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THE SEDUCTION

The most desirable woman he had ever touched,
had ever longed for, was not in his imagination. Raik's lips
pressed tight. His eyes narrowed. The muscles in his face became
taut.

He had spilled his seed in her. Twice. He,
who had vowed never to do such. Was she fertile?

His hands fisted. His nails dug into his
palms.

She was real. He would find her.

And when he did...

THE RECKONING

He carried her pressed against his chest,
struggling and fighting, toward the shaft of light. The soft glow
from the moon crept up her hip, her side.

She screamed and kicked out at the stone
window ledge, forcing him back. Raik wrested her back into the
faint moonlight. His fingers dug into the soft skin of her cheeks,
as he relentlessly compelled her to face him.

"Ah, lady of the night. I would see who
steals into my dreams and shares my bed unbidden!" His voice rasped
with fury.

 


Relax and let your imagination take you into
this tale of love through the ages.
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CHAPTER 1

Seton Castle, Northumbria, August 1144

The agony of Hell's fires could torture
me no more than what I now suffer. My dear husband asks that I do
an unthinkable, sinful thing...

Letia de Burgh forced her thoughts to a dark
corner of her mind. She must deal with more pressing worries
now.

An army swarmed outside the walls of Seton
Castle.

The faint light heralding the sun's rise
revealed their leader, who kept well beyond the range of Seton's
archers. Julian of Chatton was there as he had been every morning
for a sennight. The gold and purple trappings on the massive
destrier were so impressive it made the rider appear thin and
insignificant.

"Why won't this Hell hound leave us at
peace?"

Letia scowled and pounded her fist against
her thigh. From the great height of the barbican guarding the
castle's entrance, she signaled her archers to release a volley
over the merlons. As Julian's warriors raised their shields, the
high-flying arrows sang as if swarms of giant bees rained down on
them. Amidst the heavy thumps of arrows striking shields, the cries
of warriors split the air as arrowheads found soft flesh. She
nodded, satisfied with her archers' aims.

"De Burgh! Raise the portcullis," Julian's
gravelly voice bellowed. "I will enter. Seton belongs to
me."

Before anyone could detect it was a woman who
commanded such deadly arrows into their ranks, Warin's most trusted
advisor Leofwan grasped Letia's shoulder to urge her back out of
sight.

"His greed knows no bounds. He hopes the
strain of constant sieges will speed Baron de Burgh from this
world," he muttered in disgust.

"My husband may be into his fiftieth year,
but he still has the body of a strong warrior."

"Aye, Lady. But does he have the sound heart
of one?" His face filled with sadness.

She ignored the question.

He knew the answer.

"This, this witless ass has no right to
Seton!" She spluttered and thrust a finger toward the man below.
"Before his death, King Henry denied he was a royal bastard." She
stopped pacing and snorted, "Henry should know. He was quick enough
to claim his true bastards. All twenty-four of them."

He grunted. "Aye. 'Tis what angered Julian
the most."

Letia picked up her bow, drew an arrow from
her quiver and stood behind a merlon. Peering out the embrasure to
her left, she waited for a perfect shot. Impatient, her left hand
flexed on her bow's grip, her right tapped the arrow against her
leg.

Attired as a young warrior, she normally had
no need to hide. But Julian's instincts were much like a lean wolf
long deprived of a mate. Whenever she showed herself, his eyes
narrowed and his nose twitched as if he sniffed the air.

"How I would love to send an arrow into his
black heart!"

"Ah, Beloved. You are a fierce warrior on my
behalf."

Hearing her husband's deep voice, Letia
propped her bow and arrow against the stone merlon. As she turned,
she tried to mask her fear for him with a cheerful expression.

Warin de Burgh leaned heavily on his squire's
arm as he stepped through the upper doorway of the barbican tower.
Straightening, he squared his shoulders. Despite his pale face, he
looked as sturdy and vital as the massive oak tree on the knoll
behind the army.

"My lord, surely you have not rested long
enough." As she caressed his handsome cheek, liking the rough feel
of his unshaven jaw, she noted the flash of pain in his blue eyes
that he tried to hide with a wink.

"Long enough," he said with a reassuring
smile. "Now, that nithing Julian must see me else he will grow
overbold."

He turned to his squire waiting at his elbow,
his master's helmet cradled in the crook of his arm. Taking it,
Warin settled it over his long, dark-brown hair.

"The helmet will make me more readily
visible. 'Tis a shame I have never favored a beard." He arched a
dark brow at Letia. "Do you think it would have made my appearance
more threatening?"

"You are fearful enough, my lord. The fool's
knees would collapse if he had to meet you in open combat."

Letia smiled and studied her husband.
Thankfully, the helmet hid the silver streaks that had grown wider
at his temples this past fortnight. His blue eyes were sharp and
alert, his nose straight - all but for that slight mark halfway
down its length. His lips were firm and unyielding. Not like when
he was alone with her. Then they were soft and tilted a bit at the
corners.

Warin flashed a grin and nodded. "Let us send
this whelp on his way."

At spaced intervals along the wall, slingers
stood behind the archers at the same merlons. Beside them, piles of
stones stood close to baskets of arrows. At Warin's signal, the
archers released their arrows. While they speeded their way to
their targets, the slingers sidestepped to the low embrasure to
fire their slings. Using an underhand release, they fired their
stones into the mass of warriors.

As the sun raced across the sky, Warin's face
grew drawn and pinched, his movements slowed. Even so, he remained
quick to take the measure of the enemy and direct his men to
squelch any attempts to break into the castle.

Letia thanked the good Lord that Julian's men
were inept at handling siege engines. For that matter, they were no
more experienced at scaling ladders. Able warriors were scarce and
Julian was far too stingy with his coins to hire experienced
knights.

Her left arm and shoulder quivered with the
strain of firing so many arrows. Though Julian ventured closer, she
thought to resort to her sling instead. He thrust his fur-trimmed,
green cloak back over his shoulders and removed his helmet as he
waited in the midst of his favored men. A stiff breeze blew long,
black hair from his face and snapped the cloak behind him.

Letia pictured the expression on his thin
face. It would not be pleasant, for he had been surprised at
Seton's skillful resistance. His brown eyes would be squinted in
anger, his nostrils pinched and his lips pressed together.

She grinned, anticipating the special
greeting she would lob toward that hated presence below. She
signaled the two slingers to her left and to her right to load
their sling with their special missile.

"It is time the sweet-smelling peacock
prancing below has a bath!"

She swung her empty sling back and forth,
accustoming the muscles of her right arm to their new position. She
nodded to the lad waiting beside her. The squire had more mischief
in one lone fingertip than most boys had in their whole body. It
was he who suggested a fitting tribute for their enemy.

The clever squire positioned a missile in her
sling's leather cradle, then stepped away giving her ample room.
She nodded to the two grinning men on either side of her, rocking
their own readied slings. She swung her own in short arcs then
stepped up to the embrasure.

"A present, lout! Wear it in good health,"
she hollered.

With one quick swing of her arm backward, she
slammed it forward. Her finger and thumb holding the knot of the
release cord opened at the right moment, and her gift to Julian
flew through the air.

She ducked behind the merlon, thwarting an
arrow flying past her. After releasing their slings, the two men
beside her also jumped back to safety. Letia peeked around the
merlon and noted horses near bumping into each other and men
shouting curses while they swiped their hands over their faces,
their clothing.

She grinned. Never had she seen such a lovely
sight. Only God could have guided their aims.

The curling hair Julian was so proud of, no
longer floated in the breeze.

It dripped. Plastered to his head.

The young men in the barracks had happily
contributed toward the squire's special weapon—three sheep bladders
filled with piss and sewn closed

Julian shook his sword at the barbican and
took a deep breath to yell in a hoarse, precise voice, "When I find
the lout who thought of this, I will lock him in a cage to swing
from a hook on my barbican wall. He will be left to the elements
and raptors till there is naught but gleaming bones!"

Truly, she could hardly blame him. He
screeched again and all but foamed at the mouth, so agitated he
could barely keep to his saddle.

His mount shied then bolted. The great stead
galloped through the warriors, scattering them. It headed straight
for the gap between his army and the castle walls bristling with
warriors.

Letia watched in amazement as the horse
reared, twisted its massive body and raced back over the uneven
ground normally covered by the drawbridge. Seton's archers laughed
so hard their aim was not as it should be. Fortunately, for the
castle, unhappily for Julian, his body bristled with arrows enough
to take him from the field.

She looked over her shoulder to grin at
Warin. Instead, she caught her breath. Her wide smile fled as she
clamped her lower lip between her teeth. Leofwan and the squire
supported Warin as his knees buckled.


CHAPTER 2

"You must rest, husband."

Letia crossed the dimly lit room to the
spacious bed standing upon a dais. Covered with wool blankets,
Warin sat propped against oversized feather pillows, his face near
as white as the cases covering them. She raised a small cup to his
lips.

"Please drink. It will ease the pains that
plague your chest so you can sleep, love."

He held up one finger to silence her, a small
frown drawing his dark brows closer.

"Nay, Letia. First, we must talk."

More uneasy than ever now, she dreaded his
next words. When they were alone, he always called her beloved and
used her name only when vexed or intent that she should heed him.
When she placed the small cup beside his favorite knife on the
bedside table, her arm brushed against his sword hilt, moving it.
She carefully settled it back at its accustomed place—should he
have need of it.

"Can we not talk in the morning? Ranald and
his men should reach us this next sunrise."

"Ah. You make my point, Letia. After I am
gone, you cannot expect our friend will always arrive in time to
protect you from vermin"

"Hush, love, do not ask me..."

Warin’s fingers rested against her lips,
stilling them.

"I must. It is the only way. I dislike the
idea of another man’s touch on you as much as you do, beloved. But
you must be increasing with a child. Soon. And you must marry again
when the time comes."

Warin blinked away the welling moisture in
his blue eyes. Always, she'd thought his eyes so beautiful they
made her heart skip. Not just beautiful because of their deep shade
of blue. Beautiful from the kindness, the love and compassion that
shone from them every day. It tore her soul to see pain reflected
there. And dreadful sorrow.

Sorrow for what he asked of her.

Letia squeezed her hands together on her lap
and clenched her teeth to still her wobbling chin.

How selfish she was. Since Stephen had
usurped the throne from his cousin Matilda, anarchy was rampant. So
many castles had fallen. The victors turned widows and the infirm
out as if they were naught but flea-bitten mongrels. Warin not only
wanted to keep her safe, but also the many people they had rescued
and cared for at Seton.

His plan depended on her placing her faith in
Raik of Raptor Castle, Ranald’s cousin. A Scotsman who had looked
at her with much displeasure and scorn.

"Humpf! I do not trust Raik. What of the
times he has raided our cattle? Those skirmishes took their toll on
you."

Warin grunted softly. "He never injured me
overmuch. Or I him."

For answer, she leaned close and ran a
fingertip over the white ridged scar low on his jaw.

He chuckled then winked at her. "Aye, there
is that. But I returned the favor when I fetched our cows
back."

He sighed and enfolding her hand in his,
cuddled it to his chest.

"I took Raik’s measure when we were at Raptor
Castle. He is faithful to those he deems family or friends, and he
is as skilled at fighting as Ranald and myself. Never did I hear a
woman or man say he had mistreated them."

"We have only seen him in the best of times,
husband. And you know he does not think highly of me."

"I will learn more when Ranald arrives on the
morrow." Warin gently brought her fingers to his lips to kiss each
one. "You are right, beloved. I am weary. Give me your potion and I
will sleep."

She picked up the cup then slipped her left
arm under his neck to lift his head. "I added extra honey to the
mead to lighten the medicine's bitter taste."

He drank it without complaint, though the
mead was not as warm as he normally liked it. He sighed and smiled
up at her when he was done.

"Come, beloved. Lie beside me. You, too, are
tired." His lips lifted in a mischievous grin. "Your creative
squire near fell over the wall laughing, you know."

