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Dream of the Archer
Linda Ciletti
England, Sherwood Forest 1192
Damp earth pressed against her face. The musty aroma of compost filled her nose and lingered on her tongue. Lenore pushed up from the ground and sat crouched with her knees pulled to her chest, shivering as the cool forest air seeped through her wet clothes. She coughed to clear her lungs, rending the quiet that surrounded her. Not a bird's chirp or squirrel's scamper broke the silence, and she wondered if she had died after all. Only a muted howling could be heard--the wind, as it pressed through the heavy cloud of branches above her, causing the dense foliage to sway lazily. The scent of forest flora filled her lungs as she stood. Teetering a moment, she caught her balance then cast a worried glance over a thickly treed forest, its rugged woodland path shadowed in premature darkness. Her throat went suddenly tight. This was not the Sherwood Forest she'd been hiking through with Jack.
She rubbed her arms to generate warmth, then peeled her uncomfortably wet shirt free from her skin. She recalled being sucked into a funnel of wind and mist, recalled its watery center filling her lungs, then all had gone dark.
How long had she lain unconscious? Lenore glanced at her wrist to check the time. Her treasured watch was gone--the last thing her grandfather had gifted her with before his death. Tears spilled from the corners of her eyes. She wiped the trickling dampness from her cheeks with the heel of her hand. She recalled something tug on her wrist when she'd fallen down the embankment. A stone, a branch, heavy brush. Her gaze shot in the embankment's direction. The landscape had changed. Her breath caught and she worried her lip with her teeth as she turned in a circle scanning the trees.
Where was Jack?
She pulled a deep breath, filling her lungs with air so clean and crisp that it nearly hurt to breath. "Jack!" she cried. Her parched throat muted her call to a raspy whisper. She tried again. “Jack! Where are you?"
She recalled Jack hiking a fair distance ahead of her, recalled their last words.
"What are you going to do?" Jack had asked when they'd stopped for a rest.
"What do you mean?"
Jack, a close friend since childhood, had given her the usual arched-brow look. "You know what I mean. What are you going to do about the ranch and taxes?"
Lenore sighed. She hadn't had an answer for him. She didn't know. She wished she had the money her grandfather had invested in this trip. They were supposed to visit his homeland together, but sickness had taken a sudden hold on him and the dream was quickly crushed.
"Take Jack in my place," her grandfather had insisted. "Go to England. Live my dream, Lenore."
"But . . ."
"The money is already spent. Do it for me, Angel. My final wish."
Lenore sighed. It was the only time he'd ever called her Angel. Cashing in the tickets and getting back whatever money she could would have been the wise thing to do. But how could she refuse her grandfather's dying wish?
Now she wished she had.
Lenore opened her overstuffed knapsack and pulled out a dry pair of jeans and top, recalling Jack's words as she did.
"What the hell do you have in here?" Jack had asked her when he'd lifted the heavy backpack.
"I like to be prepared," she'd replied.
"For what? A nuclear holocaust?" Jack had picked up her pack and began rifling through it. "Let's see, a pocket knife, razor, makeup, shampoo. Spare clothes?"
"In case we get caught in the rain."
Jack looked at her, his dark brows arched in disbelief. "Soap, mag light, aspirin--"
"Wait! Let me have that!" Lenore grabbed the small plastic container from Jack's hold, shook out two tablets, then stuffed the container into the pocket of her hiking vest. Her head throbbed and she hoped the pills would take effect quickly.
"Right." Jack rolled his eyes. "Now where was I? Dried fruit, beef jerky." He held up a small can of pepper mace. "Expecting trouble?"
Lenore scowled, then downed the aspirin with water from her canteen. "Only from you, Jackmeister." She wiped the corners of her mouth with her fingers. "So I'd watch my step if I were you."
Jack feigned terror. Quickly, he shoved the pepper mace back into Lenore's pack and tossed the overstuffed burden aside. It landed with a heavy thud at her feet. "You still haven't answered my question," he mumbled as he tore open the cellophane wrapper of her beef jerky with his teeth.
Lenore shifted uncomfortably on the fallen log she'd claimed as a seat and focused on Jack munching a strip of jerky. His firm jaw clenched slightly askance as he chewed, something she found oddly fascinating to watch.
"What?" Jack stopped chewing and glowered at her.
Lenore tore her gaze away. Grabbing the remaining jerky from his hand, she took a large bite.
"The taxes?" Jack reminded her.
"I don't know what I'm going to do. I really don't want to think about that right now."
"Well, you'd better." Jack gawked at the missing chunk of his meal. "You've got less than ten months to come up with five grand or you lose everything."
"I know."
Then it happened. The proposal.
Lenore sighed. She loved Jack dearly, but there was no way she could accept his offer. He was like a brother to her. Still, she'd told him she'd think about it. He was the last person in the world she wanted to hurt.
Jack, where are you now? Lenore scanned the heavily forested surroundings. She recalled Jack putting distance between them. That was when the fog had set in--a strange unsettling fog that claimed visibility. Lenore rubbed her hip. Blinded by the fog, she had fallen down an embankment, straight into a blasting funnel of wind and mist.
Her heart raced as she recalled the thick humid air that had filled her lungs and stolen her breath. From inside the swirling wall of wind and water, she'd heard Jack call out to her, saw him reach into the whirlwind to pull her free. Then all had gone black.
Lenore released a long held breath. Her throat clenched. Jack had failed, and now she was alone. She eyed the dark foreboding forest surrounding her. Her flesh prickled. Completely and utterly alone.
Damian pushed his way through the tangled brush, pausing at the clearing just before the precipice. The greenwood smelled of earth, compost, and autumn leaves washed in pre-morning dew. Silver beams of a harvest moon filtered through the thick overhead foliage and dappled the woodland grass. Leaves rustled softly in the cool night breeze, setting each stipple of light to dance like faeries on a moonlit eve. He looked beyond the sudden drop to the endless void of a black night sky. Breaking ocean filled his ears, its angry waves crashing against the cliff wall. His heart hammered against his chest. He had been here before, had answered the ghostly call many times. The hair at his nape prickled against his flesh. An inner voice warned him, turn away.
He could not.
Too long he had borne the guilt of Lisbeth's death. Too long the specter of his dreams had drawn him to the place of her demise. No more! He had to know who called his name and why, by all the saints, did she plague his every sleeping hour.
He drew a deep breath, then stepped out from the trees and into the clearing. A forceful wind swept over him, whipping his hair about his face and stinging his eyes. He narrowed his gaze protecting his vision. Steadying himself, he stepped closer to the drop than ever before, so close he could taste salt on his lips. He looked to the dangerous outcropping of rock, to the pounding surf below, then to the wavering light that hovered at land's end.
He squared his shoulders and firmed his stance. "Je suis ici," he called, letting her know he was there. The apparition twisted and he shifted uncomfortably. Sweat danced across his brow. Dark magic wound about him. No jagged cliff or ocean cove existed within the boundaries of Sherwood Forest, not normally. But under the spell of Nottingham's witch, the wood abounded with such anomalies, luring innocents to their deaths. This he knew, and still he could not pull away. The power of the apparition was too great, binding his spirit and drawing him mercilessly forward.
His temples throbbed and he squinted against the pain. A cry of warning sounded on the wind. Damian. Or did it come from somewhere deep inside himself--somewhere where truth and madness intertwined. He wasn't sure.
He was never sure.
"Pourquoi?" he called. "For what reason do you beckon me to this unholy place?"
Silence.
He stepped closer to what he knew should not be there. Yet, for all of its impossibility, what he felt and tasted and saw was as real as any reality he had ever known, a reality conjured in darkness waiting to claim him. And he was ready to be claimed. He deserved no better. But he would not surrender until he knew who claimed him. For 'twas not Lisbeth's spirit beckoning him. Of that he was sure, the day of her passing forever etched in his thoughts. The day she had fallen--nay, stepped--from this very ledge.
This luminous spirit had not the visage of his lost love. This spirit was pure white light glowing of the heavens, an angel of gold with a cool and piercing gaze calling him to his demise--consuming him dream by dream until there was little left to call his own.
Damian stepped boldly forward. "Show yourself in full!" he commanded. His temples throbbed and though a part of him anticipated her, part of him did not.
The scent of violets wafted on the air and he caught his breath. To look upon her face was to catch a glimpse of heaven. Her beauty far surpassed that of any maid he had ever seen. But he knew that with beauty came heartache, betrayal and despair.
Go back.
Again he cast off the warning. He could no more retreat than he could cease to exist. He had stood this ground before, had faced the spectral image so oft that his fear was surpassed only by his desire. A desire he did not understand or want.
He clutched the emerald-studded cross hanging about his neck and lowered his gaze to look at it, to reflect upon a past that should not have been. Dark memories clouded his thoughts and he shook his head to dispel them. When he lifted his gaze, he saw her fully formed.
She stood on the edge of the precipice, a brilliant star against the black night sky, the ocean breeze swirling about her like a frolicsome spirit, lifting her hair in a wistful dance and setting the gossamer white of her gown to billow about her in a ghostly promenade. Never had he beheld so bewitching a sight. Never had he seen her so wholly formed.
An angel, he thought, with alabaster skin and a face too exquisite to be real. A face untouched by the elements.
His heart quickened. Sweat crossed his brow. With the sleeve of his tunic, he wiped it dry. Surely he had lost all sanity. What other than insanity would cause a man to covet God's own angel?
But was she an angel? Or was she a demon come to exact vengeance on him for his past arrogance, for the error that had led to so many senseless deaths?
Angel or demon, he wanted her no less.
"Mon ange," he called out, hoping this time would be different, that this time she would soften the silent stare of wintry blue eyes and answer him. "Have you come to ease my anguish or to destroy me?"
His chest ached with every breath as he waited for her lips to part in speech, for the smallest sign that this time she would look upon him and not through him. But her expression remained distant and fixed. Not an utterance escaped her, only a frigid silence as she stepped blindly back from him, her slippered feet teetering on a deadly fall.
He caught his breath, his heart pounding harder still. Sweat rivered down his back beneath the thick leather mail he wore, and he swallowed the fear in his throat. He knew her fate. But knowing was not accepting.
A haunting laugh rode upon the wind, or was it the wind itself? Nay. He was sure what he heard was a demonic taunt thrashing against the shore. His fingers itched to move and he ran them through his hair, raking the damp strands back from his eyes. A salty mix of sweat and sea beaded on his face. He was afraid, afraid that however pure his intention, he would fail to save her. But he had to try.
Stepping forward, he again heard his name sound on the wind. His feet stilled and he shook his head. 'Tis but a dream, he assured himself. A dream. Still, he was not convinced. How could a dream fill him with such fervent desire, a desire he'd not felt since before Lisbeth's death, a desire he'd thought never to feel again? Yet there was no denying the ache in his loins--nor that in his heart--reactions he could not control. Reactions that demanded a price.
He laughed at the absurdity, a hollow, internal laugh lacking mirth. What mattered price? Had he not already lost all save his soul and the vision before him?
The breeze lifted, brushing his face, and the scent of violets encompassed him. As he closed the distance between them, her eyes found focus and she looked at him with such intensity that he stumbled back. His breath stilled. Then he found his voice. "Pray, look not through me but upon me and speak in truth why you haunt my dreams and beckon me to this unholy place?" His gaze held steady, belying the anxiousness in his heart. When she did not answer, an inner voice prodded him. Again. Fool that thou art, try again.
He clenched his jaw. With an uneasiness felt to the soul, he reached out to touch the angel who made him feel alive, the angel who would be the death of him. His hand trembled as his fingers neared a face that gleamed ghostly pale in the moon's silver glow. His breath fell more and more shallow until he wondered if he breathed at all? Then his touch met the smooth plane of her cheek and, for the first time, he felt her flesh.
Human!
The revelation dropped him to his knees. Human. His tongue felt strangely numb. His arms refused to rise. Her feet shifted and horror gripped his chest in a mail-clad fist. He struggled to breathe--to speak--to cry out in warning. No sound came, only a hiss of breath as she turned from him and stepped from the ledge.
Damian gasped a harsh, struggling breath. His eyes shot open as he bolted upright on the planked floor of the tree stand, his heart hammering against his chest. Crisp morning air filled his lungs. When he felt himself relax, he again lay back, his long frame nearly touching both ends of the stand. He had had such dreams before, but never had he awakened so violently. This time his dream had taken him further down the path of destruction. Always he had smelled the sweet bouquet of violets, but this time he had touched her.
Touched her!
He tucked his arms beneath his head, stared into the foliage above him. The canopy gleamed brilliant green as dawn's early light set the parchment-thin leaves to glow, the beauty of it mocking the cloud of despair pressing down on him. He again drew breath, filling his lungs with the fresh scent of the forest. It reminded him of the sweet bouquet that had filled his dream just before the angel stepped to her death.
A trail of sweat tickled his brow. Freeing his arms, he wiped it away with his sleeve. Cool metal rested against his chest, prompting him to clasp the cross that hung about his neck, an object of both comfort and despair. A reminder of a less beautiful day.
But this day was beautiful. This day was the kind of day that made one glad to be alive. Or should have. He snorted. There were no such days for him. Each day was but an empty existence and each night dreaded.
When would it cease? he wondered. The horror, the harsh awakenings, the painful hammering of his heart. When would the night terrors grant him peace? Already two turns of the seasons had passed since Lisbeth's death. He had thought his grief would end.It had not.
A tremor ran through him and he closed his eyes and waited for it to pass. The scent of musty earth and woodland flora hung in the damp forest air. A gust of wind swept over him, ruffling his hair and lifting the cobwebs of fatigue. It was almost heartening, this crisp sweep of breeze. But even the newness of the day could not dispel his troubled thoughts as he pondered the dream, trying to make sense of it.
Lisbeth's hair had been a dark glistening red, her eyes golden brown, not at all like those of the woman who haunted him. So different was the lady of his dreams, pale and ghostly with hair fair as dawn's golden light and a frosty gaze that rivaled winter's twilight snow.
But the scene was the same. Always the same.
