm not lying. I can't believe that a lady—a virgin—would allow me to breach her maidenhead without marriage . . . nay, you claim you even assisted me to take you?
"And just how many times did I—a man feveredand ill and tossing about out of his skull and evidently as randy as a goat—just how many times did I take you, Daria?"
"Just once."
"Ah, I see. And as a result of plowing your virgin'slittle belly, you are now with child."
"Yes." Daria was beginning to wonder if she couldstill believe herself. He'd demolished her quite thoroughly.
"And you expect me to believe this? Truly? Why are you doing this to me? What have I ever done to you to deserve such treatment? Why are you lying to me? Ah, I doubt not I was so fevered that I dreamed myself in other places with other people and that Imay have spoken of people in my past, Lila and Cena included."
She looked at him. She was weary. She supposed itwas the babe she carried that was pulling on her.
She had nothing more to say, no proof to give him, noother arguments to present. He thought she was going to speak again, and slashed his hand through the air.
"No, Daria, no more. I'm tired of your lies. And now you've managed to seduce the king and queenwith your charming innocence, though you and I bothknow it is all false. God, how could I be such a fool?
Again and again it would appear, only this time youmake me appear the villain, a liar without conscience."
"I'm only telling you the truth." He looked at her as if he hated her, and Daria felt such pain that she couldn't bear it. She'd known he wouldn't believe her, but still the reality of his feelings made her raw.
She turned on her heel and broke into a run. She cared not where she ran, only that she get away from this man who hated her and despised her for a liar.
"Damn you, I'm not through!"
But Daria didn't slow even at his furious shout. Shefelt a stitch in her side but didn't stop. When his fingers closed about her arm, she cried out and turned on him, her fists pounding his chest. "Let me go!
What care you where I go? Or what I do?"
"I don't," he said, his voice calm now. "Well, that's not precisely true. I do care. However, I told you once, I believe, that your uncle didn't want you back if you were no longer a virgin. And it's very easy to determine that, as you must remember."
She closed her eyes over the memory of the earlthrusting his finger inside her, pressing against her maidenhead. She shivered with the memory of it, the humiliation of it made more awful because Roland had been there, watching.
"I fancy your uncle would kill you were you toreturn to him now, for he would want your inheritance if he couldn't have the land from Ralph of Colchester. You're naught but an encumbrance to him now, Daria, nothing more. But you know that, don't you? Thus the reason for all your tales? You're simply trying to save yourself."
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"And what am I to you?" She regretted the words the moment they were out of her mouth. Her face blanched.
He gave her a brutal look. "A mission to be accom-plished, a possession to be returned to its rightful owner. Once valuable chattel, Daria, but now you are worthless."
"Stop it!" She slapped her hands against her ears toshut out his cruel words.
He clasped her wrists, pulling them away. "Tell methe truth, Daria." He shook her. "I'll help you, I swear it, but you must tell me the truth."
"I did tell you the truth! You were fevered. At first you thought I was a woman named Joan. You yelled at me and accused me of betraying you. I tried to reason with you, but it was no use. Then you spoke that strange language and you called me Lila and you wanted her to cover you, to allow you to come into her body. I didn't know what you meant, but youshowed me. You wanted to suckle her breasts and you scolded me for still wearing clothes when you wanted me naked."
"And so," he said, his eyes hard and disbelieving, his voice filled with sarcasm, "you hurried to rip off your clothes, ready to do whatever I asked of you. There was a Joan—'tis likely I would speak of the bitch if I was out of my head. But nothing else, Daria. An innocent young girl wouldn't allow a man to com- mand her to sacrifice her maidenhead."
"And you spoke of Cena but said you were too fatigued for her. She would have to wait."
He tensed, resisting. But no, he could have spoken of both women. A fevered man could speak of any ghost or memory. A fevered man wasn't, however, strong enough to force a virgin to give over to him.
"I have told you the truth, Roland. That I did it wasperhaps foolish, but I lo ... I wanted you to be the first, I wanted to know you"— to have your hands on me, feel you kissing me, holding me ... I wanted the memory—"if I was to be forced to wed with Ralph of Colchester, I wanted just the one time for myself, for there would be nothing more that I could have."There, now he had the truth, all of it. She watched the anger pale his eyes and tighten his expression.
He shook his head. It was foolishness and lies, all ofit. "No. I cannot accept it. Why would you give your-self to me knowing that I believed you to be anotherwoman? That I was speaking her name, seeing her,feeling her when I came into your body—knowing I believed it to be her when I kissed you and caressed you? It is absurd. No woman I have ever been withwould do such a thing. And I have known many women, Daria. A woman would sooner stick a knife in the man's ribs and curse him to hell."
"Perhaps it is absurd. Perhaps I am absurd. I don't know. I haven't much experience with men and their ways, or ladies either, for that matter." She looked at him and her eyes were as sad as her voice as she said softly, "All I know is myself and what I feel." She drew a deep breath and blurted it out. "Rydw i'n dy garu di, Roland."
He stared down at her for a very long time. Finallyhe said, his voice emotionless, "Lying bitch." He turned from her and strode away, yelling over his shoulder,"Leave if you wish. I shan't stop you. By all the saints, I care not if I never gaze upon your face again. Return to your uncle, or, if you're afraid to, then-return to the Earl of Clare. Perhaps he'll still want you if he Page 89
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hasn'towed Tilda silly by now and finds he's forgotten all about you and your dowry and his hatred of your uncle."
He forced himself to keep walking. He forced him-self not to turn back to her. She couldn't love him, damn her lying heart! She couldn't. It made no sense. No more sense than her recognizing him instantly, no matter his disguise. Who had told her the words in Welsh? He shook his head. He didn't care.
He knew he must return to the king and queen,explain somehow. Convince them of the truth withouttheir believing Daria to be a conniving whore. ...Hecursed. What to do?
"The Earl of Reymerstone would kill me, and Iwouldn't blame him. Worse, he would kill her as well, and he would do it without hesitation, without mercy."
Edward merely shrugged. "It isn't as if you were apeasant, Roland. Your family is as old as his, and—"
Roland interrupted his king. "You don't understand,sire. The man wanted Daria to wed Ralph of Colchester,and only him, because in return he would gain the lands he wants to add to his own."
"And then the Earl of Clare abducted her?"
Roland nodded.
"The story is complicated, is it not? Like one ofyour tales, Roland, with many twists and unexpected turns. Only this tale, well, it is up to you—regardlessof all your protestations—to find a satisfactory ending."
"You refuse to believe that I am not the father of this child? Have you ever known me to lie to you?"
The king looked troubled. "No, I haven't. The queenis convinced that the girl is telling the truth. Listen, Roland. 'Tis possible that you took her believing heranother, is it not?"
"Not that I can imagine. Can you imagine it your-self, sire?"
"No."
"She also claims that she is with child after but one plowing. One time and she becomes pregnant? I cannot credit that either."
At that the king smiled even as he shifted restlessly in his chair. "I can, Roland. It happens frequently. I can attest to that."
Roland fell silent. The king fell equally silent. He detested tangles like this. He wanted to face down the Earl of Clare and strip him of his power; he wanted tostrip all the Marcher Barons of every drop of powerthey possessed; he, the King of England, wanted the power in Wales and he wanted to build castles toassert his power and bring the damned Welsh to their knees before him, their king . . . and here he wasinstead trying to solve a problem that had no apparent solution. None that was satisfying. Unless .
. . "Thereis a way out of this perhaps. We can keep the girl with us until she is delivered of the babe. If the babe resembles you, then you can wed her. If it resemblesthe Earl of Clare—does he not have hair red as scarlet? —then it is proved."
"And what if the babe looks like no other? Or lookslike its mother?"
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The king cursed softly. "What do you think, Robbie?"
Robert Burnell, silent to this point, looked decid-edly uncomfortable. "Do you wish an opinion likely to conform to the Church?"
Roland snorted.
"Go ahead, Robbie."
"The Church would hold that the woman, regard-less of her rank or supposed innocence, was the one culpable. It would be her fault and none other's. She would bear the censure and the condemnation and—"
"Hold! 'Tis enough, damn you."
"She would be viewed as a harlot, a deceiver, a stain on her family's honor—"
"Be quiet, I tell you!"
"But, Roland," the king said reasonably, "you claim it cannot be your babe. Thus, she lies. To protect whom? Robbie, what do you think Stephen Langton would have recommended?"
"He would have doubtless ruled that she be de-prived of her dowry, and shunned and reviled by her family and all those who'd believed in her virtue."
Roland looked appalled. "If that were true, then she would die, the babe with her."
Robert Burnell shrugged. "Aye, very likely."
"I suppose the Church would also say that was proper—two dead—but the man responsible free and absolved!"
"The man is but weak of the flesh," Burnell said. "The woman is the evil one who plots to exploit the man's weakness."
"Such a testament to the mercy of God and his infinite fairness. It sickens me."
Roland rose swiftly to his feet and paced the vastinterior of the royal tent. He cursed fluently in four languages.
"Very well," Edward said, watching Roland closely.His friend wasn't indifferent to the girl. He saw the likely result in that moment. Aloud he said, "I see two options. The first, she is returned to her uncle, and thesecond, she is returned to the Earl of Clare. Are there others?"
Roland said on a sigh, "Her uncle will kill her if she's returned to him. If by chance the child she car-ries isn't the Earl of Clare's seed, why, then he wouldkill her too."
"As I inquired of you two," the king said patiently,"are there any other possibilities?"
There was dead silence. Roland could hear a soldier laughing from a goodly distance outside the royal Page 91
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tent.He could hear his own heart beating a slow steady rhythm. Then he laughed.
He turned, and the king knew in that moment that Roland had accepted the inevitable. But still, what if she carried another's child? He couldn't simply force his friend into a corner.
"Very well. I am the other option. I will wed her."
"But I have yet to see the Earl of Clare," Edwardsaid, raising his hand. "Be reasonable, Roland. I can determine if he is the father and whether he will or will not abuse her. I am said to be a good judge of men. Well, let me judge this Earl of Clare. Perhaps he will want her, and if it is his babe she carries, then—"
"She claims to despise the earl. Even you wouldn't wish to hand her over to a man she hates. Nor is he a gentle man. He would abuse her endlessly, believe it, and once you were gone, who would there be to stop him?"
"But if she deserves his abuse, if she is lying forsome reason unbeknownst to us, then his treatment of her will—"
"I will wed her," Roland repeated, and he looked defeated and very weary.
The king looked pleased, but he turned his head intime so that Roland did not remark upon it. Roland did care for the girl, regardless of the paternity of thebabe she carried. She could bring him a goodly dowry; the King of England would see to it. The world was filled with bastards. Even his precious daughter, Philippa, was a bastard. It mattered not, not when there were money, land, and prestige involved. Hewould pray the child would be a female. Thus Rolandwouldn't have to pass his worldly possessions down to another man's son.
"Aye," Roland said more to himself than to anyoneelse, "it is likely that the earl did rape her and she istoo ashamed to admit to it." But why me? Because she loves you, that's why. She believed she had no other choice.
The king said nothing. He wasn't stupid. He noddedto Robert Burnell. "Send Eric to her majesty and inform her that we are to have a wedding right now, or as soon as Daria can be prepared."
Roland looked a moment as if he would protest; buthe held his peace, resuming his pacing the tent. The king drank the remainder of the sweet Aquitaine wine. "The wine comes from Graelam de Moreton's father- in-law," he said to break the tense silence. "It isexcellent. You will shortly be neighbors. And you willkeep an eye on my dear daughter, Philippa, and that scoundrel husband of hers. Aye, de Fortenberry is a scoundrel, but the girl wanted him, wouldn't hear of anything else, as you well know. Wedded him, and that was that."
Roland was drawn from self-pity for a moment."She didn't know of you when she wedded him, sire."
"More's the pity. Someone should have known. Shelooks like me, all that beautiful Plantagenet hair and those eyes of hers. Aye, someone should have known."
"De Fortenberry won't shame you."
"I will keep the royal eye on him nonetheless," theking said, and sat back in silence now to watch Roland continue his pacing.
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His pacing stopped suddenly when the queen unex-pectedly came into the tent. She looked worried.
The king rose quickly and went to her. They spokesoftly together.
He frowned, then sighed, saying, as he turned toRoland, "Daria refuses to marry you."
"What?"
Eleanor said, "She refuses because you believe her a liar and naught more than chattel or a possession to be returned to her uncle for money. She claims she would rather go to a convent."
"I hadn't thought of that as a possibility," Edwardsaid in a thoughtful voice. "Perhaps that is the best, perhaps—"
"It isn't the best! A convent would drain her of allspirit." He saw her suddenly in that small valley in Wales, breathing in the clear air, her arms wrapped around her, so happy in her freedom that he'd smiled as she'd danced. "No, she isn't fashioned for the reli-gious existence. It is absurd. She is being willful.
Damnher for an ungrateful wench!"
"But, Roland—"
"I shall thrash her, now! Have the priest readied. I will fetch her. Is she in your tent, your highness?"
"Aye, Roland, she is there," Eleanor said, and saidnot another word. When the king would have spoken, she clutched his arm.
"Damned female!" Roland muttered as he strodefrom the royal presence without permission. "She be-sets me with her ingratitude, her pricks, and her thank- lessness! Aye, I'll beat her!"
"All will be well now," the queen said, and smiled up at her husband.
Daria was alone in the queen's tent. She was sittingon a thick Flanders carpet, staring fixedly at the swirling red-and-purple patterns. Her arms were wrappedaround her stomach. She knew she should rise, should prepare herself to leave. Would the king allow her to enter a convent? Would her uncle allow her to remain there? She'd heard that convents demanded hugeamounts of money—indeed, dowries, because she would be the bride of God—to take a lady of her class. Whatif her uncle refused? She shook her head; she simply didn't know. Anything would be preferable to the Earl of Clare or Ralph of Colchester. Besides, she didn't want to die, and the earl would surely murder heronce he discovered she no longer possessed a maiden- head. She thought of Roland and lowered her head. She felt tears well up and blinked them back. She swallowed. No, what had happened, she'd done, and it was she who would carry the responsibility.
When he strode into the tent, she raised her head toface him, her expression not changing. She'd expected him to come; after all, hadn't he made a grand sacri-fice?Wouldn't he now be angry to have it flung backin his face? But only for a little while. Then at least hewould remember her fondly, for she'd released him from a gesture he'd hated to make in the first place. She couldn't make him pay for his generosity. She would have no honor if she did.
"Hello, Roland. What do you want?"
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He didn't like her emotionless voice or the dullnessin her eyes, nor did he like the fact that she was sitting cross-legged on the floor, her hair spilling down her back and over her shoulders.
He drew a deep steadying breath. He said quitecalmly, "I want to know why you told the queen such nonsense."
She raised a brow at that but made no move to rise.She simply looked at him until he dropped to his haunches beside her. "Why, Daria?" He was three inches from her face. He didn't touch her.
"I am profoundly religious, Roland. No, you wouldn'tbelieve that, would you? Very well, the truth. There isnaught else but a convent. I wish to live. You saidyourself that this would happen if you returned me to my uncle. He would kill me to have my inheritance. I know for a fact that the Earl of Clare, were he forced to wed me, would beat me and my unborn child to death, for he would know it wasn't his. It is not so hard to understand, is it? I don't particularly wish to die. I'm quite young, you know."
"I'm offering you another way. I won't kill you, norwill I beat you."
The pain threatened to choke her.
"You will marry me, Daria. Now, at once."
She shook her head. "Nay, I can't do that either."
"You believe I am lying? You believe I would beatyou? Abuse you?"
"No."
"I shan't murder you, even if I do manage to gain your immense inheritance."
"I know."
"Then . . ." He growled in fury. "This is your grandgesture, isn't it? Free the poor man because he cares nothing for you? But first, bring him to his knees, make him grovel and plead, make him offer to do exactly what it is you wanted all the while. Then you scorn him? You are more perverse than that damned bitch Joan of Tenesby! I won't tolerate it, Daria, not for another instant!"
She had the damnable gall to simply sit there and shake her head.
For one of the few times in his life, Roland knew such anger that he nearly choked on it. "By the saints, I will thrash you, Daria!"
He hauled her to her feet and flung himself onto thequeen's chair. He dragged her over his thighs and brought his right palm down hard on her buttocks. She froze, then reared up frantically. She made no sound,but she struggled furiously. She was strong, he thought, as he brought his hand down again. He admired a silent fighter.
"Not even the smallest sound from you, eh? You'rea stubborn wench. Should I pull up your gown and let you feel the heat of my palm on your bare flesh?" Before she could speak, if she would have spoken, Roland had bared her to the waist, ripping her gown and her shift. But he didn't strike her again. His hand remained raised in the air. He stared down at her buttocks, white and smooth and rounded, her longwhite legs, sleekly muscled. He swallowed. He moaned, then cursed. He shoved her off his legs and rose. He Page 94
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stood over her, panting, his hands on his hips. "Damn you, Daria. I would have remembered if I'd taken you, remembered your lovely buttocks at the very least. Now, prepare yourself, you stupid wench. You will wed me, and it will be tonight, before I change mymind, before I realize that you have shoved my honor down my throat. If you continue to refuse, I will beat you until you howl for mercy. No one will prevent me—don't think that anyone will!"
He said nothing more, merely strode to the tent opening. He turned and pointed his finger at her. "I mean it, Daria. You will wed me, and not another word out of your shrew's mouth."
The Benedictine priestYoung Ansel, as he wasaffectionately called, exercised unflagging loyalty first to Robert Burnell and then to King Edward. He per-formed the marriage ceremony with as much dignity as his twenty-three years allotted him. His voice shookonly a little when he spoke the soft Latin phrases. He thought the bride lovely and modest, and though she looked at him once, and that when he mispronounceda Latin word in his nervousness. A coincidence, he thought, swallowing. As for the groom, Young Anselfound him somewhat forbidding. For all his presence, he seemed absent from the proceedings.
Roland de Tournay was unwilling, Young Ansel finally realized, and wondered at it. He couldn't ask, of course; it would be considered an impertinence. Even though he was the king's second priest, Burnell had advised him never to take liberties. The royal temper had yet to consider him a friend.
Young Ansel looked at the bride more closely ashe blessed the couple, and thought that perchance she was ill, so pale was she. He glanced over at Rolandde Tournay, wondering if he saw how pale and still she was. But the knight was looking beyond Young Ansel's left shoulder, his face expressionless, his eyes cold. As he'd thought before, the groom seemed absent. He also looked miserable.
There were congratulations, exuberant and bawdy, because the king wished it so and his servants and soldiers willingly obeyed him. He wanted everything to appear as normal as possible. He wanted no talk about Roland, no talk about Daria. Even RobertBurnell managed to exclaim in modest enthusiasm several times. The queen hugged the bride and spoke softly to her. Young Ansel wondered what she said.
Eleanor was worried. As she gently held Daria, she said softly, "Do you feel ill, child?"
Daria shook her head against the queen's shoulder. She couldn't stand close to the queen because of her swollen belly. I will become like this, she thought blankly, and for a moment stared down at her own thin body. She'd known no illness from the babe asyet. How could there be a living being in her belly? So small? She wished her mother were here holding her. Perhaps her mother could make sense of it.
"You're afraid, then. Afraid of your new life, per-haps even of your new husband?"
"Aye."
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"My sweet lord speaks so highly of Roland, has always done so. He's a man of honor and loyalty andhe never treats his vows lightly. You're also an heiress and thus will bring much advantage to your husband.
'Tis important, you know. Have no fear, Daria."
"No."
The queen frowned over Daria's head at her hus-band. He was still loudly extolling Roland's good fortune, alternately buffeting Roland's shoulder as he gave him thorough advice and telling him he wouldsoon be so rich he could well afford to assist his king. Edward raised his eyes at that moment and met his wife's gaze. He quieted, then said to Roland, "It isdone. You are now a husband and soon you will be a father."
"It is amazing."
"It is done," Edward repeated. "All of us will go toTyberton on the morrow. I wish the Earl of Clare to see you and know that Daria is yours now and that hehas no claim on her. I wish him to know that you have my favor."
Roland wished that as well. He nodded. He won-dered how the earl would react. He wanted in odd moments for the man to become violent. He wanted to fight, to bash in his head, to relieve his frustration.
"I have had a tent prepared for you, my friend. Youand your bride will spend the night there. I see the queen has released Daria. Come, we will dine now and drink to your health and your future."
There was nothing for it, Roland thought. He wantedto yell at the king that the last thing he wanted to do was spend the night with the girl who was with childand who was also his wife. He even managed to smile at Daria as he helped her into the chair beside his at the quickly erected banquet table. They were outsideunder the bright stars and the full moon. Torches lined the perimeter of the royal encampment.
There were one hundred people milling about, eating their fill, turning at odd times to salute the bride and groom. All the food, Roland learned, came from the larders at Chepstow. He wondered if the Earl of Hereford would starve come winter. It appeared the king had stripped the castle granary bare. Perhaps in the mistyfuture the king would visit him in Cornwall and delve with a free hand into his granary.
"Eat something, Daria."
She wanted to tell him that she would vomit if shedid, but she said nothing, merely picked up a chunk of soft white bread and chewed it. When he turned away from her, she spit it onto the ground.
"You will be silent tomorrow."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean that we go to see the Earl of Clare. You will be silent and not flit and flutter about on me. Iwant neither your advice nor your protection, if that is what you're about now."
"I don't think I've ever fluttered about on you, Roland. As for my protection, 'tis true, I succeeded that one time."
He shrugged with masculine indifference. "Perhaps,perhaps not. Nor have you ever been silent. I wonderif the earl has guessed that you carry his child. I wouldimagine that his rage would know no bounds. There- fore, you must keep silent and let me deal with him."
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"I don't carry the earl's child. Therefore he could have no rage, save the rage that he's been made to look the fool and he's lost all my dowry."
He just looked at her, thin-lipped, then tipped backhis goblet and drank deeply of the red Aquitaine wine.
" 'Tis true, Roland. You must be careful, for I don't believe him entirely sane. Seeing you, the embodi-ment of his undoing, might make him act foolishly."
He made an elaborate pretense of turning to speak to Burnell. Inside, his stomach churned with anger at her. By all the saints, she'd gained what she wanted,so why did she continue to play the abused innocent?
She infuriated him. He drank another goblet of wine. But he couldn't become drunk.
"You're very fertile if you indeed became with childwith but one plowing."
"I am or you are."
He stiffened but his smile remained firmly in place.Did he really expect her to change her tune now?
"Then I'd best take my fill of you whilst you carry the babe. I'll be tired of you by the time the child is born and that will be just as well. I don't wish to havea dozen babes hanging on to me within as many years."
She wanted to yell at him; she wanted to howl at theglorious full moon. She did neither. She lowered her head and played with the bread on her trencher. He was trying on purpose to hurt her. She wouldn't let him see that he was succeeding.
"You have been so very kind to me, your majesty," Daria said later to the Queen of England. "I thank you, truly."
"Fret not, child. I will see you again. You and Roland will come to London, or perhaps my lord andI will visit Cornwall. Now, my dear, allow my ladies to prepare you for the night."
With those prosaic words, and not a bit of well-meant advice, the Queen of England left her to the ministrations of two ladies-in-waiting. The ladies weren'tso reticent as their mistress. They'd drunk their shareof wine and were thus giggling and giving Daria advice on making a man shudder madly with lust.
Roland paused outside the tent and listened to the women's laughter coming from within. And then he h eard Daria's voice, puzzled and low, "Truly, Claudia,how do I do that? Just tell him to stick it into my mouth? Would I not choke? Would I not hurt him with my teeth?"
"Silly girl! Daria, you must stroke your hands overhis body and follow your hands with your tongue and mouth. 'Tis a wonderful sound."
Roland's eyes widened. So the queen's ladies wereas bawdy as any others. So they were educating Daria.Then his smile turned to a frown when she said, "Per-haps Roland won't like me to do that because I wouldn't do it well. Perhaps he would want another, more skilled and—"
"Daria, hush now. The only way for you to becomeskilled is to practice. Ask your husband if he minds that you practice on him. Then watch him lick his lips and watch his eyes grow large with anticipation."
Page 97
Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
Roland didn't hear what his wife said to that. His wife.It was almost more than a man of few years but vast experience could take in. He hadn't wanted a wife, not yet, not until his keep in Cornwall was in proper condition and he'd become . . . bored. Heshook himself. Bored! He wouldn't ever become bored,and how could his mind assume that taking a wife was the cure for boredom anyway?
He pulled back the tent flap and chuckled at thedrunken grins he received from the two women. Their thoughts were clearly writ on their faces, and his sex responded. He quickly turned to Daria. She simply stood where she was, staring at him. With new eyes, he thought. Was she seeing herself take his rod into her mouth?
Claudia poked her elbow into Daria's ribs. "Prac-tice, my dear, practice!"
"Good night, Daria, and enjoy what God and the king have given you! The saints and. women know there aren't many men as potent and well-formed as this one. Aye, he's a lovely lad, he is."
The two women eyed Roland through wistful drunkeyes, Claudia brushing her breasts against his arm as she went past him.
Daria stared, feeling no particular anger at the woman. They'd dipped freely into the wine, and Ro-land was a beautiful man. She supposed it made Clau-dia forget herself. Roland was standing there saying nothing, merely looking at her.
"Will you take their advice?"
Her face turned instantly red. "You . . . you heard what they told me to do?"
"Aye, I heard. 'Twas excellent advice."
She straightened her back and looked him squarely in the eye. "Then I will do it. But you must tell me what to do, Roland. I have no wish to offend you or perhaps hurt you."
"This is a very strange conversation," he said as hebegan stripping off his outer tunic. He tossed the wide leather belt onto the fur-covered floor. "The queen's ladies were most eager to teach you what to do to me."
"They seem to understand men," she said, frozen tothe spot, watching as Roland matter-of-factly removed his tunic. There were three candles lit in the tent, in a brass holder sitting atop a small sandalwoodtable. There was a low cot covered with animal furs.There was nothing else in the tent. When Roland was bare to his waist, the candlelight casting darkening shadows over his body, Daria found herself staring openly at him. He was lean and firm, dark haircovering his chest. When she'd seen him in Wrexham he'd been ill and lying on his back. He'd been beau-tiful, she'd thought that very clearly, but she hadn'trecognized the sheer strength of him, the tautness of his arms, the fluid motion of the muscles in his back and shoulders, the ridges of muscle over hisbelly. She swallowed, for now he was stripping off his chausses. He stopped then and looked at her. "Why do you stand there? Get off your clothes and into the bed."
She didn't move. As an order from a loving bride-groom, it lacked even a dollop of warmth.
He raised a dark eyebrow. "Since you carry a babe,I can assume that you have seen a naked man. I am no different from any of my fellows, Daria." He rose straight and tall and naked, and the look he gave her Page 98
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was mocking. She didn't want to look at him but shecouldn't help it. Her eyes fell immediately to his groin. His man's rod lay flaccid in the bush of thick black hair.
But she knew he would grow large, very large, andhe would want to thrust himself inside her body. She swallowed and turned her back to him.
She heard him chuckle. " 'Tis best to begin yourcaressing of me whilst I'm still in this state. Now, get off your clothes."
"All right." Quickly she doused the three candles, throwing the tent into gloom. The torches from with-out cast dim shadows into the interior, but at least hecouldn't see her clearly. She was embarrassed.
Before, he hadn't known her, hadn't really touched her, hadn't really taken her. But now he was well; now he was virile and eager; now he was her husband and would look at her.
"What are you doing?" She whirled about, conster-nation writ plain on her face.
"I'm merely lighting one candle. I don't wish to fumble in the darkness. Get off your clothes, Daria. I wish to see your breasts and your belly. I have paid dearly for the privilege. I will not tell you again,"
With those emotionless words, he climbed into the narrow cot and pulled a fur to his waist. He crossed his arms behind his head and looked at her. Her hands stilled, then fell to her sides. She couldn't bring herself to remove her clothes in front of him; she didn't wantto respond to his indifferent command. She was afraid; she knew he didn't want her, she knew that he would take her tonight simply because she was here, shebelonged to him, and she could have been any woman to ease him.
Yet this man was her husband, and she must make the best of it. She tried again to untie the ribbons on her overtunic, but her fingers were clumsy and cold. Finally she loosened it enough to pull it over her head. Her gown was loose-fitting, but again she couldn'tmanage to unlace the strings that crisscrossed over her breasts.
Her husband simply lay there looking at her, his eyes hooded, just looking, as if he didn't really care,as if he simply wanted her to obey whatever order he gave her because he was the master and she wasn't,and because he was angry at her and wanted to punish her.
Suddenly it was simply too much. She looked at her shaking fingers, looked at him and saw that his expres-sion was as cold as the waters of the North Sea, and whispered, "Nay, I cannot." She saw him jerk up-right, and slowly, very slowly, she eased down to herknees. She felt tears sting her eyes; felt despair washover her. She covered her face with her hands. And she cried silently.
Roland drew back as if he'd been struck. There washis bride, in a heap on the floor, crying! Damn her!
Aloud he said furiously, "You have what you want,you cursed wench! And for whatever reason you wanted me as your husband, not the Earl of Clare, not God in a precious convent! Well, now you have me. Ceaseyour damnable wailing. It but enrages me. A woman's tears mean naught; they're a sham. I won't stand it. Stop it now, Daria!"
She got a grip on herself. She was being foolish, and crying, indulging herself, her mother had told her, wassomething a girl shouldn't do with a man she lovedbecause it wasn't honorable or honest. As if Rolandwould care. "Yes," she said, wiping her eyes with theback of her hand, "I'll stop crying. I'm sorry, Roland."
She rose slowly to her feet. He watched silently asshe regained her control. She hiccuped even as she Page 99
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stripped off her gown. When she stood in the soft candlelight wearing only her thigh-length linen shift, he could see the faint outline of her nipples, the out-line of dark hair at her groin. He wanted to see all of her.
After all, he'd paid dearly for the right. "Re-move the shift."
Her fingers went to the narrow straps on her shoul-ders, then stopped. "I cannot."
"Why can't you? You're certainly not a maid, sowhy this excessive modesty? Do you prefer that I strip the shift off you?"
"Nay. 'Tis the only one I have. I must be careful with it."
"Take it off, Daria. You are vexing me with yourdisobedience, and if you'll remember, you promised before God to obey me."
She felt humiliated. She searched for a shred of pride and managed to find enough so that she could stare straight ahead, not at him, and quickly pull offthe shift. Pretend you're alone; pretend he doesn't ex- ist, that he doesn't lie there, watching you, seeing you.And she didn't look at him, simply stared beyond him, feeling the soft linen shift pooling at her feet. Sheremoved herself from the naked girl standing there for his examination, a man who was her husband, a manwho disliked her heartily and believed her a liar and a female with no honor.
Roland stared at her, unable to help himself. He'dhad no idea she was so very nicely shaped. Her breasts were high and full and as white as her belly, hernipples a pale pink. She was too thin. Her ribs were visible, and her breasts appeared almost too heavy for her slight torso, but he didn't mind that. He did won-der how she could be carrying a babe in that flat stomach of hers. He imagined she would begin to fillout soon enough. Her legs were long and sleekly mus- cled. He liked that. He remembered many of the women whose beds he'd shared whose bodies were white and soft, too soft. Daria was firm, and even in her thinness, she looked strong and able. He picturedher legs tightening around his flanks and felt his mus-cles tighten and his sex swell. He wanted her, but thenagain, he told himself silently, he would want anydecent-looking female who was standing before him naked.
"Come here," he said. "Let me examine more closelywhat I have bought with my future."
"You forget that my money purchases a much nicerfuture than you expected."
"Aye, you do indeed improve my lot with your vast array of coin, but I pay with myself, Daria, and I keeppaying until I die. I told you to come here. I am wearyto my bones of your lies and protests, and I know Imust take you at least once this night, even though I don't particularly wish to. It is my duty and I won't shirk it."
"You could pretend that I'm Lila again."
He sucked in his breath, rage and frustration pound-ing through him. "I told you once that you are nothinglike her, more's the pity. If you don't come here, you will regret it."
Still she stood there in the center of the tent, nakedand white and stiff as a lance. "Will you strike me as my uncle did? As the Earl of Clare did?"
His guts twisted at her words. It was rage at her nowneedless pretenses, nothing more. He rose from the bed and strode to her. He suddenly saw the fear in her eyes, and something else . . . She jerked back.
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He clasped her upper arms tightly and pulled heragainst him. At the feel of her body against him, hefelt a leaping of nearly painful need, felt his sex jutting against her belly. "Yes," he said as he grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her face close to his,"yes, I will pretend you're Lila. Even if that fails, even if I recognize you, my wife, it still shouldn't be too difficult for me. I haven't had a woman for a longtime, and even you will do." He kissed her closed lips, and he was hard and demanding. He was the master and he would prove it to her.
"I'm not Lila."
He released her, her quiet words flowing warmlyinto his mouth and into his soul, helpless words, despairing words.
He stepped back and looked at her face. She was not the girl he'd believed her to be. He pressed his open palm to her flat belly. "A babe is within, yet you are so small." His fingers kneaded her. "You say it ismy babe, but I know that isn't true. You are a mystery to me, Daria. I remember the girl I rescued from theearl, the girl who traveled with me through Wales, the girl whose gift for languages rivals my own, the girl who was brave and fearless when those outlaws took her.
"And then there is the other Daria, the girl who haslies forming in her mind even as she thinks, and she, I fear, is the girl I married. Who are you, nay, what are you, and why have you done this to me?"
She closed her eyes against the pain. "I didn't wishit to be this way, I swear it to you, Roland. When you were ill, when you believed I was Lila, it was mydecision to come to you, to give myself to you. I swore then to myself that you would never know, that I would never tell you, for I wanted no guilt from you, no pity. I even bathed my blood and your seed fromyou so that you wouldn't wonder. I was stupid, for it didn't occur to me that I could become pregnant. It never occurred to me that such a thing was possible."
He pushed her away from him. "Come to sleep when it pleases you to do so."
He doused the candle, and as she stood there nakedand shivering in the middle of the tent, she heard him burrow beneath the furs on the low bed, and she said, "You have so quickly forgotten your duty?"
He cursed her then, his voice low, his words crude. He rose and she felt his fingers close over her arm.
Hedragged her to the bed and threw her down upon her back.
"Well, wife, evidently you desire my body. Or will any man's body do? No matter, since I have no choice,it will have to be my man's body you endure. But it'sall you will have of me. And know, Daria, that a man can plow any woman, it matters not to him. To see a woman's parted legs, that's all that is necessary for aman. That's all you will be to me—an encumbrance, a duty, a body to take until I tire and grow bored."
He came down over her then, his body pressing hersinto the furs, and he kissed her hard, forcing her mouth to open, and when her lips parted, he thrust histongue inside and she felt his anger, tasted it, and her body froze. He reared over her and laughed. "You regret your desire now, sweet wife? Well, 'tis a pity, for it's too late, for you are now mine legally and in the eyes of God. Open your legs and do it quickly, for I wish to be done with it. I look forward to losingmyself in sleep and mayhap I will be lucky and dreamabout Lila and Cena, two women who were honest in their need for me, and hadn't a traitorous thought in their heads."
"Roland, please, don't do this. Please, don't hurtme, don't—" Her voice broke off on a gasp when he grasped her thighs and pulled them apart. "Let me seeif you are ready for me. I have no wish to rend Page 101
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your woman's flesh, 'twill but make you hurt to walk and to ride, and thus prove an inconvenience to me."
Hisfingers were probing at her, delving inside her, explor- ing, and she tried to pull away from him, to free herself from him, but his hand came down flat on herbelly, holding her still and silent even as his finger slid inside her, stretching her, working her. She felt herflesh become damp and soft because her body recognized him and wanted him even though she wanted to weep with the pain of what he was doing to her.
"By all the saints," he said, his finger pressing moredeeply into her. "You're small, but your body is hun-gry. I shan't force you. No, you shan't scream of ravishment to me, ever. I have never forced a womanin my life, and besides, with you, it would be impossi- ble. You're eager as any wench, probably more so than the two ladies who advised you."
She tried to reach him just once more. "Please, Roland, don't do this to me, not in anger, not—"
But he was paying her no heed and she knew he wasapart from her. He was between her thighs, spreading them wider still, bending her knees and lifting her hips with his hands, bringing her upward. "No pleasure for you, wife, save what you can gain for yourself. Actu-ally, little enough for me. My duty . . .
'tis naught butmy damned man's duty." And without warning, with- out another word, his fingers pried her open, and he thrust himself into her in one powerful stroke.
She yelled at the shock of him and the burning of her flesh as he plunged deep, spreading her for him-self, and then she was crying, but she stuffed her fistinto her mouth, waiting helplessly, waiting silently, for him to finish with her. He'd been right, there was no pleasure for her. She wondered dully in those mo-ments if there was such pleasure to be had for a woman ever.
He was breathing hard, plunging repeatedly into her, pulling out, then thrusting deep again. Again and again, until she heard him suck in his breath as if he'd been struck. Then he was hammering into her, deep, then shallow in short strokes, his hands frantically kneading her hips as he brought her higher for his penetration. Then he moaned, and she felt his seed come into her body. That was familiar to her, that deep joining that had eased her virgin's pain, for he'dbelonged to her then, completely, and she'd possessed him.
She sobbed, unable to keep the sound to herself, not from any pain in her body, but from the pain in the very depths of her. For even in his man's posses-sion of her, she was alone, deep within herself, as was he.
He was gasping for breath over her, his chest heav-ing from his exertion. He was still deep inside her and she could feel his member moving and shifting. Therewas still no pain, for his seed eased her and his mem-ber wasn't as swelled now. No, he hadn't ravished herbody, but he had ravished her spirit.
"There," he said once he'd regained his breath, "I've done my man's duty by you, wife." He pulledout of her quickly, eagerly, and her body flinched in reply.
"What, Daria, no passionate little moans from you?No thanks for my taking you as you wished? Do you mean to tell me that you were unable to give yourselfa woman's pleasure? You surprise me. Your body was more than willing to take me in and pull my seed from me. You're a stubborn girl, but no matter. I will sleep now. Do not disturb me further this night."
He climbed off her and fell upon his back. She felthim pull the furs up. Slowly, very slowly, she straightened her legs. Her muscles protested. She felt his seed seeping slowly from her body, but she was too uncar-ing of it, of him, of herself, to pay much heed.
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She lay there quietly. She heard his breathing eveninto sleep. She realized that she should have never told him the truth. She'd placed the responsibility onhis shoulders just as she'd sworn to herself that she wouldn't do. But it was his babe she carried. How could he believe her if he had no memory of it? Well,it was over now. She listened to his deep slow breath-ing and knew that she still loved him but that now it wasn't enough, this love of hers, not nearly enough.Mayhap it would never have been enough, in any circumstance. He hated her and there was no reason for him to cease doing so.
Unless the babe looked like him. Unless somehow he remembered that night in Wrexham. It was her only hope, a slim one she knew, for she herself looked nothing like her own mother or like her father. But there was nothing else for her.
There was complete silencein the great hall ofTyberton Castle. The Earl of Clare stood tight-mouthed, fury blotching his face, turning it as startling a red as his hair. He stared at the man who'd stolen Daria from him. The man who had made a fool of him twice.Hell and the devil, what was the damned knave doing with the king?
The earl said in a loud voice, "I see you have returned this man to me, sire. He's a thief and I will hang him this very day."
"Not as yet, my lord," Edward said pleasantly. "Notas yet. Come, have ale fetched. My queen is weary, asare her ladies." He added his famous Plantagenet smile, which had no discernible effect at all on the Earl of Clare. "I have a great thirst as well."
It was then that the earl saw Daria. He startedtoward her, then pulled himself upright. He held his peace.
There were too many present to overhear him. He would wait.