Letia shrugged out of her robe and slid naked
between the sheets. "Uh huh," she murmured. "He found the
volunteers to fill the bladders."

Turning to him, she stretched her body
alongside his and put her head on his shoulder, her arm across his
chest. Her body heat would help keep him warm throughout the
night.

Trying to stifle a yawn, he rubbed his cheek
against her curls. His lids started to droop.

"Few women have the skills to defend their
castles. And now you have defended two against the same man.
Julian." He blinked, fighting to stay awake, his words spaced
apart, pulled from his mind with effort. "Any man would be proud to
call you wife, belov..." His voice faded in a sigh as he fell
asleep.

Letia didn't sleep, though. She listened to
the sounds of his light snores, thankful that she could hear them.
As she rubbed her cheek on his shoulder, she tightened her arm
across his muscled chest and hugged him as closely as she
could.

She wanted to cry. She wouldn't. If they
could count on King Stephen to protect Seton; if unrest didn't
cover the land; if Julian wasn't sniffing around, Warin wouldn't be
so fearful for her.

Her father had protected her by betrothing
her to the one man he trusted. Warin. Now it fell to Warin to do
the same. She knew he had thought long and hard on it. If she had a
child, or if she was breeding when he passed away, King Stephen
would seek an honorable man to husband her and be Seton’s new
baron.

She remembered Raik's face when he learned of
her skills the last time they were at Raptor. His expression had
hardened and his compelling blue eyes had narrowed and stared at
her as if she was some unnatural creature. Disapproval smoldered
from every inch of his taut body.

How could she deceive a man who stared into
her eyes as if he bored into her very soul?

She kissed Warin's neck, nuzzling her face
beneath his chin and taking comfort from his warm, spicy scent. She
sighed.

How did one mislead a man such as Raik? Her
heart thudded. Her skin prickled. He was vital to Warin's plan.

If there only was another way.

Imagining his fury if ever he learned of it,
she shivered with fear. She hadn't a glimmer of doubt he would deal
harshly with her.

Sounds in the night did naught to ease her
mind. Someone or something cried out. Nay, surely, not human. A
beast...mayhap a dog? Could a dog shriek as loudly as that? And
howl? Chill bumps stole over her body. Her scalp felt like it crept
down the back of her neck. From the dreadful sounds of it, it was
in terrible pain.

God in Heaven! Could Julian be venting his
hatred on a defenseless animal?

Silence. She held her breath. Her throat
thickened. Had it died?

All throughout the night there would be
periods of quiet, then the eerie howls and cries would knife
through the darkness.

Finally. A long howl, cut short. Then total
stillness.


CHAPTER 3

Fear kept Letia awake. Fear that if she
slept, Warin would slip from her and she wouldn't be able to
comfort him in his last moments. Fear, too, that Ranald wouldn't
come. After what she had done, Julian's rage would be
boundless.

Exhaustion finally took over and she fell
into a sound sleep. It seemed like she'd no sooner closed her eyes
than the chamber lit up as if the sun appeared at her window. It
was most strange. From one opening, light flickered; from the
other, that last darkness before dawn.

Ever since unrest had taken its hold on
Northumbria, she had formed the habit of putting the next day's
smock and kirtle atop the clothing chest before she went to bed.
She eased away from Warin, careful to put her pillow against his
back to keep him warm then made swift work of donning her
clothes.

Leofwan's soft scratch on the door found her
already dressed and bending over Warin to listen to his breathing.
Now, she held her breath as she went to ease open the door. Relief
flooded her, for Leofwan was smiling.

He leaned close to whisper, "Lord Ranald sent
the bastard's army scrambling to get away even afore we could see
him."

Letia's brows rose. "How could he do
that?"

"Arrows. Flaming arrows. His men unleashed a
goodly number that lit up the sky."

"How long before they arrive?" Warin's voice
was stronger than it had been the night before.

"Time enough for you to don your clothing and
go below to the great hall."

When Warin's back was turned, Letia
approached to lend a hand. Leofwan shook his head at her. Her
husband's dignity was more important than any help she could give
him. No man's pride could stand having his wife dress him as if he
was still a youngling.

"I will leave you to your preparations,
love," she said, flashing him a smile.

He straightened his shoulders and grinned as
he stood on his own with no need to brace himself against the
table. She wriggled her fingers in a sassy wave as she left the
room. Instead of going below to the great hall, she hurried to the
corner tower. Standing atop the wall walk, she studied the
approaching army and took deep breaths of the cold morning air.
Gusts of wind pried her unruly brown curls loose to blow across her
eyes. Raising her hands, she swiped them aside.

Hidden by darkness, her eyes probed the mist
to study the man who rode beside Ranald. Her senses screamed it was
Raik. The men were alike in size, both controlling horses larger
than most—Ranald's, deep black; Raik's the color of a young fawn.
She said a swift prayer that she need not face him this day.

Seeing Raik below made her want to hide, to
disappear. How could she face him, knowing what Warin planned?

Even distant as he was, his presence filled
her mind. He removed all other sights, all other feelings from
her.

'Twas not true!

Shivering dread remained.

o0o

"No one can mistake yer presence, cousin."
Raik's deep baritone voice rang with mirth. "When that beast ye
straddle reared up as the men loosed the arrows, the superstitious
coward feared the Black Raptor was about to fly down the hillside
to seize him in his talons." Pulling off his helmet, he freed his
hair.

Though it was still near dark, the flaming
arrows had created small fires that gave light enough to see
Julian's men flinging themselves on their horses and fleeing.

Ranald of Raptor Castle studied the scene
below them. "I dinna ken why they leave all behind."

"Mayhap Julian is afeared of matching swords
with ye."

Ranald snorted, not bothering to look at his
cousin. "More likely, he fled from ye. He remembers ye were without
a weapon when he carved that scar on yer neck."

"There is that. I thought old King Henry
would have him flogged when Julian used the king's ceremonial
sword. The king grew even more livid hearing Julian yell he would
someday have the pleasure of killing me with it."

"Aye. As if it would ever belong to him. He
was a coward then and an even bigger one now." Ranald's voice
echoed his scorn.

Raik's keen eyes probed the darkness,
studying the field outside the castle walls.

"When they first spotted us, did ye see his
back as he scurried away?"

"Me? Ye are the one with an eagle's eyes. Ye
see things that mere men like I canna hope to see." Ranald grinned
at his cousin.



A cloud shifted, allowing a glimmer of light
through. A movement on the corner tower drew Raik's interest. His
eyes narrowed, his nostrils flared. The woman had an athlete's
body, alluring to some men, intimidating to others. Irritating to
him. He did not need to see curly, brown hair or eyes the color of
dark wet earth after a summer rain to know who it was. He could
picture the small nose that wrinkled when she disapproved of
something. Mostly, when she gazed at him.

It was Letia de Burgh lurking behind the
merlon.

Humph! Why was she on the battlements and not
in her bed where she belonged? Had she slipped from her husbands
arms to seek those of a young, virile warrior? He clamped his teeth
together and watched her every movement. He wanted to shake her.
Wanted to shove her back through the tower door and order her to
return to her room.

What was it about this woman that caused such
harsh feelings? Feelings he had never felt about any other
lass.

Raik rode in silence, then made up his mind
and pulled Storm to a slow walk. Ranald raised his brows and held
up his right arm, stopping the men behind them.

"What?"

"Ye no longer need me at Seton."

"If I did not ken ye better, I would think ye
avoid seeing the de Burgh's."

"Nay. Not Warin. I like the man. I enjoy our
skirmishes too much to end them. 'Tis his Letia that rubs me
wrong."

"For truth?" Ranald's eyes widened and he
tilted his head studying Raik's face. "I find her admirable."

"Huh. Ye admire a foolish woman who does not
know her place? That seizes a man's duties? No man should ever have
given the lass such freedom."

"Given? Freedom? She had to defend her
father's castle to keep anyone from knowing of his death until de
Burgh arrived."

"That is another reason. Why did she marry a
man who was her father's friend? She should have let the king
decide who her husband should be."

"By the time Stephen decided, Julian would
already have taken her and the castle."

"De Burgh is too gentle. He should not allow
her the use of weapons. 'Tis not a woman's place to wield
them."

Raik frowned. Aye, she was beautiful. But her
air of confidence made the hairs on his arms tingle, his stomach
clench. His hands twitched and wanted to grasp her flesh and force
her to be naught but a woman. A soft woman. One a man could take to
his bed and teach her how to please him.

"Ah. She riles ye because she isna
helpless. She does not need ye as a man." Ranald shook his head at
him. "Well, she does not. She has Warin."

"Ye make it sound like she threatens my
maleness."

"Does she not?"

Raik sucked his teeth. "No mere woman
controls my manhood. I'm the one with a tarse. She is only a
vessel." He huffed, disgusted. "Nay, she is no threat to me."

Ranald snorted. "If someone penned this cock
and hen together, I think feathers would fly. The cock would have a
battle on his hands to control that particular hen."

"Ye make no sense, cousin. I leave ye at the
bend."

They were nearly even with the corner of the
curtain wall. Before Ranald's herald could announce his presence,
the screech and grind of the portcullis rising rent the air.

"When will ye return?" He twisted slightly on
the saddle to look squarely at Raik.

"I thought to explore a bit to sample these
English lasses panting for a real man's cock." He grinned wide, his
startling blue eyes crinkling at the corners. "Before I return, I
plan to retrieve the cows Warin last thieved from Raptor."

"Dinna get caught. One of these days, ye will
carry this game too far. Ye might find yerself a prisoner in
Warin's dungeon."

"Tsk! How frightening. And I suppose the Lady
will have her way with me?"

As he kicked Storm into a gallop, his ringing
laughter traveled on the wind.

o0o

Prickles of fear danced over Letia's flesh
much like drops of snow sliding off her hair and finding their way
down her quivering back. Hearing Raik's laughter drifting up to her
as he veered off to the right, she heaved a sigh of relief. God
must have paid heed to her prayers.

She folded her arms and hugged herself as she
watched his back disappear. Ashamed, she took a deep breath. Never
had she been weak-kneed or a fearful fool around men. Yes, she had
been leery of some, cautious with many. As with Julian. She knew
better than to ever turn her back when he was near. He was a man
she would distrust even if he were on his deathbed.

Across the field beyond the curtain wall,
something stirred the bushes beneath the lush trees. She squinted
and watched. Aye. The branches moved. Something paced behind them.
Something smaller than a man but larger than most dogs. Not a goat.
Nor sheep. Boar, mayhap?



A blood-chilling howl cut the air. Her breath
hitched then held. Quick as a flash of heat lightning, a large,
black beast thrust his head out of a bush and snarled bare-teethed
at the men then vanished. Could the legends of Hell Hounds be
truth? She prayed not.

Letia frowned and put the foolish thought
from her mind as she descended the wall walk stairs. She was
frightened of more worldly things than a hound from Hell. But why
did she fear Raik? She trusted him. Had never heard anything
dishonorable or cruel about him. Ranald's wife thought highly of
him, and women at Raptor Castle watched his every move, their eyes
hot with lust.

Women had no need to watch him closely, for
his size made him easily seen. That and his brightly colored
clothing. She huffed. The memory of his eyes, hot and lustful, as
his gaze traveled over every woman rankled her. Mayhap she
exaggerated about it being every woman. Truth was, it was all but
the very young and the aged he eyed.

And herself.

At her, he tensed and looked about to
shudder. His jaw twitched, too. Mayhap from trying to keep himself
from saying something hurtful.

Letia straightened her shoulders and forced a
smile as she stood at Warin's side. They waited to greet Ranald and
his men there on the steps of the keep. The warriors were entering
the bailey, and the resounding noise of the horses' hooves striking
the cobblestones made thinking on serious thoughts nigh
impossible.

After the black-clad knight dismounted, Warin
stepped forward to clasp his shoulder.

"Ranald, you are a most welcome sight this
day."

