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Prologue
The year 1100. The Court of King William Rufus...
The telltale squeak of a closing portal roused Geoffrey de Sage from his night terrors.
Weapon drawn and at the ready, he kicked free of the silvery wolf pelts and leapt from bed. Spinning in a precise arc, the two-sided blade of his broadsword silently slashing the air, he searched all corners, prepared to end the life of whoever dared enter his private solar, unannounced, uninvited, and in the dead of night.
A taper floated in the bedchamber’s dark recesses, the feeble yellow flame revealing the soft shape of a female form. Clad only in a flaxen shift, the woman swayed her hips seductively as she approached. Was the intruder a spy for the king, perchance? An assassin hired to eliminate him whilst he slept? Or worse yet, was she another apparition of his beleaguered mind?
Real, he decided. Unquestionably flesh and blood. His nightmare phantoms never undulated. And though self-serving and given to nocturnal clandestine activities, this schemer was no royal cohort.
Coming upright from his tensed crouch, Sage loosed his grip on the hilt of his weapon and called out to the foolish lady who had very nearly taken her last breath. “Lost your way, Thea?”
“Certainly not,” she cooed sweetly, having missed the bite of his sarcasm. “These passages hold no mystery for me.” Without uttering so much as a by-your-leave, Thea ensconced her faltering wick on the stone wall nearest the threshold.
This forwardness was quite usual, as Thea made herself welcome wherever she went, regardless of the reception she received.
“Brr.” Giving a delicate shiver that belied her substantial padding, she artfully shelved her arms under a fine bosom, lovingly nesting those two corpulent birds. “’Tis chilly! But will you see here? I actually have the gooseflesh.”
His attention thus caught, Sage eyed the hardened nipples on her plump-pigeon mounds. “Cold, milady?” he asked with guarded detachment. “Mayhap a covering might help.”
“Harrumph. Leave it to a man to complicate simple matters.”
Amused despite himself, Sage placed his warrior’s sword aside. Though undoubtedly misguided, Thea’s motivations contained no trace of maliciousness and so warranted exasperation, not rancor. As a result, he modulated his voice to hold little in the way of sanction. “Pray, how does this man complicate your simple matters?”
“Sage, dear, really!” She snorted. “Why bother to cover what I would have you lay bare?” She posed a coy finger to a chin too fleshy for some tastes, but not his, and offered a smug smile. “Is the purpose of my visit now clear?”
He gave a slight courtier’s bow. “As abundantly clear as your attributes. You are exceedingly generous with your charms -- all the lords from hither and yon do say so. But sorry to say, I must decline your invitation.”
“What!” she screeched in answer.
Despite his recoiling ears, he cushioned his own reply with a fair approximation of civility. “Kindly beat a hasty return to your bedchamber, ere your husband reaches for you middle-night and comes away with naught but a fistful of cooling fur.”
“My husband never reaches for me at night or at any other time for that matter. His negligence provokes my visit here. I find myself almost pitifully in need of male companionship this eve. If not attended to soon, I fear I shall wither and dry like an old crone’s pouch.” Sniffing in disdain, Thea took a mincing step in his direction
Now within injurious proximity, she playfully raked a talon-like fingernail down his bare chest and over the raised welts of his battle-scars. “Come to this dameisele’s rescue, oh-great-and-powerful knight.”
At this bit of preposterousness, Sage could only shake his head. He deserved the title of knight, great and powerful or otherwise, about as much as the well-wedded and much-bedded Thea deserved the title of dameisele. The lady had left maidenhood behind many lovers ago, whilst he had never been anyone’s idea of a chivalrous champion.
Nonetheless, ere a pretend cat-scratch drew very real blood, Sage gallantly retreated. “That which you seek to set afire was doused long ago.”
Not one to give up easily, the lady simply exchanged one tactic for another. “Surely, you are lonely?”
Lonely? Verily, he had known naught but loneliness. Loneliness was his unrelenting lover, his harsh mistress during those long, dark, sleepless nights. Thea had no blame in this unhappy state of affairs. Hardly her fault either that her offer of companionship left his manhood unstirred. Placing responsibility for his solitary existence where it rightly belonged, he muttered, “I am celibate.”
She gasped. “Surely you jest?”
Given her royal background, Thea’s shock was quite understandable. Though spies routinely listened at castle portals, he wagered not one ever overheard a mention of chastity waft through courtly keyholes.
Admittedly, upon occasion -- the times scarce and far between -- he still missed the wet heat of penetration, the grunts and groans during the rut, the white-hot flash of illumination at climax. But never did he miss the ruling urgency, that mad, uncontrollable rush to mate. Thankfully, he had not suffered that particular torment with his wife.
Thea, her wind finally caught, launched into a scold. “You, my Lord Celibate, should wear a bell! ’Tis unforgivable to expose the unsuspecting this way.”
“The affliction is not contagious. Rest easy, you are in no danger of contracting an incurable case of abstinence from me.”
“Oh, how very humorous. Though, I must say, I have heard worrisome rumors about this strange condition of yours. Naturally, I gave the gossip no credence. Now I wonder the truth of the tales. ’Tis even said you took monk’s vows during the Crusades.”
At his irreverent smirk, she blessed herself. And then, fanning her lashes like a vulture’s wing, she lowered her eyes, her gaze swooping atop his loincloth. “Oh, my! You are quite correct to leave Holy Orders to the less endowed. Enormous talents such as yours would be wasted in ecclesiasticism.”
“You flatter me far too much, milady.”
She sent him a withering look. “I shall believe in the existence of fire-belching dragons long ere believing in such a thing as too much flattery. Personally, I can attest to receiving far less fawning than I deserve.”
Once again showing a remarkable insensitivity to futility, Thea shrugged her sloping shoulders in a move designed to accentuate the roll and swell of her voluptuousness. As rehearsed moves went, this one succeeded admirably well.
Sage sighed, resigned to Thea’s seduction. As she flounced her way to the furs, he allowed his sights to linger on her hips. Difficult to ignore such fulsome persuasion.
“In any case, Sage, I am not here for you to play the toady. I realize you are no sycophant, but neither are you so cruel as to send me away. Only an unconscionable heathen would cast out a lady in my extremity of distress.”
Alas, Thea had misjudged him, and on all three counts. Circumstances had made him cruel. A Holy War would make a heathen out of any man. And because the former held true in her statement, the latter must also follow -- he would most definitely cast her out.
He did, however, smile at the incorrigible lady. He was celibate, not blind, and Thea of Trenwyth was an extraordinarily healthy female. Brunette, buxom, and brazen. She epitomized everything he had once admired in a bed partner. But that was long ago, in a former life, and he was a changed man. Now, he hardly recalled desire’s hard prick.
Then again, his own hard prick had also faded from memory.
For that reason and more, he rushed forward and intercepted the lady ere she threw herself bodily atop the bedding. Taking her arm, he escorted her to the portal, where he placed the taper once again in her hand. “Leave me to my darkness, Thea.”
“Wait!” After that strident bellow, she lowered her voice to a conspiratorial hush. “You depart for the borderlands on the morrow?”
At his nod, she whispered, “Do you still intend the capture of Aeschine of Scotland?”
He nodded again.
“I know you seek justice for your wife, Sage, but do take care. Make no misstep in your pursuit of your enemy, LaTourne. Should you stumble, should you so much as falter in your quest, you will find the wrath of Rufus visited upon your head.”
“How? Tell me how!”
“You know of DuFont?”
“The king’s henchman -- what of him?”
“When you leave the castle gates, he is assigned to follow you. Watch your back, my dear friend.”
Warning given, the lady disappeared down the hall, taking the light with her.
Chapter One
On the Scottish borderlands...
The fog had done much to conceal her escape.
But when the soft drizzle changed quite suddenly to a pelting rain, the moor’s spongy surface turned treacherously slick beneath her racing feet. Her leather boots skidding in the muck, Aeschine left the open space behind and dove for the cover of the wooded glen.
Doubled over, she scooted under the low-growing encroachment of bushes and vines. Only when the forest canopy lifted did she once again regain her full height, lamentably tall for a female. So deplorably long in the leg was she that moist leaves from over-hanging tree branches slapped limply at her face, leaving behind jagged green shreds to cling to her chin.
Brambles created another problem entirely. The hideous nuisances ripped through the coif covering her plaited hair, the thorns imbedding in the linen and lacerating her scalp. At ground level, detestable thistles stuck to the hem of her damp kirtle, their sharp spines scratching her ankles beneath her woolen hose.
No time to wipe the slimy scurf away, she ran ever deeper into the dank forest.
