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“HOW DARE YOU ENTER MY BEDCHAMBER WHEN I AM IN MY SHIFT!” she demanded hotly.



“Let me help you with your wedding gown,” he said silkily.

“No!” she spat out.

Rodger gave her a level look. “Put on your wedding gown, or I shall put it on for you.”

“Don't you dare touch me!”

“I will touch you, by God, anytime and anyplace I choose!” With a foul curse, Rodger picked her up and tossed her onto the bed, then threw himself on top of her to prevent her escape. In her struggle to free herself, Rosamond's breasts spilled from the low-cut linen shift. She lay panting beneath him, knowing that both his anger and his lust had been fiercely aroused.

“I will make you obey me if it's the last thing I do.” He snatched up the wedding gown from the bed and began to put it on her. Rodger was so determined that her struggles to elude him were all in vain.

When Rosamond finally stood before him dressed in her wedding gown, she was panting with fury. “You devil, de Leyburn! You have made it plain the marriage is inevitable, but it shall be in name only. I shall never yield myself to you!”

Sir Rodger threw open the door and spoke softly to Nan. “Please see to her hair.” He turned to Rosamond. “I'll wait right outside. If you give us any more trouble, I shall take you across my knee and tan your arse. …”
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PROLOGUE

Kenilworth Castle, Warwickshire
May 1253

Twelve-year-old Rosamond Marshal clung to Eleanor de Montfort's hand as her guardian led her into Kenilworth's library. The young girl was dressed in a plain gray mourning gown, and her face was as pale as the linen head-cloth that covered her fair hair. Her eyes appeared to be too large for her small face, and she looked at the people in the room as if she did not really see them. Rosamond was in shock. Three days ago, her brother Giles, who had been all of fourteen years of age, had been killed in a jousting accident.

When Rosamond felt Lady Eleanor squeeze her hand, she sank into a curtsy before King Henry, who was her royal guardian's brother. Lady Eleanor's husband, Simon de Montfort, was standing beside the king, and Prince Edward, the fifteen-year-old heir to the throne, waited to one side with his friend Rodger de Leyburn.

The official document that would betroth Lady Rosamond Marshal to Sir Rodger de Leyburn lay on the oak table awaiting only the signatures of those present in Kenilworth's library. Lady Eleanor picked up the quill pen, dipped it into the inkwell, and handed it to Rosamond. “Sign here, my dear.”

Without even glancing at the youth to whom they were betrothing her, the royal ward took the pen and signed the document as if she were in a trance. She had withdrawn to a place deep inside of herself in order to escape the unbearable pain caused by her brother's death. Because the young heiress was now alone in the world, everyone had thought it best to betroth her to a suitable husband. Rosamond went through the motions of the betrothal, accepting her guardians' decision without question.

Prince Edward nudged his friend's shoulder, and Rodger de Leyburn stepped up to the oak table and added his bold signature to the betrothal document. He was darkly attractive and his green eyes held a serious look that befitted the solemn occasion. De Leyburn's manner showed that he was perfectly willing to betroth Rosamond Marshal, yet he did not appear to be eager. Then the king, the prince, and the de Montforts affixed their signatures to make it official. Lady Eleanor and Rosamond were the first to leave, and when the library door closed behind them, Edward turned to his friend and said, “Rodger, you won't regret this; Rosamond Marshal is a great marriage prize.”

The young heiress most certainly was a sought-after prize. King Henry had wanted Rosamond for his foreign half-brother's son, Geoffrey of Valence. But Simon de Montfort had told the king bluntly that the barons would be up in arms if one more English heiress was given to a foreigner. Simon had made it plain that the barons were sick and tired of their king squandering money, land, and castles on his foreign relatives. So Henry had grudgingly allowed his son Edward to choose Rosamond Marshal's future husband.

For the next five years, King Henry willfully ignored the growing anger of the barons. He appointed foreigners to high office and called Parliament only when he was in dire straits for money, making promises he had no intention of keeping. Finally, the barons had had enough. Choosing Simon de Montfort as their leader, they issued King Henry an ultimatum: Either he transferred the authority to govern to a council of leading English peers, or there would be civil war.

King Henry immediately turned submissive and signed the Provisions of Oxford, which laid out the barons' demands. The king's half-brothers, who had been living in luxury, fled back to the Continent, and the barons believed they had saved England from ruin. Flush with their victory at Oxford, the Marcher barons left to subdue an uprising in Wales. Prince Edward, now twenty and newly returned from Gascony joined the campaign, and Henry of England took himself across the Channel to sign a treaty with Louis of France over disputed provinces. But at the first opportunity, Henry intended to take a major step toward reasserting his authority at home—he would ask the Pope to absolve him from his oath to uphold the Provisions of Oxford. He would show the barons who ruled England. The king, and the king alone!




ONE

Kenilworth Castle
November 1258

A wave of stark terror swept over Rosamond Marshal, snatching her breath away. She began to run the moment she saw the dark horse and rider, knowing instinctively they would pursue her. Relentlessly! The rider was faceless. All she knew was that he was dark, but it was the horse she feared most. It was huge, black, and terrifying.