"Aye. Mayhap I am to ye, Warin. If my
feelings were of a delicate nature, I would worry about yer
guests who departed with such haste."

"Well, now. Mayhap the sight of you bursting
from darkness amidst flames might have made my unwanted company
timid?"

"Aye. 'Tis the truth my face doesna foster
friendship."

Letia watched him rub his hand over the right
side of his face as if soothing the many scars there. He did not
seem aware that he was doing so. The left side was comely. Nay,
more than comely. 'Twas so beautiful it compelled you to take a
second look.

All who knew him trusted him, his judgment,
his strength. Letia took a step forward.

"Welcome, Ranald."

"My wife sends her love and bade me give ye a
kiss." Ranald took Letia's outstretched hand and feathered a kiss
atop it. "She plucked on my sleeves with near every breath,
demanding I bring her along. She near drove me to beat her."

Letia laughed when his deep, plum-colored
eyes twinkled at her. The day Ranald beat his wife would be the day
the sun rose in the north.

"Come. Break your fast. Cook has prepared
food for all." Letia smiled at his men quietly waiting beside their
horses. Ranald nodded down at her and turned to Warin.

"If it meets with yer approval, Warin, my
commander can post my men to relieve yer guards in shifts so they
can rest and eat."

"I would take it as a kindness. They are
bone-weary." Warin lips twisted in a wry smile. "We kept the
battlements well manned. Julian may be reckless in his tactics, but
he's dangerous."

Though the day had barely begun, the great
hall looked busy as an ant nest. Servants carefully carried trays
laden with food or large pitchers of ale as they sidestepped a
careless leg or flying elbow.

The room suddenly hushed. Tension eased on
seeing the two men talking and smiling as if all was right with the
world.

"'Twas a beautiful sight, Lord Ranald, seeing
the back of Julian of Chatton and his army racing south." Letia
spoke loud enough so those nearby could hear and pass on her
words.

"Aye, it was. Do you think he had time last
eve to clean your present from his body, beloved?" Warin grinned at
her and chuckled.

Ranald's head swiveled to study her face. He
stopped walking. His right brow lifted, stretching the scar
dividing it even higher until it met a hank of thick black hair the
wind had caused to fall there.

"Present? Ye gave that jealous gowk a gift?"
His face showed disbelief.

Letia bit her lower lip as she seated herself
between Warin and her sister. How could she tell a man who had once
been a monk what she had done?

"Um. I did not give him a present he enjoyed,
my lord. The squires provided missiles that were suitable to the
occasion."

"Wormy meat?" Ranald's head tilted, his eyes
still asking for answers as he sat to Warin's right.

"'Twas much better than that, Lord Ranald."
Her sister leaned forward to look at him and giggled, then reached
up to make sure her scarf remained securely tied around her scarred
neck. "We women thought to prepare it ourselves, but we had not the
right, uh, parts to do the job correctly."

A burst of laughter from a nearby table did
not make Letia's task easier. Warin hugged her shoulders then
turned to Ranald. He pointed toward the squire standing between two
young men swinging their arms as if readying slings then releasing
them amidst great laughter.

"Do you see the mischievous squire across the
room acting out our little drama? I assigned him to serve Letia in
all things. When she asked for three special missiles, he hit on
the idea."

"I take it he kenned the occasion needed
somethin' more offensive than rotted meat?"

"Aye. He supplied three sheep bladders filled
with piss. A gift from Seton Castle's men. 'Tis why the squires
celebrate this morn. The slingers aims were better than anyone
could hope."

Ranald burst out laughing. "May I meet the
men who could launch such an attack?"

Warin beckoned to a young page. "Tell our two
heroes to come to the high table."

The boy ran off swerving between tables as
fast as a young pup chasing a barn cat. He jerked the sleeve of a
redheaded slinger sitting at a front corner table, excitedly
relayed his message then raced off to pluck another's sleeve. When
the man shook him off, the boy tugged at a long hank of blond hair,
then jumped back to escape his grasp.

The boy talked fast when he found his feet
leaving the floor. His captor frowned, looked toward the high
table, and seeing his lord's nod, set the boy on his feet and
lightly buffeted the back of his head.

Ranald smiled at the two men standing across
from the table. "Where did ye learn to sling with such good aim? Is
it true a good slinger must start at an early age?"

"Aye, my lord. We trained with the children
at Lady Letia's keep. The lady was smaller than us, but when we
teased her overmuch, we couldn't outrun the pebbles from her hand
sling."

Ranald thanked the men and turned to
Warin.

"Hm. I take it there is no third
man?"

Warin shook his head. "Nay, my lord. If you
remember, my wife is a skilled slinger."

Ranald stared thoughtfully at Letia, then a
slow smile spread over his face adding such a glow that one would
not note that ravaged side.

"When Warin told us a year past how ye held
down yer father's castle, and of yer skills, I was a fool not to
believe they could equal a man's. Tell me, Lady. Did Julian see
ye?"

"I do not believe so. I wore the same
clothing as the men around me." She frowned, thinking of her
unease. "But I always have the feeling that he knows when I am
there."

"Did he call to ye?"

She shook her head. "Nay. Though each time I
moved from behind a barricade, his head jerked up to stare at the
battlements. 'Twas like a fox scenting a fowl."

Ranald nodded and frowned. She took an uneasy
breath and became aware of the food around her, and of how hungry
she was.

Letia hadn't had much time to eat in the past
sennight, but now she realized her stomach had long since been
empty. Servants placing platters of quail pies, baked fish and
sliced ham, among other things, on the white tablecloths, made her
mouth water.

She smiled and prepared a bowl of Warin's
favored hot porridge, spooned butter atop it followed by a splash
of milk and set it before him. The smell of freshly baked bread
drifted through the heavy white napkins covering them. She broke a
piece off the end of the bread, Warin's preferred part, and handed
to him. He smiled and brought her hand to his lips for a quick
kiss.
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Ranald was aware of everything that went on
around him, from the wind rustling through the trees when he left
Hunter Castle to the loving way Warin treated his young wife. He
was also aware that Warin de Burgh was making an effort to appear
hale. Ranald had treated many men who would have died without his
aid. He recognized the lack of color in Warin's flesh, the way a
spasm crossed his face, his eyes clamped shut now and again then
rapidly opened so no one would note.

Worry lurked in Letia's eyes, too. Every now
and again, her skin gave the slightest quiver and she'd brush her
fingers over it.

Fear. Mixed with dread.

'Twas more than having Julian threatening
outside the walls. More than sorrow when she looked at Warin.

She knew what the future held.

"Was not your cousin Raik riding beside you
earlier?" Leofwan asked.

"Aye. He claims life at the castle is too
tame." He chuckled and winked at Warin.

"Your cousin keeps us on our toes, for
certes. Our cattle have worn a new road going back and forth
between here and Raptor."

Warin looked uneasy. Why was that? And why
did he take Letia's hand and pat it in a way that one would soothe
another?

Before he spoke again, Warin cleared his
throat. "Was he unsure of his welcome here?"

"Nay. He knew ye didn't need his sword arm."
Ranald leaned close and murmured, "He isn't tied to any woman, so
he thought to sample the lovely lasses so close to our
borders."

"Ah, I see. He is of an age where a man grows
restless and is harder to please."

"Too, I believe he intends to visit my sire's
ward at the Convent of Mary Magdalen."

"Surely, he would not dally with a woman
within convent walls? I did not judge him as a man who would do
such." His brows furrowed; his lips twitched.

When Ranald studied his face, Warin looked to
hide his concern by taking undue interest in plucking cherries from
the colorful arrangement of berries, grapes, apples and figs close
to his hand.

"Nay. He wouldna."

The muscles in Warin's face softened and his
body relaxed.

Ranald hoped he had read his cousin aright.
More than once, he'd thought Raik was on the verge of taking a
wife. It would be a good thing. Mayhap if he had a woman who kept
him sated with bed sport, it would calm his lusty spirit. As
reckless as he was of late, Ranald was afeared he might crawl
between the sheets with the wrong woman one eve and find himself
tethered with unwanted responsibilities.

Lucifer's lice-ridden hair! Ranald wished
he'd kept Raik with him. He had seemed bent on mischief. Mayhap he
worried for naught. Thieving cows from Warin's pasture was harmless
enough.

Wasn't it?


CHAPTER 4

Raik strolled with Muriele from the orchard
surrounding a newly painted chapel at Mary Magdalen's out onto
footpaths leading around lush beds of roses where each bush
challenged the next for the beauty of its blossoms. Quiet daisies
and lovely flowers of every color vied with lavender and heather,
while crawling ivy covered the ground with green.

"'Tis strange to find a chapel in an
orchard," Raik said as he studied her face.

"Sometimes, a person needs to pray amongst
nature to soothe their soul."

"And does it soothe your soul, fair
lady?"

He had once described her as a tall sheave of
wheat. 'Twas a fact, she was more comely than most with her
wheat-colored hair and eyes of soft, light brown. It was likely her
legs were long and finely muscled, her body fit beneath her tunic,
for she moved with fluid grace. She was much like a young willow
tree, one that would bend and sway to the wind's music.

She shrugged. Her long legs picked up their
speed. He let her put distance between them. She was slender. Too
slender to his liking. Was she eating enough?

"Yer hair no longer looks like a half-plucked
rooster's!"

"Rooster? Do ye not mean a hen?" She chuckled
and halted, waiting for him.

"I wanted to get yer notice. 'Tis truth, ye
know. Never had I seen a woman shorn so close to her scalp."

"Ye saw how ragged it was when I came here.
We cut it close so it would grow evenly again."

He liked the way her silky hair fell, the
soft curls teasing her cheeks. The back flowed in waves near to her
shoulders, giving her a girlish look. Funny how young she seemed
until he studied her closely. No lass should have so many memories
reflected in her eyes.

"Afore I leave, I ask ye again if ye will wed
with me."

Muriele lowered her head, refusing to look at
him. He grasped her shoulders then held her still with one hand
while he tipped her face up so he could see her. As always, her
light brown gaze focused on his lips, his chin, his nose…anywhere
but on his eyes.

"I canna wed ye. Ye honor me by the asking,
but it can never be."

"Are ye wed to another?" He felt a slight
tremor pass over her back where his fingertips rested.

"Please, Raik, do not press me."

His heart couldn't deny the plea in her
voice. He would let her be for now, but he'd come again in due
time.
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Afore dawn the next morn, Raik rode from the
convent. A fortnight had passed since he'd left Ranald outside the
curtain walls of Seton Castle. He'd sought pleasure amongst the
lasses of England before his visit with Muriele. He hadn't wanted
an eager cock to sway him when he made a decision of such import as
taking a wife.

Her continued refusal to accept him as a
husband made her more desirable. Strange, wasn't it? Never had a
woman refused him. Truth to tell, he'd not asked for a woman's hand
before; only her sweet body beneath his.

Storm was restless, his muscles quivering,
near begging to stretch his legs in a run. He leaned forward and
talked to the horse, then gave him a firm pat on his fawn-colored
neck. The horse's powerful legs stretched out, and before long,
they were galloping across the fields toward the forested hill
beyond.

He was as restless as the horse. He didn't
want to return to Raptor Castle. A grin tugged at the corners of
his lips. By now, Ranald had set Seton to rights. Warin would
likely be up for a little game of thinning out the cattle.

He set Storm to an easy trot through the
wooded paths. These next few nights would be the darkest phase of
the moon. A perfect time to stop at Hunter and pick up a few men
ready for fun.
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Aye. The next time the sun lowered, he found
his men more than ready. They'd had a glorious time choosing the
four finest cows in Seton's pasture. One for each of them.

But they didn't get far before they rode into
a trap. He sensed the men spread out in the trees long before he
could see them.

"Break away!" He prodded Storm to leap
forward.

Hearing his bellow, the men did the same.
Horses crashed from amongst the trees beside the road. The air
filled with the screech of swords leaving scabbards, then the clang
and sparks as they struck and slid against each other.