Just her foul luck. Straightaway, she encountered witch moss. The damnable stuff dripped as thick as donjon cobwebs from the gnarled branches of century-old oaks.
“Devil take you!” she cried. She hated, hated, hated witch moss.
Raising both hands before her face, Aeschine ripped through the spun tangle of silvery threads. Once free of their dangling entrapment, she sucked air into her lungs in great greedy swallows and then jumped a brackish stream, all the while clutching a sharp ache in her side,
For a brief time, she picked up speed. Until a crop of lichen-covered stones got the best of her and she fell, facedown. Belly scraping swampy mud, nose pressed to a steaming pile of rotten vegetation, ear flattened to the moldy ground, she listened for the sounds of pursuit.
Ack. Just as she suspected, the soggy ground hammered in a steady rhythm, much as a baker pounded his yeasty dough. A large and heavy steed. A solitary rider galloping at a fine clip. Toward her.
Her betrothed. Who else would come after her? The perverted blackguard hunted her down like an animal. May his soul rot in hell.
Pushing aside the feathery frond of a shuttlecock fern, Aeschine stuck her cold nose out into the opening and surveyed her surroundings, paying strict attention to the northerly approach.
Seeing that no search party advanced on foot, poking the undergrowth with sticks to ferret out a wayward bride, she pounced to a stand. Fastidiousness long forgotten, she waded through a pool of fetid brown pulp, the malodorous brew soaking her cote, her only thought on flight.
She had to escape, had to escape. Must get away from her deviant betrothed...
Alongside the rain-swollen river grew a strip of stately reeds. They would hide her ’til the pox-riddled bastard rode by.
But when she scrambled between the upright grass stalks, the late summer display of white plumes rustled like dry parchment, fairly screaming out her location. To add insult to injury, scores of contentious bullfrogs, their bloated throats croaking in annoyance at having their lazy sleep disturbed, jumped into the stagnant water all around her, their irksome bleeps and muddy splashes betraying her further.
She dared not stop here.
Wickedly sharp reeds abrading her hands, bleeping frogs leaping every which way, mindless of everything save evasion, she hiked her sodden gunna to the waist, scrambled down the muddy bank, and began fording the river.
Holy Mary, Mother of God. If the good sisters at Saint Andrew’s could see her exposed hinny, for sure they would keel over into a collective nun-heap on the floor.
Too bad about them. In her opinion, modesty paid for with the coin of her freedom amounted to an overpriced virtue. She swam like a fish, at least when not weighed down. And if she sank in her sodden skirts and boots? So be it. ’Twas said drowning victims died peacefully. If given free choice, she would take a painless death over the agony of life wed to the loathsome LaTourne.
Striking out for deeper depths, Aeschine dove headfirst into the river’s murky waters.
Spirit strong, but flesh weak, she resurfaced much too soon. Sputtering and choking, she refilled her laboring lungs with air. Whilst she treaded the currents, water streaming into her eyes, hooves splashed behind her. A steed’s hot breath snorted at her ear.
Nay, nay, nay. This could not be happening to her.
After hauling her up out of the river, the rider dumped her, bottom end up, over his saddle. In blind fury, she reached behind her and pummeled the muscled arm holding her prone.
In response, a heavy hand landed on her bared haunches.
She shuddered. The hoary degenerate, LaTourne. They were yet to wed, and already he had fiendish designs on her person.
Changing strategies, she made herself go limp, as though she had given up the fight. “Air,” she gasped pathetically and pretended to cough. “Can-not-breathe. Please. I need air.”
When the hold on her exposed backside lifted, she rolled to an upright position on the saddle. After a swiftly prayed Act of Contrition, she made ready to leap. She would escape or she would die trying.
“Fling yourself from me, Aeschine of Scotland, and I swear by all that is holy, my destrier will dance a merry jig on your round arse.”
She froze.
What? That muffled voice did not belong to the buggering swine, LaTourne. And how dare a complete stranger comment on the delicate matter of her posterior.
Twisting ’round, she stared down the rider who held her hostage.
Ominous, relentless, suffocating darkness besieged her. Unmitigated hopelessness. The warrior who imprisoned her seemed to encapsulate all the frightening elements of night, without the redeeming anticipation of dawning light. Despair surely had this man locked in its grip. She felt his suffering; his pain chilled her to the marrow.
Then, she discerned his features.
A protective helm partially obscured his visage, but what she could glean set her atremble. A curled tip of a formidable scar, starting high on the cheek and extending downwards like a jagged lightning bolt, ruined his sensual lips. A hawkish nose, narrow at the top, jutted arrogantly but irregularly from high on his forehead. Eyes that should have shone like black gems burrowed dead in his head.
Suddenly, as those sunken jewel-eyes focused unwaveringly on her, they sprang to life.
A cloistered novice knows little of men, less of mating, naught of lust. But need? Aye, she understood need all right. This warrior needed her.
Sweet Jesu. For what?
With blessed unconsciousness the only escape left her, Aeschine let go of the light within her and surrendered to his darkness.
* * * * *
The entrance to the cave lay straight ahead. In deference to his bait’s faint, Sage slowed the ruthless pace of his steed.
The abduction had gone according to plan. Verily, Aeschine of Scotland had made her capture ridiculously easy. Owing to her straying a goodly distance from the protection of her traveling party, no one had seen the abduction and, thus far, no one followed.
Save for the king’s henchman.
As Thea had warned, DuFont tracked him at a distance.
No help for it. Regardless of their audience, Sage would do what he must do. The king’s servant would not intimidate him into giving up his captive until, and unless, he saw justice served.
Fortunately, the small knoll where they would make camp provided an excellent view of all comers. When DuFont found Sage -- and the henchman would find him -- the advantage of advance notice would award him the upper hand.
Sage breathed a weary sigh of relief. On the intake of air, his nose twitched. Then wrinkled in distaste.
Hen’s teeth. But Aeschine of Scotland made for an exceedingly foul-smelling bundle.
His armor chafed and his captive stank -- time to put both aside for a time. If his prisoner did not awaken soon, he would let her slide to the ground on a trail of slime, much as a slug departs a cabbage leaf. He could tolerate the aroma of an open latrine for only so long.
The wench was not what he had expected. In her dung-hued, dung-fragrant kirtle, she resembled more a peasant than a high and mighty noblewoman of prestigious rank. Her rough-textured cote fell straight from the shoulders, much as a serf’s garb might, without the cinch of a girdle to display either a waist or jewels.
On second thought, though unadorned in the strictest sense, his prisoner in no way lacked for decoration. Nature had gifted her. Even under the caked mud, her face showed the promise of comeliness. Fine bones called her pretty. Her cheeks, smooth and rounded, and set high under a slanted eye socket, gave her countenance a wild foreign look...a mysterious, exotic look.
To think she had tried to outrun him!
And she had almost succeeded.
The crafty lass possessed the light-footed nimbleness of a feral cat. Still, the uneven ground had tripped her up, and she stumbled to hands and knees, her nicely round bottom elevated in the air.
At that exact moment, his attention had stirred. Undaunted, his fey quarry had risen, and he had risen too, his loins unexpectedly hardening.
He hardly believed his eyes when she had gotten up and literally heaved herself into the water. Strength. Bold determination. Reckless valor. The will to survive. The lass possessed the essential attributes of a warrior.
And none of the qualities he admired in a woman.
Yet, shamefully, waves of heat suffused his body. And for the first time in his life, fever won out over self-discipline, lust triumphed over principles, control gave way to desire, and seemingly of their own volition, his fingers caressed her cheek, his thumb moving over her full, pink, lush, moist mouth.
“Mmm,” his prisoner murmured in her sleep. The tip of her tongue delicately met his finger pad. “Oh, aye.”
He raised a brow. “You like that, do you?”
Eyes closed, she smiled.
What else does she like?
Sage blinked in consternation. Of a sudden, his long-held celibacy felt like a caul wrapped tight around his burgeoning manhood. His body’s response was unsolicited, unwelcome, and completely unwarranted, considering the size of the baggage causing the ache, for after measuring her from hair-rail to mud-encrusted boots, he pronounced the journey long and uninspiring, a trip that covered extraordinarily flat terrain. Why, Her Muddiness was arrow narrow, as straight up and down as a lad.
With the exception of her round derriere, an interesting bump in an otherwise uninspired landscape, and one he already noted.
Holding his breath, lest he inhale too much of her low-tide perfume, Sage settled the forbidden fruit away from his caged urgency.
“Wake up,” he commanded.
The dameisele moaned. The dameisele groaned. The dameisele did not awaken.
Sage shifted in the saddle. Not exactly a squirm, but close. Gritting his teeth against the fiery surge of lust, he gave her a firm, no-nonsense shake. “Awaken, I say!”