After the queen, her ladies, and Daria were seated comfortably, the earl approached the king. To his chagrin, the whoreson Roland remained at the king'sside, drinking from his flagon as if he had not a care in this world. He looked young and fit and strong—a warrior—not a pretty priest covered with a frayed cowl. How had the man gotten Daria away from him again? What kind of disguise had he used?
"I would beg to speak with you, sire. 'Tis importantand regards this man here."
"Ah, yes," Edward said, his voice deep with amuse-ment that the earl didn't hear, "I believe you wish to accuse this man of something?"
So the king wished the knave to remain. So be it. He drew himself up and contempt dripped from his voice. "Aye, he's a thief, sire, and he stole her!" He pointed a finger toward the queen's group of ladies.
"Did he tell you that he pretended to be a Benedictine priest? That he, a savage and a heathen, even pretended to say a Mass for me? Not only did he rob me,sire, he blasphemed God's name and profaned the Church."
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The king, diverted, turned to Roland. "Did you really play the priest?"
"Aye."
"Did you do it well?"
"For the most part. Only Daria knew that I mis-spoke some of my Latin Mass. The earl here understands naught but what he speaks. I could have recitedLatin declensions and it would have made him feel holy just the same. Nay, 'twas Daria who understood immediately I was a fraud."
"Daria! You call her Daria! 'Tis absurd! A female cannot understand God's word! You lie to me and to your king. I understood all your mistakes, but I am agood man, a tolerant man, and I merely believed you nervous in front of me, and I chose not to humiliate you. Aye, I willingly forgave your lapses. Sire, give him over to me and I will deal with him quickly and fairly." He panted himself to a halt, then, unable to help himself, yelled, "I demand that you turn the man over to me, sire!"
"Hold, my lord," Edward said. He shifted in hischair—the earl's own ornate carved chair—and contin-ued mildly, "Listen well, for I grow bored with your plaints and your commands to your king. This man is Roland de Tournay. He is my man, sent by me and none other to rescue that girl, Daria, from your im-prisonment. Her uncle, the Earl of Reymerstone,pleaded for my help and I gave it. I told Roland to use whatever means necessary to accomplish his mission. Of course I didn't wish any blood to be shed, and he accomplished that as well."
Roland said not a word. He simply gazed at the kingin admiration. He'd never believed the king so quick of wit before. He'd rather looked forward to this con-frontation, but he'd assumed that the king would allowhim to handle the earl, to do whatever he had to do, short of murdering the man.
He saw that the king was much enjoying his playact-ing. Roland, for the first time in their acquaintance of many years, remained silent. As for the Earl of Clare, he could not now make further demands, not after theking's explanation. Roland felt resentment at the king's interference, and some amusement, for the earl's ha-tred and immense frustration was very nearly a tangi-ble thing, and there was naught the man could do, save silently choke on it.
Edward had no intention of allowing the two men tofight, for Roland would kill the earl, of that he had little doubt. He was younger, he was stronger, and hewas smarter. And besides, he himself still needed the Earl of Clare, rot the man's miserable hide, neededhim to fend off the Welsh outlaws, until he could build his castles and assume control himself. Then the Earl of Clare could drown in a Welsh swamp with theking's blessing. He discounted his friendship with Ro- land de Tournay; it couldn't be a consideration in the royal decision. No, the king didn't want Clare dead now. Moreover, he'd gained advantage with Roland, for that talented fellow wouldn't be able to refuse his king anything, not after this. Why, he would evenhave Roland's fine destrier returned to him. He thought about the look on the earl's face were he to tell himthat it was his, the king's, destrier, and he had merelyloaned it to Roland. The earl would surely swallow his tongue in his rage.
The king smiled at the earl, a gracious smile. Hedidn't believe in pressing a man's face in offal unless it was necessary. A king could afford to be beneficent invictory; it was also in his noble character, unless, of course, he wished it otherwise. "So you see, my lord,Roland accomplished his mission. If he offended yourreligious feelings, I will reprimand him soundly. Fur- ther, it seems he became enamored with Daria andshe with him. After he rescued her again—the second time, he played the bent old hag, did you know that? No, well, that time, he brought her to me. They werewedded last night, my lord, by mine own priest. He is, in fact, a Benedictine priest, I can attest to it."
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For a long moment the earl simply stared, not at any person, but inward, and there he saw bleakness and rage. He couldn't accept it. He looked toward Daria, who stood next to the queen. This man, this Roland de Tournay, had wedded her and bedded her."They left me with a peasant girl, garbed her as Daria for her wedding with me. If she hadn't giggled, I should have married the little slut!"
"She was most toothsome, my lord," Roland said. "I handpicked her myself."
The king grinned, then harrumphed and said, his voice serious, "This peasant girl, my lord, what have you done with her? Not harmed her, I trust."
The Earl of Clare turned a dull red, for certainly he'd bedded her, taken her with little delay; even as his servants and soldiers feasted, he'd taken her to his chamber and plowed her small belly. He'd hurt her, but not badly. What had she expected to happen to her once her lord had discovered the ruse? Any otherman would have had her beaten to death. But it didn't matter. It wasn't at all the point. The earl shook himself much in the manner of a wet mongrel and bellowed, "Daria! Come here, immediately!"
Daria felt the queen's hand lightly squeeze her fin-gers to hold her quiet. The queen raised her head and smiled at the king. Both the queen and Daria wished they'd heard what had been said, but they hadn't.
"Aye," the king called, "let Daria come here. Let her tell the earl that she is wedded to Roland de Tournay, by her own will, with no royal coercion."
Daria rose slowly. She felt as if she were in a strange dream, filled with loud voices from people who weren'treally there, weren't actually real. She walked across the cold stone floor of Tyberton's great hall, seeingthe people who'd served her, who'd watched her, seeingsome of them smirking now at their lord and his pre- dicament, others gazing with hatred upon her. The queen had assured her earlier that the king wouldn't allow the two men to fight. She hadn't believed her before, but now she did. Further, no matter what Roland believed, no matter what he thought of her,she was his wife. She must not shame him. She stiff- ened her back and thrust up her chin. She didn't look at her husband.
She walked directly to the Earl of Clare. "Yes, my lord?" she asked pleasantly. "You wished to speak to me?"
The earl stared down at her a moment. He wanted to strike her and pull her against him. She was pale, but even so, she didn't appear to have any fear of him. He'd strike her first, he thought, not hard, just with enough force to recall her to her duty to him; then he'd take her and hold her. He could feel the softness of her body, the narrowness of her when he'd pene-trated her with his finger to find her maidenhead. She had no maidenhead now. She'd wedded Roland de Tournay. Blood pounded hard and fast in his head andin his groin. He said in a harsh voice, "You have trulywedded him? Willingly?"
"Aye. I am his wife."
"By all the saints! You lied to me when I caught upto you finally? You hadn't escaped him in Wrexham?
You were not trying to find me?"
"That's correct, my lord. He'd fallen ill and would have been unable to fight you if you'd found us. I learned that you had arrived in Wrexham and had discovered Roland's destrier at the local stable. I hadto save him from you, for I knew you would kill him with no hesitation. I took his destrier and led you away from him."
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Roland didn't move. He didn't change expressions.He felt something move deep inside him, a feeling like the one he'd experienced the previous evening whenhis release had overtaken him. He'd wanted briefly to hold her tightly against him, caress her, and kiss her, and forget all else. But he'd managed to keep his mouth shut. He'd managed this time not to give a woman power over him. He'd managed to hold him-self apart from the still and silent woman lying be-neath him. He'd held steady; she'd already betrayed him once. She wouldn't betray him again.
Even if she wasn't lying about saving him, well, then, it still didn't matter. She'd lied about the other.
There was no other explanation for it, the Earl of Clare had raped her the moment he'd recaptured her.
And Roland felt the familiar rage with that knowl-edge. She had saved him; he accepted it as being plausible, though he'd never before known a woman with such initiative.
The Earl of Clare howled. "I offered you every-thing! Damn you, girl, you could have been a count-ess, not a simple knight's lady, doomed to poverty—"
"Oh, I shan't be poor, my lord," Daria said, inter-rupting him with great pleasure. "Don't you forgethow you desired my dowry as much as my fair hand?My dowry and revenge against my uncle? Well, all is now Roland's."
Reason deserted him. The earl's fist struck her hard against her jaw. Daria staggered backward with the force of his blow, falling to the stone floor. Roland leapt upon the earl, his fist in his throat, his other fist striking low and hard in his belly. The earl yelled and stumbled backward, his balance lost. Roland didn't pause. He jumped at him, hurling him to his back with his fist hard in his chest. The earl's sword crashed loudly against the stone. Roland stood over him andhissed, "You strike someone with not a tenth of your strength. Well, I am her husband and I will protect herfrom such vermin as you." He kicked the earl hard in the ribs, then dropped to his knees, grabbed the earl by his tunic, jerked up his head, and pounded his face twice with his fist. He let his head drop back with a loud ugly thud.
"Enough, Roland," the king called. "Have some ale. That sort of work makes a man thirsty."
But Roland didn't heed the king. He saw the queen'sladies surrounding Daria, helping her to her feet, brush-ing off her gown. He strode to them and they fell awayfrom her. He didn't touch her for a moment, just stood there before her, looking down at her.
"Look up at me, Daria."
She obeyed him. He clasped her upper arms in hishands.
The earl—the damnable sod—had struck her hard. Roland lightly touched her jaw. "You will look a witch come evening," he said. "But your eye won't blacken. Does it pain you much?"
She shook her head, but he knew it must hurt her. It pleased him, this unexpected stoicism of hers.
"Hold still." As gently as he could, he touched hisfingertips to her jaw, probing, making certain it wasn't broken. She didn't move, didn't flinch once.
He saw that she was now looking beyond him to thestill-fallen Earl of Clare. "Did you kill him?"
"Of course not. Do you believe me a madman?"
"I have never seen a man fight another as do you."
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Roland grinned and rubbed the bruised knuckles ofhis left hand against his right palm.
"Aye, Roland," the king called out. "How comeyou to destroy another man with such strange motions?"
"A Muslim fellow in Acre taught me. He said thatChristians and their notions of honorable fighting left him and his brothers roaring with laughter. They said English knights with their heavy, clumsy horses and their armor that baked them alive under the sun made them shake their heads with wonder. They could notunderstand how we could be so stupid. They weren't of course in Barbars' army. They were outlaws and street thieves."
The king, fortunately for all those present, chose to be amused. "Street thieves!" They heard a moan and the king nodded to several of the earl's retainers who had been standing frozen in place, not knowing what to do. They rushed to their master's side and assisted him.
"I cracked two of his ribs, made him impotent for aweek, and severely bruised his throat, rendering speechdifficult and painful for him, for three days, I'd say.Nothing that won't heal with time. Perhaps I shouldhave made him permanently impotent. But the fellowdoesn't have an heir. I found myself in sympathy with him at the last instant."
Daria looked from him to the king and back again. She saw her husband's dark eyes were sparkling with pleasure. He'd enjoyed hitting the Earl of Clare, pound-ing him to the stone floor. She touched her fingertipsto her jaw. The pain flashed through her head and she closed her eyes a moment to gain control.
To hersurprise, she felt his arms go around her. He lifted her high in his arms. "My lady needs to rest,"
Roland announced to the assembled group. "Sire, if it pleases you, I will remove her to her former chamber, the small room where the earl held her prisoner for somany months. I doubt not that the earl will insist upon his king and queen having his own chamber. Pain tends to bring a greater measure of reason to a man."
Roland carried her up the winding narrow stairs to the upper level. The old woman Ena was crouched at the top of the stairs. When she saw Roland carryingher mistress, she stretched out a skinny arm and pointed a bony finger at him and howled, "Ye've hurt her!"
"Nay, old witch, your precious earl struck her. She will rest now, and your presence isn't necessary."
Daria said not a word. She wrapped her arms moretightly around Roland's neck. "He moved so quickly I didn't have time to avoid his fist."
"I know. I was so surprised at his stupidity that I, too, stared for a good second before I had sense enough to attack him." He eased her onto the narrow bed and straightened, looking down at her. He said awkwardly, "I'm sorry he struck you, Daria. I wasn't much of a protector."
She said nothing, merely nodded. Her head hurt and her jaw pulsed with pain.
"What you said to him—was it true? Did you trulylead him away from me?"
She heard the disbelief in his voice. She turned herhead away from him. "Aye, it's true. I lied to him and pretended that I'd escaped you. I made him believethat I rejoiced at his finding me. He didn't see through it."
"Then he brought you back here and forced you, raped you. He got you with child then, didn't he?"
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"No. He didn't touch me. I convinced him that we would both rot in hell if he forced me without marriage first. I told him he would ruin mine own honor ifhe took me without marriage first. I begged and pleaded. I prayed he would not be able to find apriest, and so he didn't, until that same day you came for me again. I was also fortunate that he left me for much of that time to search for Welsh outlaws."
"I see," Roland said, his voice emotionless. He strode across the small room to the window slit. Hestood there gazing down into the inner bailey. This iswhere Daria had stood, helpless and a prisoner, for so many days. He turned suddenly and said, "Why don't you have sickness from the babe? I have heard it common in women to be ill." He shrugged. "To vomit, to feel weak. Are your breasts not sore?""I am tired more of the time, but nothing more." "Your breasts are not sore? Did I hurt you last night?"
She couldn't bear it, this insistence of his, this dis-trust. "Leave me alone, Roland. You didn't hurt melast night, not physically. You merely made me feeldefiled and helpless, worth less than nothing." There, she'd said what she felt. She watched him pale, butonly for a moment. His eyes narrowed on her face and he said, his voice even, too even, "You are certain you are with child?"
So he wondered now if even that was a lie. A lie totrap him into marriage? She marveled at his mind, and said calmly enough, "I wasn't, but the queen was. When I doubted her, she laughed and told me she had considerable experience in matters of knowing when babes were in a woman's belly. Should you like to question her, Roland?"
"Sarcasm doesn't suit you, Daria."
"Your endless distrust doesn't suit me!"
His brows lowered and his dark eyes, so full of sparkling pleasure such a short time before, were now cold as a moonless night. "Remain here. I must return to the king." He strode to the door, then said over his shoulder, "It isn't true that you have no value at all. Do you so quickly forget all the wealth you bring me?" He left her then without another word, another look.
Daria had no idea of the time. Since it was themidsummer, it would remain light until very late in the evening. She was bored, but she didn't want to go to the great hall. Her jaw still throbbed, but not as muchnow. She stood by the open window slit, a spot where she'd spent so many hours, and stared down into the inner bailey. There weren't as many people about. Itmust be later than she'd thought. Her stomach growled and she crossed her arms over her belly. It was then,sudden as a streak of lightning, that her belly cramped, nausea flooded her, and she dashed to the chamber pot and vomited up what little food she'd eaten thatday. She was heaving, her jaw aching ferociously after her exertion, kneeling on the floor over the pot, when the chamber door opened. She hadn't the energy to turn about, but she knew it was Roland. She heard him suck in his breath, heard him quicken his step to her. She felt his large hand on her shoulder.
She still didn't raise her head. Another wave ofsickness hit her and she jerked and shuddered with dry heaves, since there was no more food in her belly. She felt weak and stupid and so listless that she didn't care at that moment if he was repelled at her illness. She remained still, bent over the chamber pot, breathing heavily, sweat trickling down her back and between her breasts.
"Come," he said, and slipped his hands beneath herarmpits and raised her to her feet. She hadn't the strength to support herself and sagged. He half-draggedher to the bed and laid her down. She closed her eyes. She didn't want to see him, didn't want him to see her, not like this, not green and shaky and weak as a feeble old woman.
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She felt a wet cloth on her face. Then he said, "Here, drink this. 'Tis naught but cool water."
She didn't want it, but she allowed him to raise her head and put the goblet to her lips. She sipped at the water, then felt her stomach twist. She gasped and jerked off the bed, back to the chamber pot.
Roland watched her, feeling more helpless than hehad in his life. He watched her vomit up the water, then watched her body convulse and heave. He was out of his element in this; he turned and left her.
Daria didn't care, not about her husband's quickdefection, not about anything, save the fierce knotting and unknotting in her belly. She finally slipped onto her side, her face against the cold stone floor. She didn't care about that either. It felt good, this cool-ness. She lay there, trapped in her weak body, content that she wasn't heaving into the pot. She wanted noth-ing more. Slowly, after some minutes, she lightly brought her hand to her belly. "My child," she saidsoftly, feeling at once ridiculous and strangely content,
"you have finally announced your presence to me. I but wish that you hadn't done it with such vigor."
The queen herself appeared, Roland behind her. "Ah, my poor child," Eleanor said, rueful sympathy in her voice.
"Place her on the bed, Roland. She will be better presently."
Daria didn't resist, nor did she acknowledge the queen's presence. She simply didn't care. She didn't look at her husband when he lifted her, cursing softlyat the coldness of her body. "Move aside now and let her sip at this."
"Please, nothing," Daria said, her hand swatting weakly at the flagon the queen held, but the queen would have none of it.
" 'Twill settle your belly, my dear. Trust me. Did I not tell you that my experience in these matters is vast? Drink, now. That's it. Slowly, just small sips.Very good. That's enough now. Just lie back and close your eyes."
The queen smiled at Roland. She was pleased with his reaction to his wife's illness. He'd come running into the great hall, interrupting the king, but not car-ing, so afraid was he for Daria. "Worry not, Roland.
She will be fine. It is important that she eat lightly and very often. She has gone too long without eating, I suspect. This drink I gave her, I will give you theingredients. When she is ill again, you will prepare this for her."
Roland sounded appalled. "She will be ill that vio-lently again?"
"She is with child, Roland. 'Tis common, unfortu-nately, but it will pass soon. Another month or so and she will feel much better."
Daria nearly groaned aloud. Another month! She wanted to turn her face to the wall and sleep through that month.
"Now, my dear," the queen continued, "one of myladies is bringing you some food. You must always eat slowly, and just a little. I will leave you now with your husband. He is as pale as you are, he was so fright-ened for you."
Roland looked as if he would protest that descrip-tion, but he wisely kept his mouth shut. He had been Page 109
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afraid, it was true. He thanked the queen, accepted food from Damaris, and returned to his wife. She looked small and weak, lying there on her back, her arms limp at her sides, her eyes closed. Her thick braided hair looked damp with sweat, dull and heavy.
"Daria," he said. "Come, sit up and I will give yousome food. Just a little, but you will do as the queen says."
"Please go away, Roland. Please. I don't want to eat, ever again, as long as I live."
"You must. If you don't, the babe will starve."
That was true, and she sighed. "All right, leave the food and you go away."
"Why? I've seen men vomit until they turned as white as a woman's belly. It is no reason for you to feel embarrassed, Daria. Come now and eat. I mustreturn shortly to the king. He demands to be foremostin all his people's thoughts. He'll forgive me this lapse, but only this time."
She obeyed because she knew him well enough torealize that once Roland made up his mind to do something, he wouldn't bend or change it. She wanted to feed herself, but gave that up. She felt too weak.
He sat beside her, feeding her small chunks of white bread, dipping some of them into the meat gravy.
Andhe spoke to distract her. "My destrier has grown fat and lazy, but I don't despair. Once we are in Cornwall I will work him until he is lean again." He wiped atrickle of gravy off her chin with his finger. He paused, then said, a touch of resentment in his voice, "Theking has meddled again. He fears that your uncle will roast my body over live coals if I go to Reymerstone to announce my marriage to you and demand your dowry. Thus, the king will send Burnell and a dozen of his men to do the dirty work for me."
She felt such relief at this news she wanted to shoutto the rafters with it. She knew Roland wouldn't like that, so said instead, "You wanted to see my uncle?"She looked both appalled and surprised. "You looked forward to confronting him?" She couldn't imagineanyone actually wishing to be in her uncle's presence. His sarcasm, his cruelty, his viciousness. She shud-dered unconsciously.
"He won't hurt you again, so cease trembling whenyou speak of him. Aye, I wanted to see his face and dare him to gainsay me." Roland gave a heartfelt sigh. "A pity, but what can I do? Edward must interfere, curse him. He enjoys playing the great mediator. Inany case, you and I and several of the king's men will travel to Cornwall whilst poor Burnell travels east to Reymerstone. I have spoken to each of the men, andthey wish to join my service. They have families in Cornwall, wish to return there, and the king, since he is wallowing in his peacemaking, won't be offended."
Daria felt much better. The food settled in her stomach and she felt her strength returning. She fi-nally looked at Roland. "Cornwall? You have familythere? Your brother? We go to them?"
He shook his head. "Nay, my brother and all the family are near to York, in the northeast." He paused a moment and looked past her, seeing something she couldn't see, something that pleased him, somethinghe wanted very much. "It's a beautiful old keep called Thispen-Ladock, owned by a man named Sir Thomas Ladock. It's not all that large and impressive, but Sir Thomas has no son or grandson. He has promised to sell it to me.
"The area around the keep is scarcely peopled. I want to build and charter a town and bring tradesmen Page 110
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there and farmers and blacksmiths." He broke off suddenly and closed his mouth. "I speak too freely."
And too passionately, he added to himself.
"We will leave on the morrow."
"As you will," she said.
He rose. "I must return to the king to see what other pleasures he's planned for me. How sets your stomach?"
"I'm fine now."
He stood there frowning down at her. "Will you be able to travel?"
Was there another choice? she wondered. Would he leave her here? Drop her in a ditch somewhere?
"Aye, I'llbe fine."
He looked at her a moment longer, feeling uncer-tain, feeling guilt that she would have to travel, feeling resentment that he would have to go slowly so shewouldn't become too ill.
He said from the doorway, "Sleep now. I won't bother you tonight. I will go to argue with the kingonce again, but I don't think he will change his mind. He is the most stubborn man in all of England. He insists that someone will try to slit my throat unless I go directly to Cornwall, and he doesn't want that tohappen until after I have sired my first—" His voice disappeared in a low curse. He was silent as death, and so was she. "We will leave early, if it pleases you."
She wondered, once he'd gone, what he would havedone if she'd told him it didn't please her at all. So the king believed her a liar as well. It didn't particularlysurprise her. He was a man, after all. Her stomach twisted suddenly and she tensed. Then her muscles eased again. She fell asleep still clothed and dreamed of her mother, abused by her uncle. What was she to do about her mother?
The morning airwas thick with fog. Daria, bundledto her chin in one of her winter cloaks, waited silently for Roland to finish speaking to the king.
She'd already said good-bye to the queen, kissingEleanor's hand as she curtsied deeply and thanking her with great sincerity for her care and advice. The queen had even prepared a large vial of the herb drink should she become ill again.
"You will be patient with Roland," the queen hadsaid, hugging her, wishing she could spare her pain but knowing that she couldn't. She would pray that thebabe closely resembled Roland; there was naught else she could do. "He is a proud man, loyal, and sound in judgment save, it appears, in the matters of the heart. I heard it said that once, many years before, he gavehis heart to a girl who betrayed him. I know no more than that. My lord told me that, saying that Roland had been miserably unhappy at the time, and hadconfided only that much. It must have soured him, my lord said." She looked smug as she said that, Page 111
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pleasedthat her husband, King of England though he be, was faithful to her and only to her. Daria nearly burst out that the girl had been Joan of Tenesby, but she held her tongue. Roland wouldn't thank her to tell his secrets.
The queen added, "When you arrive in Cornwall I hope you will visit St. Erth Castle. It is where my husband's daughter lives with her husband, Dienwald de Fortenberry. Philippa is a sweet but spirited childand plants gray hairs in her husband's head. It will be your husband's decision, of course, to select whereyou will reside until he has managed to purchase this keep of his."
"He just told me of Thispen-Ladock last evening."
The queen said comfortably, "Worry not that he isclosemouthed. He isn't in the habit of confiding in others. Roland will come to tell you many things be-fore long. I am pleased the earl did not resist returningthe clothing and household goods that you were carry- ing to Colchester when he abducted you.
You and your Roland will be finely prepared once you move into your new keep."
Daria glanced back now, seeing that the pack mules disappeared into the fog, so thick it was. She did bring Roland many things for his new keep. She didn't bringhim only herself. No, indeed, she brought him more coin than he needed, and rich furnishings, for at thetime he was planning for her to wed with Colchester, her uncle's pride had been at stake. She rememberedRoland's sour look at the sight of all the goods half an hour before. She'd wanted to slap him when he said,"I feel like a greedy merchant, traveling about with allmy wares. Mayhap I can sell some of this to Graelam."
"The goods are mine," she'd said instead, so furious she was pale with it. "Don't you dare speak of sellingwhat is mine. Some of the materials were stitched by my own mother."
He had looked up at her then, astride her mare, and he'd smiled and said, "Nay, sweet wife, you have nothing now. Did you not understand? All you have is a claim to my name and protection, and were I you, Daria, I would believe that both had a very hollow ring. All this rubbish, well, I shall do exactly as I please with it." He'd turned away from her then to speak to the men.
At least her belly was calm this morning, for she'ddrunk some sweet goat's milk and eaten a piece of soft white bread. For that she was thankful. She allowedherself to know some excitement. After all, regardless of what Roland said or did, she was beginning a new life, one she hadn't known would exist such a short time before.
"Are you ready, Daria?"
She gave him a temperate smile. "Thank you for getting Henrietta for me," she said, patting her mare's neck as she spoke. She realized then that Rolandwasn't looking at her, rather he was testing and pulling at the straps on her saddle. He looked up at her now as he also stroked her mare's neck, his fingers touch-ing hers. "Your Henrietta is as fat as Cantor. Nomatter, both of them will be strong and lean within the week. You will tell me if you feel ill."
"Yes."
He lightly touched his hand to her thigh, nodded, and strode to the head of their small cavalcade. Daria turned and waved toward the keep. The queen, in her endless kindness, was very likely still gazing at her from one of the castle windows. She waved even as they rode from the inner bailey of Tyberton. At the last moment, she turned again, and her eyes met the Earl of Clare's. There was no expression on his face; but his eyes—she flinched at the fury she saw in them. She shook off the bolt of panic she felt. After all, Page 112
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he had nothing more to do with her life. He couldn'tharm her now. He couldn't strike her ever again. And, after all, if he hadn't abducted her, hadn't brought her to Tyberton, well then, she would never have met Roland. The vagaries of fate were something to think about.
The fog burned off within three hours and the daygrew warm. Much to the men's surprise, Roland called a halt. He gave them no explanation, merely rode to where Daria sat her mare and pulled his destrier in beside her. He said nothing, just looked at her.
"Would you like to rest for a few minutes? Relieveyourself?"
She nodded.
"Which? Or both?"
She gave him a look and simply nodded again. He laughed, dismounted his horse, and clasped her about her waist, lifting her from her mare's back. "Are youcertain you don't miss the old woman? I could send one of my men back to Tyberton for her if you wish it."
"Nay, she frightens me now. She is no longer steadyin her thinking. The earl won't harm her."
"Very well. There will likely be a willing wench toassist you once we reach Thispen-Ladock. Tell me when you are ready to leave again." He turned away to leave her in privacy.
Daria remembered the old woman's mumblings ofthe previous evening when she'd slipped into the bed-chamber. She didn't cease shaking her head, back and forth, back and forth, as if she had no control over her own movement. "He's not an earl," Ena had said inher sour old voice, plucking up her skirts and shaking her head again. "He's a rogue, not to be trusted, at least not with you, little mistress."
"That's nonsense and I'll be pleased to hear no more from you!" The old woman merely scowled at her and took herself out of the bedchamber. Dariasighed. Just moments later, Ena had slipped back into the chamber and called out, her voice even more sour and shrill, "Not even an earl, and yet ye wedded him!
Shame on ye, little mistress! Ye jest wanted a prettyface. Now, the Earl of Clare—he was a fine man ...a bit rough, but it is as a man should be, not all kind andsoft like yer pretty priest ..."
Daria shut out the memory of Ena's words. She turned and walked back to the horses. She wanted to sit beneath a tree and lean back and close her eyes, but she knew that Roland was likely pacing in his wish to be gone. She stretched, lightly touched her fingers to her flat belly. "I'm ready, Roland," she called out.
But it was Salin, a seasoned warrior of some thirty-odd years, who came to lift her back onto Henrietta's back. His face was intelligent and ugly, his hair thick and dark brown, curling around his large ears. He looked fierce and mean, but his voice was gentle.
"If you wish to stop again, mistress, you have but tocall out to me."
"Thank you, Salin."
As she rode behind her husband, their pace slow and steady, Daria thought back to what Ena said once Daria had convinced the old woman to tell her what had happened to Tilda after she and Roland had left her in Daria's place.
" 'Twas a pity," the old woman said. "Aye, a rare pity, and the earl struck her hard, not on her face, for Page 113
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even he thought her beautiful, but he smashed his fistin her chest and cracked a rib, I think, by the screeches from the little slut. He knew it wasn't you, oh aye,right away he knew, and he struck her. The priest—alittle worm with no guts—he said naught, merely stood there wringing his dirty hands. The earl then pulled the girl from the great hall and dragged her to his bedchamber. He plowed her good. Her cries were loud, and then there was nothing." Ena had spit then, a habit Daria hadn't noticed before. "She deserved it,of course, the little harlot. You should never have left, little mistress. The earl wouldn't have struck you."
Daria felt bile rise in her throat. She'd been sounthinking, so selfish, and all the while that poor girl was lying somewhere within the castle walls in pain.
"Aye, then the earl told her—leastwise that's what Iheard one of his men saying—if she pleased him, he'dkeep her, but only if she kept her cries behind her teeth. One of the women bandaged her ribs for her. I hid and he forgot about me," Ena added, her voice filled with her own cunning.
Daria felt the shift in the air. The hot summerbreeze had cooled considerably, and black clouds were gathering overhead. It would rain, just as it had inWales. She realized she viewed the coming rain with little dread, so used to the wet Wales days and nightsshe'd become during that short week with Roland.
Butthe endless rain had made Roland ill. Her brow fur- rowed with worry for him.
"What bothers you, Daria?"
She smiled at him, unable not to even though hisvoice was temperate at best. "It will rain, and I was remembering Wales." Her frown reappeared. "I was remembering that you sickened in all that rain."
"It wasn't the rain that sickened me."
She cocked her head to one side in question.
"I gave you my last tunic and thus wore a damp onefor three days. The wet sank into my chest."
"You shouldn't have given me the tunic."
"Probably not, but I did. How do you feel?"
"I'm fine."
He rode beside her, silent now. But she felt thetension building up in him. She waited for his attack, knowing it was coming. Finally he said, "Why did youbecome ill so suddenly? You said you'd felt nothing before, no sickness of any kind, nothing at all. I don't understand how it could strike you with no warning, and then only after you learned you carried a babe."
"I wondered that as well. The queen said it wasprobably because I'd been so worried, so drawn into myself with other matters. Once I knew about the babe, once I'd accepted it and recognized its presence, then my body acted as it should."
He only nodded. It would be foolish of him to beginan argument about what the queen herself had said.
"There's a Cistercian abbey about three miles ahead. We will beg shelter there for the night."
The abbey was as old as the gnarled oaks that cir-cled its perimeter. Jagged shards of stone were falling Page 114
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from the walls to lie on the fallow ground, unheeded and dangerous to the unwary. When a brother appeared at the front gate, Roland dismounted and spoketo him. Within minutes another came and motioned Daria to follow him. She looked at Roland, but he only nodded to her. The brother led her to a separate building well apart from the main abbey. It was grayand forbidding, low-roofed, its stone walls jagged andcrumbling. They walked through a narrow damp corri- dor with a rough earthen floor to a small cold cell-chamber. It was more than dismal, it was miserablycold, and Daria found she couldn't stop shivering. The dinner brought to her by another cowled brother, who said nothing at all to her, consisted of a thin broth and hard black bread.
She looked at the broth with its layer of grease congealed on the top, felt her stomach churn, andturned away to sit on the edge of the cot. The straw in the thin mattress was molded and damp and poked upward. She moved, but there was little relief.
Daria was hungry and cold and thoroughly misera-ble. Did God want women to be treated so poorly?
Was that why they were shunted to dismal cells like these and hidden away? Were women to be punished for some reason she hadn't been taught?
She fell to shivering again, only to look up and seethe congealed soup in front of her. Her stomach pitched, for she imagined herself sipping at that disgusting soup, and to her dismay, she heaved up the lunch she'd eaten earlier in the afternoon, barely reaching the cracked earthen pot in time. Her knees throbbed with pain, for she'd skidded on the hard dirt floor in herrush to get to the pot. She remained on her knees, her arms wrapped around her stomach, trying to breathe shallow breaths, to think of other things, to distractherself. In her mind's eye, she saw the farmer who'dhelped her and Roland and she saw him horribly muti- lated from the torture the Earl of Clare had inflicted on him. The cramps returned with a vengeance, andshe retched and retched, her body shuddering with the effort, and she was trembling with weakness.
"Where is the vial the queen gave you?"
Daria didn't look up. She didn't know why he'd come. She wished he hadn't. She wanted to be alone and she wanted to die, by herself. She wanted no onlookers. She started to answer, but another spasm took her and she was beyond speech and thought for many moments.
Roland felt real fear in those moments, watching her shudder and heave with sickness, more fear than he'd felt the previous evening when she'd been ill. He said to Salin, who stood behind him, "Bring some water and clean cloths. Aye, and some decent food, some hot broth." He snorted at the soup on the tray.
"If I had to eat that disgusting swill, I would vomit my guts up too. If the brothers say anything amiss, break their necks."
She felt his hands on her shoulders then and she tried to straighten, to show that she had some pride left, but all she could do was hang her head and tremble and shake, weak as an autumn leaf.
"Come," he said, and efficiently lifted her into hisarms. Rather than laying her onto the narrow cot, he sat on the cot and held her on his lap. "This damned bed is harder than a moss-scraped rock in Wales."
Then he paused a moment, feeling the chill of the room.
Roland frowned. She couldn't remain here; she wouldsicken. The abbot had assured him that his wife wouldbe fine, the lying whoreson. What to do? The abbey had such strict rules about females. Did they believethat the sight of a woman would make all the brothers swell with lust?
He felt Daria twist in his arms with another cramp. He held her more loosely, rocking her, telling her it Page 115
Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
would be all right, soon she would feel better. Shequieted and he drew her more closely to his chest. She was shivering violently, and he cursed softly.
"I'll fetch you the queen's medicine now." He laid her on the cot and rose over her. She looked so pale it frightened him. And thin. He supposed he'd be thin too if he vomited all he ate. He shook his head and sethimself to looking through her packets. He'd just given her some of the herb medicine when Salin returned.
Daria saw the look on the older man's face. His eyes were filled with pity. She hated it. She turned away, facing the wall.
"You will lie still for a few minutes, Daria, then eat.I don't want the broth to cool. Salin, I wish to speak to you outside."
"One of the brothers told me the chamber's a pun-ishment cell," Salin said matter-of-factly when they were alone. "It's used only when one of the brotherscommits a sin. He's whipped, then forced to remain in one of these chambers for several hours, never for anentire night. He would probably have to murder some- one to be forced to do that. And as you now know, the chamber is also used for females who have themisfortune of needing to stop here for the night. Your lady will become truly ill if she remains in there."
"Punishment cell," Roland repeated blankly.
"Aye, I asked one of the brothers when you left. He said your wife would sicken but good if you left her here."
"It's raining," Roland said.
"Aye."
"It's their abbey and we can't break their rules, nomatter how miserable they are. However, since I can't take her back to the main building, then I shall have to remain here. Fetch me all the extra blankets you can find. And, Salin, say nothing to our hosts."
The older man merely nodded and took his leave. Roland returned to his wife, who still lay on her side facing the grim rough stone wall, her legs drawn up.She hadn't vomited for a while, a good sign, he hoped.
"Now some broth, Daria."
Her only reply was a groan, but he didn't hear it.When she didn't move, he drew her up in his arms and fedher the broth very slowly, watching her expression.
She finally opened her eyes and looked at him,wonder in hers. "I feel just fine now. It is so very odd,this illness. I want to die and then I want to conquer a new land."
"No fights for you this night. I will remain here withyou. If it weren't raining, I would stay outside these dismal ruins, but as it is, we must be glad for the shelter."
He continued to feed her and was relieved when thecolor began to return to her cheeks.
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When Salin returned, his arms piled high with blan-kets, Daria began to smile. Then she giggled, for only his fierce dark eyes showed over the blankets, andRoland, so surprised at the unexpected sound, grinned at her.
He said to Salin, "See that all the men settle in, anddon't let any of them do anything to annoy the broth-ers. If any of the brothers are bothersome, ignore them. The saints know we wouldn't want any of the monks punished and sent here to share the cell with us."
Roland doused the single candle not many moments later. He lay on his side on the miserably uncomfortable cot and drew Daria against him, feeling her pressher bottom against his belly. He bore most of the weight of the blankets. Without thinking, he lightly kissed Daria's ear. "Sleep well," he said, and pulled her even more tightly back against his chest and into the curve of his body.
Daria whispered, "Do you ever snore, Roland? Notjust soft sounds, but snorting and blowing like a sick- ening horse?"
"I don't know. You will tell me."
"You should have to sleep in the same room with Ena. It is a torture in itself. She was once married, you know, many years ago. My mother told me that her husband left her because of the noises she made.He said it wasn't worth having the woman's body if he had to suffer along with it the sounds made by a pig and a horse."
Roland hugged her and she pushed her bottom morefirmly against his belly. "Don't do that," he said, his voice sharp with sudden pain. "Don't."
She felt his swelled sex and held herself perfectlystill. She didn't want him to humiliate her as he had on their wedding night. The memory of it brought backthe pain of his anger, the pain of the shame he'd made her feel. She shook her head even as the thoughtstwisted through her mind. She would forget that night.
He'd been frustrated and angry and taken it out on her. He'd been kind to her since then. On the heels of those thoughts, Daria wondered if women always soughtto excuse men when they behaved like ravening beasts.
Roland woke her immediately the following morning at dawn. The rain had stopped during the night but the sun was hidden behind thick gray clouds.
He was on the point of rolling off the cot, takingDaria with him, when he remembered her condition,and said quickly, "Don't move. Just lie there for a fewminutes." He came up on his elbow and looked downat her face in the dim morning light. "What does your belly think this morning?"
"I don't know yet."
"I must go now, but you lie here until Salin brings you some warm milk to drink and some bread."
He eased off the cot, then rose to stand there. Shegrabbed his sleeve and he turned back to look down at her.
"Thank you, Roland. You are very kind."
His voice was stiff as his back after a night on thesorry cot. "You are my wife. I don't wish you to be excessively uncomfortable."
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"Even though you believe it is another man's babe Icarry?"
"Sound not bitter, Daria, you have no reason. Rest now, I will see you in a while."
Her stomach remained calm throughout the day.Roland drew their company to a halt every couple of hours, as if he knew almost to the minute when she needed to relieve herself or stretch her back and walk about.
That evening the sky was clear and Roland decidedto bypass another abbey whose grim silhouette againstthe evening sky made even Salin grimace.
"We will camp in that copse of maple trees," he said, and it was done.
He didn't hold her that night, for it was warm andonly a mild breeze sifted through the maple leaves overhead. Daria missed him, but she said nothing.
Two days later they mounted a rise, and in thedistance Daria saw a beautiful Norman castle, its crenellated towers rising proud and strong above the thick stone walls.
"This is Graelam de Moreton's castle, Wolffeton.We will remain here until I have made our keep ready.
His lady's name is Kassia."
"The queen thought you would bring me to St. Erth."
He merely shook his head. "You will doubtless meetDienwald and Philippa, but we will stay here for a time."
Daria looked around her. She loved Cornwall; it was savage and bleak and desolate, and it awakenedall her senses, the stiff breeze from the sea ruffling her hair, its scent clean and salty. It wasn't a lonely place despite the barren desolation. It warmed her, this region, and she knew it as home.
"Is your keep far from here, Roland?"