It was strange. In the murky blackness, the
pursuing warriors edged between him and his men, battling and
chasing them northward. Isolating him.

"Do not maim Sir Raik!"

Warin's voice. Nearly too late.

If the man hadn't held back his power, the
sword that slipped through Raik's defense would have severed his
right arm from his shoulder. Searing pain ripped through his flesh
and streaked down his chest.

Still, he fought on. Blows landed against his
back and legs, though not given by swords. Finally, a crack to the
back of his head sent him forward on Storm's neck. Darkness rose up
to meet him as he slid from the saddle.
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Raik felt arms lowering him to men waiting to
bear his weight. He bit his tongue to stifle a cry near bursting
from his throat. Surely, Lucifer's jagged teeth clamped his
shoulder's flesh and tried to tear it from his body.

His head thudded as if a drunken Welshman
plied his beaters on the skin of a bodhran within his skull and
built a wild rhythm meant to call the ancient Druids from their
graves.

He swallowed to keep from spewing and shaming
himself.

Warin's voice faded in and out. From what he
could make of it, he was furious. Strange. Warin berated the man
who had struck his head. And the man who ripped his shoulder. Even
stranger, the men's voices sounded shamed that they'd disappointed
their baron.

Sight and sound faded to black again. When
next he awoke, a strong arm lifted his head while someone held a
small vial to his lips.

"Drink, Sir Raik. It will ease your pain
while I stitch your wounds."

The voice was soft, melodic. A voice he had
heard before.

"Nay." He meant the word to be loud. Harsh.
It was near a shameful whisper.

The man whose arm held his head aloft spoke.
"Clamp this stick between your teeth so you do not cry out and
disgrace yourself."

He felt a smooth wooden spoon tap his lips
and opened to receive it. Quick as a flash, the woman slid it
between his teeth on the right side of his mouth, then slipped her
finger between his lips on the left and tugged his cheek. Afore he
knew what she was about, he felt the elixir slide into the pocket
there. With the spoon between his teeth, he had to swallow.

He glared up into eyes the color of wet
earth. Ah, de Burgh's unnatural wife. He should have known. Only
she would think to trick a man in such a way. She wouldn't hold his
gaze but turned her eyes away. By the time he thought of a curse
worthy of her stunt, his tongue refused to form the words.

He fought the black haze fogging his mind.
Weakness crept over his body, spreading from head to toe. Slowly,
flesh and muscle melted and slipped from his bones. He had no more
solid substance than feathers blowing in the wind.

More odious yet, drool slid from the corner
of his mouth, teasing a wet trail across his cheek and down his
neck.



Letia set her eyes firmly on Raik's most
serious injury on his right shoulder. Her fingers probed the wound
and, when they touched his flesh, his skin flinched. Even drugged,
the man despised her.

"Fool. Had we not given him the potion, he
would have refused my aid."

Why did that sting her feelings? He meant
nothing to her. Nay, 'twas a lie. For truth, he was her one means
of escaping a loathsome fate should Julian take over the castle
before King Stephen could choose a husband for her. She had to
protect every one of the near forty helpless people Julian would
surely cast out.

If he didn't kill them.

"He does not know what he does. The poppy
takes reason from a man." Warin's gentle squeeze on her shoulder
was comforting.

"He has not much reason to begin with. What
fool would make a game of raiding a man's cattle? He had to know he
or someone else would one day be seriously injured. Or killed."

"The same fool as I, love." Warin watched as
she cleared bits of cloth from inside the wound. As blood welled
faster, he handed her a pad of linen to hold over the gaping flesh.
"Always, we have been careful to hold back our blades. A horse
threw its head about at the worst time. The rider lost control of
his weapon."

Letia cautiously lifted a corner of the
bloodstained pad and checked beneath. Satisfied, she picked up her
needle and started closing Raik's flesh. The job was much easier
with him sprawled like a man too deep in his cups. For certes, much
easier for her. If she had to close his wounds with probing blue
eyes watching every flicker of thought in her own, she wouldn't
have the peace of mind to use fine, even stitches. True, he'd have
a long scar. But with the care she took mending his flesh, it
wouldn't heal as if a row of beets grew beneath it.

She spread herbal paste over the stitches
then put a thick, clean pad to cover its length.

"Help me tie bindings around his shoulder and
chest," she asked the man set to guard Raik. "We must keep the pad
firmly in place."

While he lifted the unconscious man, Letia
slipped her arms around him winding and crisscrossing the strips of
linen around his chest and shoulder. His flesh was warm, smooth.
Her cheek brushed against his bare back. When she took a breath,
his scent reminded her of fresh pines. That clean, rousing scent
that drifted from dew-laden pines when she rode through the woods
soon after daybreak.

She wanted to leave this bedside as quickly
as possible. Too many troubling feelings, feelings she neither
wanted nor expected had tingled through her when she touched Raik.
She washed her hands in a basin of clean water, keeping her face
turned from the man sprawled helpless on the bed.

Turning to the guard, she nodded. "Please
remove the rest of his clothing then help Maud check for any other
wounds that need tending. She worked with my father's healer. She
knows what needs to be done." Her old nanny was the one who'd
taught her to sew flesh as neatly as she would a hem on the finest
cloth.
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Letia had sensed Warin slip from the room
once she started to stitch Raik's flesh. Now that she was done
here, her footsteps were so hurried anyone watching would think she
ran from the room.

'Twas truth. She did.

When Raik's eyes had finally closed, the
probing stare hid all the mistrust, the dislike, leaving simply the
man. For the first time, she noted how comely he was when he wasn't
glaring at her.

She burst into her husband's solar to find
him at his table. He glanced up, nodded, but continued to write. He
would soon be finished and then they could talk. He dusted the
writing with sand then shook off the excess. He folded it with
extra care and made the wax seal larger than usual, before he
pressed his seal firmly into the hot wax.

"You write to Ranald? Could you not send a
servant to let him know Raik will be fine?"

"Nay, beloved. If he knew he was here, he
would come for him. No one must know for now."

"Then to whom do you write?"

"King Stephen. I must tell him of Julian's
latest attempt. And I reminded him that he promised to find a young
man, an honorable and kind man, to husband you when the time comes.
I told him there was a chance you would be carrying a child. He has
assured me he will choose someone who would protect you with an
army ample enough to hold the castle against all others."

He nodded to Leofwan who stood quietly
waiting by a window opening. His advisor had once been his first in
command until a Claymore had sliced off his right arm in battle the
same day he lost sight from his right eye.

"Father Paul awaits," Leofwan turned his head
to better see the message then reached for it with his left hand.
"Four of our most stalwart warriors will accompany him."

Warin retrieved a small bag of coins from the
corner of the desk and handed it to him. "This should provide them
ample rest at inns along the way."

Leofwan smiled down at the man who was more
friend than master then left the room. Letia heard his boots
striking each step as he hurried below.

Warin beckoned to her and moved to a large
chair padded with a thick tapestry pillow she had made especially
for it. He drew her down on his lap, cupped her head on his
shoulder and wrapped his arm snugly around her.

"Beloved, Sir Raik will likely be fevered a
day or two. We must then wait three days more for him to recover.
No more than that, else he will be suspicious when he takes his
healing potions."

"Ha! I had to trick him before I could get
anything past his mouth. He will not let me do it again."

"'Tis true. But will he scorn our best
wines?"

"Hardly. At Raptor, he was always happy to
down a pitcher while he studied the servant girls to select one to
share his bed that night." She wrinkled her nose at him. "Or two,
for that matter."

"Aye. Tales abound of his skills at bed
sport. But for all his swiving, never has a lass filled with
child."

She sat bolt upright. "Why, then, did you
choose him?"

"For that reason. Ranald once told me Raik
would breed no bastard, for he knows the life it will lead. His
mother was Ranald's aunt. Her brother insisted on sending the babe
to Laird Douglas to foster. He did not want her shamed. He
threatened to kill the man. Raik's mother told him he was a Saxon,
but only to protect him. King Stephen knows who the father is. His
family forced him to marry another."

Warin sighed and rubbed his face. "We do have
a small problem. His refusal to loose his seed within a woman. You
know I have tried many potions over these last years. The herbalist
told me of one nostrum that will make a man so eager he will have
no chance to, ah, waste it."

"What if he ever finds out I was his seducer?
He will be furious enough. Knowing I have stolen a child from him,
he will go well past rage."

When she shuddered, he combed his fingers
through the dark brown curls tumbling around her face, soothing
her.

"We will make certain he will never know. We
look much alike. We have the same near-black hair, a similar jaw
and blue eyes - though his are more intense. Our bodies are
comparable. No one will know this child is not mine."

Letia sighed with relief. "'Tis true. When
the drug took him and his face relaxed, he looked enough like you
that you could be father and son."

"Aye. He will never know he has fathered a
child on you."

Thinking of Raik's face when he was angered,
nay, in a rage, fear swept through her so hot it rivaled a baker's
oven.

Pray God, he would never learn of her
deceit.


CHAPTER 5

Letia spent most all afternoon in the chapel,
praying and seeking comfort. Rain had fallen for the past two days,
and for the most part, they'd seen little of the sun. At the end of
her long prayers, she opened her eyes, believing someone had
entered with a candle. No candle, but a shaft of sunlight coming
through the window opening. It flowed over the gold cross atop the
altar, giving her hope that it was a sign God would forgive
her.

She swallowed and tried to strengthen her
courage before she left the chapel. The solar was only two chambers
down from where the Scotsman lay abed. She near collided with her
old nursemaid who hurried from the room.

"Careful, Maud. You do not want to suffer a
fall!" Letia grabbed her shoulders and steadied her. "It has been
but two days since Sir Raik's fevers cooled, but every time I pass
his room, I hear silly giggling. Every young woman in Seton must
have passed through that doorway."

"Eh? Young?" Maud's eyes crinkled with humor.
"The baron's widowed sister-by-law deemed I needed help carrying
food to break his fast. I near dropped the tray when she simpered
like a silly youngling. Why, she has more years than the
Baron!"

"She simpered?" Letia's mouth near gaped in
surprise.

"Aye. He's a charmer, he is." Maud nodded her
head, a small grin on her face. "One look in them eyes and you want
to do anything he asks."

"Best you not meet his gaze, then. Lord
Ranald's wife told me tales about how he can bring a man to do his
bidding by holding his gaze and ordering it."

"Truth to tell?" Maud's brows danced in
surprise.

"Truth. She entered the stable meaning to
take Lord Ranald's horse an apple, but she saw Sir Raik in the
gloom. He did not hear her, for the sheepherder's daughter was
wailing in the straw. A warrior had dragged her there to rape her.
Sir Raik called the man's name, stared him in the eye and told him
to beg the girl to forgive him, and to kiss her feet as
penance."

"Nay!"

"Aye. The man said the proper words then
knelt docile as a lamb and kissed feet covered with mud and
shite."

"What did Lord Ranald's wife say to Sir
Raik?"

"Naught. She slipped away."

"Mayhap that explains it. Ye should have seen
the laundress when she brought clean linens for his bed. He smiled
and asked for his garments. The silly girl near melted to the
floor, she did! I had to pinch her ear to squash that dreamy look
from her eyes."

"You did not let..."

"Course not. The man may be crafty as
Lucifer, but I'm not witless."

"Oh, Maud. How can I get through this night?
Every time I think on it, I want to spew." Her old nanny was the
only person she had confided in, for they needed her help.

"Lovey, this night ye must pretend he is
Warin."

"What if he is cruel?"

"Sir Raik is a gentle man. Never would he
mistreat a woman. Now, Julian? Should he take over Seton, I fear he
would not even wait for the battle to end afore throwing ye to the
ground." Maud shuddered at the thought.

"'Tis not myself I fear for with Julian. I
would kill him afore I would let him toss the women and girls of
the keep to his men. Once the men tired of them, he would force
them from the castle. He has threatened he wouldn't spare food for
any but his own people."