“Do you rape me now or later?”
Her voice! Soft and throaty. A carnal timbre best suited to the bedchamber. Easy to imagine her calling out to a lover from a tussled bed of wolf pelts, her pale skin bared save for a rosy blush of pleasure, as she found her release.
And her hair! When loosened, the wealth would most certainly fall past her slim hips to fan her bottom. A round, fetching bottom to be sure, despite her lad’s narrowness. Ahem.
In his mind’s eye, he saw her glide downward onto the furs and sink to her knees, then to her belly, ere hiking herself up onto all fours. Like a tame deer, she raised her hips for him. High. Nay, higher! All the way up, little doe! Until her soft, round buttocks cradled the hard lance of his cock.
She would whisper to him then, the intimate phrases of lovers. Honeyed coupling words. Provocative mating words. Ribald and passionate poetry used to persuade, used to entice, used not for the benefit of seducing that corrupt boil LaTourne but...but...him. Geoffrey de Sage.
Why her?
Why now?
Rape played no part in his plan. He believed in an eye for an eye. But had he descended to such cruelty that he would revenge himself on a helpless female?
He had no answer. Save he would have the truth: Had the dameisele acted as an accomplice in his wife’s death? Or, was the lass no more than a powerless female unwittingly linked to the twisted butcher, LaTourne?
Disquieted, he slid his hand under his prisoner’s wide shoulders, and she arched her elegant throat, pale and unprotected, as her rapid pulse beat woefully vulnerable. If he but flexed his fingers, he would still that rapidly beating pulse. A turn of his wrist and he would sever the windpipe within that elegant throat evermore.
He allowed his big knuckles to graze her coif, the light brush of his hand knocking the linen askew and releasing a lock of her hair. Not the yellow of buttercups, nor quite the whiteness of lilies, the tendril straddled a nameless hue somewhere in between.
He had it. ’Twas moonlight. Her hair trapped a beam of that celestial sphere within its length.
Whimsy. The fanciful meanderings of a crazed mind.
Thinking to calm his thoughts, he inhaled. And a scent drifted upwards.
Lavender?
Lavender!
He shook his head. What in God’s name ailed his nose? Filth covered his prisoner. How could he possibly distinguish the sweet aroma of flowers from the odious mud she wore?
Because he could and did, desperation had him pushing her ungently away. He must break free of her spell.
The abrupt move disturbed her slumber. Finally, she granted him the favor of opening her closed lids, a slow flutter followed by a disdainful stare.
Her eyes. In nomini Patri, her eyes. The compelling color of a deep Scottish loch but without any of the remote coolness, their blue heat held his gaze defiantly.
To avoid their scrutiny, he removed his visor, hooked it to the pommel, and then jumped from the saddle.
He must maintain his distance. Remain impersonal. Uninvolved. Detached. Just. A judge must never fall victim to a prisoner’s appeal.
After a while -- that was to say, when she was good and ready -- she said, and not at all like the docile doe of his fantasy, “Answer me! Do you rape me now, or do you wait ’til later?”
Carefully maintaining a wooden expression, he met her steady regard. “I do not violate females.”
“Making you the first warlord in history.” Rejecting his proffered assistance, she performed a lithe dismount.
Aha! Not so flat, after all! Small breasts, round as apples, bounced upon her one-footed landing.
In response, his cock jutted. Hot carnality rushed to his loins.
Odd, how her little apple-breasts intrigued him. Generally, yielding plumpness lured him. Luscious large breasts. Bountiful big bellies. Tremendous bums made to warm a man on a cold night...mounds of jiggling, quivering womanly flesh that called to mind a sumptuous feast.
His stones tightened and he coughed, and not at the buxom image in his mind. The delicate reality of Aeschine of Scotland had caused the cock squeeze.
“No harm will befall you,” he assured her. Although he had endeavored to keep his tone of voice even, he feared the declaration came out sounding like a bag of wind bluster.
He tried again. “I have you.”
And he did have her. He owned her. She was his possession. The pleasure that gave him was a cross almost too great to be borne.
Chapter Two
“No harm will befall me?” His prisoner smirked up at him. “I see. Well, glad tidings! And here I thought only God possessed omnipotence. In light of your all-knowing righteousness, I must know your name.”
She delayed less than a heartbeat ere snapping, “Speak up, man! What is it? Who has taken me prisoner?”
“You may call me Captor.”
“And you may call me dumbfounded. You would keep me in the dark, I suppose?”
When he disregarded her question, she pursed her lush mouth. “Captor, I dislike the dark almost as much as I dislike cryptic responses. Answer me this: How long will I remain your prisoner? A day? A year? Indefinitely?”
As the volatility of the situation would hardly inspire confidence in her small, pointed bosom, he settled on an answer that fell halfway between the honor of truth and the pragmatism of a lie, a compromise that would tell her naught. “You are my prisoner for as long as it takes.”
“As long as it takes?” She clucked her tongue. “How very clever of you. But owing to the precariousness of my dilemma, I must insist upon more than verbal evasion. Oh, and please to forgive my rudeness. You see, this is the very first occasion that a dark knight has ever absconded with me, so one must make up the etiquette as one goes along.” She tapped her fingers on her lips. “If rape is not the intent of this abduction, what then, pray, is your purpose in keeping me?”
She held up a hand. “Nay, Captor, do not tell me. That would spoil our sport. Let me hazard a guess.” Blue eyes glinted in speculation. “As you called me by name, you must already know who I am.” She furrowed her smooth brow. “But then, you must also know I am betrothed to one of your own, to the nobleman, LaTourne. So why…?”
She smiled, impishly, her good humor hinting at a frolicsome nature. “Aha! I have it! This is personal. My betrothed is your enemy. You detain me for revenge.”
Her smugness might have struck him as comical in the extreme...if her quick assessment of his motivation had not spoken of a cutting intelligence. Naught mirthful there.
As cautious steps around broody hens make for unbroken eggs, he deliberated ere answering. “Insist all you like, but I never discuss my plans, particularly not with prisoners.”
“And why would you, when the bloodlust in your eyes speaks so eloquently for itself.” She tapped her slim fingers once more. “Your revenge might take some time. Where will you lodge me during the interim?”
“My donjon is your new abode.”
She swallowed, and her gulp of fear resounded in his ears. “You say you do not violate females, but you and I both know that, if kept in a cell, the guards will rape me repeatedly. The turnkeys will assault my person at every turn.”
“They will not.”
When her eyes finished rolling, she asked, “Are you wed?”
“Nay.”
“Then you have need of a leman. Provide me with the protection of your bedchamber, Captor, and I shall make your nights sing.”
Her forthrightness elicited a terse response from him. “I do not bargain.”
“You do not discuss. You do not bargain. But I daresay you do fornicate,” she said, her tone imperial, ere changing to a placating wheedle. “Please, Captor, do not imprison me! ’Tis dark in the tunnels below a keep. If you do not install me in your bedchamber, every man under your command will try me on for size.”
Ah, but she is a changeable one! One moment the sultry vixen, offering him her body, the next instant a child afeared of the dark.
Back to the coquette. “And perchance you misunderstand -- I ask not for charity, Captor, but for a transaction of equal exchange.” She touched his arm.
Outwardly, he refused to acknowledge the light placement of her hand. Refused to show the wildfire raging within him when she slid her fingers to where his armor gave way to the underside of an unprotected wrist.
“I am a practical woman,” she whispered, as she stroked his flesh. “Placed in the donjon as a political prisoner, your gaolers will set upon me as a pack of wild dogs set upon a bone. Pray, where is the dignity in that?”
So, she prized her dignity, did she?
Sage stored this crucial weakness away for future reference. “If you offer yourself for my exclusive use as a means to receive preferential treatment, disabuse yourself of that notion. I treat all my prisoners with the same fairness.”
“I shall die in a dark cell,” she said with sorrow, but no self-pity. “To be without the sun is akin to torture.”
“No one will torture you. Not in any way. Speak no more of the subject to me.”
Tilting her jaw, she read his thoughts and spoke hers: “You had a bad time of it in the Crusades. I am sorry.”
“I have no need for your sympathy.”
“Too bad. You shall have it anyway.” Removing her cool fingers from his sweating wrist, she stroked his scarred cheek.
Her touch made itself known much lower on his anatomy.
“Flirtation will not weaken my resolve,” he blustered.
“I shall not survive in the dark.” She removed her stroking hand.
But the tactile memory remained. “You will survive because you have no choice but to survive. Now, no more talk. We water my animal at the stream and then make camp. If you will kindly take the lead?” He prompted her with a dip of his head.