"Nay, not far." He watched her breathe in deeply. "You don't mind the ruggedness of this place?"
"Oh, no, not at all, truly."
"Good, since it will be your home."
And she was pleased about that. He saw that shewas pleased and wondered at the pleasure and anger it made him feel, both at the same time.
Unfortunately, she was doomed to meet the lord and lady of Wolffeton with her eyes closed and her belly heaving, for no sooner had Roland helped her down from Henrietta's back in the inner bailey of Wolffeton than she was vilely ill. She heard a man's deep voice and a woman's higher one, filled with concern and gentleness. She turned her face into Ro-land's shoulder and heard him whisper, "Don't be embarrassed. Kassia will see to your comfort."
Not ten minutes later, Daria was alone in a spaciouschamber filled with bright light from three window slits, its stone floor covered with a supple wool rugfrom Flanders. The bed upon which she lay was so Page 118
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soft she sighed with delight, able to ignore her churning belly for a few moments.
She heard the woman say to her, "If you are ill again, the chamber pot is right here. Roland tells meyou have some potion from the queen herself. Your husband is fetching it for you."
The woman said nothing more until Daria, her stom-ach eased, opened her eyes and managed to smile.
"My name is Kassia and I'm pleased that Roland has wedded and that you will remain with us for a while. And you are with child! How very fortunateyou are. My own babe is but a month old. His name is Harry and he looks just like his dark-visaged warriorof a father. It's not fair, but of course Graelam merely grins in that superior way of his and says he is the stronger and thus his son must resemble him in all ways."
"It is good that he looks like his father," Daria said. "The child is lucky as well. His father will acknowledge him."
Kassia de Moreton, lady of Wolffeton, thought this a rather odd thing to say. She cocked her head to oneside in silent question. The young woman lying on her back, her face as pale as the white wimple that cov-ered Kassia's hair, said nothing more. Her lips hadbecome thin and Kassia worried that she would be ill again.
But Daria wasn't ill; her thoughts were bleak. Shewanted to cry, but that solved naught. She could see her mother weeping silently, her hands covering her face, weeping that meant nothing to anyone, and cer-tainly never changed anything.
"Would you like some warm ale, Daria?"
She forced a smile to her lips. "Aye, and I thank you."
"Please, call me Kassia."
Downstairs in Wolffeton's great hall, Kassia de Moreton said to her husband, "What do you make of all this, my lord?"
"Of Roland and his new wife? Why, I should like tosee her when her face isn't green and when she isn't shuddering with illness."
"She is with child."
"Aye, Roland told me. Odd, the way he said it. Not the way a man should, I don't think."
"You mean, my lord, he didn't begin to strut about like a smug cock with his announcement?"
But Graelam didn't return her humor with his own.He shook his head, looking thoughtful. "Something is amiss. Do you mind keeping the girl here whilst Ro-land travels to his keep—rather the keep he will soon own?"
"Not at all."
Later in the afternoon, Daria, embarrassed at herillness, emerged from the chamber feeling as wonder-ful as she had when Roland had become her husband. She was walking down the winding stone stairs when Page 119
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she met him coming up. She stood on the step above him.
He said nothing for a few moments, studying her face.
"I'm fine," she said quickly. "I'm sorry. This illness,it annoys me."
He still remained silent. Then he stepped up onto the step with her, pressing her against the stone wall.
He felt the length of her legs, her soft belly, herbreasts flattening against his chest. He raised his hand and absently began caressing the line of her jaw.
Daria began to tremble. She couldn't help it. Sheclosed her eyes and leaned into him, wishing he would close his arms around her, wishing he would kiss her and tell her that he'd missed her and wanted her.
"Roland," she said.
Roland said nothing.
He continued to stroke her jaw with his callusedfingertip. When she unconsciously leaned her face against his hand, he withdrew, turned, and left her.He called over his shoulder, "If you are well enough, there is food for you in the great hall."
The main meal of the day at Wolffeton Castle wasserved in the late afternoon. The sun still shone outside, for it was deep summer. The hall was filled withlaughter and jesting and howls of outraged humor.
Daria sat beside her husband, picking at her food. The herring was delicious, she knew it, but she was afraid to eat because she didn't want to become ill again, at least not today.
She heard Lord Graelam speaking to Roland aboutthe king and his grandiose plans for castle-building in Wales. "So he is now visiting all the Marcher Barons. Eating them down to bare granaries and assessing their strength. Edward has always employed sound strategies."
Kassia turned to her new guest. "Try eating some ofthis soft bread soaked in the milk."
"I feel wonderful, truly, it's just that I wish to continue feeling this way. I don't like Roland to see me when . . . well, he is very kind about it, but . . ." Her voice dropped into nothing.
"But nothing," Kassia said briskly. "Now, tell me ofyour adventures. I overheard just a bit, and wish to know everything."
The evening passed pleasantly. Daria had begun torelax and to smile again. When Kassia excused herselfto feed her babe, Harry, Roland turned to his wife and said, "Are you fatigued? Would you like to retire now?"
She nodded, feeling weariness tug at her.
Roland looked down at his empty trencher and said,"I will come to you tonight, since you are well.
Prepare yourself for me. You belong to me, and if you aren't ill, then I wish to treat you as a man does his wife."
She hated the coldness of this, hated the man he became when he remembered himself her husband.
"What do you mean that I am to prepare myself? Do you wish me to stand naked in the middle of the Page 120
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chamber when you enter? Do you wish me to he onmy back with my legs parted? What is it you wish, Roland?"
He sucked in his breath, surprised at her attack. Hewouldn't allow her sarcasm at his expense. "I wish you to cease your insolence, Daria. What I meant was simply that you know I intend to take you tonight, so be prepared for it."
"Will you treat me as you did on our wedding nightor will you be gentle and tender and call me by an-other woman's name?"
"There was no other night save our wedding night, damn you! Lie no more, Daria, it annoys me!"
"Then you won't be gentle. You will take me with-out speaking a kind word to me. You will treat me likea slut who deserves naught else but your contempt."
He leaned close to her, for her voice had risen. "Speak softly, wife. I have no wish for our host to wonder why you become the shrew."
She rose, not waiting for him or one of the servantsto assist her. She hissed down at him, "I won't prepare myself, Roland, as you so sweetly say it. I don't want you to come to me; I don't want you to treat me like a convenient body to be used by you. Sleep you with one of the castle wenches, I care not!"
She swept from the dais, leaving her husband to stare after her, half of him wanting to thrash her, the other half wanting to rip off her clothing and caress her and kiss her until she screamed for him to come into her.
Under his breath he said, "Damned unreasonable wench."
"I believe I have told you before, Roland, that women are the very devil."
Roland looked at the fierce warrior who sat on hisright side and grinned reluctantly. "Your lady is sweet and guileless and tender as a ripe peach. You cannotmean her."
"No, but I did, at one time. 'Twas not too long ago.I misjudged her severely. I hurt her repeatedly. Now I would sever mine own arm before I would see her sprain her little finger."
Roland had nothing to say to that. He merely raisedan incredulous brow.
"Your wife is upset—nay, she is but a bride. You are wedded less than a week. She isn't at all un-comely, Roland, and I assume that you found her much to your liking, since she is with child. So—"
"I don't wish to speak of the babe or of her."
"Ah, you simply wish to bend her to your will?"
" 'Tis a beginning. I begin to believe her well-broken,then she flings her sarcasm at my head. I like it not."
"The problem, Roland, is that a man's will seems to shift and change with the passing minutes and hours, particularly if the lady resides in his mind or in his spirit."
"I simply desire her, that is all. She resides no-where, certainly not within any part of me. Any fe-male Page 121
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would do just as well. Any female would probablydo better, since Daria is so ignorant, she must be instructed to . . . well ..."
To Roland's relief, Graelam de Moreton held his peace. Indeed, he turned to speak to his steward, a craggy-faced man named Blount.
Roland drank another flagon of ale in splendid si-lence, left to himself by his host. He chewed over his own feelings of ill use at the hands of a female who should be babbling her gratitude to him, who should be fully aware that she would be lying dead in a ditch if it weren't for his generosity. By all the saints, he'd tended her with compassion whenever she'd been ill. And here was Graelam quoting pithy words that were likely from some minstrel's lay. At last he bade his lord and lady a good night and strode from the great hall, his destination his wife's bed.
There would be no sarcasm from her mouth when he covered her.
Daria saton a narrow chair close to one of the win-dow slits. The night was clear, a half-moon glowing through an occasional cloud. A breeze cooled herbrow. There was a lone dog in the inner bailey below.
He occasionally raised his head and barked when a soldier strode by on his way to the Wolffeton bar-racks. Time passed.
Daria knew he would come to her eventually, so shewasn't startled when the chamber door opened and then quietly closed. Nor did she move.
She didn't wait for him to command her, but saidonly, not turning to face him, "I mean it, Roland. You will not shame me again." She was pleased her voice sounded firm in the silent chamber. She desperately wanted to look at him, to see if the expression on his face had gentled. His words told her of his expressionas he said calmly, "I will do just as I please with you, Daria. You are my wife, my chattel, my possession. And what I please to do with you now is plow your belly."
She was glad that she wasn't facing him. She felt thenight breeze flutter through the tendrils of hair on her forehead, felt the softness of the night on her face. "I remember the first time—I loved you so very much, you see, and there was nothing on this earth I wouldn't have done for you. I was terrified that you would die, terrified that you would be gone from me when I'd just found you. I wanted you, all of you, and that Page 122
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night I knew that you would teach me what it was liketo be joined to the man I loved, and I was happy.
When you were fevered and wanted me—"
"Nay, I have never wanted you," he said, and wasthankful she hadn't turned, for she would see the lie in his eyes.
"Very well, you wanted that woman Lila. You didn't hurt me overly, even in your urgency, and I rememberthose feelings that were building deep inside me, lowin my belly, I think, but then when you came into me, there was pain and the feelings left me." Now she turned to face him, her head cocked to one side in question.
"Were those feelings real, Roland? This woman'spleasure you speak about, is it real? I have wondered."
"When you take a lover, perhaps you will learn theanswer."
She continued as if he hadn't spoken. "Then, just asyou were about to spill your seed inside me, you stared up at me and your hands tightened about mywaist, and in that instant I thought you recognized me, knew me, knew that you were joined to me, not that woman Lila."
Daria shrugged and turned back to the window slit. "Perhaps I was wrong; perhaps I wanted so much foryou to whisper my name, to moan that you loved me.Perhaps you will never remember that instant in timewhen you were with me, when we were together, when you belonged to me—"
He laughed, a low, mocking laugh. "Remember amoment of time that is naught but an elaborate fancy of yours? A fabric you have woven of unreal cloth? If I remember aright, you say that you bathed my sex and groin afterward, that you—my embarrassed little virgin—wiped me free of your blood and my man's seed."
"That's right. There was no embarrassment. I'd caredfor you because you were ill, and I loved you. Aye, I bathed you because I didn't want you to wonder andperhaps guess what had happened between us, and feel guilt and obligation for me. As I told you, it wasmy decision to give myself to you, and thus the re-sponsibility was mine. But then it all went awry. Forthat, Roland, I am truly sorry. But the child, our child ... I just wanted—"
He sliced his hand through the air. "Enough of yourprattle, Daria. The saints know you've gotten exactly what you wanted, though I cannot see that I am such aprize to any woman. So you have me and my name;your child will have my name. And if it is a male child you birth, why, then, I will have my honor shoved down my throat to the day I die."
"Roland, would you have still not wanted to marryme if I had not been with child?"
He stared at her, for a moment nonplussed. He held himself silent over the words that wanted to pour out of his mouth. He said then, quietly, "If the king hadstill insisted that I marry you, then yes, I would have."
"And you would have been kinder to me when youtook me?"
"Enough of this! I will hear no more of your ridicu-lous surmises, Daria. I will tell you that now—this instant—I want nothing more than to sink into your soft woman's flesh. Remove your clothing and lie on the bed. Be fast about it, I have not had a woman in a long time."
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"You had me not very long ago."
"That duty hardly counted. It was a simple rutting, a coupling to be endured, little more. Perhaps I shall take my time this night and plow you until I am sated on your skinny body."
"No."
He walked to her then and very gently clasped herupper arms in his hands. He turned her around until she was facing him. His breath was warm on her face. His voice was as cold as his eyes as he said,
"Never will you refuse me. Never."
"I'm refusing you now, Roland. I must. I cannot allow you to grind me beneath your heel, I cannot allow you to treat me like I'm worth naught but an afterthought."
"I'm the one ground down, Daria. There is a prov-erb my father used to throw into the breach at odd moments: and that is, a man must begin as he meansto go on. You will not gainsay me; you will not willfully disobey me in anything. I won't tolerate that. I have paid too dear to allow it. I will force you, Daria, if you continue to refuse me."
She didn't move. Then, suddenly, she jerked free ofhim and dashed to the chamber door. She heard the chair crash to the floor, heard him trip over it. She was through the door in an instant, his flung-out arm missing her shoulder by inches.
"Where will you go?" he yelled after her. "You stupid girl, where will you go?"
He heard her dashing footsteps on the winding stonestairs. He heard a loud cry and a thud. His heart heaved to his throat, and he dashed to the top of the steps just outside the bedchamber door. He took themtwo at a time, nearly falling himself in his haste. Aroundthe curve of the stairs, he saw Salin, consternation writ on his ugly face, bending down to where Daria lay slumped against the stair wall.
"What happened?"
"She flew into me," Salin said. "Then she bounced back and struck her head against the stone." He waited for Roland to rush to his wife, but he didn't come anynearer. He waited another few moments, then leaned down and picked her up. She was conscious now but her eyes were vague on his face.
"You're all right, little mistress," he said. "You justknocked the breath from yourself and lightly coshed your head." Salin didn't wait for a word from his master. He carried Daria into the chamber and laid her gently on the bed.
"Shall I fetch Lord Graelam's leech?"
"Nay. I shall see to her." Roland waited until Salinsaw himself out, and then turned to close and lock the chamber door.
He returned to his dazed wife, methodically felt herarms and legs, then just as methodically began to remove her clothes. She gave him no fight now.
"I struck my head. It hurts dreadfully."
"I heard the crack, but there is naught but a small bruise forming. You're too stubborn to be sorely hurt Page 124
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by a knock on your head. If it hurts you, well, then, you deserve it, I should say."
"Will you force me now, Roland?"
He stilled, frowning down at her. "I don't want you; I should have to think of other women in splendid detail if I wished to regain my desire. As for stiffening my rod, I don't think it possible, at least not with you."
Still he continued to pull off her clothing. When shelay on her back, naked, he rose and simply stared down at her. He studied her, stroking his fingertipsover his jaw, his expression one of indifference.
"You're so very flat. 'Tis hard to believe a babe lies in thatskinny belly of yours. Mayhap the father was a dwarf."
She lurched up, grabbed the half-filled carafe fromthe table beside the bed, and flung it at him. It struck his chest, splashing a wide arc of water up onto his face.
But it cost her dearly, and she turned away, hereyes closed against the pain in her head. She cared not at the moment whether he would seek retribution ornot. All had gone wrong. She heard him suck in his breath; then there was nothing. Finally she heard his footsteps going toward the chamber door. He said as he unlocked and opened the door, "I am leaving onthe morrow. You will remain here with Lord Graelam and Lady Kassia. They will take care of you."
She sat up quickly, her heart pounding as fiercely asher head. He would leave her! "I would go with you, Roland. Please, take me with you, don't leave me here, it's not right. I'm your wife! You go to purchase your keep, do you not? I shan't be a problem for you. I won't be ill, I swear it. Surely you will need me, surely—"
"Need you? I need no sickly female to slow me down. You can't control when you vomit."
He didn't look at her again, merely walked from thechamber. She heard him say through the partially closeddoor, "Cover yourself. The sight of your breasts does nothing in particular for me, but one never knows.Some of Lord Graelam's men might be less fastidious than I."
Daria slowly pulled the covers over herself. Her head pounded from the blow she'd managed to give herself. At least it had kept him away from her, kepthim from using her as a man would use a vessel from which to drink and slake his thirst.
He was leaving. Without her. She wondered if he would ever return for her.
She felt nausea, hot and urgent, well up in her. Her head forgotten, she leapt from the bed, making the chamber pot just in time.
Daria was awake when Roland left the followingmorning at dawn. She'd been awake for countless hours. She stood wrapped in her bedrobe, watchingfrom one of the window slits as he mounted Cantor, spoke further to Lord Graelam, then finally motioned his men through the raised portcullis. As if she willed it to be, at the last moment he turned to look up. Shewaved to him frantically, wanting to call after him, wanting to beg him to take her with him ... Heturned back again, his expression never having changed at the sight of her.
Daria didn't leave her post at the window. He was going to his keep and purchase it with her dowry.
Well, at least her father's vast wealth was bringing a measure of pleasure to someone other than her Page 125
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cursed uncle Damon.
She stood there a very long time. She was stillstanding there even as the inner bailey of Wolffeton began to fill with people at their work. There were somany people, so many animals everywhere, cows anddogs and pigs. But it wasn't at all like Tyberton or her uncle's castle, Reymerstone. She realized it was be-cause the people were boisterous, loud. They were shouting at the top of their lungs and arguing and abusing each other. And they were laughing. Aye, that was it. The folk weren't doing their work with sullen faces and slumped shoulders and empty eyes. They were insulting each other in great good humor.
Daria continued to watch. She wondered at the differences.
Then she saw Lady Kassia de Moreton, her likelyunwilling hostess, emerge from the great hall. She was wearing an old gown and a white wool cloth over herhead. She looked for all the world like another of theserving wenches. Behind her was an older man with a besotted grin on his face. He was carrying two trayspiled high with sweet-smelling pastries, honey and al-mond, Daria thought, sniffing, her mouth suddenly watering. To her astonishment, Lady Kassia paused, gazed around the noisy den, then whistled as loud as any soldier. Within moments she and the older man were surrounded by the castle folk and their hands were swarming over the warm pastries on the trays.
Daria wished she could whistle like that. She could let it loose in Roland's ear when he next annoyed her.
Daria smiled. It felt odd to smile, she realized, andforced herself to smile even more widely. She would very much like one of those warm pastries.
If her hostess was unwilling, Daria saw no sign of it.At the sight of her, Kassia smiled, waved her hand forher to come to her, then jerked off her white kerchief with the next movement of her hand. She looked likea small graceful dervish, her skirts twirling, her wide sleeves flying away from her wrists.
"Come, Daria, I've saved one of Cook's pastries for you. Yes, sit there and eat. Truly, you must break your fast, 'twill keep your stomach settled. Oh, my dear, you look tired. Did you not rest well? Your lord left very early this morning. You miss him, I suspect. Well, Roland is a handsome lout. When you've eaten,I will present my Harry to you and you must promise me to proclaim him the most beautiful babe in Chris-tendom . He looks like his hulking father, which I insist isn't at all fair, but alas, no one heeds me.
Ah,but I told you that already, didn't I? My lord is always telling me to slow down in my speech for I repeat myself."
Daria had no chance to reply to this outpouring, for Kassia had swept away from her, humming beneath her breath, speaking to the serving wenches, laughing, calling for more food for their guest.
By the afternoon Daria wanted to weep with sheerloneliness. How she could be lonely in a castle filled with people who were nothing but kind to her, shecouldn't have said, but she was nevertheless. She spent time with Harry, duly complimenting him to his proud mother. He was a beautiful baby, and when she held him, she felt tears sting her eyes. Her babe—Roland's babe—would never know a father's pride.
He wouldknow only indifferent kindness at best and coldness at the worst. Roland would never be physically cruel. She knew that, though she didn't know how she knew it. He had certainly changed toward her.
She turned from her post on the eastern ramparts ofWolffeton Castle. There, in front of her, stood the lord of Wolffeton himself, Graelam de Moreton. She felt a shock of fear at his size, for he was a large man,a warrior of great skill she'd heard Roland say, and hisexpression wasn't naturally one of gentleness.
He lookedforbidding and ruthless. She thought of him with the slight gentle Kassia and wondered at it.
"You must be careful," were Graelam's first words to her. "Forgive me for startling you, Daria, but you Page 126
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must take care. You carry a babe, and the walkway here isn't all that wide."
He'd come to the ramparts to caution her to take care? She nodded solemnly. "Thank you, my lord."
Graelam turned to look out toward the sea. "Ro-land won't be gone long, not more than a sennight, I doubt. Then he will return and carry you back to his keep with him."
Only if he were forced to, she thought, but said only, "Where is this keep, my lord?"
His dark brow raised in surprise at her ignorance,but his voice was calm enough as he said, "Not more than fifteen miles to the northeast of Wolffeton. It's atidy keep, not sprawling and dominating like Wolffeton with its sheer size, but still it is a home that will see the de Tournay line through many years.
Roland is disappointed that it isn't closer to the sea, for he likes the smell of the salt and the feel of the sea winds onhis face. The man whose family has held it for many years is old now and tired and has no male heirs. He was great friends with Roland's father and he wishes Roland to have the keep."
"I know it is called Thispen-Ladock and owned by Sir Thomas Ladock."
"Aye, combining the names of the two major families who have owned it since the time of William—and it is between the small villages of Killivose and Ennis.The largest village is Perranporth on the northern coast. Didn't Roland tell you of the keep and its location?"
She merely shook her head, and Graelam continued after a thoughtful moment. "There is little chance of invasion, thus there is little need for vast fortifications. There is little more than peace now, endless peace that drives a man distracted."
She laughed at his mournful tone and he stared at her, then grinned. "Mayhap I should move my family to the Welsh borders. The spirit of fighting always resides there."
"But only until King Edward manages to clip the wings of all the Marcher Barons, and he's determined to do it. Aye, he wants to begin his castle building as soon as possible. I fear we are to be cursed with naught but peace in the future."
"Despite Edward's plans, I don't agree. Englishmen and Frenchmen love nothing more than a violent dis-pute, and if there isn't a likely one in the offing, they will invent it and then they will rally about to bash heads. Don't forget the Scots or the Irish. They'd as soon cleave an Englishman's chest as speak to him.
Now, allow me to assist you off this precarious perch.My Kassia sent me up here to be the knight to your damsel."
My Kassia.
That sounded very nice; it also sounded incongruouscoming from a man who could with a single sword cleave a man and his horse in two. My Kassia.
To Daria's utter dismay, she burst into tears. She covered her face with her hands, so humiliated she couldn't bear it, yet the tears kept coming and she was gasping for breath as she tried to still them. She felt him then, standing before her for a moment, blocking out the warm sun; then his arms went around her andhe drew her to him. His arms were gentle and his handwas even more gentle as he pressed her head to his shoulder.
" 'Tis the babe that upsets you so unexpectedly. Youmustn't be ashamed, Daria, 'twill pass, you will see.
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My sweet Kassia suffered bouts of very strange feel-ings, some of them making me want to weep, others making me hold my sides with laughter."
" 'Tis not the babe!"
"Oh?"
" 'Tis Roland, my husband—the man who scorns me, the man who feels nothing but contempt for me,the man who wedded me because the king commanded it!"
Graelam had not a word to say to that. He wisheddevoutly that he was on the ground at this momentand his wife was magically in his place. He felt awash with protective feelings that he had no business feel-ing.
He could still think of nothing to say to her. Hersobs had quieted but her shoulders still quivered.
"I'm sorry," he heard himself say. "Everything willbe better soon." By all the saints, his thinking continued, 'twas a stupid, loutish thing to say, meaninglessall in all. When he was nearing despair, she sniffed, trying to gain control of herself.
"No, 'tis I who am the sorry one," she said, wiping her eyes with her fisted hands as would a child. But she wasn't a child; she was a woman grown, who was married and carried a babe in her womb.
"Come," he said, inspiration returned. "Let us goto the great hall. Kassia will give you a goblet of milk.
Aye, that will make you feel better."
When Kassia saw her husband's anguished look, sheimmediately set aside her task of the moment and shooed him willingly away. She escorted Daria to herchamber, scolding her all the way. "Now, you will tell me what is the matter with you. I will fix it if I can, even though my husband is always exhorting me to keep my tongue still and away from others' problems. Come, speak to me, Daria."
But Daria couldn't get the words out. Pride and misery stuck them in her throat. She remembered her unmeasured outburst to Lord Graelam and wished she could sink into the stone floor. She simply shook her head. " 'Tis but the babe," she said, "nothing more,just the babe," and Kassia knew with those few words that there would be no more forthcoming.
"Very well. You need to rest now. I will visit you later with some sweet white bread and some ale, or if you feel well enough, you can come to the great hall. We will see."
Daria, alone again, retreated to her bed and duti-fully lay down. She lay there unmoving for a very long time. She was, after all, quite used to being by herself.Odd, though, how all the hours she'd spent alone hadn't taught her patience and serenity. When Daria finally rose, it was evening, and Kassia came for her with a smile. Daria managed one in return and fol-lowed her hostess to the great hall.
It was during the long night that followed that Daria came to a decision. Early the following morning, she approached Lord Graelam.
"My lord, I wish a favor from you. I ask that you lend me several of your men."
This was a surprise. Graelam looked closely at thegirl standing in front of him, stiff and straight-backed.
She was thin, pale, and looked resolute as a mule. "You wish to go somewhere?"
"Aye. I wish to go to my husband's keep. My placeis with him, not here with you, a charge on your Page 128
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good nature. He will accept me; he must, for he is my husband. May I please borrow some men?"
What man could deny her such a request? But heshook his head; he'd promised Roland to keep his wife safe. Sending her off with some of his men, eventhough the area was secure to the best of his knowledge, wasn't what Roland would expect of him. "I'msorry, but I cannot. You must remain here at Wolffeton until Roland returns for you."
If Roland returns, she thought, and turned away.His refusal was nothing more than she'd expected. He was a man of honor—and a man's honor only ex-tended to another man, never to a woman.
She kept a smile on her face throughout the morn-ing. Early in the afternoon she approached Kassia. "I wish to exercise my mare, Henrietta. Should I take a groom with me?"
It was the perfect approach and she caught Kassiaoff-guard. For a dreadful moment Daria feared that Kassia, rallying quickly, would insist upon accompany-ing her, but just as the request was about to issue forth from her mouth, a nurse came into the great hall with a squalling Harry in her arms.
Daria, two young grooms in attendance, rode from Wolffeton within the hour. She was careful that Lord Graelam was well-occupied on Wolffeton's vast train-ing field and thus didn't see her leave.
The afternoon was hot, with the sun beating downoverhead, but Daria didn't mind. She told her two grooms that she wished to ride northward along the rugged coast. Because they didn't know what was in her mind, they willingly agreed.
Daria stared at the stunted trees that grew close to the sea. The continuous sharp pounding gale winds bent them nearly double. They would veer eastward soon, she reckoned, near Perranporth. One of the grooms had obligingly told her of the location of herhusband's keep, Thispen-Ladock. They had answered her guile and questions with prompt smiles and an-swers. She had fifteen miles to ride. She wasn't certainhow long a time that would take, but she would do it. Her immediate problem was how to rid herself of Graelam de Moreton's two men now that she knew where to ride.
Two hours had passed when Daria, wanting to gnawon her fingernails, finally called for a halt at the sight of the oak trees. A forest of them, thick and impene-trable. It was her best chance at losing her protectors,and she intended to take it now. She lowered her eyes, resurrecting a modest blush as she told them she had to take her ease for a few minutes in the copse of twisted oak trees.
They looked at each other but said nothing. Theycould not very well accompany her whilst she relieved herself. Daria thanked them sweetly, then dismounted Henrietta. She looked over her shoulder as she en-tered the forest, to see the men walking their horses, speaking intently to each other. She smiled.
They'd believed her.
She walked Henrietta a good fifty feet into the thick forest, then quietly mounted again. She would be wellgone before they realized she'd escaped them.
They, after all, had no idea that she even wanted to rid herself of them. She nudged Henrietta's fat sides and the mare quickened her pace, following the nar-row trail through the forest.
Daria heard shouts, but they were far, far behind her. She saw the thinning of the oaks and knew that soon they would be through the forest, and Henrietta,if she hadn't grown too fat and lazy, would easily outdistance the grooms, even if they decided to try to follow her.
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She rode another hour, finally slowing her mare'space when she became winded. The salt air was harsh and wonderful against her face and the smells of the moss and the trees and the sea itself reminded her of Wales.
She saw a rough wooden sign to her left that wasprinted crudely:Perranporth. She'd made good time.
She decided to skirt the fishing village, just in casesomeone should try to stop her. She was a female alone, and she knew well enough what could happen to her.
She was hungry but ignored it.
She cut eastward away from the sea when the sun began to drift down in the distant west. She saw no one. It was as if she were the only one inhabiting this place. At first it comforted her, made her feel safe, but as time passed, she began to worry.
When she saw the smoke rising in the distance, she felt equal amounts of fear and hope. She slowed Hen-rietta to a walk, letting her pick her way over the rough, jagged-edged rocks. Finally she dismounted, tied her mare to a lone yew bush, and crept closer. Itwas a camp. She saw several women and about half a dozen men. The women were preparing the evening meal; the men were lounging about on the ground,some of them whittling, others sitting cross-legged, laughing with their comrades, others speaking to the women, their suggestions lewd in the extreme. Dariawondered if they were Gypsies.
She'd never seen any,but it seemed possible. Then a large, well-garbed man came into her Une of vision.
He was fat and jolly-looking, his bald head shinning even in the twilight.
He spoke to one of the men, slapped one of the women on her bottom, then reached his hand around and slid his fingers down her tunic. The woman squealed and laughed and rubbed her bottom against him.
Daria drew back.
She would continue on around their camp. She wanted to take no chance that they would try to hurt her or hold her for ransom. She'd spent many months a prisoner and had no intention of spending another moment as one.
She got quietly to her feet and turned to walk backto Henrietta, when the mare, seeing her mistress, raised her head and whinnied loudly.
"Shush! Do be quiet, Henrietta!" Daria ran to her mare and scrambled onto her back.
She wasn't fast enough. She heard shouts and calls and running boots. A man's hands grabbed her anklesand yanked her back down to the ground, catching her around the waist before she fell.
Daria fought. She fought without thinking, withouthesitating. She fought as she remembered Roland fighting, with her elbow in the man's throat, her knee in his groin, twisting frantically to keep the man from getting a firm hold on her. The man bellowed with pain and rage as her fingers dug into his shoulder.
Another man joined him and her arms were grabbed and pinned to her body.
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Daria was panting,still wildly jerking and pulling,but the two men had a firm hold on her now. One of them whom she'd managed to gouge in the throat hadraised his fist, blood in his eyes, when another man'svoice shouted, "Hold, Alan! Don't strike her!"
"She nearly knocked my throat through my neck,the bitch! How could a little wench know how to do that?"
"Don't hit her," the man said again. It was the fatwell-garbed man and he was walking as quickly as his bulk would allow toward them.
Daria quieted, trying to calm her heaving breath. She felt the roiling nausea in her belly, but managed to keep down her bile.
"Well, 'tis indeed a charming little pigeon," the fat man said, coming to a halt in front of Daria. "Pretty she is, and young, very young. Who are you, little pigeon?"
Should she tell him? Would she endanger Roland? What to do? He no longer looked quite so jolly as she'd initially thought when she first saw him.
"No words? I don't think you're a mute, are you?"
She shook her head, then said, "I'm afraid. Your men are hurting my arms."
"True, but you nearly brought my poor Alan low. Aman doesn't like to have a woman do such things to him. It humiliates him to the point of violence. Re-lease her, lads, but keep your eyes sharp."
Alan cursed and gave her arm a vicious twist beforereleasing her.
"Who are you?" the fat man asked again.
"My name is Daria."
"A lovely name, a very nice name withal, but by allthe saints, it tells me little. Who is your family?"
"The Earl of Reymerstone is my uncle."
"She's naught but a vain little slut. She made up that name! She's a bitch and a liar!"
"Alan, please, my boy, calm yourself. If she's a liar,then I will return her to your fond embrace. As for heralso being a slut and a bitch—well, I don't know if a woman's talents could grant her all that. Just because you haven't heard the name doesn't mean it can'texist. Where does your family live, my girl?
Why are you here wandering about all alone? Ah, look at thisvery fine palfrey. Only fine oats and wheat in her fat belly, not sour swamp grass, I'll wager. You're not an impoverished little pigeon, are you?"
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She knew the man could see the lies in her eyes butshe couldn't hide her expressions or change them.
Finally she blurted out, "I am the guest of Lord Graelam de Moreton! At least I was until early this afternoon."
"Another lie, Master Giles! The little bitch seeks tocontinue her deceit. I have heard that de Moreton is much pleased with his wife. He wouldn't have a little slut staying there under her nose."
The fat man, Master Giles, didn't chide Alan thistime or tell him to be quiet. His eyes narrowed on her face and slowly, very slowly, he raised his arm. His hand was plump and white, too white for a man's hand, Daria thought, vaguely repelled. His fingertips with their longish nails lightly stroked over her throat.
She flinched, wanting desperately to jerk away, but she held herself still, trying to remain outwardly calm at least. Suddenly, without any warning, the fat fingersdug with surprising strength back into her neck.
The scream that gurgled at the back of her throat was choked down as the awful pain swept through her.
"The truth, little pigeon, or I will rip out your voicefrom your neck."
He was close to her, and she felt his breath, hot andsweet, on her face. She heard Alan laugh, heard a woman suck in her breath. She felt nausea in the pit ofher belly, growing stronger, more insistent, rising, andshe couldn't do anything about it this time. "Please . . ."His fingers eased off and she jerked back her head,grabbing her throat, gasping through the burning pain for air.
Then she twisted away, fell hard upon her knees, and vomited.
The fat man looked down at her and his voice wascold with disgust. "When she's finished throwing up her guts, bring her to the camp. I have many more questions for her. Mayhap we have a prize here, a quite valuable prize. And you, Alan, leave her alone; I want none of her pretty flesh bruised, none of her bones twisted. I have a feeling that we're all going to be pleased with her unexpected arrival."
Daria felt a tap on her shoulder. She could picture those fat white fingers and she shuddered, her stom-ach still roiling wildly.
"If you can hear me, girl, know that I will have answers from you, true answers, else it won't be a pleasant future for you."
At the moment, Daria couldn't even imagine a fu-ture, much less a pleasant one. Her belly cramped and twisted. She remained on her knees, her head down,waiting for the nausea to leave her.
"Hurry up," Alan said, and he kicked her thigh.
"Don't bruise me, you wretched animal, you heardyour fat master."
"Ha! More bile in your mouth, eh?" Suddenly he grabbed her elbow and jerked her to her feet. It was pride and nothing else that kept Daria upright.
She would have walked beside him, but he wanted to humiliate her and thus hurried his step, dragging her. She lurched like a drunken sot, trying desperately to keep her balance.
Alan released her when they reached the camp.
"Ah, little pigeon, do sit down." She looked up to see the fat Master Giles sitting on a finely carvedchair, chewing on a tremendously large piece of fowl. He looked absurd, sitting there in the midst of aforest, in Page 132
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front of a fire, his ragged men and women around him.
"Who are you?"
"I? Why, I am Master Giles Fountenont, no reasonto hide that. I am well-known in these parts—call me aprincely fellow, a merchant, a man of a vast array of talents and resources, a man of ample parts as you see, and these are my people, loyal to their bones, allof them. Aren't you, sweetling?" He grasped a passing woman by her arm and pulled her onto his lap. Shelaughed and turned inward so that he would feed her a bit of the meat. Daria watched her rip off the meat with strong crooked teeth. "Off with you now, and bring this little wench something to eat. I don't want her to starve before I decide what's to be done with her. Aye, she's emptied her belly in fear. We must fill it again."
The woman slid off his fat legs and went to the cookpot that sat amid the fire embers. Master Giles said,
"Aye, little pigeon. I am on my way to Truro to myown splendid lodgings there. This"—he waved about the forest—"all this is but a pleasant respite for me."
One of his men grunted and spit out a bone.
The woman brought Daria a thick piece of breadpiled high with honey and a goblet of ale. Daria accepted it gratefully. After she'd drunk deeply, MasterGiles said, "Now, the truth, else Alan here will shred your nice gown and acquaint himself with your doubt- less lovely body."
Daria didn't want Alan near her. The truth, then;there was no choice. She raised her chin unconsciously as she spoke. "I am wedded to Roland de Tournay. He left me at Wolffeton whilst he journeyed to his new keep. I missed him and wanted to join him.That's all. I would appreciate your help, Master Giles.
My husband's keep is called Thispen-Ladock."
If Master Giles was at all surprised at this revela-tion, he didn't show it. "Ah, so he buys Sir Thomas Ladock's land. Well, well, a nice little keep with more stinking sheep than people to tend them. I have heardof your husband as well, a brave knight, I've heard it said, and popular with our king. Aye, this is an inter- esting tale you tell, little pigeon."
" 'Tis no tale, 'tis the truth."
Master Giles didn't doubt it for an instant. It was simply that he wasn't certain what to do about it.Truth be told, he was nearly bowled out of his chair atwho she was. "Tell me, why did you leave de Moreton?
And all alone? 'Tis not very clever of you."
Daria swallowed another piece of honeyed bread,giving herself time to think. But there was still no choice. Master Giles wasn't stupid. "My husband had ordered me to remain at Wolffeton, but I missed him sorely. I had to leave without Lord Graelam knowing it."
Master Giles heaved his bulk from his chair. Heclapped his hands, and one of the women rushed forward. She handed him a wet cloth. He wiped his hands and face on it and tossed it back to her. Like a king he was, a king in a ragged kingdom. If Daria hadn't been so afraid, she would have laughed aloud at his pretensions.
"I will think about what to do with you, little pigeon." He walked away from her, saying over his shoulder, "Roland de Tournay. Aye, this is a problem that requires much thought."
One of the women handed Daria a blanket and told her to stay close to the fire.
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But she wasn't to be left in peace. Alan came to-ward her sometime later, and in his hand he carried a long skinny rope. He dropped down beside her, andwhen she tried to draw back, he closed his fingers over her shoulder and squeezed.
"Onto your belly, you little bitch."
He didn't give her time to obey him, but roughly pulled her onto her stomach. He grabbed her hands and pulled them behind her. She felt the rope wrap-ping about her wrists, once then twice. Then he pulledthe rope tight and she moaned aloud at the pain.
"There's no reason to torture her, Alan," a wom-an's voice said. "You're just angry because she hurt you. What would you have had her do—laugh and welcome you with a jest when you tried to capture her?"
Alan made a coarse remark and pulled the rope tighter.
He rose then, and she felt him looking down at her.Finally he left her alone.
Daria didn't move for a long time. Finally she rolledto her side, facing the dying fire. He hadn't covered her and it was becoming chilly. There was no sound now, no movement from the other men and women.
She fell asleep for mere minutes at a time, from exhaustion and from a numbing fear that was fast draining the spirit out of her. Her arms were numb, her position uncomfortable. Since there was nothing for her to do, she knew she had to make the best of it. She stared into the now-smoking embers. She listened to an owl and the answering whinny of a horse. She hoped Henrietta was all right, hoped they'd fed hermare. She hoped the babe was all right. She felt tearssting her eyes and swallowed. She'd meant only to join Roland; she hadn't meant to get herself into trouble. But she had, and now she was a prisoner again. Allthis tumult that had happened in the last six months ofher life made her realize that the first seventeen yearsof her life had been rigidly uneventful, the days mun-dane and utterly predictable in their sameness despitethe small cruelties of her uncle. She'd always been fed,provided with nice clothes to wear, learned her lessons in peace, and been bored withal. The boredom she'dknown during her captivity with the Earl of Clare had always been underlain with fear. Now she'd broughtfear down on her head again, all because she'd dashedheedlessly from safety and into the waiting arms of fat Master Giles, who was a villain, and strutted himself about like a royal prince.