Maud put her arm around Letia's shoulder and
hugged her as they walked to the solar. "Think on all the souls in
this castle ye are saving from the likes of him! Now, come. Take a
hot bath; drink a small cup of wine and it will be time."

Letia swallowed, hating that night was so
quickly falling. She took overlong to remove her blue kirtle and
smock. Bile rose to her throat when she stepped into the warm
water. She held the soap to her nose and breathed its Lily of the
Valley scent to try to settle her stomach.

While Maud washed her hair, Letia kept her
eyes closed, forcing herself to relax. It did no good. She worried
about Warin abed in the next room, for the skirmish with Raik had
been too much. He seemed to take longer to recover than ever
before.

"Maud? You will stay beside Warin's bed until
I return?" She twisted her head back and looked up at her. "I am
fearful for him. He was more pale than usual this day and often
pressed his chest."

"If Leofwan does not toss me from the room.
He's with him now. He saw to it the baron took the medicine that
Lord Ranald prepared from Hawthorne berries."

"Yes, he was asleep when I went in. You
didn't dose him with the white poppies, did you?"

"Nay, child. Not the baron. Now, the
other..."

Letia's heart pounded. "What if he senses
'tis me and throws me from the room?"

"Ye worry for naught. This day I let him have
as much wine as he asked for. He did say it had a strange taste.
The old crone from the forest prepared the love potion the master
spoke of." She filled a delicate goblet with wine and handed it to
Letia, motioning for her to drink.

"You are certain it will not poison him?"
Letia took a sip. Then deciding she needed the false courage wine
would lend her, she took a healthy swallow.

"I pressed her for what she put in it. All
she would reveal was a bit of basil, walnuts, saffron, sage and
savory."

"They are harmless enough. Mayhap it is the
combination that makes it work?"

"That, and a couple drops of the elixir of
white poppy in his wine. 'Tis said to give a man dreams that he has
pleasured a woman all the night through. When he awakes, he will
believe he dreamt a woman spent the night in his bed."

"Are you sure the armorer's daughter will not
come to his room this night?"

"Aye. She will be disappointed, but her man
will keep her well occupied. 'Twas clever to allow her to tempt Sir
Raik each night. She is as tall as ye, her hair as long. He will
think 'tis her that lies between the sheets with him."

Letia pressed her eyes closed, wishing that
when she opened them, it would be near dawn. She finished the last
of the wine and handed Maud the chalice.

Too soon, she sat wrapped in a drying cloth
while Maud combed her hair until it slipped through her fingers
like the rarest silk. A smock of pale yellow as soft as rose petals
slithered over her head and shoulders. Maud turned her and draped a
green wool cloak around her, then drew Letia's face down and kissed
her forehead.

"Lovey, do not think. I removed all candles
from his room. The sky is heavy with rain. Little or no light can
seep through the window openings. Ye must not let him glimpse yer
face."

"How will I get away when, um, when...?"

"He will fall asleep soon after. Slip from
the room when he begins to snore."

With that, she wrapped her arms around Letia
and hugged her. Taking a single lit candle, she led her to Raik's
door then pinched out the flame. She eased the latch up, pushed the
door wide enough for Letia to slip inside and gave her shoulder a
light pat of encouragement.


CHAPTER 6

Earlier, Raik strode around the room,
enjoying the last of the wine. Dark red wines were usually too dry
for his taste. But not this. He must talk to the woman who brought
it to him a short time ago. Her name was Maud, wasn't it? She would
know where her master had purchased it.

It was a hearty brew, too, for he felt its
effects. He grinned and looked down at his body. Couldn't see it.
Too dark. But he sure as Hell felt his cock had enjoyed the wine as
much as he! He snickered then cleared his throat.

Ha! Or was his raging cockstand prodded by
remembering the armorer's daughter rubbing her breasts against his
arm each time she pretended to straighten his bedding? She was tall
and lithe with long hair flowing down her back. His fingers itched
to rake through it.

If he had read her aright, she would slip
into the bedchamber soon. She had murmured that her father made the
finest weapons in England, but Raik would have no need of them for
his own was mighty. When her hand strayed over the growing bulge
beneath the covers, Maud pinched her ear and sent her from the
room.

Just when things were getting
interesting.

He put his empty chalice on the bedside
table, stretched his left arm above his head and took a mighty
breath then let it out in a whoosh. Ah! It felt good. He probed the
muscles of his chest and right arm, testing them. He winced for the
effort. Fool. Did he expect to heal so quickly?

His cock throbbed bringing his thoughts back
to the parade of women that had come had come and gone from his
room in the last two days. Ranald had oft teased him that the
lasses flocked to him because he dressed in colors so brilliant he
rivaled the brightest birds. No bright colors on him now. Not since
his wound had stopped bleeding. In fact, no colors at all.

Just him in all his naked glory.

His leg bumped against the side of the bed.
Mayhap he was still a wee unsteady? He crawled between the covers
and sprawled on his back. The sheets would cool his heating body.
Was the fever returning? Nay. 'Twas not that type of fever.
Woman-fever built in him. It had been near a sennight since he had
coupled. He shoved the top covers off and slid his legs open and
closed over the cool sheets. Did de Burgh have so much coin he
covered all his beds in silk? 'Twas more likely the baron felt
guilty that one of his men had near killed him.

Such pretty lights. Lights? Nay. Yet colors
shimmered and swirled before his eyes, dancing around the blackness
of the room, eluding him if he tried to seek where they
started.

Had the door opened then closed but a breath
later, stirring a soft breeze?

He stilled. His skin tingled. The hair on his
body warned him to be wary. Someone moved through the colorful
haze, scattering it to fly about the room. He breathed deeply
through flaring nostrils.

Ahh. The scent. A woman. Silent. If he hadn't
felt the tiny stirring of the room's air, he would have missed
her.

"Come!"

The command in that one word would have made
even the unruliest of warriors heed him, yet the woman didn't move.
He sensed her stiffen. He stretched out both arms. Cupped his
fingers toward his palms, beckoning, demanding she come. Surely,
she would sense his order though she could not see his gestures? He
wanted her to crawl onto the bed. To straddle him. He was ready.
More than ready.

Truth was he quivered with need.

He sat up, too aroused to feel the slightest
pain in his shoulder and bruised body. Rising, he padded across the
cold floor, going to her as if she led him with an invisible rope
tied to his cock. He felt her, though they had not touched. He
stopped. 'Twas but a soft breeze of distance between them.

He needed her.

Had to have her.

His nose quivered, his breathing
quickened.

Reaching out, his hands found warm shoulders
covered in soft wool. He followed the cloth inward, tracing where
thin, silky ribbons held it together at the neck. He pulled the
ends. Felt the knot slither open. He spread his hands beneath the
cloth, sliding the wrap off silky shoulders. He heard it glide to
the floor.

He touched her hair, her face, her neck. His
fingers floated down her arms to her fingertips. Beyond them, a
whisper of cloth covered her hips. He captured it and started his
way back up. He growled. She lifted her arms.

The thin smock made no sound when it joined
her cloak at her feet.

Raik stared, though he could not see her. She
was tall. But not as tall as he. That pleased him.

His fingers combed through hair as warm as
sunlight. He imagined it a dark brown. Curly, too. It gripped his
fingers, closing around them in gentle hugs.

He stared at the haze, willing himself to see
her face. He felt a strong forehead. Ample brows. Lovely shaped
eyes beneath, tilted at the corners with full, long lashes. He
caressed silky cheeks. His thumb rubbed over plump, ripe lips.

He looked into eyes he could see only in his
mind. Brown, the color of dark earth.

A soft growl rumbled up from his throat when
his hands smoothed down over her neck and chest then came to the
soft swell of breasts made to fit perfectly in his hands. The
nipples hardened and pressed into his palms. Tickling. He moved his
hands in opposite circles, teasing the nubs with his calloused
palms.

Look into my eyes, lass. Though ye canna
see me, ye can feel my thoughts. Put yer arms around me, yer head
against my chest that I may feel yer flesh against mine.

He sighed, long and gusty, when her breasts
pressed against his stomach, her arms snaked around his waist. She
whimpered when her head rested against the firm flesh on his
chest.

He pulled her tight to his body. She
stiffened. He loosened his grip and waited until she softened again
then explored down her spine. His hands dipped in at her waist then
out as he stroked her hips. Finally, they slipped around to cup her
buttocks.

By all the saints! Her nether cheeks near set
him afire they were so firm and warm. Her thighs were strong and
muscled for he felt their tautness against his own.

"Come," he whispered.

Raik fought the urge to put an arm beneath
her knees and carry her to the bed, but he was sane enough to know
'twould tear his wound afresh. With an arm around her waist, he led
her there. She was hesitant. Fearful, no doubt, of bumping into
something, for she couldna see in the dark.

Strange, but it seemed a shimmering blue haze
outlined her body. 'Twas perfectly formed. Had the wine heightened
his senses? Or perchance the potions they dosed him with for the
fevers?

Silky sheets brushed the sides of his thighs.
He turned with her so his back was to the bed and eased down, his
hands pulling her with him. He feared not holding to her flesh, for
what if she floated away like the shifting lights?

Lying on the bed, he realized she pressed
against his right side. 'Twould not do. He grunted. Because of his
wound, he couldna roll to that side and explore her.

"What is yer name, love?" He spoke as he
straddled her to switch sides then shoved gently with his hands for
her to move over. Once she settled, he stretched back on the bed
alongside her.

She pressed her fingertips to his lips,
silencing him. So. The lady didna like talk with her bed sport?
From her? Or from him?

He rose on his elbow and nestled his face in
the curve or her neck, close to her left ear.

"Yer skin is soft as a newborn kit's downy
fur," he whispered.

Ah, she did not protest. 'Twas she who didna
want to speak. He nibbled her small lobe then kissed it, drawing it
into his mouth to savor the sweet, plump flesh.

His lips slid down her neck and found that
hollow below. He needed to touch her with his tongue, to taste her,
to know she was not some strange dream. Darting his tongue's tip
there, he felt her shiver. He trailed a moist line down her chest,
between he breasts, and felt her tense with expectation. He
grinned. She would have to wait. When she least expected, he would
suckle those perfect breasts he had felt earlier.

His exploring lips found a firm stomach, more
taut than most. So. She had not birthed a child. He gripped her
hips and buried his face there at the hair guarding her center. Her
legs pressed closer together.

Pray God she was not a virgin!

He stilled. Should he ask? By Lucifer's randy
cock, he had better! He didn't want de Burgh after his arse for
deflowering one of the women he protected here at his keep. His
anger would lead to more than a mere stab in his shoulder.

More than likely, 'twould be aimed at his
cock!

"Are ye untried, lass?" He held his breath,
waiting.

"Nay," came a whispered response.

He sighed with relief, for never had he felt
so hard-pressed to control his lust. 'Twas as if his whole body
burned to be buried in the lovely flesh beneath him.

"Ye speak true, lass? I canna abide anyone
who would lie to me. If I found ye did so, I would likely beat ye
for it."

"'Tis true."

Still little more than a whisper of sound,
yet enough that her voice sent shivers through him. Hot desire
raced through his veins. He hungered for her, to feel her flesh in
his mouth, to be inside her soon. If he held back longer, he would
shatter like ice falling from the parapets in the dead of winter,
its gleaming splinters covering the cobblestones.

He blinked, sending the shivering lights
hovering around her to light up her breasts. His lips dove for the
succulent nipple waiting there, pulled it gently then stronger
until his mouth filled with the tip of her silky breast.

Sweet.

Never had he tasted a woman as succulent as
this. He tended each breast, hearing her breathing become more
ragged.

He moved to cover her and met resistance.

"Open for me, sweetness." He made shushing
sounds when she caught her breath, then little by little, he felt
her muscles relax and his knee slid between as she widened her legs
for him.

He nestled his hips there, bumping the tip of
his cock against her, teasing her flesh. He kissed her for the
first time. Such marvelous lips. Firm at first, then softening to
let him play and tease them. He rested on his left elbow, keeping
his weight from crushing her. He slipped his right hand between her
legs.

