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Dance of Desire
 
Elizabeth's gaze flickered down to his mouth, then back to his eyes. "You have bewitched them all, Lord Thomas," she said lightly. "All the women in the village, and Alice, who sings your praises to the very sun, and Nurse."
"And you, my lady?" he asked quietly.
She did not answer for a long moment, and Thomas grew aware of the movement of her breasts below the shift, and the faintly hurried sound of her breath. Had she been anyone else, he might have pulled her to him then, kissed that smooth brow and the straight nose, and both of her eyelids.
But, although he felt the ethereal spirit of desire tangling around them, causing the very air to dance, he did not move.
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PROLOGUE
 
Woodell Castle Candlemas Eve, 1351
 
On a cold Candlemas Eve, the peasants of Woodell Village crowded into the church. They huddled there for warmth as much as for the mass, for beyond the walls raged a blizzard that had not stopped in three days. Candles burned in the gloom, flickering against the gusts that could not entirely be kept out, and Mary Gillian's baby cried in bursts from the teeth pushing through his gums, giving voice to shivering number. Weary they were of winter, and longed for the warmth of spring.
Tall Mary, so called for her ungainly height and to separate her from the other two Marys in the village, clutched her warm, woolen cloak around her. She gave silent thanks to Lady Elizabeth for it, even if she had ridden off and left the villagers here to face the uncertain future alone.
The church doors suddenly burst open, letting in the cold and the night and the wind. The frightened villagers turned as one. Tall Mary's heart pinched with terror as she thought of the brigands from the forest who had so plagued them these past few months.
A giant stood in the arched doorway. Black hair fell wet and wild around his head, and his mantle was soaked. Behind him, snow rose in fierce whirls, white against the night.
But Mary saw at once the rich mail he wore, finer even than Lord Philip's, and she knew he was no thief. He moved into the church a few steps, and Mary, who sat toward the back, had a clear look at him. The hair would be thick and nearly black when dry, and even through the week's growth of beard on his cheeks she saw the aristocratic cut of his chin and nose, the unmistakable intelligence in his eyes and high brow. He wore a fine green mantle with gold all around the edge, and at his waist hung a great sword with jewels set into the handle. He stood there, blinking, as if he were ill.
As the villagers stared, silent as awed children, a woman sailed past the knight. She was not of the same cloth as he. Mary saw the rough weave of her cloak, the threadbare places on her veil, the simple wooden cross hung about her neck.
Still, she moved as if she knew what she was about—striding up the good stone tiles of the nave to kneel at the altar. She bowed her head and crossed herself, then turned to face the villagers, putting her back to the priest, who stood with his mouth agape at her boldness.
Mary clutched her warm cloak to her chest, imprinting the scene upon her mind in all its detail. Around winter fires for years to come, this story would be told, and Mary would tell it best, for that was her only gift: remembering the things others forgot, and weaving them into a grand tale. She would remember to speak of the yellow light of the many candles burning in the gloom, and how that light glinted on the gold in his mantle, and how the jewels winked in the hilt of that great sword.
And she would remember the woman, standing before them to say, "My lord seeks shelter," as she pointed to the knight. "Will ye give him leave to sleep in the deserted castle there, in exchange for his sword to protect you?"
The villagers gaped at her. Mary peeked at the man through her lashes, now admiring the thick muscles of his thighs beneath wet cloth.
John Wood stood. "I say we let him. The Lady Elizabeth cared little enough for our health and happiness."
A shout of agreement rose.
So it was that the knight was taken to the castle, where a fire was made for him, and food cooked. And at last, Mary herself led him to the finest chamber in the keep, where curtains hung round the bed, and even a rich Arabian carpet covered the floor. The knight knelt and touched it with his hand. "I've never seen such a thing," he said, the first words he had spoke.
It was a voice to match his size, a sound like drums rumbling on a feast night. Mary shivered at the sound. She liked him for not being so rich as the Lady Elizabeth, for being able to show his wonder over the finery in the room. She took his mantle, and rubbed his cold feet dry by the fire as water was carried up for his bath.
And she saw that his hair did dry in thick waves over his shoulders, and his shaved jaw was strong and unmarked. And his hands, which were big as kettles, showed the size of other things, as the old women had always said.
But when Mary would have stayed and warmed his bed, he gently sent her away. She bowed without rancor, and promised she would come back. She also knew, even if he did not, that she would not be alone in offering her favors.
Smiling, she clutched her fine mantle around her shoulders and descended the cold dark steps from the tower. For a few minutes, she let herself imagine that she was not Tall Mary, simple daughter of the village reeve, but the Lady Elizabeth herself, beautiful cousin to the king. She tossed her head and imagined Lord Thomas was her own man, come home to her after a long journey.
For the first time, Mary forgot her low anger at the Lady Elizabeth, and was grateful the lady was gone, leaving Mary to order things in her absence. With great relish, she looked forward to the days ahead.
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Woodell Castle Midsummer's Day, 1351
 
On the Feast of St. John, Lady Elizabeth D'Auvers, after a long and arduous exile, returned at last to the county of her birth.
It was a fine, clear day, filled with the comforting noise of birds calling and small animals skittering in the underbrush of the thick forests that lined the road. On a soft afternoon breeze blew the scent of copper from the river, and the evocative perfume of leaves on the forest floor.
Lady Elizabeth, known to all as Lyssa, tilted back her head and breathed in the beloved scents. There had been days in months passed that she had believed she would never again smell those notes, nor feel the gentle summer sun upon her brow, nor see her home.
The returning party was a ragged remainder of the near-army that had accompanied her retreat into exile. Of the thirty that had departed at Whitsuntide nearly a year before, only eight remained—her two young stepchildren, a handful of guards, and Nurse, who had been with Lyssa since her birth. As they neared a bend in the forest track, too small to be called a proper road, only the sound of the horses hooves clomping in the dust, and the jingle of their harnesses, broke the silence.
The track turned, and Lyssa strained eagerly, leaning over the horse's neck. And there—at last!—lay the castle. It perched on a rise amid the dark woods. From the easternmost curtain wall, the village tumbled down the gentle hill, the fields spreading out in verdant glory to the very edge of the river. Against the bright blue summer sky rose the thick forest. The scene was gilded with sunlight, and Lyssa's heart near burst at the sight.
Home!
One of her guards rode up beside her. "My lady, look!" Harry said, lifting a mailed arm to point.
Elizabeth spied them, too. Villagers abroad, their feet light with the joyful quick-stepping rhythm of a feast day. It was midsummer, and there were preparations being made for the bonfires that would blaze from every hill come evening.
For a moment, Elizabeth was overcome. She fought tears of emotion. "How can it be that so many still live?" she whispered at last, her imagination haunted with grim memories of the deserted villages they had passed.
"Woodell is remote." The observation came from John, a burly guardsman. "Mayhap 'twas not so foully visited as the other towns we've seen."
Some of the villagers caught sight of the small, travel-worn party, and one gave a shout. The call was taken up by others, rippling over the scattered folk in their white and blue and brown: "My lady comes!"
They moved toward the road, walking, then running, shouting greetings, until a small, happy crowd lined the road. They waved and shouted, "Lady Elizabeth!"
Lyssa reined her horse and reached out, touching a face, a shoulder, the head of a child. "John Wood! And Meg—oh, Meg." Now she could not halt the tears that blurred her vision, and she blinked hard to keep them back. "Oh, glad I am to see you all."
There was one face she ached to see, and at last she spied her: a slim young woman, shyly holding to the back of the milling group. "Tall Mary!" Lyssa cried, and let her tears of gratitude fall. "Come here and let me see you!"
Lyssa slid from her horse into the warmth of bodies she'd thought would be long cold, their souls a weight upon her conscience. She hugged a gawky girl—"Jane, you're near a woman!" and grasped the hands of men, and rubbed the shoulder of a goodwife, big with child. "A babe, Peggy! 'Tis time enough, I'd say."
Peggy chuckled and patted her roundness. "Aye," she said with a ribald wink.
Tall Mary pushed through the crowd and caught Lyssa's hand. "My lady," she whispered, putting
Lyssa's hand against her cheek. "We so feared you dead!"
Gladness washed away all else as Lyssa looked into the strong plain face of the girl who had been her friend since earliest childhood. "Ah, Mary," she whispered, and pulled the girl into her embrace, hard and close. "How I did miss you."
Mary's long arms were fierce. "I thought of you everyday."
Elizabeth forced herself to straighten and took a breath as she smoothed Mary's hair, touched her cheek. Turning, she called out loudly, "A grand feast we will have to celebrate, a sennight hence." She grinned. "With enough wine so all the good-wives will have babes in them by summer's end."
John Wood laughed. "Ah, m'lady, 'tis good to have you home."
"'Tis good to be home," she said fervently, and in great good humor, kissed his ruddy cheek.
She took Mary's arm in her own. "Walk with me. Tell me all. Did the plague come?"
"It did, my lady." Mary slipped free, glancing uneasily at the others. "But chores do I have waiting." Her eyes carried an earnest message Lyssa could not quite read. "Later will I come to you."
"Do not tarry. I long to sit with you, to hear all."
"I will not forget."
"Come, my lady," cried a knot of women. "Let us see you comfortable before the feast begins."
With a last glance over her shoulder, Lyssa lifted her skirts and walked the rest of the way to the open gates. She feasted her eyes upon the gold stones of the curtain wall, and the crenelated tow-ers at each corner of the castle itself. After the hasty and unwelcome exile, it was all unbearably dear. She eyed the arched embrasures circling the southwest tower, and thought of the warm, sunny room it contained. There sat her untended loom, and piles of wool and linen to be carded, and threads so finely spun from her hands that the fairies themselves would be envious.
In her excitement, she reached for her stepdaughter Isobel's slim, white hand. "Ah, to be in my solar, weaving and singing again!"
Isobel, just gone sixteen, and none too fond of the womanly arts, heaved a great sigh. "I vow my fair heart fair quivers at the thought."
Lyssa scowled. "Count your blessings, young miss," she said, and strode ahead. Something would have to be done with the girl before she poured her boredom into the intrigues of which she was so fond.
But not even Isobel could ruin this homecoming. Stepping through the deep shadows below the gate, Lyssa lifted her skirts, so eager now to touch her things that she was almost running.
Within the bailey, she halted abruptly. A man stood close by the well, drinking water with such thirsty abandon that it spilled from the dipper down his chin and over his bare chest in a silvery fall.
A stranger.
A very large stranger, a giant made all of shining darkness. Black hair fell in a thick wash over shoulders broad as the ancient rowan by the river, and his skin was dark as a Saracen's, but whether by blood or sun, she could not tell. She stared at him with her hands clutched tight in the folds of her skirts to hide her fear-whitened knuckles from him, and tried to calm the sudden rush of her breath. If he were a brigand, already here in the keep, were there others with him?
Behind her, she heard Harry draw his sword with a scrape of metal against metal.
Wariness settled on the stranger. He put aside the dipper and spread his hands to show he held no weapon. Not that it would make much difference—a man so large as this would need no weapon. His thighs were thick as the ceiling beams in the great hall, and his bare belly was ridged with muscle.
Lyssa glanced over her shoulder in alarm, thinking first of Isobel. The girl and her younger brother, Robert, had dismounted, and now they held each other's hands. Too often on their long journey had they all fought off thieves and outlaws. Lyssa saw that Isobel had drawn her veil forward to hide herself. Her men stood at the ready, swords drawn, faces grim. Swallowing, Lyssa turned back.
"You must be the lady Elizabeth, returned from your exile by the sea," the stranger said.
His voice matched him—a rumble of darkness resonating from deep within the broad chest. He took a step, into a finger of light slanting over the wall, and briefly, Lyssa forgot her fear.
The light struck his eyes and they were not black, as she first believed, but a vibrant, liquid indigo, startling against the dark, hard planes of his face. Lyssa did not think she had ever seen a man she thought worthy of being named beautiful, and even now, it was a strange word for one so powerful and masculine, but it was the word that best fit him. More surprised than anything, she simply stared.
Then she remembered herself, and the times, and her place. "I am the lady Elizabeth D'Auvers," she said in her most aristocratic tones, "and you sir, stand in my bailey without my leave."
Thomas bowed low in greeting, his heart in his chest a swollen, thudding beast. He had not known the lady would be so fair.
"I am Lord Thomas of Roxburgh," he said. The lady's men stood at the ready, swords drawn. "Forgive my intrusion, but we were stranded here in your deserted keep at Candlemas, and stayed to defend your villeins from the bandits who plagued them all."
"Where are my men? The guard I left behind?"
"That I cannot answer. There were none when we came."
Her eyes narrowed. "The whoresons probably ran off with what little gold I left."
"Like as not," he agreed.
Small and richly garbed in a dark blue surcoat, she stood like a fierce little cat against a wolf. Gold thread laced her sleeves, shining brightly in the shadows cast by the guard tower. A simple girdle circled her waist, and no jewels winked on her fingers or wrists.
She needed no adornment but her hair. Dark and woven elaborately with ribbons of several colors, it hung well past her hips from below a simple veil. Thomas thought, looking at her, so this is why they fight—the great lords and the kings—for noble women such as this.
Casually, he reached for his tunic and tugged it over his head, trying to calm the unsettled rush of his blood. It almost hurt him to look at her.
But as if he saw such women every hour of every day, Thomas combed his hair from his face with his fingers. He waited, knowing she would speak if he left the silence long enough.
She did. "Who else came with you?"
"Only one other, a poor widow who wished not to be left in the village alone. My men fell to plague ere we arrived." Thomas weighed his words carefully, remembering as well as he could to keep the blurred sound of his roots from them. "Since you have returned," he continued, "we will now leave you. I stayed only to safeguard the village, who had none else."
"And grateful I am, sir." She lifted her skirts, the gold flashing in her sleeves. "You will be amply rewarded."
"No need o' that. Well have I been rewarded by the shelter your castle lent me."
Her small, pointed chin rose. "I do owe you a great debt, Lord Thomas, and would pay it." Without waiting for a reply, she swished her skirts in a dismissive gesture. "For now I take my leave of you. I long for my own chamber."
"Wait, if ye will," he said. "A messenger from the king came here two days hence."
Her body abruptly stiffened. "Is he gone?"
"Aye." Thomas gestured toward the hall. "But he left a note with the king's seal."
He saw her breasts lift with a long breath. "Very well. I would have it now."
"Within." He gestured to the steps and waited to let her and her young charges climb ahead of him. Her guards shoved themselves between Thomas and the lady, barely veiling their suspicious gazes. He smiled at them, easier with men than with so fine a lady. Then he lifted his gaze and watched Lady Elizabeth sway up the steps, her hips moving sweetly beneath the blue velvet, her laced, elaborate braid shifting from side to side with each movement.
Thomas bounded up the steps behind her guards, and joined them in the great hall. It was dim at this late afternoon hour. Still, he was glad Alice had put villagers to work in here, for the room smelled of lavender. Cobwebs had been swept from the corners. A low fire chased the chill from the great expanse of stone. The floor was bare of the rushes and herbs that would cover it later, and the men's spurs made a crisp clanging noise against the stone tiles, bouncing in echoes from the high, timbered ceiling.
Feeling proprietary against his will, Thomas glanced around and wished it were morning. The light was clear and cheerful here mornings—she would see they had tended her keep well.
"Someone has been at work here, I see," the lady said, nodding as she looked around. "Much did I dread the stink of rotten rushes."
He inclined his head in what he hoped was courtly acknowledgment. "Twas Alice, my lady."
"The widow? I shall have to thank her."
From some hidden turn on the stairs, a dog suddenly howled in mournful greeting, then gave a glad bark.
Lady Elizabeth whirled, a singular smile lighting her face. "Griselda? Come!"
The dog needed naught but her mistress's voice. With a flurry of barks and whines and short, low howls, the dog scrambled down the stone steps and joyously hurtled herself across the floor, nails clattering over the stone. It was a wolfhound, with thick gray fur and bright eyes and a thick curled tail. Lady Elizabeth knelt in her fine gown to greet the hound with open arms and the dog flung herself with a whine into her embrace.
Thomas had called the dog Daisy for the relentless good humor, but Griselda suited her well. He grinned as woman and dog embraced. Griselda quivered with joy, a low whine coming from her throat, and she covered her mistress's face with polite, quick kisses. For her part, Lady Elizabeth put her arms around the dog and buried her face in its fur, murmuring softly.
Thomas thought she might be weeping, and it plucked his heart a little.
Now down the steps came a second hound. Thomas saw the pup galloping toward the lady and her dog, and called out sharply. "No, Wolf!" but the eight-month pup, exuberant to a fault, ignored him and leapt upon his mother and her mistress eagerly.
Thomas tried to catch the oversized, golden creature, but Lady Elizabeth reached for the pup, laughing. "Griselda, he's a beauty!" She captured the pup's great head and scrubbed his ears in greeting. Gleefully, he slurped at her face, and she laughed again.
Thomas said, "One day, he'll like as not be good in the hunt, but I cannot bring myself to beat such a happy beast."
She raised her head. "A confession which does you honor, my lord."
My lord. Thomas bowed his head. Fastening his hands behind his back, he said, "Griselda slept at my feet e'ry night."
As if remembering herself, Lady Elizabeth stood, brushing ineffectively at the dog hair littering her surcoat. "Then you must be sleeping in my chamber, sir."
Thomas refused to take offense. Instead he gave her a crooked smile. "Mayhap it is yours, my lady. I chose it for the scent in the bedding." Before he could stop himself, a bold jest came from his lips. "I vow I scent the same notes here."
Her eyes fixed upon his face, unmoved. "Well, you'll sleep there no more." All briskness now, she clasped her hands. "Where is the missive from my cousin?"
"Your cousin?"
"Aye. The king?" She tilted her chin, as if to berate him for his ignorance of her high nobility.
Thomas felt a stab of real fear. 'Twas a dangerous ruse he played—more dangerous still with one so high born as this.
Without speaking, he fetched the folded parchment with the king's seal from behind a loose stone on the hearth. To his disappointment, she did not immediately open it, but tucked it into her bodice. "We will speak later," she said, dismissing him. "First I wish to see if you have slept in my bed."
Thomas narrowed his eyes—did she know how bawdy that sounded? A hint of a smile touched the edge of the bowed red mouth, but she turned away before he could be sure.
"Come, children," she said to a girl covered in a gauzy veil and a sullen-looking boy of about twelve. A servant dressed in heavy black shooed them all toward the steps, sparing a single narrow-eyed glance at Thomas.
The veiled girl tagged behind. Deliberately, she pulled the gauzy covering from her head, to reveal a tangle of palest gold curls, and wide, knowing eyes in the face of an angel-child. No more than fifteen or sixteen, and too bold by half, he thought, but rewarded the child with a half-smile of appreciation, together with a slight nod. Beauty, he had learned, required only recognition.
Appeased, she tossed her head and climbed the stairs with the seductive sway of a serpent.
Trouble there, he'd warrant.
Thomas watched them until they disappeared, then let go a breath he was scarcely aware he'd held. It was only then that he saw Alice, emerging from her hidden place. She touched his arm as she passed, and mindful of the guards still eyeing him suspiciously, murmured, "Well done, my lord."
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Though she longed mightily for the privacy lent by her status as widow, Lyssa paused on the gallery to give direction to her charges. "Nurse, you and Isobel may sleep in my old chamber." She pursed her lips, looking at her stepson Robert. At twelve, he'd outgrown a nursemaid, and needed fostering. He gazed at her with his usual strange calm. "What do you wish, boy?"
"I'll sleep in the hall with the guards." A faint sneer edged his words. "Since there are no noble lords to wait upon."
His tone pricked Lyssa's temper. "Ah, but there is a lord here for you to tend, as you should have been doing long since."
Robert scowled. "Not that beast out in the yard! A common knight!"
"All the better, to teach you humility." Briskly she spoke to one of the guards. "Give word to have
Lord Thomas moved to the south tower, and Master Robert will sleep there as his page."
Harry grinned, his gap-toothed smile glinting briefly between his thick whiskers. "Aye, my lady. Come, lad."
Nurse, a ruddy faced woman whose wispy gray hair was bundled tightly below her wimple, folded her hands on her considerable belly and fixed her stern gaze on Lyssa. "On a feast day, they'll be none to tend you, girl, as there should be. Isobel here needs her training if she's to be a grand lady-in-waiting, like your sister."
Isobel smoothed hair from her face, and Lyssa wondered when she had taken off her veil. Even on the dim gallery, her pale blonde beauty shimmered with a light of its own. Wide gray eyes gave the impression of innocence and sweetness, just as her brother's did, but well did Lyssa know the impression to be untrue. She'd never met a more scheming pair than Isobel and Robert, and rued the day she'd been forced to take them in.
She was unprepared for the cooperation Isobel offered now. "Nurse, can you not see she longs to be alone?" She smiled at Lyssa and put her slim hands round Nurse's ample arm. "Let her be, to revel in the pleasure of her own things for a day. Tomorrow will be soon enough to see to ladies-in-waiting and servants and such."
Touched, Lyssa kissed her stepdaughter's cheek. "Thank you, my sweet." Still, she'd learned to keep a firm rein on the girl, and as she turned away, Lyssa said, "Nurse, do not let her out tonight. There will be much drunkenness."
A faint wrinkle marred Isobel's flawless brow, then disappeared. "Ever seeing to my safety."
With relief, Elizabeth at last escaped up the winding stone stairs in the east tower. On the landing, she paused, drawn by the sounds of the villagers coming in on a soft breeze through the open shutters of a small arched window. A puddle of sunlight warmed the stones, and Lyssa breathed a prayer of thanksgiving before rounding the corner to climb the rest of the stairs. Griselda followed behind.
Her chamber sat just below the armory, an airy room most times. Now the windows were shuttered, and by the scent hanging in the close air, she knew the knight indeed had slept here. It smelled dark, like crushed leaves in the shadowed forest. A man's scent, so potent it nearly made her dizzy.
Purposefully, she crossed the Arabian carpet that was her prized possession, and flung open the shutters to the light and air. On three sides of the tower were wide, arched embrasures that opened out to an unbroken view of the protected forest that spread around Woodell for unending miles. Leaning over the embrasure, she spied the river, far below, winding along one side of the castle.
Home. She closed her eyes and breathed it. Again the lingering taste of the knight, mingled now with forest spice and the sweet, clear breeze from the water, filled her.
"Who is he, Griselda?" she asked her dog. Griselda only licked her hand, and settled on the carpet with a heartfelt sigh. Lyssa smiled. She knelt again to put her face in the dog's soft long fur. "Of all I am most pleased to see you, sweet girl." Griselda groaned softly, nosing Lyssa's neck.
Parchment crackled against her breast. Remembering the letter from the king, she sat on the floor next to her dog and drew it out. For a moment, she only held it in her hand, unwilling to learn he had already found her another husband. She was only widowed a year, and would be better pleased to remain one.
It was not that she grieved her husband overmuch. At fourteen she'd been wed to Philip, Duke of Mereworth. Thirty years her senior, he had been a widow who'd much loved his first wife, and only married Lyssa at the order of his king, bringing with him two spoiled, sullen children.
Their marriage had been barren in more than its childlessness. Though he bed her when he returned to Woodell, the act was perfunctory and cold, and she knew he performed as much out of duty as she did. Both were thankful he was rarely there at all, for the king had sent him on endless missions to France. Two summers ago, he'd died of plague in Rouen, leaving her a widow at eighteen.
But King Edward would not let her remain a widow. Her lands were too valuable. No, a husband she would have. The most she could hope for was one who would not mistreat her, perhaps give her a child. A child of her own might be reward enough for having to bed another husband.
With a sigh, she broke the seal on the parchment. As she read the words, the heaviness that had so weighed upon her heart these last months lifted. The news was good.
Edward wrote simply that he was still considering the problem of her husband, but his attentions were consumed by the troubles on the land. The cursed plague had left a tangle of troubles in its wake, and he had not yet found a suitable husband for her.
Lyssa blinked, and read the words once more to be sure she had not made some mistake. Then she cried out happily, and jumped up and ran to the windows. Bending far out into the day, she took in a deep breath of air. No father or husband to order her about or wait upon; no nights to dread. In her home, with her threads and looms and plans, with the village safe, and the castle secure, she would live free as long as God granted.
Throwing back her head to the warm sun, she laughed, and remembered an old legend of St. John's Day. It was a charmed festival, and one was said to find hidden treasures on it. In truth, she could think of none so sweet and unexpected as this.
Her journey had been long, and she was weary, but there were no servants about on a feast day to bring her hot water for a bath, so she contented herself with a wash in the basin and a change of clothes. When two guards came to fetch the small belongings of Lord Thomas, she asked them to send word to the kitchen for her supper. Tomorrow she would set about reordering life at the castle. For tonight, she ate soft cheese and rough black peasant bread with sharp cider made in vats in the village, and then slept a little.
When she awakened, it was near dark, and she made her way to the castle walk. Every night of her youth she'd watched the sunset from high on the battlements, taking pleasure in the way darkness pooled first in the thick forest to the west, and leaked out to the road in long, pointed shadows. The shadows stretched, and grew, engulfed the village, then the fields. At last, the sun sunk abruptly beyond the forest, and all was cast under a gray gloaming.
Most nights, the village would now go quiet, the sounds of a cow or a sheep the only counterpoint to crickets whirring in the grass.
But tonight on the ancient hill to the east there burned a great bonfire, crackling hot yellow and orange against the darkening sky. The low thud of drums, like the comforting beat of a mother's heart, reached Lyssa's ear, and she knew there would be pipes, lilting and gay, even though she could not hear them. Smiling at the reassurance the old festival offered, she watched the shadows of the villagers leap in dance against the fire's great light.
At her feet, Griselda shifted eagerly, and made a soft sound of greeting. Lyssa heard a booted step on the wooden planks of the tower floor, and turned, expecting Harry.
Instead it was him—Lord Thomas, who halted some distance from her. The impression of shining darkness and great size startled her anew, and she only looked at him, unable to call a single word to her lips.
"Good even, my lady," he said, quietly.
"Good even, sir."
Griselda whined and got up to greet him, going over to lick the knight's hand. "It seems you have won an admirer," Lyssa said.
Lord Thomas rubbed his great hand over Griselda's head, and scratched her muzzle with sure, simple movements. His eyes twinkled. "A wise creature."
"And all know what discerning beasts they be," she returned easily. "Satan himself has his hounds of hell."
His chuckle was robust. Lyssa watched him offer his hand for Griselda's grateful kiss, then he stood once more, hanging back, as if he were some peasant. Perhaps he did not wish to frighten her; so large a man was surely not unused to inspiring distrust and fear.
"Come, sir," she said, lifting a hand to draw him into her company. "I am not so fearsome as that."
"Are you not, my lady? I heard much of you these months." As he stepped forward, he lifted one dark slash of brow. His scent enveloped her, and once again, Lyssa noted her reaction curiously. His size, his darkness, his scent—all moved her oddly, for she'd never found much to admire in men. She'd been too young before her marriage, and after it there had been few men about. To ease her puzzlement, she let a smile quirk her lips.
"The villeins have told stories of me, have they?"
"They have." With lazy ease, he leaned a hip against the wall. "They say you are as kind as you are fair. None starve in Woodell. That's what they say."
It pierced her. "You lie, my lord," she said tightly.
A taut stillness came over him. "Lie? No, I do not lie."
"When you speak of the peasants, you do," she said firmly. "They were angry when I left them."
"Aye," he said, surprising her. "They were that. But they missed you, as well. And, if ye don't mind me saying it, the guardsmen you left were cowards for running away—plague or no."
"So, then I must be coward, too."
He lifted a shoulder, but said nothing.
Lyssa scowled. "What purpose would it have served to stay here and fall sick? Who then would care for the villeins if I did not return?" She found she'd dug her fingers into the grainy stone of the wall. "And how could I take them all with me?"
And still he said nothing. Lyssa chanced a glimpse of his face, and it held no censure. "It did no help, in the end," she said with a sigh. "The villeins fared better here than they would have with me." Her mouth twisted with irony. "We fled and fell to plague. They stayed and did not."
"God has his will," Lord Thomas replied quietly.
"Aye."
He shifted. "In truth, 'twas like as not the brews of Alice Bryony that saved your village."
"Alice Bryony?"
"The widow who came here with me. Her talents were known well in her village."
"I would meet this paragon."
Lord Thomas chuckled. "She is no paragon, my lady. I suspect she dances all with the peasants, there." He pointed at the hill. "She will tell you she did no magic, no wondrous thing—only gave them a tonic to keep them hale."
"I suspect there are many who would pay a king's ransom for such a tonic."
"Mayhap there are, but she does not take coin for her potions." He straightened. "Why do you not join the festival tonight?"
Lyssa folded her hands, looking away to the fire on the hill. They would not welcome her, not there. "'Tis enough to simply be again in my home."
"Twas a long exile, then?"
"Aye. Since Whitsuntide last."
"They'll be glad enough to have you back again." He moved and the sword clinked against the wall.
Lyssa glanced up—up and up and up. A giant, he was. Taller than any man she'd ever seen. Her head struck him mid-chest, and his arm was near as broad as her waist. "You must be much valued in battle for your size, my lord."
A crooked grin cut the darkness of his visage. "'Tis good to have any advantage in battle." The grin broadened, and he tilted his head to meet her curious gaze. "And you—is it an advantage at court to be so small and neat?"
"'Tis more advantage to be the king's cousin," she replied dryly.
He scowled. "So high born."
It seemed to trouble him. Lyssa saw a faint frown crease his broad, high forehead, and he took his eyes away from her, as if they might give offense. "Are you so easily intimidated, sir?"
"Aye—you are much above me in birth." He lowered his head. "I am but a poor knight, with lands lying fallow, and a crumbling castle in the cold north."
Something about his speech had been bothering her. It was not quite rough, not quite polished. When he said he was from the north, she breathed a sigh of relief. Strange customs they had there, and stranger speech. To put him at his ease, she shook her head. "Who among us has not been born of the land? Lady, knight, or peasant—even king—we are all the same in bed asleep."
His laugh rumbled from deep within that broad chest, and the resonant baritone sent a rippling up her spine. She moved a little, trying to dislodge the tingle.
"You do set high value on beds, my lady."
"Do I?"
"You do." Comfortably, he leaned on the wall, putting his face on a level with her own. His black hair captured light from some unknown source and it shone in glossy splendor over his shoulders. Healthy, like the rest of him.
She looked away. "No more than any woman concerned with comfort, I think."
"But those peasants dancing on the hill do not sleep in beds stuffed with feathers and wool and sweet herbs."
"No," she admitted.
"Nor do they nestle their heads in pillows smelling of perfume, nor lie under piles of thick furs. A peasant bed is scratchy hay, if indeed they have a bed at all."
Before she could stop herself, she said, "You liked my bed?"
"Aye," he said slowly, the word rumbling on that bear's voice. He managed to imbue the single syllable with many layers of meaning, and Lyssa could not help thinking of his big body cradled in her soft wool mattress, his great head supported by her perfumed pillows, his black hair scattering over the linen. "Aye, that I did."
"There are others you'll find to your liking," she said.
"Won't be needin' one but for a night."
"Will you go so soon?"
"'Twas not my wish to overstep my bounds, my lady. We only wintered here when the roads grew impassable. We have stayed so long to give help to the villeins." A grimness touched his mouth. "There are bandits wild enough in the forest—and they raid at will. Seemed a cruelty to leave the villeins undefended."
"I am grateful. And glad I am that you oversaw the planting as well. Come winter, 'twill be a great blessing. We saw too many fields lying fallow as we traveled."
"As mine do," he replied. "Land gone wanting for lack of hands to work it."
Ah, so he longed for his own home, as Lyssa had done. "You must return to your land, then?"
He glanced at her, then back to the fire leaping against the sky. "Not this season—there are none left to work it." He shifted his arms on the wall, and the movement made muscles bulge against the fabric of his tunic. "I'd thought to go to London, and offer land to poor tradesmen for their help."
It was a wise plan. Still, Lyssa gnawed her lip, eyeing that bulging swordsman's arm, the powerful length of fingers hanging loosely against the stone. There were only a handful of guards to defend against the brigands in the forest.
She lifted her head. "Mayhap you will think on staying here with us." She looked at the new-planted fields. "Until the king finds me a husband to bring men to protect my lands, or the harvest comes in." She laced her fingers primly. "I would pay you handsomely."
He gave her an unreadable look, and she had the sense she had offended him in some way. "I will stay if you ask it, my lady, but no money will I take for it."
"But, sir, there is much—"
He straightened. "I've been a-lyin' in your bed these many months, eating in your hall, and will take none o' your coin."
There it was again, that strange rough way he spoke. "Your lands must be close to the border, indeed," she said with a smile.
She would have sworn he blushed—his harshly slanted cheeks seemed to grow dark. "'Tis not always endearing."
"I mind it not," she said. "Will you stay, Lord Thomas? Lend your sword to the villeins and me until the harvest is brought safely in?"
He stared at her through the darkness, a harsh look in his eye. "Aye," he said, at last, and bent in a courtly bow.
Lyssa found her gaze on the glossy crown of his head. His hair flowed forward, liquid as water, to hide his face and the hard, broad brow.
"I have made ready the chamber in the south tower." She smiled. "The bed there is quite fine."
"No doubt." With a nod, he moved away. "I'll leave you then."
"Good night, Lord Thomas." She watched as he moved away, oddly graceful for all his size.
At the door, he paused. "There is one thing you might do for me, if you will, my lady."
"What might that be?"
"As you have seen, my manners are rough."
"'Tis no shame, my lord. Not all are bred to courtly skills."
"I would like to be among those who are so skilled," he said gruffly. "Will you teach me?"
A hard, swooping squeeze closed around her heart, making it hurt. This brawny knight had his pride, and she would do well to remember it. With a gentle dip of her head, she lifted an edge of her skirt. "I am your servant, sir."
He did not smile. Instead, he gave a curt nod and left her.
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When at last Lyssa made her way back to her chamber, Tall Mary was waiting. Lyssa's bed had been shaken and plumped, and a rushlight burned in the sconce on the wall. Mary sat on the wide embrasure, her face turned toward the night and the sound of a ballad being sung by some invisible voice:
'O false and faithless knight' quothe she And canst thou deal so bad with me And I the fair flower of Northumberland
Mary sang along quietly, smiling as Lyssa came in. Lyssa joined her at the window and listened to the tale of a false lover who betrayed his lady. On the last verse, Lyssa picked up the words and sang along.
All you faire maidens be warned by me,
Scots were never true, nor never will be. To lord nor lady nor faire England.
The notes faded away, and both women stayed silent a moment longer. At last Mary turned and stood. "'Tis good to see you well, my lady."
"Oh, and you," Lyssa cried, hugging Mary close. There was a scent of smoke in her long red hair, and the faint, deep scent of some herb Lyssa could not name.
After a moment, Lyssa realized Mary only endured her embrace. Awkwardly, she let the girl go, and sat on the bench against the wall. There was something odd about Mary tonight, as there had been this afternoon. There lay between them an uncomfortable distance, and to heal it, Lyssa asked, "Will you take a cup of wine with me?"
Tall Mary smiled, and lifted a pitcher. "Nay. I've brought ale from the goodwives, brewed special for Midsummer Night."
Her blue eyes glittered with a hot, bright light. A whisper of unease moved along the back of Lyssa's neck. "Are you well, Mary?"
"Aye, never better." She poured a cup of ale and gave it to Lyssa. "You?"
"Well enough." She held the cup loosely until Mary poured a cup for herself from the same pitcher and drank deeply. Only then did Lyssa drink.
Shame pricked her. What had she thought—that Mary would poison her? "Tell me, where did my men go? I left a score to protect the village and castle."
Mary sat on an embroidered stool beneath the embrasure. "They fled, only days after you left." The glitter in her eyes grew, and a tight, bitter smile made a mockery of her pretty mouth. "Were it not for Lord Thomas and Alice, you'd have come back to a village dead—between brigands and plague, one or the other would have killed us all."
Lyssa looked down. "I could not take all of you. By your own wish, you stayed with the others."
"Was I to desert my old mother, and my sisters, and my little brother?" She leaned forward fiercely. "Was I to use my influence with milady to desert my own folk? I do not forget my place—not even to ease your guilt."
"Guilt has ever been my companion," Lyssa said quietly, raising her eyes. "And none were more grief-stricken than I when we rode from here, leaving you all to what would be almost certain death."
"Ah," Mary said, the bitterness on her mouth again. She stood up and crossed her arms, pacing toward the wall. "None so grief-stricken as the lady."
Angered now, Lyssa shot to her feet. Tall Mary was not so called by accident. She was tall as a man, and Lyssa was forced to look up at her. "Think you the plague cares if a body be rich or poor, noble or peasant?" With a furious gesture, she pulled back her fine samite sleeve to display the fading pink mark a boil had left on the flesh of her inner arm. "It cares not, Tall Mary."
Mary's pale freckled face flushed deep red. She took Lyssa's arm and touched the scar with the tips of her fingers. When she lifted her eyes, they were filled with tears. "Oh, I have ever had an evil temper. Forgive me, my lady."
Lyssa swallowed. "I did not choose my birth, Mary. 'Twas no more my choice to be noble than 'twas yours to be peasant."
"That I know well, my lady," she said quietly, her fingers still moving over the pink mark on Lyssa's arm. "But one day you will learn how far apart your wealth sets you. I fear 'twill grieve you."
"Mayhap," Lyssa said, and drew Mary down to sit on the bench. "For now, can we not forget the difference between us, and drink ale, and gossip as we have ever done?"
At last Mary laughed. "That we can. Gossip a-plenty I do have."
Eagerly, Lyssa leaned forward. "Tell all!"
"Will you hear the village news first, or"—she slanted a sly glance toward Lyssa-—"will you hear of Dark Thomas and his crone?"
Lyssa chuckled. Dark Thomas—it suited the knight to be so named. "Oh, do tell of the knight and his crone. A mysterious pair, are they not?"
"Mysterious?" Mary cocked a red brow. "We have other words for the lord, I can tell you. They say a man's hands show the size of other things. And have you seen his hands?"
Against her will, Lyssa blushed. "He is a very big man."
Mary gave a bawdy laugh. "Aye."
The knowing laughter lit discomfort in Lyssa, and she scowled, as if in censure. Mary's grin only broadened. "Too long have you been away from women if you frown so at a jest, my lady." She leaned forward, impishly grinning. "Or do you fancy to discover him yourself?"
"Mary!" she protested. What cared she how Lord Thomas had spent his nights? All men spent themselves on village maids. 'Twould have been more strange had he not. Still, she changed the subject. "They came in a blizzard?"
"They did. On Candlemas." Mary, with her gift for storytelling, spun the tale. Lyssa drank the good, strong cider and let the pictures form in her imagination—the church and the candles flickering against the cold dark, and the strange knight coming in.
"He has cared well for us, my lady. He is unlike the lords I have waited upon here."
Lyssa pursed her lips in thought. "So I have seen."
Just then, a sound rang against the night, a trumpet call. Mary jumped up. "I must go."
"Oh, not so soon!" Lyssa caught her hands. "When will you be back?"
Mary looked toward the window as the trumpet sounded again. "Tomorrow—then we may spin and weave as before, and you can tell me of the sea." She gripped Lyssa's hand in her own. "Glad I am you are well, my lady."
Then she was gone. Lyssa stared at the oaken door through which Tall Mary had passed. Midsummer Night, she thought, hearing the horn ring again. She smiled. No doubt, Mary was off to meet the king of fairies, who called her on his magical horn.
The king would be a boy from the village, dressed in green, and he'd dance with a village maid, and the pair would start the debauchery of midsummer. In the morning, all would have thick heads and closed lips, and none would speak of the festival, even under cover of night, until next year when another girl and boy would be singled out.
Smiling a little, Lyssa leaned out the window to watch the flickering torches winding up from the village to the hilltop. A secret part of her longed to be among them, celebrating a long-revered god among the trees. As a child, she'd repeatedly begged to be allowed to go, and her father, grim-faced, always refused.
With a faint sigh, she turned away and doused the rushlight. Leaving the shutters open to the night breeze, she fell asleep with the sound of pagan horns ringing faintly through her dreams.
In his room in the southern tower, Thomas tugged off his boots, a task the boy sleeping in the corner probably should have performed, but Thomas was loathe to wake him. In truth, the page had unnerved him more than a little. He was unused to such a wealth of servants that scurried through this castle, day and night. It was a rich place, Woodell, His chamber was rich as any he'd seen, though no carpet lay on this floor, only cold stone.
He tested the bed, half-smiling as the soft mattress met his weight. Thick curtains hung round it to shut out cold winter winds.
But it did not smell of the lady Elizabeth, only of faint dust and fainter herbs left from some forgotten season. He lay back on it, missing already the pleasant dreams he'd had in that woman-smelling bed. He would miss the brush of carpet under his feet of a dawn, too, and the view of sunsets over the trees that he'd enjoyed from her chamber.
Still and all, 'twas more than he'd dreamed he'd enjoy. And the lady herself far outstripped his expectations of her. Thomas had braced himself for a woman as plain as the chatelaine at Roxburgh, a thin-lipped noble of carp-white flesh and thinning hair she plucked away at the forehead. The lady Elizabeth had need of no such alteration. Her dark hair sprung away from a widow's peak on a brow as smooth and white as clouds.
He sat up restlessly, wishing the villeins were not so enmeshed in their festival this night. Tonight of all nights, he'd like a girl upon whom to ease the lusts the lady had roused. There were three who came to him willingly enough, without his even asking. There was Gwen, and the widowed Mary Gillian, and the red-haired and hot-tempered Mary White, else called Tall Mary. One fair, one red, one dark; one small, one tall, one plump and jolly.
They had surprised him at first, creeping into his chamber quiet and none-too-shy, carrying spiced wine from the cellars of the castle, or the cherry cider so famous hereabout, or ale. Their bodies were oiled and washed for his pleasure. In the beginning, he'd sent them away from his chamber night after night, wishing not to dishonor any. They gently laughed at his chivalry, and returned.
And like any man, he had finally taken what they gave so freely. Tonight he would have been glad for any one, but all danced about the pagan fire, and Thomas would be forced to sleep alone and unsated, his loins thick with thoughts of the highborn Elizabeth.
He poured a cup of ale from the jug left on the table for him, and gazed out over the darkness in the trees, unbroken by fire or river or road. Quietly, he tested her name in his mouth: Lyssa.
The burred sound of his tongue on her name made him wince. He had not liked that she was so astute to hear the difference in his speech, a difference none of the villagers had thought to question. He'd do well to keep his wits, for by the saints, she did befuddle him, and he could not afford to have his ruse uncovered.
It could mean his death.
Sipping his ale, he thought of her smooth white flesh, wondering how the bend of her waist would smell, and the curve of her knee. He would like to unwind that mass of hair and spread it over her naked skin.
Death seemed a small price to pay for such a pleasure.
Idly, he wondered if he could bed her. A widow past the first blush of youth, she might not be unwilling. He'd seen the teasing glint in her eye, and was not unaware of the way she looked at him.
When he was a boy, his mother had told him over and over to keep his eye on the women of the world. Men would ever be called to challenge him for his size, else they'd stew in silent jealousy and seek to bring him down in other ways. Better, she said, to remember it was with women that true power lay. A power quiet and subtle, to be sure, but never to be ignored.
For the first time, he felt he had seen a hint of that quiet power. It lay in the straight proud spine of Lady Elizabeth, in the cool strength of her chin, even in the real grief he'd seen when she'd spoken of her difficult choice to flee Woodell and leave the villagers behind.
She moved him, and she was powerful, and he had much to hide. To keep his head clear and sharp, he must not bed her. It was too dangerous.
In her dark chamber, Isobel lay next to Nurse, listening to the heavy tenor of her snores. Not long now and Isobel could make her escape. Through the shuttered window came the sound of drums, pounding in her veins, calling to her. Pressure built in her limbs and loins, a restlessness she could not name, but she forced herself to remain still just a little longer.
The snores fell into a grunting wheeze at last. Carefully, Isobel slipped from the bed and gathered her tunic and slippers from the bench where she had left them, and Nurse's plain black cloak from the hook on the wall. With practiced slowness, she lifted the latch on the door and eased it open, wincing in terror when the hinges creaked. She froze, listening, but the old woman's snores continued unabated. Isobel, clutching her bundle to her chest, slipped into the dimly lit passageway beyond.
She closed the door with care and hurriedly dressed, then tied her betraying hair into a tight knot at the back of her head and donned the dull, black cloak. When she pulled up the hood to cover her head and shadow her face, none would look twice at her.
Stealthily, she crept through the passages and down the steps in the west tower, and through the deserted buttery into the night. A hidden gate in the castle wall was never locked; Isobel had tested it earlier to be sure. She used it now to escape to freedom, and ran nimbly for music and the fire on the hill.
The peasants were well into their cups and noticed not a single hooded figure joining in their revels and feasting. Up close, the drums and pipes cast a wild spell over her senses, and Isobel felt the cloying sense of panic ease from her for the first time in months. With a light step and eager laughter, she danced around the bonfire, and drank deeply, and danced some more.
Ever she was careful to keep herself hooded and cloaked, her face in shadow so none should know her. Even so, a youth from the village, flushed with drink, made a grab for her when she rounded the fire, and Isobel laughed, tumbling with him to the grass. He was a strapping, handsome youth, and if he smelled of hay and garlic, all the better to stimulate her senses. His kiss was wet and fierce, his hands clasped tight on her shoulders. His body was a welcome weight against her aching breasts and the thickness in her belly, and she liked the rounds of his shoulders, the thrust of his tongue, the way his back dipped low, only to swell again.
When he would have moved his hands to explore her body as she explored his, Isobel laughed and captured his fingers. "Not here," she whispered. "Come into the forest with me."
In a trice, he was on his feet, taking her hand to lead her into the deep shadows below the trees. Isobel followed, laughing breathlessly. Her hood fell away from her hair, but she cared not. The youth was drunk and it was very dark, and he would never dare to think it was really she who had touched him this night.
Beneath an ancient spreading elm, he fell against the trunk and pulled Isobel to him, kissing her hard, making her limbs heavy and yearning. She cast off the cloak, letting him touch her breasts. That was what she liked, having hands and mouths upon her breasts. Impatiently, she unlaced her tunic and tugged it loose so it would be his flesh against her nakedness, and when he made a strangled sound of pleasure, she laughed low, knowing she pleased him, and that her laughing was as much a lure as her body.
"That is all you may do to me, young stag," she whispered, "but I do not think you will mind overmuch."
He groaned as she reached for his tunic, pulling it upward so he would be naked in the darkness, in the open air. She was hungry for the feel of male skin and sinews and angles. She shivered, unable to see anything but the faint sheen of his naked, well-formed body.
But she did not need to see. With a soft sigh, she touched him shoulder to hip, then thighs and belly and the responsive flesh between.
And he did not mind the limits she set, as she had known he would not.
When she had finished, she let him kiss her breasts, and then with a final kiss to his lax mouth, ran away into the forest, laughing to herself.
For weeks he would think of this night, and think it had been a fairy or the goddess who had come to him to bewitch his senses. When he glimpsed Isobel in the yard or on the road, a shiver would cross his skin and he would fleetingly wonder if it could be possible that so enchanting a creature had deigned to kiss him. And he would burn for her.
It was what she liked best, next to touching men—she liked when they burned for her. When they took another woman, it was Isobel in their minds.
The night had grown late, and Isobel returned to the castle on a well-worn path made by generations of peasant feet. Close to the curtain wall, she slowed to catch her breath and make it silent. The moon lit the path well now, and she clung to the shadows along the forest. As she walked, she eyed the arched embrasures circling the south tower and thought on the knight who slept there, remembering the great expanse of his chest as he'd stood in the yard this afternoon, virility coming off him in waves so intense Isobel nearly smelled him.
What would such a man as that be like to touch? He had very fine lips, full but firm, in a mouth shaped for pleasure. Her blood warmed at the thought, and then, thinking of how he had stared at Elizabeth, she scowled. Her stepmother had been singularly unmoved by him, and he would learn soon enough her blood was cold as winter.
A single moon-flooded space of field had to be crossed to reach the gate, and Isobel looked carefully about her before she darted into the illumination, dashing across to the safety of the gate. She slid through, relief coursing through her—
"Now what could you be about so close to lauds, I wonder?"
The voice, low and female, scared a thousand days from Isobel's life, and she whirled, her heart stopped in terror, her hands shaking. A woman emerged from the shadows—a woman Isobel had never seen. Her tunic was the rust-colored, rough home-woven cloth of a peasant, and she wore a simple wooden cross around her neck.
But nothing else about her was ordinary, not in any way. She carried a veil in her hand, and black hair spilled around her, loose and wavy and shining in the moonlight. Her face was clear and unlined, her mouth as red and lush as cherries. Isobel knew the power of women's bodies and faces, and she saw immediately that this was a woman men would love. Deep-chested, sensual, her eyes long and alluring in the milky light.
Backing away, her cloak held close to her throat, Isobel asked, "Who are you?"
"I am Alice Bryony, my lady. And you are the lady Isobel, come late from the sea."
The widow. Isobel had been imagining a widow like Old Mother Crow, wizened and dry. Alice Bryony looked like no widow she had ever seen.
Isobel raised her chin haughtily as she could manage. "You have no leave to ask my business, then."
She turned to move away, her heart thready in her chest.
Alice spoke, stopping her. "True enough, my lady. But a woman alone, so late, does well to heed the warnings of another."
Cautiously, Isobel turned back.
The widow stepped closer, pushed Isobel's hood from her head, plucked a loose leaf from her hair. Shivering, Isobel endured it, hoping her expression was cold. The woman trailed a hand over her cheek. "You are too young for such dangerous games, child. Soon or late, there will be one you cannot bewitch."
"I play no game."
The smile was oddly kind. "Ah, child, I saw you, dancing. There is passion in you, is there not? Something that drives you to wander, seeking to fill that empty ache."
It was too close. Stung, Isobel was tricked into revealing the truth. "Nay," she whispered harshly. "'Tis only I wish what they have—to take at will the pleasures of the flesh. I should have been born male."
"You only need a husband, girl. One who knows how to please you." She moved away, as if dismissing Isobel. "You'll see."
Isobel opened her mouth to speak, but thought better of it. She rushed after the woman. "You will not tell that you saw me?" She tugged a ruby ring from her finger and pressed it into the woman's hand. "I vow I will not wander again if you will not tell."
Alice pressed the ring back into Isobel's hand. "Make no vow you cannot keep," she said, and moved away again. At the door, she turned and quietly said, "I will not betray you, Lady Isobel, but you will owe me one thing. Are we agreed?"
Her speech was fine for a peasant, Isobel thought, but she grasped at the offering gladly. "You need but speak," she said.
Alice nodded. Isobel turned and hurried back to her bed.
The next morning, Lyssa was awake long before the village stirred. It was a great joy to awaken in her own bed, to the pools of sunlight spilling through the open shutters, and the scent of the woods filling her chamber. All was silent but for the annoyed lowing of cows yet to be milked, and the whistle of birds who'd not indulged themselves in the night's reverie. Lyssa lay still, simply taking it in—home!—before she rose to wash and dress.
She made her way to the kitchen. By noon, there would be men in the yard and women in the kitchen, and the usual bustle of the castle putting things right again, but for now Lyssa made do with black bread and watered wine. Then, eagerly, she made her way to her solar, her dogs pattering behind her.
Here was the heart of her life, of her very dreams. She flung open the door and took in a glad breath, seeing by the dust that the room had lain undis-turbed these many months. Needles of yellow light poked at the shutters. Lyssa flung them open to the breaking day, letting in vast puddles of sunshine.
She brushed at spider trails collected on her loom. A half-completed tapestry waited there, a hunt scene in deepest greens and blues. She blew at the dust on it, and inclined her head, pleased that her memory had proved true. It was a beautiful piece.
The room was lined with benches, and beneath them sat baskets of varying sizes. Some contained spun threads, most of wool, but some of flax and hemp, and some even of her dog's long fur that she'd spun in experiment. Others held raw material, ready to be carded. One held her precious silk thread, and she tugged it from its protected place and removed the cloth she used to cover it. Within, spools of the precious thread glowed in jeweled hues—emerald and ruby and sapphire. She fingered them and smiled.
For this did she live—for the pleasurable rhythm of spinning and weaving, for the voices of her women, rising and falling in gossip and laughter and anger as they worked, for the warm sight of dogs sprawled in a corner and cats creeping in to pounce on a stray thread.
A voice broke into the quiet, startling her. "So fair a maid could only be the lady Elizabeth."
There was impertinence in the peasant vowels. "I am no maid, but you've named me rightly." Lyssa turned, raising a brow, to see a woman framed in the arch of the door. "You must be Alice Bryony." Lyssa had expected an old woman, bent and tooth-less. This woman was only middle-aged, her body still slim. A plain white wimple covered her hair. Great blue eyes dominated her strong boned face. "The widow healer."