She thought of Alan, ragged as the others, onlymore vicious, and shuddered. She thought of Master Giles and his white fat hands, and his oily voice, and the shudder turned into violent shaking.
The night was dark. Only a quarter-moon shone down from overhead. There was little wind, but still the leaves on the surrounding oak trees rippled andswayed, making her start with fear at the soft rustling noise.
She was awake in the deepest hour of the night, justbefore dawn, for her bound arms were numb no longer.The pain was excruciating. She felt sorry for herself and wanted to weep. If she could have, she would have willingly kicked herself for being such a fool.She'd left the safety of Wolffeton, and for what?
For a foolish girl's dream, a fantasy that had nothing to dowith reality. Reality was being the prisoner of a spite- ful man named Alan and a fat horrid man named Master Giles. She tried to breathe deeply and slowly, tried to turn her thoughts away from the pain in her arms. In the next instant a man's hand covered her mouth and his warm breath was near her ear. "Don't move. I'm here to save you. Don't make a sound or any sudden movements. Do you understand?"
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Daria nodded. The hand raised from her mouth, and slowly, she turned over to look up into the shadowed face of a man bent over her who was a perfectstranger. He shook his head and she saw the sharp silver sheen of a knife. He looked as ruthless and hard as any man to her. Would he kill her? She felt the blade sink into the ropes around her wrists. She was free. She wanted to raise her arms but she found shecouldn't. She stared up at him and he saw the pain and helplessness in her eyes.
The man merely shook his head at her again, graspedher around the waist, and lifted her. He walked silentas a shadow, carrying her over his shoulder. He stepped over one of Master Giles's sleeping men and the fel-low never stirred.
He strode deep into the forest, then finally stopped and eased her to her feet, propping her up against an oak tree. "There," he said, and patted her cheek. "Work the feeling back into your hands and arms. Stay here and keep quiet. I have a meeting with Mas-ter Giles and it won't take very long." He started suddenly, then turned, his voice angry. "Philippa, no, damn you! Stay here with her, do you hear me? I demand that you obey me! By all the saints, I shouldn't have allowed you to come. I'm naught but a stupid whoreson and you're a meddlesome wench. I should have known that you—"
Daria heard a woman's low laugh interrupt the man'sharangue; then suddenly she felt her legs simply fold beneath her. She heard the man say something, hisvoice sharp, but somehow distant from her; then she heard no more.
How much time had passed? Daria wondered. Shedidn't open her eyes; she was afraid to. She wasn't on the ground, she knew that. She was lying atop furs, and a warm blanket covered her. All that had hap-pened trickled slowly into her mind. Still she didn't move. There was a lighted flambeau thrust into theground near her, not really needed now, for the forest was filled with the soft gray lights of morning.
"You're awake."
It was the man who'd saved her. Slowly she openedher eyes. He was sitting beside her. He was younger than she'd first believed, but his face—it was hard andruthless, his eyes cold. Like Roland's face when he'd come to believe her a liar. Had she fallen into the clutches of another scoundrel?
"Aye," she said, and was surprised that there wasobvious fear in her voice. She was swamped with fear and cold. "Will you hurt me?"
His eyes warmed with surprise at her words. He tucked another blanket over her, saying in a soothing voice, "Just lie still. You've been through quite an ordeal. I've had dealings with Master Giles before, and he's a knave and an outlaw for all his prettyspeeches and dainty manners. Did he deluge you with pretty speeches? Aye, I can see that he did—there'sdistaste in your eyes. Now, when you're ready, tell me who you are and how the fat old toad caught you."
He smiled then and it changed his face.
"You really won't hurt me?" He shook his head,saw that she was still frightened, and said easily, "Very well, let me begin. My name is Dienwald de Fortenberry and I suppose I am also something of a rogue, but no, I wouldn't hurt you. I saw you there, saw that villain Alan hurt you, but I couldn't get you free just then. I had to wait until they all slept. It took hours before the guards gave it up. No, I won't hurt you."
"I am Daria de Tournay, wife to Roland de Tournay."
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Daria wasn't certain what she expected, but the man's eyes widened and he stared at her, silent for fully two minutes. Then he laughed deeply. "It ispassing odd," he said at last. "Roland—your husband.That defies reason. Yea, passing odd, and it's delightful."
"You know my husband?"
"Aye, he saved my life not long ago. It was amagnificent bit of work—he threw a knife and it sliced cleanly through the fellow's heart. Needless to say I call him friend. So Roland has returned to Cornwall .
. . aye, 'tis passing odd. Why aren't you with him?"
And so Daria told him her pitiful tale, not sparingherself, acknowledging her thoughtlessness. ". . . And so Graelam didn't know I'd left. I guess his two men will tell him. He won't be pleased; my husband won't be pleased either."
"Ah," Dienwald said. "Here is my wench of a wife.Philippa, come meet the girl who is wed to Roland."
There was laughter in his voice and Daria wonderedat it.
Philippa de Fortenberry was a tall graceful girl of about Daria's age. She was wearing a wool cap and boy's clothing. Her face was intelligent, full of life, and her eyes the most beautiful blue Daria had ever seen. They were her father's eyes. She was meetingthe king's daughter. "The queen told me all about you and the king called you his sweet Philippa. It's a pleasure to meet you. I only wish it could be some-where else."
"Aye," Dienwald said after a moment, "that's true enough. My wench here is the king's daughter, blast her eyes, but since there's naught I can do about it, I shall just have to extol her endless virtues, at least when her father is within hearing. You're wondering how your husband sits in all this, I imagine. Well, Roland had been instructed by the king to come to Cornwall and marry Philippa. Unfortunately for the king and fortunately for Roland, she'd already wedded me. Which leaves two unfortunates, but I am too noble to repine openly. Of course I would have relin-quished my claim to her large hand, but she convincedme that if I did so, she would lie down in a ditch and die."
Philippa de Fortenberry laughed, hissed something in her husband's ear, and punched his arm. "Ignorehis braying, Daria. Like most men, he is naught but anass, a wonderful rogue ass, but nonetheless ...I am only relieved that we chanced upon you. All is wellnow."
"Why are you here? You're female, just like me,and yet you're dressed like a boy and you're with him. I don't understand."
" 'Tis all right. Dienwald doesn't understand either. You see, my dear, my husband needs me desperately.I tell him what stratagems to employ, how to proceed with his rescues, and how to execute a revenge. I am pleased that he performed according to my instruc-tions. Aye, that foul cretin Master Giles has been served his comeuppance."
"What did you do to him? And all the others?There were two women and at least six men. And that horrible Alan."
Dienwald said, "Only one of them died, and the others, well, Daria, I vow they are at this moment more cold than embarrassed. Can you imagine fatMaster Giles seated on his princely chair, naked as a toad?"
"You took their clothes?"
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Philippa and her husband were grinning like happyfools, nodding together. "Aye, and bound them tightly."
"That's wonderful! Oh, how I should love to walk up to Master Giles and laugh at him!"
"Perhaps we'd best not this time," Dienwald said. "Actually, if you're feeling all right now, we should catch up to your brave husband."
"You know," Philippa de Fortenberry said, her voiceprovocative as she swept her thick lashes over thosebrilliant eyes of hers, "I wonder now that I didn't accept Roland. Ah, such a noble creature, a man of such virile parts, such—"
Dienwald de Fortenberry rose in a swift movement,turned on his wife, and, wrapping his hands around her hips, lifted her high and tromped away with her.
Daria stared after him, disbelieving and sorely con-fused. These people were beyond strange. Well, she'dmet the king's daughter and she was lovely, her blueeyes so bright and vivid and full of mischief and light.
She heard a yowl, part laughter, part fury. Severalminutes passed before Dienwald reappeared. He was wiping his hands on his thighs. But he was now all business. "We must leave soon. As I said, we have nothing to fear from Master Giles and his oafs, at leastfor a while. But why tempt the capricious fates? I wish to deliver you safely to Roland. Where is he?"
" 'Tis not far, I don't think. He went to purchase lands and a keep called Thispen-Ladock."
"Ah, 'tis not far at all. Are you well enough to travel now?" Dienwald helped her to rise. "I do won-der what Graelam will say. I wish I could but see his face now, at this precise moment."
"Do you know everyone, sir?"
"Call me Dienwald. Actually, if you speak to mywife, she'll suggest other useful names to you. As for Graelam, it is his wife who knew me before her fierce husband did. So many tales lie in this head. And now you've added another. Also, we're a small society here in this part of Cornwall, so it isn't passing strange that we're all known to each other. What is passing strange is that we are all friends." He laughed at that.
"I am delighted that something lies in that head ofyours," said Philippa, walking up to them. "Let me help you," she added, offering Daria her hand. Shelooked startled when Daria jerked away from her and rushed away, only to fall against a tree and vomit.
"Goodness, what did you say to her, wench?"
"Nothing, my lord husband. Oh dear, if she is ill—"
"We will travel slowly. There is no need to rushabout now. Master Giles is taken care of." He rubbed his hands together and smiled a very evil smile.
Daria accepted the goblet of water from Philippa and washed out her mouth.
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"I am with child," she said. "I'm not ill. The sick-ness comes and goes, and I hate it."
"I must say that Roland wasted no time in his du-ties," remarked Dienwald. "How long have you been wedded?"
"Not long," said Daria, and allowed Philippa towipe a damp cloth over her face. "Thank you. That is wonderful. I'm all right now, truly. It's morning and the babe has but told me that he is ready to begin the day. Can we leave now to find my husband?"
She saw Philippa and her husband exchange glances;then Dienwald turned to her. "Aye, let us go now."
"My mare, Henrietta, Master Giles took her."
"I have all of Master Giles's horses. It is sufficientrepayment, I think, for his thievery."
"Don't forget all his clothes," added Philippa, snig-gering behind her hand.
There were a dozen men in their troop, all of them
in high spirits. Daria heard them saying: ". . . Did you see the expression on his fat face when the master told him to remove his tunic?" "... Did you see the woman's face when he did?" ". . .I thought she'd faint when he wore naught but
his fat white skin."". . . Aye, that little rod of his shriveled even more!" "... Master Giles won't cheat our master again,
that's certain!"
On and on it went, and when Daria chanced to see Dienwald's face, she saw that he looked insufferably pleased with himself. The heavily clouded skies cleared and she saw her new host and hostess quite clearly now.
Philippa had pulled off her wool cap, and her hair, thick and lustrous and curly, of a dark honey color, tumbled down her back. She was laughing, riding closeto her husband, and Daria saw that their hands were clasped between their horses. It hurt her to watchthem. She remembered Wales, remembered those hours with Roland when he'd cared for her, laughed with her, complimented her when she repeated the Welsh words and phrases correctly . . .
Dienwald turned in his saddle and said, "We aren't far from Thispen-Ladock. Another hour. Do you feel all right, Daria?"
No, she wanted to shout at him. She couldn't beginto imagine what Roland would say when she arrived.
She closed her eyes a moment, then squared her shoul- ders. "Aye, I'm fine," she called back, but Dienwald wasn't fooled for an instant.
"This is all passing strange," he said in a quiet voiceto his wife. "Roland seduced her, got her with child, and married her? Why did he leave her at Wolffeton?"
"For that matter," Philippa said thoughtfully, "why did she leave to come to him? Is she simple? Surely she would realize the danger."
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"Just as you did when you ran away from Beau-champ?"
One of her more colorful adventures that had turned out marvelously well. Philippa lowered her brow andgiggled.
Dienwald squeezed her fingers and sighed deeply. "I feel for poor fat Master Giles. I dread to think what would have happened to the poor old bastard had you landed in his domain rather than mine."
Daria heard the two of them arguing, insulting eachother, and laughing. She wished it didn't hurt. She turned her head and looked toward the vast expanse of rolling green hills and clumps of thick maple and oak forests. There were sheep everywhere, and wheatcrops, the waving stalks turning the horizon gold.
There were no more barren cliffs or naked rocks and benttrees. The land became more gentle with each passingmile. Daria was tired, she admitted it, but she wasn't about to ask her host to stop for her.
The girl, Philippa, wouldn't ask. She'd keep goinguntil her husband dropped in his tracks first, even if it killed her.
Roland came to the fore of the keep's ramparts at the shout from one of his men.
"A cavalcade comes, master. I know not who it is."
Sir Thomas Ladock, old in heart if not in years, looked toward the oncoming riders, his dark eyes full of intelligence. "Why, I think it is Dienwald de Fortenberry. Do you not see his banner, Roland?"
"Dienwald!"
"Aye, I met the boy some years ago. His banner isdistinctive—the eagle and the hon with the clashing swords between them. His father was a wild man-eager to fight, eager to love, and eager to laugh. Is Dienwald like his sire, Roland?"
Roland smiled. "Aye, he is."
"There is a woman—no, there are two women— riding with about a dozen men, I'd say," Salin called out.
Roland stared hard then, for he felt something strangestirring within him. It was an odd feeling; it had comefrom nowhere that he could fathom. It was simplythere, and he waited for the feelings to become some- thing tangible he could grasp. And as the cavalcade drew close, he saw his wife riding her mare on Dienwald's left. And there was Philippa on Dienwald's right, dressed in boy's clothes, her beautiful hair wild and free.
Roland said in the most measured voice he could manage, "It appears, Thomas, that you are shortly to meet my wife."
"Your wife," Sir Thomas repeated, staring towardthe group of riders. "What is she doing with Dienwald?"
"I shudder to know the answer to that."
Salin smiled. "She missed you, my lord. And she came to you."
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"Don't think she is so sweet and guileless, Salin. Allwomen carry the scourge of Satan in them."
Sir Thomas, more astute in human nature than he cared to be, turned and looked long at the young man he wished had been his own son.
"Life is vastly unexpected," he said. "Let's descend, my boy, so thatwe may greet our guests."
Sir Thomaswas fully aware that Roland was angry.His entire body had seemed to tighten, to become rigid, as Dienwald de Fortenberry's party had comecloser. As the minutes passed, Thomas realized, oddly enough, that the young man's anger was directed at the slight girl astride the beautiful palfrey. His wife,he'd said. But why was he so displeased to see her? They'd not long been wedded. He remembered, so many years before, how he'd not let Constance out of his sight or bed for nearly three months. Something was decidedly wrong here. He looked at the youngman, saw that he was closed as tightly as a clam, and said nothing.
Roland made no move toward his wife when the small cavalcade came to a halt in the inner bailey. Itwas Salin who lifted Daria from her palfrey's back. Roland introduced his guests to Sir Thomas, passing over his wife as if she weren't there. Roland continued to ignore his wife even after Thomas took her hand inhis and bade her welcome to Thispen-Ladock. Dienwald's men were directed by Salin to the dilapidated bar-racks. Thomas led his guests into the great hall ofThispen-Ladock.
"You surprise me, Dienwald," Roland was saying to de Fortenberry, his voice sounding mildly defen-sive. "You are leagues from St. Erth. What do you here? Come you to spy on me?"
"Now, that's sport I hadn't considered. Nay, Roland, Philippa and I were out a-hunting fat two-legged prey and we found him in due course, along with yoursweet wife."
"I see," Roland said, and turned to Thomas. Hedidn't see a thing and he was so furious that he couldn't bring himself to speak. His wife, his sweet, guileless wife, had convinced Dienwald and Philippa to bring her here to him. Ale was brought. Servants served it. No one said much of anything. Philippa looked from Daria to Roland, and she frowned. Daria sat silent,her head down, her hands clasped in her lap.
This was her future home, she was thinking, and she was ap-palled. Her distress at Roland's obvious cold welcomewas momentarily forgotten as she stared around her.
The great hall was damp and cold and its overhead wooden beams so blackened from years of smoke that it was impossible to see the roof. The trestle tables were battered and carved and laden with grease and bits of dried food. There were no lavers, no sweet-smelling rushes on the stone floor, no tapestries on thestone walls to contain the chill. It smelled old and rancid. She shivered.
"Are you cold?"
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She looked up at her emotionless husband's voiceand shook her head. She offered him a tentative smile, which he did not return. Roland, instead, turned to Dienwald. "Tell me about this fat prey of yours."
Philippa de Fortenberry laughed. " 'Tis a fine tale, Roland."
"Hush, wench, you'll ruin the humor of it if you rattle on. A tussle with Master Giles, Roland, a fat rogue I doubt you've met as yet. The fellow was nearSt. Erth one fine day when Philippa and I were awayfrom the keep. We believe he probably waited until he saw us leave. He offered goods to Old Agnes and Crooky, and his oily tongue won them quickly to his way of thinking. In short, when Philippa and I re turned some two days later, we owned supposedly finebolts of cloth and the price paid had been wondrouslow."
Philippa laughed again and said, "When we un-folded the cloth, we found that it was filled with mothsand they'd already chewed it to bits. You should haveheard Crooky, Roland, he broke into a song that burned even my ears! It seems that this cloth wasn'tthe same cloth Master Giles showed to Old Agnes, the cloth she had so very carefully examined. This was his special cloth, for replacement after his sale.
Crookythen noticed that castle goods were missing, such as a gift from the queen—a beautiful wrought gold laver—and several necklaces from the king. Oddly enough, even Gorkel the Hideous believed oily Master Giles. He was overwrought to learn of his thievery. We or-dered him to remain at St. Erth, else Master Giles might have found his flesh flayed from his fat body."
Who, Daria wondered, was Gorkel the Hideous?He sounded a monster, with such a name, but Philippa was laughing.
"So you and Dienwald rode after him," Sir Thomassaid, much enjoying himself. He was sitting forward, his goblet of ale balanced on his knee.
"Aye," Dienwald said in a mournful voice, "but thewench here continued to call a halt every few hours, so it took us many days to catch up to Master Giles."
"I'm not a wench! I'm your wife!"
"Why?" Daria asked. "Why did you keep stopping?"
Dienwald gave her a wicked smile. "My wenchhere—my wench/wife—wished to ravish my poor man's body." He shrugged. "What could I do? To refuse hermakes her cross and peevish—you may be certain thatI've tried it. My men were most understanding of her needs and of my surrender. Indeed, once when I re-fused her for the third time, they begged me to give into her. Ah, and so I did."
Philippa poked him in the ribs. "You will come to avery bad end, Dienwald."
"I already have, wench. I already have. Brought tomy knees by a female giant who could have been used to make two quite proper-size wenches."
"I shall write my illustrious father and tell him thatyou show me no respect at all, that you wound me and mock me without respite—"
Roland interrupted. "The king, Philippa, is currently visiting the Marcher Barons. We left him at Tyberton,the stronghold of the Earl of Clare. You must holdyour complaints against your rogue of a husband until the fall, when he and the queen will return to London again."
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"Wound you, Philippa?" her husband inquired, hisbrows drawn together, his expression perplexed. "I thought it was many weeks now since it was a questionof wounding, you being such a hearty wench, and—"
Philippa shrieked at him and clapped her hand over his mouth. "Forgive him, sir," she said to Sir Thomas,"his wagging tongue dances a fine dance at my ex-pense and at your embarrassment."
Daria was smiling, she couldn't help herself, untilshe realized that Roland was looking at her. Her smile froze.
"So continue with your tale, Dienwald," Roland said pleasantly. "Finally you found Master Giles."
"Aye, in the Penrith oak forest not far from here. He had six men, one of them in particular a vicious lout, and two women. He'd just caught Daria anddidn't know what to do with his prize. She was coming to see her husband, Roland, something that Philippa would do as well. Females! They have no sense, no means to weigh what they should or shouldn't do. They act because their feelings dictate they should, and we must come to the rescue."
Philippa wanted to continue with the jest, but shecould feel the awful tension between Roland and Daria.
She didn't know why there was such tension betweenthem, but she wanted, oddly enough, to protect Daria.
Dienwald was also well aware of the strain between these two. "That vicious knave—Alan was his name—well, he was brutalizing your wife here—"
"You mean he raped her?"
Well, Dienwald thought, pleased with the gratifyingviolent reaction from Roland. He raised his hand."Oh, no, I mean that he enjoyed causing her pain. FatMaster Giles chided him—part of their game, I suppose
—and finally she was allowed to sleep, although Alanbound her wrists much too tightly. It was near to dawn that I slipped into their camp and brought her out."
"And then my dearest husband enjoyed himself,Roland. He stripped all Master Giles's people down to their skin and Master Giles as well. He left themthere, bound, and we took their horses and their clothes and the cloth we had supposedly bought. Master Giles was bound naked to his throne!"
"A decent-enough punishment, I suppose," Thomassaid. "Are you feeling all right now, my dear?" he asked, his eyes on Daria. "A very frightening time for you."
"I'm fine, truly, sir."
"She wasn't earlier," Dienwald said. "She vomiteduntil I believed she would fall over, so weak she was."
To his surprise, Roland's mobile features stiffened and he said, "Her vomiting is due to the babe she carries."
"So she said," Dienwald remarked. "You are to be congratulated for your swiftness, Roland."
"I call it wonderful potency," Philippa said with amocking voice. "Virility, aye, that's it."
"Yea," Roland said, his eyes on his wife, "I am of aswiftness that defies my own logic."
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Sir Thomas cleared his throat. He was vastly uncomfortable with all the eddies of tension that swirled around them. "You are all my guests. Had you come asennight from now, you would be Roland's guests.
Before you arrived, he and I were talking about the renaming of Thispen-Ladock."
"I'm not certain, sir—"
"Be quiet, Roland. You will begin your own dy-nasty, not continue mine. My family had their due of years. 'Tis now your turn. And that includes a name for your ancestral home." He turned to Daria. "Now that your wife is here, we can secure her opinion."
"I suppose Graelam and Kassia don't know that youran away from Wolffeton?"
She shook her head. "Not when I did it. They mustknow now."
Roland felt full to bursting with bile. He said abruptly,"Excuse me, Thomas, Dienwald, but I would speak with my wife. Daria, come with me now. Philippa, I believe there is some bread and cheese. Tell a servant to fetch some."
Daria knew she had no choice, even though now shewanted nothing more than to remain in this dank gloomy great hall and sip at warm ale. She'd beenthrough so much to get to him, and now that she was here, now that he was standing impatiently in front of her, she didn't want to move.
He took her arm and led her to the narrow windingstairs on the east side of the hall. The stairs were very steep and very narrow, more deeply and irregularly placed than any she'd ever before seen. Roland preceded her. There were three chambers along the bleakcorridor, and he led her into the second. "This is where I sleep now; when the keep belongs to me—inseven days' time, as Thomas said—then I will remove myself to Thomas' chamber."
"And where will Sir Thomas go?"
"He will leave his keep and journey to Dover. Hisdaughter lives near Corfe Castle with her husband and many children. Thomas has no male heirs, thus the sale to me of Thispen-Ladock. But he needs coin for his daughter and her family, for his son-in-law is ill. When the king's men arrive from their meeting with your uncle, I will have enough coin to pay him."
"Will there be enough coin after you pay Sir Thomasfor reparations on the keep here? It is in horrible condition."
It was true; he'd thought the same thing in muchmore explicit words, but her condemnation but added fuel to his smoldering fire.
"This is your home now, madam. I suggest youchange your notions of what is horrible and what isn't. As to the remainder of the funds, why, you will haveno say in how I wish to dispose of them. None at all.
Now, you will tell me why you so foolishly leftWolffeton. You will make me understand why youscorned Kassia and Graelam and traveled by yourself. You will tell me why your stupidity passes all bounds known to man."
"I very nearly made it here safely." She shrugged,looking toward the narrow window slit that had a rough animal hide nailed over it. "I was merely un-lucky to chance upon Master Giles's camp."
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"Ha! I should say you were luckier than God's ownangels to be rescued by Dienwald. The world is filled with the Master Giles sort. Do you have any idea, canyou begin to guess, what could have happened to you?"
She looked down at her hands, for it hurt to look into his cold, furious face, a face she'd recognized from the first moment she'd seen him so long ago, itseemed. "I was a prisoner for many months, Roland. I had a very good idea of what could have happened."
"Still, it made no difference to you. Why did you doit, Daria? Why?"
She was twisting her hands together, she knew it,but couldn't still their frantic motion. Slowly she raised her head and said simply, "You're my husband. I wanted to be with you. I couldn't bear to be left in another's care, not really belonging, an unwanted guest."
The ring of truth was unmistakable and he flinched at it. "Damn you," he said, his voice low and deep, filled with frustration. "I can't very well take the timeto return you to Wolffeton, not now." He strode away from her, pacing. He turned suddenly. "I suppose when you're not vomiting, you can be of some use here. The saints know the servants don't do a blessed thing, and what they do accomplish needs to be redone."
She said nothing to that, and it enraged him that she would sit there like a stone, taking his fury without returning any of it. "You're naught but a stupid sheep.You will remain here in this chamber until I send for you. Do you understand me?"
"Yea, I understand you."
He wanted her to rest for a while, but he realized that he'd made it sound an order. But he didn't correct himself. It would be wise of her to simply learn toobey him.
But why? she wondered as she watched him stride from the chamber. Why did he want her to stay here alone? Was he ashamed of her? Roland left the cham-ber without looking back at her. She tried to call up the Roland who'd been a Benedictine priest, the Ro-land who'd been her friend and her rescuer. But all there was now was the Roland who hated her and believed her a liar. She walked the confines of the chamber for the third time, then threw back her head.Was she to be a prisoner again? She left the room andmade her way carefully down the stairs. As she nearedthe last curve, she heard Roland's voice. He was speaking quietly, but his words seared through her as if he'd shouted them at the top of his lungs.
"That one night—well, Gwyn, no more. My wife ishere now."
"She's skinny and ye don't care for her," Dariaheard a soft, very feminine voice say. "I saw how ye didn't want to look at her, how ye ignored her. I'llkeep ye warm, master, and make ye happy. She'll not mind, that one—"
"That is perchance true, but the answer remains thesame. Speak no more about it, Gwyn. See to dinner preparations now. We have guests, and I don't wish them to think this is a pigsty and the food they're served nothing more than swill."
The girl said something else, but Daria couldn'tunderstand her words. The girl's name was Gwyn and Roland had taken her to his bed. He'd seen her naked and he'd kissed her and thrust himself into her body. She felt a pain so sharp, so deep, that she couldn'tbear it. Slowly, holding her belly, Daria slipped down to sit on the cold stone step. A soft keening sound came from her throat.
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It was that sound that Roland heard. He frowned, then strode up the stairs, coming to an abrupt halt.
There sat his wife, leaning against the cold stone wall,her arms wrapped around her, her eyes closed tightly.
She'd overheard him speaking to Gwyn.
"So now, my faithless wife, you would add eaves-dropping to your other talents."
She paid him no heed. He called her faithless? An-other low keening sound came from her throat and herarms tightened around herself.
"It isn't well done of you, Daria. You disobey me yet again and leave the chamber when I commanded you to remain there. Well, now you know that I took the offered favors of another female. You also heard that I dismissed her because you are here now and I won't shame you. Just look at you! Sitting there like a rigid statue, bleating like a sheep—"
She flew at him, so quickly that he had no time to find another word, no time to move from her path, no time to see her fist flying toward him. Her fist struckhim hard on the jaw and he lost his balance, crashing backward against the stone wall, stumbling on thelower stone step. She struck him again, yelling at him,
"Bastard! Whoreson bastard! I'm not a bleating sheep! I'll not let you judge me so poorly again!" This time she struck him with her fist low in the belly, and hejerked forward even as he went crashing down the remaining few steps to sprawl on the stone floor of the great hall.
She was on him in an instant, coming down onto herknees, striking his chest with her fists, yelling at him even louder. "I hate you! Unfaithful knave! Unspeak-able cur! God, I hate you!"
Roland had knocked himself silly. It took him sev-eral moments to clear his head sufficiently to realize what was happening. Unlike Daria, he saw that thehall was filled with a score of people, Thomas and Dienwald included, and they were struck to silence by what they saw. They were watching his wife flail at him. They heard her screaming at him. Then he felther hands go around his throat, and she was squeezing as hard as she could, her body trembling with the effort, silent now, so beyond rational thought that her eyes were blank and faraway.
Then she erupted again, even as she raised his headonly to bang it down again to the stone floor, "You share what is mine and mine alone with another woman!You break faith with me, you break your vows!
Then you call me a faithless wife! You call me a stupid sheep for saying naught about it! Well, no more, Ro-land. I'll kill you, I swear it, I'll kill you if ever you even touch another woman!"
No longer was she a stupid sheep, that was true. No longer was she a bleating sheep. He felt her fingers digging into his throat but she didn't have the strength to choke him, though her desire was great. He forgotabout their audience. He slowly brought up his armsand grasped her wrists. He pulled them away from his throat.
She was trembling, shaking, but she was still screech-ing at him like a fishwife. "No more, Roland! I'll kill you, I'll kick you in the groin! I'll—"
He jerked her off him; then as gently as he could, he lowered her onto her back. He was over her in an instant, kneeing her legs apart, coming down to lie on top of her.
It was then Daria heard male laughter followed bymore male laughter, and that was followed by lewd Page 145
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remarks, and then there was a woman laughing. It wasthen she saw all the people looking at them. It was then that she realized what had happened, and shelooked up into her husband's face, her own as white as her belly.
"Will you hurt me now?"
"Hurt you? What do you think you've been doing tome? My head isn't a ripe melon, even though you seekto crack it open! Nay, even though you are a vicious killer, I shan't throttle you as you were trying to do tome. Now, wife, I think you've humiliated both of usquite enough. You've given a fine exhibition to every- one. I'm going to pull you up now, and if you dare attack me again, it will go badly for you. Do you understand me?"
"Aye, I understand."
He released her, and hauled her to her feet. In thenext instant she drove her knee into his groin. Roland jerked upright, stared at her in stunned, horrified si-lence, then felt the waves of nausea flooding through him, felt the debilitating pain begin to grind him down.He grabbed his belly and sank to his knees, his body heaving.
The male laughter stopped. The lewd jests stopped. Daria, aware now of what she'd done, raised her head and saw that everyone was silent, staring at her, theirexpressions appalled and disbelieving. She was beyond thought now, beyond anything in her experience that could break through and guide her, and thus picked up her long skirts and ran from the great hall.
She heard Philippa shouting out her name, but she didn't slow. She ran and ran, stumbling once on un-even cobblestones, ran beneath the raised portcullis, through the narrow high tunnel that connected the inner bailey to the outer bailey, ran until she was at the open front gates of the outer bailey, and still she ran, holding her side and the ripping pain that was roiling through her. She was outside the keep now, and there were many people, but none tried to stop her. They paused in their duties and stared after her and called to her, but none made a move after her.
She ran until her legs collapsed beneath her, andthen she fell on a soft grass-covered incline and rolled over and over until she reached the curved bottom of the ditch, and she lay there, not moving, not able to move in any case. She gasped for breath, afraid tomove now because she was aware of the babe in her womb and she felt terrified that she'd harmed it with her mad dash from the keep, and her fall. She lay there until her breathing calmed. She lay there feeling the warm sun soak through her clothes, warming herflesh. She lay there knowing that when she did move there would be consequences that she didn't want to face. She quite simply wanted to die.
But she didn't die.
When Roland saw her lying there on her side, her cheek pressed against the soft green grass, her eyes closed, he thought she was dead. Fear raced throughhim and he skirted the steepest part of the incline until he could run to her without falling or skidding.
He dropped to his knees beside her, but he was afraid to touch her, afraid that she was hurt in some way he couldn't see.
"Daria."
She didn't want to open her eyes, but she did.Slowly she raised herself until she was on her knees in Page 146
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front of him.
"You're all right?"
She looked at him straightly, unaware of the grass stains covering one side of her face, unaware that her hair was filled with grass and twigs and was hanging loose down her back and over her shoulders, unawarethat her gown was ripped and one sleeve hung down to her elbow.
And she said, "I hope you're no good to Gwyn anymore. I hope you're no good to any woman anymore."
Roland sucked in his breath, all his fear for her dissolved at her words.
She was gasping out the words, her eyes dilated,unheeding of him or what he could do to her. "I hope you return to the Holy Land and that you find Lila and Cena and tell them that you're no longer a man and that—"
He didn't strike her. He clapped his open hand overher mouth, shutting off her spate of words.
"Enough, damn you." He pulled her against him and his face was close to hers, his breath hot on herflesh.
"Now, madam wife, I am taking you back. Youhave caused quite a commotion. You have caused meno end of trouble, what with your violent attack on meand your irritating dash from the keep. You left Philippatelling me that your violence was caused by the babe, that you weren't thinking clearly because of it ... by the saints, she was trying to protect you, even after you tried to bring me down."
"I did bring you down. You fell on your knees and Iwas the one who made you do it."
"Daria, I do recommend that you close your mouth and keep it closed. I would beat you, doubt it not, butI would do it carefully so that your child isn't harmed. Indeed, I would be more careful than you . . .
tum-bling down this incline like a half-wit. You defy logic, wench, you surely do. Now, will you come along withme willingly or do I beat you here?"
She wondered if he truly would strike her. If he did, would she cry and plead with him to stop? Would shegrovel and whimper at his feet? She wouldn't. She would die before granting him such pleasure.
"When you beat me, will you use your hand or a whip?"
Roland couldn't believe her words. Nor could he believe the entire situation. Well, she'd finally shown spirit, more than he'd ever wished to see, more thanhis aching groin would ever have wanted. As to his emotionlessly spoken threats, it rocked him to his core that such things had come from his mouth. Never inhis life had he struck a woman; he believed men who hurt women to be despicable, animals, of no account at all. But here he was telling her that he would beather, and she'd accepted it, accepted it even though she should know he wasn't that kind of man, for she'dtraveled through Wales with him, known him to prefer laughter to scowls, good dirty fighting to torture and cruelty. "I don't use whips, even on recalcitrant animals."
She dusted off her gown and straightened her back.She didn't speak again, nor did she look at him. She got to her feet and started walking back toward the keep. She felt her muscles begin to tighten and knew she would be painfully sore before too many more hours passed. Perhaps more than her muscles would be sore. Perhaps, if he beat her . . .
She noticed sheep now, so many of them that the airwas filled with their scent. The trees that covered Page 147
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the gentle hillocks were green and thick and straight. Theland was beautiful and soft, not harsh and savage andbarren like the northern shore. - "How far inland are we here?"
Roland gaped at her. Was she simple, with this abrupt change of tone and subject? "About twelve miles."
"I miss the smell of the sea."
"So do I. Keep walking."
"Will you humiliate me in front of Dienwald andPhilippa?"
"You attacked me in front of them. Why shouldn't Ido the same to you?"
"Why did you take that girl to your bed?"
Roland shrugged. It was difficult to give an outwardshow of indifference, but he managed it. He shruggedagain for good measure. "She is pretty, clean, andenthusiastic. I was in need of a woman, and she had many talents. She was available and willing."
"I see. So a wife is just another vessel for you touse. Every woman—every comely woman—is to be available, as is your wife. I don't like it, Roland, but I see now that there is naught I can do about it."
"You overheard me tell Gwyn that I wouldn't cometo her again, that I wouldn't because my wife had come."
"I see. So it is in your man's code of honor not todisport with other females when your wife is present. I am gratified, sir, by this show of chastity and malehonor. However, I care not now what you do. Take all the wenches that appeal to you, I care not. It keeps you from me, and I thank the saints for that. You've done naught but hurt me—"
" 'Twas just once, damn you! Our wedding night. 'Tis true, I wasn't as gentle as I could have been, but—"
"Nay, 'twas twice. Our wedding night and that first time, in Wrexham."
He cursed, long and fluently and loudly. Her words pushed him beyond sanity, beyond reason, and he wasa man, astute and logical and not at all mean-spirited. Until he got near her, his wife, his damned lying wife.
"I should send you back to Wolffeton, but I doubtGraelam would want the keeping of you now. By God, he'd have to have you watched just as the Earlof Clare did. Nay, I shan't ask that of him. I wonder.
Perhaps after several weeks, would you try to con-vince him that the babe you carry in your womb is his?"
He caught her wrist before she could strike him. Hehauled her close and said very softly, not two inches from her nose, "Do not strike me again, Daria. I give you fair warning. Never again."
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Tothe surprise of all the visitors present, the eveningmeal was delicious. The herring was baked to perfec-tion, tender as snowflakes melting in the mouth, theslabs of beef spicy with herbs Daria couldn't identify. Whoever was the cook here deserved to be praised.The myriad rush torches that lined the stone walls cast vague shadows and softened the harshness of the great hall, and in this gentle light the lacks weren't all that noticeable. Indeed, Daria thought as she was savoringa particularly fine bite of stewed potatoes and turnips,it was warm and cozy. She swallowed blissfully, then grinned when she chanced to see Sir Thomas smiling at her.
"You are surprised at the quality of my food." He shook his head. "At my age, food is one of the few pleasures left. The cook is an individual I would send my men to protect. Aye, I wonder what your husbandwould say if I asked to take my cook with me when Ileave."
"I think I should hunt the fellow down, Sir Thomas,and offer him the world to remain."
"Where did you find this god of a cook, Sir Thomas?"Dienwald called out over a mouthful of sweet almondbread dripping with dark amber honey. "Can I stealhim away with me under the cover of darkness? Or perhaps steal him under cover of my large and beauti- ful wife?"
Daria laughed, as did everyone else. She hadn't believed earlier that she would ever want to eat again or even smile again, and here she was eating her head off and laughing until her ribs ached.
Tomorrow, she knew, Dienwald and Philippa wouldreturn to St. Erth, and she would be alone with her husband. She smiled at Sir Thomas. Perchance he'd choose to remain longer. At least he would be here until the king's men arrived with her dowry.
"Actually," Sir Thomas said, lifting a delicate her-ring fillet for all to see, "my wondrous cook is a bent old crone who tells me that her great-great-great-grandmother cooked for the Conqueror himself.
Sup-posedly it was Mathilda herself who gave instructions to that long-ago Alice. You needn't worry that I'll steal her or that Dienwald will whisk her away. I believe all her magic lies here at Thispen-Ladock."
"I'm devoutly thankful for that," Daria said.
Roland was chewing thoughtfully on a piece of braisedmutton. It was so tender that his mouth watered even as he chewed. "I don't know how you remain so thin, Sir Thomas. A man could become a stoat quickly enough."
"A young man newly wed, Roland? Fie on you! You will be far too busy, far too occupied with your new bride, to gain flesh on your belly."
"Aye, 'tis true," Dienwald called out. He stoodsuddenly and pulled up his tunic, baring his belly and his chest. "Look and feel pity for me, Roland. I wasonce possessed of a magnificent manly body, just weeks ago, in fact. But now my ribs stick out like barrelstaves, my belly sinks into my back like a riverbed in a drought, and all because of the demands placed on me by my new wife. She works me harder than the mean-est of our serfs work our oxen. This marvelous food keeps me alive, Sir Thomas, to toil at least Page 149
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anotherday in her demanding service. Then once again I shall have to avoid strong winds. And—"
Suddenly, without warning, Philippa de Fortenberry jumped to her feet, grabbed her husband's neck by histunic, and stuffed a large handful of green peas intohis open mouth. He sputtered and choked, spitting the peas in every direction. He turned on his wife, bloodin his eye, and yelled, "My strength after this meal isawesome, Philippa. I can even reduce you, an oversizefemale with the strength of a female water buffalo, to begging within seconds."
Daria shook her head, she was laughing so hard.The two of them never seemed to tire of baiting each other.
"Begging for what, Dienwald?" Sir Thomas asked.
"Why, begging me to pleasure her, naturally."
Philippa squeaked, scooped up another handful of peas, but her husband was quicker. He reached down, grabbed her by the waist, and threw her over his arm.He kissed her then, hard and long, in front of theentire company. When he finally released her, she was laughing and pummeling at his chest. Only Daria saw the desire in her eyes, the flush on her cheeks, the softness of her open mouth as she looked into her husband's face.
Daria turned away, unable to bear their unity. Shewondered if perhaps Philippa had known that Dienwaldwas meant for her and only for her, when she first saw him. The men were cheering and shouting out jestsand trying to catch the serving wenches who were nearto them, and they were successful most of the time because the women were laughing just as hard as themen and wanted to be caught and wooed so humorously.