As was proper when acting as a lady’s escort, he pressed his hand to the small of his captive’s back. Thus, they walked in tandem, with him resting his fingers on the delicious area where flat gave way to curve on her person.
He had always had a penchant for the female spine. The derriere. The back of the limbs. The crease behind the knees. That deep and inviting crevice between the buttocks. Watching Aeschine of Scotland going and coming would be a rare treat.
Particularly coming. Did she scream upon climax?
“Just curious, why not take my offer to become your leman?” she asked over her shoulder.
Hoping if he spoke the words aloud, his loins would hear the message, he told her grudgingly, “I am celibate, and celibates do not take lemans.”
She stared straight ahead. “Did the Holy Wars make you a eunuch? Was castration your torture?”
“Nay.”
“Are you celibate for religious reasons?”
“I am not devout.”
She turned about. “You prefer men?”
“Nay!”
She fluttered her lashes. “Celibate or no, you desire me.”
“Continue to bargain with me, and you will regret it.”
“I have learned to live with my regrets, Captor. Have you?”
He had most decidedly not, which explained why he rasped, “Eyes forward.” She saw too damnably much with those hot blue eyes of hers.
With this admonishment duly pronounced…and obeyed…he lowered his hand, finally sinking his roaming palm to a level close to misplaced courtesy.
She stopped in her tracks, turned her jaw to three-quarters, as though to tell him a secret, until her cherry lips moved to within a breath of his.
How would she taste?
Her mouth was the inviting kind. The sultry sort a man would wish to savor, to devour...
To entrust with the care and thrust of his cock.
The lower lip appeared slightly fuller than the top. Both tilted permanently upwards, though only a scant amount.
“Well,” she said impatiently, “have you?”
“Pardon? Have I what?” he replied to a kiss too close for comfort. How quickly he lost what remained of his mind.
And the gist of their conversation. What had they been discussing?
He had no idea. Rather than play catch-up, he let the subject drop even as he allowed his hand to drop lower, resting his palm now on her back, where subtle curve gave way to distinctive fullness.
She bucked like a nervous mare.
“Easy,” he crooned. Through the years, he had mastered many a skittish female animal. His prisoner was no exception.
“Easy,” he repeated, and took in the top of a round buttock with his fingertips. Hell fires! The dameisele was a succulent piece.
“Easy.” He had now said the word thrice.
“Will you take me easy or hard?” she asked breathlessly.
“I told you, I am celibate.” Though his tone yielded naught, his cock had long since conceded everything.
If he had her now, without question, he would not go easy on her. When he rutted, his strokes brutalized. Terrorized. Caused the woman to wince in pain. In offering him her body in exchange for freedom, his prisoner had no way of knowing she had placed herself in almost certain danger. The donjon would afford her more safety than close proximity to him.
Especially at night.
Ere his nightmares, ere the Crusades, ere the death of his wife, he had prided himself on civility, on meticulous honor with females. Now, a lass covered in mud threatened his self-imposed discipline.
He cupped her posterior. Full-out. Struggled to keep from deepening the caress, from ingratiating his fingers where ladies do not customarily care to be so graced.
Not Aeschine of Scotland. The minx did naught to forestall him.
To stay clear of imprisonment, his prisoner would allow him unrestrained liberties. She would let him do whatever he wished to do. Everything he wished to do. All whores did the same.
But was she a whore or merely desperate?
He tried to tell, but her expression had turned unreadable, her eyes lidded, their downcast gaze subservient. With a fringe of lashes, she had effectively, albeit passively, shut him out.
Her passive resistance made his blood boil. She had shown no such timidity running in the bogs. No hesitancy when she had tried to escape him. Then, she had been free. Untamed. Wild. Uninhibited. He had understood her then. That same understanding failed him now.
“Silence does not become you. What think you?” he coaxed, trying to comprehend the change that had come over her.
“That I hate this constant warfare. That I would stop the killing, if only I could.” She curved her long, pale neck, a swan in mourning, her stoop-shoulder demeanor inalterably sad.
Under the weight of her grief, his reserve cracked like old pottery. “Come you here to me.”
A lass adrift in a storm of useless emotion, she took a tentative step and fell full against him. Sage gathered her close. Pulling her filthy, reeking, wet body into his arms, he let the dameisele cry.
He sighed. So long, since he had held a female thus. So long, since a female unwisely sought comfort against his chest.
“I vow the deaths will end someday,” he said, peering up over her coifed head to the sky.
The rain had finally stopped. The sun had put in a cursory reappearance. Lather now steamed on his animal’s haunches. Regardless, soon the humid warmth of this late summer’s day would ease into the premature coolness of a rapidly approaching autumn night. Already, the course of shadows had altered across the land.
Sage wearily closed his eyes, just for a trice. A morning bled to night, one season departed for another, the subtle nuance of change had absorbed an entire year, and he had yet to avenge himself on his wife’s killer. Since his return from the Crusades, whole months had sped by as swift and unstoppable as the leaves now falling brown and withered under the restless hooves of his steed.
And his enemy, LaTourne, still breathed.
In battle, he held the reputation of a much-feared opponent -- many an enemy’s death rattle had told him so. Skilled with dirk and sword alike, he meted out a mercifully swift and deadly justice.
Not this time. Not with his wife’s murderer.
Sage would end LaTourne’s life using no skill. Without mercy. A slow and clumsy execution.
“Please, Captor, no donjon,” his prisoner broke into his thoughts to plead. “If you will not take me to leman, then release me.” She looked up at him beseechingly.
He lowered his gaze to meet hers. “I cannot let you go. I need you.”
“You -- you need me?”
“Aye. As bait. To bring LaTourne out of hiding. When he comes for you, I intend to kill him, after questioning him, of course.”
His prisoner never even blinked.
“Not a love match, eh?” he said, dryly.
“I had little choice in whom I wed. The whim of my stepfather decided my betrothal, as your whim now decides my fate.”
“You say that so coolly. Are you aware, lass, LaTourne is the most notorious pervert in all the realm, that he would take great pleasure in turning your insides out?”
“Are you aware, Captor, brides do not lie in beds of their own making?” She rubbed a hand over her wet face.
He hungered for revenge, but had no appetite for hurting the lass. How would he reconcile the two disparate emotions converging in his mind?
“Your fingers are scratched.” Lifting them from her wet cheeks, he returned them to his metal breastplate whence they had lifted. “Your tears will add salt to the wounds and sting,” he explained to her questioning look.
She stammered, “But – but -- my tears will corrode your armor, Captor.”
“What of it? ’Tis only rust.”
She sniffed. “Please forgive my weakness.”
“No weakness in tears,” he grumbled.
“Do you ever cry?”
“Once, I did. As a lad. Now, I have no tears left in me. I am as dried up as desert sands. You are yet young, and you still feel things strongly. Never apologize for your youth or for your tears.”
“You are too kind.”
“Nay, I am not. But I make a good listener and would attend to all you tell me.”
“What would I, a man’s appendage, have to tell you?”
“Do not undervalue your sex to me, damselle. I have a great respect for your gender. Ladies step in and take charge of the running of their keeps whilst their lords are away, or are dead and lying in their graves. They stand at the command when their castles are under siege. They oft times know more than they let on. Ladies have served as confidantes to their lords down through the ages, and through those confidences gain power.”
“I have no power. I am no man’s confidante.”
“Your stepfather discussed your impending union to LaTourne with you, did he not?”
“He did.”
“Then you are your stepfather’s confidante.”
“Semantics!” she hissed. “Do not think to misuse my words to suit your own nefarious purposes, Captor. The maneuver is beneath your skill level and mine. Let us defer to more sophisticated games and trickery, shall we?”
“I prefer simple candor.”
“Alas, candor is a luxury I can ill afford.” She raised her pointed chin. “Taking a page from your book, I choose evasion over straightforwardness.”
Touché! But for her sake as well as his, he would not relent. He would have the truth from her, through fair means or foul, one way or the other.
For now, fair suited his purposes. “I believe you know every deal, every scheme, every devious plot your stepfather and betrothed designed. Does either plan future invasions on English-held keeps along the border?”
“My stepfather, as you must know, is too weak for political intrigue. As to my betrothed…” She shrugged.
“A twelve-month ago, an unprovoked Scottish invasion on a borderlands keep took the lives of many innocent women and children and elders. No military fortress this, but a peaceful walled village with unguarded gates. Tell me what you know of it!”
“I know naught. Save that I detest this continual violence. And I have already admitted that to you.”
Wholly frustrated, he clasped her ’round the shoulders and shook her. Shook her hard, shook her to loose the truth from her, shook her until her pointed chin jerked and snapped. “You think one thing and speak another. At the imperilment of your neck, you must reveal your true thoughts and reveal them now!”