"Aye." She gave a little bow of her head and an almost mocking curtsy.
"I have been told your potions staved off the plague."
"Twas no more than a simple tonic, milady." She moved into the room, lightly touching the tools and fabrics and threads scattered around. Lyssa found she did not mind it.
Lyssa settled on the bench. "Will you sit? I would hear of your cure."
"'Tis no mystery." She did not sit immediately, but rounded the room carefully first, like a cautious cat. "The villagers were healthy to begin—and I gave them blood purifiers to keep them hale."
"The world would pay a king's ransom for it."
"Twould not save the world. The poor are oft too weak to begin. Your villeins are well-fed. I built only on what you left." She picked up a basket and smelled the contents. "You spun nettle?"
Lyssa lifted a shoulder. "I've spun a good many things over the years."
"So I see," Alice said, looking around her. "Lord Thomas told me we are to stay here. I would serve you as your woman, if you have no girl to do it."
Lyssa considered her offer. Alice was of no small intelligence, and Lyssa was drawn to her calm maturity—not like Nurse, who fussed as if Lyssa were still a child, or Tall Mary with her simmering resentments. Still, 'twas wise to move slowly. "I will think on it." She gestured to the bench. "For now, sit with me, Alice, and tell me of your travels."
At last Alice lit. "There is little to tell. Our village was hard hit by the plague, and when we left, there were only a handful of guardsmen, my lord, and me to go. The guards fell ere we'd been gone a month." Grimness tightened her mouth. "You saw what we saw, my lady. We feared we'd find no other left alive in the world."
Lyssa only gave a small nod.
"We were making our way to London when the blizzard stranded us here. We took shelter, and the rest you know."
"Lord Thomas must be a kind soul, to have offered protection to a widowed peasant."
An unreadable expression moved on the great dark eyes. "Aye," she said. "As he has been kind these many months to your villeins."
"Tell me more of your lord," Lyssa invited, curious. "Where was he fostered?"
Alice shrugged. "I think he did not foster anywhere."
Lyssa inclined her head, absorbing that. "How unusual," she murmured. "But perhaps things are different in the north."
"I cannot say."
Of course she could not. Like as not she had never traveled more than a few miles until this great journey. "You must be glad to have gone on such a grand adventure."
Alice looked at her, and Lyssa had the distinct feeling the woman was laughing somewhere deep inside where it did not show. "Aye. A simple woman, wandering the roads of England like a lady."
Lyssa chuckled at the hint of mockery in her words. "A quick wit and quicker tongue," she said. "I dislike stupid servants. Can you weave?"
"Aye."
"Good. Come you here this afternoon, and we will talk again, Alice."
Alice stood, giving Lyssa a nod, more respectful this time. "As you wish, my lady."
Lyssa smiled as Alice left her. The woman was a surprise—and perhaps something of a puzzle, as well. There was something, elusively just out of reach, that Lyssa felt she ought to be seeing. Perhaps it would be best to put the woman in some position where she might keep a close eye upon her.
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Thomas kept himself scarce through the day, fearing he'd make some blunder. He was always more comfortable in the village and in the fields, conversing with the bailiff, or in the forests on a good hunt, than he was with fine ladies, and today was no exception. The lady's guardsmen eyed him none too kindly, and he gave them wide berth. Men oft took his size as a challenge, and he'd no liking of petty contests that proved naught in the end. In time, they would accept him.
Or not.
In the late afternoon, after a long talk with the village reeve about the poor milk of several goats, Thomas made his way back to the castle. It was a fine, clear summer day, the air alight with birdsong and a small breeze that rustled the heavy hair on his neck agreeably. He liked this southern landscape far better than the north. The thick forest and meandering river pleased him, as did the wealth in the fields and the neat hedgerows dividing peasant plots around the village. Most of all, he liked the castle on the hill, so grand and well-kept. The curtain wall could stand a good whitewashing, and he wondered if one of the peasant's boon days might be well-spent on the task.
Ah, but that was not his to decide. Not anymore. As he moved through the thick, cool shadows below the gate tower, he was surprised how that pained him. He'd grown to love Woodell, and in his mind, he contrasted the cold, poor place he'd left with the splendor of the bailey here. An orchard, with cherry and apple trees, took up one corner. A vast herb garden near the kitchens gave off fragrant airs beneath the warm sun, and a small plot of vegetables had begun to yield fine cabbages and onions. Beans climbed the walls in merry abundance. As he strolled through the yard, a buxom girl came out and caught sight of him. Saucily, she grinned and tossed a lock of blonde hair over one shoulder. Mary Gillian. In his broad good mood, it was not hard to let memories of her pink-and-white flesh roll over his senses, and he winked before he climbed the wooden steps to the hall.
By the saints, he'd known a richness here! Good food, willing women, and fertile land. A man could ask no more.
He found the hall a lively place, full of bustle and noise as it had not been these long months. He stopped in the doorway, surprised that so few could bring such life to the languishing castle. A youth plucked a psaltery, and two tables had been set out. Even the light seemed brighter.
At the center, surrounded by several villagers, sat Lady Elizabeth. Thomas could only stare, caught breathless by her beauty once more. She wore a fine, thin gown below a surcoat woven in some magic way, for it caught and tangled with the light in a hundred ways, shifting as she did. He tried not to notice the way it illuminated the shape of her breasts, but being a man, he did, and thought her breasts would be pretty; white and small and neat like the rest of her. Her thick hair, covered only in a transparent veil caught in place by a circlet of gold, fell loose down her back, spilling over the bench and puddling beside her.
He was overcome with a bout of desperate shyness. How dare he presume to speak with such a lady?
She caught sight of him. "Lord Thomas!" she called, and gestured easily with one long, slim hand, drawing him into her realm.
How often had he seen such gestures all about him, while he watched, invisible, from some hidden corner? How often had he imagined he could move boldly forward and claim the clean hand of a lady who would smell of lavender and sweet wine? Now, that hand was extended toward him, and he could not move.
It was only Alice Bryony who spared him. He felt the gouge of her elbow against his ribs. "Go, you oaf!" she growled behind him.
Thomas remembered himself. In this hall, tonight, there were no other lords. Though her station far outstripped his own, he must swallow his roughness and serve her as well as he might.
Mindful of the eyes upon him, he strode across the stone floor as if he belonged there. "My lady," he said, giving a quick, courtly bow.
She smiled at him. "I would have you take supper with me, Lord Thomas."
So small, she was, and elegant, and rare. He felt like a beast next to her, hulking and clumsy. "Aye, if it please ye, my lady."
A wisp of puzzlement touched her brow, then it was gone. "It pleases me. Perhaps you might play chess with me when we are finished?"
Heat touched the edges of his ears. Thomas fastened his oversized hands behind his back. "If I can remember me how to play," he said, and forced himself to add a wry grin to lighten the words.
"I will teach you what you have forgot." Her lips curled teasingly, and again he had the sense that she meant that faint ribaldry.
Lady or not, she was still a woman. The knowledge eased him, and he reached for her hand to plant a kiss to the silklike flesh. For one moment only did he linger, a heartbeat longer than was seemly. When he straightened, he caught a slight widening in her eyes. He grinned boldly. "I'll be looking forward to it, then."
Her smile flashed once more, an almost secretive edge to it that intrigued him. She rose. "As will I, sir." Then she was away, her women hurrying behind her. Only the girl—Isobel?—lingered, and Thomas shifted uncomfortably as she eyed him thoroughly, and gave him a slow, very knowing smile.
Nurse called her sharply, and she turned and ran nimbly toward the steps, hair and skirts flying.
Alice spoke beside him. "She wants reigning, that child. If her maidenhead remains, 'tis only because fortune has smiled upon her."
Thomas privately agreed, but conscious of the measuring eyes in the hall, he simply nodded to let her know he recognized the warning.
A burly guardsman nearby snorted. "A husband to beat her is what she needs."
Alice laughed. It was a rare enough sound, robust and earthy, and men never heard it without turning to seek the source of it. It did not fail now. The guard blinked, and Thomas recognized dawning awareness in his beefy face.
Thomas squeezed her shoulder and left her to work her wiles on the stunned male. He wanted to sluice away the worst of the day's grime from his face and hands before he shared an evening with the dazzling Lady Elizabeth.
Lyssa had not yet decided what to do about a woman to attend her. Nurse tsked and fussed, but Lyssa sent her off to keep an eye on Isobel, who was restive and quarrelsome. It was sure she would try to make some trouble tonight. "Do not let her come down without her head covered," Lyssa said. "Braid that hair if you might, and I'll not see that red gown of hers again."
Nurse made a sour face. "Twould be my pleasure to burn it, my lady, but she won't allow it."
"Perhaps I might arrange an accident," Lyssa said, and smiled. Isobel had outgrown the gown two years before, but she liked it all the more now.
The bodice fit too tightly, and a good deal of bosom spilled into the low square of the neckline. Isobel adored the attention it drew to her—and she cared little whether it was the meanest villein or the most toothless old man who was inflamed. A troublesome child.
Nurse lingered. "Won't ye let me pretty you up tonight, my Lyssa?" She touched her cheek. "You've a nice pink look to your cheeks, and our knight in the hall is quite dazzled. 'Twould do you good to be the one they stare at now and again."
Lyssa brushed the hand away, not unkindly, and kissed her cheek. "I've no love of their pawing and grunting."
"Ah, my sweet, you—"
Gently, Lyssa pushed her. They had traveled this ground many a time, and Lyssa had no wish to hear it again. "Go. Tend my troublesome stepdaughter and see that she does not create a riot in my hall before supper."
Alone, Lyssa flung open the trunk that held her gowns. Most she had not seen in the better part of a year, and many were made of fabrics she'd woven herself. She took deep pleasure in fingering them, remembering a day weaving these threads, or spinning those. Some she had forgotten completely.
But as she tried to select one from the collection, none seemed right. A vision of Isobel in her red tunic made anything Lyssa might select seem a poor second.
With her hand on a soft yellow wool, dyed with marigold petals, Lyssa scowled. Never had she cared what men thought of her. She was not Isobel, displaying herself for hungry admiration. She had no need of it. Nor any understanding of Isobel's need of it.
There seemed to be some vital womanly thing missing from Lyssa's heart. As a girl, she had giggled with Tall Mary about kisses, and hung on every word of her tales of bedsport, but never had she spun fantasies of particular males, as the other girls did. She'd had few men to dream of, it was true. Woodell was remote, and had few visitors except when Edward rode out to visit his uncle. As a small girl, Lyssa had been quite thoroughly smitten with her handsome cousin, but had been too young at the time to dream of kisses.
And then she'd been married. That experience had plainly illustrated how little talent she had for pleasing men. She had been a singular failure as a wife. A man like Philip, well past his prime, should have been able to find pleasure in the fresh body of a young wife. The ballads and the gossip in the village at court had told her as much, for as long as she could remember. A man liked a young wife.
But Philip had not loved bedding Lyssa, and no matter how she'd tried to perfume herself or tempt him, he only took her out of duty to get himself another child. Memories of the cold, silent grunting stirred only a sense of misery—she had loathed the feeling of his hands on her. He took pains to be gentle, but it never ceased to hurt, and never had her body flushed with the pleasure that had been promised her by Tall Mary and a dozen stories and more ballads.
Letting a vivid blue silk trail over her hands, she wondered if that part of her, that part that other women used to please their husbands, had gone to her threads and looms. They certainly kindled more passion and pleasure than a man's hands.
If that were true, she was happy with the exchange. Threads and looms could never be felled by plague. They would not fall prey to a wandering siren's eye. They would not break a heart. With a small chuckle, she decided she'd got the best of the bargain. Perhaps she might never know the passion of a great love, or even be able to understand Isobel and Tall Mary's drive to touch and be touched by a man, but neither would she pine away for love, or weep furious tears of betrayal as she'd seen some do.
The blue silk, sliding over her skin, felt soft as feathers. It pleased her, and she drew it out to wear. It was a simple garment, and needed no surcoat, and the whispery softness would be a pleasure against her flesh. Carelessly, she shed the gown she wore, and stood naked on the Arabian carpet. A breeze blew through the windows, breathing against her breasts and buttocks, cooling the perspiration on her spine. Her hair slithered over her shoulders, and swung against her hips and thighs, tickling a little. A puddle of sun warmed her toes.
Luxuriously, she stretched her arms over her head and reveled in the combination of textures and sensations. It was like a weaving, sun and hair and wind, all over her, delicious and reassuring.
It was too hot for a chemise, and Lyssa ignored it. She donned the gown, thinking of the day she had dyed the raw silk with indigo until it was a color that exactly reflected the sky. As it slid over her nakedness, sweeping over breast and belly and thighs, she took pleasure in that, too.
Who needed the rough touch of a man, when there were so many other touches to enjoy?
Thomas sat next to Lady Elizabeth at supper. The meal itself was no quandary. With his usual gusto, he gave himself over to the meal of roasted rabbit, cooked in onions and carrots and mustard. A smoky wine, as deep a red as fresh blood, gave gusto to the meat, and in the corner, two youths played a pipe and drum. He was a simple man, and had known much privation. A supper such as this was a fine luxury.
And it was all made the more wondrous by the presence of Lady Elizabeth. He drank of her, too, forgetting to keep his distance as he'd intended. She was bright and quick, and he liked the way her eyes glittered when he made some jest. Her hair was again woven away from her face, and the sleek darkness glinted red and gold in the flickering flame of torches on the walls. She wore a simple tunic, belted low about her hips, and no jewels at all.
He thought she did not need them. Next to her, Isobel seemed overdone, her hair threaded with jeweled velvet, a heavy collar harnessing her throat, gold on her wrists and fingers. Her gown was laced tight to display her body boldly. She flirted with him, but Thomas lightly, deftly played her—he'd had no small acquaintance with women who saw him as deliciously forbidden yet made a game of it in front of jealous husbands.
He thought Lady Elizabeth had not noticed until she leaned close. "Well done, sir."
He grinned.
Pushing away the trencher before her, she leaned on the table. "You promised to play chess with me."
He'd hoped she had forgotten. "That I did."
"Robert, fetch the board, if you please. And clear us a space."
The boy huffed, but did as he was bid.
"He is old to yet be with you," Thomas commented as she began to put the pieces of the game on the board. "Has he not been sent out to be fostered?"
She lifted one shoulder. "It should be done, but the cursed plague has made a mockery of all life's plans."
"It has." He studied how she arranged the carved figures, scrambling madly through his memory for the rules. He knew only that it mocked battle, with foot soldiers and strategies. "I fear I have forgotten much, my lady. You will have to teach me all anew."
"'Tis very simple," she said. "I must keep my king—" she pointed to the tallest figure, "safe and healthy. He is limited in his movements, so I have built a castle to protect him, and stationed knights and guards around him. His greatest ally is his queen." She pointed to a long-haired figure beside the king, "for she has great powers and much wisdom, and she will lay down her life for him if need be."
"All women should be so noble."
She smiled. "You see who commands this kingdom. 'Tis not the poor, impotent king."
"Ah, so there is the secret of your love for the game."
"Aye." Quickly, she illustrated the way each figure could move, whether back or forward, straight or crooked.
Thomas absorbed it carefully, beginning to see how the strategy might work. It would be well not to waste the small soldiers, who formed a wall to protect the king, but then how could he release his other warriors, particularly that powerful queen?
"So serious a gaze, sir!"
Jolted from his study of the board, Thomas looked up. For one small moment, less time than the space of a breath, he was dazzled once more by all she was, so clean and high born and beautiful, and a knot formed in his gut, part fear, but much more desire.
It was the desire that lent him strength. He smiled lazily. "Twould wound my pride most mortally if I were trounced by a female. And I do vow your eyes are bewitchment enough to muddy the wits of a far more adept knight than I."
He was only flirting lightly, forgetting himself, but her reaction was swift and surprising. A faint wash of color rose from her breasts to her brow. Her gaze skittered to his lips and back to his eyes, and even over the length of his arm before flying off to some fascination on the bare floor.
A blush. He inclined his head, puzzled more than a little. He would expect it of a maid, but not so lovely a widow, who'd like as not been wooed by the finest lords in all of England. If they were fool enough to overlook her beauty, her rich fief alone would tempt them.
He bent his head closer. His gaze lit on a loose wisp of long dark hair that fell across the pearles-cent flesh of her shoulder. "That is a pretty blush, my lady. Would it deepen if I whispered—"
Her chin came up abruptly. "Save your flatteries for those who are moved by them, sir. I would play chess."
She was moved, but he simply inclined his head and gestured toward her. "Then we will play."
The game proved more difficult than Lyssa expected, so much more so that she suspected she had been fooled by his protestations of ignorance of the game. His strategy was unusual, and followed no plan that she could discern, but it was quite effective.
It did not help that she could not keep her attention focused on the board. Lord Thomas was an imposing presence, and hard to absorb all at once. She watched his enormous hands, big as platters, as he moved his pieces. They were huge, but like Lord Thomas himself, they were graceful and deft. She liked the long, elegant fingers and the strong palms, and admired the play of small bones as he plucked a pawn up and moved it forward. It was a hand that could be gentle, as she saw when he reached down beside him to stroke the head of the pup who trailed him devotedly. But she had no doubt there was strength and size enough that he could crush that same pup's head if he were so inclined.
The hands were not all. He straddled the bench aggressively, and her gaze flitted over the length of his hard-hewn thighs, and the heavy weight of his member between. Even she, with her limited experience, was not so foolish as to imagine a man came large only in hands and legs and not elsewhere.
Her mind recoiled at the thought.
Of all, she liked best his face, with eyes the color of a block of indigo, but liquid and expressive—now teasing, now sober, now dancing with laughter. His mouth was not like the mouths of most men. It was wide, the lips full and red, appealing in a face so hard and dark. His teeth were good and white and strong, and flashed easily with his smile.
It was, strangely, a face she could look upon easily and without fear. She recognized its beauty, but also something else—this was not a man given to cruelty or brooding.
But there was something about him that nagged at her. It was more than the fleeting troubled expression she caught on his brow, but she could not name it.
Watching, Robert snorted rudely as Lord Thomas positioned his king behind a half-circle of pawns at mid-board.
Isobel, too, watched the game, leaning on the table lazily, her splendid form sprawled along the bench. "I admire a man who can do something different."
"You admire men," her brother retorted.
Lyssa looked up in surprise. The pair of them stuck together like feathers to honey—it was rare they disagreed. But obviously, Robert had decided the knight was worthy only of his scorn, and Isobel had decided quite the opposite.
"Please, Isobel," Lyssa said, "sit up and give us all a little breath of air."
Like a cat, Isobel moved languorously, a small, smug smile on her face, only to lean over the table, displaying her considerable charms for Thomas.
Lyssa quelled the urge to roll her eyes, but Thomas seemed not to notice at all. Quite suddenly, she liked him for that.
"Your move, my lady."
With a start, she realized his odd strategy had put her in grave danger. A curious half-circle of pawns flanked his king and bishop, and the warrior queen bore down on her king. But the worst threat was a pawn who threatened her queen. Lyssa frowned, and reached for the lady to move her, but realized almost as quickly that she would have to sacrifice the queen to save the king. She raised her brows. "And so she dies as she has lived, serving her lord at the loss of herself."
Thomas smiled. It was slow, and full of mischief. "Mayhap the lady need not lay down her life."
Lyssa looked back at the board in sudden worry. Had she missed something?
Thomas reached out and took a knight that protected her king. She was neatly trapped—rook at her back, pawns scattered, the queen helpless in her corner. With a defeated smile, she reached out to lay down the king. "Well done."
His smile was broad and cheerful. "I have remembered me more than I thought."
"I suspect you did not forget at all."
That great hand covered his breast in mock horror. "Do you doubt my honor?"
"I will play," Isobel said, straightening.
Lyssa looked at her in surprise. "You loathe the game."
"'Tis made different by Lord Thomas."
"Aye," said Robert, "he's made of it a peasant's fantasy. Pawns taking the king." His voice dripped disdain.
Lord Thomas glanced at the boy, then at Lyssa. "He is my page, is he not? To discipline as I will?"
Lyssa met his gaze with amusement. "That he is."
"I'm no page to you!" Robert shouted, jumping back as Thomas stood, rising and rising to his great height. "I am cousin to the king by marriage, and I'll not be manhandled by a common knight."
If Robert had been less rude, Lyssa might have felt pity for him. Thomas loomed over the boy, fierce as a dragon, his shoulders casting a deep shadow over Robert's white face. His eyes went wide as Thomas reached for him, capturing him neatly at the back of the neck. "You've a tongue like a harridan, boy," Thomas said, and even that rumbling voice seemed darker.
Robert cringed, holding his hands up. "Don't beat me, my lord! You'll kill me."
"Quit yer grovelin'," Thomas growled, and Lyssa noticed the blurring syllables of his speech instantly. "I've better ways to train a boy to respect than to see him bloodied." He shoved Robert in front of him, and Robert stumbled forward. "To the barns with ye."
?
"The—"
"No more of yer tongue, or it'll only be worse."
Lyssa quelled a chortle. Long had Robert needed a man's hand, and none had dared try taming him till now. The boy scurried toward the door, and Thomas paused. "I only mean to have him shovel dung an hour or two. 'Twill be good for him."
"You have my blessing, sir."
For a heartbeat longer, he did not move, and Lyssa found herself thinking he was magnificent. That thick black hair, the indigo eyes, his great size and grace. If more men were made as he was, she might not have grown so cold.
"Twas a good meal, and good company, my lady." He bowed his head. "Good even."
"And to you."
"Sweet dreams, Lord Thomas!" Isobel said.
He gave her a brief nod, and followed Robert out the door.
Isobel gave a sigh. "Oh, now ballads were written for a man like that."
"You need a husband, Isobel," Lyssa said, unreasonably irritated by the comment. "A man need only have breath for you to wish to bed him."
"Bed him?" Isobel gave her a wounded, shocked look. "And ruin my chances to wed? Nay." But her face shone as she stared after the departed Thomas.
Lyssa eyed her stepdaughter through narrowed eyes. The low-cut gown, the unseemly way she carried herself, even the way she now absently brushed the tips of her fingers over her pale bosom—all were warnings to her guardian.
"I have me a letter to write," Lyssa said. She would send it to Edward requesting a husband for the girl. "Do not tarry. 'Tis time you learned to weave. By Tierce tomorrow, you will be in my solar."
"Aye, my lady." Isobel lifted her smoky eyes, and Lyssa glimpsed contempt and pity.
But one could not discipline a glance, and Lyssa simply left her. She would write the king and get Isobel a husband, and then she would be finished with her.
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To Lyssa's delight, all her women gathered the next morning in the solar. Isobel, sullen and swollen-eyed from lack of sleep, nonetheless did appear, and since there were no men to impress, she was simply dressed, with a veil over her head. Nurse perched on a bench below a window, and hummed to herself as she stitched flowers into the hem of a skirt.
Lyssa had expected this pair. She had not expected Tall Mary, nor Alice Bryony. Mary came early, her red hair caught in a long braid, and Elizabeth exclaimed in pleasure. "Mary!" she cried. "I am glad to see you."
She seemed her normal self this morning, her blue eyes bright, her white skin with the scattering of freckles over the nose clear. It was a face she much missed, but remembering Mary's strange distance two nights ago, she only patted the bench beside her.
Mary sat. "Alice is coming. Michael Barley stopped her to ask some cure for his wife, but she said she would be along anon." She clasped her hands around one knee, crossed over the other, and inclined her head. "What have you there?"
Lyssa held up a wad of raw wool. "'Tis time Isobel learned to spin."
Mary grinned at the girl, who rolled her eyes. "Your hands will be soft as clouds. Think on that."
"Come here, Isobel," Lyssa said, taking a wooden spindle from a basket. Deft with long practice, she spun a thread between her thumb and forefinger, and anchored it to the spindle. "This will be no trial. It has a rhythm, and once you find it, the thread grows smoothly and easily between your hands. 'Tis soothing."
"I am in no need of soothing," Isobel returned with a glare. But she accepted the spindle and wool, and tried to imitate her stepmother.
It mattered little how the thread emerged this first time. Lyssa expected it to be lumpy. But she did wish to see Isobel learn to hold the wool and spindle in a way that would stand by her in the years ahead. "Good," she said and minutely adjusted Isobel's hold. "Now a little more. Very good."
Against her will, Isobel was pleased. Lyssa saw the reluctant pleasure on her face. Her nature was sparked by competition, and she had only come to realize she would be a poor chatelaine to a great lord's house if she could not even weave.
Mary, too, picked up a spindle. "I will sit with her. I know you must ache to go to your loom."
Gratefully, she smiled. "I do." She settled on the bench and simply embraced the feeling of sitting here, where she had so longed to be these many, many months. The sight of the women, their heads bent peacefully over their tasks, gave her a sense of deep contentment. Bright morning sunlight flooded the room from four embrasures, unshuttered to allow the breeze and light free entry. Over the top of her loom Lyssa could see a tableaux of treetops and sky and a hazy line of hills, all blues and greens in a dozen hues.
It was that view that had inspired her to weave the tapestry on her loom now, a hunt seen in the richest shades she had been able to procure. With a happy sigh, she picked up the shuttle and bent over the work.
"I hear Robert got 'is comeuppance last night at Dark Thomas's hand," Nurse said.
Mary lifted her head curiously. "Did he?"
Lyssa grinned in memory. "He did. I thought he might faint of fright before he was hauled away to clean the stables." She threaded the shuttle through the warp, and chuckled. "Did you not think he would faint, Isobel?"
"Who would not faint with so great a beast hovering over like the dark angel himself?"
"Is this the same maid who vowed breathlessly that ballads were written for the likes of such a man?" Lyssa asked incredulously. "What can have changed your heart in a few short hours?"
Isobel scowled. "The smell of my brother!"
All of the women laughed, and in the midst of it, Alice came in, bringing with her a scent of herbs and sunlight. Her hair was hidden under a simple white scarf, and again Lyssa was struck with the extraordinary beauty of her huge, dark eyes. "I linger to hear a complaint, and miss a joke," she said.
"They were laughing at me," Isobel said sullenly. "Or rather my brother, who smelled of dung when he returned last night."
"Ah." Alice smiled, and Lyssa saw one tooth was gone. Not in front, but off a little to the side. It did not mar her appearance. "I've heard a bit o' the boy's tongue meself. He would have been strapped soundly at Roxburgh."
"At least I made no fool of myself over the lord as some did," Isobel said, and with exaggerated gestures, blinked her eyes and put her hands beside her face. "Oooh, my lord, you are so clever! Oooh, sir, what big thighs you have! Oooh, sir, such lovely lips to kiss me with. Oooh, my lord, I'll let you win if you bed me quick."
Lyssa's face flamed. "No more."
But Isobel had worked herself into a fine state. "'Tis true. Can you deny it, you flirted and tittered, keeping him there at your side all evening?"
"Enough!" Lyssa shouted. "Leave me. Now."
With a gleam of triumph, Isobel flung the spinning aside and left.
The others were silent, and Lyssa could think of no word to dispel the mood, not in her present state. She could feel the color in her cheeks, in her ears, in the tingling flush of humiliation as she bent back over the loom. Snippets of the evening came back to her, fueling the heat: her gaze sliding over his legs, her breathlessness and blush when he flirted with her.
Oh, she was a fool! If Isobel had seen it, no doubt Lord Thomas had seen it, too.
"Can it be," Mary asked softly, "that our mistress has at last seen a man who captures her eye?"
"Nay," Lyssa said strongly. "Isobel! only wishes the creature herself."
A bawdy laugh rumbled out from Alice. "And what woman would not?" She laughed again and she clapped a hand on Mary's shoulder. "Our own Tall Mary has tales of that, I warrant."
Mary hissed something below her breath at Alice, and forgetting her own humiliation, Lyssa looked up. "Is that so?" She smiled, ready to tease a little of her own. "Can it be our Mary has been smitten, instead?"
She was unprepared for the virulent hatred that flashed in Mary's eyes before she covered it. "What use has a knight for a peasant maid? Amusement he has at the ready, like they all do."
So Thomas had. like all men, availed himself of the village maids. "Did they go willingly? I'll not have a rapist under my roof."
"Nay!" Alice protested. "I've known Lord Thomas since he was a wee lad. and he has no wish to harm. If any maid lay with him, she went to him of her own wish."
"They went all willing, my lady." Tall Mary stood, her eyes averted. "Forgive me, but I have remembered I promised to help my mother wash."
"Oh, do not go," Lyssa protested, reaching for her hand. "It was only a jest. We'll talk of other things."
Mary allowed her hand to be clasped, but she did not soften. "'Tis nothing here—I promised my mother."
Forgetting the others, Lyssa looked earnestly at her friend. She had missed her. "Please, Mary. I would not for the world allow a man to ruin the peace of my friendships."
At last Mary raised her eyes. "Then you have not known him long enough, my lady." She pulled free. "I must go."
Once again, a dull silence fell into the room. After a moment, Nurse took up her humming, and it eased a little of the knot in Lyssa's chest.
She took a breath and let it go. "My mother told me there would be a day when, no matter how I loved Mary, no matter that we'd been like sisters all our childhood, that the gap between us would be too wide to cross." Without knowing why, she looked to Alice for comfort. "It seems that day has come."
Alice let her hands fall to her lap. "They are both jealous, my lady, if you do not mind me saying. Mary cannot be a lady as she wishes, and Isobel is only a foolish girl who needs a thorough bedding."
Surprised, Lyssa laughed. "I had not thought of it quite that way."
"Perhaps you've not been thoroughly enough bedded yourself, my lady." Her smile was friendly, making the comment bawdy, without offense. "And you cannot see Lord Thomas is virile as a stallion."
"I think not of such things."
"So I've seen." Alice picked up her sewing.
"Maybe you ought," Nurse added.
Lyssa picked up the shuttle. "And be snarled in the storms of the heart, like those we just witnessed? I do not wish such turmoil."
Alice only made a soft sound that could have been agreement or not.
It seemed they would let the subject go, and Lyssa let go of a sigh, trying to reclaim the lost sense of peace she'd felt only moments ago. In the companionable silence, Nurse began to sing a ballad softly, and Alice sewed, and Lyssa wove, and at last the sense of peace came back. The gentle quiet of women working, with the colors of the loom and the feel of the threads, and all was as it should be.
Toward midday, Lyssa sent Nurse to find Isobel, and Alice stayed, helping Lyssa put the baskets the way she liked them.
"You are an intelligent companion," Lyssa said. "And not meek, and I think you will not try to treat me as a child, so I have decided I would like you to be my servant, to tend my hair and clothes, but only if you might manage without depriving the village of your talents."
Alice bowed, the most subservient gesture Lyssa had seen of her. "Twould be my honor, milady." She straightened, a hint of a smile on her mouth. "You seem to need little tending, so your villeins will not suffer."
Lyssa nodded. In Alice, at least, she sensed she had an ally. It would seem she needed one.
Tall Mary stormed through the hallways till she reached the bailey, then she ran, full out, her chest tight with fury and loss. Last night, she had gone to Thomas, as she had done many times before, clean and oiled, and hungry for the pleasure he gave with such gusto and good humor.
All through the wet spring and into the summer, she had gone. As had two others in the village—for who could stop them? Mary had tended him first, and in her mind had first claim. She suspected he liked her best for her sharp tongue. But mayhap the others thought the same—Gwen for her big pretty breasts, Mary Gillian for her sweet voice and gold and pink face. Who knew?
Darkly, Mary stormed down the road. For them, it was different. The very things they boasted of made them marks for men seeking wives, while Mary had nothing. Too skinny, too tall, too sharp-tongued. Her father was the wealthiest freeman in the village, but she had three older sisters, so there was no rich dowry to tempt any to lie against her skinny breast.
And now Lyssa. Always, she had been beautiful, with her hair so long and dark, and her small, rounded form and her big green eyes. Always had Mary wished to be Lyssa.
But Lyssa did not even know. When they swam as girls in the river, guiltily shedding all but their shifts to frolic in a shallow, moving pool, Lyssa had been completely unaware of the beauty of her curved form, of the colors that she was made of. She thought not at all of her body or her face or her form. She thought of duty, to her country and her king and Woodell, and she thought of her cursed threads and looms, and never a thought for the richness of beauty her form contained.
Beneath a spreading oak nearby the river, Mary sat in the shade and wept.
Last night, Thomas had turned her away from his door. Gently, for he had no wish to wound her—she saw that much—but turn her away he did. And told her to let the others know he wished no more for the village girls to come to him. He would not shame the lady so.
Shame the lady. As if village girls did not lie with lords as common practice. Not all, surely, but there were girls in every place who found it a pleasure, who knew how to keep the babes from them, so they were not disgraced.
Mary had never thought herself that sort till Thomas came to Woodell. And there would like as not be no other man in her world, her life, ever. He was the only one who'd taken her as she was, and even found enjoyment.
But now Lyssa had snared his eye. Mary had heard it in his voice when he said her name, a hushed kind of awe and wonder as his tongue rolled the precious syllables in his mouth, "the lady Elizabeth."
And now Mary could not even have back her own friendship with that lady, for she had been very foolish indeed this morning. She had revealed too much, and let her jealous heart carry her away. Lyssa had been wounded, and still Mary could not thaw, and that had been cruel.
Lyssa would forgive her. Mary had only to ask. But in truth, she did not think she could bear it. Could not bear to watch as the knight and the lady fell to love.
For she loved Thomas most dearly herself.
Troubled, Lyssa ate a bite of cheese and bread at midday, then scrounged through the buttery for a basket. Isobel was nowhere to be seen, and Robert was busily polishing spurs. She smiled when she saw him, but did not draw his attention from his task. It was only a beginning, after all. She would not expect him to find a kind word for she who'd allowed his humiliation.
She had a particular basket in mind, one woven tightly of river reeds. It was missing. None of the kitchen maids had seen it, and she went to the hall to look in the aumbrey. It was meant to hold only masers and the like, but things had been shuffled about some during her exile.
It wasn't there, either, but when she straightened, she spied a neat stack of various baskets piled on a shelf behind the hearth, and she cried out happily. "At last!"
"Such glee for a simple basket."
Lyssa turned, a swell of something rising in her chest at the sound of Lord Thomas's voice. He had come from the bailey, and stood at ease in a simple tunic, belted around his lean waist. She thought of all the turmoil he'd caused this morning in her solar and hardened her heart against him. "'Tis my favorite for berrying," she said. "They should be ripe now. I awoke with a taste for them."
"You must not go to the forest alone, my lady. It has become the homeland of thieves."
"I will not go far."
He crossed his arms and gave her a half-smile. "Then I will go not far with you."
She had told herself she was not prey to the foolishness that so enraged Isobel this morning, but as he smiled, she knew she had lied to herself. He was a magnificent creature, so tall and strong, with that pelt of thick hair falling over his shoulders and the glint of such blue eyes. He seemed easy to approach, and that made him all the more dangerous.
With as much coolness as she was able to muster, she said, "I have gone out to seek berries in these woods since I was a small child. I know where the thieves lie, and how to defend myself. You need not trouble yourself."
As if he knew her thoughts, he smiled all the more. "Twould be no trouble, my lady. I would count it an honor to walk with one so fair."
"You do have a nimble tongue, sir." She narrowed her eyes. "But I am no village maid or romantic girl. You needn't waste your flattery upon me."
"Aye." He stiffened. "And you are cousin to the king, while I'm a lowly knight with no land worth claiming and only my sword to make my way." There was no smile on that mobile, beautiful mouth now. "Forgive me, my lady. I forgot myself." With an oddly formal bow, he turned to leave her, then paused. "You should not go to the forest alone. I will send a guard to go with you."
Lyssa imagined dull Harry trudging along behind her. "Oh, wait," she said with no small irritation. She lifted her skirts and hurried after him, shoving the basket into his hands. "I have spent a year with only Robert, Isobel, and Nurse." She cocked a brow and wryly looked at him. "You'll do."
His face was still.
Lyssa shook her head with a smile. "I jest, sir. You think yourself a lowly knight, but I think you a pleasant companion." She sighed. "I've spent the morning with a bevy of women who sang your praises to the heavens, and even had two storm away from my solar in fits of jealousy. I blamed you for ruining the peace." She inclined her head. "I suppose you cannot help it if besotted women swoon behind you at every turn."
"'Tis a curse not all men could bear," he said mockingly.
She tucked her hand at the bend of his arm, forcing herself to ignore the hard round of muscle that made her fingers feel like tiny twigs. "Let us go, then, before the light fades."
As they took a path from the south wall into the forest, Thomas said, "Tell me, Lady Elizabeth, how it was to grow up in this place, with the king as your cousin. Did he ever come here?"
Lyssa smiled. "He did. I loved him greatly." She stepped over a pronged branch, lifting her skirts to keep them free. "He is very handsome, and I thought he was made from the sun when I was small, so noble and proud on his horse, and all the pipes and fanfare when he arrived. We ate very well when the king came, even if it was a poor season, with many special treats they saved only for him. And he is fond of children, so he brought presents from court for me—a special pair of slippers or some bauble for my hair."
"He sounds kind. I had not thought a king would be kind."
"'Tis not a very great virtue in a king."
He glanced down at her. "No."
The forest was still and smelled of sap and spice and generations of leaves that made a carpet beneath their feet. Light dappled through the overhanging greenery in gold swathes, and dust danced in the fingers of sunshine. Lyssa felt the vague disquiet of the morning leave her. "Once," she said, "I saved the king's life—or so he says."
"Now there's a tale I'd hear."
"It isn't a very grand story. Because everyone made such a fuss when he came, I brought him presents as well. A handful of wilting flowers or a pretty rock I'd found by the river. But once, it was the feather of a free hawk, and it pleased him very much. He said it would bring him special luck in the hunt, and put it in his hat before the party went out."
"Ah. That is a special gift. Hawks are wise creatures."
"When they came back, Edward told a dramatic tale of a boar, injured but not yet dead, who'd gored one man and came after him. There was no escape, and although the other men had tried, the creature was crazed."
"There's no animal more terrifying. Have you ever seen one?"
"Only to eat it," she said with a light smile.
"Go on. What magic saved the king?"
"No magic. A hole in the forest floor. The beast ran into it, and tumbled and broke its legs. But Edward told all it was my feather that saved him."
"No wonder you are fond of him."
"Aye." She sighed. "As long as he finds me no husband, I will be fonder."
"You do not wish to marry again?"
"I found no joy in it," she said simply. "And I am certain I wish to take no more children into my care. Isobel and Robert have been difficult for me."
He paused to step over a fallen tree, and turned to hold a hand out to Lyssa. "Do you not wish for babes of your own?" There was a faint melancholy to his words.
"Once, I did." She considered. "Mayhap, I still do, in the odd moment, but not enough to—" she halted abruptly, realizing that she confided too freely in this stranger.
But Thomas was astute. "Not enough to bed another husband?"
She lifted a shoulder in agreement.
He extended his hand then, to help her over the tree. Lyssa hesitated, then moved forward and allowed him to put his hands on her waist, and lift her clear of the log as easily as if she were a kitten. For one breath, while she was in the air, she looked down and saw that his eyes were the color of sapphires, that deep, pure, bottomless blue, and his hair spilled backward from his face, glinting in a ray of sunlight. Her heart caught. As he set her down, his thumb brushed the side of her ribs, and a kindling tingle moved through her lower belly. It surprised her enough that she stared up at him, wondering—
"My lady?" Thomas asked.
Lyssa shook her head. "You lifted me as if I were a child. I have known many knights, but few of your size."
He inclined his head, and bent to pick up the basket. "Ever have I been so. I know not how it would be to be so small as you."
"Is your father large, sir?"
"He was. 'Tis his mail and helmet I wear. 'Twas made in Spain for my grandfather."
"Is all your family gone, then?"
A faint hesitation, so faint she might not have noticed it but for the sudden color in his cheeks, punctured the air before he spoke. "Aye," he said gruffly. "In all the manor and village, only Alice and I were standing when the plague left us."
Lyssa thought she should remember something about that. Some detail that was not quite right, but it eluded her. "Did you lose a wife?"
"Nay." He lifted a hand to point to an open grove nestled at the edge of the river, the banks lined with bushes. The river glittered green and gold in the warm afternoon. "There are your berries."
But suddenly, Lyssa did not care as much about the berries as the water itself. "Tall Mary and I used to swim here. Do you swim, sir?"
"I do."
Lyssa bit her lip, thinking of the way the cool water would feel on her sticky skin, and the glorious feeling of weightlessness the water gave. "Let's pick the berries quickly," she said decisively, "and then we might swim for a little."
One dark brow rose. "Swim?"
Warming to the idea, Lyssa said, "Aye. I'll wear my shift, and you may wear your shirt, so it will be nothing untoward."
He bowed. "I am ever your servant, milady."
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Thomas had not seen the lady so animated. As they collected berries, quickly filling the basket with plentiful fruit, she laughed and chattered, and told him stories of life in the castle when she was a girl. It was a new side of her, this youthful, laughing woman, who seemed more a village maid than a widow with the care of stepchildren and a castle and the weight of the great plague behind her. Her fingers turned purple with fruit, which she ate freely, sucking fingers happily to get the crushed seeds. It was a gesture that might have been cunning in Isobel, but reeked of sensual innocence in Elizabeth.
Which made her all the more desirable. He shifted his gaze, plucking fruit as quickly as he was able, wondering how he would bear the temptation of swimming with her. And what she would do with her hair, and if she would let him kiss her if he tried.
There were few women who had tempted him so mightily. And none whom he had resisted so completely. She was too high born for his blood, and untouchable for that, but there was more, too. Her sweetness was not feigned. She held a simple, clean gusto for living that was as innocent as it was precious. He could not imagine how a husband of any caliber could have held her and let her remain so innocent, but there was no denying it. She seemed as oblivious to seduction as a babe.
As she bent to pluck a section of the bush clean, Thomas admired her from half-closed lids. Her hair, so long and dark, shining in its wrapping of velvet ribbons, her slim, small form, her pert red mouth. He longed to explore her, touch every inch of that hair, and those breasts, and suckle those lips.
But he would not. Honor did he have.
"That's enough," she said, and he saw the basket was full. "Shall we swim, fair knight?" Her smile was mischievous and he had not the heart to refuse.
"Aye."
They walked to the edge of the river, where the water eddied into a broad, quiet pool. A current moved through it, for it was fresh and smelled of copper and greenery. "This is a rare place," he said, pleased. "You swam with Tall Mary?"
Lyssa put the basket down and took the ribbons from her hair. "She taught me." A troubled expression flickered over her face. "Once, we were very close."
In her voice, he heard the sorrow she felt for that lost friendship. It pierced him, for he knew he had a part in the distance between them. Last night, he had turned Mary from his door as gently as he was able, but it had wounded her. And Thomas knew Lyssa would pay the price, for Mary was wise and knew without his saying that his eye had strayed elsewhere.
Elsewhere. To this noble beauty who unwound the ribbons from her hair and let them fall. He was transfixed as the weight of her hair came loose, silky and dark, moving as if it were alive over her back and hips, and farther still, almost to her knees.
"You have fine hair, my lady," he said, and his voice sounded rougher than he would have wished.
"And I am vain about it," she said with a grin, and moved her head, setting it to life once again. She closed her eyes, as if it gave her pleasure.
Thomas felt blood gathering in his thighs and groin, and to distract himself, he pulled the tunic over his head, leaving his shirt. Made of tightly woven fabric, it covered him loosely to his knees. He sat to remove his shoes, trying not to watch as Lyssa slipped from her surcoat and hung it on a tree, then took off the simply woven girdle she wore. The shape of her body was hidden by the fall of hair, but his mind offered snippets of possibility.
Firmly, he shifted his gaze, and barefoot, made his way to the water, leaving her to remove whatever was left without his lustful gaze.
He waded in, finding to his pleasure that the wide pool was deeper than it looked. At the center, water lapped about his chest, almost to his shoul-ders, and most of it was only a little shallower. It was cool and smelled sweet, and brought back memories of his home. Diving under, he wet his head simply for the feeling of cold fingers over his scalp, and emerged, splashing, to see Lyssa on the bank, clad only in her shift and her hair.
All the day, he'd tried to keep himself from staring at her, struggling to remember to be a chivalrous knight of the sort she must be used to. But he could no more have looked away now than cut out his own tongue.
Against the backdrop of forest greenery, with the sunlight streaming down to gild her, she looked as if she might have stepped out of a fairy ring for the sole purpose of stealing men's souls. Her shift was fine gauze, and covered her only in a way that revealed all the more—the shape of slim thighs and the high points of her breasts, and the beauty of her graceful shoulders.
And she stared back at him, her eyes full of some darkness he did not understand, some fear and some wish mingled in one. Slowly, he waded toward her, halting when the water reached his waist, and held out a hand.
She did not move, only looked at him: now at his face, his head, now his shoulders below wet cloth, and his arms, and his waist. He was grateful he had halted where he had, for she would have been alarmed indeed at the rest of him.
She crossed her arms protectively, and Thomas was sure she did not know that the pose made her breasts plump against her shift, and that now he could see an outline of her waist and hips, faintly, but defined. He wanted more than breathing to touch her.
But she was afraid of him. He saw it in her wary eyes and the downturned corners of her mouth and the hunching of her shoulders. He forced himself to smile. "Come, my lady. 'Tis a welcome feeling."
"Mayhap I should not. My hair will not dry, and I have naught to put on under my tunic if this grows wet."
"Am I so frightening?" he asked softly.
"Nay… I only…"
"I will not harm you, my lady. I will not touch you. By all I am, I swear it. I am only your brother, swimming here in this fine day, to keep you safe from harm." He put a palm flat against his chest. "I swear."
For one moment more, she hesitated, then suddenly rushed down the bank and into the water, leaping in a graceful arc into the deeper pool, submerging herself. She surfaced with a shout of laughter. "Oh! It is magnificent!"
Thomas had hoped the shift would be transparent when wet, but it was not, though it clung appealingly to beautifully uplifted breasts. He admired her happily, the clean shape of her head, and the neck as long and white as a swan's, and the rare joy in her eyes. Because he promised to act as protector and brother only, because he'd sworn not to touch her, he dived himself into the water, and came up splashing, to begin the play.
They lingered a long time in the water, until the sun fell dangerously low, warning of supper in the hall, and chores to be overseen. Thomas had spent the hours drifting, forgetting all but the beautiful lady who frolicked with him and teased and played like a girl. He suspected her youth had been too quickly taken from her, and was glad to be able to offer a little of it back again.
"We should return," she said, eyeing the sky.
"Aye," he agreed.
She shifted to look at him. She was submerged to her chin, and her hair floated around her on the water like some strange plant, moving on soft currents and with every small movement of her head. "I am loathe to do it."
Thomas chuckled. "As am I. 'Twill be cold when we get out."
"We must not get out at the same moment," she said seriously, her eyes wide in the piquant face. "Will you turn your back, sir, and allow me to dress?"
Thomas had been true to his vow not to touch her, but he did not vow this time. He simply turned his back and heard her move away, water sluicing away as she emerged.
When the sound said she'd reached the shore, he turned slightly to look over his shoulder, and the half-aroused member between his thighs leapt to full, alert hunger.
By the saints she was beautiful! The cloth clung to one buttock, fine and high, to the length of her spine, to the lower curve of a breast. He turned away, looking hard at the opposite bank, trying to think of anything else.
It seemed an eternity before she called, "I am finished, sir."
He regained control of his thoughts and unruly body parts, and turned in relief. She stood on the bank, bent forward to wring her hair. At her feet lay the discarded shift in a wet heap, and she'd donned the woolen tunic, though not yet the sur-coat that still hung with her belt on a tree branch. The pointed tips of her breasts showed clearly below the soft wool, and Thomas paused a moment in water to his waist. "Now you must give me the same consideration I gave you."
To his surprise, she grinned. "So modest a knight! Who has bathed this blushing male?"
"I have done it myself," he said, without thinking, and regretted it immediately.
One sleek brow rose. "How curious."
Fear pierced him, and to cover his mistake, he affected a bit of a swagger, moving out of the water boldly. "But if you wish to bathe me, I would welcome it."
She straightened as he walked out of the water, onto the bank, and a change came over her face—all expression bled away as she took him in, her eyes lingering at his chest, and groin and thighs. Bright spots of color bloomed suddenly on her white cheeks.
Pleased, Thomas grinned.
He spread his palms before him and wickedly said, "Shall I turn, my lady, so you may continue your perusal?"
Her head came up suddenly, and she stared at him wordlessly, obviously embarrassed. Then a smile spread over her pretty mouth. "You have your vanities, too, I see," she said, and put her back to him. "Dress quickly, sir, for we must return."
He chuckled and moved to his clothes. Remembering that he had peeked, he wondered if she would. Half turned toward her, he kept his eyelids low. As he shed the wet shirt and stood naked for one moment, he saw her glance over her shoulder, heard the quick intake of her breath, then she turned back hastily. His grin broadened.
Whistling, he donned his tunic. "Come, my lady," he said, picking up the basket. "Let's away."
As they ambled back through the forest, there fell a warm, companionable silence between them. Thomas felt pleasantly spent, and imagined a good meal and a simple evening in the hall. "Will you grant me another lesson in chess?" he asked.
"A lesson!" She rolled her eyes. "Rather you should teach me."
"Ah, nay. I was only lucky."
She took his arm, comfortably. "You must be of great benefit in the battles."
He shrugged, careful to answer neither one way or the other.
"Were you in France?"
"Nay." That was a simple enough answer.
"Ah, I'd forgotten. Your lands are hard on Scotland. That would be your realm. Were you there when they took the Bruce? I hear he lives now in the Tower."
His throat tightened, and no words at all would squeeze through to his lips. Memories, from childhood on, of senseless battles on the border, and soldiers trampling through the peasant's fields, and stealing women as they wished, poured into his mind. "I have no love of the border wars," he finally said. "But, aye, I was there when they took the youth." At least it was no lie.
But he had no wish to speak of battles. To distract her, he said, "Tell me of Tall Mary and you. Did not your families protest the love between you?"
She shook her head. "We knew when we might be together and when we could not." That same troubled gaze furrowed her brow. "'Twas simpler then."
"Some blame lies with me, in your troubles with her."
If he'd thought her naive, she now proved him wrong. Wryly she lifted her gaze. "I know."
They seemed of one mind as they paused then, below the giant, spreading boughs of an oak. Thomas looked down into her face, that sweet, intelligent face, so close it would be very simple to bend and taste her mouth. "I did not intend to wound her," he said.
Her hand lingered on his arm, and he felt her fingers move restlessly over the muscle in his upper arm, as if she did not know she did it. Her gaze flickered down to his mouth, back to his eyes. "You have bewitched them all, Lord Thomas," she said lightly. "All the women in the village, and Alice, who sings your praises to the very sun, and Nurse."
"And you, my lady?" he asked quietly.
She did not answer for a long moment, and Thomas grew aware of the movement of her breasts below the shift, and the faintly hurried sound of her breath. A wealth of things crossed her face. Had she been anyone else, he might have pulled her to him then, kissed that smooth brow and the straight nose, and both of her eyelids, in prelude to taking her mouth, and plundering it, and drawing forth a cry of need.
But, although he felt the ethereal spirit of desire tangling around them, setting the very air to dancing, he did not move.
At last, Lady Elizabeth broke the spell. She cocked her head and made a mocking survey of his body. "I will admit that you are most splendidly made, like a stallion." Humor glittered in her eyes. "But I am not bewitched."
This time there was no mistaking the bawdiness that she only hinted at hitherto. And yet, elsewise, she seemed as uninitiated as a girl. "You are a puzzle." he said aloud.
"Because I am able to resist you?"
He laughed. "Nay. Other things."
"Pray, sir, what things?"
But Thomas only shook his head, and tucking her arm into his elbow more firmly, he began to walk again. "There is time enough to name them."
Isobel napped in a pool of sunlight that fell upon the bed she shared with Nurse, who had gone off to do some errand, even though she was supposed to be keeping an eye on Isobel.
Ordinarily, Isobel would have taken the chance to run down to the bailey, or off to the village on some slim excuse, to flirt with the peasant she'd kissed in the woods. But today she was ill-tempered and the sun coaxed her, like a cat, to nap.
And into her sleeping mind crept dreams. She dreamt she was at court in a fine velvet gown, bowing low to the king and queen, and dreamt of tying her scarf around the sleeve of a knight with a vague blurry face for a tournament. She dreamt she saw him astride, youthful and strong, waving to her as he went to the lists.
She dreamt of hands, stroking her body, and lips upon her mouth, and heat between her thighs, and dreamt she ached for something. In her dream, she opened her eyes to see who so skillfully touched her, and it was Thomas, nude and smiling, his splendid hands roving over her in delight.
And as dreams will, the scene shifted, and again she dreamed of kisses. A certain kiss, from the mouth of a man she could not see. A perfect kiss, a perfect mouth molded to the shape of her own, a mouth that knew what hers wished.