He wiped at his eyes. Lack of sleep weighed heavy on him and he was sure he looked the embodiment of death itself. But he would not return to the village. Not yet. He had spent three fortnights keeping watch over Sherwood's northern trail. Longer than Robyn required. He had hoped to stop Prince John's gold from passing through, had hoped to flee his visions with a greater mission.
A bitter laugh caught in his throat. Had he truly believed he could hide from his fears by losing himself in the solitude of the forest? If he had, he had been a fool.
Or 'haps he was merely mad.
Damian burrowed his fingers in his hair. What a sweet release that would be, he thought as he allowed his eyes to once again drift closed. To lose himself to insanity. He crossed his arms over his face. A groan weighed heavily in his chest. He knew that to think himself mad only
confirmed him as sane.
"Damian!"
Damian's eyes shot open. Had he truly heard his name or had he imagined it? He lowered his arms and listened.
Again the call.
Quickly, Damian reached for his sword. "Who goes there?"
"'Tis I, Reginald."
"Reginald?" Damian released a breath. "How have you found me, little Weasel?" He set down his sword and sat up against the tree stand's far wall. Grabbing his boots, he began tugging them on.
"Saints, Damian, 'twas no great feat. I but followed your trail."
Damian pressed his heel into the thick leather shaft of a boot. "My trail?" he called down to the boy. Reginald was but ten and five summers. Could the lad truly have followed a trail he had so carefully covered?
"Aye, your trail," Reginald repeated, pulling his shoulders back in pride.
"Then I commend you, Weasel. In truth, you are a gifted huntsman." Damian grinned at Reginald's accomplishment. Envy washed over him as well. Envy of the boy's father, his good friend, John Littell. As much as Damian loved John's son, to have a son of his own, a family to--
Damian shook the thought aside. Foolish, impossible dreams. "Pray, Weasel, now that I am found, what brings you so far north in Sherwood?" Leaving his sword, Damian stood to look down over the wooden sidewall of the stand. "Saints!" he swore at Reginald's dark, sunken eyes and tousled hair. "You look as worn as I feel, haps worse," he said, his voice sharply risen. "Has the village been plundered? John--Elaina--are they--"
"Be calm, Damian. The village fares well, as do father and mother." Reginald lifted a cumbersome sack from his shoulders and dropped it to the ground. Cupping his hands over his eyes, he gazed up at Damian. "I have come with news of the war."
Damian tensed. The mere mention of the Holy War left a bitter taste in his mouth. His fingers stroked the cross that hung about his neck, then fell. "Then speak, lad. What news is it that cannot wait until the sound of the trump? Has Richard returned?"
"Nay. The message is that Philip of France has called back his men."
"Philip retreated?"
"Aye."
"Are you sure, little Weasel? For I did hear Philip to be a man not easily dissuaded."
"Aye, Damian. 'Twas told by one of Richard's own messengers not more than a day past. Philip fared ill in the region of Acre and called for retreat."
"And Richard? Does he retreat as well?" Hath so many died for naught? Damian reflected on all who had fallen at his side. The horror, the blood, the empty lifeless stares. He thought of his brother. His shoulders dropped as he awaited Reginald's reply.
"Nay, albeit 'tis said that, due to Philip's retreat, Richard has not the forces to battle on. Talk is that he has sought peace by way of formal treaty. Saladin has agreed to welcome Christian pilgrims into the Holy City for worship." A broad smile flashed across the young lad's face. His eyes gleamed like brilliant blue sapphires. Damian could tell he was near to bursting with favorable news.
"Speak what plays upon your lips ere you split like a well-worn flask."
Reginald straightened his shoulders. "King Richard," he announced with a wide and toothy grin, "journeys home even as we speak."
Hope rose in Damian's heart. Quickly, he tamped it down. Hope had never been his friend. "'Tis good news, indeed. But keep your wits about you. The journey from the Holy Land is long and treacherous. There is no telling when Richard will arrive. Already Prince John has strengthened his forces, rewarding Edward for each and every raid against the people. The craven swine is determined to usurp the throne ere Richard again sets foot upon English soil."
The suffering of Nottingham's people flashed through Damian's head. He rubbed the heel of a hand across the hollow darkness beneath his eyes, the ache of a restless night still lingering.
"What troubles ye?" Reginald asked. "Is it the dream again?"
Damian flinched. For a boy of ten and five, the lad harbored incredible discernment. "Aye. But I think not on the dream so much as I do on the night of my return from the Holy Land. Just the mention of Edward and his murdering band of thieves brings forth memories best left buried."
Reginald nodded in solemn agreement, then fell into a reverent silence.
A fervent curse filled Damian's head. He hated the silence. Silence gave him time to think, time to realize that his being on watch hadn't changed a thing, that there would always be something or someone to remind him of the tragedies. If only he had returned from war one day sooner! One blessed day sooner.
He cast aside his melancholy, yanked a long leather strap from the floor of the stand, and girded it about his waist, the burning sting of leather as it slid through his grasp felt strangely comforting. After securing his quiver and bow to his back, he picked up his sword, strapped it to his side, and slid down a long knotted rope.
"You look tired, Weasel." He stepped up to the boy and gave him a brief brotherly embrace.
"Nay . . . well, haps a bit," Reginald murmured. He grinned sheepishly. "But I was ordered to find you, and by the saints I did."
"By whose authority?"
"Robyn's."
"Robyn ordered you to travel near half day's journey but to speak of Richard's forthcoming return? I find that difficult to believe," Damian said. "The news pleases me, to be sure, but could it not have waited until the sound of the trump?"
"I beseeched Robyn to send me. After all, I am near grown." Drawing himself to full height, Reginald squared his shoulders to make truth of his claim. "Besides, there is more. Robyn requests your presence at the village. He said he shall send another in your place. 'Tis not healthy for you to be gone so long on the watch."
"Robyn? Concerned as to my good fare?" Damian teased. He shook his head. "Nay, I think not."
"Aye, 'tis true," the boy replied defensively. He elaborated in a slow and witty drawl. "In truth, he grieves over ye as a father grieves over a wayward son, partaking of neither food nor drink ere your return. He said your soul has been darkened by war and death, and he direly concerns himself of your well being."
Damian caught the mischievous gleam in Reginald's keen blue eyes, the devilish grin curling his lips.
"He misses ye heartily, Damian," Reginald continued. "As do we all. Will you not return with me?"
"As a father grieves over a wayward son? Neither food nor drink?" Damian snickered. "Weasel, Robyn is naught but a turn of the seasons older than I; ne can I believe he feels as a father toward me in any sense. And if he has partaken of neither food nor drink these three fortnights past, I fear you have been talking to a corpse."
"Well, haps I did exaggerate a bit," Reginald admitted, then quickly added, "But 'tis no untruth when I say that Robyn requests your presence at the village--and that we miss ye heartily."
Damian clasped Reginald's shoulder. "I miss all of you as well. But 'tis yet another sennight until the trump sounds. Who will keep watch over my appointed area until another comes to hold my position?"
Reginald stood tall, setting on Damian a determined look. "I shall be proud to keep watch until a replacement arrives."
Damian smiled. Weasel would be a force to be reckoned with once he reached manhood. Mayhap, Damian thought, when Richard was once again on English soil and his manor was returned to him, he would even request the lad's service as squire. For now, however, he had no need of a squire. And for the boy's own safety, he knew Reginald should return to the village.
"My thanks for your generous offer," Damian replied, dropping his arm to his side. "But nay, I cannot go back as yet. Inform Robyn that I shall grace him with my presence at the sound of the trump like the others." Damian ruffled Reginald's hair, the gesture of affection earning him a grimace.
"Robyn said ye would refuse," Reginald replied. His mouth quirked upward and he plopped himself down on a nearby stump.
Damian smiled lazily as he drew his cowl about his neck to ward off the morning chill. "Oh, he did? The rogue knows me far too well."
"Aye," Reginald agreed. "'Tis why he sent this sack of goods." Reginald held the large canvas bag out to Damian. "Fresh bread, cheese, and venison." Reginald grinned. "And a flask of Tuck's finest spirits."
Damian loosened the tie on the sack and peered inside, his stomach rumbling at the prospect of something to eat other than hare and berries. Though the wood abounded with deer, he'd refused to hunt them while on watch so as not to waste meat. "My thanks," he said, flinging the bundle over his shoulder. "Would you stay and share this feast with me?"
"I cannot. Robyn awaits my return." Reginald took a deep breath and stood tall. "Duties. Ye understand, do ye not?"
Damian chuckled. "All too well," he replied. "Though I am truly sorry, for I would have welcomed your company."
"And I yours." Reginald smiled up at Damian, his brilliant blue eyes standing out like beacons against his tanned flesh and dark blond hair.
"Then take speed so as to travel in the light of day, and keep to the pathways, for the forest is more than it might seem. And Weasel--" Damian's eyes fell to Reginald's side. "Where is your dagger?"
A look of chagrin crossed Reginald's face. His voice squeaked. "I fear 'twas lost on the trail."
Damian drew a sharp breath. Reaching for his boot, he pulled a small leather scabbard from its side and placed it in the boy's hands.
"Your dagger? I cannot--"
"You can return it when I come again to the village. Now, go in peace, but protect yourself if needs be."
"I shall, Damian." Reginald hooked the leather-encased knife onto his girded waist, a wide grin crossing his boyish face. Patting the blade for assurance, he disappeared into the brush as quietly as he'd come.
Damian watched Reginald fade into the trees. 'Twas a good thing the lad swore fealty to Richard. His tracking skills alone were a lethal weapon for the crown.
The crown. Damian recalled his reason for being there. He had a watch to keep.
Breaking off a chunk of bread, he climbed the rope that hung from the stand just far enough to toss his newly acquired sack of goods onto the platform. Then he dropped to the ground. As his feet touched earth, a sudden awareness swept over him.
Damian stilled, tilted his head, and listened. Not a cricket or bird sang its morning song. Not a rustle of leaf nor skitter in the underbrush met his ears. His throat clenched, his every sense attuned to a thick, encompassing air that reeked of the sheriff's witch. Rhiana's dark power hung over the forest like rancid breath. He could feel that breath in the burst of heated air that brushed his face.
The hair at his nape prickled.
Quickly, Damian stepped back. Suddenly the sorrows of Nottingham fell from thought and the felicity he'd felt at seeing Reginald dimmed. He could no longer feel the beat of his heart, nor the air in his lungs. He could feel only the rise of his flesh as the call of a name sounded on the wind. Lenore!
Damian moved his fingers in slow rhythmic circles over his temples. Bewitched, that's what he was. He pulled a breath and gathered courage from within. Ne would he allow Rhiana's magic to deter him from his duty of protecting the woodsmen and their families. He had set out to cover every inch of the northern wood, to stop and question anyone who dared to cross his path. If Prince John succeeded in sending out for reinforcements, he could build an army so great that Richard's return would be suicidal.
Nay, Damian thought as he made his way to a much-traveled road. He would not be deterred.
Ahead lay the gorge, a steep ravine he had yet to oversee. Determined to fulfill his duty, he set off toward it. His steps padded quietly in the soft, damp soil. His thoughts echoed in his head. Duty. Trust. If naught else, he was loyal to his king--and to Robyn. He had pledged to keep watch over the northern trail that bordered the High Peak, and, by the saints, he would.
His pledge, however, was easier said than fulfilled. The throbbing in his temples grew worse with each laborious step.
Again he heard the name. Pain pierced his skull and dropped him to his knees. Images flashed in his head--the angel on the cliff, her pale hair whipping in the wind. Lenore. He knew it was her name, a name he didn't need or want to know.
Damian pulled forth the small flask Tuck had sent and lifted it to his mouth, thankful that his good friend had foreseen the need for fortification. After a quick swallow, he ran his tongue across the bitter film that clung to his lips. "To you, good friar." He drank another mouthful, slower this time to savor the spirit's biting trail. Yet it did not dispel the unease in his soul, nor the memories he sought to escape. Memories of death--of complete and utter loneliness and loss despite his many friends. He snorted. There was no one at his side in the dark of night, no one to chase away the haunting dreams that left him cold. It was a lonely life, to be sure, but better by far that he live in hollow despair than relive the horror of the past two years. Two years of death, desolation, and now haunting nightmares.
Again the angel of his dreams filled his thoughts. What would it be like to taste her lips? To feel her creamy flesh? His heart quickened.
She, he could love. She, he could allow to fill the empty void where once rested a warm and caring heart. The angel of his dreams was naught but a ghostly vision, an apparition of his deepest desires. There was no fear in loving what did not exist. Damian shook his head. 'Twas madness to love a dream. But truly, a sweet madness. For if in doing so, he spared one life by not giving his heart to another, then was it not worth it?
Damian corked Tuck's flask, hooked it to the strap about his waist, and continued along the path. At first his strides were long and brisk, but soon they slowed until they fairly dragged. More and more the air grew thick in his lungs.
There was a strangeness to the forest, Damian noted. Unease crept beneath his flesh, setting his pulse to race. Chilled, Damian drew his heavy cloak about his shoulders and pulled his hood low over his head. He grabbed a strip of smoked hare from the pouch at his side and seated himself on a massive boulder that overlooked the gorge. Folding his legs beneath him, he ate--and watched.
A rush of wind broke his respite, followed by crackling static. Quickly, his gaze dropped to the lowest point of the gorge. He knew that wind like he knew the name of every growth on the forest floor. Le vent du diable. A churning funnel of wind and mist. It skimmed the base of the hill, casting off a frigid breeze that stung his flesh.
Rhiana, Damian thought. It was she who filled Sherwood with such ungodly abominations, to rid Nottingham of Robyn's men. He had seen better men than he fall prey to the funnel, and there was no escaping its hold once caught in its grasp, just as there was no coming back.
To dally in the presence of the Devil's Wind was folly, Damian thought as he rose and turned from the steep ravine. Let the funnel find a more foolhardy victim. Vigil of the gorge could wait another day.