She was moist, ready. His breath hitched.

He guided himself into her at the same time
as his tongue plunged to claim her mouth. She was tight, and at
first, he hesitated, going slowly in case she had not told him the
truth. When he met no barrier, he eased his long length into her.
Her body wasna used to his size. He waited at each thrust until she
opened around him.

She took a deep, shuddering breath.

He stilled.

"Do I hurt ye?"

In answer, she tightened her legs around his
hips to grip him, raising her body to meet his cock. She welcomed
him into her flesh.

It was as erotic as the strongest love
potion.

She matched him, thrust for thrust. Soon,
they both panted. Their arms and legs locked around each other. The
sheets tangled around them as they struggled to reach their peak.
Their frenzied coupling sent the pillows off the side of the bed.
Finally, her stomach tightened. Her muscles started to quiver. She
was near her peak.

He would wait until she gained her full
pleasure before he withdrew to spend his own seed.

Her head pressed back onto the bed, her body
arched against him. He fought to keep himself inside her as she
thrashed in a mighty climax. Fearing she would cry out, and not
wanting de Burgh to know he was swiving one of the keep's women, he
tried to cover her mouth with his. Instead, he found she held her
breath and clamped her teeth together to keep silent.

Finally, she slowly relaxed and a whoosh of
air exploded from her lips.

He held himself still until her spasms
calmed. The strain near blew the top of his head off as her muscles
milked at his cock. Feeling his seed begin its travel, he raised
his hips to withdraw.

She locked her legs around his buttocks. He
tensed his own and rose upward again. She lifted with him. He
shoved up on his arm and tried to calm his raging desire for
release. A light touch of her fingers on his ballocks was his
undoing.

His seed burst forth.

'Twas something he had not done inside a
woman in the past ten years.

Anger streaked through him. He wanted to rage
at her.

Suddenly, Raik was as weak as a youngling. He
blinked and tried to keep his eyes wide. Colors swirled around him
once more. He rolled onto his back, his eyes too heavy to open.

Sighing, he fell into a deep sleep.


CHAPTER 7

Letia held her breath, listening. At first,
she feared Maud had dosed him too heavily. The fear was
short-lived. He turned to his side and threw his right leg across
her stomach. The air whooshed from her.

Bit by bit, she freed her lower body from
beneath his heavy thigh. When her hip slid along his flaccid tarse,
she startled. It moved of its own, filling and growing again to an
impressive size.

Were all young men ready to swive so soon
after such heated bed sport? Or did it depend on good health? Maybe
both? Would that Warin had been young and healthy. On their wedding
night, he had suffered with chest pains.

Keeping one eye on the snoring man, she
grabbed her smock off the floor and slipped it over her head. She
must hurry. Should he awaken, she would likely need aid in escaping
the room. Trembling, she pulled the woolen cloak across her
shoulders and clutched it to her neck.

Glancing around, Letia probed the darkness
for anything she had missed. A moment later, she grasped the door
latch. When it moved beneath her fingers, she bit her tongue to
keep silent.

The door inched open.

"Shh, 'tis only me."

Maud's voice. Letia's jaw relaxed and she
sighed softly as tension drained from her. She hurried out of the
chamber then closed the door so slowly it did not make a sound.

"Lovey, I left your bath as it was. The water
is cold, but I could not have it heated lest someone might wonder
about it."

"Warin?"

"Color has returned to his cheeks." Maud
patted Letia's back and urged her forward. "Go now. We will talk
later."

Both women froze when someone cloaked in
black moved from the shadows, the hood pulled low over her face.
When she drew near, they saw 'twas Letia's sister.

Letia froze. What must she think of her?

Sybilla put her arms around her and squeezed
gently.

"Do not look so," she whispered. "I knew
something was afoot when Warin brought the Scotsman back to the
keep. That he had a purpose. The baron always has a purpose."

She gave Letia a swift hug then stepped
back.

"I will help Maud so our guest will think
'twas all a lovely dream."

Letia choked back a sob. Her bare feet flew
across the floor leading back to her solar.

Drawing off her clothes, she stepped into the
bathing tub. Shivering from the cold water, she snatched up the
cloth and lathered from her face to her knees, then knelt and
splashed water over her flesh until she'd rinsed off the soap.

As she straightened, she heard the same
strange howls and shrieks come from the woods as she had heard the
night before Ranald arrived. Surely, it was the same creature. No
other animal could sound so frightening. Everyone in the keep had
made comment on it. Most were certain it was Cerberus, the hound of
Hades, come to steal a life for Lucifer.

She hastened to dry as her eyes probed the
midnight black corners of the room. Taking a shuddering breath, she
grabbed the warm smock Maud had placed on a nearby stool then
tiptoed into the sleeping chamber. After she eased herself into
bed, she waited for her body to warm before she moved to press
herself against Warin's back. Careful not to wake him, she put her
arm over his waist and kissed his bare skin.

She could not sleep. What woman could after
doing such a thing? She held tight to him and tried to make sense
of her feelings.

Warin had always been gentle with her. He
took time to assure she was ready to receive him so she would have
no pain. But not once had their coupling been as the one tonight.
On hearing young servants giggle with excitement when they talked
of swiving, she had not understood. Nor why they would cast such
admiring looks at the warriors they had bedded the night
before.

Tonight, she had learned why.

Never had she sensed Warin needed a tight
rein on his ardor. Tears came to her eyes realizing now how ill he
had been since they wed.

She had feared coupling with Raik, feared he
would mistreat her. The moment he sensed her afore him, she had
expected him to throw her to the floor, mount and thrust into her.
Instead, he had gently drawn her to the bed and taken time to make
slow, passionate love.

Would he have been so caring and gentle had
he known who lay beneath him?

At first, when he stoked her passion to such
great heights, her feelings frightened her. Would she harm herself
with the pressure, the tension, when it exploded? She couldn't
catch her breath; her body had become rigid. Then she had started
to quake. Lights flashed in her mind.

Aye, she exploded for certes. But not the way
she'd feared.

'Twas the saddest thing of all. The worst
kind of betrayal.

She had known ecstasy.

o0o

Warin knew Leofwan had believed he slept, but
he had not. He had schooled his body to relax, his breathing to
slow, even to snore gently. He stared up at the forest green canopy
above the bed. They had not pulled the bed curtains, for he
preferred a bit of light in the room. Tonight it made no
difference, for the sky remained dark and gloomy.

Like his thoughts.

His clenched fingers near drew blood from
nails digging into his palms as he waited to know Letia was
unharmed.

Not that he believed Raik would harm her. If
he had harbored any such doubt, he would have killed him in the
forest. He'd ordered Maud to stand outside Raik's door, just in
case Letia became upset and wanted to flee. She would be there to
aid her.

To be truthful, he hoped Raik was half the
man he had heard from his cautious inquiries. Every woman he had
ever coupled with wanted to repeat the act. He prayed it was true,
that Letia would finally know the fulfillment of being a woman.

His own careful loving had brought her to a
climax, but it had taken his skillful fingers and kisses to do so.
His body had begun to betray him even before he had wed Letia. When
his heart pained him so. The healers had said 'twas because his
blood did not flow as it should.

He near stopped breathing, hearing her
entering the solar. He barely heard the soft sounds of splashing
water. Soon after, the chamber door opened. It would be best to
feign sleep. Let her compose herself, for she would feel more shame
if she had to face him.

He pressed his eyes tight when her arm snaked
around him, when he felt her sweet kiss on his back.

Ah. She did not hate him.

He had feared she would.

Finally, after what seemed half the night, he
knew she slept. He slowly turned and gathered her in his arms and
pulled the soft blanket up around her back. He cradled the back of
her head in his big hand and buried his face in the curls atop her
head.

Silent tears fell as he kissed her and
prayed.

Please God. Do not let her sacrifice to
have been for naught.


CHAPTER 8

Raik squinted and forced his eyes to open
when a shaft of sunlight flowed through the window opening. He
gripped his pillow and rose on his elbow to peer around for the
woman. She wasn't there. His brows arched as he noted the bed.

The sheets were neat and tidy as if he had
slept quietly. The pillow on the opposite side of the bed still lay
as plump and without a hint of a crease as when the laundry girl
had freshened his bedding the day before.

Not one thing lingered that suggested anyone
had entered after he settled for the night.

Nothing.

o0o

In the main bedchamber, Letia opened her eyes
to find Warin had already risen. A bright array of clothing spread
over two massive chairs beside the fireplace, caught her gaze. Her
beautifully carved, dark wooden chest stood open to the right of
the bed. A sky blue kirtle near spilled from it.

"Maud?"

Maud startled, then looked at the bed.
"Lovey, you did not rest long enough. Look at you." She bustled
over, worry creasing her brow. "Your eyes have moons beneath them
so dark we must dust them with flour."

"Flour?" Letia reached up and ran a fingertip
beneath her eyes.

"Aye. 'Tis all I can think of at present.
Mayhap one of the other women would know what to use. Hm, cannot
ask them, can I? They would be suspicious of why yer eyes are
shadowed."

"I could tell them truthfully that the
terrible howls during the night kept me awake."

"Aye. Your sister near died of fright when
the sounds first began. Ye know how terrified she is of strange
doings."

"It did not waken Sir Raik?"

"Not all the way. He started moving about on
the sheets. We dropped down and hugged the floor praying he would
not rise."

"You are sure he knew nothing?"

Maud shook her head and wagged her hand back
and forth to match.

"He sat upright for a breath or two, muttered
and patted the bed then fell back and started snoring again."

"I tried to keep silent while I was there.
Are you sure he will think it a dream?"

"Aye. He will. The draught causes colorful
dreams." She rolled her eyes. "For men, 'tis mostly of
swiving."

"But what if he knows I came to him?"

"He cannot. We took away even the cup he
drank from and replaced it with water. We changed the bed linens
and plumped all the pillows. Except his."

"Why not his?

"We could not pry it from him. He held it to
his face as a bairn does its blanket." She shook her head and
grinned at the notion. "Nothing remains that would even hint that
anyone but he was in the room."

Letia sighed with relief and turned her
attention to the clothing strewn about. "Mayhap the bright green
kirtle with the pale green smock will make everyone look to it and
not my eyes?"

"Aye. It will to my way of thinking."

Letia freshened up behind the washstand
screen. She felt her face flush when she became aware of soreness
for the first time.

Sybilla called softly from the other side of
the door then stepped into the room carrying a tray laden with hot
food. The aroma of just-baked bread drifted to Letia, making her
mouth water.

"The women of the keep are fearful this
morn," her sister said as she sat the tray on the table alongside
the outer wall.

"Ha. I would say as many men as women are
afeared. Never have I heard an animal such as the one outside our
gates." Maud shook her head then came over to put a wrap around
Letia's shoulders. "Come, Lovey. Sybilla has brought you porridge
with berries, eggs and scones. Even butter and honey. All the
things ye like best."

"She has brought enough food for the three of
us." Letia settled in the heavy wooden chair, grateful she had made
such a comfortable, padded tapestry to sit on.

"'Twas my plan," Sybilla said and grinned.
She sat and tucked her legs up under her, then reached up to pull
the veil from around her head and neck. She lightly rubbed the
scars there as if the cloth irritated her skin.

"Sybilla, love, you do not need to cover
yourself here at Seton." Letia reached across and caressed her
sister's cheek. "None of us are perfect. We all bear scars of one
type or another."

"Aye. But no one else bears them in
shame."

"Shame? You have naught to feel shameful
about. Your scars are a badge of honor. Warin told me Leofwan felt
much the same when he was first injured. He begged Warin to leave
him to die on the battlefield."

"Aye, but he gained his scars in honorable
combat."

Before Letia could protest further, the
sounds of a great commotion in the front bailey brought them all to
their feet. As they stared out the window opening, people pointed
toward the drawbridge. Her eyes traveled there. Seeing nothing of
import, her gaze followed the same line out into the cleared field
and beyond.