Roland remarked to her, "There was a time whenall wasn't a rainbow sky between them. But I remember that the anger that flared was all on Dienwald's side. As I recall, he was furious that she dared to have the king for a father."
Daria's head whipped up and she stared at him. "That makes no sense."
"When you come to know Dienwald, you will un-derstand. Now, Daria, I have promised a game of chess to Sir Thomas. There is no reason for you to begin your duties as mistress of this keep until the morrow."
He was dismissing her, and she rose stiffly, both from hurt at his careless rejection, and from her sore muscles, and bade her good-nights.
Sir Thomas watched her walk slowly and gracefullyfrom the great hall. Then he noticed she was limping slightly and he frowned.
"She fell," Roland said shortly, his eyes also follow-ing his wife's progress.
"Aye, so I heard from one of the women."
Roland cocked a black eyebrow.
"I heard she was running like a terrified little hen from the fox."
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Roland said nothing.
"Did the fox catch the hen?"
"No, the hen brought herself low with no help fromthe fox. I see that Dienwald and Philippa are unaware of us, Sir Thomas, and likely to remain so. I venture to say they will shortly retire abovestairs. Shall we go to the chessboard?"
Daria was awake when Roland came into the cham-ber, quietly closing the door behind him, but she held herself very still. She didn't want to argue with him,didn't want to hear his cold emotionless orders, or, perhaps worse, his silent indifference, his contempt.She could see him clearly from the silver stream of themoonlight through the window slit; he was disrobing and she couldn't keep herself from watching him if she'd been ordered to. His movements were beautiful, supple and lithe, and as he turned or bent down, moonlight glittering off his back, his arms, the longshadowed line of his leg, she felt his grace touch her deeply.
She didn't move. She thought she heard him sigh,but wasn't certain. The bed gave under his weight. He settled on his side, his back to her. Within momentsshe heard him breathing deeply and evenly. Still she didn't move. She awoke during the night to the soundof rising winds. A storm would probably blow in from the sea before morning. But it was cold now, andwould become colder soon. Slowly Daria curled up against her husband's back. His legs were drawn upand she fitted herself against him, snuggling closer, feeling the warmth of him, and settled her cheek againsthis back. She lightly laid her arm over his side onto his chest. His breathing didn't change.
She kissed his back and pressed closer. His flesh was smooth and firm and the muscle beneath solid. He wasnaked. She was wearing a shift, but it had ridden up and her legs were bare against his. In the dark, in the deep silence of the night, she could pretend that he loved her, pretend that he was once again the Roland who'd come to her as a priest, who'd saved her from those two bandits in Wales. Not that other Roland who was her husband.
She kissed his back again, savoring the feel of hisflesh, the scent of him, the taste of him. She wishedshe could tear off her shift and be naked against him, but she couldn't. She couldn't imagine what his reac-tion would be. He would leap from the bed, cursing her, or perhaps he would take her, as a man could a woman, and he would hurt her.
She closed her eyes against that pain. This moment of time was hers and she intended that it be what she wanted it to be. She would deal with tomorrow whenit came. She fell asleep unaware that his hand clasped hers now.
Roland was fully aware of softness and warm breathagainst his back. He awoke alert, his eyes wide in thedull light of dawn. It wasn't yet raining, but the windswere high. Daria was pressed against his back.
He felt the smoothness of her bare legs against his. He closed his eyes a moment, savoring the feel of her.
He heldher hand against his chest, his fingers lightly caressing hers. He supposed he'd held her hand all night, but he hadn't awakened before. He'd accepted her closeness, something that was odd, for he was a light sleeper, having learned through the years that a man drawndeep into sleep was very likely a dead man soon enough. But she'd lulled him.
He was hard as a stone. He wanted to laugh at himself, at his randy body. Instead, he grimaced evenas he very slowly turned to face her, drawing her close against him. Her shift rode higher; he felt her thighs against his. Felt her warm breath against his throat,her long hair tangled over his shoulder and chest. Her legs moved, twisting until his covered hers. He closed his arms around her back, drawing her closer to Page 151
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His sex was near to bursting. He could simply easeher onto her back, come over her, and slide deep inside her, all within the space of a moment. The thought nearly sent him over the edge. But no, she wouldn't be ready to accept him. She'd be tight and cold and he would hurt her as he'd done the night of their wedding. No, he would control himself. He wouldmake her ready; he would have her moaning for him before he sank his rod deep inside her. He would give her a woman's pleasure, he would make her tremble with the power of it, he would make her whimper as the spasms gained control of her, and he would con-trol her and her body, and when she accepted him through her pleasure, then and only then would hetake her. And she would accept him willingly because she would have no choice, for he would have con-quered her body.
His touch light as a moth's wing, Roland's fingers stroked over her back, smoothing the shift over her buttocks, his fingers curving inward, and he realizedhe hated the shift, hated anything between his fingers and her flesh. He shoved the stout linen upward,pausing only when she moaned against his throat, then burrowed more closely against him. His fingers splayed over her naked buttocks. In that moment, he was certain his seed would burst from his body. He couldn'tbelieve he was so sorely tried at the mere touch of herflesh. He closed his eyes against the rampant wild sensations until he regained some semblance of con- trol. He wanted to touch her, ease his fingers inside her and feel the tightness of her, the damp that his caressing would bring to her.
His fingers closed between her thighs, and to hissurprise, her thighs opened and she was pressing back against his fingers, her back arching slightly, pressingher breasts more firmly against his chest. Was she awake? Did she know what she was doing? But thenshe sighed softly, and her buttocks were soft and re- laxed again, and her breath was deep and even once more. He wondered at the dreams that were coming into her mind now, and he smiled, a nearly painfulsmile as he gently eased his middle finger inside her.He sucked in his breath, holding his finger still with a will he didn't know he possessed. The feel of her—it was something he couldn't have imagined, and yet he'd known many women, felt their bodies and ca-ressed them with his fingers and his mouth, knowing them as well as it was possible to know a woman, butthis was beyond his experience, beyond anything he'dever felt, and it frightened him.
Suddenly he shoved his finger upward, deep inside her, and he felt hermuscles clenching around him, tightening and squeez- ing, and a harsh moan came from his mouth.
"Daria," he whispered, and he was kissing her tem-ple, her cheek, nudging back her head with his other hand, kissing her lips. her throat. And his finger moveddeep inside her, widening her for him, feeling the heat of her and wanting his member where his finger was,and his belly was cramping and hurting, his sex heavy and aching with his need. She was ready for him now,soft and moist, and all he had to do was ease her onto her back and draw her thighs apart . . .
But still he held back, even though he couldn't stopkissing her. He eased his finger very nearly out of her, then pushed and probed, sliding in deeply again, and she groaned, her body stiffening, then shuddering slightly. He wanted to shout with the pleasure of it. Then he touched her woman's flesh and found it hot and swelled. He couldn't wait further. He eased heronto her back and came over her, still kissing her face, and then he reared over her, coming up to his knees.
"Daria, wake up!"
Even as she focused on him over her, he pulled her shift up, baring her breasts.
Just as suddenly, he was covering her, and he waskissing her breasts, kneading them gently, sucking at last on her nipple, and she wanted to scream with thesensation of it. The dream had been making her Page 152
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wild,but the reality of Roland and his fingers and his mouth knew no comparison. She wanted him, no dream of him, no soft illusion of him.
But he couldn't wait, simply couldn't, and he slid down her body, parting her legs wide, and his mouth was on her as she wailed, a high, thin sound, and he smiled even as he felt himself near to bursting. She was tightening all over; he felt it, felt her thighs tens-ing around his shoulders, felt her fingers clutch his hair, heard the tearing moans from her throat. Heraised his head just a bit, his breath hot on her swelled flesh, and he commanded her, "Daria, let go now. Let go and come to me."
She didn't understand his words, but her body did.Her flesh heaved with the knowledge, she opened the very depths of herself to him, fully and eagerly, and inthe giving she found a pleasure that neared pain, so intense it was, so powerful and demanding, so urgent.
She screamed, but his hand was covering her mouth,and it freed her to cry out again and again, and her body bucked and heaved and she felt damp with sweat and loose and apart from herself, but it didn't matter, nothing outside them mattered, and it just went on and on. He raised his head and she wanted to weep with her body's disappointment, but only for an in-stant, for his hands were sliding beneath her hips,lifting her to him, and in the next instant his member was thrusting deep, filling her. She cried out again,her hips rising to pull him deeper, and the shocks of pleasure renewed and pulsed through her and herfingers dug into his arms, and she was lurching up to kiss him, and he met her then, even as he came intoher, only to nearly withdraw again, and when he emp- tied himself into her, he covered her mouth with his and she took his moans and knew the dream could never rival the man.
He fell on top of her, his member still deep inside her. Almost as soon as she felt the wonderful weight of him, he pulled back and she wanted to protest, but he was mumbling, "I don't wish to hurt your babe,"
and then he brought her with him onto her side and hewas still inside her, only not so deep now, and she felt his words sear through her mind. Your babe. Shewanted to weep with the pain of it, but her body waslanguid and soft and his body was against hers and hewas gently rubbing his hands up and down her back, over her side, lightly touching her belly, then moving quickly away, to her breasts, weighing them and ca-ressing them lightly, as if he'd guessed at their new tenderness.
"You liked that," he said, nibbling her earlobe. "You liked that very much."
"You're inside me, Roland. That is wondrous . . . you're a part of me."
"Aye, and I always will be. Every night I'll comedeep inside you and you'll cry out to me to bring you more, and I won't disappoint you, Daria. Never againwill you accuse me of misusing you. You now under-stand a woman's pleasure. I'll not let you forget it, not let you think another man can give you what I can. You screamed when I brought you to your release, and you screamed again when I came inside you. I liked that very much. Your breasts are as soft as theflesh between your white thighs. The way you feel. . ." His voice hitched and he fell silent.
She was exhausted from the force of this pleasure, and he seemed to know it. "Sleep now, dearling.
Sleep."
And she did, knowing that he held her tight, know-ing that in this she had pleased him, yet knowing too that in the end, nothing had changed between them. Except perhaps . . . aye, now perchance he would come to her with gentleness as he had tonight and there would be no more distrust and anger. He would come to her with pleasure for both of them.
When she awoke some hours later, she was alone.There was a basin of water and she quickly bathed Page 153
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anddressed and made her way down into the great hall. Itwas still fairly early and Dienwald and Philippa were seated at one of the trestle tables, eating and talking to Roland and Sir Thomas.
Dienwald looked up and saw Daria staring fixedly ather husband, her face flushed, her lips slightly parted.His grin was wicked as a devil's as he said loudly to hiswife, "Would you observe that expression, wench . . . nay, not your own, Daria's. Now, I would say that shewas well-pleasured last night. Is it true, Roland? Did you gladden your wife?"
"I cannot control him, Daria, forgive me. But I canoffer him food so that he can keep up his strength and his mouth closed. Here, husband, chew on this won- derful honeyed pastry."
Just as suddenly, the odor of the sweet pastry senther stomach roiling wildly and she gasped in distress and flew from the hall.
When she returned, Roland handed her a goblet offresh milk. "Drink this slowly and then eat some of this bread. Alice told me it was just for you, madewith special herbs that came from her great-great-great-grandmother, and it would make the babe happy as a little stoat."
Daria said nothing. She was embarrassed. The breaddid settle her belly, and as she chewed slowly, she listened to her husband say, "I would certainly enjoyyou extending your stay, Dienwald. I would put you to work. The eastern wall needs more men and labor than I have at present."
"You mistake the matter, Roland. I am a lazy lout,of no account at all. 'Tis my sweet wife here who is the worker. She pines to work. She languishes when she is not about some task. And she rides me constantly now to make repairs on St. Erth. She wears me down. Alas, Roland, I must return her to her home. I fear I cannot leave her to direct your reparations, for my son, Edmund, is more and more on her mind."
"Aye, the officious little tadpole," Philippa said fondly. She turned to Daria. "Once you've settled inand Roland grows bored with his domestication, then you must come to St. Erth and see this hornet hus-band of mine in his nest. It's a pleasing nest and he carps not overly."
"My uncle has no friends," Daria remarked later to Roland as they watched Dienwald, Philippa, and all their men ride from the keep. "No neighbor wants tosee him even from a distance. He was always fighting,arguing, trying to steal their lands, debauch their daugh ters and wives, and I used to wonder when one of them would sneak into Reymerstone and slay all of us in our beds."
"The king's uncle, now dead, God bless his soul,bound men together here in Cornwall with his smooth wit and his unspoken power. Aye, if any of the lords hereabouts wanted to wage war on his neighbor, he would regret it, for the Duke of Cornwall acted swiftly.Dienwald was the only renegade, and he was only an occasional renegade. The duke chose to be amused by him. And once Dienwald was wedded to the king'sdaughter, his fate was sealed. How do you feel, Daria?"
"Fine. Thank you for the milk and bread."
"Actually," he said, frowning into the distance, not looking at her, "I meant from last night. Was I too rough with you? I have heard it said that a woman's breasts grow very tender. I did not mean to give you pain, if indeed I did."
She shook her head quickly, and Roland, not hear-ing her speak, slewed his head around to look down ather. Her face was flushed.
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His expression hardened. "You won't now pretend that you were forced or abused, will you?"
"If you won't pretend that, then I shan't either."
"Nay, I shan't pretend pain when there was naught but pleasure. You gave me great pleasure, I admit it."
He'd looked away from her again and she joined him in searching the horizon for nothing in particular.
"You are sweet," he said abruptly. "Your tastepleased me. If I think of tasting you, I grow hard and randy as one of our goats."
That was a surprise. "But it is only morning!"
"Look yon, Daria, to the southeast, at the base ofthat small hillock. There is a field of summer flowers there, thick as a woven mat, and warm and sweet. I would take you there and strip you naked. I would caress you and let you caress me and watch the sweatdew your soft flesh as the passion builds in you, and when you are twisting beneath me, I would taste you again and then press you down in the bed of fragrant flowers and sink into you."
He saw the pulse pounding in her throat, the heated color on her cheeks, the wild anticipation in her eyes.He smiled, pleased. There was no reason to arguewith her, to constantly make her pale and draw back, no, there had been too much of that. He was wedded to her and that was an end to it. He would simplymake the best of it; to discover that she was filled withpassion would bring unexpected satisfaction to his fu- ture days and nights. And what of the child? If it is a boy, he will be your heir and you will have to swallow your bile and your honor. . . .
Roland shook his head. There was naught he could do to influence the sex of the child. Nothing. He wouldn't fret about it. He'd never really fretted in hislife, yet he'd done more of it in the past weeks than he had imagined possible. It solved naught, this fretting, and it made him nervous and irritable. "Come,"
he said, his voice curt, "I'll introduce you to the keep servants. You are the mistress now and they must accustom themselves to the fact. It has been many years since a lady was in residence here. Sir Thomas tells me most of the keep servants are well-meaning, but they've grown lazy." He paused a moment. "I trust you have the training to oversee the work?"
"Aye, my mother did not neglect my household duties."
"But she found opportunity to teach you to read and to write. Very unusual, I should say. Did you know that Philippa is St. Erth's steward?"
"I have not been taught those duties. But if some-one will but show me, then—"
"Nay, there is no need. You will meet my steward shortly. If he is a cheat, well, then, I will flail his buttocks and throw him into a ditch."
Daria grinned at that, then said, her voice diffident, "My mother, Roland. I worry about her. My uncle abused her, and since I was there she had no choice but to obey his wishes in all things."
"Think no more about it," he said, finality in his voice. Daria bit her lip, keeping her ire down.
Alice, the many-times-removed offspring of the GreatAlice, had pain in her joints. Daria stood a moment Page 155
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inthe cooking outbuilding, watching the old woman stir a stew with a long wooden spoon. It pained her, butDaria didn't know her well enough as yet to suggest apossible remedy. She praised her cooking, which was easy since her words were true, and settled back to hear advice on her pregnancy.
The advice journeyed through time back to the Great Alice herself, whence all knowledge began, Daria re-alized. She was close to nodding off when Alice, re-membering her pastries, yelled, "By all the saints!
Goye, little mistress, and lie ye down. I'll send one of those lazy wenches with something fer ye to eat."
She slept away the afternoon. When she awoke, Roland was seated on the bed beside her. His look was intent and by far too serious for her peace of mind. Had he been there long? Just looking at her?
What was he thinking?
"Hello," she said, and stretched. "Oh, dear, is it late? Have I slept long?"
"Long enough. How do you feel?"
She consulted her stomach and smiled. "Fine. Al-ice's bread boasts better results than the queen's herbs.
Shall I rise now and see to your evening meal?'*
"Nay, 'tis still early. You will remain here with me for a while. I've been watching you, Daria. I'm glad you're awake. I want to take you now."
The chamber was filled with sunlight, the high winds of the previous night had mellowed into a gentle breezefit for a hot summer day. He wanted her now? Whenhe'd spoken of the field of flowers, she'd felt the beauty of what he'd said, but not the embarrassment of it. "But it's very bright, Roland. There is a lot of light."
"I know. I want to part your white thighs and look at my wife. Now, let me assist you with your gown."
Her hair was loose and tumbled from her rest. Hewrapped a thick tress around his wrist, slowly but inexorably drawing her face closer to his. "Look up at me, Daria."
She did, and he watched, fascinated, as her tongue lightly touched her lower lip. "You don't even realize that you make me want you, do you? Just looking at your pink tongue, and I'm harder than a stone." He laughed suddenly, released her hair, and began to undo the lace fastening down the front of her gown.
Even as he pulledand tugged at her clothes, hismovements becoming more jerky, more clumsy as his need grew, Daria was thinking: And what of Gwyn? Am I simply to forget that he broke faith with me?
And if I bedded with another man, what would he say? Would he even care? She shook her head at the unfairness of it, then felt the warm summer air on her bare flesh and looked up at him. He was staring at her breasts."Am I as nice as Gwyn? Do I please you as much?" Roland had forgotten Gwyn. He'd used her un-thinkingly and he'd been left feeling he'd been very wrong, that he'd broken faith with his own Page 156
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honor. And, truth be told, he'd had no thought for Gwyn, for his wife had filled his mind even as he'd found his release. It was no excuse, he knew that, accepted it. Her unexpected words caught him off-guard and dugat his guilt, and made him angry at himself for feelingguilt. He was thinking her breasts more beautiful thanany woman's he'd yet seen. His fingers itched to stroke the soft underflesh, to move gently over her nipples
u
ntil they tautened, to make her shudder and moan with the feelings from it. He felt as though she'd doused him with freezing water. "Not really," he said, and drew back, now looking at her face. "Gwyn's breasts are much fuller, her nipples a darker plum color and soft as velvet. Herbreasts quivered, as if apart from her, when I caressed them, and they filled my open hands to overflowing."
She was unable to keep the pain his words broughther from showing on her face, but she had asked him.What had she expected? That he would tell her shewas the most exquisite creature imaginable and that Gwyn was nothing? She tried to cover herself then, but he grabbed her wrists and pulled them down.
"Enough of this damned nonsense. Listen to me,Daria. You're my wife. I choose to look at you. Don't throw the other in my face again. It happened; it'sover with. Now, wife, I don't want you ever to cover yourself in front of me unless I tell you it is all right."
"Will this other happen again, Roland? And again?"
He shook his head again, saying nothing.
Her breasts were heaving and she saw that he wasstaring at them again, still holding her wrists in frontof her. Her gown was bunched at her waist. Suddenly he pushed her onto her back and came down beside her. He lowered his head and brushed his cheek against the underside of her breast, back and forth, slowly moving upward until his tongue touched her nippleand she felt a shock of such intense excitement plungethrough her that she gasped aloud with the strength of it. And she felt humiliated because she'd gasped. Histongue played over her flesh and the feelings built, becoming more insistent, more urgent, making her thighs quiver.
"Please, Roland."
She didn't know if she was begging him to stop orbegging him to continue caressing her with his mouth.
She felt his fingers stroking her other breast, lifting it, and then his warm mouth closed over her other nippleand she lurched up. He laughed softly, his breath hoton her even hotter flesh, and she wanted to tell him to leave her, to go take his whore, that she didn't believehim, but what came from her mouth was a soft, plead- ing cry.
His splayed fingers slipped beneath her bunchedgown and rested on her belly. He raised his head and looked into her face. "On your back, your belly is still flat. I can believe there isn't a babe in your womb."
She thought she saw a shaft of pain in his dark eyes,but he lowered his head again quickly to her breast and suckled her until she was shaking, her fingersdigging into his upper arms, her head thrashing back and forth, her hips lifting and falling, wanting, wanting . . .
His fingers eased through the curls over her wom-an's mound and found her, and once again he raised his head to look down into her dazed eyes.
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"Do you like that, Daria? My fingers on you? Do you know how you feel to me?"
His voice followed the cadence of his fingers: deep,caressing, rhythmic. She opened her mouth and a lowmoan emerged. He leaned down and kissed her, and his tongue eased into her mouth and she burst into her climax at that instant. She cried out and he took hercries deep within himself, reveling in the wild thrash-ing of her hips as his fingers kept to their rhythm. So much passion in her, he thought, dazed and trium-phant with the evidence of it. He was hurting now, his body trembling with the force of his lust. He left her,unable to wait longer, and she was lying there, herlegs sprawled, the gown in a tangle about her hips, her breasts heaving, and her eyes were bewildered and lost. Lost until he came over her, lifted her legs, and drove into her.
He thrust his tongue into her open mouth as his sexplunged more deeply inside her.
He felt the rippling pleasure as her fingers now dug into his back, and his pleasure built and built as she lurched and bucked frantically beneath him. He cried out into her mouth, his breath warm, his member so deep he touched her womb, and he found release so profound, so overwhelming, that it touched the deep- est part of him.
He kept kissing her even though his body felt druggedwith exhaustion. He needed to kiss her, craved to kissher; he craved the taste and texture of her mouth. And she drew him to her, and he wasn't in any moodto fight it now. And he continued to kiss her, nibbling at her lower lip, touching his tongue to hers, feeling her delight when she initiated the touching.
Finally, sated, his body still sealed to hers, he knew he must regain control, control of himself, control of her. He raised his head and said, "There will be no more talk about Gwyn. There will be no more talk about any women before Gwyn. Why should I seekout another woman when I have you? And you, Daria,are so passionate that I wonder how you remained a virgin for as long as you did. Of course, I really don't know about your virginity, do I?"
Shock made her reel, but she recovered herself quickly. "You were there when the Earl of Claremade me lie on my back, when he made me hold still, and he thrust his finger into me. You were there andyou know I was a virgin, yet you wish to wound me. I hate you, Roland."
"I'm inside you, and you're wet and hot around me.Don't be a fool, Daria. There is no part of you, save your woman's perverse vanity, that could possibly hate me.
"Then I hate this need you seem to have to hurt me. I hate your cruelty, Roland. I don't understand why you do it."
He pulled out of her and rose, straightening his clothes with abrupt clumsy movements, for his bodywas sluggish and slow from the intensity of his release. He was, truth be told, angry at himself. The words had come unbidden from his mouth; her damnedvirginity—of course he'd stood there whilst the Earl ofClare had ...He shook his head. He couldn't bear tothink of that. When she thinks about it, what does she feel? More fretting, and now he'd shoved her away from him yet again. He didn't particularly understand why he'd baited her either. But it didn't matter. It puthim back in control, firmly away from her. He smiled, but it wasn't a pleasant smile. At least he'd gained pleasure from her before he'd pushed her away, andpushed himself away as well. As to what it felt like to kiss her, he refused to be touched by it.
"I thank you for the diversion. You wrung me out and it is a good feeling. Now, I think it wise for you to go to the hall and oversee the servants. I wouldn't want them to forget you are their mistress."
She lay there, her body still pulsing slightly with lazyshocks of pleasure. She watched him stride quickly Page 158
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tothe door. He turned and said over his shoulder, "You are mistress here. See to your duties."
"Are you one of my duties?"
"Aye, and you've done well by me last night and today. Very well indeed. I shan't complain at yourlack of skill. It will come. A wench with your enthusi-asm will learn rapidly. And I am a good teacher. Aye, Daria, I am your first responsibility and you will see to me whenever I wish it." And he left her, and she thought she heard him whistling before the door closed behind him.
She was such a fool, she thought wearily as she rosefrom the bed, to think that he could possibly have changed with her arrival. She should have remained atWolffeton. But to do what? To sit about doing nothing at all while Kassia went humming about her duties? Whilst Kassia laughed and teased her husband and nibbled his ear when she didn't believe anyone saw? No, staying there would have destroyed her.
Daria grinned then. By coming here she'd learnedwhat passion was all about, and she quite liked it,even if Roland must needs ruin it after he was through with her. She more than quite liked it. Roland wasn'tthe only one to feel as though his body was shattering, flying out of control, yet demanding more and more until it was all chaos and sensation and nothing elsemattered. He used her and she would use him. It was even. She wouldn't think of anything else. She would care for her babe when it was born, shower her love on her son or daughter. And she would use her hus-band and ignore his foul words.
It was true about passion, she thought again, hereyes closing as a vague tremor of feeling passed through her. It was beyond any experience that she could have imagined. If Roland thought of her as only a conve-nient receptacle for his lust, why, then, she would view him as a convenient . . . What? She wasn't cer-tain how to divide up a man. She touched her finger-tips to her lips. She could still feel him, feel his hunger,his urgency, and then his simple enjoyment of kissingher. He'd acted like a starving man. Ah, she loved tokiss him as well. Well, then, she was fortunate that she enjoyed his kisses. She didn't need anything else from him.
She felt his seed on her thighs, rose slowly from thebed and bathed herself, but the scent of him lingered and the scent of her as well, and she wanted to weep because there was no part of her, even her perverse vanity, that hated him.
What was she to do?
It was obvious to her now what she had to do. If anyniggling feelings for her husband crept unasked into her mind, she would simply take him to her bed until the feelings disappeared and she was glutted with passion.
She went down into the great hall. Soon she would take things into hand. But not now, not whilst Sir Thomas was here. She quite liked him, she didn't wishto hurt him or make him feel an outsider. The servants seemed to respond to her nicely, she realized with some relief by the time the evening meal had been justly consumed. She suspected that Old Alice, the resident autocrat, had dictated that she was the mis-tress and thus to be obeyed, bless her. Even Gwynsmiled at her, and did her bidding with satisfying speed.
There was no one to hold her in dislike save her husband.
Two weeks later, on the first Monday in August, theking's soldiers, led by Robert Burnell, arrived with Daria's dowry from the Earl of Reymerstone.
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They also arrived with something else.
Burnell was weary to his bones, worried that theking was suffering from his absence, and relieved that the Earl of Reymerstone hadn't tried to murder him, though he'd seen the burning hate in the man's pale eyes, and known that it had been close for a time. Burnell didn't know if God had interceded on his behalf, but it made him feel blessed to believe it was so. The Earl of Reymerstone had allowed them to leave with a dozen mules, all laden with more goods that would have been Daria's had she married Ralph of Colchester. If Burnell hadn't insisted upon readingthe marriage contract the earl had signed with Colchester,he never would have known about all the other goods. And that had made the earl all the more furious. Thank the good Lord he hadn't tried to murder them on their journey to Cornwall.
Daria looked from Robert Burnell's tired face towardthe mules. There were coin, plate, jewels—she knewthat there had been more that her uncle would have brought to her wedding. But so much more?
Daria was stunned at the number of laden mules that came into the inner bailey, one after another.
So much, and now it belonged to Roland.
It was then that she saw her mother. Daria let out a yell and darted between people and animals and pilesof refuse and deep gouges between cobblestones towardthe woman who was bent over her palfrey.
"Mother! You're here! Oh, my!"
Roland turned quickly away from Burnell. "What the devil goes on . . . what is this, sir?"
The two men watched as Salin strode to the woman,and gently as he would handle a babe, lifted her fromthe mare's back. Roland saw his wife enfold the slighterwoman, saw tears streaming down her face, saw hershoulders heaving as she kissed and hugged her mother.
"I had to bring Lady Fortescue, Roland," Burnell said, turning away from mother and daughter. "The earl—I saw him strike her viciously and repeatedly before I stopped him. It was after I'd made the de-mands, and he realized there was naught he could do—at least I prayed he wouldn't lose his head and murder me. He was yelling at her that he'd show her what he'd do to her bitch of a daughter when he got his hands on her. I knew he would kill her if I did notbring her away with me. She is still weak—several ribs are bruised, I think—and her wrist is hurt, but boundsecurely. She's a nice lady, Roland, soft-spoken and gentle."
Roland remembered the woman when he'd first goneto see the Earl of Reymerstone; he remembered the weariness in her eyes, the acceptance of things when there was no hope to change them. He felt a surge of guilt so powerful he shook with it. He should have instructed Burnell to bring Daria's mother away with him, but he hadn't thought of it. He'd been too locked into himself and his sense of abuse by the daughter's hand. He'd been nothing but a selfish lout.
"I'm glad you saved her." He nodded to Burnell and strode to Lady Fortescue.
"My lady," he said, and watched her try to straightenat his greeting, watched her try to offer him a curtsy.
"Nay, don't! Daria, your mother isn't feeling well. Take her to your solar. She must rest."
Daria saw her mother's bruised body a few minutes later in the solar when she helped her onto a narrow bed. She closed her eyes a moment, wishing more than anything that her uncle was present and that she Page 160
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had a knife. She would kill him. And she would enjoy it. She sent word to Alice, and a sweet-smelling warm potion of wine and herbs quickly arrived. Daria stayed with her mother until she slept. She smoothed back the vibrant red hair, still untouched by gray, saw the lines smooth from her mother's face.
She lowered her head in her hands and wept. She should have de-manded that Roland fetch her mother.
But she hadn't. She'd been to consumed with herself, with the babe, with Roland's distrust of her. She'd been selfish,unforgivably selfish. After a long time Daria rose, straightened her gown, and called to Gwyn, who wascleaning in Sir Thomas's bedchamber. She asked her to remain with her mother.
"She's a beautiful lady," Gwyn whispered. "I'll see that she's all right."
Why should she have ever hated Gwyn? Daria won-dered blankly as she walked down the winding stonesteps.
Daria felt a bystander in the transaction between Burnell and her husband. She stood quietly in thegreat hall, watching the men bring in trunk after trunk. Sir Thomas, Robert Burnell, and her husband opened each trunk, commented on the goods, smiling sometimes, drinking ale. Then there came the leather coin pouches, and she watched as Roland solemnly passedthe counted-out coins to Sir Thomas. The men em- braced each other. Still she didn't move.
She heard Roland tell the men to take two of the trunks to his bedchamber. It was her bedchamber as well, but in important matters such as this, it was the man's. She'd learned that well enough during the pasttwo weeks. The time had passed quickly, for there wasso much newness at Thispen-Ladock, so many places to visit, so many new people to meet. Nor, Daria thought, as she saw to it that Burnell and the king'smen were served quantities of ale and sweet buns fromAlice's huge ovens, had she taken the reins in hand as yet. Actually, the reins had simply seemed to driftslowly yet surely there, and one day she was the mis- tress and all asked her for direction and orders. Ro-land had said nothing, nor had Sir Thomas. She seated herself finally, still saying naught. Her goods, her coin. . . but it was as if she wasn't even there.
" 'Tis incredible," Burnell said, sat back in his chair, and sighed deeply. His eyes remained closed as he bit into another sweet bun filled with raisins and almondsand nutmeg.
"Keep your thoughts away from my cook," Roland said, then laughed. "You will not seduce her from me even though you are a man of God."
"But the king, Roland, his belly would mellow fromsuch wondrous food and—"
"He would become fat as a stoat, belch in foreign dignitaries' faces, sire no more children off the queen because he would be constantly eating, and she wouldbe repelled, aye, Burnell, and he would die one day from gluttony, and England couldn't afford that loss,sir. And it would be your fault, all for lusting after my cook."
"Perhaps," Daria said, sitting forward, her eyes sparkling now, for the man who had spoken so humor-ously was the Roland she had met and known in Wales. "But what is a certainty, sir, is that Alice has no choice but to remain here. You see, she is tied to this place by bonds that go deeper than the spirit, all her skills derive from this earth and none other, and she told me that she must remain here else she would lose all her knowledge and abilities."
"Ah," said Burnell, and frowned deeply.
Roland shot his wife a surprised look and she re-turned it limpidly.
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"You are blessed with a golden tongue, wife," he said to her some moments later when Sir Thomas turned to speak to Burnell. "Poor Burnell!"
"Perhaps my lie was a bit more effective, but yours was by far more humorous, Roland. I'd forgotten howyou could make me laugh."
"There isn't much to laugh about now, is there?"
"I suppose not, and I miss laughter. I miss it more than I minded the endless rain in Wales."
He gently clasped her face between his hands. Hetilted up her chin and kissed her mouth. He continued kissing her, light, soft kisses that made her flesh warm. After a moment he released her, and to her surprise, he asked, "How is your mother?"
"Alice made a potion for her. She is sleeping soundlyat present, and Gwyn is with her. She will fetch me when Mother awakens."
Roland picked up his goblet and began to examine the texture of the carvings on its surface. "I'm sorry about your mother, Daria."
She said even as she shook her head, "Nay, 'tis I who am at fault. I wasn't thinking clearly. I should have realized that my uncle was capable of—"
"Your mother is a beautiful woman. You look likeher, you know, save that your hair isn't so strong and pure a red."
"True. I always thought I'd been diluted, though ofcourse she would tell me that it was I who purified her." Daria pictured her mother's bruised body and suddenly, without warning, she burst into tears.
Roland saw the men turn to stare aghast at his wife.Conversation began to die. He waved a hand, then turned to her and said quietly, "I know you are hurt, hurt that you think you failed her, but you didn't.
'Twas I who failed her. Hush, now, Daria, else Burnellwill tell the king that I abused you in front of everyoneand with no provocation, and he will annul our mar- riage and take all your dowry from me. Sir Thomaswill kick me out from my new home and I'll be cursed to wander the world again. Let me tell you that wan- dering grows tedious and I want no more of it."
His words were amusing and his voice was light andteasing, so she was able to ignore the truth of his words, and sniffed, wiping net eyes with the back of her hand.
"I'm sorry. I don't know why I did that."
"The babe," he said, not looking at her.
Daria hugged her arms around her belly. There wasa slight roundness now and her waist was thickening.
She wondered when he would look at her and be repelled.
"I haven't enjoyed you since this morning and my body is sorely deprived."
They were in their bedchamber. Daria closed hereyes, accepting more kisses, returning them with growing enthusiasm. When he caressed her and came intoher body, he was kind and gentle and loving. If Page 162
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after-ward he withdrew and became cold, well, it seemed itwas her price to pay. She found she couldn't become cold as well as he did, so she said nothing, merelytried to pretend sleep as quickly as possible.
Slowly, even as he continued kissing her, his hands still cupping her face, her hands lowered, stroking over hisbelly, lower, until her fingers closed about his swelling member. He moaned, his body jerking at her touch.Then he shoved against her fingers, and he was larger now, nearly too large for her hand, and she held himbetween her hands, lightly stroking him, gliding down- ward to touch the rest of him, and he was breathinghard and low and his kisses were deeper and more demanding and she continued to caress him until hejerked back from her, his chest heaving. She'd only touched him like this some three days before and shewas more than pleased with her discovery. He'd said nothing about it, but his reaction when she touchedhim and caressed him with her hand was more than gratifying. She remembered the queen's ladies andtheir advice and knew that soon she would touch him with her mouth. She wondered how he would react to that.
He stared down at her now but his eyes closed suddenly as she squeezed both her hands around his member. He said her name softly, then, without warn-ing, lifted her onto her back on a narrow table, knock- ing off the basin to the stone floor. It cracked, but he didn't notice. Her jerked her hair free, threading his fingers through it until it hung down off the edge of the table, thick and tangled. He pulled her forward until her hips were at the edge of the table, her legs dangling. "Don't move, Daria."
She couldn't have moved in any case, for if she did,she would probably crash like the basin had to the stone floor. Her gown was tangled about her legs. Shecouldn't see him, but she could hear his breathing, and it was harsh and raw. Then he was over her, and hewas lifting her legs and settling them over his shoul-ders, jerking away her gown, lifting her hips with his hands. He pulled her slightly forward, cradling her buttocks in his hands, and slid deeply into her. She cried out and he stopped.
"Do I hurt you?"
She shook her head.
He withdrew only when he knew if he didn't he would lose himself completely. He pulled out of her,his chest heaving, sweat filming his body. She felt hisfingers on her, stroking over her inner thighs, moving closer, closer still, until he was touching her, caressingher, and then she felt his finger go deeply into her andshe lifted her hips, nearly sobbing aloud with the won- der of it.
Then he lowered her legs and pushed her back on the table. He widened her thighs and brought his mouth down to her. He tried to hold her still, but he couldn't. She was wild and frantic, bucking against him, and he quickly lifted her and tossed her onto the narrow bed. When she wailed, her body going into frantic spasms, he came quickly into her again, and felt her legs close around his flanks, drawing him deeper and deeper still.
"Daria," he said, and let his release overtake him.
For many minutes neither of them moved.
"It is a good thing that Burnell brought the rest ofmy clothes. You are violent with my gowns, Roland."
He grunted, his mind still so blurred from the plea-sure that he couldn't think.
As he came back to himself, Roland recognized thathe was changing, and it frightened him. He was com-ing to need her, his wife, and seek her out. Not anydeep part of him, not the spiritual part of him, but his body recognized her as its mate and his body's needseemed to grow stronger and more Page 163
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demanding. And it wasn't simply because she gave herself so sweetly to him—no, it was more, and more still, and it fretted him. It was as if this particular girl was meant to be He withdrew his sex and his spirit from her. Then he withdrew his presence.
It was relatively simple to keep his distance from her, for Burnell wished to rest for several days and it was Roland's duty to show him the countryside andtell him his plans for Thispen-Ladock. As it was Daria's duty to provide for Burnell's pleasure, she was also occupied. And with her mother. He knew she spent many hours with Lady Fortescue. It wasn't until thelast evening of Robert Burnell's stay that Lady Fortescuecame into the great hall for the evening meal. She was lovely, he saw, her red hair warm and vibrant, hereyes bright and soft. Roland greeted her warmly. Sir Thomas insisted that she sit beside him.
At the close of the meal, which made everyone sighwith gluttonous pleasure, Roland rose from his chair, his goblet of ale raised high. He said to Sir Thomas, "You have provided me with my home and the home for my sons and my sons' sons. I thank you, Sir Thomas. You have given me land and a home that will remain in my spirit until the day I die. You have told me, SirThomas, that I must make Thispen-Ladock mine com-pletely, that I must select a new name that will reflect what I am and my line. It was difficult to find such a name until I realized at last that I was a wanderer, and a lover of many lands. I saw the world, and I would bring the essence of what I saw here, to Cornwall, here to this keep, and all will come to know it asChantry Hall. Chantry is the name of a man I knew in the Holy Land. He saved my life and he taught me that freedom of the spirit was the most precious of God's gifts to man. My thanks to you, Sir Thomas, and to you, Robert Burnell."
"Hear! Hear!"
Daria stared at him, emptiness filling her even asher goblet overflowed with wine poured by an excited servant. The speech he'd just made was wonderful and fluent and moving. She hadn't known about it.
She hadn't know about any of it.
She turned slightly and saw that her mother was looking at her, and she quickly lowered her eyes, raised her goblet, and sipped at the wine.
I am nothing more to him than one of the mules who brought his riches to him.She very slowly rose fromher chair and walked from the great hall.
Only one remarked her leaving.
"It will rain soon. Doyou miss Wales and the end-less rain that soaked you to your soul?"