Abruptly, she awoke. She was alone in a pool of light. Blinking sleepily, she touched her mouth. The dream lover with the perfect mouth had kissed her in her dreams before, many times. She sometimes thought it was the dream that drove her. If she could find that man who kissed her that way, she could be happy.
With a sigh, she got up and moved toward the embrasure, to breathe of fresh air. With a fuzzy mind, she gazed out on the view.
And straightened, crisply awake.
Two figures crossed the mown field that edged the forest. Dark Thomas was recognizable by his size and coloring even at such a distance, and the woman walking close beside him could only be Lyssa. No one else had such hair.
A tight flame flickered in Isobel's chest as she watched them, coming closer, through the gate, into the bailey, almost directly below her window. Now she saw they both had wet hair, and they were laughing together about something.
And more—for the first time, Isobel saw that her stepmother was quite beautiful when she laughed. She was too skinny, and had no chest, and seemed to have no understanding of what pleased a man, but Thomas seemed not to mind.
Oh, it was not to be borne! It was not fair. At last there was a man worthy of lsobel's beauty, a man whose dark strength would complement her fairness, a man who walked as if the world belonged to him, a man whose eyes would see deep into a woman's heart to give her all she needed, all she would ever wish.
Narrowing her eyes, Isobel watched the pair climb the steps to the hall and disappear within.
In fierce resolve, Isobel vowed she would not let Lyssa take him. With a toss of her head, she began to plan. For the first time in her life, she realized less would be more, that she would have to tread very carefully to get what she wanted—not a man to tease, but a man in her bed.
They all said she needed a husband. She had no lands to claim, no estate of great import for the king to worry over. If she married a little beneath her, to a man of such obvious other powers, no one would fault her.
Yes, a husband she needed.
And Thomas he would be.
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In the soft, gray light just before dawn on the eve of St. Swithin's Day, Thomas squatted in the bailey with his pup. Wolf quivered at his leash, picking up excitement from the other hounds, who knew a hunt was slated for their morning, and gave small licks to the guard who held them firm in their tethers. "You're a fine dog, Wolf," Thomas said, smoothing the dog's big head. "We'll try you again this morning."
Robert made a snorting noise. "I've never seen so ill-bred a pup. He's neither lymer nor levrier nor brachet. He has no sense. He'll ruin the hunt."
"Nay, he's no hound at all," Thomas agreed mildly. "But smart he is, and strong, and see how he quivers? He'll be a fine hunter when he's trained. The others will flush us a hart, and we'll let him in only at the end. You'll see."
The small party went into the forest on foot, crossing a small bridge over the river, and following a winding path deep into the vert. The morning was cool yet. Wispy mist curled around the ash and beech and oak, and the damp earth and bark gave off heady aromas. Thomas breathed the scents deeply.
Here, in the trees, with the quiet of dawn and the dogs straining their leashes, sniffing eagerly for spoor, did Thomas feel at home. His ears picked up the faintest crack of twigs, and his nose knew the faint scent of animal on the wind, and his feet made little sound in his soft boots. Here he was master.
The day before, they'd taken hawks to the meadows nearby the river and brought home a brace of ducks and a goose. Thomas did not mind hunting fowl, but neither the birds nor their prey held for him such pleasure as did the dogs and the quarry of summer deer or a winter boar. They snuffled through the woods, pausing at a scent here, the droppings of a beaver, the hidden scent of a bird there.
His pup halted at every dazzling bit of spoor in the entire forest, examining them closely and with whimpering little whines. Each time, Thomas allowed the pup to imprint the scent, then tugged his collar firmly. "Nay."
When the sun broke the horizon, they halted for a breakfast of cold meat, bread, and ale. Robert fell on the food like a beast, eating his portion in a trice, then eyed the food in Harry's hand with a longing eye. Harry, stout and greedy, did not notice, but Thomas grinned and handed the rest of his bread and butter to the boy. "By your appetite, you'll be near a man by summer next," he said.
"My father was tall." He eyed Thomas over the bread. "Not so tall as you, but taller than most."
Thomas comfortably shifted, willing to accept the boy's softening, however momentary it proved. When Robert was not entirely devoted to surliness, he was rather a handsome lad, with the same wide gray eyes as his sister, the same tumble of wheat-and-sunlight curls. "The ladies like a tall man." He winked.
"So I've seen."
"Did they like your father?"
"My true mother—" the emphasis spoke volumes of the hidden resentment he held toward Elizabeth "—was a very great beauty, you know. Famous across all of England, and she chose my father from a field of suitors."
"Ah, so your sister and you must look like her."
"We do." That arrogant tilt of the chin again. Then he seemed to remember he had the extra bread, and gave Thomas a sly glance. "I've never seen a man so tall as you."
Thomas chuckled. "Nor have I, lad—save my own father and his before him. 'Tis said we come from a land of giants, across the waters."
He sobered, thinking suddenly of his father's first wife, a slip of a girl from a weakening noble family who had died in fiercest agony trying to birth a son so large. Alice had tended the birth, and told him the tale as they traveled. "'Tis not always so fine for the ladies who must birth the babes we get on them."
An expression of horror crossed the boy's face. "Men do not speak of such things to one another, sir! Such secrets are best left in the darkness, where they belong." Disgusted, he threw the bread on the ground and stalked away.
Thomas sighed. Never could he please the boy for long. Always some little misstep set him off. With a shrug, he grabbed the bread his pup eyed longingly and wrapped it in a bit of cloth for a reward.
Not long after breakfast, one of the hounds found what they sought, and gave off a low howl. Thomas led his pup to the spoor and this time stood by while the dog examined it at length. While the dog was absorbed, Thomas carefully scanned the area for clues to the size of the deer. At shoulder height, he spied a branch stripped of leaves. One of the guards silently waved and put his hand on a patch of velvet from the stag's horns, giving Thomas a gapped grin.
Thomas pulled his pup from the spoor, and took the bread from his pocket. Giving the pup his reward, he rubbed his head and flanks and murmured encouragements. "Good dog."
Kneeling, Thomas stretched his hand out above the droppings. A big hart, too. No warmth, but the scent was still strong. "Robert," he said quietly. "Climb that tree and see if you see him."
Nimbly, Robert did so, and pointed to the west. Thomas nodded and gave the signal to loose the greyhounds. Harry unleashed them, and held his horn at the ready, the dogs quivering at his feet in agony of waiting for the signal. Quickly, Thomas took his pup and rounded the general area Robert had indicated, his feet silent.
When he thought himself well ahead of the stag, he unleashed his pup and gave him a spat on the flanks, "Go!" The dog barked, then tore into the brush, and faintly heard the sound of the horn, followed by the sudden savage barking of the hounds.
He ran behind his pup easily, following the sounds of the chase, his senses alive and aware, his heart soaring with the pursuit.
The dogs brought the stag to bay on a rise, and Thomas rushed in ahead of the panting guards, dagger at the ready if his pup did not see immediately what he was to do.
At that moment, Robert lunged into the fray, lance held high, a bloody cry on his lips, and Thomas had only time to give a single shouted warning: "Robert!" before the pup leapt with pure, savage grace and fastened his sharp young teeth on the stag's throat. The stag twisted, desperate to escape, and Robert cried out, too late, as one of the horns slashed too close and cut his face. He stumbled backward, but the stag danced in wild-eyed fear, his dangerous sharp hooves flailing, his head with the deadly horns tossing.
Thomas, on the other side of the beast, could do nothing but shout at the horror-frozen guards, who seemed not to understand the greatest danger was not the horns, but the crushing weight of the beast when it fell. Robert staggered blindly, dropping the lance in his terror, one hand over his face.
With a roar, Thomas ran at the stag, and with a powerful spring, leapt half on the stag's back, keeping his head well down, away from the thrashing rack. His weight, together with the dog still attached to his throat, finally brought the beast down—away from Robert.
Feeling the beast's collapse, Thomas leapt free, his dagger flying from his hand. He saw Harry rush forward, and with a sword thrust, put the beast to death.
In the sudden stillness, Thomas, breathing hard from the chase, stared at Robert with fury. "It might have been you on the ground there."
Robert dropped his hand, and Thomas saw the smear of blood over his face. "Not if your hell-born hound had not come between us!"
Resolutely, Thomas turned from him, too angry at what might have been to speak. Meanwhile, his pup bounded over, a great grin on his stained muzzle, and Thomas bent down to give him the attention he craved—and deserved—after his performance. The dog would be a treasure when his training had been finished. "Well done, boy!"
Harry and the other guard knelt over the stag to begin the business of skinning and quartering the beast. Harry gave a chortle. "He'll feed the whole village!"
Thomas put the dangerous finale from his mind. He would deal with Robert later. "Aye," he said. "Let's take him whole, to roast."
The bailey smelled of baking bread and clear summer morning, and Lyssa was happily plucking flowers from the garden to weave into a wreath for her head when a messenger rode through the gates. At the sound of the horse, she glanced up from the wreath of spicy pink-and-white gillyflowers. Spying the king's crest, she jumped up and ran to meet the messenger, her heart pounding with mingled hope and worry. If he'd a husband for Isobel, she would be happy. If it was news of a bridegroom for Lyssa, she would be wretched.
She took the letter, sealed with the king's ring, and directed the messenger—a hearty, dark-haired man who bowed deeply when Isobel, all flying hair and bobbing breasts, ran over to see what news had come—to find refreshment in the hall. Isobel barely noticed him—and he a noble lord with a fine face! "See to his comfort," Lyssa said.
"But what news?"
"What do you await with such eagerness?"
Isobel sighed. "Oh, why must you ever be so difficult? 'Tis not as if we have any great excitement here. Mayhap the king will come to visit, and bring music and laughter and young men with him."
Lyssa waved the messenger on. He cast one last longing glance toward the flushed Isobel, and left them.
"Will you stand all the day holding it in your hand, or will you open it?"
Lyssa sent a silent prayer winging toward heaven—let it be her and not me!—then slipped a nail beneath the wax and unfolded the good parchment.
My dear cousin,
I have good news. That step-daughter you spoke of is famed for her beauty, so it was no trouble to
find willing suitors. I have chosen Stephen de Kivelsworthy to be her groom. He is well-landed, a fine knight—and he is a young pretty thing himself, so mayhap that will please her. He leaves today for Woodell, with a retinue of guardsmen to protect you all.
As for you, I have me a hunch you have no love of marriage and will not mind I have had me not an hour to devote to the matter of a husband to safeguard your lands. Soon.
Lyssa let go of her breath, and gave Isobel a beaming smile. "Good news," she said. "The king has found you a husband!"
"A husband?" Isobel's dainty brows drew down. "I have no wish for a husband."
"Oh, not just any man," she said. "Stephen de Kivelsworthy, whom Edward said is young and pretty and will please you."
Isobel backed up. "No! I will not marry him."
"Can you not even wait to see him before you reject him? Mayhap—"
"No!" She whirled and ran from the yard, her hair flying behind her like golden ribbons.
Lyssa narrowed her eyes. The girl was spoiled. What did she know of the loathsomeness of some husbands? Grabbing her skirts into her fists, she was about to go after the girl and box her ears, but a sudden stir from the gates stopped her.
Robert came through first, his face bloodied from a nasty gash below his eye. He looked disheveled, furious, and dirty, and when Lyssa would have halted him to examine the cut, he vio-lently ducked away. "Do not touch me!" Lyssa let him go.
The dogs came next, leaping and swarming in a pack, half-crazed by the smell of the meat. Thomas and Harry carried a stag, its feet lashed to a stout branch they carried between them. Its horns dragged a line through the dust. Delighted, Lyssa rushed forward. "What a feast we shall have tomorrow with that beast roasting in a pit!"
Thomas grinned. "Indeed, my lady." He, too, was grimy from the hunt, his hair mussed on his shoulders, his hands dirty, a streak of something dark across the side of his tunic. Blood. Robert's or the stag's?
But with the stout branch hanging from his immense shoulders, the smile of victory on his beautiful mouth, his azure eyes glinting happily in the dark face, he was a vision of knightly strength and health. After a fortnight, Lyssa thought she would be used to the sight of him, but it had not happened. Each time she saw him anew, the same small jolt went through her chest, the same odd weakness settled in her hips and knees.
She drew closer, almost as if he were some magic beacon. "I see your pup has had a good day, as well."
"Aye." Thomas let a group of villeins ease the branch from his shoulder, and shook his arm as if to waken it. "He'll be fit to take boar by winter. He's a fine animal."
The pup, sitting in adoration at the knight's feet, wagged his tail, making feathery patterns in the dirt. Idly, Lyssa wondered if that was how she looked, leaping toward him like some friendly hound the minute he appeared.
"I'll send a girl to draw you a bath, sir," she said, waving her hand as if she could not tolerate the smell of him.
Thomas only laughed, the sound booming out, rich as mead. "You mislike my stink?" With a quick move, he stepped forward and grabbed her by the waist, hauling her up against him in a mocking display of force. Lyssa went rigid against him, dizzily aware of his hard thighs, of the line of his ribs against the softer flesh of her breasts. He held her tightly, his blue eyes glittering down at her. "A man risks life and limb to bring back meat, and she whines about his smell?"
Harry cackled, as Lyssa knew he was meant to do, and she knew that unless she played along, she would reveal to all that she was like that devoted pup of his, and all the besotted women swooning round the castle. With a toss of her head, she lifted one hand and delicately pinched her nose.
She heard the others laughing, but when she stopped pushing at him, he'd tightened his grip just enough that her body was close against his, and his hand—that huge, skillful hand, spread open on her back, and the light in his eye changed. The teasing remained, but there was more, too—a flare of his nostrils, and the smallest parting of his lips, which somehow made her want to part her own, made her want to see his tongue.
And all at once, she grew aware of a stiffness against her belly. As if he knew the exact moment she noticed it, he leaned closer, putting his mouth close to her ear. "The hunt makes man randy."
It was an outrageous comment, but she was engulfed by him, his arms and his body and his voice. His hair brushed her face, and she was startled at the silkiness that fell against her mouth.
But most dizzying of all was the true smell of him, heat and sunlight and that dark note of forest floor mingled with sweat and leather and horse. It filled her head, and gave her visions of lying with him and sweating and crying out. Her spine felt thin and weak, like a single unwaxed thread, and she wanted more than anything for him to lower his great, dark head and kiss her.
She shoved at him suddenly—and he let her go, a knowing in his eyes. Swallowing, she regained her dignity, and brushed at her skirts, and said, "My deepest gratitude for your hunting skills, sir."
His eyes dancing, he bowed low. "A grand feast we'll have on the morrow."
"That we will—and I have me much work to do to prepare." She turned, clapping her hands to call for a girl to take Lord Thomas to the bathhouse.
The stag, rubbed thickly with salt and garlic, was set to roasting in a pit over a low fire. Tall Mary's father had gone to town and brought back with him musicians, and raisins and white sugar for cake. From her chamber, Lyssa heard the faint barks of the cook, and the sound of the piper practicing. The air was redolent with roasting meat and baking cake. It would be a fine celebration.
But Lyssa felt strangely tense. One by one she'd tossed through her tunics and surcoats and a casket of jewels, and could not decide what she wanted to put on. With a sigh, she sank to a stool, yanking ribbons from her hair in frustration. "'Twill not matter. Why do I care?" She scowled at Alice. "And do not say what a fool I am. E'ry woman in the village is like as not tossing through her things as I am, hoping to catch his eye."
Alice chuckled, and took up a brush, made with boar bristles. Gently, she took the ribbons from Lyssa's hair and worked free the small braids Lyssa had woven in this morning. "'Tis only fitting for women to hope for the eye of a man so gentle and strong, is it not? Brutal we all know, and stupid, and ugly—but rare do they come as Lord Thomas, fair and good and wise all at once."
"It matters not what he is," Lyssa said quietly. "My king will name my husband."
"Aye—but there'd be no harm in taking pleasure in his company, now would there?"
"Pleasure?" Lyssa returned sharply. "If you speak of bedding him, I have no interest in such things."
Alice laughed. "Not that, child. Only the simple pleasure of laughing and being admired. 'Tis not so huge a thing, but a woman likes flattery and the twinkle in an eye." She swayed to look into Lyssa's face. "I saw the pair of you when he returned from the hunt—'twas good to hear you laugh aloud, milady. Laughter keeps a heart light and young."
"I had not thought of it that way." She closed her eyes as Alice began to brush her hair, firmly. A glorious sensation, the bristles on her scalp, the ease it gave her tight neck and shoulders. "He is a lively companion. There is much laughter in the hall when he appears. Was it ever thus with him?"
"Nay, he was a brooder as a youth." Her voice lilted with that strange accent. "Too proud, too sensitive, too full of himself. Here, the sun is warm. The land is kind, and it made his heart kinder and wiser."
Lyssa could see him that way, a sullen boy, too tall and gangly and awkward, those bright blue eyes flashing anger instead of laughter. It made her smile to think of it.
Alice finished her brushing. "Will ye listen to me, milady, and let me dress you proper for the feast?"
"Since I have not been able to choose," Lyssa said with a wave at the tangle of cloth, jewels, belts, and slippers on her bed, "I would welcome your help."
Alice clapped her on the shoulder vigorously. "All right, then." She plucked a simple green linen tunic from the pile and tossed it over her shoulder, then fished out a gossamer surcoat, made of the finest white silk in a weave so loose that the garment was near transparent. Around the edges, Lyssa had woven gold-and-green silk threads. "These," Alice said definitely, turning. "Then we'll choose the rest."
Lyssa stood and waited for Alice to help her remove the gown she was wearing. "Ah, my lady, you've a fine form. Not so skinny as you look in your gowns."
With a rueful smile, Lyssa touched her far-too-generous hips. "Twas an aspect my husband found displeasing." She shrugged, and her hair fluttered around her thighs. "'Tis something I've spent no time bemoaning, though Isobel will certainly tell you I'd have been better to have more breast and less buttock."
"That girl!" Alice shook her head, lifting the tunic for Lyssa to bend into. "She's as vain as a peacock, and twice as foolish. She does not know what ease those hips will give you with your babes when they come."
Lyssa captured the weight of her hair, lifting it free of the fabric so Alice could pull the close-fitting tunic around her. "So my mother always said." A shadow of remembered pain passed over her heart. "She died in childbed. Nine times she went, and only twice gave her husband a live child."
"Twice?" Alice stepped back, inclining her head as she looked at Lyssa, then held up the surcoat.
"I have a sister, six years older than me."
"Older? Did she marry so well she needed no inheritance?"
Lyssa shook her head. "She has not married. She tends the queen. And it is as well—she tried to murder me when I was six, and they sent her away."
"Murder you?"
"Aye. She brought me to the river, and was going to throw me in it, but Nurse found me gone in time."
The smooth dark eyes grew troubled. "Why?"
The airy garment settled over the tunic, and Lyssa touched it. "I wished to make it like spider webs," she said, her fingers remembering the pleasure of the weaving. "Twas a good experiment."
"You have great talent, milady. I've ne'er seen so fine a cloth."
"'Tis a joy."
"What made your sister want to murder you?"
Lyssa raised her eyes. "She is an unfortunate woman. Not ugly, but very plain. Crossed eyes and bad teeth and unhealthy skin. My parents doted on her, for she lived when so many died. But when I was born, my father was so relieved to have a daughter he could dower and marry to a high lord that he turned all his attention to me." She shrugged, feeling the same strange stab of guilt she'd carried all her days. "It was unintentional cruelty, but cruel nonetheless."
"An all-too-familiar tale." Alice turned to rustle through the girdles and jewels. Her choices surprised Lyssa. Mary would have insisted on heavily encrusted collars and jewels all through her hair and a wide girdle woven with jewels. Alice took up a thinly woven belt of cloth of gold, and a headpiece set with a single emerald, and a necklace with a priceless, simple emerald set in gold.
And they were the right choices. "You have much skill, Alice, in seeing well."
Alice raised a brow. "You must leave your hair, milady. Not a braid or a tie or a weave. Only this circlet, and all that midnight beauty around you like a cloak."
Lyssa touched her hair. "Nothing?"
Alice shook her head, stepping back with a smile. "Oh, you are as beautiful as a princess, milady. If only you saw with my eyes."
Suddenly, Lyssa remembered feeling beautiful, before her marriage, before she had learned she did not know the things men wanted, as Isobel and Tall Mary knew. She felt her hair like a cloud of darkness tumbling down her back to her knees; she was aware of her slim shoulders beneath the linen. She touched her body, running her hands over her breasts and waist and down her thighs, feeling the silk and linen below her hands. "Thank you, Alice," she said. "I had forgotten how to feel like a beautiful woman."
Alice bowed. "'Tis an honor, my sweet. Now go and be young tonight!"
Just then, the sound of a horn arose. Lyssa heard it and ran to look down upon the bailey to see a party of men and horses, with a raised standard fluttering on the breeze. A man with golden hair rode a black horse. "'Tis Isobel's husband!" she cried out. She grabbed Alice's hand. "Let's go get a look at him before darkness and candlelight hide all his flaws."
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Thomas heard the sound of horses long before they arrived at the gate, their low thundering hooves a disturbance in the ground beneath his feet. From stables he emerged to stand and wait, a faint kindling of unease rustling over his nerves. Horses meant nobles. There might be some who would remember him.
"Were there guests coming?" he asked Robert, who had a smear of grease over his nose from oiling the bridles and leather.
"I know not." He brightened, forgetting to be sullen in his excitement at the possibility of visitors to stir up the monotony. "1 heard my sister whining all last night over a betrothal. D'you suppose it could be him?"
"Could be, lad." His unease grew, but he put a benign expression on his face as he turned to watch the gate. By now, others had heard the stir, and hurried out from the kitchen, mews, and hall to see what excitement had come to Woodell.
A horn cut the day, and in rode a great party of men and fine horses, a standard carried high in front. Thomas saw at once it was a rich group; the guards wore matched tunics over their mail, and the helmets, carried now at their waists as they rode in peace into the bailey, were steel.
At the front rode a young man with the coloring of some celestial being—hair falling in palest gold curls to his mailed shoulders, eyes a blue of summer flowers, cheeks rosy red. Thomas hid a grin. He'd reckon the youth cursed that coloring every morning he lived.
But Thomas could see beyond it, to a chin of some character, a strong jaw, and a steely light of intelligence in his eyes. He rode tall, and though youth made him slim, there was breadth to his shoulders.
The finest England offered, this youth. "Isobel should be well-pleased if this is her betrothed."
"Oh, indeed," Robert breathed.
Thomas did not halt his chuckle then. To be twelve and dazzled was a rare thing. Fondly, he took Robert's shoulder, and wiped the grease from his nose. "One day, young lord, that will be you."
Robert lifted his chin arrogantly. "Aye."
Thomas gave him a little push. "Run and take his horse, lad."
When the boy dashed away, Thomas stepped back into the shadows, where he might gather clues without being observed. Carefully, he examined the faces of the large party of men-at-arms, and the shields among the lesser knights. He saw none he recognized, and his memory for such things was good. He saw also that even the lowest among them was far, far above him in birth, and they were used to a comfortable life, with servants a-scurry, and a wealth of food, and ladies in great number. He saw them eye the best of the village maids, adorned in their best for the feast, and they measured with knowing eyes the bailey yard, with its orchards and gardens and wealth of green grass, the mews and the broad stables and the castle itself, well-kept and richly appointed.
Thomas did not belong here, and they would sense it about him, just as young Robert had done. Women cared less for such things than men.
With the dawn, he would take Alice and move on. She would object, for she had grown comfortable here, but it was dangerous to stay.
But as if the fates meant to taunt him, Lady Elizabeth appeared at the door to the hall. Excitement showed in her flushed face. She paused at the top of the steps, her hands on the rail, and called out a greeting, lifting an arm.
A swift, sharp wave of yearning struck Thomas. Her hair was loose, a tumbling mass of darkness that shone with deep gloss around her body. One tendril fell over her shoulder, curved round a breast, outlining the dip of waist and flare of hip, and brushed down to her knee. She came down the steps as lightly as a cat, clad in green. He glimpsed her small feet and neat ankles below the gown, and thought of putting his mouth against that delicate joint.
He'd kept himself aloof from his desire for her till now, telling himself she was too richly born for the likes of him. But as he stood in the shadows of the stable, thinking of the very real possibility that he might never gaze upon her face again after this night, a rebellious need rose in him. A need to touch her, to hear her breath against his neck, and feel that hair whisper over his body; a need to kiss her, deeply, till she trembled.
She strode now across the yard, her skirts kicking up before her, and he watched the gossamer surcoat slide over her hips, the fabric somehow illuminating the curve of her buttocks with gloss-ings of faint light.
Yesterday, when she had been in his arms, he'd seen her forget that she was a fine lady and he only a common knight. There had been heat on her lips, and curious, unwilling desire in her eyes. He had wanted to taste the heat on those lips, and tease it to a greater fire, and feel her body soften against his.
Instead, she had realized what she revealed, and pushed away from him, and he'd let her go.
He narrowed his eyes, searching the faces of the party once more, carefully, to be sure he had missed nothing. One night was all he asked. One night to perhaps coax her to kiss him one time.
An annoyed cry drew his attention back to the steps to the hall. Isobel, half dragged by stout Nurse, who grinned happily as she hauled the girl into the yard. As ever, Isobel was precisely groomed—if a vainer soul had lived in a girl's heart, Thomas had never seen it. For once, her adornments were simple—a deep sapphire tunic with a gold surcoat trimmed in miniver, with only a golden girdle around her waist, and a simple veil over her head. Nothing could cover the abundance of that figure, however, and Thomas glanced toward the gathered men as she approached, watching in amusement as the young lord struggled to hide his delighted astonishment, and hurried forward to bow over her hand. Isobel only tolerated it, and snatched her hand back quickly. When Nurse thrust an elbow in her ribs, she curtsied low.
Thomas spied Lady Elizabeth looking over her shoulder, most likely for some sign of him. A finger of dread thrust up through his gut, but he would be missed if he delayed any longer.
He stepped from the shadows, praying with all his soul that his face caused no trigger of memory in any of the men, that none would know his secret. On the morrow, he would leave here, but he most heartily wished for this night to call his own.
Isobel ached. The feast should have been an evening of triumph; she had schemed for a week on the best way to attract the attention of Lord Thomas this night. She thought she could make him fall in love with her; it had been her most powerful gift since she was twelve: men loved her when she wished it, and often when she did not.
She did not lie to herself; the knight was clearly more interested in seeing Lady Elizabeth in his bed, dismissing Isobel as a callow girl with nothing to offer him. She'd heard the village girls gossiping about his prowess, and his lusty appetites, but he let none of those girls into his bedchamber now. His lust was focused upon one woman.
In a way, Isobel liked that fixed attention. It illustrated that he could have a faithful heart if it were engaged. She only wished to focus it upon her instead of her stepmother. A man of such virility would be wasted upon Elizabeth.
But since it was upon Elizabeth that Thomas had gazed with such favor, Isobel had studied her stepmother to see what she might learn. To her surprise, it was not difficult to see why a man might like such a woman—she laughed easily, and she was kind when she spoke, even to the lowest minion. Her figure was slim and graceful, though Isobel could not see what a man could like about the boyish bosom, she knew some men did.
Elizabeth's greatest beauty, however, was in her hair. Hair that was utterly unlike Isobel's blonde curls that halted their growth at the middle of her back no matter how often she washed it in nettles or brushed it or tugged on it.
There was nothing to be done about that. The one thing Isobel could do was imitate her stepmother's simple graciousness, and demure, ladylike attire. She would hide her insignificant hair under a veil, and wear a gown that fit her properly, and she would not be bold, only laughingly flirtatious. For days, she had planned what to wear, how to behave tonight.
Tonight, she was to have danced with him, and begun her seduction.
And now it was ruined. Instead of dancing with the dark and virile Thomas, Isobel would be forced to spend her hours in the company of this milky imitation of a man. He was no more than a boy, really, not more than a year older than herself. What would she want with a boy?
Examining him from below her lashes, Isobel saw that he was fair. She might have been pleased indeed had she not seen Lord Thomas first, but next to the dark, giant Thomas, Stephen was a slim little stick, washed plain of color.
She glowered at Elizabeth. As if they had agreed to change strategies, it was Elizabeth tonight who looked as if she knew her way around a man's pleasure. The emerald of jewel and fabric set off the light in her vivid eyes, and there was something about the way her clothing moved about her that drew the attention to her breasts and waist. And to Isobel's dismay, Elizabeth had left her hair loose. It was unseemly for a widow, but no one seemed to mind—it was too beautiful. She had every right to be vain over such hair.
And oh, Lord Thomas noticed! As the evening's festivities progressed, he left Elizabeth to the business of entertaining guests, but Isobel saw him watching her, his eyes hungry, Isobel would die to have him look that way at her—and Lyssa did not even notice.
As they feasted on the roasted stag, goose, and raisin cakes covered with precious icing, Stephen leaned close to Isobel, his eyes moist with desire so plain it annoyed her. "Will you dance, fair Isobel? Mayhap you will not find me lacking if you but give me but a moment's chance."
A swell of irritation rose in her. "And mayhap, you'll be more lacking than ever," she said sharply, and stood up, unable to bear another moment. As she hurried away, she heard Lyssa speak her name sharply. Isobel ignored her.
She took refuge in the dairy, where none would bother her, and there sunk close to the cool wall and wept bitterly. It was so unfair that the king could simply say, "Marry," and marry she would, or face the consequences.
But how could she marry Stephen when she loved Thomas? For she did not doubt that she loved him. Never had she wanted a man as she wanted this one. She ached for his attention, hung on every smile he bestowed upon her, listened for his beautiful voice in the passageways. She dreamed of kissing him until her body burned.
There must be some way to thwart Lyssa's plans for her. But what?
She peered into the darkness with narrowed eyes, as a plan revealed itself. It was not ideal, perhaps even a little evil. She faced humiliation and complete disaster at worst. But at best, she might just win the husband she wished.
Buoyed, she made her way back to her chamber, and washed her face in cool water, then changed her clothes. There were some tools no man could resist—and Isobel had made it her business to know them all.
The feast, lent grandeur by the appearance of Stephen's party, was bright with laughter and good humor, and Lyssa refused to allow the sulking of a spoiled child ruin it for her. She enjoyed it as much as any of the villagers, for it gave her a chance to celebrate her return to her home, and her reunion with people she had feared would be dead. She ate heartily of the game and motrews and honeyed cakes and young carrots, and drank as freely as any villager of the ciders and ales that flowed like water into upheld cups.
Since Isobel proved difficult, Lyssa kept Stephen de Kivelsworthy next to her. She let him entertain her with tales of court, and the doings of Edward's rather spoiled daughter Isabella, and the queen's growing plumpness. She asked after her sister Eleanor, who was well.
Seeing that Kivelsworthy only half-heartedly listened to her, one eye on the door through which Isobel had disappeared, Lyssa sighed. "You must not take to heart her actions this night, my lord. She is headstrong and proud, and she did not know I had asked for a husband for her."
Even in the light of sputtering torches set around the bailey yard, Lyssa saw the deepening of color in his cheeks. "Am I so obvious?"
"Only to me."
He turned wide blue eyes to Lyssa. "She far surpasses her reputation as a beauty. There is no lovelier maid in all of England." Then, as if horrified, he added hastily, "Aside from yourself, of course."
Lyssa laughed. "No need to flatter me, sir. I am many years past maidenhood, and well-used to the dazzlement my stepdaughter causes." She touched his arm kindly. "She is fortunate to have been matched to a young and handsome knight who will care well for her."
"Mayhap she will come to see it so." Lifting a cup of ale, he sobered. "'Tis that we must speak of—our betrothal. I have me an errand to deliver on behalf of my father to an estate well south of here. We must fly in two days. Think you it better to let the formal declaration lie till we return? Perhaps then she will have warmed to me a bit."
"Nay, I do not wish to wait. It will be a formal betrothal before you leave, and then she may warm or not as she pleases." With a faint frown, she added, "She is headstrong. You will have to tame her."
Stephen's attention was seized in such a way that Lyssa knew without turning that Isobel had reappeared. The youth lowered his cup, his mouth agape, and before he seemed to even know, he had half-risen. In a hushed voice, he said, "I vow 'twill be worth any taming."
Lyssa turned, and narrowed her eyes. Somehow, Isobel had kept the red silk gown she was forbidden to wear, and she glowed in it like a single tongue of flame. It set alight her pale hair, which she'd left free beneath a gold-shot veil. Her plump white breasts strained against the bodice long out grown, and near spilled free.
And above it all was that face, so perfectly of the moment with the high white forehead and slim delicate nose, and the wide blue eyes that gave her such an air of innocence. It was the very play of innocent eyes and face against seductive red and lush flesh that made her so irresistible.
Seeing the effect she had on Stephen, Lyssa decided to leave the girl to her tricks; whether she meant them for Stephen or not, the youth would now kill rather than let another man possess her.
"A word, sir," Lyssa said.
He could not bear to take his eyes from Isobel for even a moment; he glanced at Lyssa, then back hungrily at Isobel, who joined a dance beneath the rushlights. "Speak quickly, my lady, I beg you."
"It is that eagerness that will cause you dismay, Stephen. She is used to the attentions of all men, and you will intrigue her only if she thinks you are not already caught."
Stephen gave her an expression of dismay. "But, lady, how will I—?"
She lifted a shoulder. "The particulars I leave to you. But if you wish to truly possess her, you will heed my advice."
The chin, so hard in that angelic face, lifted. "I will try."
Lyssa watched him depart, wondering if he would have the strength. Already there were knots of young men forming around the bright flower, as if they were bees needful of her nectar.
A hand fell, briefly, against her shoulder, then lifted. Thomas rounded her and took the place Stephen had vacated. "So long a face, my lady!" he said lightly. "Methinks you have not drunk enough wine."
"Wine cures only an hour's care," Lyssa said, but she took the cup he offered.
"So, for this hour, forget." He lifted his own cup and drank deeply, his eyes upon her face. In the torchlight, the irises were like pools of dark water. Flames danced on the surface. "Tomorrow is soon enough to worry again." His grin flashed. "'Tis very fine wine."
Lyssa smiled. To show him a spirit of festivity, she drank the cool, intoxicating beverage, feeling it warm her belly and limbs. It tasted of summer and harvest and cool, moonlit nights. "It is very good wine," she said, tasting it again on her lips.
He sat with his legs outstretched before him, lazily crossed at the ankles, his elbows propped on the table behind him, and Lyssa admired the long exposed length of him—the breadth of his chest, the sleek line of his waist and lean hips, the long, long legs. How had she never realized how pleasing it could be to admire a man thus? To simply enjoy the way he fit together? Her tongue loosened with wine, she said suddenly, "I am glad the blizzard trapped you here, Lord Thomas. I have not enjoyed the company of a man much before this." She held up her cup and drank, smiling bemusedly at the realization.
But he seemed not to know how to answer her. The amusement that danced so often upon his face was replaced with a more intent expression. "I am thankful," he said softly. "For else I'd not be sitting here in the dark with the most beautiful lady in all of England."
Her stomach twisted. How she wanted to believe he truly thought her so fair! But he was adept at flattery, and she would do well to remember it. She gave him a wry smile and gestured toward Isobel. "Then, you have not been looking, sir."
"She is beautiful," he said agreeably. "There are many beautiful women at Woodell. But none so lovely as you, my lady."
"You need not flatter me, Lord Thomas. I have no vanity on that level."
"'Tis no flattery." He, too, had drunk a lot of wine, for his words were broader, the accent more noticeable. He shifted to face her, and to her surprise, he lifted one great hand and smoothed it over her hair, so lightly she would barely had known if she had not seen it. "Your hair shines like a lake in a dark forest."
And though she told herself to be unmoved by him, the gesture unsettled her. His skin gave off that rich scent of leaf and earth, and his voice rumbled low out of his chest like the seductive beat of a drum, and she found herself looking at his mouth, so well-cut and beautiful, and she wanted to taste it. Just his mouth, and maybe a little of his tongue. She wanted to put her hands on his broad chest.
But he flattered all this way, and she should not take him seriously. With a light smile, she said, "I do admit vanity over my hair. You may praise it all the day and I will listen."
He laughed, and Lyssa looked at his dark throat, and his long hair tumbling from his face, and his strong, white teeth. Low in her belly, a strange new feeling moved, making her restless, sending a rippling awareness through her hips, then up her spine to the back of her neck.
The music shifted abruptly, saving her. She jumped up and took his hand. "I have been wanting to dance, Thomas. Come."
He did not move. "I will trample you with my big feet."
"I will risk it." She tugged lightly, and it was like pulling at a stubborn bear. His hand engulfed hers, and even if she put all her weight behind the tug, she would not budge him if he did not wish it.
He lifted one dark brow wickedly. "You have been warned." Without letting go of her hand, he rose—and rose and rose, until Lyssa had to tilt her head to look up at him. "You see I am naught but a huge clumsy beast."
"Nay," she said. Never that. Staring up at his beautiful face, Lyssa thought of warriors and sex and laughing. "Nay," she repeated, and drew him into the circle.
He pulled her closer, and Lyssa took a wicked pleasure in the feel of him against her, so broad and strong. A lilting pipe wound round the strings of a psaltery, swelling and eddying around them. Torches flickered, and the drums pounded a heavy undernote.
And they danced. Now they were close, now they were not, and Lyssa liked both—liked feeling him close, and looking at him from a distance. Liked seeing him look back at her with that oddly haunted expression in his eyes.
He danced as well as he managed all things physical; if he were a bird, Lyssa thought, holding his gaze from across the circle, he would be an eagle.
The dance circled them back, face-to-face, and still he stared at her. "You gaze so intently, sir," she said softly.
"I do," he said. "As do you, my lady."
It was true, and she ought to have conjured a smile over it, but somehow, there was a thickness in her that would not let her. She thought of his chest, broad and covered with dark hair, against her breasts, and knew this was the sort of vision
Mary and Isobel indulged in when they thought of him. "Mayhap I see tonight a little of what makes the sport so popular."
His nostrils flared. "What sport do you mean?"
Only then did Lyssa realize she ought not have spoken aloud. Ducking her head, she put her hands behind her back and spun, as the dance required. It made her a little dizzy, and she focused on Thomas, but the world still did not settle. Blindly, she reached for his arm. "I think I have drunk too much wine."
His arm slipped around her shoulders protectively, and he led her from the circle, into the shadows of the orchard. "I'll fetch a cup of water, my lady," he said. "Do not move."
Lyssa settled on a stone bench in the darkness, away from the fires and the noise and the smoke and the smell of food cooking and unbathed peasants sweating into the night. Her dizziness abated, but she was still light-headed. Too much wine. There was a kind of freedom in it. Philip had always watched her carefully to see that she did not consume too many spirits on a feast day, so she never rose with the heavy head that plagued him of a morn.
Her eyes narrowed. Drink plagued him in the dark of their bed, too, for it seemed he could rarely make love to her.
She drew her brows down. When had these thoughts begun to so consume her? With a blush, she remembered her bold words to Thomas while they danced. She feared he would think her willing and randy, like the other women he'd lain with here. He'd think her a skilled and amorous widow.
And she was not.
Except, whenever he came near, she forgot to think of it. Forgot she'd never understood the tittering and laughing. Forgot she had been so miserable a disappointment to her husband that he'd not been able to take any pleasure in bedding her.
When Thomas moved, his body made her think of songs, of wind weaving through the trees, of a wild being loose and running in a virgin forest. When he laughed at some quip she made, her heart swelled with pride. When he came to sit with her, or found her in the hall to ask some simple thing, there was a quiet, warm thrumming in her blood for hours afterward.
She closed her eyes, humiliated. Like all the others, she was smitten with the virile Thomas. He'd bewitched them all.
She heard his footsteps on the path, and sat up primly, smoothing her skirts over her legs, thankful for the darkness that hid the flush in her cheeks.
He ducked under the low hanging branch of a peach tree, holding a cup in his hand. "My lady," he said.
Lyssa drank gratefully of the cool water. "Thank you."
He knelt before her, and once again, Lyssa was glad to not have to look so high up at him. With a gentle delicacy that surprised her, he reached out and smoothed a lock of hair from her face. "You simply grew too hot," he said. "Are you still dizzy?"
In truth, she had not been till he knelt there, so close. His hair, lying loose against his shoulders, looked clean and shiny, and she had a sudden wish to touch it.
And there in the quiet orchard, with none to see or judge, Lyssa simply acted. She reached out and closed her fingers around a fistful of his thick, clean hair. Weighing it against her palm, threading her fingers through it, she inclined her head. "'Tis softer than silk, if I wove it, I would make it into a shift, so I could wear it against my flesh."'
He said nothing, and Lyssa heard too late how the words would sound. But she made no move to call them back, waiting—
All mirth left his face, and Thomas stared at her, a fierce darkness in his eyes and on his mouth: desire, tightly reigned. She had seen it on other men's faces, when they looked at other women.
Holding her gaze, he plucked her other hand from her lap and lifted it to his head. "Weave as you wish, my lady," he said in a rough voice.
His hands rested on the stone bench on either side of her legs. His thighs brushed her knees. But he was very still, that burning on his face, as Lyssa spread her fingers through his hair, over that broad, well-shaped head.
Ever had she explored the world with her weaver's fingers, and she reveled in the chance to touch him this way, to feel him after so long a time of wishing it. The cool heavy strands slid over her knuckles and wrists, and his scalp was warm, his skull broad.
As if he understood her need, Thomas simply allowed her to explore. His stillness gave her courage to move her hands from his hair to his face, seeing with her fingertips the shape of his brow, and the delicate flesh above his eyes and on his temples. She touched the bold, hawkish nose, and his chin, where tiny prickles of beard poked her palm.
There she halted, wanting to touch that generous, beautiful mouth, to learn the shape of his lips as she had learned the span of his face. Hesitant, she only looked at him, her fingertips hovering close to the curve of his lower lip.
Ever so slightly, he shifted closer, his thumbs grazing the outside of her thighs. "You move me, my lady," he said in a hushed voice, and Lyssa felt the movements of his mouth around the words with a quiver of pleasure. Still she dared not move, but could not force herself to take her hands away.
At last he moved. His mouth was sober as he reached for the fillet of gold around her brow and set it carefully aside, then cupped his hands around her head, his fingers rubbing against her scalp. The strange thrumming in her belly jolted at his touch, but she made no move to stop him; instead, lent courage by the way he touched her, she let her fingers drift over his mouth.
He captured the tip of her finger in his mouth and suckled. At the sudden heat and wet of that dark place, a wild bolt of arousal went through her breasts and belly, and shot down her thighs. A soft sound escaped her throat.
"I would that you were not so high born a lady," he said quietly.
Startled back to the moment, Lyssa snatched her hand away. "This is most unseemly."
"Aye," he said in thai rumbling voice. His eyes on her face, he captured her hand again, and carried it back to his mouth. "But I find in me no wish to be seemly, my lady."
And he gave his full attention to her hand, unfolding her fingers to expose the inner heart of her palm, where he planted a lingering, erotic kiss. "Your senses all begin and end with your hands," he said, and opened his mouth over the small rise below her index finger, suckling gently, then more firmly, and moving on to the next. And the next.
A haze of need overlook her. Each slide of his tongue over her palm, each sharp nibble he planted, and the movements of his mouth, sent rippling echoes to her throat, to her lips, to the tips of her breasts and along her inner thighs. A violent shiver rose up her spine when he again sucked her finger into his mouth, and she pulled her hand from him, ashamed that her breath had become some heated animal sound, and her body was quivering.
"I am no match for your skills of seduction, Lord Thomas," she said sharply. "Please do not tease me thus."
"I do not tease, my lady," he said, "only prepare."
Then his big hands were cupping her head, and he rose up, drawing her to him. Lowering his great head to hers, he kissed her.
At the press of his full, sensual mouth against hers, Lyssa felt her head spin wildly, as if he cast some spell over her, and for a long moment, she was immobile, focused only upon the taste of him, the feel of his hands clasped gently around her ears and jaw.
Now he would know that she had no talent for such things, and would leave her to her threads and looms, she thought with despair, her hands tight in her lap.
He raised his head, and Lyssa felt oddly bereft that he had learned so soon that she—
"What think you?" he asked, and brushed his lips over hers again, the lightest brush that sent a prickling awareness through her. "I think our mouths well met."
Without even knowing she would, Lyssa lifted her face a little, and put her hands on his shoulders to brace herself as he kissed her again. In no hurry, his lips swept and brushed, and Lyssa moved closer, wanting—
More.
As if he heard the thought, his strong arms circled her body, and she found herself gently gathered into his lap. Alarmed, Lyssa made a faint sound, and her body tensed.
But he simply wrapped her close to him, his powerful arms a loose engulfment, his body strong and warm, his hands gentle. He lowered his great head, and closed his beautiful eyes, and put his mouth on hers.
Faintly Lyssa heard the mournful sound of pipes and a voice raised in a ballad, but here in this quiet grove there was only the sound of their breath, and the pounding of her heart in her ears. Wordlessly, she lifted her mouth and kissed him back.
She let herself forget she was not skilled, that she had failed to please even an old man, and gave herself up to the wonder of him, to the pleasure of his lips and the feel of his arms around her and the brush of his hair against her cheek as they moved.
Against her mouth, he said, "Your lips are like rose petals, like velvet and wine."
Lyssa, light-headed, opened one tightly clutched hand and put it on his face, wishing he would—
He bent his head close. And this time, there was more. Oh, very much more.
There were lips parting, and tongues lightly fencing, then retreating to rejoin and meet and dance.
And there was in her a seed germinating and growing, low in her belly, spreading with each silken, slow slide of his tongue against hers, with each new thrust of him inside her mouth. Once he caught the very tip of her tongue in his own mouth and sucked on it lightly, and Lyssa heard a pained sound escape her throat.
She claimed him in return, letting free all she'd ever thought or dreamed or heard about kissing. He made it easy to touch him. She slid her hands around his neck and let her thumbs rest against his earlobes, and the position put her breasts hard against his chest. He gripped her waist to hold her, and Lyssa kissed him back, boldly, sliding and dancing with him as he had done with her. When her breasts ached, she moved her torso against him, as abandoned as some wild fey creature from the forest. It seemed to please him, for his fingers dug hard into her back, and his mouth grew fiercely possessive, and in joy, Lyssa moved again.
And then she felt his organ stiff against her thigh, and knew her sinuous movements rubbed against that, too. Even she knew it was a thing men liked.
But as if she had been overtaken by that fey forest creature, Lyssa did not halt, even then, only let her senses be intoxicated by the sensual feast that was Thomas. That mouth and chest, those pleased and hungry sounds he made, the smell of his flesh and hair, the heady taste of his tongue.
It was like falling adrift in the colors of her weaving.
A dark, low groan escaped him and his arms tightened until Lyssa could barely breathe. With a cry, he broke free abruptly, his breath heavy as he stared down at her with a wild darkness in his eyes. Lyssa saw the shine of their kiss on his lower lip, and she moved a little, her head in the crook of his arm.
She wanted to keep kissing him. All night. All the day. Forever. "Thomas," she said quietly.
He made a sound of frustration, and lifted her into a tight embrace, his brow pressed close into her neck. Lyssa closed her eyes and breathed the smell of him into her, deep into her lungs so when she exhaled some other time, there might still be some hint of Thomas there.
"I have not the strength to put you away from me," he said raggedly. "Before I overstep my bounds, I beg you to move yourself from me."
And only then did Lyssa feel the faint tremor of restraint in his powerful arms. Only then did she come to her senses and realize what had transpired between them.
It was given to women to be virtuous, and Lyssa knew her duty now. She let Lord Thomas go, feeling his arms fall away as she stood without looking at him. Where his body had been she felt cold.
He stayed where he was, his head bowed away from her, so she could only see the edge of his jaw and a fall of thick black hair. His fisted hands rested on his thighs. Roughly, he said, "Forgive me, my lady."
Lyssa looked at him helplessly, knowing there was no future here, not for either of them. She had her duty to her king and her estates, and Thomas had his own troubles to solve.
And yet, even now, her palms tingled with the need to touch him, and her thighs were soft with want. Clenching her hands together tightly in front of her, she strove for a light voice. "'Tis no crime to kiss drunkenly on a feast day, sir. I warrant the bailey is filled with such kisses."
At that, he raised his head, and she saw a flash of pride pass over the noble features. "Am I then a drunken amusement?"
Lyssa could not bear his gaze. "We are ill-matched, sir. I am not one of your village—"
"Whores?" he supplied dangerously. He got to his feet, and Lyssa felt anger and pride come off him in waves.
She lifted her chin. "Not whores. I was going to say village loves." But she had been afraid he would think she meant he loved her.
His mouth did not soften. "Ah."
"We will speak not of this on the morrow, sir."
"Aye," he agreed harshly. "Twill be no difficult feat, since I have decided to leave Woodell with the dawn. Twas that I brought you here to say."
She swallowed, a swift pain cutting through her. "'Tis not so grave a breach that you must leave us."
"'I agreed to stay till you had guards enough to man the castle walls. Now you have them, and I must go now to seek freemen to work my fields."
"Very well. You must do as you must." She turned quickly, afraid if she did not leave him, she would fling herself against him and beg him to stay. "Ask the steward for what you require."
"I am grateful, my lady, for your shelter and good nature," he said formally.
She gave him one last glance. "Good-bye, Lord Thomas, and good journey to you."
He only inclined his head slightly.
Without another word, Lyssa dashed from the grove, making her way to the shadows along the north wall where none would see her, and into the safety of the castle.
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Thomas stood rigidly in the dark orchard, willing his blood to cool. He cursed the pride that had led him to act such an ass. All he'd hoped for was a simple kiss to take with him in memory. He'd not expected to find such harmony between them, nor such a heated, tangling depth of kisses. In truth, he'd suspected the lady might be a cold bed-mate in ways. Tonight he had learned she was simply unschooled.
God's teeth, but he wished to do the schooling!
Breathing in a gulp of cool night air, he clenched his fists and tried to think of some safe, dull thing.
But all over him he felt the lingering impression of Lyssa's body. Along his arms and hands trailed ghostly strands of hair. Against his chest was the soft thrust of a breast, against his engorged and randy member was a firm thigh. Her scent lingered in his clothes and on his palms, and he closed his eyes to taste again her tongue and lips, so sweetly wanton she'd nearly driven him to a frenzy.
He breathed deeply and let it go, tipping his head back to ease the muscles there. Never in his life had he so desired a woman.
And never had one been so completely out of his reach.
After a time, the rush of blood calmed, and Thomas grimly sat on the stone bench, listening with half an ear to the music growing wilder in the grassy courtyard beyond the trees. Laughter, bawdy and shrill and drunken, rang out, and there were the squeals of flirtation and high good humor. Many a babe they'd have come spring.
He'd see none of them. The thought gave him a quick, sharp sense of loss. When the guards and knight had ridden through the gates, he'd known he would have to leave this place, before he was exposed by some careless word or unremembered knight.
'Twas his curse that none who met Thomas forgot him, for he was well-marked by his size and darkness. He had a good memory, but one knight in mail and helm looked much the same as another, and he'd not always seen every face in the parties that came to Roxburgh to hunt.
He could not chance that one he'd never marked would now remember him.
He'd stayed well out of sight this night, save when he joined Lady Elizabeth and danced with her, and it had been late by then. Still, it was a foolish chance he'd taken, and he might well pay with his head.
And for what? For lust over a woman he would never possess, who would marry for duty some high-placed lord and get him some brats.
With a growl of frustration, he lowered his head to his hands. What a foolish coil! Lusting for a lady of the manor at risk of his own neck, tossing away not only his own chance for a better life, but Alice's chance as well.
For a woman. A woman like all women, who wanted to be petted and kissed and told sweet things and cradled close. Such a simple thing, and so pleasant to give. He loved the smell of them, and their needfulness and the fragility of their visions of themselves. So easily wounded, so simply pleased. All any of them asked was a husband of some laughter, and some tenderness, a handful of babes and a little freedom to live as she wished—it seemed so little to want.
And so wretchedly difficult for any of them to find. It grieved him that he could not settle, that his life was such that he could not choose to be with one woman and tend her, and be that man who would stroke her back, and her breasts, and please her and laugh with her, and share her worries.
But it had not been given him, so he was left with only these stolen nights, giving pleasure and taking it, stealing it from the husbands that were to be, from the lives that would be whole without him.
While he wandered.
"Thomas?"
The voice, coming soft from the darkness, startled him, and he jerked upright. Tall Mary, her pagan red hair trailing over her shoulders, her eyes bright with drink, was clearly surprised to see him here. "Come," he said, waving a hand for her to sit with him. Tonight he had need of a friend, and Mary had been thus for many months now. "I have me a heavy heart."
She smiled and sat next to him. "I have me a willing ear."
"'Tis time I took my leave of this place, and I find I do not wish to go."