Chapter Three
When her captor held her close, Aeschine had responded to him on a primitive level. Without words. Like a wounded animal might. Humans, with all their hidden purposes and jumbled emotions, oft times made no sense to her. Animals, on the other hand, were uncomplicated, their needs easily fulfilled. When they loved, they showed it. When they hated, they showed that too. When frightened, they ran, as she had run from LaTourne.
Where had the warlord’s soothing animal comfort gone?
He shook her now. And from the force of a habit that came of long experience, she drew back into herself -- ere the blows fell. “I have n-n-no idea what more you expect me to s-s-say,” she said with as much dignity as possible whilst her teeth knocked together.
Over his hawk nose, her captor’s brows drew together, a foreboding black slash hanging low over ruined features. “Tell the truth! Say what is on your mind!”
“Please cease. Do,” she said, rattled. “That is all that is on my mind. And even that is difficult to tell. My head does spin so.”
The shaking stopped.
But as is oft the way with unsettled weather, the raging winds continued unabated.
“You know of that invasion,” he stormed. “I command you to speak.”
Speak? She could hardly breathe.
Up until one short week ago, she had lived as a cloistered novice, knowing naught of the outside world, knowing naught of her clan’s activities. As for taking commands, she had a small problem in that area. Had she known how to take directives, her stepfather would have married her off years earlier, rather than send her off to a convent.
For remedial help in deference.
Sad to say, nature had not made her dutiful. Neither had she come into this life meek, humble or quiet. Her stepfather had tried beating those virtues into her. And though he had not succeeded, she still hated him for the attempt.
She hated LaTourne more.
But in the grand scheme of things, her hatred mattered not. She would not give testimony against her stepfather, nor discuss any clan doings in which LaTourne might have played a part.
Hating one man or hating both, Scots do not tell. Her captor could glare all he liked. Clan allegiance sealed her lips tight.
“Obedience is a trait most prized in a lady,” she quoted, she forgot whom.
“I would have said honor is a lady’s most prized trait.”
“Honor?” she scoffed. “When have lords ever given ladies credit for noble sentiments?”
He lifted a brow.
Devil’s spawn! She had fallen right into his snare. Here on out, rather than direct confrontation, a struggle that would only further ensnare her, she would wiggle and squirm to avoid the trap of revealing her hidden self.
She bowed her head contritely. “I ask your forgiveness in expressing an opinion. I believed you engaged me in a philosophical discussion, an error in judgment on my part.”
Her captor removed his grip from her shoulders. Looking at her askance, he folded his arms across his broad chest. “You made no mistake. Tell me more of your life’s philosophy.”
“A lady,” she began, trying to recall the catechism of obedience, “must place her lord’s needs first in all things, especially on the bed furs. That is the extent of my philosophy, poorly thought-out and inarticulately expressed as ’tis.”
He laughed uproariously. “How fortunate to find myself in the presence of such a paragon of acquiescence.”
“I shall consider your remark a compliment.” Her outward demeanor remained on an even keel. But inside, she grew more and more agitated.
She was cunning. Clever. Shrewd. Wily too. When her father’s death forced her mother to remarry, Aeschine had relied on those skills to keep them both safe. But was she dexterous enough at deception to outwit this astute man? Could she circumvent her captor’s probing stare, his relentless questioning?
Praying she used the proper amount of lady-like humility, she changed the subject. “How far is it to your keep?”
“Not far.”
“Where is not far?”
“Cheviot Hills.”
“Hmm. I see.”
“Have you never left Scotland?”
“Nay!” she exclaimed, answering the intent look on his face. Would he ever probe her for information she could not give? “But surely the same green grass grows in Cheviot Hills as elsewhere. Apart from differences in language, people must share similar traits wherever one travels.”
Her captor nodded. “I have oft thought so myself.”
“You have?” Her eyes widened.
“Certainly. People are people. Some good, some bad, most a little of both. Now, take Scotland…”
“Let us not talk politics,” she said quickly, hoping to waylay the course of the conversation, lest he rattle her teeth again.
Calling forth her best simpering manner -- men did so enjoy silly ladies -- she offered him up a coy smile. “The subject is a tedious one, I fear, and one I little comprehend. ’Tis a man’s topic, and I would not bother you to explain every teeny-tiny detail.” She gave a gay laugh. “The telling and the listening would result in the megrims for both of us. Tell me of your keep instead.” Men did so enjoy talking of themselves and their possessions.
“Cheviot Hills is a rough and cheerless place, in need of much work.”
Much like the dour warlord who ruled the holdings, she thought with an inward smirk, whilst on the outside, keeping her expression carefully composed.
Intrigue was hardly new to her. At her father’s knee, she had learned to parry a sword as well as a word; she could thrust the point of a knife as easily as a pointed remark down a man’s throat. However, because she valued life, her own as well as that of others, she always chose first to deflect rather than to attack.
Without doubt, she could steal the captor’s blade and lower his smile, but that move seemed rather mean-spirited. Why repay a good deed with death? After all, he had saved her from the wretched LaTourne. And if her captor refused to release her, she might yet turn the situation to her own advantage -- without shedding blood, without facing the dreaded donjon.
“I am used to hard work,” she said in a tone meant to placate.
“Outside work,” he stressed. “My holdings show signs of neglect. The farms, the animals, the stables -- all need improving.”
“I vastly enjoy working outside. I am good with animals and crops. I am strong…”
He interrupted. “At Cheviot Hills, you will not have the kind of freedom you seek.”
“Surely even prisoners are allowed to work outside?” she negotiated, seeking some form of concession.
But no. Her captor only said, “We shall talk no more of this matter.”
With that capricious order, the portal slammed in her face, and she had a premonition of her future existence -- the days stretched out in front of her in an endless gray sea of monotony, idling in an underground stone donjon where she would live, without purpose, like a trapped animal. Perchance, sewing to pass the time.
Like hell.
She would play sweet, she would play obedient, but she drew the line at playing with needle and thread.
And her captor was not assigning her to rot in any damn donjon.
* * * * *
“Have a care,” Sage cautioned Aeschine of Scotland.
When she turned to face him, seeking an explanation, he nodded at the ceiling of thorns overhead.
Heedless of his warning, the lass charged recklessly ahead, stopping along the route only to pluck buttercups.
This said much about her character.
He watched as she collected a bunch. “I too am soft on wildflowers.”
She looked up from her task. “A man who appreciates buttercups?”
“Why not? Males have the same eyes and noses as females.”
Her eyes sparkled. “As a child, I oft made bouquets for my mother. My stepfather always threw them out if he found them in the keep. I had to pass them to her in secret.”
Crafty puss.
“I would never discard your bouquets,” he offered.
“Then, you must certainly have this one.”
’Twas a presentation worthy of court, complete with a formal, albeit wobbly, curtsey. This was a maiden unaccustomed to bowing to anyone.
To stay alive, she would need to bow to him.
“Your keep’s chambers will overflow with buttercups,” she enthused, wisdom and naïveté coloring her voice. “I shall see to it. Flowers dispel the gloom.”
He brought the yellow posies to his nose. “There are not enough flowers growing in all Christendom to accomplish that feat.”
“One blossom at a time makes all the difference,” she called over her shoulder as she raced ahead.
Did she not see the thorn branch in her path?
Evidently not. On a collision course with a nasty injury, she ran pell-mell into danger.
Picking up his big feet, Sage dashed after her. With a lift and a swing, he removed her from harm’s way, taking the thorn’s scratch himself.
For his troubles, she touched his cheek. “You bleed.” Tears filled her eyes.
“Look away.”
“Why may I not look upon you?”
“Never question my dictates.” He briskly wiped the blood away. At the first sign of a red gush, females swooned. One faint a day from a member of the feminine persuasion was enough for any man. “Now, off to the stream with you. And this time, walk.”
She did.
Though, she brooded again. The slight tilt of her head gave her fretful mood away. His prisoner did a great deal of deep contemplation. Silent introspection. Some men might view a quiet female as a gift.
Not he. Only by sharing her thoughts with him, no matter how small, no matter how insignificant, would he learn the inner workings of her mind, a necessity given her unwitting involvement in his plan.
In outward appearance, Aeschine resembled a long-stemmed, delicate flower.
Her air of fragility fooled him not at all.
Men wielded swords to conquer; women wielded feminine wiles. Though he strongly suspected his prisoner would rather arm herself against him in retaliation than disarm him through persuasion, she was still a female, and females were not opposed to employing underhanded methods to get their own way.