Daria didn't look back at him. She stood on thenorthern ramparts, wishing she could see the sea from its vantage point, but there was naught but the softmoonlight over the green rolling hills. It was warm this evening, the air heavy from the rain that would fall before midnight.
"Aye, I miss Wales," she said.
"Why did you leave the hall? I had thought it a good time to celebrate. I had thought Burnell wouldenjoy Page 164
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his final night if I filled it with laughter and jests and Alice's incredible array of food."
"Worry not, Roland. He is enjoying himself, as iseveryone else."
"Why did you leave?"
She shrugged. "It didn't matter if I was there or not,Roland. All this"—she turned then, spreading out her arms—"all this is yours. It has nothing to do with me. I hope you enjoy it, Roland, for to your mind, you've accepted dishonor and lies to gain it. I hope everysheep gives you delight, every shaft of wheat endless bliss."
"Your wishes for my joy warm me, Daria, but theyseem a trifle incomplete. You don't wish me mindless pleasure from all the cows that graze the eastern acres?"
She thought her eyes would cross with fury, but sheheld on to herself, turning away from him, leaning on the stone ramparts. She swallowed, still saying nothing.
"Did you drink too much wine?"
She shook her head.
"Then you aren't ill?"
She was silent.
"You haven't vomited for nearly a week now. If youare feeling ill now, it isn't right. Speak to me."
She wondered how he knew that, but didn't sayanything. She sighed deeply and turned once again to face her husband. "I'm not ill. I think I will go for a walk now. I bid you good night, Roland."
"What you will do, Daria, is return with me to the great hall and see to your guests."
"They are not my guests, Roland. They are yours; they are here at your keep; they are here at your pleasure; they are enjoying your bounty, not mine. I have naught to do with anything. Don't lie to me about them being my guests. I am nothing here and they are nothing to me."
"It is a pity you removed yourself before I could finish my toast."
She looked at him warily, not willing to trust him aninch. "What do you mean?"
He flicked a piece of lint from the sleeve of histunic. Her eyes followed the movement and she was looking at his long fingers when he said, "Withoutyou—and your magnificent dowry, that is—I wouldn't be able to make needed repairs on the keep. Withoutyou I wouldn't be able to increase my herds, hire more soldiers, bring in more peasants, and see to luxuries within the keep. Because of you, Daria, I am able tobring my home to its former glory now rather than in the misty future."
It was his home, just as all she had brought himthrough the marriage was his as well. She shoved himout of her way. Because she caught him off-guard, shewas able to slip past him. She raced along the narrow rampart walkway to the wide ladder that rose from the inner bailey.
He watched her climb down the ladder. She moved carefully, even in her anger, to protect the babe in Page 165
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her womb. He watched her dash across the inner bailey, gracefully avoiding refuse and puddles of water andtwo sleeping goats. He turned back and took her place at the rampart wall. He leaned his elbows on the rough stone. The night winds rose and the air thick-ened. He wondered, suddenly, without warning, whathis father would think of him right at this moment. He saw his father's face after Roland had finally told him of Joan of Tenesby's treachery. He could still hear hisdeep soft voice as he said to his second son, "Listen, Ro- land, and listen well. You were played the fool, boy, but it didn't kill you. It hurt your heart and your pride, nothing more. It won't last, these sorrowingfeelings. In the future, when you hear of the man who weds Joan of Tenesby, you will feel pity for the poor fellow, for he had not your luck. Nay, he will havegone blindly to his fate. You win tread more carefully now, and when it comes your time to wed, you willknow what to seek and what to avoid in a wife. Hon- esty, Roland, honesty is a rare commodity in anyhuman, man or woman. When you find honesty, then you will be the winner."
Honesty, Roland thought. Honesty. Rare indeed, and he hadn't found it.
He turned away from the ramparts wall. No, he hadn't found honesty and he was himself becoming more dishonest with each passing day.
Just that morning, as the soft pearl lights of dawnhad filled their small bedchamber, he had pulled Daria against him, then rolled on top of her. He'd felt the small roundness of her belly and it had driven him mad. He'd taken her quickly and left her. And he'd wondered if this child she carried would look like the Earl of Clare.
* * *
Katherine of Fortescue felt wonderful. She was sit-ting in the small apple and pear orchard at the rear of the keep. It was a warm day with a thick hot sun, but the dense branches of the apple tree shaded her wellenough. She set another perfect stitch in the gown she was sewing for her daughter. She surprised herself byhumming, something she hadn't done in so long she'dthought she had forgotten, but she hadn't.
She hummedlouder, charmed by the sound and by her nearly deliri-ous sense of freedom, then burst into song. The gowndropped unheeded to her lap. Her voice was thin buttrue and she sang until she heard Sir Thomas chuckle behind her.
She turned to smile at him. "Do you come to silencethe hideous noise, Sir Thomas?"
"Nay, I come to smile and feel my old bones warm."
"Old bones! You speak foolishness, sir! Why, you are still a young man."
"If it pleases you to say so, I shan't cavil." He seated himself beside her on the narrow stone bench. It had belonged to his grandmother. So many years had passed, so many events had shaped what he'd become now . . .
"I'm glad you haven't yet taken your leave," Kath-erine said, looking at Sir Thomas straightly.
"Roland has asked me to stay." He shrugged then,adding, "I cannot, in any case. Your sweet daughter
..." His voice trailed off. "Nay, ask me not, Kather-ine, for I know not what trouble lies between them. I act as the block of wood between the two of them, acomfortable block, stolid and silent, and both of them look to that block for ease and safe conversation. Think you I should take my leave?"
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She shook her head and set another perfect stitch.
"You are a woman of good judgment," he said,plucking a long piece of grass and wrapping it around his callused fingers. "You don't meddle. You treatyour son-in-law with respect and kindness. You don't frown your displeasure at him when you see your daughter's pale face. You don't try to tell your daugh-ter what she does wrong and try to correct her."
Katherine grinned at him. "I am lazy, sir! Whyshould I work when Daria wishes to assume all the responsibility?"
"You lie, my lady. It is your wisdom that holds yousilent, that and your love for your daughter."
"Like you, Sir Thomas, I shan't cavil if you wish topay me compliments."
Sir Thomas said abruptly. "Are you healed?"
Her fingers stilled and she was silent for many moments.
"I'm sorry to distress you. It is just that I would killthe Earl of Reymerstone were he here. Indeed, I wonder if I shouldn't pay the bastard a visit when I leave here and show him the contempt I feel for his worthless soul."
Her hand shot out and closed over his clenchedones. "Damon Le Mark is a paltry creature, Sir Thomas.
He knows no honor, no loyalty, and his treachery has rotted his soul. Ah, he knows pleasure because anoth-er's suffering gives it to him. Let him die in his own misery. And he will die as he deserves to, I know it."
"But he would have killed you had not Burnell brought you here!"
"I don't think so. He'd beaten me worse than that several times before."
Sir Thomas drew back, pain and shock contorting his features. "I must tell Roland. I must, for it is his right to avenge you."
"If you tell such a thing to Roland or to my daugh-ter, I will call you a liar. Leave go, Sir Thomas.
Another lady lived that meager life at Reymerstone. A new one, reborn if you will, sits here with you, humming and singing wildly as a berserk sparrow. This lady is happy and content and deems herself the lucki-est of women. Sit here quietly for a moment and I will fetch you a flagon of ale. Should you like that, sir?"
Sir Thomas watched her walk gracefully toward thecooking outbuilding. He admired her. He thought her exquisite.
A week later Daria straightened from speaking tothe dairymaid at the sound of horsemen arriving at the keep. She wiped her hands on her gown and walked quickly toward the inner bailey. It was Graelam de Moreton and three of his men. He looked like a paganwarrior, ruthless and overpowering in his black-and-silver mail, astride his huge destrier, and she felt an automatic frisson of fear. And then he smiled andshouted, "Roland! Bring your worthless hide over here so that I may tell you what Dienwald and Philippa have said about you!"
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Roland was striding to him, yelling out insults in fine good humor, and clapped his shoulder after he'd dismounted his destrier. The two men embraced, thenstepped apart, Lord Graelam saying to his man,
"Rolfe, see to Demon. Where is your wife, Roland?"
"I am here, my lord."
She offered Graelam a deep curtsy.
Graelam stared at her silently for several moments."My Kassia and I worried about you, Daria. What youdid was foolish. My belly curdled with fear when thetwo grooms returned, red-faced, without you."
"I'm sorry, my lord. 'Twas thoughtless of me."
Graelam strode to her and very gently raised her chin in the palm of his gloved hand. He studied her face, not seeming to care that her husband stood notsix feet from them, that the inner bailey was filled with chattering men and women and scampering children.
Roland said from behind them, his voice sounding his irritation, "I sent you a message immediately, Graelam, that my wife was safe and with me."
Graelam turned then to Roland. He smiled even ashe shrugged. "Kassia worries, Roland. She wanted me to come. She wanted me to ensure that Daria was comfortable in her new home and that the babe wassettling in nicely as well. Thus you see me here await- ing your hospitality."
"Oh, dear! Please, my lord, come into the hall. My mother is here with us now and I wish you to meet her. Do you also know Sir Thomas.?"
Roland found himself grinning reluctantly after hiswife, who, after babbling like a cawing rook, pickedup her skirts and dashed much too quickly, he thought,suddenly worried, across the crooked cobblestones and up the wide stone steps into the great hall.
"You've disconcerted my wife, Graelam. I believe itthe unlikely combination of your fierce face and your gentle manner. How do your own lady and your squall-ing babe?"
"She is well, as is my son. I should apologize to you,Roland, but it never occurred to me that Daria was so unhappy at Wolffeton."
Roland was uncomfortable. He shrugged. "Have Rolfe bring your men inside the hall. By now Daria has provided enough ale to quench the thirst of every man within our walls."
Roland turned and strode toward the hall. Graelamde Moreton followed more slowly behind him, thinking about what the devil he should do. His wife's words were still clear in his mind. "I'm worried, Graelam. There is strife between them, but there iscaring as well, at least on Daria's side. Please discover what is wrong and fix it."
He shook his head. Kassia cherished this peculiar notion that he could fix anything, be it a war between two neighbors or squabbles between a man and his wife. There was trouble between Roland and Daria, no doubt about that. Graelam sighed. He preferredtrying to fix the differences between two countries. He foresaw several days of watching Daria and Rolandand trying to come up with some sort of solution that would please his wife, whatever the hell that could possibly be.
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Daria sat alone in the solar, slowly and carefullygrinding herbs just sprung up from her garden. It was a hot day and a line of sweat snaked down betweenher breasts. The sweet smell of rosemary filled her nostrils. She fanned herself with her hand and wishedshe could move closer to the window. But she couldn't. She'd spread the various herbs in small separate piles on the table in front of her, and any breeze or suddendisturbance would send the herbs wafting away in the hot air.
Her mother was likely with Sir Thomas. That wasproving to be an interesting development, she thought as she transferred three pinches of rosemary to thefragrant dill. Days before, Sir Thomas had borrowed a dozen of Roland's men and they'd carried money to Sir Thomas's daughter and her family. At Roland's insistence, Sir Thomas had agreed to return to Chan-try Hall. He was nothing loath, she thought, seeing her very lovely mother in her mind's eye, smiling upinto Sir Thomas's weathered face. The man was besot- ted with her.
Daria added exactly three pinches of coarsely groundfoxglove to a small batch of finely crushed poppy flowers. She had very little and must hoard her supply. She wondered how Roland was faring with the dour old farmer who held demesne lands at the northern boundaries of Chantry Hall. Roland had taken four men and ridden from the keep early that morning and should return soon now. She looked toward the win-dow slit. The sun was settling downward. Yes, heshould be returning soon now. . . . Just to see him, she thought, just to look at him whilst he spoke, to hear him laugh. I'm naught but a fool, she told herself, knowing that it was true and knowing too that there was nothing she could do about it.
He hadn't touched her for a week now, not since he'd placed his hand on her belly and felt the slight bulge there. She paused in her work, remembering how he'd been frantic to leave her after he'd taken her. He was so distant from her now that he might aswell be back in Wales. She shook her head, and wiped the film of perspiration from her forehead with the back of her hand. She wouldn't think of him now. There were other things to fill her mind and her time.
She began to sing softly as she added just a dollop of basil to a concoction to ease stomach cramps. The afternoon grew hotter and her fingers slowed in their tasks. Suddenly, without warning, Daria froze where she sat, her fingers still, her eyes staring straight ahead.A huge door opened, right in front of her, and she sawherself passing through it into a field of dazzling white. The white was thick like fog, yet pure and dry, and it surrounded her yet didn't seem to really touch her. And there, as she stood silent and quiet, she saw Graelam. He was working on the eastern wall, dis-lodging old stone, lifting a mighty slab, turning to heave it away from him, then moving back to grasp another. Men were talking and looking at him as they in turn lifted the stones he'd heaved to them and in turn passed them to others. There was so much stone to be removed so that the wall could be rebuilt. Shewatched as he yelled something to one of the men, breaking his rhythm as he did so, his back turned to the wall. Suddenly there was a loud rumbling sound and the wall collapsed. Huge slabs toppled downward. She saw Graelam whip about, saw the stones strike his shoulders and chest, battering him to his knees. The stones rained down thick and hard, and covered him.The men surrounding him were yelling frantically, trying to escape danger from the avalanche of stone. Thick dust from the crumbling stone swirled about, filling the air with thick gray debris. And then there wasawful silence. Just as suddenly, the white disappeared and she was back in her chair, her left hand still held out in front of her. Daria jumped to her feet, upend-ing all the herbal portions, and dashed from the solar.She didn't doubt what she saw. It was the same sort ofvision she'd had when she saw her father die so manyyears before.
She saw her mother speaking with one of the wenchesin the inner bailey and screamed to her to follow.
She raced to the eastern wall, and as she neared, she heardmen shouting and yelling.
She ran until she reached the exact spot whereGraelam had fallen. Men were hurling rocks aside, ontheir knees, digging frantically. She shoved several of the men aside and heaved the stones off him. Several Page 169
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smaller stones tumbled against her, striking her hard, but she ignored them, ignored the brief stabs of pain.She knew exactly where his face was and she knew she must clear it so he could breathe. She heard the menarguing, and someone tried topull her away, but she turned and saw him draw back at the look on her face.She worked until she thought her arms would crumble as had the stone wall. She saw him.
Finally his chestand head were clear. He lay on his side, his arms over his head to protect himself. He was perfectly still.
"No!" She screamed the word, and she heard her-self as a child screaming the same word over and overafter she'd seen her father fall and the horse crush his skull.
"Graelam!" She fell to her knees beside him. Themen, speechless and afraid, moved aside for her, making a circle around her. She grabbed Graelam's arm and heaved him over and onto his back.
"He's dead!" one of the men muttered. "Dead. There's naught ye can do, mistress."
"He's not dead," Daria said, and she slapped hisface, hard, again and again. "You won't die! Graelam, damn you! No! You won't die, not like my father. I won't let you! No!" Still he didn't move, and she felt fury flood through her. She'd seen what had hap-pened, yet she was to be impotent again. She wouldn't accept it. She pounded his chest with her fists, scream- ing at him, berating him not to die, not to leave his family, not like this. And she struck him again andagain. She was trembling with fatigue and fear, yet her rage wouldn't let her stop. She pounded her fists again and again on his chest.
Then, suddenly, Graelam's chest heaved, and heavedagain. Then he groaned, the most beautiful sound Daria had ever heard in her life.
She yelled with the relief of it. She'd won. He hadn't died. The vision hadn't shown her something beyond her control. It hadn't been a prediction, it hadbeen a warning. She shook his massive shoulders, then grasped his face between her hands and stroked hisbrow, his jaw, his head. No damage as far as she could tell. Then he opened his eyes and looked up at her.
He frowned, his eyes narrowing in pain.
"Graelam," she said very quietly, her face close tohis, "you're alive. My father died and there was naught I could do about it. But you lived. You lived, my lord!" She held him, her cheek pressed against histhroat, speaking words, nonsense really, her voice be- coming more slurred by the moment.
"What the devil is happening here!"
The men stumbled back to allow Roland through.He stopped cold at the sight of his wife on her knees holding Graelam and speaking to him in a singsong voice.
"Daria, what happened? Graelam, what—?"
She turned then and smiled up at him, tears glisten-ing on her dust-streaked cheeks. "He'll live, Roland.It happened just like my father, but Graelam lived. It was a warning, not a prediction." She rose then, and said very calmly, "Please help Lord Graelam to thekeep. His ribs are likely badly bruised. Be careful.
Roland, I shall have Alice prepare a brew for him to ease his pain."
Without another word, she walked away from him,walked past her mother, her steps brisk and her head thrown back.
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His questions would wait. Roland directed his men to lift Graelam. The men grunted and heaved in their burden. "Go easy," Roland said, and helped in thetask. Once Graelam was lying on his bed, bared to the waist, Roland saw indeed that his ribs were bruised badly. He felt them, then nodded. "Daria is right.
You will be fine, but sore as Satan for a good week. What happened, Graelam?"
"I was working on your damned wall, Roland. Itcollapsed suddenly, without warning, and the stone buried me. That's all." But it wasn't all, Graelam wasthinking. Something very strange had occurred. It was as if he himself had quit being, but of course hehadn't. He'd been buried under the rubble ...he remembered quite clearly the pain of the striking stonesas they'd hit him; then he'd suddenly been separatefrom the pain, outside of it somehow, and he'd seemedto be surrounded by a very clear whiteness that was blinding yet somehow completely clear . . . nothing more, just . . . white, thick and impenetrable, yet clear. And then he'd heard Daria screaming at him,screaming that he wouldn't die, not like her father had died, that she wouldn't let him. And then he'd comeback into the rawness of his body, even felt the pain of her fists hammering over and over again against hischest. And the white had receded, moving slowly awayfrom him, then whooshing out of his sight in an instant of time, and he was awake and filled with life and painand she was above him, babbling nonsense at him and stroking his face with her hands.
"What happened to Daria's father?"
Roland stared down at his friend.
"No, I'm not out of my head. What happened to him?"
"He died. In a tourney, some three years ago."
"I see." But he didn't, not really. He said very quietly, "Your wife saved my life, Roland."
"She pulled stones off you, that's true. But not all that many. The men hauled off the bulk of them."
"Nay, 'twas more . . . much more. The stones, they had already hurt me . . ." Graelam fell silent. He said nothing more until Daria entered, carrying a goblet in her hand. Her mother followed her, strips of cloth over her arms.
Daria paid no heed to her husband. She sat beside Graelam, smiled down at him, and said, "Drink this, my lord. It will take away the pain and make you sleep for a while. My mother will bind your ribs. Have you pain anywhere else?"
Graelam shook his head, his eyes never leaving herface. He drank the bittersweet brew. His head soon lolled on the pillow, but before he closed his eyes he said, "Thank you, Daria. Thank you for my life."
"What did he mean, Daria?"
She raised her head and looked at her husband. "Icouldn't let him die. I couldn't let the vision end like it had with my father. I just couldn't. I have failed too many times in my life. I couldn't fail in this."
She stood then and straightened her gown. She left the chamber then, saying nothing more.
Roland said to Katherine, "Your daughter is behav-ing strangely. What is she talking about? I don't understand."
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Katherine shook her head, motioning Roland tohelp her. Between them they managed to bind Graelam's ribs with strip after strip of stout white cloth.
Whilst Roland stripped off the remainder of Graelam'sclothing and brought a light cover to his waist, Kather-ine walked to the small window slit and looked out.
"Stay a moment, Roland," Katherine said once he'dfinished.
"I should go see to Daria."
"In a moment. Did she tell you about her father?"
"Only that he had died in a tourney in London justbefore Edward left for the Holy Land."
"There was something else. She saw her father die."
Roland stared at her. "I beg your pardon, my lady?"
"Daria saw him die, three days before word reachedus that he'd been killed accidentally in that tourney inLondon."
"You mean she had some sort of vision?"
"Aye, I suppose that is as good a word as any. In any case, it happened."
Roland was thinking of her telling him that she'dknown him the moment she'd first seen him. She'd recognized him deep within her. He shrugged, irri-tated, for it was the kind of thing a man couldn't touch, couldn't look at and say it was real or wasn't real. He didn't like this sort of talk. It was nonsense.
Anything that smacked of visions belonged to proph- ets in mountain caves, not to young females.
"I realize it's difficult for you to accept, Roland. Just imagine what it is like for Daria. Evidently shesaw Graelam being crushed by the stone wall. But somehow she brought him back."
"He was never dead! He was simply unconscious . . . and only for a few moments, nothing more."
"Perhaps," Katherine said. She gave him a sad smile."Don't hurt her with this, Roland."
His head snapped up. He said, his voice quite cold and quite distant, "I'm not a monster."
He left her then, saying over his shoulder as he paused at the chamber door, "I will send Rolfe to attend his master. You must rest, Katherine."
Roland found Daria in the orchard. She was seatedon what was now called Lady Katherine's bench.
She was staring down at her hands, clasped in her lap.
He sat beside her, saying nothing.
"Lord Graelam is all right?"
"Aye, he will survive. He's sleeping now."
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"Will you send a message to Kassia?"
"I probably should before Graelam regains his wits. He detests illness or weakness. But his wife should betold, just in case something goes wrong,just in case heis hurt internally and—"
"No, he isn't hurt internally."
Roland looked at her then, his eyes narrowed. "Youhave no way of being certain of that, Daria. No way atall. Why do you say it with such assurance?"
"I just know," she said, her voice now as distant as his.
"How do you know?"
"It matters not. I have much to do now, Roland. If you need me for naught else, then—"
He quickly grasped her wrist and pulled her backdown. "I won't accuse you of being a witch, if you're afraid of that. My men just might be thinking that, though. You're not stupid, Daria. You know there might be talk. I want you to tell me exactly what you did so that I may combat it."
"I shoved the men aside and pulled off the stonesmyself. You see, I knew exactly what stones to shove aside to clear his head and his chest. Then I saw thathe was motionless, that he wasn't breathing, and I wasno longer just afraid. I was furious, so enraged that I couldn't control it. It is an odd reaction for me, but it happened. I was so angry that I struck his chest with my fists, again and again, and screamed at him like ashrew. That is likely what your men will gossip about. They will say that I lost all reason. But Graelambreathed again and he moaned and then he opened his eyes."
"He was merely unconscious."
"Yes, he was merely unconscious."
He looked at her profile, his mouth thinning. "You weren't there when the wall collapsed on him."
"No, I was in the solar mixing herbs."
"How did you know what had happened?"
"I saw it happen."
Roland was silent for many moments. He was awareof bees swarming about the apple tree behind him.
He heard sparrows flapping their wings in the still hot air.The heavy smell of grass filled his nostrils. This shouldbe a peaceful spot, but it wasn't. There were mysterieshere, and things he didn't understand, and there waspain as well, and he knew he was the cause of it. He didn't know what to do. He didn't begin to know what to think about this. He rose and looked down at his wife.
"I must send a message to Kassia. Doubtless she will arrive shortly to see to her lord."
Daria merely nodded.
It was deep in the middle of the night. A storm was blowing in. Just as lightning streaked across the sky, Daria awoke, pain convulsing her belly, a cry eruptingfrom her mouth.
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Dariahad never imagined such pain. It welled up inher, overpowering her, capturing all of her within it, and she couldn't stop it, couldn't control it. The painshrieked in her belly, twisting and coiling, until the screams were pouring out of her mouth. She wrapped her arms around herself, drawing her knees up, butnothing helped. Then, suddenly, just as the pain had started, it stopped.
Roland lurched upright at her first cry. He'd just come into their bedchamber a short time before and was on the edge of sleep. "Daria!" He clasped her arms and tried to bring her about to face him, but her pain was keeping her apart from him, apart from understanding, apart from even the knowledge of him and his presence. So he held her until she quieted. She lay on her back, staring up at him, panting heavily.
"It's gone," she said, her Voice low and harsh. "It was horrible but now it's gone."
"What pain? Where did you hurt?"
"My belly. Cramps, awful twisting cramps and—"Her eyes flew to his face. "Oh, no!"
Roland quickly lit several candles. He turned back to see her standing beside the bed, staring down at herself. He felt himself grow cold at the sight. Blood blotched red on her white shift, blood streaked down her legs, puddling at the floor between her feet.
She looked up at him, her eyes blank. "I don't understand." Another cramp seized her, and she fell to her knees with the force of it.
She was losing the child. She was bowed on her knees, crying out, jagged, tearing cries. He lifted her high in his arms and felt the vivid agony of her body as she twisted and heaved against his hold. He laid her onto her back, watching her immediately roll to her side, her legs drawn up, her arms around her belly.
"Hold on!" he shouted at her, then ran from the bedchamber, grabbing his bedrobe as he went.
He met Katherine in the narrow corridor. Her face was pale in the dim light.
"What's wrong, Roland?"
"It's the babe, she's losing the babe!"
Katherine ran past him. She stood over her daugh-ter, wishing she could take the pain from her, magi-cally take it into herself, but she couldn't, of course. She pushed sweat-soaked hair from her daughter'sforehead, speaking to her softly. " ' Twill soon be over, Daria. Soon now. Don't frighten your husband so, daughter. But look at him, his face is as pale as thedawn light and your pain becomes his.
Come, Daria, give him your hands and he will help you."
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Roland moved automatically to do as Katherine bade.He was grateful for any instruction, for he felt so damnably helpless. He grasped his wife's fingers, then eased his hold so that she could grip his hands instead. She saw him, at last. "Roland, please make it stop!" She was gone from him for many moments, locked into the pain of her body.
Daria felt a mighty twisting that wound tighter andtighter, against all reason, crushing her within it, and she prayed in that instant for oblivion, for that thick whiteness she'd seen that afternoon. But she felt ev-erything; nothing faded, nothing lost its sharpness. She felt the flood of liquid down her legs, and she knew then that she was losing the babe, losing her babe, Roland's babe. The wet was sticky and warm and she screamed at the ending of her child's life. Shescreamed for herself and her own loss and she screamed for the loss of the unborn child. She was aware that someone's hands were on her body, warm water andcloths were touching her gently, and Roland was hold- ing her face against his chest and she could feel thesharp loud rhythm of his heart and he was speaking to her, yet she didn't understand his words. Slowly, as the screams that clogged her mind and her throatfinally pulled away from her, releasing her back into herself, she made out his words, soft but insistent, pulling at her, lulling her.
"Hush, Daria, hush now. You're all right. Every-thing is all right now. Hush." And he was rocking her, kissing her sweaty forehead, and for a moment in timeshe was comforted and allowed herself to heed his words and his gentleness, and gave herself over to him.
She heard her mother's voice. "I can see no damage done, Roland. Now I must get the bleeding slowed.
Just remain as you are. Hold her and soothe her. Keep her as quiet as you can. Try to . . . comfort her."
He did, kissing his wife's temple, speaking to her endlessly of the fanner he'd visited and the man's four daughters who'd wanted to come back to Chantry Hall with him and serve his beautiful wife. Aye, they'd allheard of her, of her kindness, of her gentleness. Hetalked and talked, of nothing and everything, yet none of it was important and he knew it, but it didn't matter. Daria was quiet. He watched Katherine bathe the blood from her daughter, watched her make a thick pad of white cotton cloths and press it againsther. He saw the crimson cloths on the floor beside the bed.
It was over.
Daria felt the smooth edge of a cup pressed against her closed lips. She opened her mouth at Roland's command and drank deep. She lolled back against herhusband's arm, aware that the potion she'd drunk wasdrugged, aware now that Roland was stripping off herbloodied chemise and bathing the sweat from her body.She felt the soft cool material of her bedrobe as he wrapped it around her. When she was on her back, she opened her eyes to see her mother and Roland standing beside her. But they weren't looking at her, but at each other, and Katherine was saying quietly, "It isn't uncommon at all, Roland. She will heal andthere will be other children for you. Also the vigorousactivity this afternoon—she lost the child, but she did save Graelam. A choice God doubtless approved, Ro- land. It was no one's fault."
Roland was silent.
"It's for the best, Roland," Katherine said, unableto bear the empty pain of his silence. She really meant nothing by her words, just feeling so helpless that shesaid anything to ease him, for it hurt her to see him soshattered and withdrawn into himself. She wished he would say something, anything. But he remained si-lent. And she said again, " 'Tis for the best, Roland."
Daria felt darkness clouding her vision, closing over her mind, but she fought it. She laughed, a raw ugly sound. "Oh, Mother," she gasped, the words pouring out unbidden, "you're so very right. It is for the Page 175
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best. Roland's best. This child is dead and Roland is silent because he knows he must wait until he can yell hisrelief to the worlds—he is a man of some wisdom. Hedoesn't wish to shock you or any of our people, Mother,with his rejoicing." And she laughed and laughed untilthe tears streamed down her face and she was choking on them, and then suddenly she felt his hand strike her cheek and the laughter and tears died and shesuccumbed to the tug of the poppy juice. She saw herhusband's face, drawn and white; then she saw nothing.
Roland stared down at his wife's pale face. Blood-less, he thought blankly, his eyes going toward the soaked cloths. So much blood. "You're certain she will be all right, Katherine? She's so pale ..."
"She's lost a goodly amount of blood, but withal, she's strong and fit. She'll come through this, Roland.
She'll regain her strength and come back to you."
He continued to look at his wife's face, continued tolisten to her breathing, continued to feel her damning words sear through him.
"What did she mean—that you would yell your relief?"
Roland looked up at Katherine of Fortescue. Slowlyhe shook his head. "She meant nothing," he said.
Katherine was tired, worried to her very soul, and thus she spoke harshly, without thought. "She meant something, all right. I'm not blind, Roland. There isstrife between the two of you. My daughter is bitterly unhappy and you, well . . . you seem so distant with her, so removed from her. Damn you, what did she mean? What have you done to her?"
And Roland said simply, giving it up because he wasso unutterably weary, "The king and queen know of it, but no one else. The child she carried wasn't mine."
Katherine drew back, so surprised that she droppedsome of the bloodied cloths. "Not your child? That makes no sense at all! No, that couldn't be—"
"I don't know whose child it was. More than likely it was the Earl of Clare's, or perhaps another's, a manI never knew of. No, it wasn't her fault, I would swear to that. Daria is good and true. She would neverbetray me. She was raped." He paused, raising Daria's limp hand and pressing his mouth to her wrist.
Katherine continued to stare at him. He moved restlessly, saying more to himself than to her, "But you see, she insisted the child was mine. She refusedto back down, even though all pointed to fabrication. I have assured her repeatedly of my protection, prom- ised that I would think no less of her, and begged herto tell me who had taken her against her will, but shekept insisting that the child was mine, that she'd given me her virginity one night when I was ill, out of my head with fever. I don't understand her, but now it is over and there will be no more dissension between us."
Katherine wished desperately she hadn't pushed him.What he'd told her—it was something she would never have imagined. She guessed he would regret speakingthe truth to her, feel anger at her for goading him, so she said nothing more. She felt exhaustion creeping into her very bones; she looked down at her daughterand knew she would sleep for many hours now, heal- ing sleep. She nodded to Roland and left the bed-chamber. When she opened the door, she saw Sir Thomas standing there. She wasn't surprised to seehim. She smiled and said, "I would very much like to rest now, sir."
"I will assist you to your room, Katherine," Sir Thomas said, and gave her his arm.
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Roland eased onto his back, and clasped his wife's wrist. He felt the pulse, strong and steady beneath hisfinger. She would live. He felt relief so profound that he shook with it.
No, he wouldn't be shouting his relief. He wouldn'tbe shouting at all. He wished he'd kept his mouth shut, but it was too late now.
Graelam de Moreton sat up in his bed, his wifestanding over him, her hands on her hips. They looked to be in the midst of a colorful argument.
"If there are wagers to be made on the outcome of this conflict, my groats are on Kassia."
"Get out, you lout! And take me with you!"
"Nay, Roland," Kassia called out, laughter in her voice, "stay. Graelam becomes more and more un-manageable, but perchance you can convince him thathe will be rendered impotent if he doesn't allow him-self enough time to heal. I have told him that is whathappens to men who don't obey their wives'
common- sense instructions."
"That's her latest dire prediction," Graelam said. "I refuse to believe it. You don't, do you?"
Roland kept his expression steady. "I can see why she would be concerned," he said at last. "After all, you have always told me that your rod is a woman's bliss. Were something to happen to it, why, then, what would she do?"
Kassia gasped. "Roland, did he say that, truly?"
"Of course I didn't say any such thing!"
" 'Twas something like that, if I recall aright. Nay,you're right, Graelam. You told me that a man's rod was a measure of a warrior and that, therefore, you were as great as Charlemagne himself."
Graelam threw a carafe of water at Roland, thenfell back against the pillows at the pain it brought him.
He cursed fluently and with all the frustration in his soul.
He felt his wife's soft hands on his chest, lightlystroking him, and the pain, incredibly, eased. He opened his eyes and looked up at her. "You think you are well in control, don't you, wife?"
She leaned down and kissed him. "Aye."
"He does better, Kassia?"
She gave her husband a long look, then raised her head. "He mends, Roland. I cannot, however, con-tinue losing at draughts with him. He isn't altogetherwitless and must soon guess that I am allowing him to win."
Graelam smiled at that. "I improve, Roland. 'Tis justthat I am so damnably bored! It's been two days now!"
"Lady Katherine tells me that you should be wellenough to be out of your bed on the morrow."
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"And Daria? When will she be up and about again?"
Roland shrugged, and bent to retrieve the woodencarafe from the floor.
"It's because of me that she lost the babe. I am sorry for it, Roland."
"Lady Katherine said it was God's will that you besaved. If that is the truth of it, then so be it. There is no blame here, Graelam. Rest now, and obey yourwife. Daria does well enough. Kassia, when you wish to be relieved of this giant's company, you will send me word. Now, Rolfe awaits outside to see you, Graelam. Some matter of little importance, I imagine, but he doesn't wish you to feel impotent."
Roland left Graelam's chamber, his destination the stables. He wanted to clear his mind, to leave all the pain and hurt behind him for just a few hours.
Not that Daria had said anything to him.
She'd said nothing. She'd slept throughout that day,awakening in the early evening to drink some beef broth prepared especially for her by Alice. Roland wanted to see her, hold her, perhaps, assure himself that she was all right, but when he had entered theroom, it was as if she wasn't there. A pale copy of her lay in the bed, but Daria, his Daria, was gone. As was the babe. She'd looked at him, then turned away.
He'd slept that night in the great hall, wrapped in a blanket, one of the castle dogs at his feet.
It was nearly dark in the bedchamber, yet she made no move to light a candle. The air was cooling finallyafter the intense heat of the day, and Daria pulled alight blanket over her. It brought her no pain to do so. She felt no pain at all, just a soreness and the damna-ble weakness.
Her mother came into the room quietly, her stridelight and graceful even though she carried a tray doubt-less filled with an assortment of marvelous foods from Alice. Daria closed her eyes, but it was too late.
"Nay, love, pretend not with me. You must eat."
Daria felt the soft sting of candlelight against hereyelids. She didn't want to be awake, she didn't want to be here. She said aloud, her voice still raw and hoarse, "I wish I had died, Mother. It would have solved every problem."
"It would have solved your problem and only yours.You wouldn't be feeling a thing. But everyone else's?"At least she'd spoken, at last, Katherine thought, even though what she said made her mother's heart wither. She continued, speaking her mind. "You will bearyour pain just as everyone around you bears his own. But that isn't the point, is it, Daria?"
"The point is that I have no more excuse to remain here, in his castle, eating his food, sleeping in his bed."
"It isn't a matter of excuses."
Roland's voice came from the doorway. Katherine whirled about, wondering how much he'd heard. As for Daria, she turned her face away, closing her eyes. Katherine watched him as he strode into the room.
He looked tired, she thought. He said to her even as he looked only at his wife, "I will see that she eats, Katherine. Sir Thomas grows restive in your absence. I would appreciate your being our hostess until Page 178
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Daria is well again."
Katherine looked down at her daughter, then backat her son-in-law. She wanted to beg him to go gently, but his face was now closed, his eyes cold, as if heguessed she would press him again. She said nothing. Roland waited until the door closed after her; then he moved to stand beside the bed.
"You will eat your dinner."
Daria said nothing, nor did she move.
"You're not dead, Daria, so there are still problemsabounding, and you must help to solve them, and that means that you must get out of that bed. I can't regain your strength for you. You must do it for yourself.
Now, eat, or I will force the food down your throat. I won't tell you again."
When she didn't respond to him, he leaned downand clasped her under her arms and pulled her up. He smoothed the pillows behind her and straightened the covers. "Have I dislodged the cloths?"
"No."
"Do you have any pain?"
"No."
"Good. I will place the tray here and you will eat. Iwon't leave you alone until you have done so."
She turned to face him. For the past two days he'dkept his distance from her. Now it seemed that he waschanging his tactics. His voice was cold, his face set. His dark eyes, so beautiful and deep, regarded her with no emotion at all. He looked tired, and she wondered what he'd done during the day.
Why was he bothering? Why was he playing the worried husband? It made no sense to her. He would likely gain an annulment, despite her pregnancy, since he would claim it had been another man's seed that had grown in her.
She said aloud now, "Why are you doing this? Whatdo you want? I will give you an annulment, though I doubt anything I would say would have any bearing onit."
A black eyebrow shot up. "Eat some of these stewedcarrots and beans."
Daria ate several bites of the stewed vegetables.They were delicious and she realized she was starving.
Her mouth began to water. She took a bite of mutton,marinated in some sort of incredible dill sauce, and roasted until the meat was falling from the bone. She nearly moaned aloud at the wondrous taste of it.
She continued to eat. Roland merely watched her,saying nothing. He was so relieved, he could think of nothing to say in any case. She was still so very pale that it scared the devil out of him. He'd allowed her two days; nothing had changed. She'd fallen even more deeply into depression. She was retreating even fur-ther from him. He would allow her no more time, in the hopes she would regain her spirit. He would take over now.
"I vow eating Alice's cooking is preferable to dying,"he said at last as she chewed on a hunk of soft white bread.
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She continued to chew, looking straight ahead.
He wouldn't continue to let her ignore him. "Dying is the coward's way as well. It wouldn't solve any problems at all. You would just be buried with some of them, yet the feel of them would still exist and eat at others who still lived."
She looked at him then, her expression as closed ashis own. "I care not about your problems, Roland.
They are yours and thus you are responsible for them. I would that you leave me alone. I would that you would seek an annulment."
"It appears obvious to me that you will gain neitherof your wishes. Don't tell me you wish to contemplate visiting a convent again?"
Daria closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the pillows. She wanted to shudder at the thought of a convent. Her belly was full, but she feltso tired, weary to the depths of her, and now he was baiting her.
"Please go."
"No. I've left you alone for two days. No longer. Now I will carry you to Graelam's bedchamber. He wishes to see you. His guilt is palpable and you must assuage it." His guilt.That is utterly absurd. It was my decisionto try to save him, not his. If there is guilt to bear, it is mine and no one else's."
"That's what I told him, but he refuses to accept myword. Do you need to relieve yourself?"
She shook her head at that.
"Good. Let me take the tray, then." He paused, looking down at her. Katherine had braided her hair,but it was lank and lifeless. There were purple smudgesunder her eyes, but it was her eyes themselves that frightened him. They looked vague and lost. He shook himself. It made no sense. She would come around. He would make her come around. At least there wassome color in her face now from the meal she'd eaten.
"I don't wish to see him."
"I don't care what you wish," he said. She didn't fight him, merely held herself stiffly until she didn't have any more strength, then laid her head on his shoulder as he carried her to Graelam's bedchamber.
Roland kicked the door open with his foot and called out, "I have brought you a treat, Graelam. What say you, Kassia? Shall I place my wife in bedwith your husband? Perhaps we could begin a row of invalids. I would go find others. What do you think?"