Gathering her damp clothes, Lenore rolled them tightly and stuffed them into her pack. Then she hitched the sack high onto her shoulders and went in search of Jack. The embankment was steep, but she managed the climb and made her way to the path--the same path she and Jack had been traveling when the fog had set in. Or was it the same path? This path more resembled a well-traveled road--wide, with the dirt finely ground.
Thunder sounded in the distance.
No, not thunder. She dropped her backpack on the berm of the road, rolled her shoulders to ease the ache of their burden, and listened.
Horses. She blew a breath of relief. She knew the pounding of horses' hooves well. Having been raised on her grandfather's ranch, she'd heard it many times. Help was on the way. Lenore stepped to the center of the trail and waved her arms.
Keeping a purposeful distance, five horsemen reined to a stop. They drew into a group and conferred. When they broke free from one another and spread across the path, she noted their attire--the most authentic medieval garb she'd ever seen.
Re-enactors? she wondered. "Hey!" she called out.
Again the men huddled in debate. Then a large man broke free from the rest and reined his mount in her direction. He was finer dressed than the others and sat tall in the saddle of an enormous bay stallion. Dark hair framed his angular face and was pulled back and tied at the nape. His expression was neither welcoming nor threatening, but the fine hairs of her arms bristled at his approach.
When he dismounted, she pulled a breath and held it. In a slow, confident gait, he stepped before her. He smiled broadly and Lenore chastised herself for worrying. "Excuse me." She paused, looking for the right words. "I--uh, seem to be lost and I wondered--"
The large man put his fingers to her lips, stilling her words. His eyes narrowed and his blatant leer stripped her of the safeness she'd allowed herself to feel.
"What manner of creature is this?" he called back to the four mounted horsemen as though she were beneath the courtesy of being addressed.
Lenore balked. His words were foreign, yet strangely, she understood him. Her throat felt suddenly tight.
"A maid who dons the garb of a lad?" He yanked her hair free from its tie and wound the pale tresses firmly in his grasp. "Why, I do believe it so." He laughed sharply.
Lenore swallowed and found her voice. "This isn't funny. Let go of me, freak!" When he made no move to free her, she pulled back her fist and struck the solid wall of his chest. Pain shot through her knuckles as the mail beneath his tabard met her hand.
The man chuckled. Amusement lit his eyes and he yanked her hair again, forcing her to look up at him.
"You have no right--"
He tugged harder. "Firstly, I have every right to do with you as I please. I am the Woodward of Sherwood Forest, and therefore, I am the law. Now tell me wench, why is it that you roam the wood alone?" He cast a quick glance over the surrounding trees. "Or are you alone?" He smoothed his free hand across her blouse.
Lenore slapped it away.
A chuckle rose in his throat. "Garbed as a lad," he called to his four comrades. He settled his gaze on Lenore once more. "But most assuredly a woman."
"Swive the wench!" a soldier yelled from the distance.
"Aye, swive her!" another chimed.
Lenore caught her breath. Though the word swive was new to her, she had no doubt of its meaning. Protest rose in her throat--a protest quelled as his mouth pressed down on hers.
Lenore struggled against his hold and jerked her knee up to what she hoped was a vulnerable target.
The Woodward chortled. "Did you deem to put me down so easily?" His grin widened. "Why, you did miss my bollocks by the stretch of England itself." His look turned hard and he grabbed her arms in a steely hold, squeezing until she cried out. "I have known many a wench, and it matters not to me if they be willing or nay." His mouth twisted to a grin. "In truth, I find the latter a challenging sport."
He forced her to the ground and straddled her. "Show me what lies beneath your clothes and 'haps I shall take such pleasure in you that I will grieve to share you with the others." He nodded toward his companions who waited anxiously down the trail.
"Get off me, you arrogant bastard."
"In due time, milady," he replied.
Lenore's heart pounded. Her breath quickened. She swung her hand and struck the Woodward's neck, digging her nails deep into his flesh.
"Wench!" the Woodward snarled. He poised to strike her. Suddenly, he stilled and a wicked grin stretched across his face. "Not this time, milady." He lowered his hand and grabbed her wrist, smoothing his knuckles across her cheek before pinning her hand to the ground. "Your countenance is far too fair to mar without due warning. But act thusly again and you will spend your remaining days in disdain of your reflection."
Lenore fought to calm herself. She needed another tactic. "Listen, mister. I'm here with friends. Big friends. They'll be back any minute looking for me. If I were you, I'd--"
His hearty laugh cut her off. "Spare me your idle threats. They do but weary me." He grinned wickedly. "And believe me when I say, you will fare far better should you show me favor." He drew her arms above her head so that he could grasp both wrists in one large hand. With his free hand he cupped her chin, turning her face to catch every angle. He ran a lewd gaze over the length of her. "So fair you are. The mere sight of you makes my stave hard and tall." He squeezed her jaw. "Speak! I would hear your strange tongue, for it excites me all the more."
Lenore kicked and tugged against the Woodward's dense weight. Stone bit into her back. One punch, she thought, anger overshadowing her fear. Just one solid punch.
Again she tried pulling free. When she saw his face draw near, she quickly firmed her mouth and turned away. His breath smelled of cheap wine and rancid cheese, and the feel of his lips as they pressed to her throat made her gag
"Show me passion," he murmured into the swell of her breasts. "And 'haps I shall claim you as my leman."
A sob caught in her throat. Whatever a leman was, she was sure it wasn't good. "Please," she begged.
"You have no need to beg. 'Tis my intention to please." He tore at her blouse, sending small buttons flying across the trail.
Despite her underwear, Lenore felt naked under his perusing stare. Again she tried to free herself. Four guardsmen watched from the distance. Watched, for God's sake! Tears streamed down her face, tracing a salty path over her temples. She closed her eyes. "God help me," she whispered.
A whistling sounded in her ear. A warm spray splattered her face. Lenore opened her eyes and saw the Woodward slump over, a wooden shaft protruding from his chest. She gasped as his lifeless body fell forward and pushed against him. When he toppled to the ground, she quickly rolled away. Her breathing quickened. Her stomach lurched and she gagged. Wiping frantically at her face to clear away the spray of blood, she rose to her knees, then crawled across the path. Stones bit through her jeans and into her knees and palms. Hearing the soft thump of hooves on dirt, she shot a look over her shoulder and saw the remaining four men.
Two stayed back. Two approached.
Lenore jumped to her feet and clutched her torn shirt closed.
"Hold!" one of the men shouted.
She ran.
Thundering hoof beats sounded behind her.
Get to the trees! She headed toward a thick growth of forest where the bulk of the horses couldn't fit.
Again a whistling, then a sickening thud. Her heart pounded, her pulse raced. Shouts sounded in the distance. She dared not look back. Just a few steps more.
A sudden pain ripped through her thigh and she fell to the ground. A ragged gash split the heavy denim of her jeans. Blood poured down her leg. Her stomach retched and her head felt leaden and weak. Lenore pressed her palm against the wound to slow the bleeding.
Cover. She had to find cover. She limped toward the trees, her breath catching at each painful step. Suddenly she was yanked from the ground, a steely arm clasping her waist. Hanging at the horse's side, she kicked and swung, trying to break the soldier's hold on her.
"You will pay for your crime, wench," he warned. He tightened his grip.
"Crime!" she screamed. "What crime?"
"Slaying the Woodward of Sherwood warrants death by hanging."
"Slay? Me?" She swung at the man, causing him to laugh. When the horse spun, she caught her breath, afraid she would fall beneath its hooves. "Let go!" she screamed.
Again the laugh.
Lenore grabbed at the girth strap of the saddle and felt for enough play to loosen it. There was none to be found. Hope dimmed with each passing second.
Another whistling, so close that she felt its breeze in her hair. The horse reared and the soldier's hold slipped from her waist. Lenore dropped to the ground, rolling quickly to avoid the crush of descending hooves. Her thigh burned and she cried out at the pain. Grabbing a hanky from her jeans pocket, she wrapped it about her wound and pulled it tight enough to staunch the flow of blood. The crisp white linen turned frighteningly red and her stomach heaved. She breathed deeply to ward off being ill. This had to be a nightmare. Surely she would soon awaken and laugh about it. Jack would be there, and he'd laugh too.
An angry bellow sounded, jolting her to reality. Lenore shot a frantic look at the two remaining men. This was no dream, she realized as the braver of the two slapped the muscular flanks of his mount, snapping the reins and urging the horse forward. Lenore swallowed. Her gaze locked with his and she slid back on the seat of her jeans. An arrow whizzed over her, catching the soldier in the chest. As he slumped in the saddle, her gaze shot to the remaining soldier. Her breath caught. She could feel him assessing her--cold, hard, and vengeful. But his wariness held him back. She looked to the trees. It was her only hope. Struggling to her feet, she pressed a hand to her thigh and tore into the brush. Her wound throbbed. Her knee buckled. Tears filled her eyes. She fought them back with each excruciating step. She could feel the warm blood on her hand as it seeped through her makeshift dressing. Then she felt nothing but numbness and a determination to escape as she stumbled through the trees and deeper into the wood, oblivious to the trail of blood in her wake.
Damian yanked his arrows free from their marks and shoved them into the quiver at his back. He snatched up the small bloodied axe the guardsman had thrown and, wiping it clean on the man's surcoat, tucked it into his own girded waist. He ran a hand over his face. Why had he not reached her faster? Why had he not spared her the wound she now suffered?
But he had spared her worse.
Far worse.
He knew the ways of soldiers hungry for a woman, had seen it many times in the holy land. There, he had been powerless to stop it. He drew a consoling breath. At least this day he had made a difference. But he'd failed to put down the fifth soldier, the one who had turned tail like the cowering dog that he was and galloped off toward Nottingham. Unholy cur, Damian swore, wanting nothing more than to finish him. A slow and deliberate death, he mused, so that the bastard would favor even the devil's wrath over the sharp-edged blade of his dagger. He reached into the shaft of his boot for the assurance of his weapon. An empty hollow met his grasp.
He stilled, then remembered, he had given it to Reginald. A foolish thing to give up his weapon, but the boy had needed protection. No one traveled the wood without protection, not in these uncertain times when the forest abounded with bandits, thieves and murderers. He snorted. If anyone knew of bandits and thieves, it was him.
But murder? He shook the thought aside, a more pressing issue at hand. The woman. Lifting his gaze, he caught sight of her. Wounded and blind with fear, she disappeared into the trees, running full force toward Rhiana's Cliff.
"God's blood! Hold!" Damian shouted. He ran along the main road after her, praying he would reach her in time. Rhiana's evil conjurations made the wood unpredictable and dangerous, and the forest granted no mercy to the ignorant. If the maid did not first bleed to death, she would most assuredly kill herself fleeing him. A soft curse sounded on his breath as he sped in pursuit. Wonderment filled him at his concern.
Again he swore. What cared he if she fell to her death? Did she not deserve such a fate for being so bold as to guise herself as a lad and try to slip past the keen eye of the Woodward? And for what reason did she travel the wood alone?
The question set him to wondering. Was she haps a messenger? Did she carry a missive? And if so, from whom? Whatever her reason, she was a fool. Even from the distance, he had seen past her ludicrous disguise. She might well don the raiment of a lad, but the curve of her bosom and flare of her hips left no doubt that she was a woman. But was she friend or foe?
Damian paused at the place where she had left the main trail and entered the trees. He shed the weighty load of his mail and dropped it on the rocky berm of the road.
"Lady!" he called. Free of his mail, he sprinted forward, each swift stride measured against precious fleeting moments. The forest had been his home for two years now. He knew every path and twist and turn, every rock and hill--and shorter route. Tearing through the twisted brush, he made each step count. He would reach the precipice before her. He had to.
Thorny brush clawed his cheeks. Blood trickled down his face. He barely noticed. His senses were focused on the rushing sound of the tide and the taste of salt on his lips, signs that he was almost there. In a frantic burst of speed, he shot out from the brush and into the small clearing before the drop. He had heard no scream. Haps, by God's grace, he had outrun her after all.
A rustling sounded from the trees and Damian braced himself. "Hold," he called. He planted his feet firmly on the ground and caught his breath. Then he pulled himself up to stand sentinel over the path. When she burst into the clearing, his gaze fell over her, hard and full. Recognition struck. "Saints!" he swore.
Lenore froze. Her wound throbbed, her side ached, and the thumping of her heart hammered in her ears. How had he gotten ahead of her? She studied the leather-clad man, searching for a weakness. Her stomach fluttered with a strange unsettling and, though he was her enemy, he seemed strangely familiar to her. She ran an assessing glance over him. Dark chestnut hair, tousled and streaked by the sun, fell in damp strands over his forehead and curtained his eyes. He had an oddly familiar jaw and a few days growth of stubble that shadowed his face most wickedly. His snug slacks hugged muscular thighs and his strong stance belied the exertion of the chase. Only the heavy rise and fall of his chest gave hint to his efforts.
Attractive.
Damned Attractive.
Lenore felt an unwelcome ache between her thighs and swore. Now? Him? She snarled audibly and searched the forest floor for a weapon. Spying a fallen limb, she scooped it up and swung it before her. She'd have to strike now while he was at his weakest. She watched him rake strands of hair back from his face, saw his brows rise and read his thoughts. Anger rose in her throat. "Back off!" she called.
His brows rose higher, drawing attention to dark deliberating eyes.
"I mean it," she warned. She knew she appeared small and frail. But damn it, she could swing a mean club when she needed to. Baseball had its uses.
"Lady," the archer said in a low, soothing tone. He took a step toward her.
Lenore felt her hackles rise. He was trying to disarm her. No way! "Take another step and I'll bash you into the ground." When his brows again rose and he stepped forward, she swung, striking him in the shoulder. He stumbled back several steps with the blow.
"I said don't come near me," she shouted. She shuffled back.
"God's blood, 'tis not my intention to harm you," Damian growled. He rubbed the ache from his shoulder. "I wish only to help you."
Though his words were strange like those of the woodward, she understood him. Believing him was another matter altogether.
"Right. Like your friends back there on the trail."
"Ne am I one of them."