At present, she relied on sensuality to get what she wanted. This was a tried and true method of their gender. A sweet smile, a promise of kisses, the enticement of a turned-down bed, and a woman could bring a powerful warrior to his knees. One taste of passion and black and white decisions oft times changed to shades of gray, and the line between guilt and innocence shifted.
That line shifted now.
He must prevent further erosion. He was no green lad, no unsuspecting male. To show his prisoner she wasted her games on him, he must keep to a stern mien.
“Stop here,” he ordered.
Dimpling, the puss hopped from one foot to another. “Do hurry, Captor. I would see what lies ahead.”
In the face of her boundless enthusiasm, he felt old and jaded. As though he had seen and done everything already and the future held no surprises. Constant warfare did that to a man. Desert sands had choked his lungs, the sun had burned his skin to the texture of leather, endless had numbed his heart to death and suffering. In recent years, he had known little soft sentiment in his life, whilst this lass brimmed over with life and mischief and softness. So much softness! She would take some getting used to.
“Did you not hear me?” he barked. “Cease your hopping at once.” Verily, her bouncing apple-breasts maddened him.
Finally -- that was to say, when she was good and ready -- she held steady.
“As you will,” she sang out, her voice dripping of honey.
This new sweetness of hers gave him the toothache. No question, this kitten had quite a talent for pretending. And he did find some of her fey ways charming, even enchanting. But he entertained no illusions about Aeschine of Scotland. Far from tractable, far from biddable, she housed not one meek bone in that spirited body of hers. He suspected his prisoner was a naturally passionate creature who hid her wild beauty under the plain garb of conformity and her willfulness under a cloak of passivity. Her compliance was but an act, surrendering her will no more than a blatant ploy to wrap him around her little finger. And to think she had taken him to task for obviousness.
Fine. Let her believe she had duped him. Whilst preferring she pull a knife on him to this charade, he would allow the act to go unchallenged. Let her feign obedience. Let her mimic docility. Let her think she had seduced him. Let her honey-tongue drip. Her deceit would serve them both.
So long as he could somehow transform her act into some semblance of reality.
How might he temper her obstinacy without destroying her spirit? How might he bring his prisoner to heel?
Perfunctory compliance is all he would request of her. For some reason he had no wish to explore, the thought of breaking her offended him. The very idea of damping down her natural enthusiasm was repugnant. But he would have token obedience!
No better time to begin her training than now.
“Whilst I water my animal, you may go off alone. See yonder boulder?” he asked.
When she nodded, he said, “No further than there.”
“You are far too kind, Captor.”
Not so sweet, after all.
Sage barely restrained a laugh at the shrewish inflection in her retort. “These are dangerous times. As much as I enjoy your spirit, my first charge is to keep you safe.”
She whipped her gaze to his. “You enjoy my spirit?”
“Do you fish for a compliment?”
She dimpled. “Aye.”
“Then, all right. I do enjoy your liveliness. But enjoying your exuberance will not prevent me from doing what I must. Understand this, your prettiness will not dissuade me from a course of action I feel necessary.”
“Prettiness, you say?”
“You heard but one part. Hear this too. I shall tether you to me if I must.”
“As you will,” she demurely replied, then winked, quite ruining the sweet façade with lurid suggestiveness. “We might both enjoy it.”
Ignoring the fire that heated his belly, ignoring the cause of the heat too, he led his steed to the stream for a much-needed drink.
After a time, a slight movement behind him had him turning.
“You take good care of your charger,” she offered, her blue eyes somber.
He smiled. “Do you like animals?”
“I like my sheep.”
“Ah, pet lambs.”
“Balls! I shepherded my own flock. Sheep are not pets to me. They are my occupation.”
“A female who raises sheep? Your stepfather gave you permission?”
“Not gave. I took permission. More than happy to have me gone for days at a time, he never looked too closely at how I occupied myself.”
“I see.” And Sage did too. Like many children, his prisoner had suffered the dereliction of parental duty. “How did you learn to shepherd?”
“The village boys,” she said so quietly, he had to strain to hear.
“Peasant lads?”
“Aye. I ran with them. They taught me everything I know.”
What an enterprising puss. The ladies of his acquaintance only lifted their hands to their needlepoint or to call for a serf. The closest they came to sheep was a mutton chop served on their trestle tops.
He wagered those peasant lads taught her more than sheep skills. He wagered they taught her some interesting bed skills too. Everyone knew shepherds filled their spare time with lewd practices. For all Sage knew, those very skills had drawn LaTourne to her.
He clenched his hands. “Your stepfather never found you out?”
“He found me out all right, and whipped me soundly too. For a fortnight I slept facedown on the furs, unable to lie on my back.”
He cringed. “Poor you.”
“Not really. Many activities may be performed on one’s belly.” She lowered a lid.
He coughed, more images of lewd activities racing through his head. “So, after the thrashing, you gave up sheep tending?”
“Who mentioned giving up? I would no more give up my occupation than you would give up yours -- which is killing, I presume. My stepfather simply tired of lashing me,” she said without a trace of self-pity. “By the way, tending sheep is not all I am able to do.”
Oh, he did believe her.
Fearless, resourceful, passionate, stubborn, unashamedly independent...promiscuous...he had never known another female quite like her.
“I am capable of managing a holding, Captor. I have done so since the death of my dear mother. I also know how to keep financial books.” She nodded wisely. “Separate expense accounts, of course -- gifts for the poor, household needs, patronage, revenue, and personal.”
“You took responsibility for all that?”
“Aye. As a child, I heard crop reports from my stepfather’s head fieldman, supervised the purchase of foodstuffs, kept an herbal garden, visited the poor, treated the ill...”
“Dear Lord,” he interjected, “you must fall right off to sleep at night, utterly exhausted. Tell me, is there aught you do not do?”
“Needlework.” She placed her hands on her slender hips. “If confession is good for the soul, then there ’tis. I have owned up to my sin. I detest sewing of any kind.”
“No needlework. Hmm. Now, that is a grievous lack in a female.” He wagged his head. “And you show absolutely no remorse for the deficiency.”
“Please do not make light of me. I plead only for my worth.”
“Your worth is not at issue here.”
“Then, what is at issue? Pray tell me. I am fighting for no less than my life.”
“You bargain well. But to truly fight for your life, you must tell me all you know of past and future clan invasions.”
“Turn traitor to my people? That eventuality is worse than any death sentence.” She rushed the words past her full lips. “I need very little cosseting. I have always managed on my own. If you would but consider allowing me tend a flock of sheep.”
She took a fast breath. “You see, sh-sh-sheep would give me self-sufficiency. Never again would I ask you for aught. Never again would I bother you. Thus occupied, I would not get underfoot. You would never even know I was about. ’Tis the perfect solution.”
“If ’twere only so simple.”
“I could warm your bed! I would make you happy.”
Sage closed his eyes. Her pitiful little speech tore at his heart. Here she was making her little plans, pleading for crumbs, when most females would demand the whole loaf. And her loyalty to her clan was laudable.
But, in this instance, ill advised.
Intimidation would only dig her muddy boots in deeper. He knew this. Unfortunately, his patience with the stubborn puss was at an end. Raising his voice and vesting it with the full force of his authority, he roared, “I command you to speak. Does LaTourne or your stepfather intend future raids? Tell me now!”
She tugged at her laces, undoing the bow at her pronounced collarbone. “Will you use your whip or a leather strap?”
Caught up in the elegant beauty of her bone structure, he lost sight of everything else. “I beg your pardon?”
“If ’tis all the same with you, I much prefer the strap.” Her fingers stilled. “Unless you put off my punishment for this evening...until after we mate?”
Spiritu Sancti! Punishment after mating! Whatever happened to basking in the warm afterglow?
Sage washed his hands over his face and shuddered, appalled.
A man had the right, as well as the moral responsibility, to discipline the members of his household. As warlord, he took such obligations seriously, as neglecting them amounted to abandoning those who depended upon him for their care and protection. But strapping a female had never made sense to him, not when other, more effective methods would ensure obedience.
“Come here,” he commanded.
She tiptoed over. “Aye?”
Upon seeing her bluish lips, pale cheeks, the rapid throb of her pulse, he shuddered once more and a dull ache lodged in his temple. “No mating. I am celibate,” he said succinctly. “Nor will I whip you. Not now. Not ever. And certainly not because you hold loyal to your beliefs.” Though, he would most decidedly judge her based on those beliefs.
He would kill LaTourne -- he had already decided naught less would do -- but what of Aeschine of Scotland? How would he punish her should he decide she shared in his guilt?
Coming up empty-handed, he said, “Hasten to return to camp.”