"I think they're both too weak to shame us, Ro-land," Kassia said, and smoothed a place beside Graelam. "Place her here if you wish it." But Roland shook his head, saying, "Nay, I believe I shall con-tinue to hold her. She's warm and soft. Bring that chair closer, Kassia."
Roland settled into the chair, his wife held close against his chest.
"Now, Graelam, as you see, my wife is mending. Unlike you, she is pliable and docile. I told her to eat, and she ate. She lies gentle and uncomplaining in myarms."
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"Whilst you, husband," Kassia continued, sittingbeside her husband, "carp and complain and make me want to throw that chair at your stubborn head."
Graelam stared at the pale-faced girl held in herhusband's lap. With Kassia and Roland here, he would never come to know what was in her mind. Soon, he thought. On the morrow he would visit her. He said now, his voice gentle, "I'm glad you ate your dinner."
Daria nodded. She felt Roland's arms around her, holding her as if he cared about her. She felt his warmth, the hardness of his man's body, and wanted to weep. She felt pain so harsh it filled her and brokeher completely, and she turned her face inward against his throat.
Roland felt her tears, felt the tremors in her body,yet she made no sound, just that awful racking of her body. He looked at Graelam and Kassia, their expres- sions appalled and concerned. "I will see you again,"he said to Graelam, and carried his wife back to their bedchamber. He didn't release her, merely eased down on the bed, still holding her closely against him. "Are you cold?"
She didn't reply, just continued to cry without mak-ing a sound. It tore at him, this silent pain of hers. He spoke to her then, quietly, his voice pitched soft and deep. "If I could change what happened, I would, Daria. Doubt it not. I do not rejoice that you lost thebabe, for I could have lost you as well. I want you to mend, to smile again, to come back to me. Please, don't weep."
"When you last took me, you felt the babe and hated me and you hated him."
Her voice was a whisper, and wet with hurt. Heclosed his eyes, remembering clearly that morning, remembering clearly how he'd felt when he'd touched the slight mound in her belly. He'd left her without a word. How had she felt?
"It isn't true that you don't rejoice."
"Daria, listen to me. I'm your husband. I have toldyou before and I will tell you again. I would protect younow with my life. Then I would have protected you with my life. It seems that ever since that first time I sawyou, I was ready to protect you. I don't know why youwon't name the father. Perhaps it is because you fear I would be killed by him, for I know you care for me. But it's no longer important. You are important, you and I and our life together."
She stopped crying then. These tears were for the child, his child, and for her, and for the emptiness in her heart. Slowly, for she was so very weak, she lifted herself to look at him. "I will say this just once more, Roland, then never again. The babe I carried wasyours, conceived that night in Wrexham. If you cannot bring yourself to believe in me, to believe that I would never lie to you, ever, then I wish you to seek an annulment. I don't wish to remain here."
"Daria—"
"No, make no more protestations. I had prayed thebabe would come in its time and it would look like its father—like you, Roland—that it would be a son and he would be dark like you, his eyes so black they looked like a moonless night, that when he smiled, it would be your smile you would see smiling back at you. It was a hope that I held deep within me, praying that it would be so, praying that then you would realize that I hadn't lied to you. But God decidedotherwise. Now there is nothing for you save my word to you." She broke off on a gasp.
"What's wrong?"
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"The bleeding ... oh, God!"
Roland quickly eased her onto her back. He jerkedopen her bedrobe and saw that the cloths had become dislodged and there was blood on her thighs. "Hold still," he said.
After he'd bathed her and replaced the cloths, he straightened over her. "Are you warm enough?"
She nodded, turning her face again from him.
"Salin told me today that he'd heard of a band ofabout ten men a day or so away from here, camping in the open. They weren't recognized."
She remained silent, locked away from him.
"From the description he got from a tinker, though,it sounds like your esteemed uncle. A tall blond-haired man with pale flesh and a destrier more powerful than any he'd seen before. I wonder if your uncle would be stupid enough to try to enter the keep and kill me. He's a fool if he believes he can accomplish it."
"My uncle would never attack you in the open. Heis treacherous and he will find a way, doubt it not. He will seek to take something precious from you, and then he will use it as leverage against you. Perhaps jewels, perhaps coin."
"You are all that is precious to me and I vow he'll never come near you again."
He heard her draw in her breath.
He smiled down at her. "Would you like to play draughts with me now? Like Kassia, I could cheat so that you would win."
Graelam de Moretonwaited patiently until LadyKatherine disappeared down the stairs, then walked down the narrow corridor, carefully and as slowly as an old man, his ribs pulling and aching. He slipped into the bedchamber, quietly closing the door after him.
Daria was lying on her back, her eyes closed, a thincover drawn to her chest. He walked to the bed and stared down at her. Her dark hair was loose on thepillow. Beautiful hair, he thought, darker than Kassia's, yet mixed with the same vivid autumn colors. She was still too pale, her bones too prominent.
As if sensing him, her eyes opened and her breath choked in her throat before she recognized him in the dim light.
"Lord Graelam! You startled me." She struggled upto her elbows. "Should you be out of your bed, my Page 182
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lord? Shall I call Kassia for you? Your ribs, surely they aren't healed sufficiently as yet. Shall—"
He smiled at her and gently pressed her back down.Her bones felt so very fragile under his hands. He satbeside her and lifted her hand, holding it between his two large ones. "I would speak to you," he said.
He saw her withdraw from him in that instant, herexpression now carefully blank, her eyes wary, an invisible wall now firmly set between them.
"Nay, don't retreat, it's a coward's way and I know you aren't a coward, Daria. A coward wouldn't havethrown aside my men to get to me and heaved at those damned rocks until she was numb with the pain of it."
"Sometimes there's nothing left."
He snorted at that and said something so lurid she blinked, staring at him. He grinned at her and nod-ded. "Aye, my men told me what you did. Indeedthey seem to talk of little else save your bravery.
Theywere amazed, and yea, somewhat frightened, for you seemed possessed to them. Yet you saved me, and forthat I think they will forgive you almost anything." He grinned. "My men are loyal."
"As is your wife."
"Very true. She would try to slit an enemy's throat were I threatened. She hasn't the physical strength, but her spirit is above boundless."
Daria said nothing more, and Graelam looked awayfrom her, toward the window slit. "I know the truth."
"Nay!"
"There is humiliation in that one small word, Daria,"he said, looking back at her. "No, your husband didn'tconfide in me, though I wish he had. Actually, I listened to your mother speaking to Roland. They didn't know I was there. She was upset and was press- ing him, but he withdrew from her just as you have from me. This is a puzzle, this strange tale of yours, but not unsolvable. I'm surprised you would give up. I'm disappointed in you. It isn't the act of the woman who saved my wretched life."
"He won't believe me. Should I continue to protest my innocence until he retreats completely from me?"
"So, it's a matter of him not remembering that night. I wonder how to stimulate his memory."
"Nay, 'tis a matter of him refusing to believe me.I'm his wife and I love him, I always have, ever since the moment I first saw him disguised as a priest when he came to Tyberton to rescue me."
Graelam laughed, much to Daria's surprise. "Nay, don't look at me like I'm a monster with no feelings.
It's just that early in my marriage to Kassia, there wasa matter of discord between us. I didn't believe her innocence in a certain matter. And then, finally, it simply was no longer important, for I had come to love her. The truth came out later, but it didn't matter by then."
. "There is a difference here. Roland doesn't love meand I doubt he ever will. The king forced him to wed me. Nay, more's the truth, his own honor forced him, for he did care about me; he felt sorry for me.
He also wanted my dowry. And now there is no way I can prove the truth of my claim. You see, I swore to myself that Roland would never know. I didn't wanthim to fee! guilty that he'd taken my virginity. I didn't want him to feel responsible for me, for all of it hadbeen my idea. Then I was with child and Page 183
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everything changed. I was sorry for it, but there was naught I could do. And now there is no reason for him to trust me, to believe anything I say. There is no reason for him to ever care for me again."
"Why do you harp on that? Are you a shrew? Are you bitter-tongued and harsh? You haven't an answer, I see. Let me ask you this, Daria. Who does Roland believe to be the man who raped you?"
"Most likely the Earl of Clare. But if he didn't rapeme, why then, Roland just accepts that another man must have, a man he doesn't know about, a man whomust have attacked me in Wrexham whilst Roland was ill in his bed."
"So if I were to bring this Earl of Clare here and he denied having raped you, Roland still wouldn't be convinced?"
She shook her head.
Graelam stood slowly, for his every move broughtpain from his bruised ribs. "You saw that wall collapse on me. You saw your father die. What is this with Roland?"
"It is just that when I saw him, I knew him. Deep inside, I knew him, recognized him as being part of me.
I know it seems strange, mayhap even close to madness, but it is true."
"I doubt it not. I will leave you now, Daria. Please remember that a coward's way isn't your way. Do not disappoint me; do not disappoint yourself. I am in your debt. I always pay my debts, but I must consider all this very carefully. Aye, very carefully indeed."
He left her and she was again alone. And she pon-dered his words.
"Have you heard aught else?" Roland asked.
Salin shook his head. "He's gone to ground, the filthy whoreson. I don't like it, nor do I like the stories I've heard about the Earl of Reymerstone. I would take some men and search him out. I would like to split him."
It was Roland's turn to shake his head, and he did. "Nay, Salin, not yet. When it is time for the hunt, Iwill lead the pack. But I cannot leave yet, not until. . ." His voice trailed off.
"Until your lady heals," Salin finished for him."Gwyn told me she smiled this morning. 'Twas a mat-ter of a new overtunic sewn for her by Lady Katherine."
Roland wished he'd seen that smile. Over a weekhad passed since she'd miscarried the babe. She seemedwell again, though she was too thin and there were the dark smudges beneath her eyes. Yes, he wished hecould have seen her smile. Either he or Graelam playedchess with her in the evenings. Kassia refused to play against Daria, saying that women were too smart to go against each other. Roland wondered at Graelam's attitude toward Daria. He teased her and mocked her skills at chess and laughed at her until Daria began telling him he was a lout and a bore. Graelam only teased her more. And since two nights ago, Roland had begun sleeping in his own bed again. But he'd made no move to touch his wife.
The previous evening he'd seen her looking at himand he'd returned her look before she had time to glance away. The pain in her eyes had smitten him deep. He'd wanted to say something to her, but she'd withdrawn immediately and he wasn't ready to scale that wall as yet, for, in truth, he didn't know what to Page 184
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say. His life had become a damnable tangled mess and he loathed it, yet he felt powerless to change it.
Both Salin and Roland looked up to see Lord Graelam de Moreton striding toward them across the inner bailey. He looked strong, fit, and fearsome inhis black-and-silver mail. For a man who'd very nearly met his maker not too many days before, his appear-ance now bespoke something of a miracle. His men gazed upon him with looks approaching awe.
He was slapping his gloves against his thigh. He looked thoughtful and mildly worried.
"I believe you are healed, Graelam. Shall I buffet your ribs or shake your hand?"
Graelam grinned at Roland. "You will now havepeace and perchance some success at chess, my friend, for I am leaving you. It is time I returned my wife to Wolffeton."
An odd way to say it, Roland thought. "And what do you then, Graelam?"
"Why, I'll rot in my own castle, what else?"
"I don't know," Roland said, frowning at him. "I don't know."
Graelam pulled on his gauntlets. "Mayhap I'll go a-raiding and steal some of Dienwald's sheep. He is a joy to behold when he's bulging with fury. Ah, and does Philippa ever make him bulge! Ah, my errant wife. Kassia! Come, dearling, and bid your good-byes to your kind host. Then you can bedevil me all the way back to Wolffeton."
Daria watched Graelam and Kassia and their sol-diers ride from the keep. She wasn't particularly sur-prised when Lord Graelam suddenly turned in his saddle and looked for a long moment back at the castle. It seemed as if he was searching her out. She wondered at him. So fearsome a warrior, yet so kind to her. She would hate being his enemy, for she knewhe would show no quarter. She felt suddenly unsteady and eased into a chair. The damnable weakness. It wouldn't leave her. Kassia had told her what to ex-pect, at least what had happened to her after Harry'sbirth. Then she'd kissed her cheek, saying as she gripped her hands, "You saved my husband. For that I am in your debt for all time. I always pay my debts. Don't give up, Daria." Skirts swirling, Kassia had left her.
Chantry Hall was filled with people, shouting andlaughing and buffeting each other, the children ar-guing and shrieking, and still Daria felt utterly alone even in the chaotic hall. She couldn't bear the furtive pitying looks, and thus remained alone in Roland's bedchamber much of the time. Daria rose now andpulled her new overtunic over her gown. It was a pale blue wool and very soft to the touch. She would show her husband her new finery. Perhaps he would smile.
He was speaking to Salin in the inner bailey, and both men looked ready to ride out. She paused on the bottom stone step of the great hall, the early-morningsunlight blazing down on her face, warming her. Roland looked up. He stared at her, unmoving. He said nothing. He raised his hand in a small salute, then turned on his heel and strode toward the stables, Salin at his side.
Ah, yes, he remained kind to her when he chanced to be with her. Nothing more.
But then again, she didn't expect much more than that. She didn't see him at all during the days, for he worked beside his men to repair the eastern castle wall, the one that had collapsed on Graelam. It was nearly completed now. Time passed, and with thepassing days, her strength returned. As for the interior of the keep, Daria worked diligently to see it cleaned, the trestle tables scrubbed, the lord and lady's Page 185
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chairspolished to a high sheen. And then, one morning shewas able to see the thick oak beams crisscrossing highabove the great hall. So many years of smoke had blackened them and it had taken hours of sweatingand cursing to scrub them clean. She smiled, pleasedwith herself. Roland's keep was becoming almost pleas- ant. The reeds on the floor were sweet-smelling, the jakes had been thoroughly limed, and only a strongwind blowing in a westerly direction brought any nox- ious odors to the nose.
Now she needed to see the outbuildings whitewashed,needed to purchase goods and a few new furnishingsfor the great hall and its antechambers. The goods that had made up her dowry had added warmth, the two brass lavers gleaming, they were so highly polished, the chair cushions thick and soft, and the two tapes-tries sewn by her grandmother, on the far wall, givingcolor and protection from the damp. But she had to wait to purchase any further goods, for it required Roland's approval. She spent her afternoons sortingthrough herbs, mixing those potions she knew, sewing companionably with her mother, and giving instruc-tions for the castle servants through Gwyn, the girlRoland had slept with, the girl who was friendly and quite nice, the girl Daria couldn't help but like.
She wore her new overtunic again, loosely sewn with wide sleeves, over one of her old gowns her mother had altered for her. She was too thin, but food still made her feel faintly ill. She girded the braided gold belt more firmly around her waist, pulling in the material. She brushed her hair and left it loose, thick and lustrous from washing, nearly to her waist,
Roland entered the bedchamber and came to an abrupt halt. She became still under his scrutiny.
"You're lovely."
"Thank you."
"I must see to some jewelry for you, Daria. Some-thing delicate, perhaps emeralds to match your eyes."
She stared at him, wondering what was in his mind,wondering why he was speaking thus to her.
"I should prefer purchasing a few more goods for your castle, Roland."
"Oh?"
"Perhaps several more carpets, some cushions for your chair here in the bedchamber, mayhap even a tapestry for the wall here, for the damp is very bad, Sir Thomas told me, during the winter months."
Roland appeared thoughtful for several minutes, thensaid, quite unexpectedly, "Did you know that Philippais the steward for St. Erth?"
"Aye, you told me that once."
"Should you mind detailing our needs and balancingthem against the coin we have remaining from your dowry and from my cache? Next year I suspect we willhave excess wool to sell and that will make us more self-sufficient. Graelam and I spoke of which markets were best and which merchants in this area didn't try to steal your destrier from beneath you during the bargaining."
"You aren't jesting? I wouldn't have thought a man would approve such an activity for a woman."
Roland shrugged.
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"I should very much like to do these things, Roland."
"When you have completed your entering, discuss it with me. Then we will decide what is to be done first."
She could but stare at him before the words blurtedout. "Why are you being like this?"
"Like what?"
"Kind to me ... as if you cared what—" He cut her off, for he simply couldn't bear to hear the rest of her words. "There is work to be done andyou are capable of doing it. Don't you believe yourself able to accomplish it?" Her chin went up. "I am quite capable." He smiled at her then, his dark eyes warm and approving, and Daria would willingly have cut evenLord Graelam's throat had he threatened her husband.
It was the second day of September. The air was crisp and cool. An early-autumn day it was, with a clear sky overhead and a bright sun that made thedifferent colors of the countryside all the more vivid.
Daria breathed in deeply. She came out of the great hall at the sound of shouting and stood on her tiptoes to see what was happening. There was her husband, stripped to the waist, breathing heavily, sweat glisten-ing off him. He was circling another man, a huge lout who looked quite able to rip her husband into pieces.The men-at-arms had formed a large, loose circle aroundthem and they were yelling and shouting. Daria froze when the other man suddenly lunged. Why were themen just standing there? Why weren't they helping Roland? She watched in mute horror as the man grabbed Roland around his waist and lifted him. Shesaw his massive arms bulge, the muscles flexing, and she knew he was strong enough to squeeze the lifefrom her husband. Why, she wondered frantically, had she seen the wall collapse on Graelam and not seenher own husband about to meet his death? Why weren't his men doing anything?
She acted without thought, terror for Roland grip-ping her, making her frantic. She grabbed her skirts, pulling them above her knees, and dashed down thedeep stone steps into the inner bailey. She was screaming as she ran. She reached the loose circle of men and began to curse them, pushing and shoving them aside until she was within the circle. She raised her fist at them, screaming, "Why aren't you doing something? You miserable cowards! You filthy whoresons! You will stand by and let him be crushed to death?" Sev-eral of the men who had heard her looked as if they'd turned into stone, staring at her, not moving a finger.Furious, she ignored them. She was so close to Roland and the huge man that she could hear their breathing, hear their lurid curses. Somehow Roland had gotten free, but just as she nearly yelled her relief, the hugelout lunged again, screaming a terrible curse, and Daria, all thought frozen within her, jumped on his back just as he grabbed for Roland.
She clutched him around his thick neck, yelling,pummeling the top of his head with her fist. "No! Don't you dare touch him! I'll kill you!" She managedto wrap her legs around him and she tried to choke the life from him, jerking his head back and crushinginward with her forearms. She squeezed her legs around him as he'd done to Roland with his arms, but it wasnothing to him. She screamed and yelled and punched him, beyond thought, so furious and frightened that for many minutes she didn't realize that the man was standing perfectly still, not even trying to dislodge her from his back, and that there wasn't a whisper of a voice anywhere near them.
"Daria!"
Through the haze of fear, she heard her name. She shook her head, pounding the man's head as hard as she could.
"Daria! By all the saints, stop it!"
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She looked up then and saw Roland standing besideher. She realized then that the man whose back she was clinging to like a demented fool was standing very quietly, not moving even a finger, just letting her strike him.
"Come, that's quite enough." Roland was holding out his arms to her.
"But I don't wish him to hurt you and . . ." She sent her fist into the side of the man's head one more time.
. "By all the saints, stop it! Rollo has few enoughbrains without you pounding the rest out of his head!
Cease your attack! Come!"
She released her hold on the man's neck and droppedher legs from his waist. She flung out her arms and Roland caught her and lifted her down to stand on thecobblestones.
But she was still gripped in her unreasoning fear. But Roland seemed to be all right. She was cryingnow, not realizing it, her hands running over his face, down to his shoulders, touching him, probing at his flesh, assuring herself that he wasn't hurt. "I was soafraid ...I thought he was killing you, he is so largeand—"
It was the complete and utter silence that made herslow. Not a whisper of a sound. Her voice dropped off and she became as still as everyone around her. Slowly she turned to look at the man. He was still standingquietly, just looking back at her, a curious blend of confusion and amazement writ on his ugly face. And all their people were now in a loose circle around herand Roland, staring at her and whispering behind their hands.
She raised her face. "Roland? He didn't hurt you? You're all right, truly? I don't understand."
Something was very wrong. She saw the myriad ofemotions cross his expressive face. There was anger, oh, she could feel waves of anger flowing from him, but then it was gone, swept away by something else .
. . something ... He was laughing. He threw back his head and roared with laughter. Soon the entireinner bailey was filled with people who were howlingwith laughter, holding their sides, screaming with laughter. She stood there, not understanding. The huge man was now laughing as well, deep gritty laughter.
They were all laughing at her.
What had she done?
She realized at that moment that her gown was ripped under her left arm. Sweat was streaking down her face . . . nay, not just sweat, but tears of rage and fear at the man who'd been attacking Roland. One of her leather slippers lay on the ground near her. Her hair had come loose from its bound coil and was hanging over her shoulder. The laughter swelled, over-whelming her. She felt apart from all of them; she felt ridiculous; she felt a complete fool.
She cried out, a small broken cry, and grabbed herskirts yet again, and began running toward the narrow tunnel that connected the inner bailey to the outer bailey. The portcullis was raised and no one blocked her way.
"Daria! Wait!"
Roland's laughter died as quickly as it had sprung up. He looked at Rollo, the hulking fellow he'd been wrestling with.
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"Thank you for not hurting her," he said. "All of you—back to your chores."
The laughter quieted a bit, but the men and women watched the master dash after his wife.
Salin said to Rollo, "Mayhap 'tis the best wrestlingmatch I've ever seen. Mayhap it will bring an excellent result."
Rollo banged the side of his head with the heel of his hand, as if to clear it. He said with genuine sur-prise, "She jumped on my back and pounded my head. She tried to break my neck with those skinny little arms of hers."
"Aye, you'll have a bit of a black eye for your labors, but your neck's thicker than an oak tree. No danger she'd twist that part of you off."
Rollo shook his head, staring after Daria. "I could have killed her, yet she attacked me."
"Aye," Salin said. "He's her husband."
"A female attacking me," Rollo said, shaking his head. "I will leave now and return to my farm. Tell the master I will return whenever he wishes to con-tinue our match. When I tell my wife of the little mistress attacking me, she will laugh until her eyes cross."
Roland gave up yelling after his wife. He would catch up with her soon enough. And he did, just outside the castle walls, just at the top of a slighthillock covered with thick green grass. He grabbed her arm, but she jerked free of him, and he stumbled at the same time and lost his balance and the two ofthem went tumbling over the side of the embankment down the grassy slope. They'd done this same tumble before, he thought blankly even as he fell. Roland tried to protect her, but it wasn't possible. They came to a halt at the bottom, Roland on his back and Daria on her side.
She lay there gasping for breath, quite unhurt, atleast in body. She was so humiliated that she regained her breath more quickly than she probably would have,and lurched to her feet. She saw Roland lying there, looking up at her, a huge grin on his face. She criedout and scrambled back up the slope, only to feel his hand around her ankle. He pulled, very gently, andshe fell backward against his chest. He was still laugh- ing. At her. She saw red and turned on him, crying out, smashing her fists into his chest.
"Stop it! You bastard, stop laughing at me!"
Roland stopped quickly enough. He pulled her againsthim, flattening her arms to her sides to protect him-self, and held her still. "Hush," he said. "Hush."
"I'm not the one laughing! I hate you!"
"No you don't. Don't lie, it doesn't become you."And he chuckled, and in between chuckles, he leaned down and lightly nipped at her bare throat. Her gown was now ripped nearly to her waist, and then he feltthe hot smooth flesh of her shoulder against his mouth, he felt a surge of desire so strong he shook with it. No, he didn't want to laugh now. By all the saints, it had been so long, so very long.
He didn't think, just acted. He grasped the straps ofher chemise and ripped them apart. He pulled the softworn cotton to her waist, baring her breasts. She wasn't moving now.
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"You're so damned beautiful."
He didn't touch her, just stared down at her heavingbreasts. She gulped and tried to pull away from him, but he held her still, her, arms still pinned to her sides.
"Are you well?" he said, and his voice was harsh and deep. "Inside, are you healed?"
But he didn't wait for her to answer. He couldn't.He leaned down and kissed her, hard, his hands cup-ping her face between his palms, holding her still for him. At the touch of his mouth against hers, Daria felt a great relief begin to fill her, but it changed andbecame something else, something urgent and frantic and wild.
"Part your lips. Yes, that's right. Touch my tongue,Daria. Ah ... so sweet, so very sweet you are. Do you like my hands on your breasts?"
He was lightly stroking his fingertips over her breasts,lifting them in his palms, not yet touching her nipples,just stroking her lightly, as if to learn her. Then hishand dipped down to stroke over her ribs, then he was jerking away her gown, ripping it without hesitation,and finally it fell, pooling about her feet. He yanked at the chemise and then she was standing naked, sup-ported by his arm, his hand stroking over her breasts,his mouth and tongue against hers.
She turned to him then, wanting more, wanting allof him now. When she pressed herself against him, his hands became frenzied on her back, sweeping down- ward to cup her buttocks. He lifted her, fitting her against himself, and she felt his urgency, felt the hard-ness of him, and he was so hot, so intensely alive, and he wanted her. A bolt of sheer lust went through her and she moaned against his mouth.
He set her away from him but her hands were on hisclothes, pulling at the fastenings, and both of them were clumsily trying to strip him, but it took much more time than they'd thought it would.
But then, despite her help, Roland was naked and standing before her, and she hurled herself at him, pressing hard against him, flinging her arms around his neck, and she raised her face for a kiss and he gave her all his need and desire. Then he lifted her. "Wrapyour legs around my waist, quickly. I'm going to come upward into you, Daria, deeply into you . . ." Andshe felt him fitting her legs around his flanks, felt hisfingertips between her thighs, stroking upward until he found her. He parted her swelled woman's flesh with his fingers and she gasped and lurched, wanting tohelp him but not knowing how to. And he was breath- ing so harshly, and she was too, that neither of them heard the shouting. Then he was easing inside her,pushing upward, slowly, just a bit at a time, his body trembling at the control he tried to exert, and she was gasping at the feel of him, wanting more, yet it was tight and so sweet, the feel of him inside her . . .
"Roland! Daria!"
He shoved his full length into her, driving upward, kissing her breasts as she arched her back at the feel ofhim. "By all the saints," he gasped, and eased herdown upon her back against the sweet-smelling grass.
And he began to ride her hard and deep.
"Roland! Daria!"
He froze over her, a look of astonished chagrin coming over his features. "Oh, no," he said, and hisvoice was filled with pain. "By all the saints, I don't believe it." He began to curse.
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She stared up at him, not understanding, until she heard their names shouted a third time.
He pulled out of her, his chest heaving, his memberswelled and hard and wet from her. He looked for a moment utterly bewildered and uncertain of what he should do. Then he shook himself into action.
"Quickly, dearling, quickly. It's Sir Thomas and hedraws very close." Roland saw that she was still heldin thrall by her passion, and he ignored his own na- kedness to help her dress again in her ripped clothes.
"Hold them together. That's it. Are you all right now?"
She was holding the bodice of her gown together over her breasts and she was just looking up at him.
"Are you all right?"
She shook her head, no words in her mind, not a single one.
He smiled, a painful smile, and touched his finger-tips to her mouth. "I know, dearling. This night there won't be any interruptions. By all the saints, you're lovely."
When Sir Thomas and Lady Katherine appeared at the top of the slope, it was to see Roland clumsily pulling on his clothes and Daria, standing there like a half-wit, watching him.
"I think," Sir Thomas said to Lady Katherine, "thatour presence is more than a nuisance."
"You don't think he'll hurt her, do you?"
Sir Thomas smiled down at her. "Hurt her? I'llwarrant he was making her wild with pleasure until we came along and ruined it all."
Katherine jerked just a bit at his words, and said slowly, "I don't think that's possible."
"So it was like that with you, was it? A pity. Ifyou'll allow me, I will show you that a man can please you.
Come, let's leave them. I daresay Roland won'tparticularly wish to converse with either of us at the moment. Actually, he is probably beyond putting two words together."
Rolandcouldn't clear his mind. He couldn't seem to focus on anything outside himself, outside her. His body was in control, or out of control, he thoughtblankly, his senses filled with her, her sweet wild scent, the tangled masses of hair tumbling down her back, her ripped gown showing patches of smooth white flesh. He grabbed her hand and pulled her around. He didn't care that they were in plain sight of the castle. He simply didn't think about it. He looked down at her mouth, soft and slightly parted, and moaned.
"Daria." He kissed her, pulling her up tightly againsthim, bringing her to her tiptoes. When she responded Page 191
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to him, arching upward, he trembled with the force of his need. He lifted her in his arms and strode toward a small copse of oak trees just to the east.
She wasn't pliant in his arms. She was as frantic andwild as he was. She kissed his chin, his mouth, his nose, wet, soft kisses that sent him into a near-frenzy. He felt her warm tongue on his ear, her sweet breath on his cheek. He started running. She wrapped herarms around his neck, choking him in her fervor to get closer to him.
Her ripped clothes became quickly shredded. Heeased her down on her torn gown and found he couldn't wait. He came over her, parting her legs, bending her knees, and he nuzzled her white belly, kissing her, nipping light kisses, his hands stroking up and down the backs of her thighs, widening her legs, drawing nearer and nearer, and she was lifting her hips, want-ing him there, closer . . .
When his mouth touched her, she cried out and lurched up, so astonished at what he was doing and how his actions made her feel that she was beyondwords. "Hush, darling," he said, his breath hot on her flesh, or perhaps she was the one who was hot, for herneed was beyond what she could have imagined, the roiling sensations were pushing her, making her twistand arch her back, making her legs tremble uncontrol- lably. It was beyond anything she could understand,and when he pressed his palm against her belly to hold her still, she lay there staring up at the sunlight that filtered through the oak leaves like silver spears. It was so beautiful, she thought, so very beautiful. But it wasn't the glistening sunlight that filled her senses, it was his mouth on her woman's flesh, and she wanted more and more. . . . Her breasts were heavingand her hands kneading his shoulders, pulling his head closer to her, and suddenly she spun out of herself,crying out again and again. Roland held her thighs,feeling the rippling spasms, the tightening of the sleek muscles. At each wrenching cry, he felt himself grow and swell, both his spirit and his member, for he reveled in her pleasure, the pleasure he was giving her. His groin was throbbing, painfully full with his need, but her release was more important, this wild pleasure of hers that went on and on and drew him into her, sending both of them beyond all thought. He gentled his mouth on her, drawing softly and slowly now, feeling her legs relax, feeling her entire body loosen, and he came up between her legs and said,
"Daria, open your eyes. Look at me. I want you to see me coming into you."
He came into her powerfully, his entire body shud-dering, not slowing in his pace, and he wrapped his arms around her thighs, lifting her and sending himself deeper inside her. His rhythm was hard and fast and deep, and he felt so frenzied, so out of control, he thought he would die of it. Suddenly he came out ofher, the sensations too much, driving him too quickly. He lurched back and gently eased her legs off his shoulders. He pulled her upright to her knees, facing him. "I want to kiss you whilst I take you," he said, and pulled her legs around him and eased her down on his member. He closed his eyes at the feel of her.
He kissed her, his tongue deep in her mouth just as his sex was deep in her belly. So deep inside her he was,she thought, and he was hers, in this precious moment he was hers and he was part of her, and there wasnothing but him, and she was filled with him, and she was crying with the wonder of it.
He buried his face against her neck as he gained his release, trembling, then tensing incredibly, moaning against her throat, and she felt the wet of him deep within her and she held him as tightly as she could.
Roland lazily kissed her throat until his heart hadslowed its furious pounding. Gently he eased her back onto the ground, covering her, his member still deepinside her. He lay over her, balancing himself on his elbows, looking down into her face. Her eyes were more green now than before, and he wondered how this could be so; green and vague and soft, and he saw himself reflected in her eyes and wondered if he filled her mind as he filled her belly. He prayed so, for she filled him. Her hair was tangled with stray twigs andbits of grass and small clods of dirt. Her cheeks were flushed and her lips warm and swelled. "You're beau- tiful," he said, and it was true. He kissed her mouth,remembering now when he'd first kissed her, he hadn't wanted to stop. Just to kiss her . . . and the instant she responded to him, he felt his member Page 192
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swelling again and he wanted her once more.
Very slowly he slid deep inside her, then withdrewalmost completely, smiling when she lifted her hips to bring him back into her again.
"Can I give you pleasure again?"
"I don't know," she whispered, and pulled his headdown. To kiss him. She loved his mouth, the texture of his flesh, the scent of him, as much as he cravedher. Her body moved with his, unbidden, and when he quickened his thrusts, she dug her fingers into his back and moaned.
"I like the sound of that," he said, and eased hishand between them. To his besotted surprise, the moment his fingertips touched her, she grew frenzied, crying out, twisting beneath him, bucking upward, nearly throwing him off her in her passion. And she was crying out, quaking with the nearly painful feel-ings that held her, and he doubted there was a more beautiful sight in the world.
She shouted out his name in the moment of her release, and in that same instant he spewed his seeddeep inside her, unable to wait, unable to do anythingexcept to surrender to this joining, this incredible mat- ing with her, with his wife.
It was many minutes before he could raise himselfon his elbows. His muscles felt fluid. "I think you've killed me, wife."
To his pleasure, she flushed, and he laughed. Hedipped his head down and kissed her mouth. How he loved to kiss her. It was many minutes before he raised his head again.
"I like to see you blush. It pleases me, but know, Daria, that a wife is expected to lose her head over her husband. 'Tis a requirement of marriage, I under-stand, this display of abandoned passion. Now, it appears you've twice lost your head, and that, wife . . . well, that makes me feel like a conquering warrior."
"What about your head?"
" 'Twasn't my head I lost, dearling. 'Twas all my seed."
She ducked her face into his chest and she breathed in deeply. He smelled of sweat and of the sweet earth and of her as well.
"What is this? Embarrassment from the most wan-ton of my women?"
"Women! I am your only woman, Roland."
"Aye, the females hereabout aren't all that comely, so perhaps I shall have to rely on you for my plea-sure." He kissed her again, marveling as he did sohow she drew him, charmed him with her mouth, her taste, and how he'd forgotten that during the past months, how he'd kept himself apart from her, not wanting to think of her, not wanting her to touch him in any way. He frowned as memories razed through his mind, memories he didn't want now.
She poked him in the ribs, bringing him back to her."Nay, don't move, Roland!"
He sighed. "I'm sorry, sweetling, but you've de-pleted me, stripped me of my manliness, plunderedmy seed. I must rest for a while and garner my strength. Then you can have your way with me again."
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"All right," she said, and snuggled against him. After a moment she raised her head and gave him asiren's smile, her green eyes so wicked he was again utterly charmed with her, this wife of his. "Will you need much time?"
He groaned loudly; then, because her mouth was there, just inches from his, he kissed her.
They were silent for some moments; then Rolandsaid, his voice as neutral as a fool's smile, "Rollo is a huge fellow, a rock of a man, and stronger than an ox.Also, he is slow of foot and of reaction. That is what evens the contest."
"I don't wish to speak of that. I made a fool of myself."
She could feel him smiling. His entire body seemedto warm with his humor. "True, but had he been a knave, why, then, you would have saved me. Rather than being a fool, you would have been a heroine."
"I'm a fool and I can't go back. And look at me—myclothes are in tatters. Everyone will know what you have done to me!"
"Mayhap they'll think I beat you instead."
"But your clothes are in nearly as sorry a state. Nay, they'll know what we've done."
"That is a problem—the condition of our clothes. I will set my mind to finding a solution."
In the next moment, he was snoring loudly.
"Roland! Cease your noxious noises! You're pre-tending!"
He kissed her ear, nuzzling at her throat until she raised her head and gave him her mouth.
"It's odd, you know. I've always thought kissing awoman was pleasurable, but nothing more, really. But you, Daria, your mouth drives me mad with lust. Aye, I'll kiss you until God removes me from this miserableearth."
And as he kissed her, she lightly laid her hand on his hip. He jerked and kissed her harder. "And what will you do if I touch you here, Roland?" Her handdipped to his flat hard belly. She could feel his muscles tensing, feel the crisp groin hair beneath her fingers and his smooth hot flesh. "And here?" she whispered into his mouth as her fingers lightly closed around his member.
Roland had not believed it possible, but at the touchof her warm fingers closing around him, he swelled until he was pressing against her palm, pushing, thrust- ing against her fingers.
"This is what I'll do," he said, and fell onto his back, bringing her over him. "Ride me, Daria. Take me.
She gave him that siren's smile again, her eyes crin-kling with laughter and newly considered passion, andhe shook with that smile and that look in her eyes, andhe lifted his hips as she settled herself over him.
Whenshe took him and guided him upward into her, heclosed his eyes and gave himself over to feelings he would never forget.
When she neared her release, he pushed her, and she went wild, bringing him with her.
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"I shall surely die now," he said between gritted teeth, but he was still heaving upward, still claspingher hips in his hands, still touching her womb, and thestark intimacy of that touch held him captive for many moments. He was stunned at this mating. It shouldhave been slow and tender, but it had been as frenzied as the first time.
"Killed by a greedy wife who wrings me out and tosses me away."
"I'm not tossing you anywhere," Daria said, stretch-ing out over him. She nuzzled her face against his chest. "I can't even move, so how could I have the strength to heave you away?"
He was thoughtful for a moment. "This is verystrange," he said at last. "Never in my life have I taken a woman so many times in so short a length of time."
She raised her head and frowned at him. "But I thought that perhaps we could—"
He slapped her buttocks. "You're lying and you justdon't do it well."
"No, I'm teasing you, Roland. You enjoy me. I like that."
She looked so pleased with herself that he was obligedto chuckle. "Aye, I enjoy you. Now, however, we must see to ourselves, somehow, before Salin sends out a party to search for us."
"Must I try to stand up?"
"Aye, and so must I."
"My legs are wobbly and I can't feel any bones."
His felt just as unsteady, but he only smiled as hehelped her up. They stood facing each other, dirty as urchins, smiling, smelling of sweat and sex and grass. He cupped her breasts in his hands, and she,smiling a slightly crazed smile, cupped his member between her hands and felt the heat of him warm her to her heart.
He sighed and stepped back. "There's no hope for it," he said, glancing about at their strewn torn clothes.
No one said anything when the master and mistresscame into the inner bailey looking like they'd been attacked and rolled in the dirt.
Roland had stroked his fingers through her tangledhair, but it had done little good. Daria was very aware that a multitude of eyes were staring at them andknowing what had happened. And if they didn't know immediately, her downcast eyes and the bright flush on her cheeks gave them away. Roland, curse him, was smiling like a fool.
She quickened her step and looked at her toes. Herother slipper had somehow disappeared. Roland chuck- led beside her, then leaned down to whisper in herear, "Such energy, wife. I thought I'd drained you of every ounce, but no, here you are ready to race me to our bedchamber."
"I'm a woman, Roland. I have great endurance."
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"And I'm a man and filled with vigor."
He leaned down, cupping the back of her neck inhis hand, and kissed her, in front of all their people, in front of the children, in front of all the dogs and catsand goats, and because kissing him was more wonder-ful than nearly anything else she could imagine, Daria kissed him back, pressing upward against him.
She dimly heard a raucous cheer and flushed from her hairline to her dirty toes.
He continued to kiss her until he was satisfied with his result. Then he raised his head and gave her the most insolent grin imaginable. And he said softly, smiling down at her flushed face, "You're mine, all mine.
Never forget that, ever. Have water fetched for us. I shall join you in our bedchamber very shortly."
"I would say that things have improved between your daughter and Roland."
Katherine turned smiling eyes to Sir Thomas. "Aye,it would appear so. She looks so ... at ease with herself."
"She has the look of a woman well and truly plea-sured, Katherine. Her eyes appear even greener.
Were her father's eyes that startling color?"
"Nay, her grandmother had eyes as green as spring grass. She shares nothing at all with her father."
"You should be proud of her. She's a lovely girl. If she continues to be so well-pleased with her husband, I doubt not that another babe will soon grow in her belly."