Lenore regarded the man. Again she sensed a familiarity about him. A strange sensation that niggled at her deepest memories. Something about him softened her toward him despite his being a threat. She hoped he couldn't sense that.
"How do I know that?" she demanded. "How do I know you're not just as bad--or worse?" She gripped her weapon tighter.
"I spilled blood for you, lady."
"You're the archer?"
He nodded. "Aye. I am."
Lenore envisioned bloodied arrows protruding from still and lifeless bodies. Someone had shot her attackers, but that didn't necessarily mean it was the man before her. There had been five re-enactors. Where was the fifth?
Her head felt heavy and fogged. She shook it to clear her vision. "I--I don't believe you," she stammered. She tightened her grip on the limb, swayed, then took another step back.
"Lady," Damian pleaded. "You have lost much blood." He reached out to her. "Pray, let me help you."
"No!" Lenore ground her teeth against the pain in her thigh and again stepped back.
"I wish only to dress your wound," Damian assured her. "Accept my offer. One better is far in coming."
Lenore swayed on her feet. Her vision blurred. She had to act quickly. Drawing the limb back, she flung it at him with all her strength. It struck his face and he fell to the ground. "Holy shit!" she swore.
She looked at his still form, sprawled in the grass, his left cheek raked raw and bleeding, a nasty gash beneath his eye. For one unthinking moment, she let compassion rule and approached him, then she caught herself and froze. What was she thinking? He was the last of them, the fifth degenerate. With him out of the way she could hobble into the brush, lick her wounds, and find Jack before another group of perverted re-enactors happened along. Lenore spun away from him. Pain shot up her thigh and she faltered. Something caught at her ankle and she yanked against it.
An answering yank thrust her off balance. The ground came up at her fast and she threw out her arms to catch herself. When she hit ground she tried to crawl. One leg refused to move, stilled by the firm grasp wound about her ankle.
Damian held tight. He had waited for the woman to wander close enough that he might grab hold of her. Now that he had her, not for the life of him was he letting go. The moment she'd burst into the clearing he'd recognized her. The specter of his dreams.
Destiny played its hand.
That she truly existed struck him with fear. That she was wounded caused him concern. She had courage, he'd grant her that. Most women would have cowered at what she'd been through. She had fought.
Damian felt her struggle and tightened his grip. It was futile for her to fight him. Determined or nay, she could not match his strength, and the more she struggled, the more determined he was to hold on to her, if only to prove that his determination equaled hers. It was a costly decision. With each yank of her foot, his head throbbed all the more. Saints! The woman possessed more strength than he'd thought possible. He was beginning to wonder if he truly wanted to save her at all.
But he'd never been one to surrender without a fight. Damian tugged hard on her ankle.
Lenore kicked at him with her free foot.
Dodging her blow, he seized that foot as well. "Arrète!" he commanded. When she dug her fingers into the dirt to pull away, he tightened his hold. "Saints," he swore. "Desist this childishness. Ne can you overpower me." He released her ankles and crawled overtop her, stilling her with his weight. A wash of hair covered her face and he brushed it aside. "Lady," he said, softening his tone. "You have naught to fear from me." He watched indecision cross her face. Then her eyes rolled back, her breath released, and she fell unconscious.
"Merde!" Damian rolled from her. He studied her profile, creamy and soft and haloed in silken gold. Pale lashes rested like down against her cheeks. He released a ragged breath. "Why have you left my dreams and become reality?" he asked, knowing she could not hear him. He rolled her on her back. Sitting cross-legged in the dirt, he watched the rise and fall of her breaths. She seemed so at peace. But upon touching her cheek, he noted it felt cool, and that her pulse was rapid and weak. He had seen these symptoms before in warriors wounded on the battlefield. Honed and healthy men dying not of their wounds but of this affliction. If only he had some herbs, a poultice, anything. He released a slow breath then carefully removed her tattered shirt. The cloth was richly made and unfamiliar to him, but it looked to be absorbent and would make a fine dressing. As he tore the shirt into wide strips, he studied her braes. The front panel fit snug against her body. He ran his fingers over it in search of the laces that bound them together. There were none, only a strange flat piece of metal connected to tiny metal strips that interlocked. He caught the small tab between his fingers, a look of triumph on his face as he worked it down, splitting the front of her garment in two.
The cloth she had hastily wrapped about her wound was soaked through with blood. Carefully, he untied it and removed her braes. Her wound was not fatal and would heal well enough as long as she could stay off infection, but it was deep enough to keep her off her feet for awhile. Pouring water from his flask onto one of the strips from her garment, he cleaned around the wound, then taking the remaining strips of cloth, he redressed it. Finishing his task, he sat back to inspect his handiwork.
But it wasn't his handiwork that caught his eye. It was the perfection of her form that caused his breath to still. An angel fallen from the heavens. Not tall, he observed. In fact, were she to stand before him, the crown of her head would scarcely pass his chin. And her legs were neither long, nor short, but suitable to her height, gently curved, and firm as those of a person who spent many hours walking or riding. Curiously, they were free of hair and silky as the flesh on her face. She was neither straight nor wide of hip and her waist was narrow and taut. Though her breasts would scarcely fill the cup of his hand, they were firm and full, and all the more enticing beneath her minuscule garment of creamy lace. His perusal moved to arms that mirrored her legs, smooth and firm--then to the faint but steady pulse at the base of a creamy white throat.
By the saints, she is beautiful. Desire came to life beneath his braes and he chastised himself. Forget not your honor.
Damian swore.
For the first time in his life, he cursed that honor, yet embraced it. He needed honor to keep him focused.
Satisfied he could do no more, Damian wrapped his cloak about Lenore and scooped her into his arms like a sleeping child. Pain bit into his shoulder and he stumbled. Again steady on his feet, his thoughts reflected to their battle on the precipice. Lord, the woman had the temper of an enraged bull, the obstinacy of a mule, and infinite speed on her feet. She was arrogantly forthright and exuded a combination of strength and courage he could not fathom in one so frail looking. To confront him, a man who stood a near head above her and whose breadth paled hers by comparison. To actually strike out at him! Damian smiled, then winced as the gesture brought a sharp pain to his wounded cheek, a reminder of just how determined a woman she was.
"How shall I keep my honor when I have done naught but dream of you these two years past?" he whispered against her hair. He drew breath and inhaled her scent. Violets. His heart leapt though he had expected no less. She had always smelled of violets. Again he felt the stirring of desire. Again he cast it off. He could not allow desire to rule him. He needed to stay true to his honor. Honor was all he had left.
Hitching her higher onto his chest, he shifted her weight to his undamaged shoulder and began walking southward on the trail. Though his arms grew weary, as long as he spoke, he didn't feel the burden. Sure that she slept, he carried on a one-sided conversation.
"Are you an angel?" he asked. "Or a demon?" He felt her slip in his arms and secured a better hold. "Ne that it matters, angel or demon, you have awakened in me such that I thought never to feel again." He stumbled but quickly gained his footing. "Have you dreamt of me as I so oft dreamt of you?" he asked. "Know you that fate has crossed our paths for what reason I know not?" Damian sighed. He'd not felt such inner turmoil since he'd lost Lisbeth, and that had nearly destroyed him.
The sudden recall of Lisbeth's death set his head to ache and he quickly shifted his focus back on the woman in his arms. She might well be small and weigh little more than a sack of grain, but even a sack of grain grew heavy after a while. His footing came less and less sure. More than once he stumbled, nearly sending them both sprawling in the dirt.
When he reached a hidden clearing used by Robyn's watchmen, he released a relieved breath. Carefully, he lowered his burden to the ground. Pulling a soft featherbed out from the brush, he unrolled it from its protective cover, shook it out, and positioned it in the grass. Freeing Lenore from his cloak, he set her on the bed. Rolled with the bed was a lamb's wool blanket. As he readied to cover her, he paused. He had watched Lenore fade in and out of consciousness as he'd carried her. Once, during one of her brief awakenings, she'd turned an intensive gaze on him and whispered Archer. He smiled. It was the sweetest sound he had heard in a very long time, and for that one wondrous moment, he had imagined it to be an endearment--an endearment he would treasure all the days of his life.
He stared down at the apparition of his dreams. Again he noted her beauty. Even in her dishevelment she stole his breath.
"Saints!" Damian quickly drew the blanket over her. It did little to ease his discomfort. Haps she was a demon after all. A demon sent to torment him. He shifted uncomfortably. He had thought such need had died with Lisbeth. Had hoped never to feel it again. Still, to feel desire was reassuring. Such deep emotion proved he truly lived. But loving Lisbeth had brought death upon her, just as it had on all those he loved, just as it would Lenore.
Lenore moaned, jolting him from his thoughts. More and more her face paled. More and more she thrashed in her sleep. Damian brushed his fingers across her cheek. It felt cool to the touch. He cursed low in his throat. Slipping off his surcoat and tunic, he stretched alongside her beneath the blanket. Wrapping his arms about her, he drew her close. She would sleep in peace tonight, he thought as his arms held her tight against him, but come the morrow, she would loathe him for taking such a liberty. And by the ache in his loins, he would loathe himself as well. He cast a final look at her before closing his eyes to sleep. Archer. A weary smile crossed his face, then he closed his eyes and breathed deeply. It was going to be a long and restless night.
She stood on ledge, the silky folds of her gown billowing in the wind, her long golden hair dancing on the breeze. She stared at him with unseeing eyes. When her voice sounded, it was hauntingly low, calling him to the precipice. He approached her, desperate to pull her back. Then a smile of sad acquiescence crossed her face and she turned from him and stepped from the ledge.
Damian gasped. His eyes flew open. The woodward, the blood, the maiden.
He breathed deeply, steadying his heart. Across his shoulders was strewn a cascade of golden hair. Lenore had turned in her sleep to face him. He could feel her warmth tucked against him, could hear her slow slumbering breaths. Fearing to wake her, he lay still, breathing in her scent. Jesu, he groaned, a now familiar ache nudging him. She must be an angel. No devil's minion could be so breathtaking.
He brushed back her hair, affording himself full view of her face. By the saints, how easily he could lie there and watch her sleep, watch her until the day drifted past the horizon and melded into night, or at least until she discovered the length of him pressed against her and took to striking him again. A wry grin lit his face. The tightness of a bruised cheek jolted him back to reality. Or haps not, he amended. She had already marred one side of his face. He preferred to keep the other intact.
Living up to his promise of self-preservation, Damian carefully edged away from her, then he drew the woolen blanket over her, covering all but her head. He cast her a look before stepping back. Distance, he thought as he drew a fortifying breath. That was what he needed. Distance.
Lenore woke. Had it been a dream? Her head throbbed. Her every muscle ached. She could feel a deep pulsing in her thigh. When she tried moving, pain shot from her wound and she bit back a cry. It was no dream.
Remembering her bottle of aspirin, she reached for it in the pocket of her vest. There was no vest. She had changed clothes and stuffed the vest in her backpack--wherever that might be. Lenore sighed and gently ran a hand over her wound, feeling the wrap of a bandage that was not of her own making. Her jeans had been removed. She turned her head and caught a disconcerting, yet pleasing scent--warm wool, forest greenery, and musky male. Though she could no longer feel the heat of his flesh or the rhythmic beat of his heart, she knew he'd been there and that he'd not been gone long.
She swept a shuttered gaze over the clearing, stopping several feet from the trees. He sat straddled over the trunk of a fallen tree, his jaw clenched in concentration as he diligently worked the string of his bow. She watched him with wary fascination. He didn't fool her though. As engrossed as he appeared in the job at hand, she caught his dark gaze shift in her direction more than once.
Feigning sleep, she assessed her kidnapper. He was tall and poised. His chestnut hair glinted dark gold where kissed by the sun and fell in unruly waves that tapered to just past his nape. He wore an off-white tunic, wrinkled from wear and topped with a darker vest that appeared to be suede. It stretched across his chest and shoulders in a most delicious manner. His trousers, she noted, looked to be made of a rougher material that form-fitted to hard, sculpted thighs, then disappeared into brown leather boots cuffed at the knee.
His arms were honed and powerful. She could see the flexing and knotting of each muscle beneath the long fitted sleeves of his tunic as he pressed down on the wooden shaft of his bow to tighten the string.
An aristocratic air hung about the man despite his woodsman clothes, and he exuded an earthy attractiveness that took her breath away. Her eyes opened further with each passing second that she studied him--his gently sculpted cheeks, his dark eyes framed in long, sweeping lashes, and skin so richly tanned that she was sure he must use a tanning bed.
Who was this man? Why did he keep her here instead of taking her to a hospital? And more importantly, why didn't she fear him? Every ounce of common sense told her she should. Then she recalled his warmth, the comfort she'd felt when he'd cradled her in his arms and carried her to--where?
Suddenly his dark gaze lifted, catching her wide-eyed stare. Lenore gasped. Had he read her mind? Her cheeks warmed. Good God! She lowered her gaze, praying that he hadn't caught her shamelessly assessing him--knowing that he had.
"Have you hunger?" he asked.
Lenore looked up. Though she'd been watching him, she'd not been ready for true communication. She'd forgotten the odd manner of his speech, and stranger yet, the fact that she understood him. It was a type of English with a lilt of French. Suddenly, her throat felt parched and thick.
"Milady . . . Lenore," he repeated more insistently, "Have you hunger? Thirst?"
Lenore's eyes widened further still. How did he know her name? And why was he still playing the re-enactor game? Shouldn't what had happened back on the trail have put an end to this ridiculous charade? Didn't he realize how seriously injured she was?
She sought the words to tell him her concerns, to insist that he take her back to civilization and a doctor. But when she tried speaking, she found that her tongue had gone suddenly numb and all she could do was stare at him in fascination. When he stood, abandoning the fallen tree, she felt her pulse quicken. Her breath caught as he walked toward her in a confident stride. He held out a flask of water. "Drink."
Lenore tried shifting away, but her pain held her bound. Her every muscle tensed, her every breath labored at the vision of rock-hard thighs flexing beneath tight wool pants as he crouched beside her.