She caught her breath. At the very edge of
the forest was the biggest black beast she had ever seen. It stood
motionless and stared across the field toward the castle. Finally,
its head drooped. It took one halting step toward the
drawbridge.

A great creaking and clanking began. They
were raising the drawbridge!

The creature stopped, thrust back his head
and howled.

The sound was so mournful it tore at Letia's
heart.

She gasped. "Hurry, Maud, help me dress. That
poor creature suffers!"

Maud threw Letia's smock, then her kirtle
over her head while Sybille helped her pull on her stockings and
lace her shoes. All three were up and running out of the room
before the last creak of the drawbridges rising.

Letia near flew down the stairwell, grabbing
the rope supports alongside every now and then to keep from taking
flight into the air. She raced through the great room and out the
huge, open doorway of the keep.

"Maud, have cook bring me the biggest bone
from the soup pot," she called out.

Maud skidded to a halt, veered off and ran
toward the Cook House.

Letia barreled out into the bailey,
breathless. She did not stop running until she reached the
gatehouse.

"Lower the bridge! Did you not see the
creature is hurt?" Her voice rang with her anger.

"But, mistress, he were howlin' and looked
right ready to tear someone apart," the gatehouse keeper called
down.

"Lower the bridge and do as your mistress
requests," Warin's calm voice called. He came up behind Letia and
patted her shoulder. "It will be done, beloved. They are but
fearful of legends."

She turned to look up into his beautiful,
blue eyes. He cloaked the sadness she first saw there and replaced
it with interest.

"How do you think to lure him in?"

"Maud will bring me a tempting bone. The poor
creature looks to be starving." She touched Warin's chest, patting
it for comfort. "Did you see his limp?"

"Aye. Do not try to touch him, beloved. Once
his belly is satisfied and he learns we mean him no harm, mayhap
then we can see how to mend the beast."

By the time the drawbridge thudded to the
ground, Maud arrived. Wrapped in a loose cloth was the biggest bone
Letia had seen in months.

"Stay away from the drawbridge," Letia warned
everyone gathered there. "Go about your business so the poor beast
will not be threatened by you." She took the bone from Maud.

Under Warin's eagle eye, everyone moved back
out of the way. He walked behind Letia as she slowly strolled
through the long tunnel of the barbican and came out on the
drawbridge. She crossed it until it met land on the other side of
the moat.

Letia studied the field over to the woods
beyond. She did not see the beast.

Poor, frightened soul. She would leave the
offering just five steps from the end. Mayhap he would trust enough
to fetch it.

There at the distance she selected, she
rolled the bone out of the cloth midway between the two sides of
the bridge, then slowly backed away until she was within the walls
of the barbican.

The black beast slowly padded from the woods.
He took several halting limps then stopped.

She backed up another four steps. He advanced
the same.

Satisfied that he would come for the food,
she continued backward, relying on Warin's hands to guide her.

The big beast, wary with every step, half
dragged himself to the bone. His left hind leg trailed behind him.
He carefully eased down on the bridge, his nose on the meaty treat.
Keeping an eye on Letia and Warin, he started to gnaw on it.

"Let the beast eat in peace," Warin called
out. "'Tis time for us to go about our own work."

Once everyone moved back from the gatehouse
entranceway, the animal's shoulders relaxed.

Letia's did not, though. Eyes bored between
her shoulder blades. She knew from whence the discomfort came. One
quick glance to a window above showed a man standing there.

Raik.

Naked, except for white bandages on his
shoulder.

Those piercing, blue eyes below scowling
brows unsettled her. Did they condemn, as they were wont to do?

Aye. Those full, sensual lips that had kissed
her with such passion in the dark of night now became a hard, thin
line.

He radiated disgust. His unyielding jaw and
stiff stance said as much.

Her stomach churned and bubbled like boiling
porridge.


CHAPTER 9

Raik's head ached even more when he saw who
had caused the clamor below. A woman started for the drawbridge the
minute it thudded to the ground. De Burgh walked behind her, his
sword drawn. 'Twas the Lady Letia. Acting like a man. Again! Her
husband filled in for a squire and protected her back. He
snorted.

A woman shouldna be confronting a beast of
that size. Or any size, for that matter. Especially an animal
injured and ready to tear the throat out of any fool. Given its
size, most likely its sire was a wolf.

He held his breath when she walked so slowly
she seemed to float across the boards of the drawbridge. He pressed
his lips even tighter seeing she held such a succulent bone. Why,
he could see meat still clung to it!

His eyes fastened on the beast as it crept
out of the forest. Though he dragged one leg, he could still run
faster on three than she or her foolish husband could on two!

Eejits! He turned and took long strides to
the door of the chamber to yank at the latch. It wouldna budge. He
banged his fists.

"Open, ye gowks," he bellowed. No answer
came.

He banged again. The motion ripped pain
through his shoulder.

"Do ye wish yer foolish mistress dragged into
the woods?" he bellowed.

"Quiet yourself, my lord. You will do
yourself an injury."

Raik couldna believe anyone dared talk to him
in that chastising tone. A young man's voice. 'Twas obvious the
whelp did not know who he addressed. Huh! At Raptor, men didna dare
hesitate to do his bidding.

"I order ye to open and bring me my sword,"
he shouted in his meanest voice.

"Heh! Order away, my lord, as much as you
like. I obey none else but my lady Letia and the baron."

"What is your name!"

"I am called Giles. And to save you further
questions, I am squire to Lady Letia. The baron himself ordered me
to be loyal only to her. You should save your breath, for I do what
she requests. For now, that is to stand guard over your door."

Raik's jaw dropped open. The woman had her
own personal squire? Humph! Did she also wear chain mail,
a helmet and gauntlets?

He snorted with disgust and stormed back to
watch, his hands tightly fisted. Lady Letia was near the middle of
the bridge. The baron was at her heels. She would take a step. The
black beast did the same. By the time she stooped and placed her
offering on the wooden planks and started backing away, the beast
had but a few paces to go afore its paws touched the
drawbridge.

He banged his fists on the sides of his
thighs. Were he down there, she would be standing with the women,
her husband beside her. He didna fault them for wanting to help the
beast. He would do the same. But he wouldna have allowed the lady
to step one foot toward it! Impatient, his fingers flexed. He
itched to grab her shoulders and thrust her behind him.

He wanted to swallow, but his mouth was dry.
He wanted to shake her 'till her brains rattled against her
skull.

Why did it upset him?

Because she acted so foolishly!

That's why. No other reason.

Oh, how his head ached. Bellowing at Giles
had not helped. The lady was at last back through the gatehouse.
Safe. His breath came out in a whoosh. His shoulders relaxed. He
had not realized he had been so disquieted until his body lost its
tension. He scraped his left hand through his hair; his fingers
shoved it behind his neck.

Now, who was the fool? Memories of the past
night flooded back into his mind, making his heart pound. Was it a
wonderfully sensual dream? Or had it been real? Never had he felt
such a powerful need to possess a woman so completely. Someone had
to have been here! Frowning, he searched the room. He looked for
even one thing that could prove he was not crazy.

During their lovemaking, the pillows and
sheets had become so tangled he had wrenched them to the floor.
Hadn't he? When the sun came up and he had reached to pull the
woman back into his arms, his hands met thin air. He'd opened his
eyes to find a bed with hardly a wrinkle in the sheets. The second
pillow beside his head was as plump and unused as... Strange. He
remembered propping it under his shoulder when first he had settled
for the night.

On awakening, he had felt reluctant to turn
his face from his own pillow. Why? He frowned and reached for it.
Holding it to his nose, he sniffed. And sniffed again. No washing
or drying in the sun could account for its scent. 'Twas of flowers.
Hm. Yes.

Lilies. He recognized it. At Kelso Abbey when
he had arrived to guard Ranald from his father, Lilies had adorned
the chapel. Where he had stood, the scent had floated to him,
reminding him of gentleness. He had waited there all night, keeping
to the shadows as he watched over Ranald, outstretched on the cold
stones. Praying. Naked as the day he was born.

He closed his eyes and took another deep
breath, then sat on the bed. The second pillow still bore that
freshly washed scent as if it someone had just replaced it. He
frowned at it. Gathering an armful of the sheets, he sniffed, then
burrowed his face in the cool linens and sniffed again. Nothing.
After wadding the blanket, he held it to his face, sniffing.

None of it. Not one other thing smelled the
same as his pillow.

Lady Letia dressed his wound each day. Until
now, he had remained silent, answering only questions she asked
about how he was healing. Today, he would do the questioning and
learn of the flowers growing in her gardens. He knew she had
aplenty, for Ranald's wife had brought back cuttings from various
plants when last she had visited here.
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Letia's feet grew heavier the closer she came
to Raik's door. Would she give herself away by trembling hands or
shamed looks? Not until Maud nudged her did she know she had
stopped. Maud's raised brows begged an answer.

"Do you not think it best that I no longer
tend his wounds?"

"Lovey, if you do not, don't you think Sir
Raik will notice? Or that Warin will worry all the more?"

"There is that." Letia chewed on her bottom
lip and tried to gather her courage.

"He has watched you all morn, trying to judge
if he has bid ye beyond yer strength. If ye stumble in this, he
will make an end to it."

"Would that be bad?"

"Aye. Think on it. What if ye are not yet
breeding? If ye stop now, maybe last night was wasted?" Maud sighed
out a long, worried huff of air. "Sometimes it takes more than a
night, ye know."

"For truth?" The idea surprised Letia.
"Catalin lay but once with Ranald and she bred."

"Aye. But she was in love when she coupled
with him." Maud scrunched up her lips, thinking. "Mayhap that
caused her to be so fruitful."

"Oh." Letia's shoulders slumped. How very
silly of her. She near let her feelings get in the way of safety
for all of Seton. She should be shamed even to think of quitting.
Too many depended on her to protect them after Warin... Please God,
do not take Warin!

She had no more time to think, for Giles was
already opening the door. His lips just stopped moving. Had he
spoken?

"I am sorry? What did you say?"

"Lady, he tried to leave the room earlier. He
seemed most upset that I would not fetch his sword." Giles grinned
at her. "I ken he feared the beast would drag ye into the
woods."

"Humpf. I had my knife strapped to my leg and
Warin protected me with his sword. I would not have welcomed his
scaring the poor beast back to the forest to starve."

"Better the beast starved than he feasted on
yer bowels, lady," Raik's irate voice said on the other side of the
door.

Letia frowned as she entered.

"You should not be prowling around the room,
Sir Raik. You are just a day from the fevers and are weak."

She set a handful of clean, wrapped linens on
the table. His bed looked like, like... She turned her back to him
and motioned to Maud with her eyes. Had they not changed the
bedding after she had left?

He silently walked closer to her. A flush
crept up her throat and heated her face. Was the full-of-himself
Scot strutting about naked? She stole a glance from the corner of
her eye.

"Ye blush. I didna think ye were the sort to
shift yer eyes from a naked man."

"You are not naked." Letia frowned.

"And ye are disappointed?"

"That is fool's talk. Why would you think
it?"

"Ye frowned."

She sucked her teeth. If it were true, she
would hardly be disappointed from the view. Raik was a fine-bodied
man, as fine and strong as the warhorse he rode. From what she had
seen when tending his wounds, and what she had felt last night, she
did not have to gaze at him to see his body.

He stretched his arms out, bent his elbows
and lifted his hands as if he asked her a question with them. His
muscles bunched at the shoulders and he flinched, bringing her
thoughts back to where they belonged.

"Are ye through, lady?"

"Through? Sit. I have not even looked at your
shoulder today. You should not stretch the wound, for it is only
now growing together."

As he padded over to sit on the chair beside
the window, she studied him. His skin, a deep brown from the sun,
was firm over a broad, muscled chest that tapered to a flat, hard
belly. A drying cloth covered what had given her such pleasure
during the night.