Some part of her was always in motion. This time, ’twas her mobile mouth. Her lush lips puckered into a female moue, as she hesitated. “What of the sheep?”
Did she realize what she did to him? Did she know how her air of subdued sensuality aroused him? And what was that again about his insusceptibility to her female wiles? He understood what she was up to, and still she reeled him in.
That pouty mouth. What he would like to do with those pursed lips. To avoid the donjon, she would let him, too.
To get his lust under control, he took a restorative breath. “Ah, the sheep. You will not let me forget them, will you?”
A wistful look fell over her muddy features. “Sheep are all I have.” She tilted her head, pensive again.
Something definitely preyed on his prisoner’s mind. Perchance a plot to overthrow William Rufus that her affianced, LaTourne, had arranged? Or mayhap, a scheme to raid yet another unsuspecting English keep? Or, did she daydream of green meadows where baby lambs grazed in peace?
The latter, he hoped. He hoped she enjoyed the peaceful daydreams of innocence, visions in which she scampered freely in fields of yellow wildflowers amongst newborn lambs.
Enough that spilt blood and skeletal corpses plagued his own guilty thoughts night and day.
Chapter Four
Aeschine plucked at her gunna’s grimy hem.
Her captor had not spoken in an eternity. What had happened? Was it something she had said, done, thought? Was this quiet the lull ere the storm?
To her recollection, she had received her most severe punishments at the hands of her stepfather after a period of unusual calm. In fact, she had learned to recognize his absence of conversation as a precursor to her pain.
That past experience in no way influenced her present behavior.
She glared at her captor. “Your insufferable silence is gnawing on my innards like a long-toothed rat!”
As soon as the words left her throat, she regretted them. Would she never learn discretion? Or, at the very least, how to mask fear in meekness, not confrontation?
Her outburst leaving him seemingly unperturbed, the warlord looked up from sharpening his sword. “Thinking my questions annoyed you, I decided not to ask anymore, sensitive fellow that I am.”
Forgetting herself once more, she sputtered out a laugh. “I would say you are as far from sensitive as your skull is from your feet.”
“I am crushed. Laugh all you wish, but I will have you know, sentimentality is the bane of my existence. As to my silence, much preys on my mind.”
Much preyed on her mind, as well. Such as -- would he use that nice sharp blade to cut her throat?
Her laughter wilting, Aeschine dropped her gaze to the ground.
“Does a snake slither in the grass?” he asked.
She kept her sights downcast. “Nay, I see no viper.”
“May I extend my deepest apologies, then? I had no idea you were a hunchback.”
“I am no more a hunchback than are you. I am afflicted with no such deformity.”
“You are tall. Do you slump to appear dainty?”
“I have no wish to appear less than what I am.”
“Sensible attitude. Take pride in your height. I too am tall, and ’tis an immense relief not to have to bend double to hear you speak. Please to cease talking to the ground. ’Tis a great waste of a fine, long backbone.”
Her captor had bestowed upon her another compliment. Of sorts. And compliments, like all rare delicacies, took a while to digest, particularly when one was not accustomed to such treats.
Aeschine sighed. Ere imprisoning her in a nunnery, ere selling her to a pervert too, her mother’s second husband had hacked away at her self-love admirably well, leaving her with a scant amount of good opinion of herself. Her pride already battered and bruised, she had then suffered her betrothed’s whittling, as he proceeded to chip away more pieces of her diminished self respect, stealing vanity she could ill-afford to lose. And now here was this huge warrior giving her rare praise, as if the words were insignificant.
Hardly insignificant, his approval tempted her as sweetmeats tempted an empty belly.
Delicacy savored, then swallowed, she hinted for more. “So -- you like my height?”
“I do. I tower o’er most men, but with females, the difference is ludicrous. With tiny females, ’tis preposterous.” He rolled his dark eyes. “After a time, the questions about the clime up here do grow wearisome.”
“You are droll.”
“A troll? Here I have open’d a vein and bled, and in thanks for my sincerity, you heap insults upon my head?” He sighed. “I suppose I must accept the description, but I refuse to live under any bridge.”
“Troll! Who said troll? I said d-r-o-l-l, as in witty.”
“See there. My very point. As you spoke to your feet, I misheard. Chin up! Please to look at me when we converse, and never again will we suffer a lack of understanding.”
This, she doubted.
She raised her chin anyway.
The sheer brilliance of her captor’s white even smile took her aback; the crinkling of his black-gem eyes fair unhinged her. Scars marred the warrior’s face, but he was far from ugly. Few warriors had a smile such as his.
“Much better,” he said. “Now shoulders back. You will develop the stoop of a crone if you persist in slouching. Keep your backbone straight, and you will have fine, soldierly posture for life.” He cocked his head in an arrogant manner. “Just look at me!”
She jutted her chin. “As you like.”
“’Tis very much as I like,” he said amicably. “One day, you will thank me for the advice.”
“Will I have a one day?”
His slightly lopsided smile straightened to a stern line. “You will, if you do as I say.”
Do as he said?
With that as a requirement, she would die ere morn.
“Are you hungry?” he inquired.
“Ravenous.”
“A female with a stout appetite -- I heartily approve.”
He favored a bit of meat on the bone, did he?
Whilst he turned away to gather foodstuffs, Aeschine looked down at her diminutive chest and then scooted a glance around to her backside.
Narrow. All over narrow. Muscled too, from hard labor. How would she ever seduce her captor with such paltry female attributes?
Her mother had spoken of her first marriage as a wondrous period of poetic bliss. A time spent making love on a bed of wildflowers. Lavender and daisies and heather, soft petals that covered a mattress of sweet-smelling clover. A fortnight ago, when her stepfather had summoned her to wed LaTourne, she had left the cloistered walls of her convent naively expecting that same kind of love to be hers. Instead, she found a suitor of perverse desires, of loathsome passions, whose mind and thoughts were so sick, she quaked in anticipation of his touch. Even contemplating his hand upon her flesh made her wretchedly ill.
In the seven days of their betrothal, her intended had reveled in her humiliation, serving it up to her on a platter of prenuptial rights. When she had refused to beg, to plead for mercy, he had come at her like a rabid dog, snarling to bite. The threat of bodily harm to her person had lurked behind his evil eyes. She only questioned when he would vent his spleen. And, God help her, how he would choose to inflict the hurt.
And so she had escaped.
She understood her people all too well. To a one, they were loyal. Good at heart. Unfortunately, when their blood lust ran high, they were also easily duped. LaTourne would convincingly lead them astray with that facile tongue of his. If her betrothed incited her clan, they would do violence.
Her populace had not forgotten her during the years of her enforced cloister, and they had their pride. No foreign warlord stole the daughter of a Scottish chieftain and lived to tell the tale. In a misguided attempt to recapture her, unruly fringe groups would put their infighting temporarily aside and attack her captor’s keep, en masse.
As the chieftain’s only heir, she held herself personally accountable for atrocities committed during her nunnery imprisonment, the extent of which she had no way of knowing. ‘Twas too late to change the past, but now that she was free of the convent, ‘twas not too late to prevent the loss of countless lives in the future.
She would not tolerate further bloodshed, particularly not bloodshed done in her name. One way or the other, she would see further murderous rampages ended.
If she sent word back to her village for her people to discount all statements said by LaTourne and, at the same time, assured her followers that she had given herself freely to the warlord as his leman, she would save two birds with one un-thrown stone. Her people would not do battle to free her from her Captor’s clutches, and LaTourne would find some other Scottish heiress whose clan he could influence.
Nay. Her betrothed would no longer want her. Not that he ever had, not for herself.
LaTourne had paid a fortune to her stepfather for her maidenhead, his fiendish notoriety having ruled out his obtaining a highborn virgin in his own country. Without that thin membrane, he would just as soon despoil a lad. As a prisoner, she would lose her maidenhead fast enough. But why put up with nightly rapes when the celibate could to do the same job and, mayhap, help her help her clan as well.
Her Captor needed her?
Well, she fucking well needed him too.
Chapter Five
“Ere we eat, would you play squire for me?” the captor asked. “I would have this hauberk removed.”
Aeschine fumed. Squire. The captor thought she resembled a lad?
LaTourne had thought so too. Did the captor share the seeds of the same unwholesome taint as her betrothed?
Nay! Her flesh would crawl if he were so disposed. Just the opposite, the captor made her flesh tingle, her breasts swell, the tips harden...her woman’s core grow moist and gnawing.
Through half-lowered lids, she watched him drop his leather belt to the ground and draw his outer tunic over his head.
“This chain mail shirt itches after a time,” he volunteered. “Even such shoulders as mine need a rest every few days or so.”