"Ne do I wish you to fear me," the archer said in a tone that Lenore was sure he'd meant to be reassuring. His lips lifted hesitantly at the corners, a slight upward tilt that lit his face. Good God, the man was attractive. Those brooding eyes she'd seen from a distance now studied her with a vibrant stare of dark brown flecked in fiery caramel, the mix of color complemented by long, silky lashes. Squint lines fanned out from the corners of his eyes, deepening as his look of intrigue changed to one of quizzical regard--a look that burned straight through her. Lenore felt suddenly parched and she took the flask and drank deeply before handing it back.
She watched him watching her. Seconds passed like an eternity. Then a sudden realization hit her. He'd been speaking and she hadn't heard a word he'd said, only the low murmur of a sensuous tone mixed with her own lascivious thoughts. And now, to her horror, he had fallen into a deafening silence, as if awaiting a reply. But a reply to what?
"I would know if you hunger," he repeated. He brushed a lock of hair from her face. "My stomach rumbles complaint like a summer squall. Does yours as well?"
She took a deep breath and nodded as Damian filled a trencher with cheese, cooked meat, and orange slices. He handed it to her. "'Twill give you healing strength," he assured her.
Lenore sniffed. Her stomach rumbled. Struggling against the pain in her leg, she tried to pull herself up onto her elbows. "Oh," she groaned. She slumped to the ground, the pain in her thigh too much to bear. Again she tried, only to be thwarted.
Damian pressed down on her shoulders to keep her in place. "Move not, lest your wound again bleeds."
"Archer, if I'm going to eat, I'll need to sit up." Lenore's retort came sharper than she'd intended, but abruptness was her only defense against her draw to him. It was her wall of protection, a wall that crumbled when the heat of his palms grasped her about the waist. A warm flush rose in her cheeks as he lifted her to rest against the bole of a tree. The blanket fell away and he diverted his gaze.
Quickly, he drew back. "Forgive me, milady. I meant not to take liberties, only to keep you from harming yourself." He handed her the trencher.
Lenore pulled the blanket over her shoulders and draped it in front of her. "I know. I shouldn't have snapped at you. You've done nothing but look out for me." She lifted her gaze to his. "I'm sorry."
Snapped? Damian narrowed his brow at the word. The meaning was unclear, but he well understood the tone. He nodded. "'Tis naught to forgive. Now eat." He threw her a tentative grin, then brushed his hand lightly down her cheek. When he pulled back, he sensed her disappointment.
Her disappointment, however, did naught to dissuade her hunger, and he studied her eating habits in quiet regard, sure that under more civilized conditions she would show more grace. At least he hoped she would. Never had he seen a lady lick her fingers in a way that set his blood to heat in his veins.
"Does the meal please you?" he quipped as he watched her down the last bite on her trencher.
"Yes. Thank you. I can't remember when I've been so satisfied,” she replied, turning her gaze aside.
Damian grinned. He could think of several ways of satisfying her that went far beyond a simple meal. He said nothing. He didn't have to.
He cupped his hand beneath her chin and raised her gaze to meet with his. "You need not turn from me."
"I--Archer--it's just that--"
"Damian." He released her chin and pulled back.
"Huh!"
"Damian. 'Tis my Christian name."
"Damian," she repeated, slow and exact, as if to verify each melodious syllable. She looked him square in the eye. "I'm--"
"Lenore," he finished for her.
Lenore cast him a quizzical look. "How do you know my name?"
Damian studied her, wondering. Should he divulge his dream to her? A dream he was sure would drive him mad, a dream he'd cursed time and again, yet prayed would never cease because he knew she was there waiting for him. And now his dream had become his reality.
How could he explain waking at the call of her name? How he'd cried out against the fates, tried to save her from certain death. How could he explain the thin sheen of sweat that creased his brow, how his hair matted in perspiration each time he woke--the horror of his vision so all consuming that the mere thought set him to tremble. Each occurrence more intense than the last. Each awakening harsher.
How could she understand the foreboding significance of his dream? That he feared for her life as well as his own?
This was something he could not explain. To admit such would render him weak. And he was not weak. He was a crusader and knight who had fought long and hard and who would gladly fight again for a noble cause. But in his quiescent slumber, he knew not the way to fight the demons that invaded his thoughts. And if he said he had heard her name on the gentle breeze during his waking hours, surely she would think him mad. Nay, this he could not tell her.
"'Tis not of consequence," he finally answered. "'Twill come a time when I shall reveal this to you, but that time is not now."
Lenore eyed him skeptically. "Well, can you at least answer this? Why are you dressed like that?"
Damian assessed his attire. Confused, he looked back at Lenore, his brow furrowed in puzzlement. "Je ne comprends pas?" The French flowed easily from his lips. It was the language of the aristocracy. He tried to remember that he was with a commoner now and to speak in simple tongue. "Ne do I understand. 'Tis the way of dress."
"For a re-enactor or someone born hundreds of years ago. But this is the twenty-first century. Wouldn't jeans and hiking boots be more suitable to traipsing around in the woods?"
"Jeans? Re-enactor? I know not of what you speak, Lenore. And why say you 'tis the twenty and first century when 'tis the year of our Lord 1192?"
"What!" Lenore shuffled back from him. She looked around for her backpack.
"Lenore?" Damian queried. "Haps your head suffered injury when you fell." He reached out to check for a head wound, but Lenore brushed his hand away.
"It's the twenty-first century. I know it is. I just don't have proof. It's all in my backpack."
"If you needs believe it to be so, then--"
"I'm not the one who needs to believe it. You are!"
Damian leveled her with a look. "Lady," he warned, "Have I not protected you, fed you, ministered to you? Why do you vex me with such ramblings? God's blood, ne am I a fool. Do not speak to me thus." Twenty-first century, indeed! He wanted some normal answers to some not so normal questions like why she was lost in the midst of the wood with inadequate supplies? Or was she truly lost at all? And for what reason did she speak in a strange tongue and wear peculiar raiment? And most disturbing of all, why did she set his blood to boil? His loins to ache? Why did she haunt his dreams?
Damian felt his composure slipping away. Emotion burned hot in his veins. But for Rhiana's magic, he dealt with realities, not invention. He had always been rational and clear of thought. Always in control. How could she affect him in such a way? Control. It was his only means of survival, and now this slip of a woman, who came seemingly from thin air, turned years of discipline into emotional chaos.
"I never said you were a fool," Lenore said, breaking his train of thought. She lifted her hand to his cheek, grazed it in a compassionate gesture. It felt like heaven's breath against the fine stubble on his face, the soft touch eliciting a surge of emotion. Fearful of what he felt, he grabbed her hand to pull it away. He could well understand his physical reaction to her. After all, she was beautiful. It was what she stirred in his heart that frightened him. She maddened him, yet he wanted her like none other. Quickly, he reminded himself of how Lisbeth had died due to his own youthful imprudence. Could he face another such death?
He cupped her hand to pull it away.
He could not. Instead, his hand stayed over hers, relishing the soft warmth of her flesh.
"I think you're refreshing and honest," Lenore continued, oblivious to his strife. "I think you're caring and gallant, definitely not a fool. But Damian, I also think you're deluding yourself. This is not the Middle Ages."
Damian groaned and shifted back. Their hands dropped. She was mistaken. Where she was concerned, he was a fool--a fool for feeling what he was feeling, for longing to crush her to him, to smell her flowery scent and kiss her long and hard and--
He sucked in a breath. "I know naught of these Middle Ages. But, say me this, Lenore. If this be the twenty and first century, and if you truly are of that time, how is it that our fingers touch, our voices mingle. 'Tis not possible for times to intertwine."
"I don't know." Lenore hung her head in thought. "I only know that I drive a car, I've flown in planes, I love microwave popcorn. And who said anything about times intertwining?"
Damian placed a calloused palm beneath her chin, lifting her bewildered face to his. His voice came at a slightly higher pitch, laced in agitation.
"Ne do I know of such things. Pray, speak in truth, I will hold naught against you for it. Has Nottingham's sheriff sent you to spy?"
"Spy? Nottingham? Oh my God, you mean like in the Sheriff of Nottingham, Robin Hood and his band of merry men?" she asked incredulously. "That's crazy. I know my history, sort of, and if that were true, it would have to be somewhere around the twelfth century." She laughed at the absurdity, then quickly sobered. There was no mirth in Damian's expression. Her jaw dropped. "My God! I've traveled back in time."
"Ne would I speak such heresy, and nor should you lest you be found guilty of sorcery and burned as a witch. Not all are as forgiving as I save Robyn and a handful of wiser men."
Lenore giggled nervously.
"Do I amuse you?" Damian asked, his face pure granite as a dark brow arched in wonderment of her audacity.
Lenore stifled a nervous laugh. "Robin Hood is a fairy tale, Damian."
"A fairy tale?"
"You know, a yarn, a tall tale, a fable."
"Ah, a fable. This I understand. Such as do the minstrels sing, tales of courtly love, of the gallant and not so gallant." Damian paused, eyeing her. Then without warning, he pulled her hard against him. Arms tight about her waist, he bound her in a firm embrace. "Lenore, if Robyn Hode be but a fable, then I, who have sworn fealty to him, am but a fable as well." He stared down at her, his gaze hot and hard.
"Feel the beat of my heart, Lenore!" He grabbed her hand and placed it firmly against his chest. "Do I feel like a fable?" Damian searched her eyes, reveling in the feel of her body pressed against him. When he saw her fear, he released her as abruptly as he'd pulled her to him. Raking his hands back through the thick fall of his hair, he rested them on his nape. Then he threw back his head and rubbed the tension at the base of his neck. Too much. Too cursed much. He didn't need this. He'd had enough bitterness in his life to last until death and beyond.
Damian moved his hands from his neck to his temples and rolled his thumbs against the pain that slowly consumed him. Resting his forehead against a tree, he stood deathly still. When he sensed that Lenore was about to speak, he turned to face her. "If this be true, this travel through time, by what means have you come?" It had taken all he had to pull himself together. He was willing to listen, though he did not promise to believe.
"I don't know, exactly. I remember walking a fairly good distance from my companion and then--then I saw this really strange funnel of wind and rain and--"
"Le vent du diable," Damian broke in, his tone barely audible.
"Huh?"
"The devil's wind. I have seen it many times. 'Tis a conjuration of Rhiana to rid the forest of Robyn's men."
"Rhiana?"
"Aye, the sheriff's cousin. A sorceress. I have seen this wind take away poor unfortunates who have wandered into its path. Ne do I know where they go, only that they vanish."
"Don't you see, Damian. What you call the devil's wind is a portal."
"A portal?" He shook his head at the unfamiliar term, pondered the possibility that Rhiana's magic might have brought Lenore to his time.
"Of course! That's it!" Lenore affirmed. "When you're caught in its grasp, it transports you to a whole other plane of time." Her words rang with excitement. A preposterous explanation, but a possible one. Wasn't it? After all, people in the twenty-first century disappeared all the time. It was always on the news. And look at how many faces wound up on milk cartons. Lenore felt her face flush with excitement. "Good God, Damian, if it can take someone away from this time to another, it can certainly bring someone from another time to yours."
"I know naught of what you speak. Portal, transport, plane of time."
"The wind is a portal, an opening, a gate that takes you to another time. All time exists simultaneously on different planes. It's unbelievable, yet here I am in 1192." She paused for a moment, reflecting on what she had just said. Suddenly the gravity of her situation hit. Her breathing turned shallow. She felt her body tense, then fall limp in understanding. This was real.
"Oh God! We've got to find that portal again. It's my only way back." She struggled to get up.
"Nay," Damian ordered. He ran his fingers through his hair. He needed to clear his head. Picking up his flask, he chugged a long swallow of Tuck's spirits. When he saw that Lenore had paled as well, he held it out to her. "Drink."
"What is it?"
"'Tis something to clear your head and lessen your pain."
Lenore lifted the flask. Like Damian, she took a large mouthful. Immediately, she spit it out. "Lessen my pain! This stuff will kill me. What is it?"
"Tuck's home-brewed spirits."
Lenore grimaced.
"Do you not like it?"
"I--it's very potent."
Damian grinned. "Aye. 'Twould be my counsel to drink more slowly next time." He took the flask from her hands and corked it. Turning back to her, he cast her a look of concern. What she had said about traveling through time. Should he believe her? Was it possible? If Rhiana's spells were real, how could he not believe it to be so? And yet . . .
His gaze locked with hers. There was fear behind her bravado. No one could feign such a look. "What you say is beyond belief, yet of what I have seen and heard, I fear that haps it is so." He walked toward her but kept a respectable distance. "I have encountered many battles and seen much bloodshed. I have heard the screams and cries of war. But this travel through time terrifies me as none other."
"Terrifies you! I'm stuck here in the twelfth century. No car, no television, no bathroom!"
"Ne do I know the importance of these things."
Lenore reflected on that. TV? Important? Hardly. However, as she felt the pressure of a full bladder, a bathroom was definitely at the top of her list.
As if reading her mind, Damian spoke. "If you have private needs, say the word and I shall help you to the thick of the trees." He must have seen her apprehension, for he quickly added, "Your privacy shall be respected. But take heed, Lenore. Ponder not on designs of escape. The forest is filled with hidden dangers to those who know not its ways."
Damian walked back to the clearing where he awaited Lenore's call. It gave him time to think. Time travel. God's blood, was it possible? He shook his head in wonderment. Her being from the future was as inconceivable as cliffs towering above an ocean cove in the midst of Sherwood Forest, as a turbulent funnel of wind consuming people, as a steep gorge hidden in the flatlands. Yet he had seen these anomalies, and others as well. If such were possible under Rhiana's spells, could it be possible that Lenore was truly from another time?
His thoughts fell to his dream. A premonition? A warning of a tragedy yet to come? It wouldn't be the first time he'd experienced such visions. But in the past they had always concerned his twin, Aaron. Some called such visions a curse, some a blessing. Whichever, never had they involved another save Aaron until now.
Why? he asked himself. And why this golden-haired maiden born over eight centuries far and beyond his time?
"Okay," Lenore called out.