"I suspect your wish to stay has to do with a lady I saw rushing through the shadows."
He glanced at her, wondering if she were up to some trick. In the two weeks since he'd sent her away from him, she had been merely pleasant, seemingly accepting that friendship would be the only thing between them now. Mildly, he said, "What lady?"
Mary laughed. "'Tis plain you are besotted with Lyssa, Thomas." She lifted her chin. "And I do not blame you. Ever has she been beautiful."
He shook his head. "You point to her as the beauty, and she points to Isobel. Isobel—" he gave her a wry smile. "Like as not Isobel sees no other beauty, save her own."
"A vainer child was never born. She does irk me." She raised her eyes. "But beauty mattered little to Lyssa. She wanted to be peasant with me, so all would leave her to her tapestries and weaving."
Thomas reached for Mary's slim long hand, clasped light in her lap. "I know me another who does not know her worth."
She ducked her head, letting her hair fall for-ward to hide her face. "Nay, I know all too well that worth."
He brushed the hair back, so he could see her face. "I see a pretty mouth, made for telling truths, and wide eyes made for seeing, and a heart as wild as wolves. I see honor and pleasure in your strong face, Mary."
She looked at him sadly. "But no beauty do you see. And your loins do not leap, and there is no yearning in you." She bowed her head to hide her tears, but Thomas saw them.
He squeezed her hand, feeling a pinch in his chest that she did not know all she was. He regretted that he'd not been stronger when they came to him, one by one, to warm his bed. "I would not have given you this grief," he said sadly. "I curse myself for it. We should never have lain together, for I knew I could not stay."
"What I gave was freely offered," she said, waving a hand impatiently. "'Tis only my foolish woman's heart that longs to see on your face that shine that is there when you look upon Lady Elizabeth." She lifted a shoulder. "Or, in truth, on any man's face."
"There is a husband for you, lass. Believe that."
Mary closed her eyes. After a moment, she lifted her head. "So why do you leave, when your heart is here?"
"'Tis time enough. I only stayed to serve when she had not enough guards, nor any man to foster Robert. There are men at arms aplenty now."
"You will ever mourn the lady."
A swell of remembered heat pulsed through him. "Aye, that I will."
For a moment, she was silent. Then she said, "If your heart ceases mourning, will you think on me, Dark Thomas?"
Soberly, he gave a single, slow shake of his head. "Nay, that I will not do. You must find you a husband who will give you the love you crave."
"I want no other," she said, and stood, smoothing her gown over her slim form. She gave him a saucy smile. "Not one more tumble, my lord, to remember all the others?"
With his eyes, he gave her the appreciation she was wanting. "'Tis more tempting than you know," he said, and thought of Lyssa, sensually moving against him. "But ours was a pure and simple thing, and I'll not dishonor that memory by lying with you when I crave another."
"Curse you for your honest heart, then, Thomas." She sighed. "Mayhap we'll never meet again in this life, but I am yours as long as you are in the world."
"Mary—"
She held up a hand. "'Tis asking nothing of you, my lord. Well do you know that I do what I wish." Quickly, she bent and kissed his brow, then bolted away, into the darkness.
Heavy with guilt, Thomas rose and went to seek out Alice. They would leave Woodell on the morrow, to seek their fortunes elsewhere. 'Twas too dangerous to stay here any longer.
But he did not find the peasant in the yard, nor in the hall, where drunken men-at-arms lay sprawled on the trestle tables. A pair sang a badly pitched tune of whoring and drink. Thomas angrily went back to the bailey, keeping to the shadows as he scanned the crowd. No Alice.
Too late, he spied lsobel, flushed and too brightly garbed, coming toward him. There was pure intent on her face. Thomas was weary of confrontations with females this night, and had no kindness left in him to flatter a vain child. As if he had not seen her, he ducked into the stables.
And realized it was not a wise move. Like the rest of the servants, peasants, and castle inhabitants, the grooms were dancing in the bailey, drinking and singing and hoping to find some willing woman. Thomas turned to leave, but lsobel, breathless, her eyes aglitter, rushed in behind him.
"Do you have a moment, sir?" she asked prettily.
"Nay," he replied briskly, and would have pushed by her, but she put her body in front of him, and he halted to avoid touching her.
"Only one moment," she said.
Thomas narrowed his eyes. There was a new air about her this night, a pitiable desperation that plucked his sympathy. She did not wish to wed and he felt some sympathy over that. "Only a moment, lsobel. I must find Alice."
It was dark in the stables, but for a wide bar of light cast by a torch just beyond a window, and lsobel had positioned herself cleverly to be illuminated by it. Now she leaned back against the wall, a position that put her lush figure at best advantage, and lifted wide blue eyes, biting her lip. None would see her from beyond, but Thomas knew she wished him to look at her. With a sigh, he crossed his arms. "Speak, lady, for I do have me errands to complete."
"I am to be betrothed in the morning," she said.
"So I heard. A fine young knight, by the look of him. You are fortunate."
"Nay!" she cried, and yanked her veil away from her head angrily. "I do not wish to marry some boy. I want a man who knows how to please a woman."
He saw where she meant to lead him. "I cannot help you," he said, and turned to go.
She moved swiftly to block him, her hands on his arms. "All men need a wife, Lord Thomas. If you bedded me tonight, they would let you be my husband instead."
He shook her off. "You are as vain and spoiled a child as I have seen. I would not take you to wife even if I were able, which I am not."
With a furious cry, she slapped him. "You're a beast!"
"Aye," he said darkly, and tried again to move past her.
Still she would not cease, but came at him, grabbing at his arm. "Wait! If you do not do it willingly, I will force you."
He looked down. "None here have power over my life."
Feral anger burned in the wide eyes, twisting her face to a parody of its angelic proportions, and she stepped back. Thomas moved toward the door.
She screamed. It was an unholy sound in the quiet, a sound of terror and pain. He whirled, thinking of pitchforks and nails.
But Isobel stood where she'd been, and her only injury was self-inflicted: she had ripped her bodice from shoulder to shoulder, leaving her breasts bare.
A red angry scratch marked her from collar bone to nipple, already welling blood. As he stared, horrified, she banged against the stable wall, her elbows and shoulder and even her face, and screamed again, the sound bloodier and even more unholy than the first. It would carry to London.
"Stop!" he cried, and reached for her, to halt her fury before she injured herself the more. He caught her by the arms, and she lashed at him, kicking wildly, and slapped, and thrashed, screaming and screaming. Her nails slashed over his face.
Too late, he saw how neatly he'd been trapped. Her screams pierced the revelry, and in seconds a swarm of armed men surrounded him and the sobbing Isobel, who pitifully caught at the shreds of her bodice as Thomas, horrified, let her go. He saw her as if from a great distance, trying with deliberate lack of success to cover her naked breasts. The vicious scratch over his cheek burned.
He said nothing in the ensuing noise, only stared silently at her as guards shackled his wrists and swirled around Isobel, staring with avid eyes till a man thought to offer her a cloak. From below her hair, she gave Thomas a look of purest triumph.
As they led him away none too gently, Thomas vowed the one thing he would not do was ever marry the conniving she-devil. He would hang first.
Lyssa slept deeply, her dreams a patchwork of blue eyes and rats coming from a river to infect a whole village with plague, and of a strange, high scream she could not place. It blended with images of bodies and—
A voice wove itself into the disturbing dreams. "My lady! Lady Elizabeth." A rough hand shook her shoulder. "Lyssa, wake up!"
She finally pried open her eyes. "What? What is it?"
Mary stood by the bed, her face smudged, her red hair a tangle on her shoulders. Genuine terror showed in her dark eyes. "My lady, they've taken Thomas."
"What? Taken him?" Blearily, she remembered he was to have left today. "Who took him? Where?"
"My lady, wake up! He is in the dungeon, shackled like a criminal. That beast of a girl said he raped her, or tried." Tears welled in Mary's eyes. "I know he did not, Lyssa. I offered my own self to him only moments before." She pulled the covers from Lyssa's body. "But they won't listen to a village girl. You must come."
The words made Lyssa cold, and she sat upright. Mary held out a shift, and Lyssa let it be draped over her head. "When did this happen?"
"Last night." She held out a long-sleeved robe. "Hurry. Her betrothed wants to kill him."
"What girl?" Lyssa struggled with her hair, tugging out one lock from her sleeve.
"Isobel."
Lyssa stilled. "Isobel."
"He would not, my lady, I swear it. He has no need—the women—"
"S." Lyssa gripped the woman's arms. "No, he would not. Come. Let's see what we can make of this mess. Where is my daughter?"
"Wailing in the yard."
They hurried through the silent castle and Lyssa felt dread building as she rushed through the empty hall with its cold hearths. Pale dawn was only now breaking the eastern sky, lighting the uppermost edges of the pines and oaks, and the air was cool as she bolted out the door.
At the sight that greeted her, she halted on the step. The remains of the feast, tawdry now in the light of the morning, were scattered over a wide area—abandoned cups and stained tables and groggy peasants wakening to the tumult. Stephen de Kivelsworthy and his men were gathered in the center of the yard, circling the shackled Thomas.
He stood a head taller than any of the others, who surrounded him like dogs trying to trap a boar. But unlike a crazed boar, Thomas only stood grimly, his hands bound in front of him, his expression hard and proud. The night's wear showed in the tangle of his hair on his shoulders, and the grime from the bowels of the castle on his tunic. An untended cut marred his cheekbone.
Lyssa was frozen, aching for the injury that had been put on him. Her heart cried his name, and as if he'd heard, he raised his eyes and met her anguished gaze.
Never had she felt the power of a man as she did in that moment, staring at Thomas across the crowded yard with gray light filling the air. He stared hard at her, asking nothing, pridefully enduring.
Aching, she tore her gaze away to seek Isobel, and saw the girl standing nearby Stephen. Even at this distance, her face was plainly battered. To Mary, Lyssa said, "How came she to be so bruised, if 'twas not a rape?"
"I do not know if she was raped, only that it was not Thomas who did it."
Torn, Lyssa narrowed her eyes. She could not believe Thomas would violate a child under any conditions—nor any woman, come to that. He was no fool, and as Mary said, he had no need of rape, nor did he own the brooding, hateful anger she'd oft seen in men who used their lusts for evil.
Isobel, seeing Lyssa, began to weep softly.
A dozen images crossed Lyssa's mind—Isobel's rudeness to Stephen, in spite of his youth and beauty; her reappearance in the red gown she was forbidden to wear, and Lyssa's certainty that Isobel had some plan up her sleeve.
And she thought of Thomas, huge and strong, cupping her face with tenderness, thought of his control when he asked her to let him go.
She looked at him again. Pride on his brow. On his calm visage. In his posture. He still gazed at Lyssa, with an expression she could not quite read.
"'Tis a matter of some delicacy," Lyssa said at last to Mary. "Find Nurse and bid her come to me, and then run to the kitchens for bread, cheese, and ale and take them to my chamber."
"Aye, milady."
Stephen, drawn by Thomas's calm gaze, turned and spied Lyssa, unbrushed and unwashed and clad only in a simple wrap, descending the stairs in her bare feet. "My lady!" he called. "I ask your leave to kill this man."
Lyssa let go a sigh, carefully, so the youth's pride, too, would remain unbreached. Lifting her skirts, she crossed the thick, dewed grass. Soldiers parted to let her through, and she wove through a forest of swords and mailed bodies to stand before Stephen and Thomas and Isobel. She looked at Stephen first, as he would require, then at Isobel, who quickly lowered her eyes.
At last she looked at Thomas. "You stand accused of attempting to ravish my stepdaughter, Thomas of Roxburgh. Did you do it?"
"Nay."
"My lady!" Stephen protested. "You cannot mean to simply—"
She raised a hand. "Release him."
"I will not."
"You will," Lyssa returned calmly. "Then you will come to my chamber and sit with me and I will talk with you as long as you need."
"We came on them, my lady—she was clearly being ravished."
Lyssa turned to Thomas. "I think it did not happen that way. Am I correct, sir?" She held his gaze steadily, earnestly hoping he was as intelligent as she believed, and would know the details had no place in this public gathering.
"You are, my lady."
Stephen drew his sword angrily. "I'll not stand by and watch this travesty!"
"Put it away." Lyssa stepped forward and put a hand on his sword arm, firmly. "I am mistress of this house in the absence of my king, and you'll do as I say."
His jaw hard, the youth sheathed his sword.
Tall Mary pushed through the crowd, a red-faced Nurse behind her. "Mary," Lyssa said without taking her eyes from the young knight, "take my lord to my chamber and see him fed and made comfortable until I am finished here."
Mary gave a bobbing curtsey that near startled a chuckle from Lyssa. She gestured toward Stephen firmly, and with a sullen expression, he followed.
Lyssa waved to the crowd. "The rest of you, go to your tasks. Leave us." The soldiers stood by uncertainly, eyeing Thomas as if he were indeed that wild boar, dangerous and unpredictable. She glared at them. "Go!"
She waited until there was only Isobel, Thomas, and Nurse left. "Nurse, I have in me too much anger to speak to my daughter." Isobel did not look at her. "Take her and lock her in her chamber with only bread and water until she is moved to tell me the truth."
Mutinously, Isobel lifted her head. Against her will, Lyssa felt sympathy, for she looked as if she'd been soundly beaten. "Child, what drove you to such a desperate act?" she asked.
Isobel only stared.
Lyssa shook her head. "Take her. Nurse. And if she escapes, I will hold you responsible."
"Aye, milady."
When they, too, were gone, Lyssa turned to Thomas, still standing straight, and still with his hands bound before him. Lyssa looked up at him, see-ing the angry scratches below his eye and the weariness around his mouth. He said nothing. Lyssa moved through the grass to stand before him for a moment, then reached for the ropes binding his wrists. He lifted them up and Lyssa struggled with the knots.
He said, "There is a dagger on my belt."
She took it out and cut the ropes carefully, for his flesh was chaffed and raw. She gave him the dagger and stepped away. "I will send food to your chamber, if you wish, and a servant to bathe the stink of that dungeon from you."
Always there had been an ease between them, but it was gone now. Formally, he said, "My thanks." He tucked his knife back into his belt. "But I will take my leave, as I should have done when you returned."
Lyssa took a breath. "Twould be better, sir, if you stayed."
He lifted a sardonic brow. "Pray, lady, what benefit will I gain?"
"Twill save your reputation." It seemed odd to her that he would not see that. "If you leave now, there will always be those who say you fled the scene of your crime and the lady let you free because you charmed her."
He gave a short, humorless laugh, gingerly touching the nasty scratch on his face. "I will stay, then. For your sake." His eyes blazed. "But for her sake, keep Isobel from me."
"That I will do, if you tell me now what transpired between you."
"She wished me to make a bid to be her husband." He rubbed his wrist.
A dark, jealous tide rose in her. "I am surprised. Lord Thomas," Lyssa said sharply, "that you could not twist her to your ends as you've done all the rest of us."
"Have you been twisted, my lady?"
She took in the hard lines of his mouth, that mouth that had been so great a pleasure. "Aye," she said quietly. "And I am wise to the wiles of men. She is only a girl, and should not be so skilled as you. Could you not flatter her with some pretty words and send her away?"
He stared at her coldly. "Mayhap the moment was poorly managed, my lady, but the child is a selfish viper who will go to any ends to get what she wants." The blurring accent grew, until Lyssa thought he sounded as rough as a serf. "She wished for me to bed her so she would not be forced to marry her knight, and then take me to be husband. I denied her." His mouth tightened. "I did not think…"
"Very well." Lyssa sighed. "I know not how all this will end, but now I must go salvage what I may."
He nodded.
Wearily, Lyssa turned, suddenly realizing what a tangle this was. And in truth, she had not the slightest clue as to what to do with her willful stepdaughter. Looking up at the long line of arched embrasures that ran along the third floor of the castle, all empty staring eyes, she hesitated. Was Isobel mad?
"Lyssa," Thomas said behind her, his voice gentle.
She closed her eyes at the sound of his voice on her name, feeling the sound whisper over her neck and down her spine as distinctly as if he'd stroked her. Gathering her defenses, she turned.
But it was like the first time she'd seen him. So tall, he was, and strong, and so vividly dark and beautiful it made her ache. She thought of his eyes closed as he kissed her, the black lashes fanning over hard-cut cheeks, and thought of the feel of his thick beautiful hair flowing over her fingers. She swallowed, waiting.
He stepped closer, and with none of the gallant about him, took her hand and bent his big dark head over it, and kissed it. There was a fierce, almost pained expression on his brow as he did so, and his voice was raw. "I am grateful." He raised his jeweled eyes, so blue and sober in the dark face. "You saved my life."
Lyssa nodded. "As you saved the lives of my peasants. Good day, Thomas."
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Lyssa dealt first with Stephen, whom she found pacing in her chamber. When she entered, he whirled angrily. "My lady, how can you simply free that brute to do as he wishes? Do you not fear for the women here?"
She met Tall Mary's eyes briefly, and took the cup of ale the girl offered. "I do not worry," she said. "He has ever been chivalrous and noble, and I am quite sure he did not do this to Isobel."
No fool, Stephen narrowed his eyes. "Then what?"
"Please, sir, sit. Your pacing and clattering spurs are like to drive me mad."
He perched on the edge of a bench. "Is Isobel a wanton? Was I to be the fool who was left to the task of beating her the rest of her days?"
"Nay." Lyssa considered her words carefully. She wished to make the betrothal today, and wondered how best to bring that wish to fruit. "Not a wanton," she said quietly. "But of an age to be hungry, and a nature that is too sensual by half. She needs a man in her bed, and soon, but it needs be a husband."
"She cannot desire that rough beast!"
"Stephen, she is sixteen, and all the women hereabout have been mad for Dark Thomas. He is kind to them, and he knows the right word to drop, and he has not shown one morsel of interest in Isobel." She smiled wryly. "As you may have seen, she is a vain and tempestuous girl, and she's convinced herself she loves him."
"Love," he snorted. "What has marriage to do with love?"
"Just so," Lyssa said. "But you are young, and handsome, and you might woo her if you are wise. Teach her to love you."
Stephen scowled. Unable to sit, he poured a cup of ale and strode to the embrasures, his spurs clanging. Lyssa gritted her teeth, and chanced a glance at Mary, who pursed her mouth in that way she had of keeping a smile swallowed. Secret mirth rose in her eyes, and she looked hastily away, as she had so often done when they were children, finding the same things funny.
It was unexpected, and warming after all that had transpired this morning.
Stephen turned, still frowning. "In truth, Isobel is exactly what I wish in a wife. Surely she can be tamed."
"Aye." Lyssa did not look at Mary, for fear of revealing her own inner laughter. "She needs only a husband who can tame her."
He straightened. "Then the banns may be read this morning, ere I ride to my father's."
"I will arrange it."
He nodded, and the intelligent blue eyes narrowed. "Warn her, Lady Elizabeth, that I will not be shamed by my wife."
Lyssa bowed her head.
At the door, he paused. "And mark me, lady, Thomas of Roxburgh has made of me a mortal enemy."
He closed the door behind him, and Lyssa looked wildly at Mary, who covered her mouth with her hand, holding back her laughter until they could be sure the knight was well out of earshot. Then they dissolved into gales of laughter, clinging to each other as they once had so long ago. It was laughter born of the tense morning and the pomposity of the very young knight, and genuine relief.
And when Lyssa, slowing, lifted her head, it was Mary who clung to her this time. Into Lyssa's hair, she breathed fiercely, "Thank you, Lyssa."
Lyssa's throat tightened so she could not speak for a moment. Quickly, she squeezed Mary's arm, then turned away briskly. "Now, my sweet, I must prepare me for a day of war and revels." She flung open her trunk. "Send Alice to me."
"If you'd give leave, my lady, it would be an honor to array you for such a day."
Lyssa met her eyes. "I'd be glad of your help."
In deference to his grim night, servants brought a wooden tub and linen towels and hot water to
Thomas's chamber. He sat on the bench beneath the embrasure, watching with a sense of distance as they hurried in, heavy laden. Cheese and bread, even a little cold meat from the feast the night before, had been brought, but Thomas took no interest in it. His shoulders ached from leaning all night against cold, damp stone, and the cut on his face shamed him, and he felt dull and soiled, and weary.
How had he come to this?
The bath was at last prepared, its steam sending scented coils into the air, the towels and soap and brushes laid out, a matron from the kitchen ready to perform the task of washing him. "Come, milord," she said gently. "'Tis a tonic for what ails ye."
He shook his head. "You may go, Peg."
"Ah, now, they told me you would say as much. Come now, I'm no silly maid, hoping for a glimpse of you." Her eyes glittered as she patted the mound of her pregnant belly. "Have me a man already."
Her good humor soothed him. "Very well." He removed his shoes and stockings, then stood and took off his belt and shucked his tunic, padding over the cold stones in his undertunic. Next to the tub, he halted.
"I'll close me eyes, then," Peg said with a chuckle.
When she had done so, Thomas stripped off the remaining garment and stepped into the hot water and quickly sat. He groaned a little in pleasure.
"There ye are," Peg said briskly. "You just close yer eyes and let me shave ye. I promise I won't take but a little peek at all that—ooo, well, now maybe a little longer peek, then."
He opened his eyes, managing a small grin. "Wench."
She lifted a brow and dabbed soap on his jaw with a brush. "We wouldn't want ye thinking any of us thought any the worse of ye."
Thomas sobered, thinking unwillingly of the soldiers swarming around him, and Isobel's triumphant gaze. "Do ye not now?"
"We do not. Where would we be without our Dark Thomas, we asks ourselves." Finished with the soap, she took out a razor and began to shave him. "Dead, that's what."
With the razor on his jaw, Thomas could not speak, so contented himself with accepting the ministrations of a genuine ally. Through the embrasures he could see the hills on the horizon, and closer in, thick trees glittering in the yellow light. Within was his sumptuous bed and the bath with its fragrant herbs easing the trials of the past hours. He closed his eyes and thought of Lyssa, standing barefooted in the grass of the yard, her hair unbrushed down her back, her belted robe hiding nothing of her graceful body. He thought of her putting out her hand to halt the sword arm of the foolish young knight.
Never had he known a woman like her.
When Peg finished the shaving and started on his hair, he asked, "Tell me of Lord Philip. Did the lady love him?" Peg poured a bucket of water over his head to wet it. The scratch on his cheek stung and he cursed Isobel silently.
"Nay, she did not love him." Peg scrubbed his scalp with strong fingers. "He were an old man and brought his spoiled children to make her life a misery, and only an old man's cold hands to warm her bed." She rinsed his head and straightened. "Now, seein' as yer so modest a lord, I'll be leavin' you to the rest of it."
Absently, Thomas nodded and sunk deep in the warm water, feeling it ease tight muscles and weary bones and his humiliation. His chest burned with it, with standing like a common thief in the yard, his hands bound, a knot of nobles ready to cut his throat, and a village full of hapless peasants wringing their hands. God's blood, but the rage had burned in him then! He could yet feel it slithering, serpentlike, through his veins.
As a boy, he'd endured humiliations aplenty about his odd mother, and sly hints at his bastard status, and he'd burned then, too. Above all things, he loathed being put on public display, made a centerpiece of ridicule. After the comfort of Woodell, where none knew him and did not jeer, he'd found humiliation a doubly difficult burden to endure.
A knock came at the door, and thinking it was Peg, returning for some forgotten thing, he growled entrance.
Alice Bryony swirled in, all hair and skirts and the scent of her herbs all around her. In her arms, she carried a red velvet tunic, edged with gold embroidery, and new stockings. "The lady sent this to you—'twas her father's."
Thomas glared at her as she spread it out over the bed, smoothing the fabric with a loving hand, but she seemed unaware of his annoyance. "She said it would suit you," Alice said, "and a fine eye she has."
"I do not want it."
She lifted her head, her usual enigmatic smile in place, but Thomas saw the narrowing of her eyes, the betraying lift of her chin that bespoke her fierce will. "Oh, do you not?"
He stared at her, remembering again the burn of humiliation, the impotent fury. "Nay," he said distinctly, and rose, unmindful with Alice of his nudity. So long had she tended him that he thought not of it.
She gave him a towel. "Is your pride wounded, my little pet?" The words were sharply edged.
"You were not there to witness it." Rigorously, he dried himself, taking a fierce pleasure in the sting of his skin. "And were it not for seeking you last night, 'twould never have happened."
"Ah. So 'tis my doing, then, is it?"
"'Tis all your doing. All." He wrapped the towel about his waist and padded to the trunk that held his clothes, deliberately ignoring the velvet tunic Lyssa had sent. "I'll not take a guilt offering, like Tall Mary and the clothes Lyssa gives her."
"Curse your pride!" Alice said. "Do not let it make you a fool, Thomas. She sends it not as a cast-off, but as a gift to make you look a king at that betrothal at Nones. Nothing in that trunk is so rich as this."
Thomas ignored her, cursing silently her meddling ways. Stubbornly, he took out a well-woven but plain linen tunic.
Alice made a sound of frustration and crossing, the room like a fury, slammed the lid closed. "Think!" she cried, her eyes a blue so fierce they near burned in her face. "The lady wishes you no ill. She saved you from death, and you would repay her by sulking about in your oldest clothes, to spite me?" She glared at him. "Always you dreamt of being a prince. Now she's given you a chance. Do not toss it away."
He lowered his head. "It grieves me that 'tis all based in falsehoods and half-truths," he admitted. "She deserves better."
"Better than you?" she asked quietly.
"Aye," he said gruffly, tossing the old tunic aside. "Better than one who will be hanged ere a year is gone."
Alice sobered. "With care, Thomas, you will win this game."
"Will I?"
"Come," she said quietly, "be a prince today, for all the world to see. For the lady, who wishes it, if naught else."
He gave in. "Ah, what does it matter. I'll wear the cursed thing if you'll cease your nagging."
As the hour for the betrothal grew nigh, Lyssa could no more avoid a talk with her stepdaughter. With misgiving in her every step, she made her way to the chamber the girl shared with Nurse. At the door, she took a breath and smoothed her skirts, and knocked, hearing with satisfaction the sound of a lock being turned to give her entry. Nurse, face sober beneath her white wimple, opened the door to her. "She ain't stopped snivelin' since I brought her here."
Lyssa looked over the woman's black garbed shoulder to see Isobel huddled into herself, her golden hair gilding her back and arms and hiding her face. "You may go, Nurse."
"You'll be needing my help, milady. She vows she'll not be betrothed today."
Lyssa sighed. "Wait outside, then."
Isobel rocked on the wide stone sill of the embrasure, her shuddering breath a sign of her long weeping. Her feet were bare below her gown, and Lyssa found the sight of her bare white toes, as gracefully made as the rest of her, strangely moving.
And suddenly Lyssa saw what she'd been too stubborn to note before this. Isobel and she possessed very different personalities and interests, but they were united in one thing: both were women who had no say in the shape of their lives. Isobel had acted out of desperation. It did not matter that the man she was forced to marry was young and handsome—Stephen was not of her choosing. Isobel wished to decide her own fate. As Lyssa wanted to choose her own.
Lyssa hesitated in the finely appointed room, with its tapestries hung to keep the cold and damp out, and the bed with its piles of embroidered pillows and the fine coverlet and the neat piles of furs on the bench. Bread and a tankard of cider waited untouched on the table nearby the embrasure where Isobel huddled.
Lyssa took a breath and crossed the room, settling on the sill at Isobel's feet. Gently, she touched the bare toes, and finding them cold, put her hand over them to warm them. Isobel made a soft sound and drew them under her skirt. She did not raise her head.
Finally, Lyssa spoke. "Forgive me, Isobel," she said quietly. "I have treated you as a daughter these long years, when there was not time enough between us, or wisdom enough of my own. I should have made you my sister, not my daughter."
A sound of renewed weeping came from beneath the tangled yellow hair, and Lyssa reached out a hand, hesitated, and then smoothed a lock that ran over Isobel's slim arm. "I did not know you were so set against marrying, Isobel, I swear it."
The girl raised her face, and it was even more ravaged than before, the bruises washed with tears, her eyes red and swollen, her entire pretty face blotchy and reddened. "Did you not?"
Lyssa moved to the table and wet a cloth with cool water. She carried it back to Isobel. The girl did not resist when Lyssa tilted her chin and eased the girl into a leaning position against the wall, and put the cloth on her face. "Truly, Isobel, most girls wish to wed."
"Not I." Her voice was weary. "I saw how my father treated you." Tears leaked from below the cloth. "It was cruel, and you were so beautiful and so young, and he should have been kinder."
Stung, Lyssa only blotted Isobel's forehead. "But Stephen is young and handsome, and besotted. He will treat you as a queen."
Isobel flung herself suddenly into Lyssa's arms. "Oh, do not make me wed him, I beg you!"
"S," Lyssa whispered gently, smoothing Isobel's hair. "Can you not tell me why it grieves you so, my sweet? Can you not let me help you in some way?"
Isobel only sobbed the harder, her fingers digging painfully into Lyssa's back.
"What drove you to so desperate an act last even, Isobel? Do you love the lord?"
Isobel lifted her head, hiccuping in her long distress. She could not speak, and only shook her head.
"Then what, sweet? Tell me."
"I… want to… marry for… love," she stammered out. "As my mother and father did."
Lyssa had heard the tale, more oft than she wished. Lord Philip, on an errand from the king, had spied a squire's daughter and asked for her hand. It had been a foolish decision in many ways, for the girl brought no dowry to speak of, and Lord Philip had only small holdings of his own. Still, 'twas the stuff of ballads, and well did Lyssa know the girlish longing to find it for herself.
"Listen to me. Isobel, very closely."
Wiping ineffectually at her face, Isobel nodded.
"My lands and my weaving are my only holdings, and I should be loathe to lose Woodell to my angry king."
"But… the king is your… cousin." Isobel breathed deeply. "And all know he is uncommonly fond of you."
"Aye. That he is, and that I used to secure you a husband who would not disgust you."
"Ah, nay, Lyssa—"
She held up a hand. "This one thing will I do for you, Isobel: I will ask Stephen to hold off on this betrothal till his business carries him back again. Give him a fortnight to make his suit, and I will find a way to release you if you cannot love the lord."
Isobel stared hard at her. "Why… would you be kind… to me?"
"I do not wish you to suffer, Isobel, and will give you time to work your way to this match." She narrowed her eyes. "But be warned, child, I'll not do it a second time. Are you truly willing to risk what old gouty lord the king will find for you next? Or will you take this young knight, who burns to lay his fortunes at your feet?"
Isobel lowered her eyes, rebellion on the full red mouth. "I do not wish to be given to any man," she said in a low, fierce voice, the hiccuping gone in her passion.
"Nor do any of us, Isobel, but with noble privilege comes noble duty, and this you will not escape."
Isobel lowered her head, and took in a breath. "I will marry Stephen," she said at last. "At least he is beautiful."
It was too quickly won, this victory, and Lyssa narrowed her eyes. "No more tricks, Isobel."
The girl looked out the window, her expression one of such resignation and sorrow that Lyssa felt it as a bolt through her heart. "Nay, no tricks. I am too weary."
"Ah, child, 'twill not be so terrible. You will learn to love him."
"Will I?" Isobel asked.
And Lyssa could not answer. Instead, she picked up a boar's bristle brush and began to comb Isobel's hair. "Come, we must make you ready."
Isobel's strange acquiescence lasted through the preparations, and through the betrothal, which was sealed by the village priest, before the witness of the entire village and all of Stephen's men. Lyssa saw Tall Mary, her red hair swept into a knot at her nape, standing in the back of the church; Alice, looking demure in a clean white linen wimple, standing nearby, Lord Thomas in the scarlet tunic she'd sent to him; Robert, glowering, stood near the front.
Within the confines of the church, Thomas looked like an angry stallion, hair black and gleaming, blue eyes fierce in the smoky gloom of the church. Not once did he look toward Lyssa.
It was a subdued ceremony, and when the pair was promised, Stephen prepared to ride away almost immediately. Lyssa insisted that a betrothal dinner would ordinarily have been given and pressed he and his men to dine with them. Hurried meat pies had been baked from the leftovers of the feast, and served up with cherry cider, and offerings of tender young carrots and baby onions, stewed in meat juices.
Through all, Isobel kept her head down, her hair covered with a simple veil fastened with a jeweled fillet, neither laughing nor weeping nor storming. By meal's end, Lyssa wondered with alarm if Isobel had fallen ill, and thought of the mice that had been so much a trial since their return. Once the castle had boasted a fine lot of mousers, big burly cats with too many toes and big heads, but they'd suffered worst of all from the pestilence, and only a handful were left. Shuddering inwardly, Lyssa thought of the plague-dead rats that had foreshadowed their fall to it, and she made a mental note to ask her steward to send someone to town, even to London if need be, for kittens. Surely their numbers had been replenished by now in the cities.
As Stephen and his men began to make restless movements, Isobel suddenly stood, holding her maser aloft. "I would like to speak before you depart," she said in a clear, ringing voice. The veil fell away from her face, showing the bruises and the slight puffiness of her long weeping.
A hush fell over all, above salt and below, and Lyssa found herself holding her breath, afraid that this might be Isobel's moment of revenge.
"'Tis about last night," she said, and focused on Thomas, who sat stonily across from Lyssa. "I have been a foolish girl, Lord Thomas, and I do beseech thee to grant me forgiveness for my actions." To the others she said, "He acted with nothing but gallantry toward me, and I repaid him by acting a spoiled child."
Lyssa glanced toward Stephen, whose face showed a ruddy blush of humiliation at this confession. Isobel, ever the consummate actress, noticed, and with a grand gesture, she knelt prettily at his feet, bowing her head in submission. "I ask thy forgiveness, too, my lord, for my foolish, headstrong ways, and I vow I will ever submit to thy wishes as long as I live."
Stephen struggled with a dignified expression, but it was plain to all that this gave him no small measure of joy. He touched her head. "I grant your wish," he said simply, then as if to spare himself some gaffe, he rose to gather his men.
Isobel, quiet and modest as a novitiate, stepped back. Lyssa watched her carefully, disturbed at the change. It seemed too quick, too complete, to be a genuine transformation. She glanced toward Thomas.
And found him staring at her, his eyes boiling with some dark and best unnamed emotion. His jaw tightened as he sent a flickering glance toward Isobel, then back to Lyssa.
He, too, was skeptical.
But suddenly, Lyssa was too weary to think anymore of any of it. As soon as she was decently able, she escaped to the privacy of her solar, escaping Isobel, Alice, and Mary, but most of all, Dark Thomas, whose brooding gave new meaning to the name the peasants had given him.
Dark Thomas. Dark with fierce pride and brooding wounds. Dark of hair and warm of skin, and suddenly a dark stranger she knew not at all.
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Lyssa sat in the calm of her solar, blessedly alone after the tumult of the long day. It was near evening before she'd been able to escape, and now the deep gold of late-day sun gilded the world beyond the embrasures, a somehow easing sight. Within the curved walls of the high tower, all was silent, and Lyssa sat for a long time doing nothing but gazing out to that calm landscape. It seemed the day had been filled with one blaze of trouble after another, and the strain of it made her neck feel stiff.
Taking up a spindle and a lapful of carded wool, she began mindlessly to spin, expertly forming yarn of a tight, even tension, a thread that would be suitable for winter tunics and warm stockings. The steady swing of the spindle and the simple, repetitive movement of her fingers gave her respite, and for the first time in what felt like days, her thoughts were her own.
During the long exile from Woodell, she had dreamed of sitting in this very place, surrounded by her looms and threads, the textures and colors and smells of wool and linen and silk. The vision had sustained her as her men died from the stinking plague one by one, Lyssa standing by helpless to ease their agony. And when she, too, had fallen to the pestilence, her fevered dreams had all centered here, in this solar where she had been so happy. All through the dark, long exile, she'd comforted herself with the certainty that if she could only return to Woodell, all would be well.
But it had not been so. From the first moment of her return, when Thomas had been standing at the well, there had been one revelation after another. Storm had followed storm—Tall Mary's anger and rejection, the problem over the guards, the worry over Robert, and now this coil over Isobel.
Back and forth the spindle swung, gently swaying with the movement of her fingers. Round and round the wool spun between her fingers, thin and strong.
Lyssa frowned, deep in thought. In truth, nothing was as unsettling as Thomas himself. It was he who had disturbed her peace. She thought of him standing so rigidly in the yard this morn, fists knotted, and that strange, hard pride on his brow.
She thought of his great black head bent over her fingers as he thanked her, and thought of him coming to her on the castle wall the first night of her return, and how his voice had rumbled down her spine.
And with an unwelcome rush of her blood, she thought of the breathlessness in their kissing last night, thought of her wanton abandon—rubbing against him like a cat!—and the feel of him against her.
Her fingers stumbled and a thick lump of wool slipped by. Lyssa dropped the mass into her lap with a sigh to gaze out the windows once more. She looked to the far distant horizon to the north, from whence he'd come. From some poor holding so hard on the Scottish border that his voice was blurred with the sound of that rebellious land.
None lived at Roxburgh, he'd told her. All had been killed by the plague.
Restlessly, she plucked at the wool, twining it about her fingers. How had Alice saved the villagers at Woodell, but failed to save those of her own village? Lyssa remembered asking how she'd protected the Woodell peasants. Alice had said the villagers were well cared for, and she'd only given them a tonic to keep them well.
Thomas did not seem the sort to ill-treat his folk. Why had Alice been unable to save them, as she'd saved the village here? Was the north so much harsher, or was there some lie here?
A pair of starlings dove through the gilded scene, their wings a dark and graceful counterpoint to the golds and greens behind them. Lyssa watched their flight idly.
When she was in the company of Lord Thomas, she could never keep a head clear enough to think about anything except the giddy pleasure of being near him, as if he cast some glamour.
Strange, considering she had never felt moved by another man in all her life. What made him so different?
A sudden chill went through her. What if Alice was not only skilled in the arts of healing, but in the darker arts, as well, those arts of glamour and love spells and curses? What if Alice—
Lyssa heard her thoughts, and laughed aloud. Foolishness. Alice was no witch. Lyssa only sought an excuse to explain her overwhelming desire for the knight. With a rueful grin, she picked up her spinning again. It would be pleasant to blame magic for it, but in truth, she had simply been smitten for the first time in her life.
And yet, there was some warning low in her belly. Some part of her noticed things that were not what they seemed. Just as her instincts told her Alice was no witch, they also insisted there was something not quite right about the strangers from the north.
She pursed her lips, thinking. Alice was simple enough; though uncommonly handsome, she was no more or less than the village healer she proclaimed herself to be. Her herbs and potions were renowned only because she was as skilled in her arts as Lyssa was with her loom. Though Lyssa suspected Alice practiced the old religion, even that was no uncommon thing. Here at Woodell, there oft burned fires on full moons that were best ignored.
But Thomas. Thomas.
He was not so simple to pin down, and she tried to decide just what was not quite right about him. 'Twas more than his speech. More than one single thing. As Tall Mary had said, he was not a knight like others they had known, not at all. Everything he did, and the ways he did them, were his alone.
There was no crime in that. Lyssa had oft been named eccentric for her own habits. Perhaps that was all that nagged at her—he was a law unto himself, seemingly unbound by law or lord.
But at the feast last night, Lyssa vowed it seemed he stayed close to the shadows. As if he feared recognition? Could he be a bandit or an outlaw, come to Woodell to hide?
A small voice in her heart cried out at the thought. What if she discovered he truly was a bandit? Would she banish him, or hang him, or simply keep her eyes averted when he indulged his thievery?
Frightening that she could even consider such a thing.
With a sigh, she vowed to observe him more closely. Again she smiled ruefully, for she watched him more close than she ought as it was; 'twas near impossible to think on anything else when Thomas was about. His very presence intoxicated her; even now 'twas far too easy to imagine simply inviting him to her bed tonight, where at last she might learn the secrets of bedsport that he'd no doubt mastered, and would be happy enough to share.
But she feared that, too. The turmoil in the past days had shown her that passion was no simple thing for a woman. It wounded women more than it healed. Men seemed not as deeply moved, or perchance 'twas only that they were easily distracted by another, more willing subject. Men did not pine.
Men did not sigh. Men strode and took and captured.
Some men. She thought of Stephen, and his expression when he gazed on Isobel. But then, Isobel was a female cut of the same cloth as Thomas. Alluringly beautiful, eyes and lips and hands and chest and thighs all aligned to make a body think of hot pursuits.
She thought suddenly of a naked Thomas, his back gilded with firelight. That long, sculpted, lean back that she had touched last night.
She had never tried to imagine a man nude before, but she could not seem to stop thinking of what Thomas might look like below his clothes. Thomas, so big and male, with his tawny skin and his hair falling—
With a small, dismayed cry, she closed her eyes as if to blot away the vision.
As if her longing had conjured him, the low rich voice of that very man broke her solitude. "Did you prick yourself, my lady?"
Lyssa, startled, choked back a snort of laughter. "Nay, sir," she said, and then could think of no reason to account for her pained cry. She scowled as he ducked under the arched doorway, a brace of flickering tallows in his hand. He yet wore the red velvet tunic she had known would suit him, with a belt nipping in at his narrow waist. The texture of the velvet, clinging to his wide shoulders and broad chest, made her ache to rub both fabric and flesh with the flat of her hand.
Quickly she recovered herself. "I did not expect company here tonight."
"Aye, you fled us." He put the candles on a table and only then did Lyssa realize how smoky gray the air had grown, the land beyond her unshuttered windows faded to colorless shadows. "But I wished to speak in private with ye, and knew not how else to do so."
He stood, hands clasped behind his back, and Lyssa made an impatient sound. "I vow, sir, you stand on much formality. Please sit as you speak, for looking up so far gives me a pain in my neck."
Humor glinted in his eyes, eyes that seemed too dark for mere blue now, but shone almost black. His mouth quirked at the corners. "Do I disturb you, my lady?"
The words hinted his understanding of her attraction to him, and she answered rather more vehemently than she intended. "Nay," she said, "but I am weary tonight. Will not your concern wait till the morrow?" Busily, she picked up the wool and began to spin. "I am loathe to think on any new trouble."
"'Tis no trouble." He settled nearby her on the bench, in the place where Tall Mary had so often sat. But as ever, he seemed to take up thrice the area as any other person, his thighs big and hard as the ceiling beams, the curve of his arms straining the fabric of the tunic, his shoulders wide as the river. His black hair fell in glossy locks down his back, all the darker against the red. Only the long, raw cut below his eye marred the perfection of him.
He made her feel breathless, and she spun more busily, caring not if the thread was spun smooth or rough. He watched her. "So this is how you find your peace?" he asked. "Spinning wool, like some busy spider?"
"Aye," she said, and smiled in spite of herself. "It has ever been so. I remember my mother putting the spindle in my hand the first time, when I was four, and it pleased me so much I came with her every day after that. My sister had shown no love for it, so my mother was glad enough to have me."
"Your sister? Where does she dwell?"
Lyssa sobered. "With the queen."
His gaze sharpened, but he said nothing. Gesturing toward the frame in the center of the room, he said, "This, too, is yours?"
"Aye. You may look at it, if you wish. 'Tis a hunt scene. Perchance you will have some advice for me."
Thomas lifted the brace of candles to examine her work, and Lyssa saw the greens and blues shimmer against the light, making the forest seem alive and moving. Sparks of red shot from the forest floor and darker rusts from the coats of the dogs, and even bits of thread of silver and gold illuminated harnesses and swords and the sleeves of the men. A burly huntsman lead the group, powerful and alert, the dogs looking to him for direction.
"This is all your work?" he asked.
"Every stitch."
He lifted his head. "'Tis as if you stole a moment of time, and captured it here."
A glow lit in her heart, and she swallowed her prideful smile. "Thank you, sir."
He gestured toward the forward section. "Methinks the huntsman the finest of the men," he said with a glint in his eye. "Did you have a handsome man in that position when you were a child?"
Lyssa grinned. "We did. He saved me sweets in his pockets, too. His name was John and I thought him the finest man in all the land."
"Finer than your cousin?"
"Oh, much! Edward came only once or twice a year, but John was there all year-round." She sighed, thinking of childhood with longing. "Oh, those were happy, golden days, when I knew so little of the world." She lifted a shoulder. "Perhaps it is ever thus. Childhood is golden for us all."
"Not all." The words were soft, with hints of remembered pain, and Lyssa watched him touch the figure of the huntsman with one finger.
"Was yours painful, Thomas?"
He roused himself from some far-off place. "Aye."
But though she waited, he added nothing. She inclined her head. "Will you say no more?"
"What point in living old pains?" He moved away from the tapestry frame and again sat down next to her. "I should like so fine a thing to hang in my hall one day. Have you some small weaving that I might take with me when I go?"
It pleased her. "None so fine as that. But mayhap I do have some small thing." She put the bundle of wool aside and briskly moved to a trunk. "There are many here that I have worked through the years. Come find one you like."
"All these?" he asked, bending to grasp a handful of woven goods.
"Aye."
He admired the stack of them, one by one, commenting on the arrangement of grapes in one, the expression on a dog's muzzle in another. Lyssa fair beamed, for none had ever given the work of her heart so much attention. Thomas picked out things she liked best in each, the glimmer of hidden water in the forest, the detail work on a spur, the embroidery on a woman's sleeve. She found herself leaning close over his arm, pointing to a shadow or a detail or a bit of work that had been difficult, explaining how she'd solved the dilemma, or how little satisfied she was with the end work.
He paused when he came to another hunt scene, this one smaller than the one on her frame. "And this?" he asked.
Lyssa hesitated, then took it from him. "I have not looked upon this in many years," she said quietly. "There was much I had yet to master." She brushed her fingers over a knotted tangle of primrose, nestled against the trunk of an oak. The knot-work was yet uneven and showed the impatience of youth.
Still, there was much she did like. The scene was gilded with dappled, bright gold light, and through the shadows were scattered the jeweled tones of spring flowers. There were ladies astride in vividly colored gowns and flowing hair. She smiled. "The hair pleased me."
Holding the fabric, she found herself awash with memories of the girl she had been when she'd labored over it: a curious, exuberant girl who was soon to be married though she had not known it. The tapestry burned with the youthful joy she had felt in those days. It reeked of hope and delight. "I wove it when I was fourteen," she said, and felt a plucking melancholy over the loss of that girl, over the passage of time that had gone since then.
"Fourteen," he repeated, and took it gently from her hands. "A happy fourteen." He held it loosely, then looked at Lyssa. "What thing came to steal the joy from you, Lyssa? From these bright flowers, to those dark colors there?"
She looked at him, thinking of the events the years had wrought. "My parents died, and I was married, and the plague came. There is not so much light in the world now as there was then."
"So much." He lifted a hand, hesitated, and brushed her cheek with his fingers. "Would that I could light the world again for you."
Standing before the tall knight in his red tunic, his hair so black against the yellow candle flame behind him, Lyssa was bemused. "If I were to weave this moment, there would be light aplenty in it. You have brought color back to my world."
He stroked her cheekbone, his eyes piercing. "You did not say your husband's dying, only your marrying."
Lyssa felt herself being drawn into his spell. In panic, she ducked her head and turned away. "A husband, sir, steals the joy from any maiden's eye."
"All husbands?" he asked, and she felt him behind her, close but not quite touching her.
She took a breath. "Aye. In this world, 'tis a husband who rules and a wife who serves. I find I have no liking for service."
"Ah. But do we not all serve some master? Even the king must pay homage to God."
Lyssa whirled, and found him far, far too close. She stepped back and nearly stumbled over the stool by her loom. Thomas snagged her arm to keep her from falling, and somehow, then, she found herself next to him, held close to his body.
"Let me go," she said, but the word came out on a ragged whimper, one that sounded of desperation.
He slid an arm around her waist, hauling her tightly against him. Lyssa bent backward, but Thomas only leaned forward with her. Her head began to spin.
"What do you fight when I touch you, my lady?" he asked in that black silk voice. "Is it the fire that burned in you when you were fourteen, and was killed by a cold husband's touch?"
She struggled a little. "What do you know of my husband?"
"That he was too old for you."
Lyssa kept her hands on his chest, fighting the allure he cast. The scent of his skin enveloped her like smoke, that dark forest smell, that leaf and seasons scent that was all things pleasant in her mind. With her eyes on his mouth, she said quietly, "I did not please him."
"He did not please you, I think."
When he would have come closer, Lyssa put a hand between them, put her hand over his mouth. "Do not, Lord Thomas. I do not wish to ache for things I do not have. Please."
"Ah, Lyssa," he said quietly, but eased his hold on her. She would have bolted, most likely falling in her haste, but he steadied her on her feet before he let her go. He straightened. "That do I understand. 'Tis better not to wish."
Inclining her head, she asked, "What could you have longed for that you do not have?"
His eyes hardened, and she caught a hint of that brooding darkness before he shrugged. "To be a king's cousin. To have lands that do not lie fallow. Many things." He looked at her, and drew himself tall. "In this moment, I burn for you."
It was nearly as bold as if he touched her. Lyssa felt the tips of her breasts pearl, and wondered if he saw. The weakness made her angry. Sharply she said, "'Tis only that I do not tumble into your bed like all the rest that makes you wish for me, Thomas. That I have will enough to resist your charm irks you, just as Isobel throws a tantrum because you are the one man she cannot attract to her!"
He lifted one dark brow. "Ah, so there's the truth of it. You think I aim to make a conquest."
"Not think. 'Tis plain as the sun in the sky!" She turned away from him. "I should have given Isobel her way and let her wed you instead. You could have tortured each other all the years."
He grabbed her arm and spun her round to face him. "Do not class me with that girl," he said in a dangerous voice, the cadence of his words blurring deeply. "She cost me my pride and humiliated me before the world. I d'na take any unwilling to me bed, nor shame them, nor wound them. They came to me and I pleased them. Tha's all."
Lyssa went still, taken aback by his fury. She had forgiven Isobel, and had not considered that it would not be so simple for Thomas.
But anger rose from him in dark waves, and she saw his pride was most grievously wounded. She thought of him standing with his hands bound like a common criminal, and remembered that he'd spent a night in the dank dungeon, bound and jailed. "Forgive me," she whispered, and touched his beautiful face, touched the raw cut on his cheekbone that Isobel had left on him. "God's heart, Thomas, I did not think."
He made a soft sound and captured her head in his huge hand, and before Lyssa could protest, he kissed her. And this was not like the kisses of the night before, gentle and controlled. This was a dark, deep kiss, hungry and hard, and Lyssa found herself crying out at the welcome taste of his need.
His need. She tasted bitter pride and old pain and almost unbearable yearning on his lips. He hauled her close, half-lifting her into the brace of his arms, and Lyssa could only grasp blindly for him before she tumbled out of balance.
And all else disappeared but the taste of Thomas on her tongue, the feel of Thomas holding her with such fierce heat, kissing her with such fierce desire. When he lifted his head at last, his eyes were black and hard.
"I burn for you," he said again, and the need wound through his voice, making it raw and husky. "But I am my own man. And I have my pride. Do not forget that, my lady."
"Thomas," she whispered, unsure of what she meant to say.
It mattered not. He shook his head, putting one finger against her lips to halt her words, then put her on her feet. "Good even, my lady."
He left her, closing the door behind him so Lyssa was alone again, and bewildered. She stood where he'd left her, her hand to her tender mouth, and realized he never had said why he'd come.
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An air of taut expectation seemed to hang in the air over the next few days. Lyssa felt it along the back of her neck, and down her spine, a sense of waiting that put her eternally on guard.
In part, she blamed the weather. Nary a drop of rain had fallen in a fortnight. Crops drooped in the fields, their colors no longer a verdant lush green, but a limp, dull shade. Daily the sun rose in a clear blue sky, and burned all the day with no hint of cloud. The heat made tempers short; worry made them impatient. Lyssa slept with the windows unshuttered, lying naked on her bed, hoping for any hint of breeze from the river. By day, she bound her hair into a tight braid, and wore her loosest clothing, but she, too, felt the malaise, and began to fret over the possibility of fevers. There were still few rats about, but the mice seemed to crawl from every cubbyhole, from every corner.
To make matters worse, twice in the past week, a band of outlaws in the forest had made their presence felt. A prize sow was stolen away in the night, and a brace of rabbits went missing another night. Minor infractions, but Lyssa sent guardsmen to the village at night nonetheless.
One still, hot afternoon, Lyssa sat alone in the orchard, embroidering a sleeve for Isobel's wedding dress. The shade cast by apple trees overhead gave some relief from the heat, unlike the wind that blew through in annoying gusts. It felt fresh from a fire, and smelled of dry grass and dust.
Around her, the castle seemed enchanted. Not a creature stirred, no busy servant gathering onions for supper from the gardens, no guards pacing the walk, no children skittering in a game of ball through the bailey yard. The dogs slept as if dead in patches of shade close to a cool wall or in the shadows cast by the towers. Not even the birds sang. There was only heat and stillness in all the world.