Her mouth gaped. Most warriors’ bones would rattle after carrying the unwieldy weight of mail for a full day, never mind a few days. What tremendous strength the warlord must possess.
She rushed forward to assist him. “Are you sure ’tis safe to go without protection?”
By now, LaTourne would realize she had run off. By now, a search party would certainly be combing the region for her. The captor stood but one warrior alone. Though strong, when all was said and done, he was as mortal as the next man. Dead, he could not save her from her fate. Dead, he could not help her clan.
Nay, the warlord must stay alive. To that end, she would do what she could to make sure he stayed fit, and of use to her.
Otherwise, she might just as well lift his blade, cut out his heart, and have done with it.
“I shall stand watch tonight whilst you sleep,” she quickly proposed.
“I never sleep.”
Mayhap the captor was not mortal after all, for all men grew weary.
Upon reflection, she understood the distinction. The captor said he never slept. He said naught about fatigue.
The dark shadows under his eyes, the pinched, tight look about his ruined mouth, the sunken and gray pallor of his cheeks...all bespoke a man past tired. The captor was a corpse with his boots still on.
The sad do not sleep. The sick at heart wander at night, unable to close their eyes. The captor suffered from the melancholy illness. Why had she not seen it immediately?
A tea made of chamomile aided sleep. St. John’s Wort alleviated sadness. But sometimes, simple conversation dispersed the illness too.
“We will pass the night talking,” she offered. “I wish to know more about you.”
His head dipped. “As I do you.”
She shrugged. “Naught much to know.”
“You are not as uncomplicated as you pretend.”
“I am as water, Captor, adaptable to whatever the shape of the goblet.”
“I think you hide much below the surface. No shallow stream, are you. Bottomless as the ocean, I would say, and far too untamed to fit inside any goblet and too full of salt to drink.”
“And I would say, as a simple female, the profundity of your allegory escapes my grasp.”
He pointed a finger at her nose. “You are a mystery, but I shall solve you and soon.”
“That is not t-t-true!” she stuttered. “I hide naught. Once again, I am as transparent as water.”
“Murky,” he said, shaking his head. “When I first spied you running, you sped off free and strong, as fierce as a golden lioness. Who has caged you? Where has that wild she-cat gone? Are you satisfied to be led on the leash of your keeper when you should rightly race through the trees, the wind blowing through your tresses?”
“Nay. I am not satisfied,” she blurted at his taunt. “I wish for freedom. Once, my stepfather served as my keeper. Then, LaTourne. Now, ’tis you. I rest at your feet. If I do not race through the forests, ’tis because you prevent it.”
“Aha! At last! The real woman behind the façade doth speak.”
Tricked again.
In abject misery, Aeschine gazed at the open green space surrounding them.
Scotland owned her heart and soul, but she would adapt to a new life, to new ways; handed a different goblet, she really would fit its shape. She required very little for contentment, had few creature needs…
“Go on!” her captor commanded. “Tell me more of your thoughts. Enlighten me.”
“Tell me what to think and consider it thought.” She set aside the warlord’s mail-shirt, which left him in the aketon.
The padded tunic molded the overlord’s broad shoulders and tapered waist, clearly defining every vigorous muscle. His arms bulged even at rest. His hose, a tight fit around sinewy thighs, accentuated the impressive length of his legs. All dominant, virile male, arrogant in the surety of himself, the captor went beyond large into mountainous. Dear heavens. He could break her like a sapling if he chose.
And should he try, she would cut him down like a green twig.
He stretched. “That feels better.”
“May I help remove your chausses now?”
How carefully he put aside the buttercups she had given him, ere saying, “Boots first.”
“Pushing off against me will ease their removal.” Without a thought to the contrary, she bent at the waist, presenting him with her bottom.
“Do you try to seduce me?” he growled.
“Aye. Though not just then.” She straightened. “Satisfied?”
“Not for years, if ever at all,” he muttered.
Without a glimmer of understanding, she nevertheless pronounced, “I shall satisfy you.”
“Impossible.”
“Are you not at least intrigued enough to try me?”
“Does a warm shroud intrigue a chilled corpse?”
She brushed an angry tear from her cheek. “You mock me.”
“You mock yourself. You talk of satisfying me, yet you plot your escape even now.”
“Naturally, I look to protect my own best interests, but plotting differs from carrying out a plan.”
“We shall see.”
A frightened tremor scuttled up her spine. Was that a warning?
Though hard, her captor was not LaTourne, she reminded herself. Owning no morals, her betrothed was a cruel predator, driven to the gutter to seek his pleasures. This warrior was not cruel. Thus far, his touch had been mostly gentle -- he had rattled her teeth. Though celibate, he looked virile enough.
How did one know for a certainty?
“Have you children?” she asked, taking a wild stab in the dark.
“My wife is dead. I have no children.”
Little wonder the melancholy plagued him. No wife. No bairns. How sad.
Now, however, was not the time to express sympathy for his past loss. Now was the time to grab at her future opportunity.
“I have good health,” she said, racing out the boast. “I adore children, and would like to be bred. And soon. Carrying your son would please me greatly.”
“You would not withstand my seeding you. You would collapse like a parchment castle under the force of an iron battering ram.”
Was he telling her he was a rough lover? Demanding? Did he hurt his bedmates the same way LaTourne hurt his? Had she perhaps misjudged him? Given him finer attributes than he, in truth, possessed?
No matter. Not only was he her best hope, the warrior was her only hope. Apart from that consideration, God placed a woman on this earth to beget children, and the captor would make a fine sire for those bairns.
She faced him. “No need to hold back with me. I shall take everything you have to give and more.”
“You know not of which you speak. I may not be the same manner of pervert as LaTourne, but I have every reason to keep my control.”
With a yank, he dispensed with his boots. He placed them side-by-side on the ground, then released his chausses.
“My thanks for your help,” he said, placing rolled bed furs in her outstretched arms. “Be so kind as to put these by that rock.” He pointed to a small hillock off in the distance.
She left to do his bidding.
“And do not run to get there,” he called after her.
As the small hillock begged for further exploration, she completely disregarded his silly directive.
She gestured to a narrow wedge cut in the bramble-covered stone. “This is an entrance to a cave, is it not?”
“A magical cave,” he corrected.
“Belief in superstition is a venial sin,” she said primly.
“Feeling as you do, we shall, of course, remain outside.”
“Sod off!” She chortled. “I would thumb my nose at a ladder to heaven to enter such a place. Tell me how you came upon the magical cave, Captor.”
“’Twas quite by accident.”
“When?”
“During winter.”
Where was her shepherd’s staff when she needed it?
She prodded the reticent ram with a wave of her hand. “Go on. And -- ”
“And I had ridden for days in a blizzard. Half-frozen, thinking to perish, I stumbled off my steed and crossed the snow to this hillock.”
“How many years had you?”
“I was only a lad at the time, but full of myself.”
She snorted. “Hard to believe, really.”
“Aye, is it not?” His black eyes quickened. “At any rate, I had no sense of my own mortality -- until death breathed down my neck. The cave saved my life. The next morn, the storm ended and I journeyed on.” He rubbed his hollowed-out cheeks. “I have always wished to return here, if only to see if the place was as enchanted as I remember.”
“You wish to share your enchantment with me?” she asked, truly, truly, touched.
“Why not? Things shared are twice enjoyed. If you do not find the cave magical, at the very least, you will have a dry roof over your head tonight.”
Then her captor smiled at her -- magic in and of itself.
Beneath his gruff exterior, the warlord possessed a whimsical sense for the absurd, a dry wit, and unexpected warmth. Her plan might work out yet.
“The nights grow chilly as autumn approaches. But the cave should feel as toasty as a warmed brick inside.”
“Wondrous!”
“We eat first and then bed down. I packed black bread and cheese in my saddlebag. Salted beef too, though not overly much, and plenty of ale.”
“Especially wondrous.”
He sighed. “Long ago, I thought a man ruled his own destiny. I thought if I but survived that snowy night, I would decide my own fate thereafter. Alas, a man never completely decides his own destiny. Too many forces will set him off his chosen course.”
“A woman learns that in the cradle,” she scoffed. “The best a woman may hope for is to wed a man who will not beat her overly much.”
“Is that all you expect from life? I would have thought your dreams wider.”
“Oh, I have very expansive dreams. Come night, I count my sheep to fall asleep and dream of them after I do. I also dream of having a family someday, as most women are wont to do.”
He sent her a sad look. “Your dreams are sweet.”
Unmindful of her stare, Sage placed her wilted bouquet of buttercups in his saddlebag and then combed both hands through his hair. A raven-winged lock fell low over his forehead, which he absently brushed away. She would dearly love to pull that curl.
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