Damian made his way into the trees, a barrage of questions swirling in his head. He wondered if he would ever know the answers.
Night fell early beneath the thick foliage of northern Sherwood. Seated beneath an old English oak, Damian braced himself against its bole and watched Lenore sleep. A spray of golden tresses lay strewn across her cheek; pale wispy lashes framed the half-moon shape of her closed lids. He brushed her hair back from her face, sliding his fingers across the smooth angle of her jaw. Taking delight in its softness, he smoothed his hand across a second time. She stirred slightly and he drew back.
Studying her face, he saw no pockmarks, no rough and leathered skin, just smooth silky flesh that beckoned to his fingers. Heeding the call, he traced the pad of his thumb over the curve of her full bottom lip. It was supple beneath his caress. How would it feel beneath his kiss?
Never before had he seen a woman of such beauty, not even amongst the royalty. A princess of her own time? he wondered. He listened to the whisper of her breaths. Content to rest beside her, he yielded to a sound sleep.
Again the angel in white called him to the precipice.
A low moan reached past the dread of his vision, yanking him to full wakefulness. Lying close, Lenore thrashed in her sleep, her gaze now glassy and pained.
Damian rose to his knees and set a hand on her forehead. With a heated expletive, he drew back.
"What is it?" Lenore mumbled.
Damian cursed his limitations. For all his strength, for all his knightly skills, he could not protect her from fever. He drew a deep breath, steeling himself against her every moan--each pathetic sound, a knife in his chest.
"Lie still." He peeled the dressing from her wound. It was raw and festering. His stomach churned. "God's blood," he murmured. Knowing it would do no good to frighten her, he spoke in a calm tone that belied his panic. "Lenore, pay heed."
Lenore gripped his sleeve. "Am I going to die?"
The simple directness of her question made him ache in deep and unfamiliar places.
"Ne will I allow it." It was a hollow vow, he knew. He had no authority to make such a promise. Only the Almighty possessed the power of life over death.
He lifted her hand to his forehead. He would pray for her life and hope that, for once, his Lord would hear his plea.
After a moment of silence, he spoke. "Lenore, your wound has festered. I know not what to do save leave you in search of herbs that would draw out the poison. It must be done ere the fever consumes you." He squeezed her hand. "I am loath to leave you on your own, yet should it not be cleansed . . ." He paused, finishing silently, you shall die.
"Tuck's spirits." Lenore muttered, her words slightly garbled.
"Spirits?" he questioned, then remembered Tuck's flask. "Nay, to drink of Tuck's spirits would sour your stomach."
"Not drink. P-pour on the wound."
Pour Tuck's spirits on the wound? Is that what she'd said? He had never heard of such a thing. Yet she'd seemed sure of her words, and her eyes had pleaded that he heed her request. Was it a form of healing in her time? Was it a risk worth taking?
Damian thought about searching for herbs, but he knew very little herbal medicine. What were his chances of finding the right one in time?
But pouring Tuck's brew on the wound? Did she even know what she was saying? He needed affirmation. "Lenore, mon amour, can you hear me?"
No response. His heart clenched.
Resting his hand on her chest, he felt for its rise and fall, then breathed relief. If he were to do as she asked, it must be now, while she drifted in and out of sleep. Picking up his flask, he lifted it to his lips. After a fortifying swallow, he poured some over her wound.
Lenore's scream pierced the wood. Then her eyes fell closed and she succumbed to a deep slumber.
Praise God, he thought as he watched her fall unconscious. He tossed the flask aside and turned to wrap her wound. Though the gash had festered, it was not bone deep. Drawing it closed, he wrapped it tightly, then he fell back against the bole of the tree. His hands shook. Drawing his knees into his chest, he laid his arms across their crests and buried his face, reflecting on the past and on the future.
It seemed that all those around him were destined to tragic ends. Aaron, his parents, Lisbeth. He sighed heavily as he recalled Lisbeth's death two years past. In that grievous moment when he'd seen her step from the ledge, he had fought his way there to join her, and he would have succeeded had Edward and his men not engaged him in battle. Saints, he had tried fighting them off, but he'd not had the strength. Weak from his travels and his grief, he had fallen to their greater strength. Bound like a boar to be slaughtered, he had then been dragged through the clawing thicket of Sherwood by the power of his own horse. A shiver raked his spine. It was a torture of which he still bore the scars.
To give himself over to the jagged rocks of the cove would have been a far more merciful death than that which Edward had intended for him. And the slow agony of watching helplessly as another who touched his heart suffered and died was death a thousand times over.
He would gladly yield his life for those who had died for his sake if only they could somehow be brought back from the grave. But death was eternal and the past could not be undone. Damian lifted his gaze to Lenore. He pondered her predicament. Lenore was from the future. It was not her time to die. Saints! It was not her time at all.
* * *
Two days of vigil wore Damian through. He had taken great care to keep Lenore cool with cloths dampened at the river. He had used his fingertips and a wet rag to force much-needed water into her mouth and down her throat. Damian brushed Lenore's cheek with the back of his hand, then breathed a heavy sigh of relief. Her fever had passed. Haps fortune smiled upon him after all, if but this once. Looking into the promise of the new dawn, he pondered whether she would have the strength to travel to the village. Deciding she would not, he resigned himself to the fact that they would have to remain where they were a few days more.
Not that that was a major concern. He had shot a hare that morning for a hot repas. With Reginald's delivery, there was enough sustenance to last until the sound of the trump. But what would he do with her then? Truly, if he took her to the village donning strange blue braes and with her curious tongue, they would think her a spy, as had he when he'd first come upon her. If the villagers spurned her or called her witch, how would he protect her? But what other choice had he? He could not leave her on her own in the wood. She would never survive.
Whether he wished it or nay, he was her champion now, at least until she returned to her own time. It was his duty to protect her to the death. The thought chilled him. Not that he feared death. It was the caring so much that he was willing to face death that rattled him.
Mon amour. My love. His hastily spoken endearment of days past came back to haunt him. Was there truth in his words?
Nay, he could not allow it.
But he knew already it was too late. Somehow she had infiltrated the deepest recesses of his mind, caught him at his weakest moment--in his sleep--and wrapped herself about his heart. She had filled him with a need so strong he could no longer deny it.
And what of this need? Was it so wrong to want her? Did he not deserve her after all he'd been through? After all he had done for her, was it not his right to know her in the fullest sense?
He shook his head in disgust. He had no right to her. Her gentleness, as well as her strength, equaled that of Lisbeth, and he had brought death upon her. Not by his own hands, but by his carelessness, his youthful arrogance to prove himself a man. He had abandoned her for war in the holy lands, even knowing Edward Rothchild's designs on her.
Nay, to presume he had a right to Lenore would make him no better than the guardsmen he had slain in her defense, and there would be no shared desire on her part once she knew of the death and despair that plagued him. The passion in her eyes would darken to disgust, or worse, pity.
Damian sat up. Knees bent to his chest, he rubbed work-roughened palms over his face, his hair, his neck, as if the pressure could drive away the memories.
Lenore would fare far better away from him. As soon as she could travel, he would take her to the village. There he would explain all to Robyn and she would find a new champion, a man whose history did not wreak disaster upon all who touched him.
Damian cast Lenore a final glance, brushed back her sleep-tousled hair, and rose. He needed distance. As much distance as humanly possible. He had sworn upon his honor not to touch her, and he meant to keep that vow. He looked toward the river. A cold soaking, he thought. That's what he needed.
Lenore felt the gentle sweep of her hair, heard the soft crunch of retreating steps on dry brush fade into the distance. She opened her eyes in response, but already Damian had reached the river bank. She peered at him through open patches of foliage as he sat on the grassy slope and pulled off his boots, his chestnut hair blowing in the breeze. He seemed lost in thought.
Unable to sit up on her own, she nearly called out to him, but then she saw him rise and stretch, then shed his clothes. Her dry mouth went drier still. Had she been standing, the sight would have felled her. Never had she been one to undress a man with her eyes, but this was different. He was undressing himself, and quite unabashedly.
Her cheeks heated at the sight. She knew she should turn away, but how could she when he stood there all tall and bronzed, the brilliant rays of morning sun warming his tanned flesh and setting him to glow. Long sculpted legs carried him to the river's edge, his thighs flexing pure muscle as he stepped into the rushing water. The legs of an equestrian, a swimmer, a runner, she thought as she studied his stride before lifting her gaze to his rigid back and the thick brown mane that brushed his shoulders.
Shoulders. Her gaze locked on them as dawn's revealing light kissed his flesh. Long jagged scars ran their breadth. Her gut knotted. Old scars, at least physically. But did he still carry his wounds in a deeper place, fresh and raw and festering.
She closed her eyes, not daring to imagine the pain he must have borne. But the darkness beneath her lids made it far too real. Quickly, she opened them.
Her breath caught.
He had entered the water and turned toward shore, affording her full view of a sculpted chest dusted in brown wisps of hair that tapered down to a clearly aroused state.
Her heart lurched, a mix of desire and panic. Surely he wouldn't force himself on her, would he? She knew she would be no match against his strength. Recalling his words, his actions and gentle manner, she released a long-held breath. No, he was no rapist.
She turned her attention on Damian as he dove beneath the river's swirling crest. Panic chilled her. Thirty . . . forty . . . sixty seconds. Why hadn't he resurfaced?
Her gaze fixed on the rushing waters. Every sound of the forest was lost to the frantic hammering of her heart. Regardless of her trepidations, he was her only means for survival. She tried rising to her feet. A slicing pain bit into her thigh and she fell back onto the feather pad.
Suddenly the forest disappeared and it was she beneath the rushing waters. She gasped for air, remembering the choppy waves, the frantic cries of her parents, the overturned boat, then a cold and numbing darkness.
Her throat felt tight and she could scarcely breathe. The sound of splashing water broke through her panic and she looked up to see Damian burst through the surface of the stream. She commanded herself to relax.
Never had she experienced such a feeling, not in all the years since the accident. She looked at Damian, her every muscle weak in relief. He was okay, thank God.
Afraid that if she dared to turn her gaze away she would lose him, she watched his every move. He looked like Adonis, bigger than life, water droplets glistening like tiny diamonds against his flesh. A foamy crest swirled about him. Rivulets of water streamed over him, dripping from his chin and shimmering on the dark mane that hung wet about his face and slick against his nape.
She watched him dress. Never had she seen anyone so near to perfection. Again a familiarity about him struck her, a warm recognition that made her feel safe. Desire drew her to him. She craved intimacy with this man.
Suddenly Damian looked up and their gazes locked. Lenore caught her breath and quickly looked away. Had he read her thoughts? Would he call her on it? A rustling of brush met her ears. Her heart raced.
Damian noted Lenore's color had returned. A soft rose, he decided. It became her. Lord knew, after all that had happened, she could use some pink in her pallid complexion. As he entered the clearing, he grabbed his water flask. "You needs drink," he said, handing it to her. He strode past her and threw dry kindling on the fire. "A hot meal is soon in coming," he said, nodding at the skewered hare roasting over the flames. He spun the spit, then turned to Lenore. Her expression altered swiftly, like that of a child caught stealing from the pantry. What Lenore had stolen, however, was not a sweetmeat or pastry. Lenore had stolen a look—a long, assessing look. Damian suppressed a smile and spoke as though he hadn't noticed. "Tell me of your time," he said. Tell me of you. He made breakfast as he awaited her reply.
"You mean, you believe me?" Lenore asked.
"I am willing to listen." Damian cast her a serious look. "Listen," he repeated as he crouched down beside her. Breaking off some bread, he placed a small chunk in her hand. "I would know, are you a princess in your time?"
Lenore laughed. "No, I'm not. I'd be considered, by your standards, a freeman. I'm an executive secretary in an engineering firm. Or at least I was."
"A secretary?"
"It's a job, like being a paid servant. I do paperwork, answer phones, type letters. Technically, I'm not even a secretary any longer. When my grandfather became ill, I moved back to his ranch in Wyoming to take care of him. When he died, I inherited the ranch."
Though most of what she spoke was strange, his need to know her drove him to say, "Tell me of this ranch."
"It's beautiful, acres and acres of green pasture, a three-bedroom log cabin smack in the middle of it, and a lake practically in the backyard. Some acreage is wooded and full of riding trails. On a good day you can take the horses out and spot deer, fox, all manner of wildlife. Most of the ground is pasture land for the horses. In the spring the air smells of fresh green foliage and wildflowers." She took a deep breath as if tasting the sweeping breeze of her memories. "In the summer and fall, it smells like hay. Except for around the cabin. That smells like roses.
"When I was five, Paps planted a rose bush beneath my bedroom window. He said it was so I'd always wake up to a sweet fragrance and remember that there was beauty in the world."
"Paps?"
"My grandfather. He died last winter and left me the ranch." Lenore's tone went flat. She grimaced at her next admission. "I'll probably have to sell it."
"Is Wyoming far?"
"Very far. Certainly not in England." And not in this time period.
Damian nodded. He wondered exactly where Wyoming was but decided to save those questions for another time. "Why do you wish to sell off your heritage? Is land not precious in your time?"
"Land is precious in all times." She sighed. "But even though I know a lot about horses, I know nothing about running that kind of operation. And besides, taxes are due, and . . . well, it doesn't really matter."
"Ahh, taxes." His lips curled to a bitter smile. "Do you not have a husband to run your land?"
"If you're asking whether or not I'm married, the answer is I was, but not any longer."
"He died?"
"No. We divorced. He was selfish and demanding. He never understood my wants and dreams, how I needed more than a clean house and an occasional--" Her cheeks flushed.
Damian's brows lifted.
"Eventually he left."
Damian nodded, though he could not comprehend how any man of good sense could walk away from someone as beautiful and intriguing as Lenore. An odd feeling welled inside him, both melancholic and elating at once. It made no sense. "And what of brothers or uncles?"
"No. No one." She paused. "Well, there's Jack."
"Jacques? A lover?" Damian replied, a tinge of disconcertion in his tone.