It gave her a sense of melancholy, calling forth as it did the terrible days of the pestilence, the stillness echoing the emptiness of villages deserted or dead. The world had been bleak indeed, and even now, deep into summer, it was hard to believe that bleak pestilence had finally raged its last time. But it seemed it had; none had come ill with it for a year or more.
With a sigh, she looked out to the quiet yard and the open doors to the hall and kitchens. This was not the stillness of death—only the somnolence of a hot afternoon. If she listened very carefully, she could hear the faint voices of girls in the kitchen, laughing and gossiping, and beyond, from the fields, a distant shout of a man performing his boon. The guards did not walk the walls, but kept watch from the cool dimness of the tower, for the sun beat down on their heads till they were ill.
Come evening, when cool breezes blew in from the river, the place would awaken from the spell the heat had cast, and there would be music and laughter, dice and chess, and dancing in the hall. The men Stephen de Kivelsworthy had left behind had brought much new life to Woodell.
She wove her needle in and out, sewing a border of bright blue flowers on the sleeve, thinking the color would compliment the girl's eyes. Isobel—now there was a puzzle. The girl had been as dutiful and demure as any mother could have wished. Since her betrothal, she had not stirred up one breath of trouble. She prayed dutifully at Mass, and made it her business to see to the comfort of the men of her future husband—without ever behaving in an untoward or unseemly way. As if she had changed souls with another girl, she was completely transformed.
It nagged at Lyssa. She did not like to think the girl's spirit had been entirely broken. Nor did she entirely trust the transformation—it was too complete, too fast. That rebellious heart must still beat in the girl's breast, but Isobel had hidden it well. Lyssa worried what plan she might be hatching.
Which might not be fair. Lyssa had found herself looking more kindly on the girl, treating her with more sisterly affection, and it pierced her to find Isobel hungry for that comfort. Perhaps Isobel's shame over her desperate act had wrought a true change. It happened.
A sound of voices reached her. Lyssa glanced up to see Thomas and young Robert crossing the bailey yard. Thomas carried a large basket, and he looked quite pleased with himself as he walked next to the animated boy.
Lyssa eyed Thomas with a quick burst of yearning. A yearning she tamped down. Since the night he'd come to her solar, Thomas had shown naught but the most courtly manners toward her, as if the kisses they shared had never happened.
She was not sure what to make of it. Nor whether to be glad or sorry.
Hungry for companionship, Lyssa called, "What have you there, sir?"
They caught sight of her and changed direction. Thomas wore a grin, and Robert even looked happy, half-skipping in the hot afternoon, his blond curls bouncing. She smiled at the sight of him; in spite of all that had happened with his sister and the odd aftermath, Robert seemed to hold no grudge toward Thomas. In fact, under the knight's tutelage, the boy was blossoming. He was still! given to bouts of surly arrogance, but for the first time since his father died, Robert seemed to take some pleasure in life.
These children had walked a hard road the past four years. They'd lost the mother upon whom they—and their father—had doted, and been forced to travel far from their home to live with their father's second wife. Then their father had died, and the plague had come, and they'd been exiled again. With a wave of compassion, Lyssa realized, too, how terrifying those long weeks locked in the kitchens of the manor by the sea must have been for those children, for all that it had spared their lives. When Lyssa had felt herself falling ill, she had locked them in with strict orders not to leave for any reason.
Poor creatures. As the boy drew close, she smiled. "You look mischievous, Robert. Have you a secret?"
"'Tis my lord's secret, lady," he replied, and gestured toward the basket Thomas carried.
At her feet, Griselda awakened suddenly and sat up, stretching her nose toward the basket. A small noise came from within. Griselda whined. Lyssa put aside her stitchery. "Is it, now? Well, sir, what have you in there?"
Thomas settled the basket on the bench beside her and unfastened the leather buckle, pulling back the lid with a flourish. "We thought it time to put an end to yer whining," he said in his lilting accent. "And rode in to town to bring you back a present."
As soon as the lid was lifted, out popped the head of a young cat, black and white, with alert green eyes, then another, with more white, and another, in hues of gold and black and cream. This last gave a plaintive meow.
"Cats!" Lyssa exclaimed happily, reaching to pet their heads. The calico spied the dog and hissed roundly, but the other two scrambled out of the basket and nimbly landed on the bench, stretching out their noses to scent the dog. Griselda quivered, her ears perked, and whined, her tail wagging, but she didn't lunge at them.
Lyssa chuckled. "Ah, Griselda, you're a fine dog," she said, and gave her a pat. "We've been needing good mousers." She smiled at Thomas, and picked up the reluctant calico, holding it close to her chest to comfort the trembling, half-grown cat. "This one is pretty," she said, bowing her head to the soft, clean fur. That was the thing about cats. Dogs always smelled of the hunt, or some aroma the dog found pleasant to roll in. Cats tended themselves and smelled sweet. She loved their softness, too, and the way some would curl against her and purr. "I have missed having them about."
Robert and Thomas exchanged a look, and Lyssa caught Thomas winking at the boy. "Is there more to this secret?" Lyssa asked.
"Lord Thomas said you'd like as not give him a kiss for his troubles."
"Did he now?" She looked at Thomas, puzzled. Why had he kept himself aloof these past weeks, only to begin again?
In his twinkling eyes, she saw nothing of the brooding, angry man who had kissed her last. He seemed at times to be two entirely different men: one laughing and sensual, the other a brute soldier with rough manners and a dark heart. Today only Thomas the lover stood before her, a secret smile on his lips.
"Mayhap he meant I'd reward you with a kiss," Lyssa said.
Before he could pull away, Lyssa caught the kitten close to her breast and planted a kiss to Robert's smooth cheek. Thomas laughed as Robert yelped and pulled away. "Not I, my lady! Him." But even when he wiped at the kiss with his hand, Lyssa saw he was pleased. Even surly boys needed a little teasing affection, she supposed. Especially surly boys.
"Listen to the boy," Thomas said. "Twas I who hoped to win the kiss."
"I have no kiss for you today, Lord Thomas," she said.
He lifted a brow, his grin spreading on his dark face. "D'you not?" He turned to Robert, winking. "I'll have to think on another way to win one, then."
Robert grinned impishly, then with the abrupt turn of a youth, said, "I'm hungry."
"Run and find you something to eat," Thomas said. "I do thank you for your service this day."
With that same lightness to his step, Robert made for the kitchens. "You've worked a miracle with that child," Lyssa commented.
Thomas shook his head and without waiting for her leave, sat next to her. "He lacked only a man to see him. Do you not remember how you longed to be noticed in those days?"
Lyssa smiled. "Why are we ever remembering childhood together?"
His answering grin was the best of those offerings—wide and white, setting his dark blue eyes alight with good cheer. "I know not. Perhaps we long to return to a time when we might have loved freely?"
"How you do tease, Lord Thomas," Lyssa said, ducking her head to the cat to hide her blush.
"I do," he agreed amiably. Then suddenly, "Have you leave to go abroad today?"
Lyssa lifted a brow. "I am the lady of the castle, sir. I have leave when I wish it."
He chuckled. "Then come with me to swim. I am so weary of this heat, and remembered your swimming place."
"Swim?" Lyssa felt a fluttering pulse alight in her wrists. "Is this another trick to steal a kiss?"
That lazy knowledge filled his face, transforming it. "I think I would not have to steal kisses. You could be persuaded to give them freely."
Lyssa scowled at him. "You are too sure of yourself, sir, and inconstant as a moth, fluttering here and there."
He had the grace to bow his head. "I had no wish to force my attentions upon you, my lady."
Lyssa sighed. "And they say women are a puzzle."
"Did you miss my kisses, then?" He lifted his head, a smile hovering on that fine mouth. "You need but say the word."
"I coped well enough," she said, rolling her eyes.
"What say you? Will you come with me to swim?"
Lyssa narrowed her eyes. Was he offering her the dalliance of an afternoon? If she went to swim with him, would they make love there in the forest, beneath those spreading boughs? "What is your aim in this, Thomas? Do you plan a seduction?"
He glanced away. "Nay." He raised his head, his mouth sober. "Well do I see the divide between us. You are an honorable lady, and I am more honorable than I would like." He cocked his head. "But I do mourn your company when I do not have it, and swimming gave you joy. I cannot stay much longer if I am to find freeman to take back to Roxburgh before the snows come. I would spend what time I have with you."
A warmth went through her at his frank words, a warmth as gilded and delicious as melted butter, and she found herself responding in kind. "Twill grieve me when you leave us, Thomas. And well would I enjoy a swim this hot day."
He smiled. "Let's settle these poor little cats, then, and go."
Thomas had meant his words of intent. After the night when his need of her had broken through his careful holds, he'd vowed he would keep his desire to himself.
But as he walked with her through the cool of the forest, he knew he'd lied to himself. She had burned in his blood these many weeks until he could not sleep or take a breath without wishing for her. He watched her moving through the halls and imagined what taste her breasts would have. He admired her light step as she danced with some clumsy oaf of a guard and wondered how his hands would fit her hips. He dreamed of spreading her hair over his body like a glazing of silk, and of giving her pleasure she'd never imagined.
So he'd lied to himself and to her and said his intentions were honorable, so she would come with him where there were no eyes to see their passion, so there would be no mark on her name. He'd brought her out to these silent woods where he might kiss her endlessly, and as he'd said, he'd known he would not steal those kisses—they would be freely given. As would all else she gave, and all she allowed to be given her.
For he had seen he had to leave Woodell. He did need to return to Roxburgh before winter came, and well would he like to have a handful of freeman to go with him. Finding them would take time.
Beyond that need to return to his own village, his life was becoming too entangled with those in the castle. The fabric of his soul was being woven daily more thoroughly into Woodell, until he ached to think of leaving, as if the exile would tear his heart from him. Best to leave now, while he could. For if he stayed, he risked death. 'Twas only a matter of time till some stray traveler remembered him, and gave him away.
But just now, walking with Lyssa alone in a dappled forest, he could not find it in him to care that he would be hanged when he was discovered. She wore little below her thin tunic, and with a lazy pleasure, he watched her breasts move with her steps. For once, he let his mind give forth the full throated visions he'd tried to halt: he imagined his mouth suckling those points, imagined his hands sliding over her slim waist. Imagined himself buried between her thighs.
They spoke little as they walked, and the silence seemed to underscore the growing awareness he had of her. His only thoughts were of touching her, of kissing her, of forgetting all the world beyond.
And at last, in a place thick with trees, where one would have to know where to look to see them, he stopped. An ancient oak stretched long arms over a leaf-cushioned expanse of ground, making a sweet and comfortable bed. "Lyssa," he said quietly.
She halted innocently, her green eyes mildly curious as she looked up to him. Awareness flashed over her face suddenly, and she stepped back, raising a hand against him, against what she knew was coming. Desire and fear warred on that smooth brow, that odd mix of hunger and wariness that seemed always to trouble her. "Thomas… you said…"
"Aye," he said regretfully. "I lied."
She let her hand drop, disappointment marking her mouth, making the full curves go hard. "Then you have no honor, sir, and are not worthy of my kiss."
He took a step forward. "I have never claimed to be worthy, my lady." He reached out quickly and snagged her wrist. "Only mad with desire."
She backed away, and Thomas held her wrist loosely, following until she trapped herself against the tree trunk. "Thomas, do not! I will hate you."
He shook his head. "Nay, you will not hate me." He stepped closer, until their thighs brushed very lightly, and put his hand under her chin. "Tell me that you do not think of my hands on you, Lyssa." Her wide green eyes darkened a notch, and he took one of her hands and put it against his chest. "Tell me you do not think of touching me, feeling me. Tell me and I will stop now."
Like a wild creature caught in a hunter's snare, she only stared at him, stricken. Slowly, he let his fingers slide down her throat, to the square of her bodice, where he traced the upper curve of her white breasts. "Your skin is smooth as cream, Lyssa. It feels the way I imagined, only much finer."
She closed her eyes, and he saw her control was close to snapping. Her breath caught in her throat as his hand trailed down, brushing the tip of her breast.
"All I've thought of these long weeks is the feel of you. All I can think of is how your mouth fits mine. Do you not wish it, my lady?" He stroked her shoulder, ran his fingers down her arm, and twisted a lock of her hair round his fingers. His blood burned in him, pounding, driving out all but Lyssa and the yearning he had conceived for her.
And still she only stood there, her eyes closed as if to block out the sight of him. Her nipples were aroused, and her nostrils flared, and her breath came too quickly. Even the brush of his fingers down her arm made her shudder. But she did not speak.
He hesitated, for he truly had no wish to hurt her. Her lashes, black against her pale cheeks, made her look as vulnerable as a child, and with a curse at his own weakness, he let her go. "Ah, I have no heart for it."
He turned away, trying to breathe in gulps of clean air to chase away the scent of her flesh. His arms hung loosely at his sides, and he tipped back his head, praying for strength.
"Thomas." Her sweet voice on his name, softly coaxing, sent a fierce heat through him, but still he waited without turning so she could say what she might. Her fingers, sliding around his hand, surprised him, and he looked down at her.
She looked at him for a long moment, both of her hands laced around his, then she slowly lifted his hand and put it over her breast. "Please, Thomas," she whispered. "Make love to me, so I will have that one memory of you when you must go."
He cupped his hand around her soft breast, and bent to kiss her, feeling her arms fly around his neck. Joy burst in his veins. "How I've ached for you," he breathed against her mouth. "Every day." He drank of her lips. "Every hour."
And she, too, was inflamed, kissing his chin, his lips, his neck. "Oh, Thomas, I should not say it, but I have burned for you. Ached for you." Her hands slid over his chest, on his arms, into his hair. "I thought I could not feel this."
With a glad cry, he captured her waist and hauled her against him, lifting her close as they kissed wildly and without grace, only long-denied hunger. When even that was not close enough, he swept her into his arms to kiss her deeply. Her hands moved on his face, on his neck, on his chest, and he knelt, then sat, then fell over her, stretching her out on the carpet of thick leaves so he might touch her.
And only then did he pause, lifting his head to look at her in wonder, smoothing a wisp of dark hair from her smooth white face. "You're so beautiful, Lyssa," he said softly, drawing his fingers lightly over her breast. "You cannot know how I've ached for you." He found the tightly budded nipple below her gown and dragged his nails over it. "How I've ached to do this." He bent his head to the beaded tip and put his mouth over the place, sucking it into his mouth through the cloth, and felt her arch against him, a soft gasp of surprise coming from her throat. He lifted his head briefly and then suckled again, harder, and longer, and she writhed in his embrace, her hands going to his head to pull him against her.
Drunk on the headiness of holding her at last, Thomas was more than willing to please her. He gave her what she wordlessly asked, kissing her throat, plying her breasts with his tongue and fingers until she was panting softly, then he skimmed up her skirts, running his hands over the backs of her quivering thighs.
He felt her mindlessly pulling at his clothes, as if she could not wait to touch his flesh, and he halted for a moment to help her, unlacing his tunic while he kissed her. She eagerly slipped her hands below the cloth, palms against his chest, but the opening thwarted her again, and Thomas halted in kissing her long enough to pull the tunic over his head, and cast it away. Then he turned back to reach for her.
At her expression, he hesitated. Her eyes, smoky with arousal, widened as they traveled the length of him, and her lips parted softly. "Oh, God," she whispered.
"Ah me," he said, and reached for the discarded tunic. "Did I frighten you? I did not—"
Her startled laugh halted him. "Oh," she breathed, "I am not frightened. I only want to look at you."
He smiled wickedly. "Only look?"
She had risen to a sitting position, and as if she'd been presented with some wondrous new gift, she examined him, her hands running over his chest, and through the mat of hair there, over his shoulders and the rounds of his arms. She raised her eyes. "I did not know men could be so beautifully made," she said. "You are so beautiful, Thomas." She put her hands on either side of his face and kissed him, her eyes open.
A wild bolt of yearning and lust and need went through him. He grabbed her close, into his lap, kissing her as he grasped the hem of her gown and slid it upward, putting his hands against the flesh of her hips and back as he moved.
A sudden cracking noise broke behind them, and Thomas froze, pulling her gown back into place, shoving her away inelegantly as he reached for his tunic. He tugged it over his head and sprang to his feet, armed with naught but his hands as three men came into the grove.
He spared a glance toward Lyssa. "Run," he growled, and then could spare no more time for her.
In an instant, he absorbed a dozen details. The leader was tall, and burly in the way of a working man, his hair red and ragged on his shoulders, a wispy beard hanging dirty from his chin. He wore a scabbard of some finery about his waist, and the sword was held with balance in a meaty fist. The man to his right was bony, small, and dark, but his snaggle-toothed expression lingered on Lyssa with an unholy delight, and Thomas marked him well. He'd fight hard for a taste of a lady.
The third man was wiry and squat, with a low forehead of some stupidity. Thomas saw no weapon on him.
His own dagger lay useless in the leaves and he had not time to retrieve it.
"Ain't this a sweet scene, boys?" The first man made an obscene kissing sound. "Think our friend here could be convinced to share? I'd like me a taste."
Thomas did not wait for more. With a roar, he sprung for the leader, using his size and surprise as his weapons. The stunned redhead gave an outraged cry as he fell, and Thomas slammed the sword arm hard against a rock, then left the man and flung the sword into the trees before turning to brace for the next onslaught.
It was Snaggletooth who came at him from one side, then the little one from the other. Thomas sprung as lightly as a cat, slamming his fist into the ribs of the small one with his right hand, then feinted with his left and kicked hard at the groin of the other, bringing him to his knees. He dropped the dagger and Thomas snagged it, slamming his elbow with brute force against the bandit's jaw. From the corner of his eye, he saw Red lumbering to his feet, and Thomas slashed toward the smaller one with his dagger, catching the man across the jaw. But like an enraged bull, the little man lowered his head and charged, red fury making him heedless of danger.
Thomas braced himself, hunkering to take the butt with his shoulder, but he misjudged and the man ploughed into his chest, and slammed him backward into a tree with such force his teeth slammed together and the wind left him in a whoosh, leaving him gasping.
For a blind minute, Thomas could not catch his breath, and managed only to hold off half the rain of blows from the wild little man with fists like rocks. They landed against his face and his ribs and once in his eye with a shattering pain before Thomas rallied. He caught the man's head in his hands and twisted, breaking his neck as cleanly as a hen's.
Which left only Red, who smiled nastily. "Come, my little bird. They fell like flies, but I'm a man, and I'll fight for that prize."
Thomas circled warily. Man-to-man, no weapons, for all had been scattered, he measured his opponent. Thomas was taller and broader, but Red outweighed him, and there was about him an air of cocky survival and singular lack of fear at facing a giant that made Thomas know he faced the battle of his life.
And like the small man, Red took the initiative, barreling forward with a speed and force that belied his size. This time, Thomas met it squarely, gritting his teeth to absorb the force, finding a grip on the blubbery body. They rolled and pounded, and staggered to their feet, and fought some more, until
Thomas staggered with exhaustion. Only his dread at Lyssa's fate should he fail kept him on his feet.
At last, Red threw a wild punch and staggered, tripping over a branch. Thomas leapt upon him and with the same brute force he'd used before, he broke Red's neck with a barbarian roar.
For long moments after the men burst upon them in the grove, Lyssa stood frozen in shock and terror, torn between fleeing in hopes of eluding the bandits, or staying to be of some help to Thomas if he needed her.
But when Thomas seized the sword, she let go a breath, knowing that a man so powerfully strong, armed with a broadsword, could slay these three rough bandits with no more effort than swatting a trio of flies.
And he had tossed it away.
Thrown it.
Away, out of reach.
Stunned, Lyssa stood where she was, her arms hanging loose at her sides. With bewilderment, she watched him dispense the men, batting the first aside with barely a breath, taking longer with the second, struggling with the fierceness of the small bandit, taking blows he need not have suffered.
She covered her mouth to stifle her cries when she saw his blood drawn. When the big redheaded man finally clambered to his feet to fight Thomas to the death, she found her wits and bolted. With only his hands, even Thomas might fail, and she would not pay the price of his folly.
She ran until her lungs near burst, stumbling and tripping, her hair and gown torn by the branches and brambles, her feet ripped to ribbons, for somewhere her slippers had come off and her soles were unused to such rough treatment.
Blindly, she ran, knowing what fate awaited her if the filthy creature bested Thomas: a slow and torturous death, and much suffering before the breath left her. She had no weapon but her fleet-ness.
A gnarled branch, reaching bony fingers through the dry earth, snagged her at last, and Lyssa sprawled, face first, to the ground. The blow scraped her hands and knocked the wind from her, and she lay there for a moment, trying to collect herself enough to move again.
Her hands trembled violently. Nay, not only her hands. Her whole body trembled with fear and the hard run and the punishing fall, and she did not think she could find the steadiness to stand.
Instead, she slumped against the tree, covering her face with her raw palms, and tried to push away that vision:
—he lifted the broadsword with two giant hands, as if to bring it down in wrath upon the heads of the brigands, but flung it, flung it away, so it went sailing, end over end, into the forest, so heavy Lyssa heard it land with a cracking of branches and a thud—
Flung it away.
"Lyssa!" The voice, booming and dark, came from Thomas, and even with her fear and sorrow and the trembling reaction, Lyssa found herself bolting to her feet, a glad cry on her lips. He was not dead!
Then she pressed her lips together to hold back the greeting, knowledge rushing through her at a gallop, showing her all she did not wish to know, fitting all the odd bits together.
"Lyssa!" More intent now, worried.
"Here," she called.
And now she heard him running, as she had run, his feet making more sound as he crashed through, as if a huge stag were coming. He came into sight, his face bloody, his hair tangled with leaves and branches, his tunic unbelted and loose.
In his hand, he carried the sword and scabbard.
Looking at him, Lyssa knew two things.
This day had changed everything between them, everything in her life. All she had known to be true and real until this moment narrowed to nothing at the sight of Thomas alive and whole but for bruises that would heal. He'd opened all the long-shuttered rooms of her soul, and poured his bright light through them.
And he had as black a heart as any man who'd ever walked the earth. When she gazed at him, knowledge in her breast, she was proud that the tears in her eyes did not fall and shame her.
"How do you fare, my lady?" he said, coming toward her with a quick step, his hand outstretched. "They're dead, you have naught to fear."
Lyssa went rigid, backing away, holding up her hand to ward him off. "Do not touch me," she said. Her voice broke on the last word, but she forced the rest out, ragged though they were. "And you may walk five paces behind as suits your station."
He glanced at the sword, a single betraying glance that told her all she needed to know. Blindly, she turned from him and began the trek back to the castle.
And Dark Thomas walked five paces behind.
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"Find me Alice Bryony at once," Lyssa said to a girl by the well as she strode through the gates. "Send her to me in my chamber."
The girl's eyes widened at the imperious tone, and she dipped quickly. "Aye," she said, and raced away.
Lyssa did not trust herself to do aught but move with brittle straightness directly to the quiet of her own chamber. If she eased that posture for even a moment, she feared unbearable emotions and knowledge would spill from her in an hysterical rush. As it was, she could barely walk with any dignity through the hall. Her gown was soiled and showed tears at the elbows where she'd fallen, her hair no doubt littered with leaves and grass and tangles.
Breathing hard, she made it to the curving stairs to her own chamber, and lifted her skirts to run the rest of the way, slamming the door behind her before letting the tears fall.
"Oh, I am a fool!" she cried out, and buried her face in her hands. It had been growing, in her most secret of hearts, that she would petition the king to wed Thomas of Roxburgh. The king was fond of her. He would wish to grant her what he could, and it might behoove him to combine such estates.
And today, in the forest, when Thomas had flung away his robes, and moved toward her with his magnificent form, with his huge gentle hands and his skillful lips, she had dared to believe he might truly love her, this magnificent creature, born of night and forest, who was as virile as Woden himself.
Bitterly, she wept. Inconsolably. For what could console her for the loss of that dream? That loss of Thomas, who had lied and lied and lied. She staggered to her bed, and there wept herself into sleep, where nothing had been ruined by that telling moment in the forest.
By dusk, Thomas had gathered his things and sent word to Alice they would depart at dawn—if indeed he lived so long.
When all was prepared, he stood by the wide embrasure that looked over the estate, over the neat green and yellow fields, divided by hedgerows trimmed each spring by village draw. Shadows crept from the forest, swallowing the village with its tumble of cottages and small church, and edged up the hill to the castle walls. Faintly came the sound of a girl singing some happy song as she worked.
His heart was a thick lump in his chest, a lump formed of regret and yearning and unfulfilled dreams. Here had he learned dignity, and some small mannerly ways, and how to hold up his head. Here had he learned the wisdom of listening, and the vagaries of chess, and a hundred small things he could not name in the moment, but had enriched him nonetheless.
But for all that he would miss the physical place of Woodell, he would grieve for the lady most of all. With her straight bearing and clear brow, she had shown him the shape of true nobility. In her grace and honor, he had seen what all ladies should aspire to be.
And in her arms—
He bowed his head, unwilling to allow that pain to surface yet. He could only bear to think of some of it tonight.
But he owed her his story. And so, he donned a plain tunic made of rust colored wool that he had carried with him only because Alice had woven it for him. He tied it with a simple leather thong, and put on clean stockings with his simple shoes, and went to her without guise, as himself.
He found her in her solar, not even pretending to weave or spin, only staring dully toward the darkening landscape. A brace of tallows smoked and flickered on a table nearby the door, putting her face in shadow.
It came hard to him to remember, but he entered in his soft shoes, and knelt before her. "I'd tell you my story, if ye'd hear it, milady."
"Oh, do not kneel to me, Thomas," she said in a pained whisper. "I cannot bear it." She did not look at him.
He stood and clasped his hands behind his back, finding in himself after all, a measure of dignity that was now woven into him by his sojourn here, something that could not be stolen. And in that place of quiet dignity, he waited for her to speak.
Without looking at him, she said, "What is your true name?"
"In that I did not lie. Thomas is my name. Roxburgh is my village."
"And where does it lie, this village?"
"In the north, hard on Scotland. And all lie dead there, as I told you."
She turned then, and raised her wide green eyes to his face. At the grief there, he near weakened and reached for her. He only avoided it by gripping his hands tightly behind his back.
"Tell me, Thomas, how a peasant 'came a knight." Bitterness dripped from the words. "For there lies the one truth, does it not? You are no knight, but peasant."
She near spat the word, and he gritted his teeth, dark pride rising in him. "Aye, there is the one truth. I am only a rough peasant, rougher by far than those villeins there lighting their fires."
"And how came a peasant to dare such a ruse?" Her voice was cold and dry.
"We thought, Alice and I, that the whole world lay dead. So far we were from the king's road that not a soul had passed in a sennight." The room and Lyssa faded away as he let the memory, so long hidden away, fill his mind. "There was only Alice and I
and the castle, empty on the hill." He lifted his chin. "So we went there, and I donned my father's clothes, and rode his horses and ate his meat and drank his wine."
Her eyes fixed on him, unwavering.
Anger welled in him. "D'ye know what it's like, m'lady, to lie hungry night after night because the lord has gambled all his goods away? D'ye know how 'tis to be a bastard so like that hated lord that all indulge their cruelty at your expense?" He shifted, shaking his head. "Nay, ye don't know. Ye've only played at peasant, and never lived it."
She rose, anger making her back straight as a young tree, making her green eyes deepen to a jeweled hue that near stole his breath. "And you've only played at knight, and poorly, too. Did you not know you'd be called to use a sword?"
"Pray, my lady, where would I learn me such a skill? Who would teach it?" He stepped forward. "I dreamed me a better life, and set out to find it, and when I came on your empty castle, with frightened peasants who cared for me as a lord, I stayed. That is my sin, and if I burn for it, so be it. At least I have tasted my dreams once."
She slapped him, soundly. "Nay, Thomas! Your sin was lying to me."
With a cry, she moved away from him, and his heart broke at the frailty of her shoulders, trying to bear this one more burden. He could see by her sharp, broken movements that she was as shredded by the passage of this day as he was himself, but there was no way to ease it. Not for either of them.
At the chest on the far wall, she paused, her back to him, and he saw her breathing was shaky and uneven. After a moment, she gathered herself, and flung open the chest. She took out the weaving he had admired, and held it out to him. "Take this, Thomas. And with the dawn, you must leave Woodell."
Sensing she needed to make the offering, he stepped forward to take it, and only then did he see the ravages of emotion on her face. A piercing sorrow went through him and impulsively, he reached out—
She turned her face, wincing, as if revolted. "Do not be so bold, or I'll tell the world what lie you've made here."
Stiffly, he lowered his hand.
"With the dawn, you will leave," she repeated. "Wear your mail and your sword, and ride your fine horse. Go you to France or Ireland, and there make yourself a true knight." Her eyes shone with unshed tears. "Lesser men than you have been made knight with less reason."
"Lady—"
"Go," she said, her voice breaking. "And do not show your face near here again."
He knelt at her feet, and took her hand, pressing to it a kiss of fervent thanks. Then he rose and left her.
Lyssa did not sleep. Not even when a sharp wind blew up, cooling the walls and her tower room for the first time in weeks. It grew so blustery she had to rise to wrestle the shutters closed, all but one, which she left open to watch clouds, thick and pale against the night sky, roll over the land.
So Dark Thomas would leave them in a storm, as he had come.
Her chest ached, but no matter how she tried, she could not put away her thoughts of him: laughing at supper over some jest, the robust sound infecting all around with the sheer pleasure it carried. In memory, she saw him tousling Robert's hair, and standing by the well the first day, so tall and broad. She remembered him dancing on St. Swithin's Day, and thought of his bound wrists the next morning.
In light of what she now understood, that day must have been brutal in its humiliation.
And though she resisted, she could not halt visions of his beauty. His thick black hair glossed with light, his vivid blue eyes, by turns bright or brooding, his beautiful mouth, so easily molded to laughing or kisses. She thought, too, of his naked body in the forest, and had to put her forehead against the cold stone wall at the power that vision raised. By all that was holy, she'd never felt anything like she had when he'd flung his tunic away and turned to her, unashamedly bare to her gaze. Unashamed because he was splendidly, perfectly made, his chest and his arms and his thighs and his organ, all of him the warm color of walnut shells, the hair at chest and groin as black and inviting as the hair on his head.
Thomas. She ached to cry out his name, and clutch him to her, and in the dark cold night, she cursed the heavens that a man so pleasing should be born a rough peasant, a man she could never claim.
Rare was the true knight who could hold a candle to Thomas of Roxburgh. Many had she known who were rough, base creatures, thinking only of bedsport and drink, men who cared not for a woman's wishes; men who kicked hounds in their paths instead of training them patiently, men who'd have blackened the eyes of a page who dared speak so bold as Robert had to Thomas.
The wind cooled her hot, dry eyes. She cursed herself most of all this night, for not seeing what should have been plain from the beginning. The peasants of Woodell could be forgiven for believing his ruse—he'd worn good mail, and said the right things, and gave them hope in their darkest time. They had wished for a knight who would protect their deserted village, and had not thought to question when the heavens sent one.
But from the first, Lyssa had sensed something akilter. His speech was not, for all that he strove to make it so, the speech of a high-born knight. She'd excused that, thinking they spoke differently in the north, but her heart had known.
And he'd not known how to play chess. And he did not dance well. And he kept himself to the fields and the hunt, busy when most knights would have sat idle.
Robert had sensed it most strongly, she realized now, looking back to that disdain. She took a breath. Robert. He would be aggrieved to learn he had been fooled.
The answer to that was simple enough: she would not tell him. She would tell no one, come to that. Why should Thomas not go abroad, and make himself a new life? His father had been a noble, so the blood ran in his veins, and once he could wield a sword, he'd be an asset to any king or lord.
For all her anger at his betrayal, she would not see him hanged, as he would be if his ruse were found out.
Dawn found her still standing, stiff and cold, at the unshuttered embrasure. An hour before, a drizzle had begun to fall, wetting the earth and the walls of the keep, and casting a sheen of moisture over Lyssa's face. From the direction of the stables came voices, carrying easily in the shrouded day, and a sharp sword of emotion passed through Lyssa's heart.
She whirled, without thinking, and tossed her cloak round her shoulders, running down the steps, into the hall where knights still snored, and through the door to the bailey. At the top of the tall, wooden steps, she halted and her heart plummeted, for the bailey was empty. She had only wished to look upon his face one more time—
A jingle of harnesses rang softly into the quiet, and Lyssa did not wait to see who emerged from the stable. She raced down the steps, feeling splinters in her bare feet, and her heart pounding, ran across the yard.
Thomas and Alice, mounted, came from the shadows of the stable. Alice, her head covered with a hood, rode a rough nag, and all her goods were bound into a cloth bundle. Beside her, Thomas, attired in rich mail and a finely embroidered tunic, rode his destrier, a huge black gelding that suited him well. A rich cloak was flung round his shoulders, but he'd not raised the hood, and his ebony hair glistened with tiny beads of silvery rain.
Lyssa halted at the expression on his face, feeling foolish that she'd run down here in the rain to bid him farewell. His expression was cold and distant, as haughty as a king's, and it gave her pause.
"Have you come to bid us good journey?" he asked quietly, reining his horse nearby her. "Or to curse me one last time?"
Lyssa found her mind empty as she looked at him. "I know not," she admitted.
"You will forgive us if we do not wait until you decide. Our ride this day will be a long one, and I am eager to begin." He nickered to the gelding and the beast took a step forward.
"Wait," Lyssa cried softly, and looked to Alice for help.
"Thomas," Alice said, and the word was a command.
Without looking at either of them, he halted, his face rigidly blank.
The herbalist flung back her hood and kindly reached for Lyssa. "Come, child, let me kiss you in farewell, for we'll not meet again."
Thomas shifted restlessly, and Lyssa glanced at him, then back to Alice next to him, and saw another thing that should have been plain. "You are his mother," she said, moving forward to let Alice grasp her hand.
"Aye, child, that I am. And 'tis me you should take to task for all." She glanced at Thomas. "Twas I who urged this folly, even when he would have spoken to offer you the truth."
Lyssa bowed her head. "I do not blame either of you."
"Ye've a good heart, child, and it grieved me to lie once I saw the truth of that goodness in ye." She touched Lyssa's cheek. "I wished revenge on nobles not so good as you, milady. My son there contained my only hope of it." She squeezed Lyssa's fingers. "May the saints keep you." Drawing away, she added, "Outside will I wait, so you may give your farewells in private."
"We've said them all and more," Thomas said harshly, beginning to follow Alice toward the gate.
A pain burst in Lyssa. "Thomas!"
He halted once more, and turned to her an eye that held no friendliness. "Did you not mete out humiliation enough last even, my lady? Had you need to give more?"
"Nay," she near-whispered. In memory, she heard his bitter words: And, pray, my lady, where would I learn me such a skill? Who would teach it? he'd said about swordplay.
And she thought of his honor with the peasants, and his pride and Alice's humiliation at the hands of the noble who'd given her a son. She stared at him, her heart pounding, and spoke quickly before she lost courage. "Stay, Thomas, and let me teach you what you lack, so you might be a true knight and in no danger of hanging."
Nothing moved on his face. "Stay?" he echoed. "What? So I may endure the titters of servants, and be the butt of all the jokes herein? Nay, I'll not suffer that."
"None need know who you are," she said, lifting her chin. "'Tis only you and I and Alice who know it."
His eyes narrowed. "And pray, lady, what will you gain?"
Lyssa bowed her head. "The comfort of knowing you'll not swing like a common thief."
With a smooth gesture, he dismounted, a giant of a man with injured pride and nothing to lose. He leaned close, close enough that Lyssa smelled his flesh. In a dangerous, low voice, he said, "Is there no other reason?"
"There can be no other," she said dully. "I am beholden to my king."
With a grim nod, he turned away. "Well, I do thank ye for your troubles, madam, but I would as soon take my chances elsewhere." Dismissing her, he lifted his foot to the stirrup.
For a breathless moment, Lyssa felt a low cry of protest thudding through her. Impulsively, she reached out and put her hand on his arm. "Please, Thomas," she whispered. "Do not go."
When he turned back, Lyssa saw the emotions warring on his face: reluctance, pride, desire, and fury. His gaze fell to her mouth, lit upon her hand where it rested on his arm.
At last he spoke. "God help me." His voice was gruff, and he took her hand in a hard grip, his head bowed against the rain. "You'll be the death of me, but I cannot say you nay."
"Not the death of you, sir," she said quietly, stepping back. "The life of you."
The eyes he raised were bleak. "Nay, Lyssa, there is danger here, and well have I known it. But I have no heart to leave."
A dizzy relief moved through her. "With a sword in your hand, Thomas, there are none who will take you. I swear it."
"So be it," he said, and led the horse back toward the stable, leaving Lyssa to stand alone in the damp morning, shivering in her bare feet.
However much she wished it would not be so, things changed between Thomas and Lyssa over the following weeks. To cover the instruction she wished to grant without revealing his true background, she walked every morning with him in the orchard, teaching him the finer points of court and matters of state and the relationships between a knight and others below and above him. In the evenings, she made him play chess with her, and oddly, he made his strange, instinctive game work brilliantly.
But through it all, he was distant. No more did he tease and joke, or bring her small presents. He addressed her formally, and left her company as soon as the lessons were done. He never lingered with her in the yard as he had done in the past, nor asked her to dance.
As he'd done before, he worked in the fields and ordered a fresh whitewash for the curtain walls, but else he was scarce. With Isobel and Lyssa, and even with the servant girls who flirted, he was the very picture of a courtly knight. In the company of the guards, he maintained careful distance, never being drawn into their drunken reveries late at night, nor joining their dice games, nor joining them in the yard for sports.
Only with Robert did he maintain his former relationship, and the boy continued to bloom under his tutelage.
The very thing that had led to her discovery of his true status proved to be the most troublesome aspect to teach. Lyssa did not know how to use a sword. She dared not trust Stephen's guards, and there were no others to help. She worried about the problem often as she wove and spun, but could think of no answer. Finally, she went alone with him to the woods, commanding him to bring the sword he carried, and there made him take it up, and practice swings she had witnessed in dozens of lists. "It must become part of you," she said.
He did not like it, a woman telling him how to manage a weapon. With a wryly lifted brow, he raised the heavy broadsword over his head and brought it down on a stump, cleaving it neatly with massive power. "Like so?"
"Aye," Lyssa said. "Now you must learn to do it when there are bandits or horses or a whole tournament about."
"Lists," he growled. "'Tis the lance that most worries me in that, I admit."
"Robert should be learning. Watch while the others teach him. Meantime, when you are alone, that sword should ever be in your hand, till it feels like a part of your arm."
He hefted it and inclined his head, nodding.
As they walked back, he spoke the first near-friendly question he'd uttered in a fortnight. "How came you to know so much of swords, my lady?"
"By watching my father and his knights, sir."
"God's teeth," he growled. "Do not call me sir in private."
Surprised, Lyssa asked, "Why?"
He halted, that brooding in his eyes again. "Because it makes me feel a fool."
"I do not mean it so."
"You mean nothing," he said, and stalked away from her, his back rigid, his arms gleaming with faint sweat in the sunlight.
Bewildered, Lyssa stared after him, and finally a bright kernel of anger burst through her careful facade. "You ungrateful swine!" she cried after him. "Is that better? Shall you be worm and blackguard and lout?"
He glanced over his shoulder, but did not halt, and Lyssa picked up her skirts to run after him. "What ails you, sir, that you stomp all the day like some spoiled child, never smiling or laughing, but always brooding?"
They had broken into the clearing nearby the castle, and he whirled. "Do I not suit, my lady? Shall I tug my forelock for ye, so you feel more generous still?"
It wounded her deeply. "Nay," she said, and shook her head. "I am ill-suited to this business, I see. 'Tis a pity Tall Mary forgave me, for the pair of you could make sport of me as the foolish lady of the manor."
As she made to push by him, he grabbed her arm. "My lady, wait."
It was the first time he'd touched her, and Lyssa felt his grip through her body. Angered by her response, she yanked away and lifted her skirts to run before he saw how grieved she was.
But two of his steps equaled five of hers, and even running, he overtook her in moments, snagging her arm in mid-flight. "Stop," he said fiercely, gripping her so she could not flee.
She glared at him, but he did not release her. Furiously, she pulled hair from her mouth. "So speak, lout."
A glimmer of humor touched the sapphire eyes. "What shall I say?" he asked, and sobered, shaking his head. "This is madness."
Earnestly, she said, "I vow 'tis not, sir… er… my lo—"
His thumbs moved on her arms. "Call me what you wish, Lady. 'Tis flattered I am you think me worthy."
She curled her hands into his tunic. "Thomas, you do wrong yourself! You put to shame many a so-called knight of my acquaintance."
"I do wrong you, my lady."
At his unexpected nearness, a swirling spell sharpened her every sense. "Wrong me?"
"Aye," he said gruffly. His fingers tightened on her arms, and his gaze touched her mouth. "I wish for more than you are free to give, as Tall Mary wanted more of me."
She bowed her head, stung. Realizing she also had her hands on his chest, she gently took them away. "And in that, I am not free."
"Do not be ashamed that you do your duty, my lady," he said, and when she still did not raise her head, tucked a finger below her chin to lift her face to him. "'Tis what makes you who you are."
A pain cut through her. "Duty only? Is that all I am?"
"'Tis what you've been given, and what makes you good."
She pushed his hand from her. "I do not always wish to be so good! I wish to be free as Mary and Alice are, to lie where I wish, and stay where I love, and never be blamed for the ills of the world!"
"And I," he said gently, "do wish I did not need leave you to it. But you've taught me honor, and so I must." He bowed with courtly exaggeration, and held out one hand. "Come, my lady, let us not ruin this day with wishes of what life could have given."
She closed her eyes so she would not have to see his black hair lying just so on his shoulders, nor his mouth, nor his bare arms gleaming. "There's truth enough in that," she sighed, and opened her eyes. "But, please, Thomas, must you ever be so sober as you've been these last weeks?"
And for a fleeting second, she glimpsed bleakness and sorrow in his eyes before he inclined his head. "Henceforth, I'm a jester if it please you, lady."
"'Twould be better than the hangman I've seen about."
This time, there was genuine humor in his grin.
Isobel, sitting in the cool shadows of her chamber, watched Thomas and Lyssa in the field with a calm face and screaming heart. Nearby, Nurse hummed under her breath, oblivious to the fury that made Isobel's hands tremble so that she stabbed herself twice with her needle, bringing up a well of blood the second time, blood she sucked from her finger as she watched them. Pretending not to love each other.
They thought none knew his secret, but the night Thomas had gone to Lyssa's solar to confess the truth, Isobel had gone to seek comfort from her stepmother, and there had she overheard the confession.
She had also heard the wound in Lyssa's voice at his betrayal. The fool fancied herself in love. With a common peasant who climbed into society with his bedsport, giving pitiful females what they thought they wished.
It infuriated Isobel that she had been one of them. Still was. Even now, as he strode across the meadow at Lyssa's side, Isobel felt a pooling hunger low in her belly at the sleek, gleaming look of him, a base-born creature born to serve the baser needs of females, as whores served men in the cities.
She could not halt the strangled cry of frustration that rose in her throat. Nurse glanced up, but Isobel only lifted her thumb to her mouth as if she'd pricked herself again.
A horn sounded into the bright day, and Nurse bustled over to the embrasure. "Your man comes, my lady! Come, put your sewing away, and let's make you pretty for him."
Isobel quelled a wish to roll her eyes. Her man. Her boy. Not for all the world did she intend to marry the mewling creature, but for now she bided her time, till opportunity presented itself.
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In the blaze of a hot afternoon, just past Lammas Day, Lyssa stood in the open space between the kitchen door and the vegetable garden, where cabbages gleamed pale green and round. The carrots had gone to seed. She stirred a vat of dye with a long stick.
Around her other pots boiled on other fires, each simmering with herbs and water, awaiting their next load of combed wool. A small willow nearby served as a drying rack, and below it the earth was stained with several shades of blue dripping from the sky- and sea-colored wool festooning the branches.
Behind Lyssa, Alice and Nurse gathered piles of carded but unspun wool into long skeins tied loosely with thread. Isobel, head draped with white to protect her delicate skin against the sun, carded raw wool adeptly. Lyssa smiled at the earnest pleasure on the girl's face. The simple soothing rhythm had captured Isobel's attention, and she had also discovered she did not mind the flow of conversation between women at such times. She laughed at the faintly ribald stories Alice told, and hung on the herbal remedies for which the peasant was so famed. Lyssa, teaching the skills of dyeing, had explained the qualities of each herb she used as it was placed in the pot, and each time, Alice had embroidered the lesson with the properties of healing each plant had.
Surprisingly, Isobel seemed fascinated by the fact that plants could dye and flavor and heal when one knew how to use them.
And glad Lyssa was for the girl's good humor. In spite of the heat and hard work of the dyeing, it was among Lyssa's favorite tasks. She was relieved that Isobel would not spoil it with one of her bouts of discontent.
Today Lyssa wanted blues to work into the tapestry on her frame. Whatever was left after the small amounts she used would be woven into cloth for other purposes. After more than a year without the work of weaving and sewing, many of the castle inhabitants were near threadbare.
In the pot she now stirred was indigo, the deepest of the blues, and most pleasing for its true, deep color that would last without mordants. The wool swirling around her stick was nearly finished, the tone so rich it nearly hummed. With a satisfied smile, she hauled it, steaming, out of the pot and carefully let the excess drip back into the cauldron.
"'Tis the blue of Lord Thomas's eyes," Isobel said of the wool.
"So it is," said Alice. "Mayhap our lady knows it, too."
Lyssa lifted her chin. "'Tis also the color I seek for the shadows in my hunt scene."
"Is that where you'll use such a shade?" Alice asked. "What about the meadowsweet and woad?"
Grunting a little with the weight of the wet skein, Lyssa carried it to the willow tree and hung it carefully, making certain the dark blue would not drip onto the lighter skeins. "Meadowsweet," she said, pointing to the pale blue, "will make parts of the sky. And woad the horizon." She inclined her head. "A lord's cloak, too. 'Tis a pretty shade."
"You should weave Lord Thomas a cloak in that dark blue, my lady," Nurse said, and chuckled. "'Twould suit him, though not so much as his skin."
Lyssa ignored her, even when Alice joined the jest, as if she were not his mother—which no one knew but Lyssa—and commented, "Aye," she laughed, "in his skin alone, he'd be a pretty sight indeed." Sly she added, "D'you not think so, milady?"
"I have not thought on it," she said without turning around. Thomas, for reasons known only to himself, chopped wood nearby, his ax making a pleasant undercurrent of noise in the still hot day—a crack of the ax, and the hollow clunk as the pieces fell, then the solid thunk of a new piece on the block. She glanced at him over her shoulder. "He's a most industrious man."
"He works like a peasant," Isobel said with a hint of disdain.
Lyssa looked at her quickly, but nothing showed on that angelic face. With a shrug, Lyssa turned back to the pot of woad and wool, and tested the color. A little longer. With hands to the small of her back, she stretched her tired muscles, trying to look anywhere but at Thomas, but the steady sound—crack, pause, clunk, pause, thunk—drew her eye.
In the heat of the day, he'd shed his tunic and worked only in braes that fitted closely over his lean hips and strong thighs, a pleasing sight to any female, no matter how old. As he swung the ax, the muscles in his long, dark back flexed and shifted in a splendidly beautiful dance. His flesh, the color of walnuts and smooth as silk, gleamed with a faint sheen of sweat.
She sighed and stirred the pot, eyeing the color critically. 'Twas criminal how much pure beauty God had granted a single man. And it did not stop with his fine form, for his face and his carriage were as easy to look upon, and even that ethereal part of him that men called soul was as beautiful.
A child shrieked with laughter nearby the well, and glad of the distraction, Lyssa glanced over to see Mary Gillian's eldest daughter, a cherubic girl of seven, running from a boy with a small bucket of water. The pair danced around the well, and the girl dashed toward the safety of the women, the grinning boy hot on her heels. Seeing he was near to losing, he lunged and tossed the contents of his bucket toward the girl with a misaimed fling.
Lyssa did not even have time to duck. The well-cooled water caught her in the face with a stunning shock. She yelped. A taste of copper-flavored air touched the back of her throat.
The boy, horrified, halted where he stood. Before Lyssa could catch her breath enough to reassure him, Mary Gillian's girl caught her skirts. "Milady, he meant no harm. 'Twas meant for me."
Lyssa blinked, and wiped water from her face. She put a hand on the girl's shoulder. "I'm not angry," she said. "But take your game elsewhere. If you'd overturned one of these pots, you'd be most savagely burned."
They scurried away without a second nudging. Smiling, Lyssa pushed tendrils of hair from her face, and glanced at the women. "Shall I get a bucket for each of you? 'Twas quite cooling, in all."
Alice chuckled. "You're a sight, milady."
Lyssa glanced down. Her tunic was wet in a triangle from shoulder to waist, but it was old and plain, stained with old dyes and some blues from this day's work. It would dry soon enough. She shrugged and picked up the bucket. "Some water to drink would be fine enough, I think."
It was only then that she realized the noise of Thomas's ax had halted. Walking toward the well, she glanced at him to find him looking at her quite intently, with more purpose than she had seen on his face since the morning she had begged him not to leave. Blue fire sparked from those indigo eyes, and she saw his gaze touch her chest, where the water had made her tunic cling to her breasts. Smiling to herself, she thought it only fair he should lust for her after she'd spent the day climbing his body in her imagination, and she deliber-ately slowed her pace, for once feeling the womanly power of flirtation move in her.
She knew his eyes would caress her breasts, and the thought was oddly arousing. Deliberately, she turned her back to him to send the bucket down the well, thinking to tease by hiding herself, but as she bent and reached, she grew all too aware of those other parts of her anatomy.
When she had drawn the bucket, she took the wooden cup, and braced the bucket of water against her hip. He watched her as she approached, his eyes burning into hers, touching her lips, touching her breasts.
Mayhap it was the heat, or the simple wonder of his beautiful form that drew her like a moth to a candle, but she found herself smiling up at him lazily. "Water, my lord?"
"Aye," he said, near a growl, and looked away as he drank it. Lyssa found herself staring at the long brown length of his throat as he swallowed, and in a heated rush, imagined her mouth on that place, imagined her tongue stroking the whole long length of it. He drained the cup and gave it back. "More?" she offered.
He would not look at her. "Nay," he said, bending to pick up his ax once more. She admired the cut of his hard jaw, almost painfully clean-shaven.
"Mayhap 'twill cool you, sir," she said silkily.
"Twill take more than a cup of water, my lady," he said, straightening, and he stroked her form with his gaze before looking at her face.
"Pray sir, what more than water?"
He inclined his head, a low gleam in his eye.
"I'm in mind of apples, my lady," he drawled. "White and round and sweet. Or, better still, cherries to nibble."
A flush moved over her chest and face, and her breath felt suddenly far away, but she managed to lift a brow teasingly. "Apples and cherries, sir? At this time of year?"
He leaned closer, and Lyssa smelled his flesh, leaf and sweat and man, a scent as heady as a kiss. "Aye," he said slowly, letting his gaze fix boldly, plainly upon her breasts. "Small tender cherries, and round white apples. And then a long, slow drink of honey."
She'd held her own when they'd sparred in the past, even when the talk grew bawdy. This time, her mind instantly filled with a vision of that mouth upon her breasts, his black hair scattering in silky softness over her face, and she could think of no parry to return. She only stared into his indigo eyes blankly, her lips parted for the words if they came. She grew hot with embarrassment.
He grinned. "What's this? She's gone speechless?"
"You are too bold, sir," she retorted, and suddenly flung the entire contents of the bucket at him.
His reflexes were quicker than hers, and without halting to wipe water from his face or hair, Thomas laughed and dropped his ax, his eyes leaping with mischief. "Methinks you're the one in need of cooling," he said, moving toward her with a swift step.
Lyssa backed away instinctively, but he grinned all the more and easily captured her with one arm, sweeping her against his body as if she were a sack of fresh milled wheat. Alarmed at the sudden feel of his body and his intentions, she struggled mightily. "Thomas, what are you doing?" She shoved at his arms and swung her feet. "Put me down."
"I think not."
Wickedly, he let his thumb, hidden below her arm, stray upward to the side of her breast, and at the unexpected touch, she froze. "Thomas," she protested in a whisper.
He halted at the well, and braced her against his thigh, his thumb moving deliberately in that hidden way, swirling dangerously close to the aroused center of her breast, though no one watching would know. It made Lyssa feel hot and weak, a thick golden feeling in her middle, and she wanted nothing more than to wriggle closer, to let her breast fill that palm.
"Turnabout is fair play," he said quietly, using his free hand to send the bucket down. More quietly, he said against her neck, "Though I'd rather you were bent over the well again. That was a pretty view."
She renewed her struggling, a playful fight. She pounded against his arm, kicked at his shin, but he held her as if she were a kitten, and all her frustrated noises did nothing but make the bored hot group in the bailey chuckle with pleasure at the unexpected amusement.