Oddly enough, Roland shared that thought nearly atthe same time. He was watching Daria chew on a braised meat bone with great thoroughness. Her teeth were white, her tongue pink, her concentration pro-found. He wanted her again; he wanted her to kiss and fondle his member with such absorption as she was giving that damned meat bone.
It was perplexing, this effect she had on him, and asmystifying as it was belated. He'd kept his distance from her, both mentally and physically, since their marriage. Until today. Until she'd run out of the great hall screeching at the top of her lungs and jumped onRollo's back, uncaring about herself, wanting only to save her husband. A woman who didn't love a manwouldn't do that. Even as he'd felt anger, then amusement, in the depths of him, he'd felt valued, he'd feltincredibly cherished. And now everything had shifted, changing even before he'd had time to question it,and, he suspected, this damned change was irrevoca-ble. He'd never before considered himself a man to be a slave to his phallus, as were some men he'd known.Even when he'd been in the Holy Land and played the indulgent owner of six women, each of whom was eager to do nothing but please him, he hadn't beencontrolled by lust. And yet here was his wife, too thin, but with flesh softer than a summer rain, her cheeksrosy from the sweet wine she'd been drinking, and he wanted to jerk the meat bone out of her hand and pull up her gown and take her here, right now, this very instant. He was hard and swelled, and he was vastlyrelieved that the full-cut tunic covered him. He shifted painfully in his chair.
If he continued to want her, she would soon be again with child. His child this time. He sat back, listening to all the voices that filled the great hall,blending together in a low rumble, the individual words indecipherable. It was pleasant, all this noise, and it gave him peace, strangely enough. He looked over at Lady Katherine and Sir Thomas. Thomas was smitten, no doubt about that, besotted to the roots of his grizzled hair. He wondered about Katherine. Perhaps they would wed. If that happened, he hoped they would remain at Chantry Hall. The idea of having alarge family surrounding him was satisfying. It made Page 196
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him feel needed; it made him feel like he belonged.Finally there was a place for him and he would fill it with those he cared about and those who cared about him.
Roland took a slow drink of his wine. He replied to a question from one of his men. As he spoke, he heard Daria's clear laughter. It warmed him more than the sweet wine. Then, quite suddenly and unbid-den, he remembered walking beside her into the ca-thedral in Wrexham to get out of the endless Welsh rain. He was sicker than the devil's dog, aye, he re-membered that. He'd felt weak, and his throat wasraw and his head pounded and he'd wanted to puke. He remembered desperately trying to keep control of him-self, but he couldn't. He remembered clearly when his mind blanked away and he was sliding to the floor. He remembered nothing else. But he should remem-ber more, and he didn't understand why he couldn't. He frowned as he emptied his flagon.
Why couldn't he remember anything else? Two dayswere missing from his life. Two days until he'd come to himself to see Daria standing over him, and heremembered the feelings of humiliation when he'd hadto relieve himself but was too weak to see to it withouther help. But even much of that time was blurred and indistinct in his mind. He saw an older woman stand-ing over him, smiling and giving him an evil potion to drink. Her name was Romila and she hadn't told him Daria was gone, disappeared, until he'd threatened to go search for her. What had he done in those twodays? Had he possibly taken his wife's virginity during one of those two nights?
Graelam de Moreton felt good, for at least ten moreseconds. He felt very good during those seconds, for under guard on the eastern side of his camp was theEarl of Reymerstone. Then he heard a woman's voice and he started to his feet, dropping the wooden goblet of ale, when he recognized that the voice belonged toKassia. And then she was striding up to him as if she were conqueror of the damned world, dressed like a boy in tunic and hose, a feathered cap over her hair, and she was laughing. When she got five feet away from him, she let out a whooping yell and hurled herself at him.
He caught her, holding her tightly to him. She was laughing and babbling, her words tumbling to and fro, saying things about paying her debt to Daria, and herehe was doing the same thing, and they'd more than paid back their obligation, and wasn't it wonderful.
Graelam shook his head, set his wife away fromhim, and tried to look fearsome. It wasn't difficult, for he was stripped down to a loincloth, preparing tobathe his sweating, dirty face and body. He was largeand hard, and when he wished to, his expression could be as frightening as the devil's.
"Oh," Kassia said, looking at him from his toes tohis mouth. "Oh," she said again, and she smiled up at him brilliantly. "You're nearly naked, Graelam."
He clasped her waist between his hands and lifted her. When her nose was right in front of his nose, he said, "You are here in my camp, a wild and lonely place that lies twenty miles from Wolffeton, a placeyou shouldn't be, and you are garbed like a silly boy in clothes you shouldn't be wearing, and you are grinning like a half-witted wench. I heard your wild babblingbut understood it not. Now, madam, you will tell me what the hell you're doing here and why—"
She laughed, leaning forward to kiss him. "I will tellyou everything, my dear lord, if you will but let my feet touch the ground again. I should love some ale. This tracking makes one vastly thirsty."
"Kassia!"
She danced away from him, and he watched her,shaking his head, knowing she would tell him every-thing in her own good time. He commenced with hisbathing. When he felt her take the wet cloth Page 197
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from his hand, he smiled, and gave a contented moan as she scrubbed his back.
He was naked now and they were alone in his tentand she was standing between his legs, her fingers massaging his scalp.
"I was worried about you, Graelam."
" 'Twas naught to worry even little Harry. The Earl of Reymerstone wasn't expecting me, needless to say. I took him and his men with no bloodshed. He lies yon in a tent with Rolfe and three of my soldiers guarding him. He's a very unhappy man at this mo-ment, and likely confused as to why I, a stranger to him, would take him prisoner."
She leaned down and kissed him. "Let the lout suffer awhile longer."
"And will you tell me what you've done, Kassia?" he asked, all calm inquiry. "Clearly this time."
"Aye, I will tell you, my lord. I have the Earl of Clare with me, and four of his men."
"You what?"
His incredulous reaction warmed her to her finger-tips. She grinned hugely. "I owed Daria a debt for saving your life. You were going after the Earl of Reymerstone, but what was I to do? Oh, yes, I over-heard Rolfe speaking of it, that's how I found out.There was a shortage of enemies. Then the most won-derful news came to Wolffeton whilst you were gone. The Earl of Clare—that Marcher Baron who'd heldher captive for all those months—had come into Corn- wall to try to recapture her. Nay, Graelam, don't bellow at me! Please, heed me, my lord, for I have right and reason on my side."
Graelam's face was white and grim. He couldn'tbelieve his ears, couldn't believe what his wife—this cocky little twit—was telling him. "Continue," he said, but he wasn't at all certain he wanted to hear the rest of it.
Kassia, happily, was unaware of her husband's men-upheaval, and continued, "I saw it as a sign from God, Graelam, surely you must understand that. Youwere gone and thus I saw it as a divine signal for me toact. It was my opportunity to repay my debt to Daria. None of my men—your men—were hurt. The Earl of Clare lies bound and in some discomfort in the small copse just beyond your camp. The man has the red-dest hair, did you know that? The fool had thought to sneak into Chantry Hall, steal Daria away, and disap-pear like a thief of some brilliance. I told him that Iwouldn't allow that. He's equally as unhappy as the Earl of Reymerstone, I daresay."
Graelam stared at his wife, at his delicate, white-skinned, very small wife. "I should beat you," he said,his eyes darkening.
"I pray that you don't, my lord, for I am very wearyfrom my hunting."
He rose, towering above her, his naked body gleam-ing in the lone candlelight, and pulled on a bedrobe.
As he belted it, he heard her say from behind him, "I would prefer you naked, husband. Just to look at you makes me hungry for you, not for a boring meal."
He turned on her, roaring, "You won't make meforget your reckless stupidity, Kassia! Don't try your woman's wile on me!" He paused, eyeing her, then said, "There is some bread and meat left from our supper. I will have one of the men bring it to you.Remain in this tent or it will go badly for you." With Page 198
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those threatening words that didn't make Kassia trem- ble in the least bit, Graelam strode out of his tent.
Hequickly found Rolfe, his master-at-arms.
Rolfe grinned at him. "Nay, my lord, don't bite offmy tongue. Your lady took him fairly, and your men protected her well. I've bedded him down on the western side of the camp. Both our knaves are well-guarded, my lord."
Graelam could manage nothing more than a grunt. Rolfe chuckled. "I don't lie to you. Your men did guard her well, my lord. Indeed, they much enjoyed themselves, taking the Earl of Clare and hearing your lady crow in triumph. Would you like to sit down and drink a bit of this wine? It's from Lady Kassia's father. It will warm your innards, my lord, and make you smile."
Graelam, knowing there was nothing for it, did as Rolfe suggested. Rolfe asked, "What will ye do with the foul churls, my lord?"
"Ah," Graelam said, and sat back against the trunk of an oak tree. "We have a surfeit of earls, both so black of soul I doubt the sun will rise fully on the morrow. It's amusing. I suppose we could ransom them for a goodly sum, ransom them, that is, if there is anyone who cares whether they live or rot."
"They were both after revenge," Rolfe said, shak-ing his head at the wickedness.
"I'll take both of them to Roland. Then my debt to Daria is paid."
Rolfe grinned over the rim of his goblet. "Don'tforget your lady, my lord. She'll ride beside you, proud as a little peahen, for after all, she did catch the Earlof Clare. She now considers her debt paid as well. Did you know that Clare has the reddest hair I've ever seen on a man?" Rolfe shook his head, continuing when his master remained silent, "And neither knows the other is here. Do they know of each other, I wonder?"
"Indeed they do. They're mortal enemies, from whatRoland told me."
"Now, that's interesting. What will Roland de Tournay do with two earls?"
"If he's wise, he'll kill them both. But knowing Roland, I venture to think he'll devise a punishment that will make both of them howl into eternity. He's got a devious mind, Rolfe."
"Like your wife's, my lord?"
Graelam gave him a sour look. "Aye, just like mydamned wife's." He rose to his feet and stretched. The smell of the sea was sharp tonight and the wind wasrising. Dark clouds scuttled across the sky, covering the three-quarter moon, then leaving it to shine bril-liantly. Graelam breathed in deeply, bade Rolfe and his other men good night, and strode back to his tent.
His wife was waiting for him, just as he'd ordered her to, only she was quite naked and lying in his narrow cot.
He heard her giggle even as he stripped off his bedrobe.
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Kassia de Moretongave her husband a wounded look."You didn't tell me they knew each other, Graelam."
"Villains usually do," Graelam said.
"I wonder what would happen if we simply left them alone together."
"They'd probably kill each other. Roland told me that there is bone-deep hatred between them.
Evi-dently Damon Le Mark killed Edmond of Clare's brother some years ago. I know not more.
Mayhap Roland will tell us what is between them."
The two earls stood separated by the width of Chan-try Hall's inner bailey, each surrounded by both Graelam and Roland's men. As for Roland, he and Daria were staring from Graelam to his small wife, who stood by his side, straight and proud and tousled in her boy's clothes. What was left of her braids was still tucked up under her cap.
Roland shook his head, still looking dazed. "I knowno more than that, Graelam."
Beside him, Daria said, her voice bewildered, "Youmean each of you captured one of them ... to pay back your debt to me?" At Kassia's pleased nod, Daria said, "But there is no debt! If I made you think you were ever indebted to me, I should be hung up by my toes and flayed—"
"Hush, Daria," Graelam said. " 'Tis done. The two men were here in Cornwall, and each was up to no good. They are evil, and they deserve whatever punishment Roland decides to mete out to them. My wife and I, well, we simply eased matters for your husbandhere. Nothing more."
Lady Katherine stood behind her daughter, her eyes on Damon Le Mark. Just seeing him again made hertighten inside with fear, made her throat dry and herhands clammy. Daria could feel her mother's rigidity.She turned and said quickly, her voice low and sooth-ing, "Mother, nay, don't be frightened of him. Damoncan't hurt either of us, ever again. He's bound, Mother! Look at him!"
Katherine heard her daughter's voice as if fromafar. "He was coming here to kill you and your husband. Doubt it not, Daria."
"Of course he was," Roland said cheerfully. "Hefailed, Katherine. Do as Daria says—look at him. Isn't he now a pathetic specimen? A man like him who's been stripped of all his fine power has nothing much left. Power gave him the illusion of substance. Now he's of no importance at all. Believe me, Katherine, and don't fear him ever again."
Daria was staring at her husband with wonder. Shesaw her mother draw a very deep breath, and the dreadful gray pallor began to leave her cheeks. She saw Sir Thomas gently take her hand into his gnarled one and lightly squeeze it. To her delight, her mother turned and smiled up at Sir Thomas.
Roland nodded. "Now, come inside, all of you. Aye, Graelam, bring even that ragged boy there with all Page 200
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the hair. I should like to hear why you appear sobewitched with a skinny lad who hasn't even the years to grow a beard yet."
"The little lad only appears skinny in these absurd garments," Graelam said. "Without them, it's a very different lad. And with the proper encouragement, why, 'tis a lad with much promise."
"That's quite enough," Kassia said. "Ho, Daria! Come rescue me from this loutish humor."
But Roland held tightly to Daria's hand. "Come into the hall and tell us how all this comes about."
"Will I hear counsel to tell me to thrash the little one here?" Graelam asked of no one in particular.
"There are better things to do to a wife," Rolandsaid. He clasped Daria's fingers more firmly and pulled her closer. "Of course, that path leads to exhaustion and near-collapse and besottedness."
Graelam looked at them thoughtfully. It took only his departure to bring the two of them together? He'd been the one standing in their path? It was a lowering thought. He saw that Kassia was also remarking this new closeness with the same surprise.
Once they were seated at a trestle table, goblets of wine in their hands brought by a beaming Gwyn, Kassia said simply, "As I said, we are repaying ourdebt to you, Daria, nothing more. My husband hunted the Earl of Reymerstone, and I, well, I was fortunateenough to learn that the Earl of Clare was in Cornwall as well. Both wanted to take you. As for Roland, I doubt not they had bloody revenge in mind for him."
Roland felt the slight tremor go through her body asshe said, "I don't want you to think that way! I don't want a reward, because I did naught more than any-one else would have done!"
Graelam smiled. "Does this mean that you wish us to let the earls go free?"
Daria stared at him, suddenly mute.
"He's got you there, dearling. No, Graelam, and we both thank you, even though we wish you hadn't endangered yourselves."
"The only danger that will come to my wife now isfrom my hand on her buttocks. Listen, Daria, you saved my life. As for Kassia here, well, she fancied that my life was also worth something to her."
Roland laughed. "Whilst I sit on my arse safely within the walls of my castle, the two of you are out capturing treacherous rogues and bringing them to me. For judgment? This will take some thought."
Graelam nodded. Kassia said, shaking her head, "Nay, Roland, they are here for Daria's judgment. It is her debt we repay." She turned to smile at herhusband. "We do hope, however, that neither of youhave any more enemies lurking just beyond the hills. I try to keep my husband safe."
"I do not. Do you, husband?"
Roland looked thoughtful for a very long time be-fore he finally shook his head. "Any more knaveswould be a scruffy lot, unworthy of your exalted atten- tion, Graelam."
"Good," Graelam said. "I've a fancy to rot a bit within my castles walls for a while."
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Kassia leaned forward, pulling off her boy's cap as she did so. "Can you tell us more about these two men, Roland?"
"As I told Graelam, Damon Le Mark murdered the Earl of Clare's brother some years ago. Clare never forgot and his hatred grew. That was why he kid-napped Daria. It was his revenge. But then he wanted to take her to wive and he wanted her dowry as well.As the Earl of Clare himself told me, it would have to satisfy him."
Daria continued. "Damon knew the real reasons for my kidnapping, but he didn't tell Roland. He made upsome tale that Roland never believed."
Katherine said very quietly, "No, he wouldn't tell the truth, even if he had a choice. He didn't even tell me, and that I don't understand at all, for it would have tormented me to hell, and thus afforded him great pleasure."
Everyone turned to Lady Katherine in surprise. "What do you mean, Mother?"
"I mean that Damon should have told me what had happened. He would have enjoyed my misery. I sim-ply wonder why he chose not to."
"You knew the Earl of Clare had kidnapped me. You knew he wanted to wed me."
"No, I didn't know that he wanted to wed you. Damon didn't tell me about that." She shook her head.
She looked pale and very, very sad. Then shesmiled, a bittersweet smile that held a good deal of acceptance. "The truth is sometimes difficult, Daria.But now it is your right to know. It is true that Damon Le Mark did indeed murder Edmond of Clare's brother. His name was David and he was young and innocent,as was I, and we fell in love. It was so many years ago.My parents had promised me to Reymerstone's half- brother, Daria, but I didn't want him.. I wanted onlyDavid. Of course, what a girl wants makes no differ- ence to anything. I was forced to wed James of Fortescue anyway. But before I became his wife, I went to David. It's probable that David is your real father, my love. The Earl of Clare is thus your uncle.Damon found out about this some time ago, possibly from his half-brother, for my husband never believed you were the product of his seed. Damon caught Da-vid some five years ago and murdered him. He sentword to his half-brother of what he had done, and my husband rejoiced. He laughed when he told me. Eventhough they were but half-brothers, you see, they were very close. They were very much alike in many ways save that James was skilled in arms and fighting. He was seen as honorable and brave. But it was his con-ceit that he held up for all to see as his honor, and most were fooled by it, including you, my daughter."
There was utter silence in the hall. Sir Thomas coughed.
"If the Earl of Clare had but looked at Daria, hewould have seen that her eyes are very nearly identical to his brother David's. But evidently he didn't see any resemblance. His brother never told him about me orabout his daughter. David protected both of us, Daria. But of course Damon knew."
"So that's why my father ignored me, why he neverkissed me or petted me or told me he loved me."
Katherine nodded. "I'm sorry, Daria. Every time helooked at you, he would then turn to me and his hatred made me shrivel. He never struck you. He never hurt you. I told him if he did I would kill him. Not with a knife, but with poisons. He believed me,for he knew I had the recipe for many of your grandmother's potions. But then he was killed and we were at Damon Le Mark's mercy."
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Roland remembered the sad-eyed Katherine whenhe'd first visited Reymerstone. So Damon had avenged his half-brother by taking his wife to his bed and bymurdering her lover. He probably believed it a fittingpunishment for her infidelity. It was more punishment than anyone should have to bear. He too found him-self wondering why Damon Le Mark hadn't tauntedKatherine with the possible marriage between her daughter and her daughter's uncle, the Earl of Clare. Then it occurred to Roland that he hadn't becausesuch knowledge might have gotten back to Colchester, and Damon Le Mark had wanted that marriage more than anything,
Roland turned to his wife. He couldn't bear the anguish here, the years of secret, unspoken pain. He said, his voice light, "What say you, wife? Do youwant their ears chopped off? Shall we make them into eunuchs? Do you want me to run them through?"
"Nay," she said, shaking her head. She looked athim then, and she was very pale, her eyes bewildered.
"I very nearly married my uncle."
"Yes, but you didn't." But your uncle raped you, didn't he, and you could have delivered a child born of incest.
Katherine said, "I didn't realize that the Earl ofClare could possibly think of wedding Daria, it never came into my mind, else I would have gone mad. I'm sorry, child, truly, but I didn't want you to know the truth and perhaps despise me for it and—"
Suddenly Daria laughed, deep, raw laughter that was ugly in its pain. It rang out in the great hall and the anguish of it was more than Roland could bear. He shouted, as he grasped her upper arms and shook her, "Daria, stop it!"
But she couldn't. She covered her mouth with her hand but the laughter still came out, muffled and deep and wrenching. She gasped for breath as she choked out the words. "It is too much, Roland, far too much.Don't any of you understand?" Her laughter was dying now but her voice was sharper, more shrill.
"Don't you see? My God, if I hadn't lost that babe, if I had birthed the babe, it still could have looked like the Earl of Clare, for he would have been the babe's uncle!" Laughter spewed out of her mouth. Roland stared at her.
"Aye, 'tis true," she said, her voice now oddly singsong, "and then you would never have believed me, Roland, never. You would have looked at that babe and remarked, 'Aye, look at all that red hair. The Earl of Clare is the babe's father and I am vindicatedin my belief that my wife is a liar!' " Daria broke free, whirled about, and looked one last time at her hus-band. He was still staring at her, his face very pale, his hands now fisted at his sides.
"There's no winning, Roland, at least not for me. It is over and I have lost." She turned to Katherine.
"You won't berate yourself again, Mother. Now, if it is truly my judgment, then what I wish is this: I want the two of them put together. I want the two of them to fight it out. Each deserves to fight the other. If the Earl of Clare hadn't been a coward, he wouldn't havekidnapped me, he would have met Damon and chal- lenged him as a man of honor should face another man who is his enemy. As for Damon Le Mark, he isdespicable. He should have told Roland the truth about my birth, but he kept silent. He cared not what be-came of me; he cared not if my uncle bedded me.Perhaps he even thought it would be a fine jest on mymother and on the Earl of Clare, but he wouldn't have said anything, not until it had been done."
Daria looked straight at Roland and laughed. "One more time for my lie, Roland, then never will you hear me protest again. The Earl of Clare didn't bed me, no one save you did. He humiliated me but he Page 203
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didn't bed me. Now, are my wishes to be considered?" Roland felt mired in the swirling tensions surround-ing him. They were also within him and he didn't like it. So the Earl of Clare hadn't raped her.
He believed that now. Daria was incapable of fostering such adeception in the face of learning that the Earl of Clare had been of her blood, her damned uncle, by all the saints. It still left him puzzled sad beset by confusion. Her laughter and her pain made him raw. He nodded slowly. "It will be as you wish."
Graelam said then, "And if one kills the other? What would you have done with the one who wins?"
Daria said quite without emotion, "He will go free."
Roland nodded his agreement, but in the next in-stant he shared a look with Graelam and a silent pact was made.
The afternoon was hot, the early-fall wind harshly dry and hafing.
Daria knew she would never forget the looks on thetwo men's faces, the fury, the raw hatred. They'd beenstripped down to loincloths and given swords, maces, and axes.
She didn't want to watch, but she did, as did her mother. The scores of people surrounding the twomen were silent. Daria knew that by now all of Chan- try Hall knew what she'd screamed in the great hall. All of them knew that her two uncles would fight to the death.
Both men were her uncles. It was insane. She looked at her mother, hoping she was all right, but she couldn'ttell, for there was no sign, no expression, on Kather-ine's face.
She heard the sudden ringing of the heavy battle swords. She heard the curses of the two men as they lunged and withdrew from each other. She could feel the poison of their hatred for each other.
It didn't last long, though it seemed an eternity. Damon Le Mark fought bravely, with all the enmity in his soul, but he was no opponent for the Earl ofClare, whose fighting skills were honed daily on the Welsh outlaws. She saw the Earl of Clare lift the sword with both hands, saw the sword descend, and knew that Damon Le Mark was dead. At the last instant, just as Damon Le Mark jerked sideways, then back, the Earl of Clare used the sword as a spear instead, sending it straight ahead. It sliced through Damon Le Mark's chest and came out the back, fling-ing him onto his side on the ground. He was dead before he rolled to his back.
There was a shock of silence. The Earl of Clarestood over his dead enemy, and he was smiling. She couldn't believe what happened then. She watched her husband, now stripped to his loincloth, step into the circle, a battle sword in his hand. As he lifted it, he grinned and yelled at the Earl of Clare, "Did you know, you filthy whoreson, that Daria is your niece?She is of your flesh, you damned fool! Your brother, David, was her father! Had I not taken her from you, you would have committed the gravest sin in God's eyes! What say you to that, you stupid sod?"
The Earl of Clare calmed his breathing. He lookedat the young man before him, knew him for a dangerous warrior, and wanted to kill him. The humiliation Roland had meted out to him at Tyberton was a raw wound. Roland had thrashed him like a mewling pup, in front of the king, in front of all his men and servants. Well, now he had a sword. He'd killed Reymer-stone and now he would kill this impudent bastard. "You lie," he shouted. "I would have surely recog-nized her if she had been of mine own blood.
She is not!"
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Graelam started forward, fury writ on his face. "Ro-land, this is not for you to do!" he yelled. "Damn you,come out of there! It was to be my turn!"
But it was too late. The two men faced each other.The earl, his red hair blazing in the hot afternoon sun, was the larger of the two, a massive man whose power was evident in each movement he made with the heavy sword. He'd but slightly exerted himself to kill the Earl of Reymerstone. He looked at the young manwho was dark as a Muslim, and smiled. He knew that after he killed Roland he would himself be killed, but for now he didn't care. He would have his revenge. He roared and lunged, only to have Roland feint to the left. He was left panting, feeling like a fool, his sword slicing through air.
Daria looked at her husband. He was more slightly built, leaner, his body hard and taut, but he was strong and agile and very fast. He'd dropped the battlesword and was now swinging an ax in his right hand. Then he tossed the ax to his left hand and back and forth, taunting the Earl of Clare, until he bellowed like an enraged bull, and charged Roland again. Ro-land danced lightly to the side and struck suddenly, fiercely, with the ax. It thudded loudly against the earl's sword. Roland looked surprised; then he gave the earl a look of approval before quickly spinning to the left out of the range of the earl's pounding sword.
Daria touched her hand to Graelam's sleeve. "Nay," she said quietly, "he will be all right. He will kill the earl."
"You cannot possibly know—" Graelam's impatientvoice dropped off. He stared at Daria.
"He will kill him," she said again, her eyes never leaving her husband. "Nay, I'm not seeing a vision. Isaw him fight the Earl of Clare in the presence of the king at Tyberton. He is very skilled, and what he does is unexpected."
"He's an evil fighter," Graelam said after a moment watching Roland. "That's true. Look at that! Aye, Roland fights with his brains."
"He also learned tricks from outlaws in the Holy Land."
The Earl of Clare was bearing down on Roland, trying to corner him, striking again and again, notletting up, forcing him back with the raw power of his strength.
Suddenly Roland tossed the ax aside. Salin slipped along slender-bladed knife into his hand and Daria heard Graelam heave a heartfelt sigh. " 'Tis over now," he said.
"How do you know that?"
"Just watch."
Roland slipped away from the earl, dodging right;then he turned on the balls of his bare feet, and fast as lightning, reached out and sliced a clean diagonal line through the thick red hair on the earl's chest. The earllooked down blankly at the oozing bloody line that marked his chest and howled with fury. "I'll kill you, you whoreson!"
Roland laughed. "Again, you bastard!" He spun about, his arm extended, and he struck so quickly itwas a blur. Now a bloody red X stood out on the earl's chest.
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The earl was so beside himself with rage he began tohammer with the mighty sword, wildly slicing it from side to side in a wide swath.
Graelam said quietly, "He's no longer thinking. Heis reacting, nothing more. He doesn't realize that his incredible strength isn't an asset. He doesn't realize he won't touch Roland. Roland has learned that his brain is his best weapon."
Daria watched Roland lightly back away from theearl, not coming to a stop until he was a good fifteen feet from him. The earl was yelling, howling his fury,and he was readying to charge, his sword raised above his head.
Slowly, very slowly, Roland aimed the knife andreleased it with a smooth flip of his wrist. It sang through the still air and thudded softly into the earl's chest, just at the point where the X crossed.
Edmond of Clare stared down at the quivering paleivory handle that still vibrated from the strength and speed of Roland's throw.
He looked up then, first at Roland, then toward Daria. "I wanted your dowry, not you," he said."You're not of my blood, I would have known if you were, for David kept nothing from me. He would havetold me. Nay, you're naught but—" He crumpled where he stood.
Roland was covered with sweat and dirt and he had a huge satisfied smile on his face.
"Nay, berate me not, Graelam," he called out with great relish. " 'Tis over now, and he was mine, not yours, not anyone else's." He turned to his wife. "Be ready to leave Chantry Hall at first light tomorrow morning. Pack enough clothing for a month. Speak to Alice and have her prepare ample food supplies for us and seven men." He was still grinning when he turned to Sir Thomas. "Thomas, you will see to ChantryHall's safety whilst we're gone. And, Katherine, worry not about your daughter."
"No," Katherine said slowly. "I don't think I shall now."
"Where are we going, Roland?"
Roland walked to where his wife stood, and he looked down at her, saying nothing for a very longtime.
Finally he raised his fingers and cupped her chin. "We go to Wales."
"Why?"
He leaned down, saying very quietly, so only she could hear his words, "I took your virginity, yet I have no memory of it. I want that memory back, Daria. I want the knowledge of your eyes uponme when I came into you that first time. I want my awareness of you when I first touched your womb."
They reached Wrexham twelve days later. Incredi-bly, it had rained only twice. Incredibly, they'd met no outlaws. Incredibly, Roland was whistling when theyentered the Wrexham cathedral.
Daria was praying hard. She didn't know what to expect, but praying seemed the best approach.
Romila opened the door at Roland's pounding. She was grumbling about louts bothering until she recognized him. Then she smiled widely, rubbing her handstogether as she looked him over from head to toe.
"Aye, oh, aye, 'tis the pretty lad whose body and face have provided romantic fodder for all the girls in Wrexham. I've told them of your endowments, mylad, described to them how your flesh feels beneath a Page 206
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woman's hand. Ah, when I told them about the size of your rod ... Is it you, Daria? Well, well. What do you here? What—"
And on and on she went, and Roland just smiledat her and listened to her babbling. Daria said nothing.
After a time, Roland asked if Romila would take him upstairs to the chamber where he'd been in bed for nearly two weeks.
"Nay, Daria, I wish to go alone," he said to his wifewhen she would have followed. She nodded, and watched the two of them climb the narrow filthy stairs.She wondered, half-smiling, if Romila would try to seduce him once in the bedchamber.
Salin said from behind her, "Roland is a fair man."
She only nodded and began her prayers again.
Upstairs, Roland stood in the middle of the smallairless chamber. He looked at the bed where he'd spent hours he didn't remember at all, and more hours he did remember that he couldn't begin to count. He looked at the chamber pot in the corner and shook his head at those memories. He turned to Romila, cutting off her outpourings of vulgar suggestions. "When I was brought here, I was out of my senses?"
"Aye, ye were, me lad."
He looked toward the window and saw Daria stand-ing there, quiet and still, looking out onto the court-yard below. He looked at the chair. He rememberedclearly Daria sitting in that chair, sewing on one of his tunics.
"Yer little wife took good care of ye. Even when yewere a testy lad, she only smiled and shook her head and loved ye. O' course, she did ask my advice now and again, and I told her ye'd be in fine form again soon."
He remembered the spoon touching his mouth, re-membered Daria's soft voice telling him to eat, telling him he must regain his strength.
"Aye, oh, aye," Romila said, her voice wistful andteasing at the same time. Then she laughed aloud, raucous and loud. "And I remember more than I should, ye randy goat!"
Roland turned slowly to face her. "What do you mean?"
Romila cackled and looked again down his body. "Aye, a randy goat ye were even when ye were out of yer head with the fever and yelling strange things insavage tongues. I knew ye'd not been married to yer little wife long, but still I couldn't believe that ye had such a dreadful need in yer manhood! Men and their seed—always wanting to spill it, no matter if they're dying."
And Roland said again, his heart pounding slow dullbeats, "What do you mean?"
"I mean that yer randy body didn't know ye wasfrightful sick, oh, no, ye horny pretty lad!" She laughed again and looked at him as if she'd like to throw him on the bed and rip off his clothes.
"You do?" he said.
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"Oh, aye, me pretty boy. I come up that night, foryer little wife was so tired and so frantic with worry for ye that I was worried about her, and then I stoppedoutside the door and heard this moaning and groaning and I heard her cry out, and I opened the door, allafeared that ye was dying, and there ye were, holding her on top of ye, lurching yer rod into her, and she was crying, and then ye moaned deep and took her but good. Aye, ye made her ride ye hard." Romilastopped, smiling fondly at Roland. "I like a man whose rod isn't struck down along with his body. Aye, yer a bonnie lad."
"Thank you," Roland said blankly. He flung hisarms around Romila, lifted her high, even though she weighed about the same as he did; then, as he low-ered her, he gave her a loud smacking kiss on her mouth.
"Thank you," he said again. As he made his way back down the stairs, he thought: By all the saints, Iwish I could remember. Just a moment of it, just an instant. He wondered if perhaps someday he would.
Not that it mattered. Not that what Romila had told him mattered all that much. It struck him then that he wanted to spend the night here, with Daria, in that bed. He wanted her on top of him and he wanted to take her again, here, just as he'd taken her so long ago.
He whistled.
At nearly midnight, a howling storm blew up andthe animal hide that covered the window thudded and flapped loudly. On the narrow bed, Roland wassprawled on his back, looking up at his beautiful wife, naked, her hair loose down her back, watching hercome down on him, then move as she wished to, then arch her back, bringing him so deep into her that he thought he'd die from the pleasure of it.
He saw nothing but his wife, Daria. As he watchedher reach her pleasure, he told her, "I love you, Daria, and you will never doubt me."
She yelled her release, and he grinned, wondering ifRomila stood outside the door listening to them, cack-ling like a witch. Then he moaned, and he forgot all save his enjoyment of his wife.
EPILOGUE
London, England
That hot September afternoonwhen two peers ofthe realm had met in the outer bailey of a little-known castle in Cornwall to fight each other to the death didn't reach the ears of the king until well into October. The tale was, much to the king's displeasure, littleembellished by the king's son-in-law, Dienwald de Fortenberry, whose mournful expression showed his disappointment at not having been present at the fight.Not that it mattered to anyone.
Both men were long dead and no one really carednow who had killed whom and how. But the king, in a flash of unpredictability, decided he wanted the de-tails, all of them, and he quickly realized that Dienwaldwasn't being completely frank with him. He knew thatRoland was involved, as was Graelam de Moreton. Hewas angered, yet at the same time the king was pleasedthat the three men felt loyalty to each other. But shouldn't they also trust their king, the lame louts? They should; it was their duty to do so.
He considered threatening Dienwald with torture for lying to him, his dear papa-in-law, for he knewthat Dienwald was withholding all the doubtlessly in- teresting parts of the truth from him. Then he lookedat Page 208
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his daughter, Philippa, saw that she was grinning at him and knowing that there wasn't anything he could do. He held to his kingly control, then yelled for wine.
The king wasn't angry beyond his second goblet ofwine, for after all, he now had two very rich holdings in his royal, always needy hands. Neither earl had left an heir, much to the king's joy—Burnell had quicklyfound that out—save for a cousin to Reymerstone who was a puling boy and not worthy of either the title orthe lands. The king gave guardianship of Tyberton to one of his own trusted knights with the admonition that the moment he ever thought of himself as an arrogant Marcher baron, his king would ensure thathis ale was poisoned. He'd thought to reward his son-in-law with Reymerstone, then decided he hadn't yetproved himself sufficiently loyal to his king.
After the first of the year, the king recalled the taleagain, and decided he would discover what had happened from the horse's mouth. He sent a messenger to Chantry Hall, insisting that Roland de Tournay and his wife visit London and give the royal ears a full accounting.
Roland sent a return message by the king's soldier:
Sire:
I beg your indulgence and forgiveness, but Daria and I cannot travel to London to bask inyour royal presence for some months yet. She is with child. We would ask that you receive us in the late summer.
"Humph," the king said when Robert Burnell had finished reading the brief letter. Then he looked up, puzzled. "But I thought she was already with child,Robbie. Shouldn't she be birthing it by now? I remember Roland wedded her because she was pregnant. Don't you recall, the queen told us of it?"
"She miscarried the babe, sire, late last summer I believe I was told."
The king wondered for a bitter moment how Burnellseemed to know everything, even insignificant details such as the miscarrying of a babe by one of his Cornish baron's wives, but he was too proud to ask.
"That is what I thought," the king said. "I must tell the queenthere's to be another child. She will be gratified. She is most fond of Daria and Roland, you know."
"Aye, sire, she is."
The king looked suddenly very pleased with himself."The child Daria miscarried, it was the Earl of Clare's,was it not, Robbie? Do you not remember? He'dforced himself upon her and Roland, despite the fact, insisted upon wedding her?"
"Aye, sire, your memory is flawless and surpasses all that is imaginable."
The king smiled his beautiful Plantagenet smile. "Doyou jerk at my royal leg, Robbie?"
"I, sire? Nay, I would never be guilty of something so ignoble."
The king rubbed bis hands together and rose, "Well,that's that. I have lands I sorely needed and a cartload of coin for my coffers. My subjects appear to havesorted things out amongst themselves. You look tired, Robbie. Why don't you rest a bit this afternoon?"
It sounded a fine suggestion to Robert Burnell, and he nodded.
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The king turned to leave the chamber, then smacked the palm of his hand against his forehead. "I almost forgot! Bring your writing materials, Robbie, there's adelegation from some Scottish fool wishing to beg ourroyal favor."
Burnell sighed, then smiled. "Aye, sire. Immedi-ately."
Chantry Hall, Cornwall
Roland and Dariastood on the northern rampartsof Chantry Hall, looking over the rolling hills dotted with at least one hundred sheep chewing at the sparse winter grasses. It was early January, but the air was crisp rather than cold and the sky blue and clear. It was a Cornwall day that delighted every man and woman living within its boundaries.
"It warms the heart," Roland said, waving an ex-pansive arm toward his sheep.
"It also gives a very peculiar order to the air," said his wife as she drew her thick cloak more closely around her.
Roland hugged her to his side, kissed her temple,then pointed eastward toward the king's departing'mes-senger, Florin, who'd spent the night and imbibed too much ale. "I wonder what Edward will say when he receives my missive."
Daria laughed. "If Florin arrives intact with it! Hus-band, your reply to your king bordered on the cocky.
It was rather in Dienwald's insolent style, I think."
"Ha! Dienwald slinked about when the king taxed him in October about our two dead earls, fumbled all over himself and in general laid claim to being a better fool than Crooky."
"That's what Philippa said, not Dienwald."
"As I recall, he smacked her bottom for that. Doyou think the king also wrote to Graelam and Kassia?"
"We will be certain to ask when they are next here."Daria turned and smiled up at her husband.
"Do you feel well, sweeting? Our babe sits contentin your womb?" He drew her against him as he spoke, and gently rubbed his palm over her swelling belly.
"Aye, both of us are filled with well-being and bothof us are getting quite hungry."
Roland gave her a mournful look. "If you had toldme that but a few months ago I would have considered your hunger to be of a more felicitous nature. I wouldhave lifted you over my shoulder and carried you into our western pasture and loved you amongst the eglan-tine and bluebells. But now I must play the forbearing husband, all patience and long-enduring, whilst my babe gleans all your attention. It is difficult, Daria, forI am young and lusty and filled with lavish excesses and—"
She grabbed his ears and pulled his face down,nipping the tip of his nose, kissing his mouth again and again. "There is no eglantine now, Roland, but there are pine cones in the forest. What say you, husband?
Are you all words and plaints or will you give me deeds?"
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"And I thought I was the only one suffering fromexcesses," he said, and lifted her high against him, her feet off the rampart wooden walkway. "No forest bed for you, Daria, but a soft bed where you will be winsome and soft and so dear to me I want to weep with it."
"You become a poet, Roland. I think first I shallhave Alice prepare her wonderful mulled wine. 'Tis to dull your randy senses so I may have you energetic yet controlled in your excesses."
He looked at her with such love that Daria forgot her attempts at wit and every other scrap of humorthat had come into her brain. He eased her back downand she leaned against him, hugging her arms tightly around his back.
"Life is sweet with you, Roland. Life is all I couldwish it to be."
"Even with the smelly sheep and us standing down-wind from them?"
"Aye, even that. Come now, my lord husband."
"If our king but knew who the cocky one really wasat Chantry Hall I vow he would knit me with fine words until I died."
"I will tell Philippa. Then we will see."
"J shall tell Dienwald." Roland paused, adding on a wide grin, "I haven't the faintest idea what Dienwald would do."
"Show me what you would do."
"Let us get to it then," Roland said and led her down from the ramparts and into the great hall.
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