"Oh, no." Lenore giggled. "Jack is a good friend, that's all. We were separated in the woods. Then I got caught up in the whirlwind, and--"
"Who then cares for you?" Damian broke in. "Jacques?"
Lenore looked up at Damian. She lifted her chin in a defensive tilt. "I take care of myself."
Damian lifted a brow in disbelief. "You have neither liege nor lord to protect and provide for you?"
"Liege nor lord? No."
"I am sorry. Haps upon your return, a more suitable husband than this Daniel shall be found for you."
Lenore shook her head. "I'm not looking for a husband. All I want is my own place, freedom to come and go as I please, to do what I want when I want. No more answering to anyone."
There was conviction in her tone, Damian noted. But her eyes betrayed that she'd been hurt. "I know naught of this Daniel, nor why he chose to leave you. But not all men are tyrants, milady. Had I been Daniel, I would ne'er have left. He was a fool."
"You can say that again," Lenore murmured.
"Had I been Daniel--"
"I heard you the first time."
Damian cocked his head.
"It's an expression. It means I agree with you."
Damian noted the defensive tilt of her chin soften.
"Anyway, I don't think I could go through loving someone and then losing them again," Lenore finished. She lowered her gaze to the hands she was wringing.
Damian studied those hands. How he wanted to reach out and still them, grasp them in the heat of his own and hold them to the pounding of his heart. He dared not. "I understand your need to distance yourself," he answered in a somber tone. "But 'tis a lonely life you speak of." He pulled Tuck's spirits from his meager belongings. "I deem we are both in need of some comfort." He placed the flask in her hands. "Drink."
Their hands brushed at the exchange and a spark of awareness flashed between them.
Damian turned away, afraid that she would see the tight pull of his braes and know how she affected him.
"Is there someone special in your life, Damian?" A girlfriend? A wife?
Damian hesitated, then answered. "Nay, and I seek not to find one." Even as he said the words, he knew them to be a lie. He had already found her. It was Lenore who filled his dreams.
It was Lenore he could not have. Or could he?
He pondered the possibility. He had seen passion spark in the depths of her eyes when their hands had brushed, had felt her tremble at his touch. He knew she felt the same as he. A little wine and soft seductive words would no doubt work their magic.
Damian drew a breath of restraint. Nay. As much as he longed to have her, he could not. She had a right to return to her own time unscathed by a man who could promise her naught but fear and death. God's mercy! Had he not learned his lesson? He walked to the edge of the clearing, his back to Lenore, his desire cloaked in a cool facade. He had to get away from her before he forgot his cursed honor. "I would that we journey to the village on the morrow. There you shall have proper food and lodging ere a way can be found to send you back to your time."
Lenore ran her hand over the hem of the blanket. "Is the village far?"
Damian turned to face her. "Nay. 'Tis but half day's journey upstream." The glow of a trusting gaze pierced his heart. Quickly he turned away, a guttural curse on his lips.
Why could it not be a maiden's innocence he saw in her eyes? That he could fight. He could claim her unblemished virtue as reason to hold back. But she was not a maiden. She was once married and was experienced in the ways of men. And it was not innocence that he saw in the ice blue fire of her eyes, but a need that matched his own. A need that could break his defenses and undermine his hard-fought will.
He shook his head to clear his thoughts. He must get as far from her as possible. Grabbing his bow with a forceful swipe, he headed toward the thick of the trees.
"Where are you going?"
Damian looked over his shoulder at Lenore and read her fear of abandonment. "Not far," he assured her. "We travel on the morrow." Turning away, he disappeared into the forest.
The crimson horizon darkened with each passing minute. Lenore wrapped her blanket about her shoulders warding off the chill night air. She stretched out her leg and winced. Bracing against a tree, she pulled herself up. Pain shot through her thigh and she sank back to the ground. "Dammit!" she swore.
Damian's large cloak lay in a discarded heap beside her. She picked it up and, drawing it to her face, inhaled the musky scent of its fur-lined wool. Her anger wasn't because her leg could not support her, she realized, or even that Damian had left her on her own. It was because she missed him and she was worried sick that something had happened to him.
What if he doesn't come back? she thought. What if one of the sheriff's patrols captured him? Or worse yet, what if he'd left her to die alone in the forest. He'd seemed irritated when he'd left that morning as if being with her was more than he could bear. Had she said something wrong? Something so terrible that he would leave her behind to starve to death or fall prey to wild animals?
A rustling of brush snapped Lenore from her concerns and her thoughts turned from worry to fear.
The fifth guardsman.
Lenore pulled herself to her feet. Struggling to a tree trunk large enough to hide her, she grabbed a branch from the forest floor, positioned it before her and prepared to swing. Eerie silence fell over the forest. A tremor traced her spine. Inching her way around the base of the tree, she scanned the shadowed wood for the intruder. Nothing. Nothing but a foreboding darkness and an unearthly silence that made her shiver.
Jumping at shadows, Lenore? she chastised as she lowered her weapon.
Suddenly she was grasped about the waist and yanked back against a body of stone. A firm grip seized her hold on the branch and, jerking it free, tossed it into the thicket.
Lenore screamed. When the hold on her waist loosened, she slammed her heel onto her attacker's foot. A husky curse blew across her temple, deep-timbred, pained and vaguely familiar.
"God's blood!" Damian growled, "'Tis I." He released his hold as he tested the movement of his foot.
"Good God!" Lenore fell back against Damian for support. "You scared me half to death." Then she swung about in his arms, and struck him square in the chest. "What's wrong with you?" she scolded. "I could've had a heart attack."
Damian stared down at her, uncomprehending. He had a much more pressing problem. Thank the heavens it was hidden beneath the drop of his tunic. He shifted against the discomfort, wondering why he had bothered to leave camp at all. The angry flush in her cheeks only roused him all the more.
He tightened his grip about her waist and drew her close.
"Lenore. Your intentions were to strike me. Surely a man must protect himself. Ne did I forget I suffered your wrath once before."
Lenore's gaze fell to the dark bruise that marred his cheek. She cringed. "I didn't know it was you. Why didn't you call out or something?"
"For reason that 'haps it was me you meant to strike." He lightly fingered the bruise on his face. "I did truly believe you knew it was me who approached."
"Well I didn't. It could have been wolves. I've heard them howling."
"Aye, wolves do frequent the wood, albeit, rarely do they seek human prey."
"It could have been the fifth guardsman. Or a lunatic like the one who attacked me the other day. The one you-- "
"Slew?"
"Yes."
"Great harm would have befallen you at his hands," Damian reminded her. "Ne could I allow that to happen, and you need not fear the guardsmen after nightfall. Even Nottingham's most seasoned soldiers fear to travel Sherwood without the light of day to assure safe passage."
"I--I didn't know."
"I do realize this--now." Damian turned his face into her hair, a soft fall of golden silk against his cheek. "Pray, forgive me." He took a deep breath, inhaling her scent. She was warm and fragrant--and tempting. He drew her close so that their hearts beat as one, then lowering his face, he gently brushed her lips with his. It was madness, he knew. A madness he should end--and he would, by God's grace, as soon as the tremors ceased.
He waited. Instead they intensified and he embraced her tighter still. A husky sound caught in his throat. How long had he waited to know her in such a way? How many nights had he dreaded sleep knowing the horror that awaited him, yet succumbed to that sleep because she was part of it?
He cupped her head in his palms and kissed her firmly. Open, he silently commanded as he traced his tongue along the meet of her lips. He spread a hand across her back, the other past the curve of her hips. She gasped and he claimed that gasp with his tongue. Her lips were luscious pillows beneath his own and their taste far surpassed that of the most honeyed sweetmeat.
He expected her to strike out at him for taking such liberties. Instead she met each thrust of his tongue with her own, savoring and searching with the same desperate fervor. He felt her hands wind about his neck, felt her fingers twist in the hair at his nape. His muscles twitched at her every touch. Fire burned the length of him. Haps she was not from another time after all. Haps she was from another world. From the heavens itself.
Haps he was kissing an angel. Haps he was kissing a demon.
He fitted their mouths to perfection. No, not a demon. No vassal of hell could possess such intense desire to be loved. Loved! The realization struck him hard, a warning he knew he should heed. But he was bewitched body and soul and, by the saints, he could not stop.
He slipped his hands beneath the blanket that she wore. Her flesh felt smooth beneath his touch as he ran questing fingers up the length of her back to trace the delicate line of her spine. He felt her tremble as he brushed each silken curve. The dip of her waist, the flare of her hips, the pliant flesh of breasts garbed in lace. His fingers searched for points of pleasure that would have her sigh out his name. He was not disappointed. Her cry was low and sultry and full with desire.
"Mon Ange," he murmured, confirming she truly was an angel.
Lenore sighed. She felt her body as never before. Heat rose from its core and spread throughout her until it reached the very tips of her fingers and toes. The cadence of his voice touched her, a low indiscernible song that made her ache for more. Never had she felt so deliciously aroused from a kiss. His every touch sent shivers up her spine, his every breath made her wish to taste him all the more. She was so acutely aware of the soft strained sound of his breaths, the musky scent of his flesh, the sinewy column of muscle rippling beneath her fingers. She knew she should draw back from this archer of another time, but instead she found herself leaning into him, rising to his kiss and commanding his hands to know her better. She sensed his hunger. It matched her own and she reveled in it as she slid her hands over the hard lines of his body, marveling in the breadth of his shoulders and broad length of his back. Coarse material grated her fingers as the heavy linen of his tunic brushed against her touch. How she craved to know the warm flesh beneath.
Their lips parted, and a sense of loss swept over her. Fearing his withdrawal, she dug her fingers into his back, refusing him leave.
To her relief, his mouth moved to trace the column of her throat, nipping and tasting, a slow descent that made her drop her head back and sigh with pleasure. She inhaled the scent of his hair. He was no innocent, that was certain. He knew how to taste and where to touch. His hands were practiced and perfect as he moved them over her in ways a man touches a woman only in her dreams.
"My lady," she heard him whisper as the warmth of his lips left the curve of her shoulder to claim her mouth once more. He grasped her shoulders and pressed against her, pushing her slightly back. Lenore screamed as her leg buckled beneath her.
Damian stayed her fall and helped her back to the featherbed. "Have I hurt you?"
Lenore shook her head. "No." She rubbed her injured thigh then lifted an apologetic smile. "I'm sorry," she whispered.
"Sorry? You?" Damian quickly stepped back. "Nay, 'tis I who took liberties with you. 'Tis I who should beseech your forgiveness." He turned away, not trusting himself near her.
"What the heck are you talking about?" Lenore demanded as she watched him shut himself off from her. "I got as carried away as you. In case you hadn't noticed." She pressed on. "I wanted you as much as you did me, so don't be putting all the blame on yourself." She jabbed an accusing finger at him. "And don't be playing martyr and protector with me. I can take care of myself."
Damian threw her a dubious look over his shoulder. Even should a lady feel the same desires as a man, never did she express such thoughts. His eyes narrowed as he studied what lay behind her impassioned gaze. What he saw was a tiny blaze dying to burst into flame. Never had he met a woman so free to express herself, and of such great passion. It was in her kiss, in the way she brazenly explored his body, in her very words. The corners of his mouth lifted. He wondered if she was aware of what she had so blatantly professed. She wanted him. The knowledge of such was wonderfully elating. That she could take care of herself, however, was another matter.
Lenore laughed.
"What, pray tell, is so amusing?"
"I'm sorry," Lenore replied, then laughed once more. "If you could just see the expression on your face."
Damian shook his head. "You profess you can take care of yourself, yet had I not come upon you in the wood, you would at this moment lie dead. You say you rely on no one in your time save yourself, yet in this time--my time--you are dependent upon a man who is little more than a stranger. A man who you wonder should you even trust."
Lenore pressed her lips together, holding back her mirth.
"And this amuses you?" he asked.
"Yes--no--I mean, yes." She burst into laughter.
Damian watched Lenore in quizzical fashion, wondered at her frivolity. Her laughter sounded light and compelling, a joyful noise, like the melodic tease of the lute and lyre. Truly their situation was unique and almost comical. Soon his own release joined hers, a husky chortle that rolled off his tongue in a long forgotten timbre. How long had it been since he'd last felt such levity? he wondered. How long since he had truly laughed aloud?
Stifling the unfamiliar sound, he sat before an oak and drew his knees up before him. Crossing his arms over them, he waited as Lenore suppressed the last of her giggles and wiped the tears from her cheeks. He leaned back to study the strange creature who had stepped out of his dreams.
His chest felt tight in unspent passion, his loins ached with need. What he truly wanted was to close the distance between them and finish what they had started. Foolish indeed. To seduce Lenore would only drag her further along his predetermined course. But he loathed keeping a distance from her, hated that he could not allow himself the liberty of truly knowing her. She was from another time and would once again return to it. Nay, what he yearned for could never truly be his, however hard he wished it. He had been the cause of Lisbeth's death and he must never forget that.
Let her go, his inner voice warned. He was a curse, pure and simple. Lenore would fare far better without him. Friends. That is what they must be until he found the whirlwind that had brought her to this unholy time.
Even as the truth filled his head, his heart rebelled, the ache of its insurrection coiling in his chest. Would he have the inner fortitude to give her leave when the time came? he wondered. Would he have the strength to see it through? He prayed that he would.
Damian closed his eyes, blocking out the temptation of her. He wanted to love again. But to love Lenore was to seal her doom as surely as the sun would rise on the morrow.
"Is something wrong?" Lenore asked at his long silence.
"Nay," Damian lied. He averted his gaze and looked out into the thicket. Naught, he thought, but that the world was crumbling down around him and he had not the power to thwart its path. Naught but that this ongoing battle betwixt need and chivalry was tearing him apart and he was going utterly and completely mad.
"Are you sure?"
Damian eyed her with a look of uncertainty. What kind of response did she expect? Certainly he could not speak in truth. It was too revealing. Yet, despite this, he found the truth lingering on his lips, begging for release. He opened his mouth to speak when she spoke first.
"Would you teach me to shoot bow?" Lenore asked, her eyes falling on his longbow.