When he drew the bucket up, he turned to them. "Shall I?"
"Aye, aye!" they cried, laughing and clapping.
She raised her hands in protection, caring not how he touched her now. "Thomas!" she squeaked, struggling afresh. He nearly dropped her, but managed to capture her again, this time hauling her tightly against his fierce erection so she'd not mistake it. "I think we're both in need of cooling," he said for her ears only, and upended the bucket of water over them both.
Spluttering and squealing, Lyssa bent her head against it, and the gesture pressed her buttocks closer to his flesh, and her breast spilled into his hand. She trembled at the dizzying combination, and tried to wriggle away, but he held her tight.
At last, Lyssa laughed. "You win, sir!"
The movement of his hands was covered by the position of their bodies, and Thomas fingered an aroused nipple discreetly. Against her ear, his voice dark and intoxicating as mead, he murmured, "Not yet," and let her go.
Suddenly free, Lyssa wiped water from her face and turned to watch him go back to his wood-chopping. A leap of anticipation bloomed in her belly as he bent, those muscles stretching long in his back. A faint small voice in her head sang, at last!
But she dared not acknowledge it. Lifting her chin, smoothing her wet tunic, she bowed to the laughing number in the yard, and went back to her dyeing as if nothing at all had changed.
Giddiness infected Lyssa before supper that evening. By virtue of the work she'd done all day, standing over the hot tubs, and struggling with sodden wool, she ought to have been tired. And though she felt the work in a tight pull in her arms and low in her back, she was not weary in the slightest. She felt she could dance for a week—nay, needed to dance, for days and days, to burn away the restlessness that jumped in her knees and across her shoulders, and burned with a sense of urgency in her chest.
Alice, sensing her mood, took out a gold gown, embroidered with green at sleeve and hem, and a brocaded surcoat trimmed with silk. A girdle of gold belted her waist, and Alice wove flowers into her hair, leaving some loose, some braided, so it flowed in a dark wash over the gold tunic.
When Lyssa looked at herself in a silver mirror, her eyes were unnaturally bright, her cheeks rosy as if she were overheated, and she put a palm up to see if she were feverish. "What ails me this night?"
Alice chuckled. "I see naught amiss, milady. Only hale health and young spirits, lighting up those pretty eyes."
Still Lyssa stared at herself perplexedly. "'Tis true I have not felt young much."
"Go tonight and dance and play. You'll see how it makes that restlessness leave you."
"Am I so easy to read?"
"I were a young woman once." She patted Lyssa fondly. "Go now, be young."
Lyssa smiled, and impulsively kissed the woman's still-smooth cheek. "You're hardly old now. Come you and dance tonight."
"Go."
The air within the hall was close and sticky, and Lyssa had ordered the trestle tables to be set up outside for supper. To cool the humors of their bodies, she'd ordered a simple meal to be served: cold roasted chicken, vinegared cucumbers, and ale cooled in the well. As she emerged into the twilight, she saw torches had been set into the earth, ready for lighting, and the food was piled high on tables set against the kitchen's north wall. A harper and a lutist, happily employed here since St. Swithin's Day, tuned their instruments, and close by was a drum. A red-haired piper would make a show of playing both when the evening flowered. A trio of soldiers played dice at one table, and with satisfaction, Lyssa saw Isobel, demurely attired in a tunic of deepest blue silk, with a gossamer veil over her hair, listening to something Stephen de Kivelsworthy said earnestly, waving his hands to explain.
At least that seemed to be going well, Lyssa thought. Isobel had made a complete change since that disastrous night a few weeks before, and seemed at peace with her betrothal. They would be married at Michaelmas, in King Edward's chapel, as befitted the high station of the participants. While Lyssa looked forward to the bustling pleasure of a visit to court, she shied from thinking much on it. She feared Edward might give greater thought to a husband for her, so all could be safely wed at once.
Already most of the castle's inhabitants were present, but Lyssa realized she was seeking the one face that had not yet appeared: Thomas was noticeably absent.
A flush touched her at the thought of his seductive play this afternoon. The bawdy teasing and the feel of him against her had been exhilarating, and she wondered if all knew the lady of the manor had a yen for the strapping knight.
Ah, how could they fail to know it? She lifted her chin and strode over the neatly clipped lawn to join Isobel and Stephen. Let them all make what they wished of it. 'Twas not their concern.
"Good even," she said to the young couple as she sat down.
"My lady," Stephen replied with a nod and a smile. "I was only telling Isobel how lovely you are."
Lyssa shot a glance toward Isobel. That could not have sat well with the spoiled beauty. "My thanks, sir," she said, her eyes on Isobel, who felt the gaze and glanced up with a droll expression hidden in the pale blue irises. Discreetly as she was able, Lyssa winked. "Where are Robert and Lord Thomas?"
"They went off on some secret errand an hour ago."
Stephen leaned forward earnestly, his eyes darkening, his mouth hard as always when the knight's name was mentioned. "Tell me, Lady Elizabeth, have you uncovered anything more of your mysterious knight?"
"More?" Lyssa echoed, deliberately vague. A dull knife of fear cut through her ribs. "What more should I learn?"
Isobel snickered. It was a quiet sound, but Lyssa's fear leapt a notch and she looked at her stepdaughter in alarm. And there, in the diamond-hard eyes, Lyssa saw smug knowledge.
Somehow, Isobel knew. And bided her time. For what purpose?
Stephen, unaware of the undercurrents, leaned forward earnestly. "I sense something amiss with the man. Why have I never seen him at a list in all of England or France? How came he to be here, and where lie these great lands of his?"
Lyssa swallowed her terror, and in a calm voice, said, "His lands are far to the north and all were plague-killed. When he chanced upon Woodell, which had been deserted by my own men, he stayed to defend the villagers who had none. I asked him to stay till harvest. Where is the great mystery in that?"
Stephen scowled. "I do not like him."
"Why here comes our noble knight," Isobel purred. The tiniest of smiles turned her lips at the corners, making her look like a cat.
Stiffly, Stephen stood. "I'll not share a bench with him. Come, Isobel."
Isobel rose, sweetly as a child. While Stephen's back was turned, she cast a spiteful smile toward Lyssa, then laughed softly and moved away as she was bid.
Fear cooled Lyssa's restless blood. Fear and dismal reality. No matter how she wished it, she could not lie with the man who so inflamed her. For he was not even the rough knight all believed, but only a peasant. The danger threatening him would be trebled if Lyssa gave in to her selfish wish.
"He spares no love for me," Thomas said, sitting down across from her. Lyssa looked from the departing pair back to Thomas.
And forgot everything. He wore the velvet tunic she'd given him, and it never failed to make her think of opening her palms on the fabric, to smooth the great rounds of his broad shoulders and the breadth of his chest. His hair, perhaps softened by the water from the well, showed a glossing of light from the lowering sun, and it lay on his shoulders in invitation. Touch hair, touch shoulders. Touch me.
In his hand was an apple, scrounged from who knew what winter stores, for it was small and hard and could not possibly taste good. But with a wicked gleam in those midnight-colored eyes, he lifted the fruit to his sensual mouth, and bit into it with obvious relish, leaving a little of the mean juice on his lip.
Transfixed, Lyssa watched his tongue slide out and capture the juice and carry it back into that heat and warmth and moistness—
To her astonishment, Lyssa felt a ripple of response spread through her body, starting just below her ribs, rolling down over her belly and into her thighs, and upward over her breasts, which pearled as it brushed them, and into her face. A place on the back of her neck felt strange until she imagined his teeth there, biting as he bit the apple, and she near shuddered.
To cover her response, she countered with a bold question. "Found you no cherries to suck?"
It surprised him, but to Lyssa's dismay, he also laughed heartily before he leaned over the broad tabletop. "Aye, but their owner is unwilling to let me sample them." His eyes bored into her. "Unless…" he lifted the apple to his lips and took another bite. "She has changed her mind."
Lyssa could not bear it. "You are in danger of death and you play with me thus?"
"Ah, so that is the way we play tonight? With threats, my lady?"
"Nay," she cried in frustration. "Only a warning. Your mortal enemy there would stop at nothing to see you swing, and he knows naught of you."
Apparently unconcerned, he only took another bite of apple and gazed at her levelly.
"Do you not care?"
He lowered the apple and eyed her slowly, head to toe. "Soon or late, a man meets his end. Some things are worth dying for."
"Bedsport is not one of them," she hissed.
Thomas smiled lazily. "Then you've not known what it should be."
"Nor will I ever, sir," she said furiously. "Not at your hands."
His laughter followed her as she tried to make a dignified escape, ducking into the shadows of the buttery where she could compose herself once again. She ran headlong into Mary, coming out from the hall, and both of them grunted and nearly fell.
"Ho, Lyssa!" Mary said, putting out a hand to steady them. "Where're you running off to?"
"No one," she said, glancing darkly over her shoulder. Then realized her mistake as Mary chuckled. "That is… nowhere."
"No use, my lady. 'Tis plain to us all ye melt like butter when he smiles at you."
Lyssa made a frustrated noise. "God's teeth! I'm weary of that man and his arrogance. I'm not one of his wenches, to fall in writhing pleasure at his every glance."
"Are you not?" Mary asked quietly.
Too late Lyssa realized how her words would sound. "Ah, Mary." She reached for the girl's sleeve, but Mary pulled easily out of reach. "Twas not meant that way. Not you."
"Oh, but I was one who writhed for him," she said. "And Gwen and Mary Gillian and only the saints know who all. I'll wager he's slept in ev'ry bed from here to Scotland." She tossed her head, her eyes glittering. "All but for the proud Lady Elizabeth, who is too fine for such a brute, and will not take him no matter how he loves her."
The restless heat in Lyssa's chest rose to a bright flame, making her throat hot. "You dare judge me? There are things you cannot know, and ways I am bound that you are not. Think you I do not wish to let him give me what he's given all of you? Think you I wanted to lie with my old and cranky husband? Think you my lot is so much better than yours, Mary?"
Abruptly, Mary grabbed her close. "Nay, nay. My tongue flew away with me!" She pressed her head against Lyssa's neck, and Lyssa felt a deep ache at the feeling of her friend giving comfort. "Forgive me, Lyssa. I do love him, and it wounds me to see him love you."
That was the second time Mary said "love," and Lyssa snorted. "'Tis lust, not love, Tall Mary."
"Is it?" She lifted her head. "I think you are to him a queen, my Lyssa. The finest creature he's e'er known."
Lyssa thought of him, biting into that apple with such teasing relish. She thought of his bold hands this afternoon, and the liquid heat that filled her limbs when he touched her, and she ached, ached to take what he offered.
But his crime was deep enough in what he'd done already, a peasant playing knight, his punishment death if he were found out. If he lay with her, simple death might not satisfy. She could not bear to think of him being tortured.
Lyssa could not risk it.
In a day or a month or a year, there would come a missive from her king, and Lyssa would be wed to another, and Thomas would be gone to his life, whatever he made of it. 'Twas best they did not long for what they could not have.
"I wish he'd never come to Woodell," she whispered, suddenly fierce.
Mary said nothing, only held her for a time, then let her go.
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Lyssa found she could not bear, after all, to sit in the company with the rest, and let Thomas tease her. But neither could she settle anywhere, not with the restlessness in her limbs. She went first to her solar, but found she had no patience for the work. The hall was too hot, the orchard filled with peaches, which made her think of apples. Finally, she made her way to the battlements of the castle roof. In times of war, the place was manned with armed guards, but for now she had it to herself.
As a child, it had been her favorite place, for ever was it deserted, reached only by a twisting set of stairs rising above two of the tower rooms. It gave a view of the whole shire, the forest and the hills, the village and the road, the river winding silver on its path toward the sea. All was gilded now by the late gold sun, casting long fingers through breaks in the trees. Neat squares of ripening crops spread out in a quilt from the village. Over all flew a pair of ravens, arched wings black against the hazy sky.
Looking at it, Lyssa let go of a breath, thinking of her return home and the first night she had come here. Thomas had joined her then, but she thought she could make out his black-headed figure among the tables in the bailey far below.
She was mistaken.
"I sought you in the solar," he said. "And your chamber and the hall, and then remembered me that you liked this roof and the quiet."
She closed her eyes in defeat. "Go away, Thomas. 'Tis from you I flee."
"Nay," he said, and she felt him behind her, close but not touching. His voice quieted. "'Tis yourself you flee."
She bowed her head. "I wish to be alone, sir."
"And I," he stepped closer, "wish to be with you." His hand brushed the back of her neck, and a shiver of reaction moved on her spine. Before she knew what he was about, he bent and put his mouth on that very place on the back of her neck that had felt so odd.
Her reaction was almost violent. Hard ripples of desire rocked her from shoulder to knee, and a sound—half moan, half cry—escaped her throat. The sensation was excruciating and exquisite and painful and she stood frozen as stone as he moved and lightly bit her, round the side of her neck, to her ear. She only stood, eyes closed, trembling in resistance and reaction.
"Thomas," she said in a whisper. "This is madness."
But even as she said it, his hands slid up her sides to cover her aching breasts, gathering her flesh into the cup of his palms as if to gauge the weight. A bolt of fierce need rocked her. She held herself rigid, her hands on the walls.
"Nay, Lyssa," he said, "'tis fate." His fingers brushed the aroused peaks of her nipples below the silk, and his mouth suckled at the place on her nape, and Lyssa found she trembled. "You ache for me, as I ache for you, Lyssa. Tell me you do not." His mouth moved to her ear, and he tugged the lobe into his hot mouth, and at the same instant, plucked at her nipples with a firm but gentle squeeze.
She cried out, and covered his hands with her own, flinging her head back against his chest, helpless because she could not say a word to halt him when this was what she had dreamed of. He bent close and touched his mouth to her temple, sliding his hands downward, over her waist, her hipbones, her thighs, and back up, so close, so close, to that heat that ached for him. "Tell me you do not want me to touch you like this," he said in a ragged whisper, and bit again her neck. With excruciating slowness, he edged her gown upward, until the fabric bunched around his wrist and his fingers stroked her bare thigh.
Lyssa sucked in her breath at the brush of air and hand against that delicately sensitive flesh, and when he moved again, sliding those long fingers against the center of her longings, she could not stop the faint cry it culled from her.
"Oh, God," he groaned against her ear, and turned her almost violently in his arms.
For one moment, he halted, bent over her mouth, their bodies arched close. "I would halt, even now, if you said it, Lyssa."
In answer, she reached for him, pulling his great head down so she could kiss his beautiful mouth. She did not care if it was right, or what consequences they would pay. For once, duty did not drive her, but passion, the long-denied yearning she had felt for him. And all of that yearning she put into her kiss, opening to him, giving to him, arching upward.
With a growl, he hauled her into his arms, lifting her against him until Lyssa, understanding, wrapped her legs around his waist. He braced her against the stone tower, where they would be hidden from any who chanced to look upward, and moved his hands over her body, exploring her breasts and waist and buttocks, even as he kissed her and plucked at her lips with his teeth and sucked her tongue deeply into his own mouth. There was roughness and violent need, and Lyssa felt the brutal need rise in her with a wild fierceness she had not known she was capable of feeling.
She returned his violent kisses, and gripped him hard with arms and legs, and laced her fingers through his hair, and opened her mouth wide to the thrust of his tongue, and when she gasped for air, she broke free to kiss his face and chin and neck.
With a quick shift, he grasped her buttocks tightly in one hand and reached behind her to unlace her tunic. Lyssa lifted herself more tightly against him, aching for the touch of his bare hand against her bare flesh. She pressed the needy heat between her legs to his aroused sex below the tunic with an instinctive thrust that drew a choking sound from him. With urgent clumsiness, he finally loosed her tunic enough that it slipped off her shoulder to one side, and roughly, he tugged it down to expose her breast.
He paused for an instant, and brushed his hand over her naked flesh, over the aroused point, and Lyssa watched his dark fingers move on her, dance over the upthrust nipple, and near swooned at the rush of desire it raised. When his fingers closed over her aroused nipple and rolled the flesh between, Lyssa could not breathe. Her fingers clutched his shoulders, and she whispered his name.
"What's this?" he said, raising his indigo eyes, alive with passion now. With exquisite skill, he stroked and plucked and circled the spot, still holding her gaze, and for all that he strove for a normal voice, Lyssa heard the strain in it. "A cherry?"
Swallowing, a wave of almost unbearable anticipation rising in her, Lyssa lifted her head and met his gaze. "A cherry," she echoed, and went still as his lids went heavy, and he bowed his head, and when he still could not reach her, lifted her higher, and closed his mouth on the place.
Lyssa gasped, and when she flung back her head again it was so she could let this flow through her, this bright red heat of his silky tongue and hot mouth and plucking lips that took on a rhythm of suckling and swirling. She arched closer to him when he suckled the place, and each time he let go, and took hold, there came a little echo of sensation between her legs, wild and growing, a thrumming restlessness. It made her ache to move against him, and she did, a little.
In answer, Thomas let her slide tight against his sex, and rocked her in time with his exquisite play, and Lyssa felt a growing tide gathering at the feeling, all the feelings, a burn and a pulse. A dizzy green, the color of grass and ieaves, leaked into the place behind her eyes.
All at once, a rocking pleasure exploded in her, radiating through her body like waves of light and heat, and she arched instinctively against him, pressing herself hard to him, trying to absorb the shocking explosion. Thomas simply rocked, slowly, slowly, and his tongue swirled and slowed, and when the shuddering blaze finally burned down to embers, he lifted his head, and kissed her, and Lyssa kissed him in return, tears running down her face. She clasped his face between her hands, and breathed his name, Thomas Thomas Thomas.
She reached for the hem of his tunic, knowing what he needed—that much she did know—but he halted her and raised his gaze, near black with desire. "A bed I'll have for the rest," he said, and swept her easily into his arms. Lyssa let him carry her down the stairs, feeling wicked and wanton and deliciously heedless with her breast exposed and her body yet pulsing, and a second wave of building desire growing quickly in her limbs.
He carried her to her chamber, one floor below, and set her on her feet while he closed the door behind him. Lyssa stood in the center of the fine carpet and watched him flip the bolt, thinking she had never imagined a man could be so beautiful, or that she would ever feel this violent need to touch him.
He swung back, but did not move, only looking at her hungrily. "None need ever know," he said, and Lyssa cried out, running toward him. He caught her close, kissing her and swinging her, and then they were on the bed, side by side, his height no trouble when they lay together. He kissed her neck and her chin and her cheeks, his hair falling around her face, and trailing on her chest above her bodice.
He touched her and kissed her, and she let herself flow into the wonder of it, letting herself become part of the gold sunlight falling on her, and on him. She smelled the scent of his skin, all forest and leaf and air, and she breathed it in deeply, trembling, a deep, radiating sensation moving through her body.
He stopped and Lyssa cried out in protest, coming half into a sitting position, opening her eyes. "I want to see you," he whispered. "Touch all of you."
Lyssa stared at him, the knowledge striking her anew that it was Thomas, beautiful and brave and big, who touched her with such joy. Shyly, she bowed her head, but lifted her arms so he could slide the tunic upward, over her arms and head. Her hair fell down around her, giving some cloak, but Thomas tossed the tunic away and reached for her, pushing her hair behind her shoulders, his hands upon her collarbone, tracing that line, falling down the swell of her breast, to the pearled and waiting tip. With a groan of deepest pleasure, he lifted her and kissed her shoulders, her neck, her breasts, her chin, his hands moving on her back.
He yet wore his own tunic, and the velvet over his hard body rubbed against her flesh, against her belly and inner thighs, and as she had so often imagined, she opened her palm over the mingled textures, and touched his chest, then his hair. His mouth on her body was exquisite torture, gentle and fierce by turns, and his fingers teased down her spine, light as feathers, then drifted over her hips, and up again to the wings of her shoulder blades.
And Lyssa reveled in it, in the press of his mouth against her throat, and the hard length of his body against hers, and the gentleness of his elegant, long hands. She closed her eyes, touching him, exploring with her fingers the shape of his ribs and shoulders, only finally realizing that he trembled with restraint.
"Now you," she whispered, and moved away with effort, to help him off with his clothing. He shed his tunic, showing his broad chest and the rippled belly, and his organ thrust up against his braes like a thick stick. She smiled and brushed a hand over it, feeling deliciously pagan in her nakedness and the pure female power of having him, at last, in her bed, as aroused as she or more, his breath a shallow thing as he watched her through heavy-lidded eyes. She tugged his braes away and shifted to her knees to admire him in all his splendid perfection. Lifting a hand, she touched his noble head, and then his dark hair, and his face. She stroked the breadth of his shoulders and his chest, scattered with dark hair, trailed her fingers over the flat of his belly, and down to his sex, and farther still, over his thighs and his knees and even his long, elegant feet with high arches and toes as graceful as his fingers.
"Thomas," she whispered, feeling something shatter in her at the expression in his eyes, hot and needful. It frightened her, suddenly, that he might think she was more skilled than she was. "I am not well-trained," she said. "I do not know all the pleasing tricks."
His face very sober, he sat up and kissed her. "I need no tricks. I need only you." His hand cupped her breasts, gently, and his thumbs brushed her nipples. "Touch me, Lyssa, as you wish, as you are moved to touch." He angled his head to press a kiss to her neck, and the rippling need came rushing back to her. "Or touch me not and let me feast myself upon you."
And face-to-face, they touched and explored and kissed, hands sliding, teasing, swirling. Mouths open and hot, their soft groans and murmuring caresses growing less patient, less gentle, until Lyssa thought she would die of the pleasure.
Then he halted, pulling her over him, gripping her buttocks tightly. "I will explode if you do not mount me, Lyssa. Now."
Shyness bolted through her, and she lifted a little. "I cannot!"
"So you do not get too much of me too fast," he said, putting one of her hands over his sex, as wide as her wrist.
Seeing the wisdom in that, Lyssa let him guide her, a trembling deep inside of her. She gasped at the feel of him, and settled slowly, slowly, taking a wild pleasure in his low, long groan. And when he filled her, Lyssa felt a wide, rolling pleasure at the feeling. It was not like it had been with her husband. It did not hurt, but only seemed to give her what she ached to feel, a feeling of fullness, completeness, a joining.
He lifted his hands to her breasts, and she saw the muscles of his neck go tight as she took him, all of him, inside of her. And there, she paused, absorbing this, taking not only his body, but this moment in the gold evening—Thomas, dark and beautiful below her, fighting to restrain himself as she grew used to him.
He opened his eyes and found Lyssa looking at him, and for a long, moment, they only gazed at each other, joined. Then a sultry look bloomed on his face, and he lowered his hands and put his thumb against her sex and the heat came through Lyssa again, rushing hard and deep, and they were moving together in the ancient dance. At last he gathered her close and shifted till she was laying on her back, and kissed her, deep, and thrust against her until her blood boiled and the spiral of heat grew, and grew, encompassing all of her.
And then they were lost, kisses and bodies and hands, until release burst over Lyssa again, with a violence that made her cry out, and clutch hard at him, as if to absorb him into her somehow. As if waiting for her, Thomas followed, bucking hard, holding her against him, his head thrown back, his neck corded with veins.
Sweating, panting, they fell together into a kiss that sealed the joining more completely than any word either could have uttered.
Thomas rolled to his side, holding her close, and lay in the pool of late sunlight, touching her hair, pressing kisses to her face, his heart thrumming. He could not even speak for the emotions crowding into his throat.
Soberly now, they looked at each other, speaking a thousand things without saying a word. He stared deep into her green eyes, noticing the darkness of her lashes, the flecks of color scattered through the green like the first yellow leaves on an oak tree. He saw more, too—the sorrow of her recognition that this was more than either had believed, and that there was no hope for them.
Love, pure, deep, and clean as the river, welled through him, through every limb and fingertip, and he could not speak it aloud. Instead he touched her delicately. Now that the first brutal heat of their passion was spent, he saw what he had only felt. Her breasts, none too large or too small, but pert and white and tipped with copper. Her broad hips and smooth legs, her black hair, streaming everywhere, all around them.
He took a handful and spread it over himself, over his chest and belly and thighs, and it made a blanket that covered them both, a gossamer glazing of privacy beneath which he smiled at her. "I ached for that, so many times."
As if wounded, she closed her eyes, a pained expression marring the smooth brow. She moved closer and pressed her face into his chest, and kissed him, fervently. "Oh, God, Thomas. What have we done?"
He knew what she meant, but was not eager to end it so soon, to have it shattered. "In time, my love, we'll think on that, but for tonight, can we not just lie together, as would any man and woman?" He gently clasped her breast and pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. "Just be."
"I do not think I know how."
"This way," he said quietly. He shifted and cupped her pretty face in his giant hand, and bent over her and kissed her. Softly. "We kiss." He met her eyes as their lips touched. "And kiss." He angled his head and kissed her more closely, feeling her relax, and meet him. "And kiss," he whispered.
He fell adrift in the taste of her, in the sweet play of lips and gentle tongues, feeling a soft, wide joining that seemed as real as the hay in the fields, a promise no church or king or husband could replace. His heart swelled with it, and he kissed her to show it, and before long, there was new heat growing between them, none so urgent as before, but more luxurious now, and rich. To please her, he kissed every inch of her flesh until she trembled and shivered and arched. To please himself, he drew it out until she near writhed, her back arching; he discovered which places drew shivery cries and which made her quiet with surprise and delight. He teased and kissed and touched until she was near mad with need, then slowly, slowly, he brought her to release, savoring the randy leap of his own flesh at his depri-vation, knowing she would find ways to ease him. He would teach her. Everything.
And he would teach her to laugh while she did it, to have no shame in her pleasure. It was what he could give her, the one thing he had to offer.
As the sun set and the moon rose, they made love. And he coaxed her to laughing, and even once to surprised screaming, and it was right. It was right.
And as he cradled her smallness close to him, smelling lavender and sex, as he stroked her long, long hair, Thomas counted the moments more precious than any he had known. In this fierce, duty-bound lady, he'd found his only love. Come what may, he'd never regret this night.
'Twas near morning when Lyssa stirred and found her limbs thick and tired when she moved them. Unfamiliar muscles tugged and ached, and with a start, she felt a long-fingered hand against her hip.
Thomas!
She looked to the sky and saw it lightened at the very edge of the world. She turned urgently, meaning to rouse him and send him away before the entire castle knew where he'd spent this night.
But when she looked at him, sleeping in her bed, she had no will to make him go. In the grayish light, he was silvered, as if sculpted from the finest metal in all the world, his limbs flowing in perfect beauty, one to the other, his arms round and powerful, his chest broad, his waist and hips narrow. Long black hair scattered over his pillow, leaving an oddly vulnerable slice of neck and shoulder revealed, and Lyssa nearly wept with the beauty of that spot. Her mind filled with a whirl of images: his heated kisses, his skillful hands, his laughing pleasure in the things he did, his groans at the things she had learned to do.
She had so little knowledge of the way things were between a man and a woman, but it seemed there had been some special magic between them, that somehow the physical joining of their bodies made the world new and cleaner, that somehow it was a better place with them together in it. For all that he was so tall and broad, and she so small, they were well-met—their mouths and bodies blending and fitting and mingling till there had been times in the night when she could not tell where his body ended and hers began. Nay, deeper than that even. She'd felt his body part of her, and hers part of him.
She ached to touch him again, but restrained herself, content for the moment to let him sleep while she admired him. No man on earth had been more beautifully made than Thomas of Roxburgh. What cruel thing had God planned in making him a peasant? How could the angels have given him that wicked laughter and resonant voice and eyes of sapphire, then bid him die too young from too much work and too little joy?
And it was not only the shell of the man, for one day, he would age, and mayhap lose his hair, and grow wrinkled. His teeth would not always be so white in his flashing grin, but she would wager her life that even then he would find cause to laugh.
His heart was as big as the sky, as warm as the sun, and true honor dwelt in his soul.
Here was a knight worthy of a troubadour's song, a man both strong and warm, a man who did not kick dogs, but saved them special treats. A man who did not take offense at the ill-tempered comments of a boy, but won him over with equal parts discipline and good humor.
A man who did not treat a woman as if she were some article to be used and tossed aside, but unlocked the secrets of pleasure for her.
She ached with love for him, and in that moment, understood why she had so fought against this. Her heart had known the truth of it. As long as she could keep him an arm's length from her, with the barriers of clothes and class between them, she would have been able to pretend she had no more than simple lust for him.
But they had removed those barriers and pressed their flesh together, and bound each other closer with each kiss, with each brush of a hand, and with each joining, until there was now, this soft morning, no hope they would ever be unbound.
She loved him. And there would be no other in her heart no matter how many husbands she outlived. This peasant with jeweled eyes had hostaged her soul.
The knowledge burned her so deeply that she cried out softly against it, wondering if any pleasure they found together, any joy, could make their eventual pain worthwhile.
And then, Thomas opened his eyes, and saw her gazing at him. Surprise and remembrance crossed his face. He reached for her, pulling her close, and kissing her with a low, happy growl. "I feared 'twas a dream," he said, and hugged her with true joy. "My Lyssa, my love, let me have you again."
Gladly did Lyssa give herself, and partook, and knew that even if she were drawn and quartered for her part in this deception, 'twould be worth dying for.
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The heat grew daily worse as August wore on, and Isobel despised it. The days passed in cloying stickiness, each the same as the one before, a round of numbing chores and witless tasks. She bit her tongue near to bleeding more times than she could count, knowing she had to restrain herself whilst Stephen lingered at Woodell.
Stephen. For a time, she'd thought she might find in her some kindness or attraction to the knight, but he bored her to distraction, following her hither and yon, ridiculously earnest in both speech and manner until her only urge when he appeared was to give him a sound cuff.
But if the days were wearing, the nights were worse. Next to her in the bed, Nurse snorted and sweated, and Isobel would awaken to find her arm pressed against the hot skin of the woman and want to blanch. It seemed nary a breath of wind ever stirred, nor ever would again. She thought she would go mad.
The first time she'd gone wandering, it had been innocent. Nurse had been snorting in her sleep, and Isobel wakened with a snap to a pool of intoxicating moonlight spilling over her body. She lifted her eyes to see an enormous full moon washing the sky clean of stars, and it seemed, suddenly, to be calling her. From some distance, she heard the sound of drums and a faint pipe, and Isobel rose to see if she might glimpse the fire of the villagers.
Dressed only in her thin shift, she wandered to the embrasure and leaned on it, and looked out. Here it was cooler. The night air kissed her skin and the moonlight caressed her, and without thinking, Isobel donned a tunic and wandered down the steps, keeping close to the shadows on the south wall when she discovered a handful of soldiers playing dice in the great hall. Her bare feet made no sound against the cool stone floor, and she slipped through the buttery into the yard.
In the thin, dry, night air, she halted and breathed in deep, filling her lungs with the scent of cow and fire and some herb she couldn't name, on air as cool as the river. Her restlessness eased a little, and she walked to the orchard, where she would be hidden.
The soft laughter of a woman startled her, and Isobel ducked behind a tree, waiting until she knew from whence the sound came. A low, warm male sound followed the laughter, and a rustling, as if there was some game of chase being played through the orchard. Isobel made herself small in the shadows, thinking it was some guard and his leman. She did not wish to be sent back to her chamber, nor—even worse—to have Stephen called to keep her company.
The sounds halted close by, and Isobel chanced peeking through a crotch of branches to see if she might spy the pair. They stood in a pool of moonlight, lit as brilliantly as day, and Isobel's heart dropped to her feet.
For there stood Thomas, naked as the day of his birth, gathering close the small body of an also naked woman. Lyssa, her hair scattering over her body like a fairy cloak that only enhanced her allure. Isobel stared as Thomas's hands moved over Lyssa's body, such giant, beautiful hands, so gentle as they traced the line of her back and the swell of her hips with a tenderness that made Isobel want to weep.
Then he lifted his head, and his face showed clearly in the illuminated night, that high brow and sensual mouth framed with black hair, beautiful enough without the expression that crossed it. Isobel's eyes filled with tears as Thomas lifted his hands to Lyssa's face, and touched her cheeks with his thumbs, and gazed down upon her, his face a work of art in its wonder and joy and yearning.
And love. Tears ran down Isobel's cheeks as she watched him bend and kiss Lyssa—oh, so sweetly!
A wave of such emotion rose in Isobel that she turned, covering her mouth with her hands to keep the sounds from spilling out as she ran from the scene, her mind playing over and over that sober, joyous expression, that depth of feeling, that love.
Oh, to be so loved!
Swiftly, she took shelter in the empty kitchen, and there on the rushes, threw herself into her weeping. To be so loved, so revered. To have Thomas look upon her that way, she would have done anything.
Instead, she was burdened with a lovesick calf who only wanted her for her beauty, because he could strut her about his friends, and they would be envious of his good fortune in bedding such a wife, and never would he know there burned in her breast a soul hungry for all it could not claim because she was a woman and not free to make her own choices. In six weeks hence, she would be wed to him and Lyssa would be here at Woodell, claiming what should have belonged to Isobel.
When the storm of weeping passed, Isobel lay on the bench in misery, trying to think of some plan. When it came to her, so simple and clean, she wiped her face and sat up.
If Lyssa had a husband, she would be forced to send Thomas away. In Stephen's ear, Isobel would plant the obvious need, and let him think he had come up with the idea himself, and let him run off to the king and tell tales.
Isobel would still be forced to marry, but at least she would not suffer alone, nor would she have to think of Thomas gazing that way upon her noble stepmother, for he would be gone.
The raw wool Lyssa had dyed to several shades of blue had been spun, and she wove it now into her tapestry, the woad for sky and a woman's gown, the meadowsweet for small flowers littering the ground beneath the horses' hooves and gradations of sky. The deep cobalt she stitched into jewels along a sleeve, and gave to the eyes of a proud knight atop a great black destrier.
As she worked, she hummed along with Nurse, who sang a ballad of lost love. Alice had a deep rich alto that ran as counterpoint, and Isobel, ever vain about her voice, sang the melody in a voice as light and sweet as a blackbird.
Into the high solar spilled the deep light of late summer, richened to a dark gold with the dust of harvest, proceeding even now in the fields visible from where Lyssa sat.
In spite of the dearth of rain mid-season, the harvest was the richest in years. A fact for which they could all thank Thomas, who'd seen to the planting in her absence. She wondered how many of them realized that simple fact.
The peasants, like as not, did know whence the harvest came. She could see the small figures in their dun and white and blue, bent into round shapes as they wielded their tools against a backdrop of ripe yellow grain. The swinging scythes caught the sun on the upward swing, sending brilliant flashes of light dancing across the solar walls. The colors and shapes appealed to her eye, and as she wove blues through her tapestry, she was already planning the next. Hunt scenes offered drama and beauty and a chance to dye the deepest hues, but something about the subtle colors of harvest tugged at her now.
She found herself wondering why she'd never noticed that simple, clean beauty before this—and thinking on what a pleasant challenge it would present. That clean, unbroken sky could perhaps be done with meadowsweet blue. Silk, perhaps. But not silk for the fields. Wool, spun very fine, dyed in ragwort and black oak and mayhap even a little onion skin, a good strong orange to give the eye a sense of that richness.
Forgetting the work before her, she narrowed her eyes to blur the scene in order to better see the colors of the trees. There would be a lovely challenge. She might weave a little heavier twine there—or better yet, softest wool, dyed black and grayish green with blackthorn and mother-wort.
"Can ye see him, even at this distance, m'lady?" Alice said, raising the blue eyes that were so much like her son's.
Lyssa ducked her head to her work. "I am only plotting my next tapestry," she said, knowing Alice saw through her ruse. In truth, Lyssa could pick out Thomas, towering above the others in the fields. Twas a poor view, to be sure, but enough to fan the low fire of happiness burning deep in her heart.
"I can see him," Nurse said wickedly. "That black head shining."
"And see the color in her cheeks," Isobel put in.
"Had I a stallion of that worth in my bed, I'd be rosy-cheeked meself," Nurse said with a cackle of laughter.
Steadfastly, Lyssa ignored their teasing. "You all must have eyes like hawks, for I see naught but fields and peasants toiling."
Alice chuckled softly. "She does have the sweet bloom of a pleased wife on those pretty cheeks."
Lyssa kept her head down. These weeks since Thomas had come to her bed had passed in a liquid, golden haze. They had attempted to maintain an appearance of their former cordial, but formal relationship, but Lyssa suspected her women were not the only ones to have guessed Thomas came to her in secret.
When she failed to tease Lyssa into a response, Alice nudged Isobel. "You'll be wearing that contentment on yer cheeks soon enough, eh? Only weeks now to your wedding night."
"And Lyssa, too, for surely the king will find a husband for her soon enough." She cut her eyes toward Lyssa. "Mayhap we'll be blessed with two weddings at once."
Lyssa looked up sharply. "I've had me one husband," she managed calmly. "I'm in no hurry for another."
Anxious to deflect the speculations surrounding Thomas, Lyssa did not think how Isobel would take the words. The girl had been growing prickly again as the wedding approached, and she had shown no signs of being smitten with the dashing Stephen. Hoping to kindle a longing for the youth in Isobel's breast, Lyssa had finally sent him back to court last week. He'd gone unwillingly, but Lyssa convinced him finally that his suit would be better mounted from a distance.
Guiltily, Lyssa knew she'd also done it to give herself more freedom, for Stephen watched Thomas all too closely.
The attempt to raise Isobel's pleasure for the youth did not seem to be bearing fruit. In fact, there were clear signs that Isobel was returning to her former tricks. Bit by bit, the demure mask she'd donned seemed to be falling away. Her dress grew more bold, her flirtations more dangerous. Once, Nurse had caught the girl sneaking out in the middle of the night, and now slept on a pallet before the door in their shared chamber.
Bitterly, Isobel said now, "Oh, was my father so loathsome a creature that you're ruined forever on marriage?"
"Nay, Isobel. 'Twas not meant that way."
"Then tell me what you meant."
Lyssa took a breath. "Your father was a good and kind and honorable man, Isobel, but he was many years my elder." She smoothed a rough stitch. "I have no wish for any husband, and only desire to sit here in my solar with my women, thinking on new scenes to weave and how to accomplish them."
Isobel gave forth a disbelieving snort. "Do you think we do not know how you lie? How he slips into your bed, night after night?"
Nurse spoke sharply. "Hold your tongue, girl. 'Tis no business of yours what your mistress does."
"Nor yours," Isobel countered. "And yet, what did I hear not a moment hence? 'See that pretty blush on her cheeks.'" She stood up, flinging aside the embroidery in her hands. "Do you think I am too stupid to see him groping at her below the tables?"
"Enough," Lyssa said. "Nurse, take her to her chamber, and do not let her go down to supper tonight."
Isobel cried out in frustration. "Nay, not again! I only speak what any with an eye can see plainly! Is that so much a crime?"
Ashamed, Lyssa thought to soften her stand, but Alice spoke before Lyssa could. "What ails you, girl?" she said, catching Isobel's hand. "What storm can be so dark that you cannot tell us and let us help you?"
"What is there that is right in my world this day, I ask you?" Isobel said in a mournful voice, her shoulders slumping. "A husband I am told I should rejoice to have, who moves me not, and my life ordered and put upon me with no voice from me about what I wish or do not?" Her eyes filled with tears of frustration, and she dashed them away angrily. "Why can I not take lovers as I wish, as Alice here does? Or lust for some low knight, who makes me cry out in the night? Or tease the pretty youths as does Nurse there, with her missing teeth?"
Lyssa met Alice's eyes and between them passed a wearisome knowledge. Softly, Lyssa said, "'Tis the lot of women, Isobel, that our lords and kings order our lives."
"'Tis unfair!"
"Aye," Lyssa said, and with an ache she thought of Thomas. "And not for the world would I have chosen a woman's lot for so strong and fair a maid as you, but God chose your sex, and you must find the best way to make do. Think on that husband you will gain. He is young and strong and virile. He's handsome enough, there will be envy at court when you wed him, and you'll bear beautiful children."
"And my daughters," Isobel said, "will be sold to the highest bidder as I have been."
Alice leaned forward. "Would you rather her be born in a mean cottage, with only a straw bed and chickens underfoot and the smell of old fish in the walls?"
Isobel looked at her.
"Would you rather, child, that the daughter of your loins be easy prey for e'ry knight and lord who takes a fancy to her? Would you rather she labor day and night to see her own children fed?
"Would you rather she bear the shame of a bastard born to the lord of the house, soiled so none will take her to wife, but leave her in a cold, miserable cottage, forgotten and feared, to rear her child as best she might with her herbs and simples and her wits?"
Isobel's eyes filled with genuine tears now. "Alice," she whispered. "I am so sorry. Where is your child now?"
"Gone to a better life, thank the saints," she said tersely and did not look at Lyssa. "Think hard on what you would throw away, Isobel. 'Tis a life most would kill to claim for their own."
And listening, Lyssa understood for the first time what Alice had undergone to give her son a better life. And she wondered—if Lyssa had been born to such a lot, would she not have taken the chance fate offered so capriciously?
Moved, she said, "You are a brave woman, Alice Bryony."
Alice met her gaze. "No braver than thee," she said, and both of them knew what she meant.
Sun and work had made Thomas hungry, and when he returned to the castle, he wandered by the kitchen, hoping to coax bread and butter from one of the kitchen girls. Mary Gillian fetched him a new baked loaf, and butter, and a tankard of ale, which he sat on a bench in the sunlight to eat, trading jokes and stories with her.
When he was finished, he made his way lazily toward Lyssa's solar, trying to think of some thin errand that he might offer as his excuse if her women were about.
He found her alone, her back to him as she worked on the tapestry frame. For a moment, he paused, admiring the small bones at the back of her neck, exposed because she'd swept that wealth of hair into her lap to keep it out of her way.
Happy to find her so easily, he purposefully closed the door and pulled the latch into place. She glanced over her shoulder at the sound, and protested, as he'd expected. "Thomas, anyone might wander by!"
He grinned, and reached for the hem of his tunic, shucking it wickedly as he moved toward her. "Wander by? Up the tower steps and to this door by chance?"
Her eyes darkened in that way he'd grown to know, the lids growing heavy and seductive as she looked at him. "What reason would I give for locking the door with you in here, should they come?" Her words were whispered, token protest, and Thomas chuckled.
He bent to kiss that slice of exposed neck, and slid a hand into her bodice, lightly clasping a breast, taking pleasure in the silky weight against his palm.
She caught his hand and turned on her stool. "Thomas, I fear we do not have much time left to us."
He knelt before her, reaching for the laces at her bodice. Deftly untying them, he fought back the pang her words gave. "Then we must not waste what hours we do have."
"Thomas," she breathed, lifting her hands to his head, and pressed a sober, heartfelt kiss to his brow. "I cannot bear to think of it, of you being elsewhere."
"Nor can I," he said gravely. The bodice was loosened and he smoothed his hands over her white shoulders. With reverence he bent and pressed a kiss to the graceful line, smelling on her neck a grassy warmth that came from the herbs she used in her hair. "So I do not think on it." He lifted his head and kissed her wine-red mouth. "Nor should you."
Willingly she came to him and they made love slowly and tenderly on a nest of their discarded clothing. The room was warm, and afterward, they lay naked in the pools of light, unashamed.
"Alice spoke of her youth today," Lyssa said, idly brushing her hand over his chest. "Were the villagers so unkind to you?"
He captured her fingers, shifting to look at the timbered ceiling so he would not have to see the pity in her eyes. Rubbing her palm with his thumb to ease the tightness she suffered from her weaving, he said quietly, "Aye. Alice roused jealousy for her beauty, and then for the attention she roused in Lord Thomas."
"You are named for him?"
"She'd submit to torture rather than admit she loved the lout, but she was young, and he was dashing. Like as not, he made promises to care for her." He paused. "Twas no short fling. He gave her three other children, all bastards, but he gave her a fine cottage to raise us in."
Her body went still. "You have siblings?"
"My sister did not live long, only a year or so. My brothers were both much younger than I." Richard and Michael, whom he still grieved. "The plague took them, along with everyone else."
"I'm sorry," she said, and nuzzled closer.
Thomas held her close, feeling the plush roundness of a breast against his ribs, her cheek against his shoulder, her thigh crooked over his own. She fit neatly beside him, as if carved for his shape, and he closed his eyes to press it upon his memory. "It raged like a forest fire through our village, and when it passed, only Alice and I remained."
"So the land stands empty."
"It does. Think you I might win enough with my sword to one day pay the boon to have peasants take up the land there again?"
"You might. But I have heard there is much trouble on the land over this. There are too few men to bring in the harvests, and work the fields." He sensed hesitation in her. "There are new laws, Thomas."
"Ah. So in truth, there may be no home for me henceforth." He sighed. "So be it. I will miss the land, but the life of a wandering knight is a far better one than I left behind me."
But it would ever be without Lyssa. The knowledge made him feel hollow, and he clasped her closer, turning to press a kiss to the crown of her head, keeping within him the words of love he ached to spill.
As if she heard them in her heart, she raised up to kiss him, her green eyes grave.
Through the open embrasures came a new sound, and Lyssa lifted her head. "A horn," she said, her body suddenly tense.
Thomas admired the breast poised so close to him, and smiled as he lifted up on one elbow to capture the tip in his mouth.
Urgently, she pushed him away. "Thomas!" she cried, her fingers hard against his shoulders. "'Tis the king's horn!"
Cold washed through him.
Lyssa scrambled for her clothes, tossing him his braes and tunic as her hands found them. "Quickly!" she urged.
Wounded, he did not move, only sat up and watched her as she struggled with her sleeves and slippers. Finally she stopped in exasperation. "Hurry!"
But he had no wish to hurry down to hear the messenger of the king. No good would come of it. He felt in his bones that the horn sounded the end of this brief, sweet time he'd known with his love, and when she was dressed, and he in his braes, he caught her against him. "Do not forget, Lyssa, what we have known."
She touched his face, then his mouth. "I could not forget, Thomas. Never." With regret, she stepped away. "But I do feel an urgent need to leave this room, before someone comes after me."
Knowing she was right, Thomas donned his tunic and smoothed his hair. With a heavy sense of dread, he followed her down to the bailey.
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With a pounding heart, Lyssa rushed from her solar and down the steps, only halting near the bottom to smooth her hair and dress. She emerged into the hall with a calm, dignified manner. As if she did not dread this messenger with all of her being, she ordered cooled ale, fruit, and cheese to be brought, and a pallet prepared for the messenger.
Only then did she go out to the yard.
The messenger was a man she had not seen before, tall and slim in the black mail that the Black Prince had made so fashionable. He rode in with a small party of knights and squires on good horses. And as Lyssa came down the steps, she thought the messenger himself might have been called a black knight, for his hair was raven black around a harshly carved face.
Isobel caught up to her, breathless as if she'd run all the way here. In Lyssa's ear, she whispered urgently, "That is John Margate. He used to visit my mother—they were childhood friends."
Something in the girl's voice caught Lyssa's attention and she glanced sharply at the girl. But Isobel only moved quickly forward, a bright smile on her pretty mouth. "Greetings, sir!" she called. "You do not remember, I am sure, but you were friends with my mother, Anne Rudston."
The man lifted a slash of brow, clearly perplexed. "I do well remember your mother, my lady, but you—" His eyes widened. "Little Isobel, is it?" His smile was white and dazzling in his dark face, and he held out a hand to grasp hers, spinning Isobel around with a well-practiced gesture. "You've grown to quite a beauty."
Isobel near simpered, and Lyssa clenched her fist to quell her urge to slap the girl.
Margate bowed as Lyssa approached. "My lady," he said with a nod. "I have with me a message to you from the king."
Lyssa accepted the folded parchment, wondering why he kindled such strong feelings of dislike. As if he sensed her disapproval, he lifted his chin under her measuring gaze, a faint, amused smile tilting the corners of his mouth. Cold eyes, Lyssa decided. Cruelty around the thin lips. "Thank you," she said.
With a gleam in her eye, Isobel prodded her stepmother. "Will you not read it, my lady?"
"In a little," she replied, tucking the parchment into her bodice. "Margate, you'll find refreshment laid out for you in the hall."
"I'll lead you there," Isobel! said, tucking her arm into the knight's elbow.
Stableboys came to take the horses, and the troupe of squires and knights moved as a body toward the hall, leaving Lyssa to stand alone in the courtyard, the parchment burning against her breast. For a long moment, she only stood there, the taste of Thomas still on her mouth, the feel of him against her body.
He joined her now, his face a severe mask. "Open it," he said gruffly.
With a hand that trembled faintly, she drew the letter from her bodice and broke the seal. And when she had read it through, she raised anguished eyes to Thomas's face. She did not need to speak a word.
He closed his eyes, then he turned on his heel and left her standing alone on the trampled grass, the letter she'd been dreading in her hand.
Edward had found her a husband.
And it was not just any husband, but a man Lyssa actively disliked, a petty, preening man of small tastes and small dreams who had lusted for her lands as long as she could remember.
She wanted, as she stood there in the sun pouring into the castle yard, to scream. She wanted, as the cackle of an aroused chicken rang into the still afternoon, to weep. She wanted to rage and storm and protest, and refuse, like some tragic maid of legend, to follow the orders of her king.
Instead, she let numbness blot out the screaming rage within her, and lifted her skirts, and went into the castle to begin the business of making the household ready to travel.
In the cool of the evening, Tall Mary plucked weeds from her kitchen garden. The onions needed harvesting, and the garlic. It had been a rich year, and not only for the gardens and fields. Seven women in the village carried new babes, as if to make up for the loss suffered round the shire.
A shadow fell on the bolting cabbage, and Mary looked up to find Dark Thomas standing there, his hands loose by his sides, an expression of such hopelessness on his mouth that she stood up. "God's blood, Thomas, tell me!"
His eyes, too, those glowing indigo eyes, were dull and bleak. "'Tis the foolish sorrow of a foolish man," he said, his voice gravelly. "No tragedy but one of the heart."
Mary turned away. She had no wish to hear his sorrow over Lyssa. "I have been your friend in many things, my lord, but in this you will have to make your own way." A lump stuck in her chest.
"I had thought, that once having loved her you might be kind enough to hear the loss of one who loves her now." He shrugged. "But so be it. I will find another ear."
Mary bent again, struggling to keep her heart hard. "Lyssa," she muttered. "Always Lyssa." She scowled at Thomas. "You do wear your heart on your sleeve, my lord."
Abruptly, he squatted nearby her. "Can you spare not an hour, Mary? I would have your advice."
"What advice can I offer, my lord?"
He plucked a stray blade of wheat, growing by itself at the edge of the onions. "Do you vow you will not speak of what I am to say?"
Intrigued, she braced her dusty hands on her thighs. "I do."
Idly, he twirled the wheat between his fingers, then took a breath. "I am no knight, Tall Mary. Not even as well-born as you, for my mother was a serf with no freeholdings at all."
Mary gaped at him, taking in the high brow and the broad, strong shoulders and the noble face. A peasant! Her heart gave a queer, painful twist as she thought of him laboring in the cotter's fields in a rough linen tunic, sleeping on a hay pallet, eating plain stew from a common pot.
A peasant, as she was. And if he'd come to them as such, Lyssa's eye would have flickered right over him as below her notice, and Mary herself would have won him as her husband.
As she stared at him, imagining a life wherein he was her simple husband, in a simple cottage, tears sprang to her eyes. "I'd have given you strong sons," she said.
"Aye." His gaze was sad and clear. "You would have."
But he had not come as peasant, but as knight, and that set him on a new plane. "Does she know?"
He bowed his head, and light washed over the black hair in white glossy bands. "She does."
"You told her?" Mary asked, aghast. "If she has now pushed you from her bed over that, I can give no help."
"She knew…" He looked toward the fields, and Mary felt a pang of jealousy over the way he protected the private thing between them. "… before."
"So where is the trouble, Thomas? What advice do you need from me?"
"The king has found her a husband."
"Ah." Mary sighed at the genuine sorrow in his eyes, but she still saw no reason for his appearance in her garden this night. "What can a simple peasant do to prevent that?"
"Go to her." Thomas took Mary's hand earnestly. "She will not speak with me, only bustles all through the castle, ordering folk about. Last night, I went to her and she would not open her door to me.
"You have her ear, Mary, and her heart. Go to her and listen, and then come tell me what I might do to persuade her to—"
"To marry you, sir?" she said with an edge of irony.
Painful color rose in his face. "Nay. To wait, till I make my name and my fortune, and can come back to her."
Mary took her hand from his. "Nay," she said. "That I will not do. She is torn enough by duty and love. I'll not add to it. And if you truly loved her, you would not do it, either, Thomas."
"But what joy lies in duty?"
"More than you might imagine, my lord." Mary turned from him. "Go, now, Thomas. And—" she raised her eyes to his face, so high above hers now that he, too, stood. "Be well."
With a curt nod, Thomas left her.
When he was out of sight, Mary shed her apron and changed her shoes. With a quick kiss to her father's head, she left the cottage and made her way to the castle on the hill.