She steeled herself to approach him. Maud had
placed all she needed there on the table, close to Letia's hands.
The knot that held the bandage around his shoulder and chest had
pulled tight during his fervor the past night. She had to cut it
away.

He had loomed over her in the dark, his arms
on either side of her head. Doing so had stretched the bandage to
its limit. Her hands began to tremble.

She motioned for Maud to finish removing it
as she stood behind him. 'Twould be dangerous if he learned she was
afeared of him. Glancing up, she met Giles' questioning look. To
quiet any suspicion he might harbor, she curled her lip when she
looked at Raik's back and shook her head, acting as if she would as
soon not touch the man.

A shaft of sunlight fell on Raik's head,
highlighting his shiny long hair. It was healthy and full, a deep
brown. Where the sun struck it, it appeared near black.

Once Maud removed the bindings, Letia washed
her hands in the basin Giles brought to her. She cautiously peeled
off the pads covering the wound. She worked down to the last one
then stopped.

Guilt gave her a sharp twinge, for dried
blood held the cloth to his flesh.

"You should not have banged on the door
earlier," Giles scolded. "You made your wound bleed."

"That puny exercise didna make it bleed,"
Raik muttered.

"Well, then, what..."

"Giles, empty the basin," Letia interrupted.
"I need hot water."

Silently, he tossed the water out the window
opening and did as she asked. Holding a clean pad of linen with her
fingertips, she dunked it in the water and drew it back.

Below full, black brows, Raik's gaze drew
hers to meet his. They were strange eyes. She had heard that if you
stared into them, they could hold a person in a trance. Likely,
naught but lust-smitten women felt so. Not tempting fate, she
spared him no more than quick glances.

"What flowers do ye grow in yer garden,
lady?"

Puzzled, she glanced up to find him staring
at her.

"As many as we can coax to grow."

"What, then, are yer favorites?"

She bit her lower lip, thinking. Mayhap he
felt the need to talk after being in this room alone. Nay. The man
was not pining for someone to talk with. Near every woman in the
keep added his room to their rounds each day. 'Twas a wonder they
did not trip over each other in their comings and goings. She
huffed and then shook her head.

"Ye snorted! Does that mean ye leave the
choice of flowers to someone who enjoys womanly things?"

Her head whipped up and she glared at him.
"We all see to the gardens. Each of us has beds of our favorite
blooms."

"And what grows in your own plot, lady?"

She laid the hot, wet cloth atop the dried
bandage and waited for it to do its work. His hands spread wide; he
raised them awaiting her answer.

"Great beds of herbs. And every medicinal or
useful plant that does not die if grown in a planned garden. Many
must grow in the wild, though. I gather them at the right time of
the sun or moon."

"'Tis surprising. Ye have no flowers of yer
own choice?"

"Lilies and wild roses. Iris. Sweet violets.
All depend on the times of the year. "

"I ken the rose is yer favorite."

Startled, she blurted out, "Why so?"

"Thorns."

She snorted again.

The flesh twitched around his wound. Was the
cloth too hot? Ready to snatch it away if it pained him unduly, she
looked up. Blue eyes calmly watched her. Her gaze shifted down to
his nose. That, too, was beautiful. Hm. She dared a glance at his
lips. He had pinched them together earlier. Not so now. They were
soft and sensual...

"That was a right dafty thing ye did this
morn." Raik ground out the harsh words between clenched teeth. His
handsome face had turned heavy with censure.

"Dafty? To feed a starving animal?"

"Aye. Only a foolish woman would do
such."

"Oh. Then a wise woman would have left him to
starve?" she spluttered. "To die of his wounds?"

His face turned stony; his eyes glared at
her.

She yanked the bandage off his shoulder. His
muscles jerked under her hands. She heard a sharp intake of air
through his teeth. She could not believe what she had just done.
Blood welled from several stitches. They showed signs that they had
near ripped out last night.

"I ken ye wished Warin had left me in the
woods to bleed to death?"

Though she had expected only anger, she heard
humor in his voice.

Raik arched his brows high. And waited for an
answer.

"Nay. I would not wish it so."

He nodded.

Letia motioned for Giles to bring her larger
medicinal supplies from outside the door. Maud had caused the
carpenter to build her a wide box with sides no higher than her
finger's length. He had lined it with leather inside and out. The
inside held separate boxed compartments where she placed various
sizes of clay pots, vials and jars, all with tops to keep them
fresh.

She searched through the assortment there and
selected a leather pouch with Harebell scratched in
charcoal on its side. She withdrew roots cleaned of any dirt and
put them in a small bowl with hot water to soak.

Turning, she saw Raik's questioning eyes.

"'Tis what you call Scottish Bluebell. We
find them growing wild amid un-reaped grass in the fields. 'Tis
best for healing wounds. It slows blood loss and soothes wound
fevers," she murmured then nodded her head for emphasis.

While the roots soaked, she selected a jar,
lifted off the wax stopper and used a small, broad knife to spread
some of the salve within onto a strip of linen.

He gripped her wrist and brought the knife up
to sniff what was left there.

"A salve mixed with Moneywort. The herb will
keep poisons from the wound," she explained.

He released her wrist. Without speaking more,
she spread the cloth over his wound. Atop, she added a layer of the
softened roots then linen to hold everything in place.

As her hands worked high on his shoulder,
they brushed against his jaw. The raspy feel of hair there made her
hand tremor. It must have affected him in some way, too, for his
nostrils quivered and he looked as if about to take a deep breath
near her skin. She jerked her hand away.

The pit of her stomach tingled on remembering
that after he suckled her breasts, his unshaven face had caused her
flesh to look burned from the sun. In the few times she had seen
him over the past year, he was always clean of any facial hair.
Leofwan handled this for Warin. She would ask his aid.

Thinking on that other beastie, the black one
outside the gate, she would plan with Warin on how she could win
the beasts trust so she could help it. She blinked in surprise. In
her worry over the animal, she had forgotten to avoid Raik's eyes.
She blinked again, nodded and started to turn to flee the room.

His big hand grasped her arm, stopping
her.

"Ye are not to try capturing that black
beastie."

"Who are you to say what I may and may not
do?" Her anger leapt at his arrogant demand.

Raik's jaw jutted; his lips thinned to a
disapproving line.

"You are but a woman." His voice became
harsh. "And one who thinks to use a man's position. Someone needs
to take you in hand and teach you your place."

"Someone? I have no need of someone,
my lord. I listen to my husband and to no other man. Do not hold
your breath waiting for me to obey you, you swellheaded Scot! You
are not and never would be my husband. Not even by the king's
command!"

At his amused bark of laughter, she turned
and near ran from the room, leaving Maud to finish the
bandaging.

Letia's burst of anger amused Raik as nothing
had since leaving Raptor. For all her attempts to appear as braw as
a warrior, she had much to learn of the ways of the world. Had her
father and Warin indulged her whims so rashly that the silly woman
thought she could disregard a king's command?

He did not envy the man who must one day take
Warin's place.

That poor wretch would have his hands
full.


CHAPTER 10

"What is it, my sweet?" Warin put his arm
around Letia's shoulders when they met in the lower bailey.

"The Scot thinks women are useful only to
grow flowers and see to men's wounds." Feeling Warin pat her
shoulder, she reached up to put her hand over his. "Am I a foolish
woman for wanting to protect those I love?"

"Nay. Far from foolish. You are a helpmate
any man would be proud to call his."

"You do not think me fanciful because I felt
the black beastie called me to help him?" She studied his eyes to
find if he was humoring her or if he spoke the truth.

"Nay, wife. You are well used to caring for
the helpless. 'Tis in your nature to protect them."

When they stopped, he seemed to pick his
words carefully.

"You must always be wary of an injured
beast…or man. They will oft bite the hand that helps them. Never
seek to aid either without someone at your back with a ready sword,
beloved."

Nodding, she smiled up at him. "I was on my
way to oversee the children's sling practice. They are full of
excitement. I promised each could have something special to toss
this day." She lifted a good-sized sack and spread open the top so
he could see within. She laughed aloud at the surprised look in his
eyes.

"Rotted fruit?"

"Aye. When they sling the small stones, it is
difficult to see if their aim is accurate. Giles borrowed one of
the targets of a man's outline." She pointed to the figure standing
in the center of the grassy field. "Fruit splattering on it is
easier seen. Cook promised each child who strikes the target a hot
berry scone as prize. They will all get one regardless, but they do
not know it."

"Enjoy the wee ones, then." He smiled,
touched her cheek and turned to head for the stables.

Letia heard the children's chatter and lifted
a hand to shield her eyes. In their excitement, they were hopping
about the wall walk on the left of the bailey. Smiling, she climbed
the stone stairway leading up to it.

A chorus of squeals and bragging amongst the
ten children met her. She taught them in groups with others of
similar ages. This day, her niece stood quietly off to herself. Her
shining cinnamon hair and freckles was a reminder of the man who
fathered her.

"Look what Cook gave us to practice with,"
Letia called out. When she placed her offering on the stone
walkway, the children near fell over each others back trying to see
what lay there.

"Yew! Apples! They have worms," one girl
squealed. She squatted down, her arms pressed on her knees so she
could get a closer look.

"Radish with green stuff growing on them," a
boy with black hair pointed a pudgy finger at them.

"I want a plum! It will cover the target with
more worms than yer apple," a scrawny boy decided.

"First you must each take turns hitting the
target with your stones. Line up, now, smallest to tallest." She
waited while the children scrambled to do as she said. "Giles made
piles of ten stones for each of you. You must call out the number
each time you load your sling. Ready?"

The children pulled their slings from their
pockets and swung them back and forth with gusto. One by one, they
moved forward, loaded a stone in their sling and called out its
number. They swung their sling back and forth until comfortable
then released their stone. All craned their necks to see if it hit
the target.

Letia praised each one. If they did not hit
their goal, she pointed out how close it was or found some praise
for their effort. By the time each had ten turns, their aim was
more accurate.

When time to use the rotted fruit, Giles ran
down the stairs and jumped around in front of the target, acting
like a lad with little wit. The children stood where they could
see. One after the other squealed as they loaded their sling and
let their missile fly.

When an aim struck him squarely, no one
laughed harder than Giles himself. He made a deep, sweeping bow and
flashed his bright, toothy smile at the child being admired.

By the time all the rotted missiles were
gone, Letia's sides ached from laughing. She sent the children to
wash up before collecting their hot scones at the cookhouse.
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"'Twas kind of you to offer yourself as an
added target, Giles."

Letia stood on a mounting block. As two boys
from the stable filled buckets of water from the horse trough, she
poured them over Giles head.

"Better wormy fruit than a bladder of piss,"
he said, grinning at her while swiping water from his eyes.

"Aye. But you'd best give your tunic to the
baker's daughter once we are done."

He cocked his head as if he did not know to
whom she referred.

"You cannot pretend you have not noted her.
You near drooled on your tunic when she sat for the noon meal."

His reddened face rivaled the apple skins
floating in the puddle at his feet.

Hearing the mournful wail of the injured
beast in the woods, Letia stood still, as did everyone going about
their business in the front bailey.

After the evening meal, she and Warin would
take their next offering to the beast. She planned to dose the meat
with a sleeping potion so the men could safely bring it inside the
curtain walls. If she could help it, she would, regardless of the
man in the locked room. But if Julian had too sorely wounded the
beast, it would be kinder to end its suffering.

The animal looked to have been magnificent
before his injuries. His body was much larger than any ordinary
dog. His back looked to be higher than her hip. Who was it. . .?
What god had such a dog? Maud had oft told her about Saxon legends
when she was growing up. Her mind searched and quickly
remembered.

"Woden!" she shouted as she emptied another
bucket over Giles. The young man jerked and turned his startled
face up to her.

"Lady, do ye require aid, or is it a war ye
plan?"

"No war. At least for the moment. Maud used
to tell me stories of the gods when I was young. I remembered what
drew my interest when I saw our howling beastie."
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