The sudden change of subject made him smile. It was almost as if she'd sensed his discomfort. "Are you sure, Lenore? 'Tis not the sport of a lady."
"Women of the twenty-first century do a lot of things that aren't considered lady-like in your time."
"Tell me of them." Damian folded his arms behind his head and leaned back against the tree.
"Of who?"
He lowered his gaze as he eased into a comfortable position. "Women of the twenty-first century."
"Well . . . " Lenore paused. "Women of my time have equal rights with men. They're not slave bound to the home and kitchen any longer. They're free to make their own decisions in life."
Damian remained stoic as he absorbed her telling of a time he could not begin to fathom. He watched the move of her lips, listened to the soft cadence of her voice, the lilt of wistfulness. Strange, how she affected him, this woman of another time and culture.
"Many women work outside the home," Lenore rambled on, oblivious to his thoughts. "But if they want, and their husbands earn enough money to support the family, they can choose not to work. Women in my time have the right to vote for their leaders the same as men, and they can smoke and cuss up a storm if they choose to. Of course it's still a man's world. Women are still fighting for equal pay in equal jobs. But mostly they're free to do whatever they want."
"Why is it that women desire to be as men?"
"They don't want to be the same as men, they just want equal rights and equal pay for doing the same job as a man. For the most part, I think that women still enjoy being what they are. Of course, there is a downside."
"And what might that be?"
"Some men have lost respect for women, and that's sad. Even though women were oppressed as far as rights go, there was a certain reverence men had for them. You don't see that as much anymore. I think that many men feel threatened by a woman's success."
Damian mulled over her description of women of the future. "'Tis a shame that the twenty-first century woman has lost reverence in the sight of men, even if only some. A true man would respect a woman of ambition, a woman of spirit. A man is made only better by a strong and loving woman at his side." A sad longing fogged his vision. Quickly he blinked it back and stood. He brushed dry leaves and twigs from the porous wool of his braes. "'Twill be several days more ere your leg is strong enough to travel," he said, closing the subject. He hunched down and commenced building a fire. "As we needs delay departure for the village until your leg is better healed, 'twould be an honor to teach you archery on the morrow."
"Nay, 'tis not the way, Lenore."
"What am I doing wrong?"
"Shoot not from the hip, bring the arrow to your eye."
Damian braced himself behind Lenore, allowing her to lean back into the solid wall of his body for support. It hadn't taken long for Lenore to realize what a mistake that was. As he had shed his tunic and given it to her for cover, his chest was wonderfully bare. How was she supposed to concentrate on a silly target with him half naked and pressed against her back? And how could he be so oblivious to his effect on her?
"Pay heed Lenore," he scolded. But the grin on his face told Lenore he was not oblivious in the least.
"Look down the arrow and match the tip with the target."
How? she wanted to scream as his body pressed intimately against her, his hips blatantly snug against the small of her back? How could she even think with the scent of freshly bathed masculine flesh pervading her senses.
Determined to master the skill despite his distraction, Lenore lifted the bow, acutely aware of him as his arms touched on hers to draw them higher. They'd been at it for some time. She wondered where he got his patience. A born teacher, she thought with a smile. Then she felt him release his hold and step back, leaving her on her own. She held her breath and forced full concentration on the target.
"Hold steady, Lenore. Brace yourself and keep your weapon sure. And tremble not lest any movement destroy your aim."
Damian came up behind her and once again steadied her arms. "Now slowly," he said, drawling out the words, "release." The string sang musical deliverance. The arrow hit its mark.
"I did it," Lenore shouted. She cast Damian a sheepish glance. "Well, we did it."
"Aye, that we did." Damian smiled at her then turned to retrieve the arrow. "Do you wish to practice further."
"If you don't mind."
"Nay." He handed her his quiver. "I shall watch your progress from the grove," he said pointing to his left. He turned toward a soft bed of moss that rested beneath the trees. Stretching out on the forest floor, he studied her until his lids fell heavy and his breaths became slow and rhythmic. He could hear the whiz and thump of Lenore's arrows as they hit their mark. He followed the sound until it became a lulling hum. Then slowly, even that faded into the distance, lost to peaceful silence as he drifted to sleep.
She stood on the precipice. When she came, he knew she came willingly, thoughts of her own time well forgotten. He sensed her desire, felt her need to know the warmth of his embrace, to find security in the love he offered her. Aye, love. It filled his heart with a joy that set his head to spin, the heat of his passions brimming over and spilling into his soul. He would prove to her that no man of any time could love a woman more, that no heart could honor her returned favor more dearly than his own.
Sliding his hands about her waist, he pulled her to him, all senses lost to the inebriating scent of violets that wafted about her, and to the feel of soft pliant curves fitted to a body hard and wanting. A body that was his own. It was a pleasure far and beyond all that he had ever hoped for when she leaned into his embrace--sweet and warm and welcoming.
His hands traced the silky plane of her back. Questing fingers wove into the pale gold tangle of her hair. His heart pounded at the sheer wonder of her. He had never believed he would touch her in such a way, had never dared hope that she would one day set her soulful gaze on him rather than through him, that she would want him as much as he did her.
The joy that soared within him knew no bounds as the woman of his dreams stayed within the circle of his arms, love and passion gleaming in the crystalline depths of her eyes.
His body burned with need, a fire quickly quelled as he recalled fate's twisted ploy, how it played him as a pawn in a game over which he had no control. He tightened his embrace, fear of losing her pulsing through his veins. Burying his face in the crook of her neck, he drew her nearer still, so near that he had no sense of where she ended and where he began. Nor did he care. He knew only that they were two entwined as one, that he stood alone with her in the black void of an endless night, holding on with all his power, knowing that to release her was to lose her.
Nay, he would not lose her again--not this time.
Then he felt her shudder in his embrace, heard her sigh, heavy and deep, as she began pulling away from him, reluctantly, as if dragged by a higher power. He looked down at her, seeking the desirous need that had moments before filled the lucid depths of her pale blue gaze. But her eyes had frosted over and were now hazy, empty and unseeing. "Nay, lady, do not!" he cried out.
Suddenly, the heat of her body turned cool, then cooler still. She stiffened in his embrace. Damian's throat constricted. Determined not to lose her to the cold fury of the sea, he gripped her tightly to him, refusing even the wind passage between them. But as hard as he tried, he could not hold her, and even as he willed strength into his arms, he felt them weaken. Even as he begged them stay, they fell as heavy weights to his sides.
Damian cursed their uselessness. He cursed his lack of will. Despite his determination to hang on to her, still she slipped from his grasp, vanishing into the fog and spray to stand at the edge of the precipice. Her flaxen tresses wavered in the breeze. Her gaze was hollow and empty, her hesitant smile laced with sadness. Tears slipped past the dark lashes that framed her eyes and streamed down her cheeks in eerie silence. His heart ached at the sight of her pain.
"Lenore," he called, praying that to know her name would be in his favor. It was not. At his call, she turned from him with a look of finality and stepped from the ledge.
Damian lunged for her, grasping for even the smallest hold, but his reach fell short and he stumbled over the ledge. Falling into the darkness, he struck the ocean's crest, knocking the air from his lungs. His world flashed red as he sank beneath a sea of blood and tears. His heart pounded. The air in his lungs screamed for release as crimson waves swept over him, burying him deeper and deeper beneath the ocean crest. Eyes wide, he struggled to tread to the surface.
Then he saw her before him, hair of earthen flame, her intense gaze glowing amber fire, arms stark and white. She stared at him, her eyes overlarge in their sockets, her lips twisted as she reached out to him with warped and bony fingers. Lisbeth!
Her voice echoed in his thoughts.
I loved you, she said as she drew near.
He knew that winsome tone, knew it like he knew that, should he not soon draw breath, he would perish.
I loved you so as to die for you--as will she.
Her fingers reached through the thick red water and brushed his cheek, and though he sensed no malice, her touch felt cold as death. Instinctively he balked, a cry of denial thick in his throat as a dark cloud of passing hovered over him, closer and closer, until his lungs cried out one last futile plea . . . breathe . . . breathe . . . .
Damian gasped. He bolted up from his bed of leaves and struggled to his knees, his eyes wide, his hands spanning his throat.
"Damian?" Lenore had just set his bow aside when she'd noted a change in his sleep. What had started out as a peaceful nap had turned into something she dared not imagine. Beneath his lids she'd seen a fervent darting of the eyes. Across his brow had appeared a light sheen of sweat. He'd twitched nervously, then thrashed about before waking with a jolt.
"Damian, what is it?" Falling to her knees, she reached out to him, only to be waved away. On her second try, he swung out aimlessly, striking her and pushing her back so that she fell to the ground. Anger rose in her breast. She was about to reprove him when she realized his breath came shallow and fast. Outrage turned to horror. She was sure, in his panic, he hadn't a clue he had struck her.
"Don't you die on me!" she warned. She rose as quickly as her wound would allow, retrieved his flask and, removing the cork, emptied it into the brush. Kneeling at his side, she lifted the container to his lips. "Breathe out into the flask and back in again," she ordered.
Again Damian pushed her away. Again Lenore scrambled to her knees.
"Dammit, I'm trying to help you!" she screamed, holding the flask out to him.
Damian shook his head, an extended hand holding her at bay.
"You're hyper-ventilating, Damian. You've got to listen to me." She had no time to explain her first-aid training, not that he would have understood anyway. She had to get him to trust her. "Listen," she pleaded.
His eyes rolled. His lids fluttered.
Panic rose in her chest. "Listen to me!" she commanded. "I was right about the spirits. Remember?" She caught his face in her hands, forcing him to look at her. "Remember!" she repeated.
Dark glazed eyes met her gaze. She saw his struggle to trust. "Do it," she said firmly, then gentled her tone. "Please."
Damian blinked and Lenore quickly placed the flask to his lips. "Slowly," she urged. "Breathe slowly." Tears streamed down her cheeks. She wiped them on her sleeve. Damian met her gaze as his body relaxed. He drew several more controlled breaths before lowering the flask.
Lenore fell exhausted on the ground. Prone in the grass, she closed her eyes and sighed. If anything had happened to him . . . .
Suddenly she stilled. Was she falling in love? She mentally shook her head. No. There were too many unresolved problems in her life to follow that road--her recent divorce, her decision to sell the ranch, getting home. Tears threatened to spill. She held them back.
Feeling Damian's gaze on her, she sat up. "I thought you were going to die," she admitted as he sat next to her.
"Not so much as did I." Damian reached out and, placing his arm about her shoulders, drew her to rest against his side. "But I have accepted death and fear only the means by which it comes." He kissed her forehead and smiled.
Lenore shuddered. There was no denying her feelings.
Again she shuddered. To love Damian was to court disaster. Yet she could not turn away from him, could not bring herself to believe that the pain of leaving would not be worth the pleasure of knowing him. Shifting into the crook of his shoulder, she held the close comfort of him to her heart, sank into his embrace and breathed in his warmth. No, this fleeting moment in time was all they had and she would savor it for as long as it presented itself. Soon enough, she knew, she would return to the twenty-first century and this time of bliss would be gone forever.
Four days. Damian stomped through the brush, working out his frustration. Four long agonizing days he'd managed to keep a distance from Lenore. And it had not been a simple task--disappearing at the crack of dawn, combing the wood with naught but his bow, some bread and a sliver of cheese until the mid-day meal.
Lord, he groaned, what had he become that he hid from a mere woman? His comrades would have good sport with that lively bit of information. But it was Lenore's well being that was important. To give her time to heal. To keep her safe from him. He listened in case she called out to him. Noting the quiet, he plucked some berries and dropped them into his pouch. That he could not cast out the memory of their kiss that night in the quiet of the darkened wood-- the night she had responded with such passion-- it was better that he kept a distance from her.
He dropped another handful of berries into his pouch, his thoughts far from the mid-day meal. Why had she not fought him off? Why had she accepted his fervor with open arms, responded to his kiss with a fire that had set his own passions to blaze. He knew with a certainty that she would acquiesce to him. It was a simple matter of seduction. And did she not say that she wanted him?
But what had he to give?
Naught but love and loyalty. . . and pain and death.
Damian threw a few more berries into his pouch, each ensuing toss more forceful than the last. The task was tedious and unnecessary. He had enough berries to feed half of Sherwood village. But it kept him busy--and away from Lenore.
Lenore felt him rise at the crack of dawn, had listened to the soft tread of his boots as he'd headed for the trees, putting purposeful distance between them. Even at night he'd kept a distance, making sure to sit across the clearing as they talked of his time and hers. When he was in camp during the day as now, he took short naps while she practiced bow.
Maybe it's for the best, she thought, even though she ached for more intimate company. One of them had to be strong and it certainly wasn't her.
Pulling back the bow string, she let it go with a twang. A heavy thump ensued.
"How about that!" she boasted gleefully as the arrow hit its mark.
She cast Damian a haughty grin then stepped to the target he'd devised for her, one of several tunics he'd returned with during one of his excursions. It was stuffed with leaves and had a circle drawn with red berry juice in its center.
"Five out of five in the red," she sang triumphantly as she pulled the arrows free.
"I am astounded. Ne'er have I seen a novice shoot with such accuracy."
"I had a good teacher," she teased as she sauntered back for another set.
Damian smiled at her reference, but the warmth of it stayed shy of his eyes. "The worth of a teacher is but measured by the success of his student," he replied.
Lenore looked at him quizzically. Once again he rested on his bed of leaves and moss, his corded arms drawn above his shoulders and folded behind his head. Strange, she thought, how naturally they'd developed a familiar routine.
"You flatter me," she quipped into their stilted conversation.
"'Tis simple to flatter when one has earned one's praise." Damian closed his eyes, closing her out. He didn't want her to look on him with respect and admiration. By the saints, he knew he was undeserving of such. What mattered that he could teach the skill of archery? `Twas no great feat. He had taught many a squire when he'd lived within the walls of his father's manor and many a lad when he'd found himself a declared outlaw, living in exile at Sherwood Village as did all the others. Nay, she should not look on him as though he were special in any manner. He was not. He merely did what was necessary to survive.
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