Thomas loved Lyssa enough to let her go. And Mary loved Lyssa and Thomas enough to help them, if she could.
But as she made her way through the gates, John Tyler stopped her. A strapping youth from her own village, Thomas had set him upon the walls to help keep watch these many months past, and he still fancied himself a man-at-arms. "Where you off to, my pretty?" he said now.
Mary sighed and made to move past him. A sweet enough boy, but freckle-faced and gap-toothed and too gangly, he'd had a crush on her since childhood. She was in no mood for his avowals of love this night. "Let me by, Johnny. I have me an urgent errand."
"For a kiss, I'll let you by."
She scowled at him, nearly eye to eye. "What ails you?"
"Naught ails me but you, sweet Mary." He grinned impishly, showing his big white teeth. "I'll weary of waiting for you one of these days, and then you'll be sorry."
"I'm too old for you, you silly oaf!"
Earnestly, he took her arm. "Three years is not so much. And ye've not a long line of suitors willing to make you a husband."
That wounded her, and she started to push by him. "Which should show you for the fool you are."
He tightened his grip, halting her. "'Tis them that are the fools. Our knight saw you for the beauty you are, did he not?"
Mary looked at him, narrowing her eyes. "What do you know of that?"
A shrug. "What all know. It matters naught to me. I've had me a maid or two in my time, by the fires of feast nights." His grin broke again, impish. "'Tis all the more we'd have to share on long winter nights, eh?"
His grin was hard to resist, and in truth, Mary had been aching so deep as she made her way here that his attention was a much-needed balm. "Will you let me by?" she said, but she asked it with a smile.
He raised a reddish brow. "Will ye give me a kiss for it?"
"Oh, aye," she said with exasperation.
To get it over with, she put her hands on his chest and leaned forward to press a peck against his mouth, but he caught her close, one hand catching her head, the other circling her waist.
"A real kiss, Mary," he said, and lowered his head.
And there in the dark shadow cast by the guard tower, Johnny Tyler kissed Tall Mary with lips as sweet as mead, coaxing from her a burst of pleasure she'd not known even with Thomas. It was a kiss to befuddle her senses, a kiss of skill and hunger, and when she stepped back, she blinked at him, finding her breath had left her entirely.
With a wicked smile that was as far from boyish as it could be, Johnny winked. "Think on me, fair Mary. I'd like me a wife, and I'd like her to be you."
Then he went off, whistling cheerfully, his new spurs clinging lightly against the stones.
Lyssa could not bear the thought of supper. She could not stomach the idea of cold ham. She also recognized the thin thread that kept her nerves from snapping entirely, and did not trust herself to sit nobly in the company of that cold knight from the king's court without giving way to screaming. Nor did she wish to see the gloating in Isobel's eyes. The girl had got her wish—Lyssa would suffer a marriage, just as Isobel would.
Thomas had come to her door twice, but she had not let him in, ignoring his voice until he went away. She feared if she allowed herself to see him, to listen to his rich, dark voice; if she saw the yearning of her own heart reflected in his eyes, she would not have the strength to do what she must.
In the morning, she would tell him he must go away.
Now alone in her chamber, with her trunk ready for the journey to her king, she curled on the wide seat of the embrasure and gazed out over her lands, her hands touching her belly, where a secret grew.
In all her time with her husband, she had never known a quickening, and had not given the matter a moment's thought when Thomas came to her. But in the past week, she had noted the changes in her body with a secret joy and trepidation. Joy that she would bear his babe; trepidation that it would be born a bastard.
And now she found that double-edged sword had sharpened.
If not for the babe, she would have gone with him—gone wherever his life lead him. She would have donned the robes of a peasant girl and gone as his whore, or a servant, or even as his sister if need be.
She would have done it, knowing the life would be hard. Done it knowing she would die young in some nameless place, with none but Thomas himself to grieve her. She would have followed him to the ends of the world, just to be with him, and breathe the same air with him at night.
But since earliest childhood, she'd been trained to put duty first, for the lives of nobles were graced with beauty earned only by virtue of serving the kingdom and keeping it whole. She'd been taught to put the needs of the land first, which meant caring for all those in her realm with as much conscience as she might muster, for the land was nothing without bodies to work it.
Duty and desire had ever been in conflict. As a young bride, she had mourned the loss of her childhood play and freedoms, as well as her secret hope of a handsome young husband with whom she might fall in love. But at the bidding of her father and her king, she had made the brilliant match, linking two families and wealthy estates.
As a young widow, faced with the choice between serving her king by fleeing the encroaching plague, or serving her village by staying to fight it, Lyssa had chosen to serve her king, leaving the villagers to fend for themselves.
In two things only had Lyssa chosen to serve her own needs. Her weaving and tapestries served the gift God had given her to find and recreate beauty.
In thai there was no conflict, for with it she served something beyond herself.
Only Thomas was a selfish choice, the only thing she had done in all her life that was not done for duty. And now she must bear the price of that selfishness.
She would let Thomas, armed with the pretty manners he had so mockingly embraced, and his knightly bearing, and even his strong sword, go on to find his true life unfettered by a woman and her babe. He would never know she carried his child, nor that she ached with all she was to follow him. To give him his life, she would let him think what he wished of her choice.
The summer with him had been a rich and golden time. She had known genuine happiness, and embraced her true love, and would even bear him a child. How many women were given such riches?
Tears rolled over her face. Now, for love of Thomas, she would take this husband her king had chosen, a husband who would never know the babe she bore him early was not his own. None would ever know but Lyssa herself.
"Lyssa!" Mary's voice was strong through the door.
Hastily, Lyssa wiped her face and hurried over, opening the door to find both Mary and Alice standing there. They swept in, Alice with a tray of food, Mary bareheaded and barehanded, and looking sober. Lyssa had not the will to make them leave. She watched Alice pour ale into a silver chalice, wondering vaguely why she'd brought such finery for a simple meal.
"Drink, my lady," she said, brooking no argument.
Mary closed the heavy door and settled on a stool near Lyssa's knee. "I heard the news," she said. "Who is your new husband to be?"
"You would not know him," Lyssa said, looking into her cup, seeing the ferret-shaped face of Lord Harry. She gave an involuntary shudder and her stomach roiled. Bolting, she made it to the basin before losing the contents of her belly.
Holding hard to the table's edge, she burst into tears, trying vainly to keep her body upright against the onslaught of sorrow and fear she'd held at bay the whole afternoon.
And Mary was there, prying her fingers from the table, taking her into a deep, engulfing embrace. Lyssa buried her face in her friend's shoulder and wept. "I love him," she cried. "I cannot bear to send him away. I cannot bear to have that pig as a husband!" Waves of revulsion and sorrow welled through her, and the more she fought for control the more completely she dissolved, until not even Mary could hold her, and settled her on the bed and lay down next to her, stroking her hair, letting her cry.
At last, Lyssa grew ashamed and managed to halt her storm to a small, hiccuping aftermath, taking more comfort than she ought from the simple, repetitive movement of Mary's hand in her hair. Alice carried over a cloth soaked in cool water and put it on Lyssa's forehead, then settled on the bed beside her.
Lyssa took her hand. "Thank you. Both of you." Tears still leaked from her eyes, but she could speak at last. "I am such a fool."
"Nay," Mary said, and sat up on one elbow to touch Lyssa's cheek. "Only a woman in deepest love. In truth, my Lyssa, I did not know it went so deep for you."
Closing her eyes against the cool cloth, Lyssa said quietly, "Do you remember the day you and Isobel grew so heated and jealous and stormed out of the solar?"
Mary chuckled. "I do."
"I thought it wiser, watching you, to stay free of such passions. And here I am, scant months later, embroiled in my own. What power does he wield over us all?"
"Lyssa," Mary said urgently, "you must listen to me now."
Lyssa turned, taking the cloth from her head. "What is it?"
"'Tis not the same, for Thomas and you, as it is for the rest of us. Between you there is rare and deep love, a love that has bound you for all of time." She inclined her head. "I wanted that with him, but it did not happen. Not even from my side. I wanted him because he is beautiful."
"Yes," Lyssa whispered, the pain stabbing through her again as she thought of him—only this afternoon!—shedding his tunic with that teasing light in his eyes, his skin gleaming, his eyes twinkling. "He is that."
"But more, too," Alice said. "And you lit the fire in him, my lady. You made him who he is."
"Nay," Lyssa said fiercely. "He was who he was before he ever came to my realm. And he's given far more than he ever took."
Mary's smile was sweet. "There! Do you see? Do you not see, Lyssa, how you love him?"
Lyssa's head hurt. "Aye, I said as much for the whole of my storm."
Alice chuckled. "But you do not see, my lady, that you will waste away without him. You must not let him go."
"I have no choice."
"You do!" Mary cried. "Go… marry the king's choice, and let the creature wander as he will, and keep Lord Thomas here, your captain of the guards, to warm your bed when your husband roams."
"Oh, no!" Lyssa protested. "I could not. Not humiliate him that way."
Alice said, "He would ne'er take that post." She took Lyssa's hand and petted her fingers a moment, as if in deep thought. "Well you know my stakes in this, milady, and I vow to you now I speak from my heart, not my greed."
In the indigo eyes, Lyssa saw sincerity. In truth, she would trust Alice Bryony with her life. "I trust you."
"What if, milady, you go to that cousin of yours, who was so fond of you when you were a child. And tell him you claim Thomas of Roxburgh as your husband. You gave him one marriage—mayhap he would give you choice in this one."
A thread of hope leapt in Lyssa's breast. "Thomas looks like his father, does he not?" She squeezed Alice's fingers. "And the true heir was killed in the plague."
"Aye, What could be more plain? 'Tis Thomas of
Roxburgh, himself." She gave a cockeyed grin. "Who is to know the difference?"
Lyssa narrowed her eyes. "What did the true heir look like? Would any know him?"
Alice frowned. "He was younger by five years. And not so sturdy as my own boy."
"You are his mother?" Mary squeaked. "Ah, me!" She fell back on the bed, her hands over her face.
Laughing, Lyssa pulled her up again. "You need only look at them."
"Here is the disguise." Mary tugged the wimple from Alice's head, letting black hair spill out, black hair as thick and lively as her son's. "It tells the truth."
Alice spatted Mary's hand and took back her scarf, but held it in her lap as she leaned forward earnestly. "The trick is a simple one. We see what we think we see, no more, no less. I was peasant, he was knight, so none put us together."
'Twas the first hope Lyssa had felt since this all began, but she knew better than these two the penalties for their deception if it were discovered. "If the king does learn the truth, he will kill Thomas."
Alice met her eyes. "'Tis a large risk," she agreed.
"But think if it is won," Mary said. "Your love will be your husband."
"And your babe will know his true father," Alice added.
Lyssa looked at her. Of course Alice would know. She likely knew before Lyssa herself had guessed. "But if we lose, we lose all."
"All is lost now," Alice said. "There is in our plan a little hope, at least."
"Oh, God," Lyssa breathed, closing her eyes. It was so large a deception! To think of brazenly lying to her king—nay, not only her king, but her cousin whom she had adored since childhood—and to the world, fearing at every step they would be found out…
"I do not know if I have such courage," she said.
Mary kissed her head. "You have the heart of a knight, my lady," she said. "Sleep now, and decide in the morning what you will do."
"Aye," Alice said. "Think on it."
They left her.
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Lyssa thought hard on the plan after they left her, examining it from all angles. In the end, she made her way through the halls, avoiding the heavily traveled lower passages, and choosing a more roundabout trail through the upper reaches of the castle. Through the line of arched embrasures on the third floor, she could see torchlights flickering and hear the sounds of laughter and music. The new guards had brought with them a fresh lot of gossip.
Lyssa worried over Isobel, and her flirtations. She hoped Nurse was keeping an eye on the girl. Lyssa could not bear one more worry this night.
She found the door to Thomas's chamber open, a brace of tallows lit against the encroaching darkness. Robert lounged on a bench, tossing nuts into the air and attempting to catch them in his mouth. By the scattered mess on the floor about him, he missed more often than he succeeded.
At the sound of her step on the stair, he started guiltily. "My lady!" he exclaimed, kneeling hastily to sweep the nuts into his hand. "Lord Thomas has not yet come in. I only waited to—"
"It matters not, Robert. Tidy up, then run and find him for me. Have you made things ready for the journey to London?"
"I have. Will my lord travel with us?"
"I know not. But you will. 'Tis a good thing for a boy to be at court."
His face shone. "Thank you!"
"Go," she said. "Find me Lord Thomas. I will wait here for him."
The boy scurried out. Lyssa paced the room restlessly as she waited. The room smelled of Thomas, those notes of forest that she would never smell again without thinking of him. She remembered, suddenly, how she had smelled that scent in her own chamber upon her return, and it seemed a long time ago. Her life was much changed.
The wait was not a long one. She had just settled on the high bed when he appeared, filling the doorway with his great height. His expression was wary and sober. "You sought me, my lady?"
Lyssa stood. "I did."
He came into the room, but did not approach her. "So, you are to be wed," he said in a low voice.
"I am." She looked away, wondering again if she had the courage for such a ruse. She had not even the courage to tell him plainly that she loved him, that she would follow him across the world, that she was willing to lie to her king to save him. If she could not even tell him, how could she act?
"Thomas, we must speak of this with calm. I have in mind a plan, but do not know if you will be willing to bear the risk."
"I have risked much thus far," he said, leaning against the wall, crossing his arms. "I cannot think how much more I might risk than my own neck."
Lyssa, keeping her back straight, moved from him, looking toward the wide expanse of her lands. "But you have risked your neck only here, in this small shire, where few would know a true knight."
He scowled. "Am I still so rough?"
"Nay! 'Tis not that." She looked at him. "I have no wish to wed another, Thomas. Between us, Alice and Mary and I have concocted a plan."
And now she bowed her head, blushing a little. While it was true he'd shown devotion to her, perhaps it meant little to him after all. "If you would be my husband, Thomas, I would petition the king for his dispensation in the matter—he was quite fond of me once, and I married at his wish the first round. Mayhap he would look kindly on my suit now."
"Marry?" he echoed in a low voice.
She couldn't bear to look at him. "If it displease you, you need only say nay, Thomas. I'd not betray you, even scorned."
"Marry me," he repeated once again.
"If you cannot, Thomas, I would know it now, for I must marry quickly." She swallowed, and forced herself to raise her chin to meet his gaze. This at least, he had to know. "For I carry in my body a babe who will be born by St. John's Day next, and I'll not bear the shame of a bastard."
Still, he only stared at her, his eyes almost a torment of blue. "You carry my babe," he said.
"Aye."
"And you would marry me or marry another, but quickly, to give it a name."
It finally came to her that he was unsure of what she offered, and why. Lifting her chin, she replied, "Not only for the babe, Thomas. For myself. It is for myself I wish the match."
His reaction startled her. With a swiftness that belied his size, he closed the distance between them. Gathering her close, he knelt and buried his face against her belly, pressing his forehead to her. His hands dug into her back, almost bruising in their fierceness. He made a sound between a groan and a cry, then pressed a kiss against her belly, and rose up, and took her face in his hands and kissed her mouth with the same fierce tenderness.
And yet, he did not speak words of love. "I have risked death for much less," he whispered, putting his brow against hers, his hands loose around her neck.
"We lie to the king in this ruse," she whispered back, ietting her fear come forward.
"Nay, Lyssa. 'Twill only be me who lies. If we do this thing, I would have this one protection—if we are found out, only I will bear the brunt of the punishment. You will be as surprised as any to learn the truth."
She measured him, thinking of the child, and nodded.
His hands tightened. "Swear it."
"I swear to you, Thomas, that if we are found out, you will bear the punishment alone."
"Then marry you I will, my lady," he whispered, and kissed her, deeply, richly, with hunger and joy, and Lyssa met it with a kiss of her own, a kiss of joy and gratitude.
She dreamt she was at court, at a splendid banquet, with king and queen and princes and knights all feasting and toasting some grand event. Yellow candlelight splintered on the silver masers, and danced against the jewels on the women's gowns and on the king's fingers.
And then she saw what the festivities were about, as the crowd parted, and a young squire, handsomely adorned, carried something into their midst. She could not quite make out what it was, but suddenly recognized the page as Robert, and cried out his name, thinking to ask him what it was she had missed.
Then, as if he'd heard her call, he turned and held up his prize. Lyssa finally saw the gruesome trophy as he raised it up high—a severed head, gray-skinned, stuck on a pike.
He waved it gleefully, laughing, and around her, nobles lifted their cups and toasted their good sense, and laughed, and Lyssa felt ill with the pleasure in such misfortune. Robert leered, bobbing the trophy in her face, and said, "He's not so pretty now, is he, my lady?"
And with horror, Lyssa saw it was Thomas.
She awakened with a scream, sitting bolt upright in her own chamber, Thomas safely next to her. His hand fell on her shoulder, but so overcome was she by the horror that Lyssa shuddered violently, and pulled away. She buried her face in her hands.
"Lyssa," Thomas said, and sat up with her, putting his hand on her back, brushing back her hair. "Twas only a dream."
But she knew it was not. It was a warning.
Duty.
She'd allowed her love for Thomas to mislead her in duty. It was not so much the marriage her king had arranged, that marriage she wished to avoid. Nor did she shirk any duty in her household, or to those who depended on her.
Except Thomas. And to him, for all he'd given, she owed the highest duty of all. She'd thought that was marriage, but her dream had showed her there was an even more noble thing she must do: set him free.
For she could not bear to see him die simply because she loved him, simply because it was her selfish wish that he be her husband. Better he should live, and thrive.
She buried her face against his burly shoulder, feeling his jaw at her temple, his hands on her back, and let the tears come again. "I had a most fearsome dream, Thomas."
"Do you wish to tell it to me?"
"I dreamt I saw your head on a pike." And saying it aloud brought back the horror a thousand-fold. She shivered, and he drew her close. "By the saints, I do love you more than my own life, Thomas," she breathed.
He pressed a kiss on her crown. "You do not believe there is happiness in store for us," he said. "You fear that the joy we've known is gift enough, and we'll not be given more." He lay back, taking her with him so they could lie, face-to-face in the darkness. "But there are more miracles in the world than any we know. We should never have met and loved, but have. Might not heaven have some purpose in that?"
She raised her head. "You love me?"
Gravely, he smoothed her hair from her damp face. "Aye, Lyssa. I love you, with all the width of the sky, and the depth of the earth itself. How can you doubt my love?"
"You had not said."
"Nor did you."
With a sense of loss, she touched his face. "Then let me speak it now, my love." She traced the line of his brow, the edge of his jaw. "There is no color like the black of your hair, no heart so courageous, no hands as sweetly tender." With the tips of her fingers, she touched his mouth, then followed with her lips, suddenly very sure of her actions. "I love you—and for that, we must not marry."
Even in the dark, she could see the white of his good strong teeth as he smiled. "Not marry when we love?"
"I feel in me a certain dread that if we do this thing, you will die." She took a breath. "And that is the one thing I cannot bear."
He brushed dampened hair from her face. "And what do you think will happen if you go marry your loathed lord, and I go my way into the world, and am discovered then? Think you my fate will be less cruel?"
"But if you go far away, there is less danger anyone will know you. Go to France, or Ireland, where you will be safe, and none need ever know your secret."
"Nay, Lyssa. I would die a little every day without you, and would rather it came in one swift fall." He touched her belly. "At least I would have tried."
"But think, my love! How will I feel, how will I face my life, knowing I had the power to set you free to claim your dreams, and I did not do it, but kept you selfishly close to me—and you are killed for my selfishness?" She pressed her brow to his chest. "I cannot do it."
"Lyssa, you are only haunted by a dream. Nothing more."
She looked up at him. "You felt yourself, that day I asked you to stay. Do you remember what you said? That I would be the death of you."
A troubled frown creased his brow, and she knew he sensed disaster, just as she did. "Twas my pride speaking that morning. I wanted you and could not have you."
She swallowed, aching at what she knew she had to do. "This is our last night, Thomas. There will be no more."
"We shall see," he said, and Lyssa could tell he didn't believe her. "Sleep now, my love. All will be clear in the morning."
Lyssa curled into him, pressing her naked flesh to his bare limbs, imprinting on her memory the feeling of his palm, warm and dry, against her back, the breadth of his thigh below her own, the sound of his breath against her ear.
But most of all, she breathed the dark forest smell of him, holding it close while she slept, for she would know it no more.
Most of the preparations for their journey had been done the day before, so the party set out early, just a little past dawn.
It was an impressive group, Thomas thought, surveying them from the great height of the black gelding, who was restless and blowing, eager to set off. Lyssa, Thomas, Isobel, and Robert, plus Alice and Tall Mary, who would go as Lyssa's attendants; a retinue of guards, both of Kivelsworthy's company, and that of the king. No bandits would be brave enough to set upon such a group.
Lyssa, flanked by her women, rode a gray mare of power and grace. This bright dawn, she was adorned simply, her hair woven into a simple braid, her gown a pale blue girdled with a simple cloth belt hung with a leather purse. No jewels winked at fingers or throat, as befitted a wise traveler.
Isobel, that jewel of female beauty, wore a gauze veil over her face and hair, in protection from the sun, and to hide her from the eyes of the lustful men in the company or along the road. By the eager way she rode, Thomas could read her anticipation.
And in truth, Thomas felt no small measure of excitement himself at the journey. Twas beyond his wildest childhood dreams to think of going to court to visit the king. Nay—not simply be privy to the court itself, but to be presented and actually speak to the king—'twas a wonder beyond his boyhood imagination.
As was much of his current life. Attired in one of his father's tunics, with mail that Robert had worked all day to clean and polish, his jeweled sword at his side, he no longer felt the lingering traces of that peasant he had been. He no longer felt an impostor, as he had when he'd first come to Woodell, and he knew he could thank the villagers themselves, and Lyssa, for the transformation. It no longer felt odd to order a page to do his bidding, or have a maid bathe his weary bones, or send Robert off on some errand he could have done himself. 'Twas the way of things, and he liked the feeling of it in his chest.
And now, now, they would play their ruse for the king. He caught Alice's eye and winked. A fine adventure.
In comparison, Lyssa was drawn and pale this morn. Thomas rode up beside her. "Still brooding about my head on a pike?" he teased, hoping to lighten her worry.
"'Tis no game, Thomas," she said darkly. "Say no more. I am ill-tempered this day, and will not be pleased by your antics."
He nearly teased her over that, but only winked instead, and rode up next to Robert, where he stayed most of the day.
He did not learn the reason for that drawn expression till the night before they were to arrive in London. The party had settled in a passable inn on the King's Highway. Lyssa and her women took two of the upper chambers tucked under the newly thatched roof; the rest would bed down in stable and hall.
Meanwhile, the robust goodwife at the inn busied herself cheerfully serving up tankards of especially fine ale to go with hearty meat pasties that were the specialty of the house. Thomas consumed the offerings with a hearty appetite and good humor, teasing Robert, making jests, laughing with the other men.
When Lyssa came down with Alice and Mary, she looked neither right nor left, but settled in a corner where the men would overlook them. Taking up his tankard, Thomas crossed the room to join them. "Best of the evening to ye, ladies."
Mary cast an apprehensive look toward Lyssa, but Thomas ignored it in his buoyant good humor. "Tomorrow we make London, is that it?"
"Aye." Lyssa barely looked at him, though he sat right next to her.
He reached below the table and took her hand. She pulled it away with a warning glance toward the others in the room.
For the first time, true doubt wove through him. "I'd like a word with ye, lady, if you might spare me a moment."
Alice shook her head in warning, but Thomas stood arrogantly. "Come, my lady," he said with more bite than he'd intended. "Do you not wish to stretch your back, and take a little of the good country air?"
She lifted her face, and Thomas saw it was still drawn and pale, her eyes too big against the hollows above her cheekbones. But she got to her feet. "I'd not mind a little stretch."
It was near dark as they stepped out to the clearing before the inn. Tall trees rose up against a midnight blue sky, their leaves making intricate patterns against the light. Thomas breathed the air deeply, thinking there was a new taste to this place, something sweetly fragrant he could not name. "'Tis a lovely spot," he commented, gesturing. "But I'll warrant those woods are bursting with thieves. We'll only walk a little."
"Thomas," Lyssa said abruptly, "I am going to marry Lord Harry."
He stared at her, pleasure draining from him. She lowered her head and plucked at her skirts. When the silence stretched, she finally looked at him. He saw his own despair reflected in her eyes, but it did not blunt the bitterness that rose in his throat. "To spare my life, oh noble lady?"
"Please," she whispered.
"Or did you find you could not stomach the thought of a base-born knave in your bed after all?"
"I do it to spare your life."
He lifted the tankard and drank thirstily, trying to soothe the stinging burn of his shattered hopes. "Twas a cruel way you've gone about it, offering hope with one hand, only to snatch it away with the other." He did not look at her.
"I know," she said, and he tried not to hear the pain in her words. "I should have thought long on the matter, before revealing my wishes to you." She lifted her chin. "But if I'd told you again the morning when we left Woodell, you would not have come with us to London, and I do intend to present you to my cousin for his blessing, so you might find that knight's life you've been training for."
Anger and humiliation spread through him, sticky and black as tar. With a furious gesture, he flung the contents of his tankard on the ground, and stepped close to her. "I'd thought you made of sterner stuff, Lady Elizabeth. But you're as weak as any of your kind."
"I did not intend to wound you, Thomas."
"Fine way ye have of showin' it." He heard his carefully practiced accent bleeding away, and did not care. "Did ye not think I'd mind you takin' my babe away to another? Do ye think I won't be burnin' with a murderous heart on your wedding night?"
"My lady," came a deep, gravelly voice. "Is all well?"
Thomas whirled to see Margrave, the blackmailed messenger who'd brought the news from the king. "We're fine, sir," Thomas said dismis-sively. "Leave us in private."
The man ignored him, hand on his sword. "My lady?"
Enraged, Thomas pushed Lyssa behind him and drew his own sword. "Did you no' hear me?"
Warily, the man measured Thomas, and Thomas, with a giddy sense of triumph, saw that Margrave had been aching for such a moment. Though smaller and less muscular than Thomas, he was wiry, and no doubt far more skilled with a sword.
With a tight smile, Margrave drew his own sword. "Dark Thomas they call you," he said. "And many a tale do they tell. Are you so unlucky at love that you must take what should be willingly given?"
Lyssa rushed between them. "Put your weapons down!" she cried. "There is naught here that cannot be salved with cool heads."
"Out of my way, Lyssa," Thomas said, his eyes glued to his opponent. A heat, like the thrill of a hunt, rose in him, tangled now with darker emotions roused by Lyssa's betrayal. A sense of power, of knowing, moved through his sword arm and he felt the weapon balanced and deadly in his hand, felt his body tense and ease all at once. For months now, he'd ached to test his skill in true battle, rather than in a safe sunny field tilting at a boy or a hay-stuffed effigy. Bloodlust filled him, and he felt as feral as a hound.
And in the face of the black knight, Thomas saw the same swift challenge, the same thirsty pleasure. His eyes on Thomas, Margrave said, "My lady, his name has been on Kivelsworthy's lips for a fortnight, and I'd welcome the pleasure of gutting him for your daughter's honor."
"This is madness!" Lyssa cried. "You!" She pointed at Margrave. "Kivelsworthy is mad for Isobel and misread what happened. Do you think I'd let him stay in my walls with the stain of rape against him?"
She pointed the other hand at Thomas and glared at him. "And you—you do vent yourself wrongly, knight. If you've a wish to run someone through, at least do not punish one who has no crime against him."
She looked like a pagan queen, standing in the dusk with her arms outstretched and the fire of righteousness in her brilliant green eyes. With a long, promising look at Margrave, Thomas sheathed his sword, and at his capitulation, Margrave did the same.
But their eyes met, and spoke. Another day.
"May I see you safely within, my lady?" Margrave said with a slight bow.
"When I think it fit to retire, I'll see myself within," she said. "Meantime, I have business with Lord Thomas, if you would be so kind."
With a mocking smile, he said, "Of course."
Thomas choked on the civility of the pair of them, and with a curse, flung the cup on the ground. When Margrave was safely out of earshot, Thomas said, "Waste no more of your breath on me, my lady, for well do I see the way the wind now blows."
Lyssa reached for him, imploring, but he stepped out of reach. "I do thank you for the chance to be crowned a good and proper knight, but if it be the same to you, I'll be taking my chances alone from here." Alone as he'd ever been.
She stood straight and tall in the gathering night. "'Tis only foolish pride speaking, Thomas."
"There are times pride is all we have."
"Then go with God, my love."
He whirled, and took her by the arms. "Do not call me by endearments again!"
"Ah, then are we back to lout and pig?"
The words near startled a chuckle from him.
With a sense of cool clarity, he really saw her, in this very moment. Her face, tilted up to his, was tired and pale, and Thomas ached to smooth away the burdens laid upon her. He ached to bend and kiss her sweet lips, and breathe heat into her limbs. Instead, he simply slid his hands down her arms and took her hands into his, and lifted them to his lips. "Ever am I your servant, my lady. You need but speak my name, and I will be there."
Tears filled her eyes, and she said, brokenly, "Thomas—"
But dangerous emotion welled in him and he hastily turned away, making his way to the stables, for he would away tonight, or never leave her side.
And he had to leave her, else he'd be humbled evermore. He saw a vision of himself, crawling into her chamber whilst her husband battled in some far-flung war, saw himself watching their children call another man father, and knew he would rather die than see the respect drain slowly from her eyes. Nay, he'd leave her now, even if he mourned her the rest of his days.
Before he could change his mind, he went to the stables and saddled his horse and set out in the darkness for London with naught but his horse, his sword and mail, and a warm cloak. After an hour, he realized he ought to have brought bread with him, at least, for he had not even a penny to his name.
Even so, he did not turn back. What he had was more than he'd been born with, and he'd kept his belly full enough in the past. 'Twould not hurt him to be hungry again.
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Lyssa did not sleep well, particularly after Mary and Alice, hearing what she'd done, turned cold backs to her and slept on the floor on palettes they laid upon the clean, sweet-smelling rushes.
She had hoped Thomas would rethink his rash departure, but there was no sign of him as they all gathered on the next morn in preparation for their departure. She wondered what meaning the soldiers would put on it when Margrave told them Thomas had left over a quarrel with the lady in the yard.
She had no doubt he'd told them. When she mounted, trying to keep her expression blank to hide the despair welling in her, she caught the black knight's eye, and was chilled to her soul over the glitter in the cold pale depths. Likely he'd guessed they were lovers, but Lyssa could not find it in her to care. She was a widow these four long years, and none would fault her for taking a willing man to her bed.
The morning was bright and crisp, with the first taste of autumn in the apple-scented air. It gave her a sharp sense of mourning, this evidence that the summer would soon be gone. The long golden summer she had spent with Thomas.
For days she had known that she would lose him, that the fleeting sweetness of their time had drawn to an end, but she'd thought he'd somehow be part of her days, that she might glimpse him now and again, or hear word of him. Not this sudden, abrupt departure that left a wide, gaping wound in her breast.
His absence made the whole world seem more silent. Even on these past days as they traveled, she had been aware of him, riding with Robert or one of the guards, or chatting amiably with Mary. Lyssa could glance up and see his dark head shining, or catch the notes of his robust laughter floating on the breeze, or simply reach out with something inside of her and touch that essence of him, knowing he felt when she did it.
It had been the comfort of his nearness, while she resisted her need to touch him. be with him, that had persuaded her that she could live with the decision to wed Lord Harry. As long as he was somewhere close by, she could bear it.
Now she reached with that heart of her and felt nothing. Nothing. He was gone.
And though Lyssa had braced herself, she did not know if she could bear his absence. No more to breathe his scent, or touch his skin, or share some gossipy tidbit that would make him laugh. No more to be startled in her solar with his bold smile and the bolder way he took her.
It did not change her certainty that she'd made the right choice. Better this eternal loneliness, knowing he yet lived, than the certainty of his death upon her conscience. Better to imagine him laughing with babes who lived a kinder life than their father had known, or danced with the woman lucky enough to call him as husband than to know she was responsible for his torture.
Better, even now, to think of him claiming his dream of a knight's life.
When he'd drawn his sword last night with such ease and power, his eyes sparking with the dangerous threat of a confident warrior, she'd been angry, but proud, too. He'd cleared the last hurdle on his path. Now he was a knight in truth, worthy of the name, and able to serve any lord who saw fit to—
A huge wave of grief washed over her, not so much piercing as all-encompassing, edgeless and formless and gripping. She gasped at the sudden pain of it, catching her arm around her waist.
She was such a coward! So deep a slave to duty that she could not even claim her heart's deepest desire. She could not brave a lie to her king, even without threat to herself. She could not bear the risk. The dream of his head bobbing on a pike haunted her. How could she bear such a thing?
And yet, Thomas, too, had made his points. He risked discovery wher ever he went.
Whether she claimed him as her lover or not.
Pressure built in her, the pressure of a decision not easily made. 'Twas true he faced risk wherever he traveled, that if his true birth were known, he'd likely face death, given the state of the realm.
But he did not grasp Lyssa's wealth, nor the numbers of enemies he would gain by simply taking her to wife. The list of those who'd claim her lands and gain close ties to the king was a long one, and they'd seek some way to bring Thomas down. The light of attention she drew would be too bright for the secret his past carried.
The party rode now through the more populated stretches of land near London. It had been several years since Lyssa had come this way, and as they passed through one small village after another, she saw fields that were overgrown with grass and weeds, fields that should have been freshly tilled after harvest.
She saw, too, the neglected cottages here and there, where a family simply had not survived. There was one small village where all the cottages bore that air of neglect, shutters hanging askew, a thatched roof that had fallen in, a fence gone unmended, the tiny chapel unwhitewashed. It made Lyssa remember things she'd rather forget forever.
Isobel, too, seemed to be reminded of those dark times, for she dropped back to ride alongside her stepmother. Her eyes were grim. "What a cruel time that was," she said when they passed. "I still dream of the rats."
"I try not to think on it, but it comes back every now and again."
"Think you it will ever come again?"
"I pray it does not."
Lyssa looked over her shoulder, wondering if Thomas had set out from a village like this one, if he had lived in a cottage like these. And she shuddered to think of him like that, unwashed and roughly clad, his only beauty in his strength and size and winning smile. She hated to think of him pulling a plow or rutting with a toothless wife with dull hair.
She heard her thoughts with a shock. What difference did it make whence he'd come or where he'd been born?
Was his accusation true? Did she mind that he was not nobly born?
As the questions formed, the party cleared a rise. And before them spread the clustered glory that was London. The river that gave it life ran in a wide silver ribbon through it, water choked this harvest season with barges and boats of many sizes. And beyond lay Winchester, where the king awaited.
The king. Her cousin Edward, who'd always smiled upon his pretty relative and made such a play of spoiling her. Ever had Lyssa reveled in that connection, as well as his special attention, knowing even as a very small girl that it set her apart.
Above.
Uncomfortable, but determined to think this through, Lyssa looked at Tall Mary, who rode next to John Tyler. Always Mary had been Lyssa's dearest friend. Together they had run the slopes of the hills, and through the shadows and meadows of the forest, both of them wild and clever as foxes, free as the birds soaring through the bright blue skies of their childhood.
But Mary had been hastily hidden away when the king came to Woodell. Never once had Lyssa thought to loan her friend a gown and have servants wash her hair and scrub the dusty face clean so she might be presented to the king.
And never had Mary hinted such a thing would please her, though Lyssa had not missed the excitement rising in her eye as they grew near to London.
With a lump in her throat, Lyssa knew why she had not done it. She'd been born to duty, true enough. And ever had she been told what was good and right and proper. She'd taken to her role, knowing nobility was her lot and nearly all in the kingdom ranked lower than she.
What would it have cost her to bring Mary to the king, and let the girl give him flowers as Lyssa herself had done? In these moments of anguished honesty, Lyssa knew it was her own standing she'd been afraid to risk. By admitting her best friend was only the daughter of a freeholder, she'd been afraid she would show herself unworthy of the lofty place she'd been given in life.
Who had made these rules of birth? That one should rule and one should serve? That men should order women, and women submit, that a handful of rich nobles should live in splendor and peace while peasants rotted in their villages? Who had ordered such a world?
And why had she had to lose Thomas to see the error in her thinking?
She could do naught for that now, but a sudden thought bloomed in her. Isobel, too, had suffered these last months. Isobel, who rebelled because the only life she'd been given was ruled by everyone but herself. The girl was lusty and high-spirited. She wished to have sex and laugh loudly and rule her own world.
And while they were both bound by the rules of a world they had not made, perhaps Lyssa could give the child more time to find her own way. Perhaps Isobel, if given breath and freedom enough to find a husband of her own choosing, would not be so unhappy.
Impulsively, she turned to the girl. "Have you found any love in your heart for Stephen, Isobel?"
Isobel turned startled eyes toward her. Consternation drew down the pretty brows. "I have tried," she said slowly.
"But have you found any fondness for him?"
Isobel sighed, then slowly shook her head. "He is too mild. He only annoys me."
Lyssa laughed, surprised she could find the spirit in her to do so. "What sort of man do you prefer?"
"Is there some trick here?"
"Nay. I am earnest, Isobel. I did not even think to ask. Does your heart quicken more over a man with more color?" She thought of Margrave with distaste, but Isobel had warmed to him, far more than she had to Kivelsworthy. "Is Sir Margrave more to your liking?"
"Margrave is old," Isobel said with widened eyes. "He was a friend of my mother!"
Lyssa hid her smile. "Forgive me. I only meant to ask if his sort of man is more to your taste—dark, rather than fair."
Isobel pondered a moment. "'Tis not so much blond or dark," she said slowly. "Stephen is handsome enough for any girl, but—" She sighed. "He has no life in him. Only soberness and love." Isobel rolled her eyes. "'Tis passion in a man that makes me want him. Like your Thomas."
Lyssa flushed but did not give way to it. "Aye," she said quietly. "Lord Thomas has passion for living in him."
"How could you bear to let him go?" Isobel whispered. "Had I a man who burned so for me, I'd lash him to me with a rope and never let him escape."
In surprise, Lyssa looked at her. "Burn? But Stephen burns for you, girl. Can you not see it?"
"Nay," she said petulantly. "I am only a pretty prize for him to display to his friends."
Lyssa privately thought that was not true, and to her surprise, she saw that Isobel was attracted to the youth and did not know it. But the past years had taught her a thing or two about the contrary mind of a young girl. "You may be right," she said mildly.
Isobel tossed her head. "I do know my mind."
A call rang back from the guardsmen at the front of their party. The gates of London were before them. Lyssa found herself taking a deep breath as they took the fork in the road that led them to the palace. Next to her, Isobel sat straighter on her mount.
Both fell silent, each to her own thoughts, and the fate that awaited each within those grand walls.
It had been the longest, most miserable night of his life. Thomas rode till nearly dawn, then found a place not too far from the road and curled up in the leaves to sleep.
Or at least attempted to sleep.
The ground was hard and cold beneath him, sticks and brambles making him shift once, then again, and again, till at last he had swept all but the hard ground itself away. In the brush, animals skittered and birds hooted—or he hoped 'twas birds and animals.
He'd grown soft, he growled to himself, his shoulder aching against the earth. Once he'd not have blinked at these minor discomforts. Once he'd never have noticed the low growl of hunger in his belly, for in spite of the good supper he'd eaten, that had been many long hours, and a hard ride past. The remembered smell of the pasties, savory with onion and spice, made his mouth water.
Women. Curse them all. His life had been a tangle of women this past year, this one and that one, starting with his mother and her mad plan. 'Twas she who'd led him down this path, and where did she lay this night? In a soft bed with the bodies of Mary and Lyssa to warm her.
But in truth, he had none to blame but himself for his misery. He'd lost his head over a noble maid, and well had he known better. Had he not seen his own mother's suffering those long years when she pined and dreamed for weeks unending, only to brighten and sing when the lord deigned to visit his seed upon her once again? Of all in the world, Thomas should have known better than to so place his heart.
In the brush, some tiny animal scrabbled close, then scenting Man, skittered away again. Exasperated, Thomas turned on his back, looking at the sky through the breaks in the trees. Stars swelled and diminished, tiny white pinpoints of candles, somehow calming.
His heart ached, that heart over which he'd held no control. For in truth, if minds fell in love, none would love foolishly, but hearts… Hearts were not so easily controlled. His own had been snared the moment Lyssa came through the gates of Woodell that first day. From that moment, there had been room for no other, for all women grew pale and insubstantial when Lyssa appeared, all fire and strength and shining black hair.
In the pouch on his belt, he carried the small weaving she'd given him. He fingered it now, thinking of the bright colors she'd seen in the world at fourteen, and how they'd dulled—as her world had dulled—when she married.
But still the flame burned in her, even after the husband and the stepchildren and even the plague. Absently, he brushed the weaving over his mouth, thinking of Lyssa coming down the steps like a warrior the morning he'd been hauled out of the dungeon, her bare feet so small and white and clean. And he thought of her coming after him in the field the day they'd quarreled, calling him the worst names she could summon: lout and swine and other mild words.
He smiled.
The faintest scent of her clung to the small tapestry, a scent of herbs he could not name, herbs that clung to her hair. That hair that had cascaded around them as they joined, softly or tenderly or wildly. He thought of the sounds of deepest pleasure he'd coaxed from her mouth at such times, and the low, throaty chuckle she had learned to let go.
His heart held close a hundred visions of her.
But mostly, he thought of her sitting in a pool of sunlight in her solar, humming some happy little ballad as she wove her colors into some scene that lived only in her mind till she captured it from the air and made it real for the world to see. There did the Lyssa of his heart live, that woman who was so drunk on colors, so pleased with the work of her fingers. She wove flowers in her hair and even the fur of her beloved dog.
And of a humble peasant, she'd woven a knight. Not because she wished it, but because he did.
Absently fingering the tapestry, he thought of her heartbroken weeping against him the night she'd dreamed his death, and her insistence then that she do as she was bid. That they not dare the ruse. He'd not believed she meant it.
It irked him that she still did not grasp how grave a danger he'd faced from the beginning. In part, she was right that he'd not mingled with many who might know him from that other life. But 'twas not her decision to make, whether he would gamble his life.
She wanted to save him—
He sat upright, thinking again of her tears, that heartfelt, deepest weeping. What she did, she did for love. The only thing she'd asked of life was Thomas himself, and when she thought—against all odds—that they might attain happiness, she had been sure the fates would punish her in the most severe way imaginable.
With his death.
What a fool he'd been!
What Lyssa needed was a knight to claim her, not some petulant boy who ran off into the night because his feelings had been hurt. He'd lacked courage to fight for her, feeling her too far above him.
But thinking now of the despair in her eyes, he knew she loved as truly as he—and what was worth dying for was surely worth fighting for.
He did not know he would have to wait for the dawn to enter the gates of the city. In the end he was glad of it, for he caught an hour or two of sleep before the watchmen let the small crowd through, sleep he needed to steady him for the wonders and horrors that awaited him within the walls.
What struck him first was the stench, stench that had its root in the open ditches running like wounds through every street. And it was crowded! Even so early there were more folk about, on foot and on litters and on horseback like himself, than he'd seen in the entire sum of his life. One street in London held more people than his whole village and the castle combined.
In stunned amazement, he gaped at them. Rich and poor mingled, lush velvets and rough rags, pretty and stout and even very, very fat. A woman rotund as a barrel of ale swayed from side to side with each step, and Thomas wondered that she could even stand upright. There were beggars on some corners, some with disfigurations of such misery Thomas ached for gold coins to put in their mean cups.
He passed bakeries giving forth a mouthwatering steam, and butchers with blood running from the stalls, attracting crowds of clever dogs the butchers chased away. There was a whole street of shoemakers and one of tailors, and—he was forced to cover his nose—one of tanners.
It was thrilling and dismaying, and at last Thomas had to stop to ask direction to the king's quarters. The woman, a merry-eyed matron of some standing by her clothes, laughed aloud. "You're new to the city, then?"
He gave her a rueful smile. "Aye, that I am."
"Well, you don't look as if you'll call much trouble, but be wary, boy. There's more sinners per mile in London than in hell itself."
He thanked her, and led his horse the rest of the way, wondering at his own boldness as he rode to the gates. A stiff-lipped guard asked his business, and Thomas gave the answer he'd thought of on the way: "I am Thomas of Roxburgh, and I come on an errand regarding Lady Elizabeth of Woodell, the king's own cousin."
To his surprise, the guard waved him through. It could not be so easy as that?
It was. Another minion heard his speech, and led Thomas, blinking at the splendor, to a small garden where a tawny-haired man sat with a dark, plump woman. Early morning sunlight fell over the wall to gild the scene, the finely carved table piled with food. There was a mound of some red fruit Thomas could not name on a tray of silver, and other fruits, dark and small, and he thought he knew a fig when he saw one. He saw bread white as a cloud, and a dish of butter. A page carried out a cup of hot liquid and the man made some joke to him.
It was a scene of such placid domesticity that Thomas did not realize it was the king and queen themselves until the servant who'd led him to this quiet place bid Thomas wait in a stone archway, and hurried forward to speak to them quietly.
Only then did his heart turn cold at his brash-ness. His mouth went dry and had he a cap to twist, he'd have been hard put to avoid it. As it was, he contented himself by brushing the front of his tunic, and remembered he'd lain in the leaves, so combed his fingers quickly through his hair.
Then King Edward himself lifted his hand toward Thomas and called, "Come, man. What news?"
Thomas forced himself to move with dignity toward them, neither rushing nor dawdling. As he came close to the table, he realized with a sense of sudden panic that he'd no idea how to bow. Surely one knelt for the king of England and his queen? He dropped to his knees and bowed low. He could not think, in his panic, of what words to name them by, so he said nothing.
"Rise, son," said the queen. "What pretty manners! Sit and break your fast. 'Tis a quiet morning, and I'd hear of my sweet Lyssa. How does she fare? Is she on her way to us?"
Warmed by the woman's voice, Thomas sat, and blankly looked at the table. Recognizing nothing, he gave his attention to Philippa. Her dancing eyes and warm mien instantly eased his discomfort. "She is well," he said. "She'll be here this afternoon."
"And she sent us a handsome emissary to bear the good news." Philippa smiled and touched her husband's arm. "Wonderful."
Thomas shot a quick glance toward the king, wondering if he'd mind his lady wife referring to another man as handsome. Edward only smiled, plainly indulgent. He was a lion of a man, with a lean face and well-tended mustache and beard of darkest gold. His eyes were blue and sharp, though not unkind.
"I thank you for the offer of breakfast," Thomas said in a rush. Hearing the blur of his country words, he slowed down, taking time to enunciate as Lyssa had shown him, choosing each word with care. "But I am here on an errand of which you may not approve. And the lady does not know I have come ahead."
Philippa inclined her head, her dark eyes brightening with curiosity. "Not approve?" she said with a smile.
He addressed the rest to her kind face. "In truth, my lady, I have come to ask for her hand."
As if his words muted even the birds, Thomas felt them both go utterly still, waiting. He took a breath. "I have nothing—only fallow lands to the north, where all the village was killed by plague. No land. No money."
"What have you to offer, then?"
"Only my honor, my lady. And my love." A vision of Lyssa's green eyes pierced through him. and Thomas closed his eyes. "My deepest, most abiding love."
"Love?" said the king. It was the first word he'd uttered, and it rang with amusement. "Elizabeth is one of the richest widows in the kingdom, and you speak of love?"
"I do, my liege." Thomas bowed his head.
Philippa leaned close. "Does she love you in return?"
"Aye," he said roughly. "But she does ride to you to do her duty to her king and country, hearing no word that I speak to put it right."
"Does she now?" There was something richly appealing about the queen's dulcet voice. "I know a little of love and separation."
In surprise, Thomas raised his eyes.
"My lady, do not—"
Philippa smiled over her shoulder, and Thomas saw in the expression a depth of humor and love of the sort born only in the sharing of many, many interwoven days. She turned back to Thomas, and sobered. "Your lands lay fallow, you say? The plague?"
A knot of fear knitted itself in his throat, but Thomas spoke around it. "Aye. Nary a soul left standing, but a few that ran for the forest."
"You are," the king said suddenly, cutting a bit of the strange fruit, "either a grand fool or very bold, to tell so large a lie to gain admittance here."
At "lie," Thomas blanched. Squaring his shoulders, he met the king's piercing gaze. "Both, my liege. And besotted besides." His mouth tight, he said, "Does that matter none at all?"
"We will think on it," the king said. "Leave us."
Thomas rose instantly and bowed low once more. "My deepest thanks for hearing my suit, my lord, my lady."
He heard a small chuckle from the queen, but dared not look back.
'Twas just past noon when the party from Woodell passed through the gates of London, and never had Lyssa been so glad to see an end to a journey. She was unused to such long riding and she ached with it. Her stomach had grown easily unsettled, as well, and she had a powerful urge to simply retire to some cool, darkened chamber and sleep. Even the dull ache of missing Thomas ceased to matter—only the vision of that soft bed.
But of course, it could not be done thus. There was commotion and movement over their arrival, and kisses from long-missed friends and distant relatives. To Lyssa's dismay, even her sister waited to greet her with falsely cheerful hugs and kisses. "You've grown up," Eleanor said with her unpleasant smile. "Not nearly as skinny as you were, are you?"
Lyssa sighed. Eleanor had been dangerous when
Lyssa was a babe and Eleanor a much wiser, older sister who wanted with a child's ferocity to have the world she'd lost when Lyssa was born. She was not dangerous now, but still unpleasant. She'd grown into a handsome woman, with that stoutly sensible good bearing and intelligent eyes. It mattered not now that she'd been a homely child, except in her heart, where it still ruled her every hour.
Lyssa kissed her cheek. "You look lovely as always, Eleanor. The peacock blue brings out the glow in your skin."
Eleanor preened faintly, but seemed to be full of some gossip. "Let me take you to the rooms you've been given, and help you wash." She touched Lyssa's hair. "I'll comb out your hair."
Lyssa looked to Tall Mary for help, but the woman was swallowed by the number greeting the new arrivals. Nor did she see Alice. "I do my own hair now," she said. In her present state, Eleanor's combing would move her to tears.
"Surely not always!" Eleanor protested. "I vow I'd be most gentle, sister."
Lyssa spied Alice, looking bewildered by the bustle and noise and finery. "Alice!" she cried, reaching through the bodies to snag her sleeve. "Come!" She widened her eyes to show her urgency, and Lyssa did not know if the woman had forgiven her or was only relieved to see a familiar face, but Alice reached out and gripped Lyssa's hand fiercely.
But before they'd gone three steps, the queen herself emerged from the milling group and gave Lyssa a grand smile, planting a kiss to her cheek with an odd air of mischievousness dancing in her eyes. "Let her be, Eleanor," Philippa said. "The king has summoned her and will not wait."
Lyssa gaped, then glanced over her shoulder to see that Alice was not too overwhelmed. Some small flash of something caught her eye, and she looked up toward the gallery.
And there stood Thomas, looking very grave.
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"It seems you've found a most passionate admirer," Philippa said. "And what a lovely young man!"
"What?"
"And so ardent." Philippa swept Lyssa along in her wake, the dark eyes dancing. "I do like handsome and intelligent young men—and young women—about me."
"Aye," Lyssa said vaguely, her mind still trying to fit the figure of Thomas into the scenario here, in this place.
"And so bold, he was, striding in this morning, on a false errand."
Lyssa stopped dead. "This morning? False errand?" She gripped Philippa's hands fiercely. "My lady, what has he done?"
A tiny smile quirked the corners of her mouth. "That is news I save for your king."
Urgently, Lyssa tightened her grip. "Please, my lady, I must know!"
"Calm down, my sweet. 'Twas naught more than an avowal of love. And a bold and dashing avowal it was, too." She chuckled, obviously charmed.
In terror, Lyssa only stared at her. Thomas had strode into the king's court and made avowals of love for her? She made a sound of despair and pulled away. "Is the man mad?"
"Did he lie, Lyssa?" Philippa grew concerned. "Is there some trick afoot?"
The words served to bring Lyssa to her senses. Taking a breath, she said, "Nay, my lady. There is no trick. I am only taken aback by his gallantry."
"Come, then. Let's hear the ruling, shall we?"
And Lyssa found herself swept into the solar of her cousin Edward. At the sight of him, standing by the window, Lyssa was again six years old, seeing her beloved cousin, who brought so much glamour and excitement and bustle with him. He was still trim and strong and tall, his hair a thick mane on his neck, his face as lean and handsome as ever. She smiled. "My liege," she said with a smile. "I vow you are more handsome each time we meet."
He turned. "Elizabeth!" Laughing, he held out his arms, as if he too, were remembering the child she had been.
Lyssa flew to him, embracing him deeply. He chuckled, hugging her warmly. In a moment, he let her go, and Lyssa found her attention snared by the tunic he wore. He'd ever had a taste for the richest velvets in hues so deep they seemed nearly liquid, but this—!
She touched his sleeve in wonderment, astonished at the softness, and the clever, minute pattern woven into the ruby colored folds. "'Tis magnificent," she exclaimed.
Edward laughed. "Trust you to note the cloth of my tunic when so much of your fate hangs in the balance."
"My fate," she repeated and shook her head. "My fate is out of my hands, but cloth is well within my realm."
Fondly, he smiled. "Sit, child, and let me speak awhile with you."
Lyssa perched on a bench, looking to Philippa on her chair. The queen gave the smile that had won her so many devoted admirers, so filled with benevolent sweetness and genuine caring that none could resist it—or her. Not even Edward, who still held his wife in rare esteem and devotion. Lyssa had never heard of him taking a mistress.
Propping one foot on a bench, Edward leaned on his knee. "I had a most interesting visit this morning early—a plea for your hand from a man who says he has nothing but fallow lands and an empty castle to bring to you."
At the recounting of their careful lie, Lyssa bowed her head.
"Ah, you seem to recognize the man."
"I do, my lord." Her voice barely raised above a whisper.
"I am intrigued, Elizabeth, I will admit. 'Twas brave to march to me and present his suit so boldly. A heart so brave and devoted 'twould be a good thing in a husband."
As if two giant fingers suddenly clenched, Lyssa felt her heart pinch so violently she feared for a moment she would die of fear and anticipation. "Aye, my lord."
"But I tell you honestly, girl, I risk serious disturbance in my court if I say nay to Harry now."
She winced at the name.
"You dislike the man?"
Lyssa glanced toward Philippa, who gave her the faintest nod. Lacing her fingers together tightly, Lyssa said, "He has ever lusted for my lands, my liege, not me. I was wed once for property and it was not a happy union."
"I knew that, and do regret the match. I could not see that Philip Mereworth was too old and too devoted to his first wife to make a good husband to you. For that, I am sorry." He lifted a shoulder. "Still, there is much to be lost if Woodell is mismanaged, or falls to the wrong hands, and I'll not risk it on a foolish whim."
Lyssa waited, her body hot and cold by turns. It seemed she could not quite catch enough breath into her lungs. The two parts of her mind warred—the selfish half which ached to have Thomas for her husband, and the more noble hair that knew he might well be doomed if she agreed.
"And did he speak the truth when he said you do love him in return, but only came to me to do your duty?"
She closed her eyes. "He did."
The silence then stretched so long that Lyssa grew frightened that she'd roused the king's anger, and lifted her head.
But Edward only gazed out the window, his lips pursed in thought. "Tell me of him, Elizabeth. How came you to love this knight?"
So Lyssa told him about finding Lord Thomas and his widowed servant. "We arrived too late for the planting, sire, and my guards—the knaves—ran off, leaving the castle undefended whilst we weathered the plague by the sea.
"When we did return, there was already grain sowed and growing, and Lord Thomas had defended the villeins against the bandits that fill the forest now."
"So he tended the place well, did he?"
Lyssa nodded soberly. "He did. And more," she added, remembering Alice. "His servant saved the village from plague entirely."
Philippa spoke. "What's this?"
"I know not, my lady, how 'twas done, but the plague did come to the village, and only took a babe or two, and an old man. No others."
"But how?"
Lyssa shrugged. "Alice says only that the village was healthy before she began, so 'twas no small matter to stave off the pestilence with a good tonic."
The story had caught the king's attention, as well. "Has this servant ridden with you?"
"She has, sire. She is my servant now, and tends my needs. I've found her a loyal and faithful woman." If a mite too bold, Lyssa added silently.
"I'd meet her when the time is right." He turned from the window, clasping his hands behind his back. "As for the rest, I will think on it. Meantime, mind yourself in his company, and let none know there is an attachment between you. I'll not have the gossip fuel Harry's pique."
Lyssa nodded and stood to curtsey low. "My most heartfelt thanks, sire." She bobbed toward Philippa. "My lady queen."
Outside the solar, Lyssa leaned against the wall and sucked in a deep, calming breath. On the dark background of her lids, she saw her dream, that severed, gray-fleshed head. Bile rose in her belly, and she clenched her fists. "Thomas, what have you done, my love?" she whispered to the air.
Distantly came the sound of cups clattering, and a bevy of kitchen maids gossiping, and the clank of spurs down a stone passageway. The sounds were exaggerated by the arched halls. There was a scent of meat roasting on a spit and woodsmoke, and the faint coppery notes of the river. Lyssa absorbed it all, but over and over, she saw that bloody head, till she was near to retching with it.
At last she pushed away from the wall, took a steadying breath, and went to find the steward, who would tell her where Thomas was to sleep.
But she could not find him in the open hall where male guests slept on pallets, nor in the great hall, or in the yard. Stymied, Lyssa stopped and closed her eyes, reaching out with that part of herself to the part that was joined to Thomas, and she could feel him close by. Somewhere.
"Here I am, my lady," he said, and moved from the shadows.
He'd bathed the journey from him, and wore a fresh clean tunic the color of new leaves. His hair showed the shine of a good brushing, and she could not help the small, jealous needle that went through her—some lass had enjoyed herself too much at that task.
But as he approached her, there was something else about him, something different. He walked proudly, his shoulders square, his head high, that fine square chin thrust slightly forward. In his eyes was knowledge.
Her heart caught. Here was her man, whether peasant or knight, she did not care. She had nearly lost him entirely, and there was threat to them all around, but in that instant, all she knew was a bright, golden sword of gladness.
With a small, tight cry, she launched herself across the stones and leapt into his waiting embrace. "Oh, Thomas, I so feared I'd never see you again," she breathed against his neck. She held him fiercely, then remembered at once the king's warning, and pushed away. "We must be discreet," she murmured, looking over her shoulder and up to the galleries, where a dozen eyes might hide.
Thomas paused, and inclined his head, drawing her into a narrow dark hallway that led only to a dusty, forgotten alcove where a single embrasure let in a shaft of afternoon sun.
Safely hidden, Thomas seized her and kissed her wildly, only lifting his head to speak when their breath came in gasps. "By the saints," he whispered, "and all that is holy in this world or the next, I do love you, Lyssa. There is no light in my world without you."
She closed her eyes and brushed her brow against his chin. "Aye," she whispered. "But he has not given his blessing. We must not hope too much."
"I cannot bear to think of you in another's embrace," he said. "I fear I'll go mad and kill every husband you ever find, one by one, till there are no men left to whom you could be married."
She laughed. "I do think there are those who might suspect you before long."
Holding her against him, he touched her belly. "How fares my babe this day?"
"Well enough."
And there again came that bloody vision of his head on a pike, and she moaned softly, pressing her face into his chest. "Thomas, I do fear some terrible trouble will find us here. There are those who would gladly kill to have my land and the rank marriage to me would bring. They will look for any reason to rid themselves of a rival—and with your secrets you are in grave danger."
He took her face in his hands, and tilted her face to him. "You must not protect me now, Lyssa. Swear it."
"'Tis not that I protect you, Thomas, only that there is danger all around us."
"Danger for me," he said gravely. "Danger I do accept."
Lyssa stared up at him, seeing the burnished skin where he'd been shaved, and the darker flecks in his indigo eyes, and the bow of his mouth. Behind him, dust motes danced in the light.
And it seemed to her suddenly right that she should be here. There was only one man on all the earth for her, and he stood before her now. Tears filled her eyes. "I do love you too much, Thomas."
He stroked her face with his thumb. "And you must not bear the weight of this, or halt what must be. We'll win gloriously, Lyssa, or fall to greatest despair, but you must never regret the gamble we've made here. We have only one chance to find happiness, and we must reach for it or regret it always."
She nodded, unable to halt the slow welling of tears. So many things crowded into her: terror and passion and hope and love. Overcome, she raised on her toes and gravely pressed her mouth to his. "With this kiss, do I seal my love for you, Thomas. No matter what happens, henceforth, I will He with no other man, nor marry any but you. That is my promise."
"Nay, Lyssa." He grew very stern. "You must not risk the life of that babe you carry."
Steadily, she met his gaze. "You have made your vow. And I have made mine."
Voices just beyond the small connecting hall made them lift their heads and cling more closely to the wall. In spite of the danger, what Lyssa felt was a pleasant sense of arousal at the feeling of his hard body pressing into her own. After nearly a month of nearly drunken exploration, it had been many days since they'd last made love. As the voices faded, she smiled up at him, thinking of the feel of his skin below her hands.
Bracing himself with his hands against the wall, he put the length of himself tight against her body. "Do not tempt me with that wicked smile," he said in a low voice.
"'Tis only wicked because it reflects my thoughts," she whispered, and could not resist pulling her open palms down the length of his back, down over the high, firm rounds of his buttocks.
He moved a little, side to side, and Lyssa felt the thrust of his sex growing stiff against her. "Ah, 'tis a thousand years till we may lie together again."
Another pair of voices passed beyond their hidden place, and Lyssa sighed in frustration. "But we must be discreet till all is settled, or risk the rage of Edward."
"Be alert," he said, lifting his body away. He bent to kiss her and even the feel of his hair, silky and clean against her face, roused her. "Mayhap Lady Fortune will smile upon us."
Carefully, he smoothed his tunic and spread his hands for her approval. Lyssa widened her eyes. "Remember me, my lord, when those beautiful ladies come to you at supper, with promises of all manner of worldly pleasure."
His grin was purely male, and he winked. "I will do my best."
Lyssa chuckled. "Go. I will follow in a little."
He ducked through the low door.
Tall Mary was dazzled. She could not even take in the grandeur of the king's hall. Everywhere it seemed something glittered or shone or gleamed, and in every detail was a richness beyond anything she had ever dreamed existed. Woodell was a rich fief, which all knew, but here there were beeswax candles mixed in with the tallows, and there were hundreds of them, on every surface.
Lyssa had dressed Mary in one of her own gowns, not even an old one. Mary thought she was only trying to appease her over the quarrel with Dark Thomas, but was pleased enough by the gesture she did not care what the motive might be. In truth, she'd understood more than she wished of Lyssa's urge to send Thomas away, and had not this time held a grudge.
Even when she spoke that aloud, Lyssa shook her head and took out this gown of darkest forest-green silk, trimmed on the edges with exquisitely soft white fur. Around her waist Mary wore a girdle of braided silk in many colors, and Lyssa and Alice had put up her red hair into a loose tumble of curls, bound around her brow with a slim circle of gold. When they picked up a mirror to show her herself, Mary gaped at the transformation. The green made of her skin a milky wash, and binding up her hair made her neck seem graceful and long. In wonder, she touched her cheek. "I look beautiful."
Lyssa smiled. "Indeed. And tonight I will do what I should have done long ago—present you to your king."
And she had. And the king, an ever-so handsome lord, had bent over Mary's hand gallantly and kissed her fingers, his blue eyes twinkling. Next to him, the queen chuckled indulgently. Dizzy, Mary had taken a place below the salt, and felt the envious glow of the others like a balmy sun.
There was another fine moment when Dark Thomas caught sight of her, and turned back for another, longer, more appreciative inventory. He grinned devilishly at her, putting his hand over his heart in a mocking way, as if to tell her he was slain by her beauty.
Then, as elegantly as any lord, he bowed to her, and when he lifted his head, there was a hugely secret enjoyment between them. Imagine, his eyes said, and hers back to him, two low-born peasants dressed like lords and ladies, dining in the king's hall.
But of all the stir her new gown caused, Tall Mary relished the reaction of John Tyler most. Since the night he'd demanded a kiss, he'd asked no more favors, but the memory of that kiss lay on Mary's senses with a curious intensity, and she'd found herself hoping he might try another.
Instead, he'd only teased and talked with her all the way to London, storing up little jokes to tell her, bringing her extra ale in the nights when they halted, seeing to her comfort in a way she had not ever known. Always it was Mary seeing to the comfort of others.
This night, John Tyler was dressed in his best, a clean black tunic belted with leather, and she thought he looked fine. How had it escaped her notice that he was so largely, neatly built? Aside from Thomas himself, no other man in the hall was taller, and though he had not the hawkishly beautiful features of Thomas, there was nonetheless an honorable sweetness to the wide mobile mouth, and a light of dancing mischief in his clear eyes.
And tonight, when he saw her in her green gown, his face went utterly still, but for the smallest flair of his nostrils, and in his eyes there leapt a light of such deep yearning that Mary found herself laughing.
She moved close to him and inclined her head coquettishly. "I had wondered if you'd ever kiss me again, John Tyler. Will my dress inflame your senses so that you can no more resist?"
His smile was reward enough, blazing and sunny, as uncomplicated as Mary's heart was dark. And he tugged her behind a thick post and kissed her properly.
Lyssa could not seem to catch her breath. She sat nearby the king and queen at the head of the table. At her right sat Thomas. Across from her were Stephen and Margrave, with Isobel between them, and Lyssa did not like the way the two men eyed Thomas, like cats with switching tails, ready to pounce. To her left were David the Bruce, the captive Scots king, and his wife.
There had been one bad moment when Bruce heard Thomas's name, and leaned round Lyssa for a better look at him. "I did not recognize you," he said. "I took a grand stag at Roxburgh a few years ago… why did I think you were younger?"
Only Lyssa would have seen the faint paling of Thomas's face. "I do remember," he said casually. "He gave us a merry chase."
At that the Bruce was off on a glorious retelling of the hunt and the dangers of it. Lyssa gave her attention to her trencher, picking over the food, feeling vaguely nauseous. Next to her, Thomas was rigid.
She dared not look at him.
It was a very fine feast, for Edward took pride in his rich table. Candles burned in gold and silver candlesticks, and there were grand silver ewers and flagons crusted with jewels. Overhead burned a brace of candles, and rushlights cast their flame from the walls, making the hall bright as day. Piles of apricots and figs and plums were piled high on wide platters, and wine from Burgundy and the Rhine flowed into deep cups. Platter after platter of food was served, till Lyssa near burst with eating the exquisitely seasoned dishes—motrews and stews, roast quail and herbed chicken. All around were ladies in the finest of gowns, and jewels winked on fingers and gleamed at throats and cast fire from belts.
Like her dream. The finest of feasts.
"Even I can eat no more," Thomas confided to her after a time, sighing. The danger seemed not to have effected his lusty appetite in the least, and Lyssa cast him a pointed glance.
He shrugged, a smile glittering in his eyes. "I am a big man," he said, and the smile spread to his mouth. "With big appetites."
And for once, Lyssa chose to simply live in the moment. If he were taken from her an hour hence, she would grieve him then, and not a moment before. "Oh, a little more, sir, surely. Look, they have sweets."
"Ah, well, maybe a little." Quietly, he said, "I do not recognize half of what is on this table. This morn-ing the queen told me to eat, but I did not know what to choose. What is that yellowish red fruit?"
"Quinces." She did not care for them, and reached instead for a pomegranate, which she sliced deftly in half with her knife. "These, now, are said to be the fruit of love."
He tasted it and made an approving sound. "The fruit of love, you say?"
"Aye."
With that devastating way he had of teasing her, Thomas put the pomegranate to his mouth and sucked out some of the tiny fruits within the skin, his eyes shining. "Not quite as satisfying as a cherry."
She laughed, and below the table, touched his thigh.
Pages cleared away the remains of the food and the company began to shift into smaller knots, some dancing to the musicians who played in the gallery, some drifting to little groups along the wall, some disappearing to darkened corners for exchanges of a private sort. A chess board was brought out, and the Bruce gestured to Thomas. "Will you play?"
Alarm ran through Lyssa, alarm she kept tamped down as she agreed to change places with the Scots king. Philippa moved close. "What a fine looking man he is," she said quietly of Thomas. "And 'tis plain enough you are in love."
Behind Lyssa, the Bruce said, "Unusual strategy, Roxburgh."
She could not help her fond smile, thinking of Robert's outrage when Thomas had first played chess, using his pawns to such fine and unusual advantage. She met Philippa's kind eye, and realized this was just what the woman meant.
"Am I so plain?" Lyssa said, putting her hands to her hot cheeks. "I do not wish to anger the king."
"Oh, no, child. 'Tis only my own happy eye that sees it. I do believe Edward means to grant your suit. He only wishes to find the best way to appease Harry."
Lyssa touched the spot below her ribs that hurt with anticipation. She felt an urgent need to have this done, and get all of them safely back at Woodell. From the corner of her eye, she saw a man with a plaid drape over his tunic scurry into the hall. She leaned closer to Philippa. "Does the Bruce bring his own men with him?"
"Only one or two." She shrugged.
The man came from behind Thomas to murmur something in the Bruce's ear. The king nodded, and gestured toward Thomas, and at that instant, Lyssa felt a peculiar twist in her gut.
Time slowed, each second stretching the length of an hour, or so it seemed to Lyssa. The man turned toward Thomas, who looked up with a pleasant expression of greeting that shifted before Lyssa's eyes to something cold and hard. Even before the man spoke, she knew.
She knew.
"This is not the lord of Roxburgh," the man said all too clearly. "Sire, do you not remember? This is the huntmaster. He led the hunt—do you not remember? You were so taken with his skill you tried to lure him away."
And for Lyssa the world went still and utterly silent as the words rang down the length of the table and all around the room.
The huntmaster.
Thomas raised his eyes and looked only at Lyssa. "My apologies for my deception, my lady," he said soberly.
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Proudly, Thomas rose from his seat into the stunned silence, refusing to lower his head. From his great height, he met the eyes of all who stared: first Lyssa, whose face showed only pale shock. Then Isobel, across the table, whose mouth looked pinched. He disdainfully gazed at the knights who'd so wanted his head: Stephen de Kivelsworthy, who smirked, and Margrave, in his black, who showed no expression at all.
At last he turned to the king and queen of England, finding on Edward's face not the fury he had expected but a curiously measuring expression. "Is it true?" Edward asked.
Thomas straightened. "Aye. I am a bastard of that house, and when all were killed, I simply donned my father's clothes and went out in the world to seek my fortune."
"As if clothes made the man," sneered Stephen.
"Silence," said the king.
Even the music had stopped now, as one by one, the folk in the hall heard the strange news, whispered from one to the other, and all eyes turned toward the extraordinary drama unfolding.
A peasant masquerading as a knight!
"You liar!" came a small, furious voice. "You lied!"
Thomas turned to see Robert standing at his side, looking up at him as if he were the Evil One himself. "I should have known," he sneered, and with a furious gesture, swept all the chess pieces from the board. "Using pawns to take a king!"
Impulsively, Thomas grabbed him. "You'll not disrespect these men, young lord. I may not be your better in birth, but I am still your better in size."
With a cry, Robert pulled away.
"Elizabeth," said the king. "You did not know?"
"She did not, sire," Thomas said before she could answer.
Lyssa lifted her chin. Thomas held his breath, waiting for her to deny him. Praying she would not choose this moment to show some foolish brand of courage.
"I did not always, my lord," she said slowly. "But today I did willingly deceive you."
Edward's mouth went hard. "I am disappointed."
She bowed her head. "Aye, my lord. It was only—"
"No more." Edward rose and for a long moment, stared hard at Thomas. His expression was piercing. "There is much trouble in this land over men of your ilk, Thomas Hunter. And you've been bolder than most. At dawn, I'll have your head, for 'twill send a better message than I could hope to those who would overturn their masters."
Lyssa made a small, choking sound that she tried to cover with one hand.
Stonily, Thomas nodded. "I accept my own fate, my lord, but I beg you do not punish the lady. Twas all my doing."
"Guards!" Edward cried, and pointed to Thomas.
As they came forward to bind him, Thomas looked at Philippa. "Keep her safe, my lady, I beg you."
Before he was led away, he thought he saw a tear in her black eyes.
They parted to let him by, and now Thomas did see tears. Running on Isobel's face, and on Tall Mary's. At the rear of the room stood Alice, who stepped out before the company. "I am his mother. At least let me give him a kiss of farewell."
They halted. Thomas bent for her kiss, and felt her hand in his pocket. "Herbs, son, to hurry you from this life." With a break in her voice, she whispered, "Twas a fight well worth the winning or losing." She kissed his cheek.
And Thomas was led from the bright feast to the dark bowels of a dungeon, where he was chained and locked in the dark to await the dawn and his death.
The only vision in his mind was Lyssa. For her, it had been worth the gamble.
In the hall, Edward looked to his cousin. "As for you, you will be married to the husband I chose for you. Till then, keep yourself scarce from my sight, else I'll give you the beating you do deserve."
"Aye, my liege," Lyssa said in a small voice.
The king stalked from their company, and slowly the music started again, though the buzzing of excitement would likely last for days. Weakened, Lyssa sank to the bench. She felt the queen's hand press hers for a moment, then she, too, departed.
She ought retreat, Lyssa thought, but her knees shook and she did not think she could stand. Then Tall Mary and Alice were bracing her, helping her to rise, and Isobel, too, appeared. Without speaking, they made their way to the chambers Lyssa had been given.
The four women sat grimly silent in the chamber, faces shadowed by flickering candle flames. Lyssa looked at each woman in turn, thinking how much they'd experienced together. Isobel wept silently, making her pretty pale face blotchy red, and she sat next to Lyssa, gripping her hand. Tall Mary paced, her agitation kicking up the green skirts with her long stride. Only Alice sat immobile, her face a mask of shock.
"I brought this on him," she said at last. "My own greed will kill my son."
"'Tis not yours alone," Lyssa said. "I should have left him at Woodell, or sent him out to the world." Quietly, she added, "I knew the mortal peril he faced here."
Tall Mary made a sound of annoyance. "Twas none of you, nor me! Twas Thomas himself, who was born to be knight, not peasant in some grimy field." Anger snapped in her eyes. "Think you I have not wished he'd settled for the life of a yeoman, where I might have had some true claim to him?"
"Mary, forgive—"
"Lyssa, I mean no disrespect, but halt that noble tongue and let me speak."
Blinking, Lyssa nodded.
"I loved him. I love him still, as do all of us here, I'll warrant. But I do not mistake my love for blame. 'Tis not the way we would have wished for it to end, but he gained a life he'd bare dreamt existed by coming here." She looked at Lyssa. "By claiming the love of his heart, and planting in her belly a babe."
A small cry of surprise came from Isobel, and her hand tightened on Lyssa's.
Tall Mary, regal in the gown, her red hair swept high on her head, crossed her arms and inclined her head on that swanlike neck. "Do we sit now, and mourn him, all of us who love him, or will we think on some Ian to save him?"
"What plan?" Alice asked. "The king spoke in front of the entire hall. He'll not take back his word now."
But Lyssa met Mary's eye, remembering a day so long ago now that it was near lost in the gold mists of childhood. A day the king had taken her feather as a token of love and luck, and vowed the talisman had saved his life.
"We can but try," Lyssa said, raising her head. "I think there is in the queen an ally. I will go to her."
At the door, she halted. "Come you, all of you, with me. Four are better than one."
So it was that they gathered in the queen's chamber, finding there a grave and sober woman. "I did not think this night would pass without your petition," she said with a shadow of her famous smile. "But there is aught I can do."
"I only ask an audience with him. Only five minutes, my lady, so I might beg for the life of my love."
Philippa hesitated, looking from Lyssa to the others, and back. "You are all devoted to the man, and I admit he charmed me." She took a breath. "Wait but a little, I will see if I may convince him."
Lyssa stepped back with as much dignity as she could muster and bowed. "Thank you."
'Twas not even a hundred beats of Lyssa's heart before Philippa reappeared. "He will see you, Elizabeth, but only you. The others must wait with me."
So she would fight alone. Squaring her shoulders, Lyssa went with the guard to the king's private chambers. Two guardsmen and a servant who readied the bed looked at her curiously, but Lyssa lifted her chin, ignoring them.
Edward sat nearby a roaring fire, a robe of thick velvet wrapped about him. No adornments of office but for the proud lion head marked him. As Lyssa was led in, he raised a hand. "The rest of you, leave us."
Her hands folded tightly, Lyssa knelt before her king, waiting for his signal before she spoke. Her heart skittered and jumped, and a trickle of sweat trailed between her breasts, and still the king only sat in silence.
At last, she raised her head and found him measuring her with an unreadable expression. There was anger in it, but she saw other things, too.
"I was ever too fond of you, Lyssa," he said gruffly, his head cocked. Firelight danced in his tawny hair. "You were a most precocious child, and charmed me even when I should not have been charmed."
Lyssa waited.
"You charm me still, cousin. For no other would I spare the time to listen to a plea I must deny, but I find I am too fond to be harsh with you."
A tear sparked in Lyssa's eye. "Thank you, my liege." She bowed her head, feeling an unexpected rush of emotion. "Forgive me my lie. It grieved me deeply."
"You love him, this peasant."
"I do."
"And you've come to plead for his life."
"I have." She took a shaky breath, and closed her eyes, praying for the right words, the words that would move a proud and angry heart. "It is not for my love of him that I ask you to think on this night."
"What else is there?"
Lyssa raised her head. "Thomas himself, my lord. You have not the chance to know him as I do, so I must argue only about what gives a man the heart of a knight."
"'Tis at least the blood of a noble in his veins!"
"Is it, my liege? Is it noble blood that makes a heart good and honorable? If that be so, why is my hall ever filled with drunken louts with nary a thought between them? Why must peasant daughters be hidden when such knights ride through their villages?"
His eyes narrowed faintly.
Lyssa felt the words come fast to her tongue, so fast she nearly stumbled on them. "A knight is a man who will protect and serve, who does battle for his king, and protects the weak and small. Thomas of Roxburgh knew naught of that when he came to Woodell.
"But my villagers mistook him for a great knight, and wished to do him honor, so he was bathed and fed and put to bed in my own chambers. They longed for a leader, for one to defend and guide them. That low peasant who only masqueraded as a knight was moved. He stayed to take the place of the guardsmen who had run off, stayed to defend a small band of strangers only because they asked."
Dryly, Edward remarked, "'Twas not of course the glamour of bedding all the village maids, and eating fine foods in a fine hall, and playing at knight."
Lyssa smiled. "Oh, there was some of that, I'll warrant. I've a village full of women who'd die to defend Dark Thomas."
"And you do not mind that?"
She shook her head. "To them he gave a rare honor, my lord," she said. And to her surprise, she felt new tears spring to her eyes. "There is none among us who are below his notice or his kindness or his gentleness. We are starved for men who see us, and I do not mind his gift of seeing."
He cocked his head. "And you trust him to be faithful to you?" His smile was slightly cynical.
"I do, as your own queen trusts her king, who might have any maid in the realm, and does not take them to his bed."
That moved him. He looked away for a trice, and when he spoke again, there was a gruffness in his voice. "So he is good and kind. 'Tis not enough, Lyssa."
Her chest ached, as if a fist pressed into it. "There is more," she said. "As you know, my lord, my company in exile fell to the very plague we'd fled, and I could not return home till Midsummer's Day. I feared returning to a deserted village and empty fields and the stink of rotten rushes. Instead, I found fields planted with grain, and the village whole, and the hall swept and clean. The walls had been new whitewashed, and the feasts observed, and my hounds were well tended.
"Too many men, knight or not, would have simply taken what was given, and spent the months of my exile living from the fat of the land I've so long tended. Thomas did not. They looked to him as leader, and lead he did."
Edward looked toward the fire, his eyes narrowed. "And you, Lyssa, were you smitten on sight, like the village maids?"
"I was not. I had no taste for men, my lord. I only wished to come home to my weavings and live in peace. In all of my life, I had felt no hunger for any man, and though Thomas was beautiful, and he moved me, 'twas his heart and his goodness that won me."
"But if your story is true, he lied to you. Did you not feel betrayed when you discovered the truth?"
Lyssa nodded, thinking of the day in the forest. "I did. I near sent him away, but there arose a situation with Isobel that made it unwise. I feared for his life if he left Woodell."
"I have heard a little of that from the outraged Kivelsworthy, but I've seen the witchery of the girl, and can guess how it went."
"Aye. He was innocent, but there was a party of knights who would have slaughtered him if I sent him away. So he stayed."
"And you fell in love."
"I did." She swallowed. "He is brave, my lord. I saw him kill three thieves with no thought for his own safety, but only to defend me. He has wisdom enough to run my entire estate in my absence. He is gentle with the fairer sex, and firm with a boy who had not a male hand to guide him all these years. What more would you ask of a knight?"
Edward looked at her for a long moment. "You have ever gazed at the world with eyes unlike anyone else, cousin. I find myself thinking tonight of the gifts you once brought to me, those feathers and rocks and flowers. Do you remember?"
"I do," she replied, smiling faintly.
"My knights laughed at those offerings, but they were the honest gift of an honest heart, and the presents of a child who saw beauty in all things, low or high." He gazed at her intently. "I find I am moved that you discovered beauty and honor again where few would think to look."
She kept her chin high, but tears rolled over her cheeks. She could not speak.
He rose, and turned to look in the fire, his hands clasped behind his back. "In the way this has unfolded, there is a quandary. I cannot simply pardon him and let you wed him. There would be rebellion in every quarter, and that I cannot risk, not even for you."
She bowed her head. "Aye."
At last, Edward turned. "There is one more thing I would ask of a knight, Elizabeth, and as a king, I value it more highly than honor. That is the heart of a soldier." He paused. "I will test your Thomas in the tournament tomorrow. He may have his own horse and sword, and he will battle with my own best knights. They will try to kill him, Elizabeth, for much loathing has he roused."
Hope swelled in her, and she clasped her hands tightly to keep them from trembling.
"If your Thomas still stands at the end, he will be made knight, and you will have your husband."
Lyssa let her cry free, and grasped Edward's hands, pressing a kiss to them. "Thank you, my lord. I am ever in your debt."
His hand fell light on her hair. "I am no stranger to love, cousin." He stepped away. "Go now to your women, and wait for the day. You may not thank me tomorrow when he lies dead in a tournament field."
"Better the death of a knight," she said in a voice she could not hold even, "than the death of a criminal."
Thomas did not sleep. Oblivion would come soon enough.
Instead he made himself as comfortable as he could in the cold, dank cell, and watched the stars move in the bit of sky he could glimpse from the narrow, barred window. It was a fine, clear night, and the stars seemed very bright.
Only hours after he'd been locked in his cell, a retinue of guards came to his door, and he heard the lock turn. "Release him," said one, lifting his chin to indicate the chains locked around Thomas's feet and wrists.
Puzzled, Thomas held out his hands, dragging the heavy jingling chains across the stone floor. The guards unlocked him, and he rubbed his arm gratefully.
"You're to be shown to the chapel," the first guard told him. "We'll stand watch over ye, so don't be thinking you'll find freedom in the night."
"The chapel?"
"Aye." The guard peered at him, not unkindly, as if to discern some deeper thing from the shape of his face. "Ye've been granted a chance at the tournament tomorrow. Do well, and the king will knight you. Do not, and his men will kill you."
So, Thomas, under guard, was given the chance to pray. He did not waste it, but knelt on the stones before the statue of Mary, because it had been from women his fortune had come thus far. He prayed for strength and a clear head. He prayed to fight nobly. He prayed he would not dishonor himself or Lyssa, and if he must die, that it would be like a knight, not as the villein he'd been born.
Isobel, wrapped in a warm shawl, huddled in a dark corner of Lyssa's chamber. Around them, the castle was silent but for the cry of the watchman every hour. She watched his torch circling the wall, the only point of light in the vast darkness.
On the bed, Lyssa slept, forced there by Mary and Alice, who had grown concerned at the pallor of their lady. Lyssa had resisted until Alice made her drink some brew she'd made. Soon after, Lyssa had lain on the bed and drifted into a deep sleep. Mary lay next to her, an arm around Lyssa protectively.
Which left only Isobel and Alice to hold vigil. Alice prayed the rosary with unending passion, working the beads between her fingers over and over and over. If prayer was measured by devotion, Isobel thought the Mother would be on Thomas's side tomorrow.
Isobel felt sick. Her own emotions this long night had surprised her—wave after wave of panic and grief came over her. Panic that Thomas would be killed, that his strength would not be enough to see him through against knights like Stephen and Margrave. She'd seen Margrave in lists; he was a brutally cruel fighter—but it was Stephen de Kivelsworthy who would kill Thomas if he could.
It bewildered her that she felt so strongly. She had not thought she gave a thought to the life of Thomas any longer. She'd burned for him, true enough, but she'd burned for many a man, and in truth, it was his very size that had excited her imagination.
But as he'd been led away from the feast, her sorrow had been quick and sharp, and her fear had been all for her stepmother.
For Lyssa, who'd gone such a pale dead color at the pronouncement of their king. Whose eyes had been more bleak than any sight Isobel had ever seen, more bleak than her own father's when his beloved wife had been laid in the crypt. Isobel had known grief in those moments herself. She'd loved her mother, and bitterly mourned her.
But the anguish in Lyssa's eyes gave new shape to grief. Isobel feared that if Thomas were killed, Lyssa would go mad with the sorrow.
An autumn wind, cool and sharp, blew through the embrasure, and Isobel shivered, pulling the shawl closer around her. She thought of the night she'd seen Thomas and Lyssa in the orchard, and the look on his face, that reverent passion that ran so deep it had wounded Isobel to the quick. Isobel had not seen Lyssa's face that night, but she knew now there had been the same look there.
Love so deep was rare. And beautiful. Isobel found she ached to think of them being parted, ached so deep she nearly could not think of it. She wondered what she might do to give Thomas advantage, how she might help him win.
When she thought of the answer, it was so simple and clear that she laughed softly. Alice looked up, though her lips moved yet in prayer. "Dear Alice," she said, standing, "I think my wantonness may at last have it's purpose. Do not worry." And in good humor, she pressed a kiss to her cheek before she slipped into the passageway.
She knew where her betrothed slept, but first went to find her brother, and roused him, and told him what she wished. He was thunderously resistant, at first, but she brought him around.
Then she went to the quarters where Stephen was housed. A watchman paced nearby, and she uncovered her curls as she approached, glad she'd worn the good blue silk that showed her eyes and breast to best advantage. Putting a hand on the guard's arm, she whispered a plea for him to go rouse her beloved. A gleam in his eye, he did as she asked, as she'd known he would.
She waited in the shadows, her heart racing in both excitement and fear. This would seal her own fate completely, and there was some sadness in her over that. En route to London, Lyssa had shown some understanding of Isobel's wish to choose her own husband. A pity to throw that away.
Still, this was a form of choosing. Stephen came into the hall, blinking sleepily, and Isobel measured him for a moment in the low light. He wore only a shirt that came to his knees, open at the throat, the laces hanging loose to show a chest gilded with golden hair. She felt a queer stirring in her middle, looking at the tumble of his curls and the sleepy, beautiful face.
She stepped from the shadows. "I could not sleep," she whispered.
Immediately, he reached for her, concern in his bright eyes. "What might I do?"
Isobel let herself be enfolded. She had not even allowed him to kiss her before this, and she saw his surprise and pleasure. "Will you walk with me awhile?"
"Of course." He fetched a cloak and rejoined her, and they walked into the gardens, where trees cast deep shadows. There, he put an arm around her, and seemed about to speak, then hesitated.
At last he turned to her. "Are you grieved over that peasant? I have long suspected you harbored some feeling for the beast."
Isobel swallowed a smile and made her move. She lifted a hand to his face, and was surprised to find there was pleasure in the feeling of smooth young flesh prickled with the lightest of beard. "Nay, my lord," she said, and lowered her gaze, and dropped her hand, as if in maidenly shyness. "I dreamt of you." She raised her eyes and whispered, "kissing me."
For a long, long moment, Isobel feared she had misjudged him. That he scented a trick. Then his breath left him on a longing groan. "A kiss I can give," he said.
As if her quiet request had shattered some wall he kept about him, Stephen de Kivelsworthy, that boy, swept Isobel into a fierce embrace, hauling her body close to his as if to absorb her flesh into his, and he caught her head in his hand and lowered his head and—
Kissed her. Not gently. Not sweetly.
Isobel gasped, going utterly still for a moment, seeing the face of her dream love suddenly become clear. Ever had she searched the faces of men, looking always for that man who haunted her, whose lips fit her own exactly, who anticipated what she wished before she'd bare formed the thought. She clasped his face in her hands and pulled back, breathing hard. "It was you, all along," she said in wonder, and then kissed him again with a burst of joy-
And when he laid her on the ground there in the autumn-chilled garden and warmed her with his ardor and his strong, youthful body, Isobel gave freely, sealing her fate gladly.
It was only when she crept back to the women's bower that she realized she had also accomplished her other plan—to wear down the energy of the knight most likely to kill Thomas. And when Stephen learned Thomas was not to be executed, but would fight in a tournament today, he would be very angry.
She slumped on the wall, thinking how ironic it would be to lose her dream lover when she had only just found him, and over one of the only unselfish things she had ever done.
Weary, she entered the chamber. What was done was done.
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The day was overcast and humid. As Lyssa allowed Mary to brush her hair, she watched tents behind erected in the wide field behind the castle. Already a crowd of Londonites gathered at one end for the long anticipated tourney, herded there by guards who would carefully separate the lower classes from the nobles who would watch from a sheltered dais furnished with benches.
Lyssa felt numb as she stared at the grassy field. By sunset, her fate would be decided there. Her love might lie dead in that very grass, or he might stand triumphant. Pressing a hand to her ribs, Lyssa breathed, "How can we bear the waiting?"
"We have no choice, my lady," Alice said. She had covered her head with a clean white wimple, and her large, beautiful eyes were sober. "'Tis in the Lady's hands now."
They had to rouse Isobel from a deep sleep, but managed to get her dressed and moving, and went down as a group to the fields and took places on the dais. Bread, fruit, and various wines and ales were offered, but Lyssa felt she could choke nothing down past the terror in her throat. She ached to see Thomas, and peered anxiously toward the knots of flags and standards waving over the heads of knights in bright clothes.
Already the excitement was palpable. Minstrels played lively tunes, and loud chatter spilled into the air from the gathering crowds. Horns pierced the air at intervals, and there was the usual clanging and clanking and swearing as horses were armored and weapons were tested.
The tournament had been slated long before the discovery of Thomas's background, and knights had come from far and wide to test their skills. Most of it would be for show, knights jousting singly or in pairs with blunted weapons, but there would be true contests as well, and a melee at the end, to mock battle between the knights.
Again her fear and anticipation jumped. If Thomas were successful through the jousts, he might well end the day a far richer man, and not only for winning her hand. He'd have claim to the ransom of any knight he captured, and the claim on their horses as well.
But most of the knights had entourages made up of squires and pages to do their bidding, to bring them new weapons if a lance was broken, or carry their flags. Thomas had no one.
"My lady, look!" Mary cried, pointing. "There he is."
Lyssa forced herself to remain seated, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. She had woven ribbons through her hair to give him, but as he came into view, she saw that he already carried a token: the weaving of a hunt scene that she had given him was tied to his chest, where there might have been the heraldic marks if he had earned them.
He was well outfitted, and it somehow comforted her to see him stride into the milling knights, his chin high, his helm under his arm. He stood head and shoulders above most of the number, and Lyssa saw more than one man look uneasily after him, plainly measuring the breadth of those shoulders, the uncommon size of his powerful arms. Here was a man, they all knew, who would not be easily worn down or wearied.
Behind him, leading the great black destrier that had belonged to the elder Thomas of Roxburgh, was Robert. And behind him walked John Tyler, as straight and sober as any squire on the field. Lyssa found herself oddly moved to see him, and behind her, Mary made a soft sound.
"Robert was so angry last night," Lyssa commented. "What changed his heart, I wonder?"
"Look to your girl, there," Alice said. "She had a mysterious errand last even."
In surprise, Lyssa looked to Isobel. "You?"
Isobel shrugged. "Who else would he listen to?"
Lyssa took her hand and squeezed it. "Thank you."
Isobel shrugged, then went stiff as Stephen strode out, mailed and adorned, his head full of golden curls shining like sunlight even in the dark day. He moved with purpose toward the dais, intent in his eye. "Oh, God," Isobel breathed. It was an utterance of plain terror, and her hand tightened convulsively on Lyssa's.
Lyssa looked at her curiously, but before she could question the girl, Stephen was upon them. "I come, my lady," he said, "to ask a token from you to carry with me."
"From me?" she asked meekly.
He smiled, a rich and knowing expression. "Who else, my sweet?"
Isobel hastily took the scarf from her head, and pressed it against her mouth. "Take this, then."
Holding her gaze, he accepted the offering and carried it to his own mouth before giving a courtly bow and moving off toward his men.
"It seems you have discovered some fondness for your betrothed after all," Lyssa said, curiously.
"Aye. He has more passion in him than I suspected." But she raised anguished eyes to Lyssa. "Who will I shout for if he and Thomas come up against each other? How can I choose?"
"Do you yet harbor love for Thomas, Isobel? I'd thought you over that crush."
"Not for me," the girl said earnestly. "For you, my lady."
"Shout for your own man, my sweet," Lyssa said with a smile. "We three will do the shouting for Thomas."
Isobel put her head against Lyssa's arm. "No, I will shout with you," she said. "For if my man does not triumph, he will yet live, while yours will not."
Just then a horn sounded, and with fanfare the king arrived. He spared no look at Lyssa as he took his place. She resolutely turned her attention to the fields as the lists began.
Thomas paced as the contests got underway. Paced to keep his body warm and his arms loose, paced to squelch the creeping panic that edged into his heart if he slowed. 'Twas a fierce group, and there were those who'd have his blood.
The king had made no announcement of Thomas himself, so only those who'd been in the hall last even knew the truth of him. He picked them out easily, those smirking or looking down—or as down as it was possible to look when a man stood a hand taller—at him. At first they bothered him, but in his first contest, he took the unfamiliar lance and found it weighed and swung much like a good scythe. He unseated his first opponent—and his second—on the first thrust.
The smirking stopped then.
Lyssa sat on the dais, clad in the green gown he thought made her eyes look like jewels, but he could not think of her now. 'Twas like the hunt; all of his being had to be on the work itself.
As the day wore on, plain winners emerged in the single lists. Thomas was triumphant four times, and only once did he even find himself in a sweat before unseating his opponent. Once he took a nick to his chin, but for the rest he was well protected.
Between bouts, he stood with Robert and John Tyler, all of them silent as they watched the knights who might be troublesome. There was one beast who was as tall as Thomas but fat, too. At first, he seemed he be no worry, since his girth would slow him down, but as they watched, he repeatedly won his bouts with a surprising grace and superior timing. He rode as if the horse were his own legs.
"They call him The Mountain," Robert said, the first words he'd spoke since appearing this morning to help Thomas don his gear. "Even you will not unseat him, my lord."
"Robert," Thomas said, eyeing the enormous knight, "you need not address me thus till I have won the title for my own. You were right to feel betrayed, and I'll not hold you to some false standard."
Robert raised his eyes. "I spoke in anger." His chin lifted, and Thomas saw in that tilt the man the boy would become. "You've proved yourself knight to me already, sir."
"Well, thank you for that, boy." He clapped him on the shoulder. "Hold that thought steady." He took a breath and pointed. "'Tis time for the melee for the winners here."
This was where his throat was in danger. The jousts were man to man, and blunted weapons the rule. In the melee, there would be none to point a finger if Thomas fell, for who would know what knight dealt the fatal cut?
The two forces aligned themselves, fifteen men to a side. With Thomas were men from the northern provinces, men less rich than the king's group, but hardier, and more scarred. He saw in their eyes respect for his size and skill, and felt kinship with them in their hunger for the goods they might win here today. "I'm after that bay gelding, myself," said one, lifting his chin to a fine horse ridden by one of the king's men. "You?"
Thomas grinned. "All of them."
His comrade laughed. "Why not?"
Thomas narrowed his eyes as he looked back to the opposing army. The enormous knight wore the king's standard, and Thomas thought his destrier the finest horse he'd seen, but the man would not be easily captured. There were others, too, and fine harnesses of silver and gold. These were the richest men in the realm, and any would be worth a fine ransom.
But there were two that would prove the largest test. Kivelsworthy, on a chestnut, and Margrave in his black armor, astride a huge black gelding. Both men gazed at Thomas with fixed promise, and anticipation. Donning his helm, Thomas met their gazes with a challenge of his own.
May the best man win.
Lyssa managed to stay calm through the jousts, but as the men assembled in the clearing for the second part of the tournament, sweat broke down her back, and her uneasy stomach lurched.
Alice, perhaps seeing that Lyssa had gone green, fetched a cup of cider. "Drink, my lady. You'll serve none by fainting dead away."
The knights gathered in two long lines at opposite ends of the field. The crowd roared, all hoping secretly—or not so secretly—for blood to be spilled, or a fierce contest. The blood lust was so fierce it could be smelled, and Lyssa covered her face with a corner of her veil.
On the field, Thomas sat near the middle of his group, and as they waited for the signal, he looked toward the dais, and put his hand over the weaving she had made. A woman in the peasant clusters cried out, "Toss me a kiss, too, young stud."
The group laughed at her bawdiness, and roared approvingly when Thomas playfully did as she asked, lifting his gloved hand to his lips and tossing her a kiss.
Even here, Lyssa thought with wonder, he was master. And why not? Women, rich or poor, did not miss the pleasure of his form, and in his mail, with that black hair tumbling over his broad shoulders, he was a fine specimen. He'd fought well, too, with a kind of sure grace she should have realized would be part of his skill. He might not have fought in lists before, but he was athletic and graceful, possessed of a powerful talent for anything physical. Why would he not triumph here, too?
She glanced at the king and saw a bemused expression on his face. For the first time since Thomas had been taken away last night, she took a full breath. Perhaps this would end right.
Perhaps.
The signal was given, and the knights charged toward one another. Lyssa wanted to throw her hands up over her ears at the tumult of sound—the thundering of horses and the cries of the crowd, and the clanking, sickening sound of clashing engagement. The crowd on the dais came to its feet, and Lyssa cried out in frustration when she lost sight of Thomas. She leapt to her feet and pushed at the man in front of her, trying to get a better view.
But it was impossible to see anything, to pick out any one man in the melee. Horses reared and whinnied and swords flashed and clanked and the people cried out, and behind it all, music as wild as the fight itself played at an hysterical pace. She saw Margrave in his black mail, and the fat knight who rode so surprisingly well, but could not pick out Thomas. She clutched Alice. "Where is he?"
"I cannot tell."
There was no thought, no voice but the cry of the hunt in his throat. There was the smell of blood and horse and sweat in his nose, and the clashing of metal and the whinny of horse and the guttural sound of blows and the higher noise of shouts and cries of triumph or defeat. There was heat in his arms and wild power in his chest, a blood lust not unlike the hunt, which was the fight for life, as this was. His own life.
In the midst of the battle, he fought with a mindless power, slashing and lunging and ducking. A slash across his cheek opened and stung and bled. He unseated a king's man with a violent lunge, and snatched the man's horse, capturing the standard attached to his neck before warding off the attack of another from behind.
It seemed they fought for an endless, breathless, mindless, bloody time, until his arms were so weary with lifting the great sword they shook, till the horses were blowing and foaming, till his voice was hoarse with crying out.
Capturing another horse, he bolted for the sidelines to give the reins to Robert, who rushed forward to take them. "My lord!" he cried, and pointed, and Thomas turned and sped to his left, away from the edges of the field where the trees and shrubs would make the fight more dangerous still. The knight they called The Mountain pursued him, and Thomas whirled to meet the challenge. He found himself crying out as he spurred his horse and raced headlong to meet the brute. The lance caught him sharply across the side, a blow of no mean weight, and Thomas gasped, circling and fighting to maintain his mount. The knight came again, lance upraised, his sword thrust out, as if he meant to swing at Thomas's head.
But Thomas had watched the man in the jousts, and he raced hard, then turned suddenly, swinging back with his sword to lay a brutal blow across the knight's shoulders. It would have sent another man to the ground, but the fat knight only roared, shaking it off before he whirled.
From the corner of his eye, Thomas saw the others come forward, and dread shot through him. Four riders, indistinguishable in their helmets but for Margrave in his black, converged upon Thomas and the big knight, and there were thrusts from all sides, and more shouts.
His horse leapt and shivered, then reared all at once—a disaster that made the crowd cry out in terror. Thomas fought for control of the beast, knowing he would be crushed if he were thrown. He clung to the reins and held on with his legs. In the fight, he lost his sword, but when the horse went down, Thomas still rode him—leaning down over its neck as the beast broke for an opening the gathered knights could not close quickly enough.
Sword lost, horse mad with fear, Thomas knew he faced death if he could not find some answer. In sudden inspiration, he spurred the horse to a run and bolted for the forest, ducking low branches as the horse raced into the woods.
They were not thick, but there was cover enough for his purpose. Thomas leapt free of the beast and ducked behind an ancient oak, holding there till the others burst into the forest behind him, following the riderless horse by its noise. As the last man came by, Thomas sprung, and by sheer virtue of his size, hauled the rider off, nabbing the reins. The man leapt for him, and managed a good blow with the flat of his sword across the vulnerable part of Thomas's shoulder before Thomas hit him, hard. He fell, senseless, and Thomas plucked the sword from his hand.
The others had spotted him and turned back, and Thomas leapt astride the new horse and raced back the way he had come, bursting onto the playing field to a roar of approval from the crowd. He raised the stolen sword in acknowledgment, and the roar grew louder still, but Thomas heard the riders behind him and spared no more thought for glory.
John Tyler had recovered Thomas's sword and held it, hilt up, as Thomas raced by, plucking it with his left hand as he raced to the middle ground. Here, he faced less chance of murder, even three on one, for all would witness the fight.
Only one of his own men was yet standing, the same who'd eyed the bay—and had captured it. He joined Thomas with a cry, and together they faced the other three. Kivelsworthy, his blond curls sticking out below the helm. Margrave in his black. The one they called The Mountain.
A swell of heat and power swelled in Thomas. His breath came in ragged gasps, and sweat prickled along his back and scalp and sides, and his arms were so weary he could not think how he'd manage even a blow with one sword, much less lift two. But it did not matter. Here was the heart of it, and his blood sung. All time slowed, and there came over his ears a deep silence, where no roaring or wild trumpet or shriek came, only the loud thudding of his heart and the raggedness of his breath and the eyes of his opponents. He did not even hear his own cries, only the roughness of them tearing his throat.
And here was the dance: the swing of swords in weary arms, the swirl of horse and man and shining armor, the blood roaring, the smell of battle. A beauty unmeasured, a power unknown, a perfection of movement that ached in him, burst like a wild sun in his chest.
And when it was over, he sat alone, only mildly wounded, blinking to see they had finished. Margrave lay on the ground, and Thomas could not quite see what looked so odd about him until he saw that the man's helm had twisted, and he could not see. Kivelsworthy, sprawled in the dust, motionless, and the fat knight wheezed to one side of the arena, bent over.
Thomas laughed, and ripped off his helmet and raised both arms with both swords over his head in triumph, to accept the roaring approval of the crowd.
But he sought the gaze of only one, and sought her on the dais, but she was not there.
She was in the field, racing in her green gown, her hair flying behind her, tears streaming down her face. He dismounted and his knees nearly buckled at the new trial of bearing his weight after so much. He dropped the swords and stood there, unable to take another step, unsure he could even lift his arms to embrace her.
But she flung herself with a glad cry into him, and Thomas found he did have a little strength left to put his arms around her. And there in the tournament field, with the cries of a happy crowd all around him, he bent and kissed his lady, as a knight.
And the crowd roared again, and tossed trinkets toward him. Thomas lifted his head in wonder, holding her close to him, as others swarmed up to him—Robert and John, Mary and Alice, both with tears on their faces.
"Four horses!" Robert cried in excitement.
"I thought you dead at the last!" Mary said, touching his arm.
"That was some fight," John said, near chortling. "One, two—"
Their voices swirled and washed over him, but Thomas looked only into the green eyes of his love, who had fought for him, as he'd fought for her. "I love you," he whispered.
Her eyes spoke for her, eyes filled and shining. "You were as noble as a king out there, Thomas. I near fainted away with rapture."
He laughed.
There was a sudden muting of the chatter, and Thomas looked up to see Edward himself parting the crowd. He halted before Thomas, his eyes unreadable as he stared.
At last he said simply, "Well done."
And smiled.




EPILOGUE

 
Alice of Roxburgh wore a gown of blue silk, dyed with indigo by the lady's own hands. The fabric swirled around her on currents of air that swept from some invisible source through the grand cathedral.
Where her son, born to her in a cottage so mean it had only dirt on the floors, knelt before the king of all England, who raised his sword and pronounced the grand words that would make him Sir Thomas of Roxburgh, soon to be husband of Lady Elizabeth.
As he rose, they cheered. Isobel and her Stephen, Tall Mary and John Tyler, even John Margrave, who bowed as Thomas passed.
And Alice discreetly wiped away a tear, and left at the foot of Mary, the mother of all women and their sons, the wooden cross she had worn all her life.
Then she went out into the grand sunlight of the bright autumn day to feast in celebration of a long journey, well ended.
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