An icy shiver slithered down her spine. Her pale golden hair tumbled wildly about her shoulders as she pulled her skirts high, baring long, slim legs, in a desperate attempt to escape being trampled by the cruel hooves. Her lungs felt as if they would burst as she gasped for just one more breath that would carry her to safety. Her pulse hammered inside her eardrums, deafening her as she turned to look over her shoulder. Rosamond's eyes widened in horror and a scream was torn from her throat as she saw the black forelegs rise above her, then helplessly she tumbled beneath the murderous hooves.

Rosamond's eyes flew open. Slowly, she became aware of her surroundings. She was lying in her bed, her hair a wild tangle, her night rail twisted about her body so that her long legs were bared. Heaving a ragged sigh of relief, she sat up.

“Whatever is amiss, Rosamond?” Demoiselle de Montfort asked, throwing back her covers and padding barefoot across the spacious bedchamber they shared at Kenilworth Castle.

Rosamond tossed back her hair in a gesture of dismissal to reassure her young friend. “It was nothing, Demi.”

“But you screamed,” the young, dark-haired girl insisted. “Was it the old nightmare come back to haunt you?”

“No, of course not,” Rosamond said. She was seventeen, almost three years older than the Demoiselle, as everyone affectionately called young Eleanor de Montfort. The unusual nickname had been given to her by a French nursemaid because mother and daughter had the same name. Rosamond was determined not to alarm her friend. She laughed with bravado. “It would take more than a bad dream to frighten me.”

“Could we have a light?” The Demoiselle had always been afraid of total darkness, which was why Rosamond shared her chamber, high in the Lady Tower.

“I'm so sorry I disturbed you, Demi.” She lit the square, scented candle in its metal stand and tucked the Demoiselle back into bed. Back in her own bed, Rosamond offered a silent prayer of thanks that she was safe and secure at Kenilworth. Located in the midland county of Warwickshire, eighty miles from London, the castle was her haven, her refuge, where she felt protected from the harsh world. Rosamond watched the shadows flicker upon the wall. She hadn't had the trampling dream in a long time and had hoped she was free of it, but apparently she was not completely free. Though Rosamond knew what caused it, she never spoke of it anymore.

Because her parents had both died while she and her brother Giles were children, they had become royal wards. Since Giles was the same age as Prince Edward Plantagenet, he had joined the prince's household, becoming one of a dozen noble youths who were Edward's companions. Rosamond, however, had joined the household of the king's sister, Eleanor de Montfort, Countess of Leicester, because Rosamond was the niece of the late William Marshal, who had been Princess Eleanor's first husband.

The brother and sister had seen each other often because Simon de Montfort, Earl of Leicester, was Prince Edward's godfather, and the young noblemen received their military training from the great warlord, reputed to be the ablest warrior in Christendom. By the time he was fifteen, Lord Edward, as the heir to the throne was called, had towered head and shoulders over the other men of the court. His companions were all high-spirited youths, guilty of excesses. Some of them were his cousins from Provence and Lusignan, who thought themselves above curbs and restraints.

Though King Henry had forbidden them to joust, Lord Edward and his companions had ridden over to Ware to take part in a tournament. That was the fateful day that Giles Marshal had lost his life in a jousting accident. Because Rosamond was only twelve at the time, the gory details had been kept from her, but she had heard whispers of the half-wild charger that had trampled his body. At first the nightmares had come every night, but with time, they had become less frequent, and she had been free of them for almost two years.

Rosamond remembered the months following the accident, how everyone had been kind to her. Giles's companions, led by Lord Edward, had been soberly contrite and extremely solicitous. Because she was all alone in the world, several had sought her hand in marriage, and at Lord Edward's insistence she had been betrothed to his dearest friend, Rodger de Leyburn, who held the coveted post of royal steward in the prince's household. Yet Rosamond could not help feeling a secret resentment toward Edward and his high-spirited companions.

Rosamond sighed. It had happened five years ago, yet still she thought of the prince and his friends as arrogant, lawless, spoiled young devils! And it was true. They had all been wild and courted trouble with a vengeance. She thought of the Demoiselle's older brothers, Henry and Simon de Montfort, who had been Lord Edward's first companions. They were no different. All they thought of were weapons and horses and tumbling the maidservants.

Her thoughts inevitably drifted to a more worthy knight, Sir Rickard de Burgh. He was the son of the wealthy and noble Falcon de Burgh, Lord of Connaught. Sir Rickard was a twin, and reputed to possess the mystic gift of seeing into the future. He was a mature man of middle years, not a dissolute youth, but maturity only enhanced his rugged good looks. His thick black hair had a distinguished touch of gray at the temples, and his brilliant green eyes had attractive laugh-lines at their corners. His voice, so low and melodious with its Irish lilt, had insinuated itself into Rosamond's heart the first time she heard it, and it made her sigh whenever he spoke.

To Rosamond, Sir Rickard de Burgh was everything that was honorable and chivalrous, for he had pledged himself to serve and guard Princess Eleanor Plantagenet when she was tragically widowed by William Marshal's untimely death. It was rumored that he remained unwed because no lady had yet touched his heart. Rosamond secretly daydreamed that perhaps she would be the one he would honor with his favor. Her pulse fluttered at the mere thought of Lady de Montfort's knight-errant. Her maiden's heart overflowed with awe and admiration for the handsome Irish warrior.

In the morning, Rosamond forgot about the dream as she and Demi dressed and learned from their tiring-women that Earl Simon had returned from Wales with a large group of knights. As she saw the joy transform her friend's face, banishing the worry Demi experienced whenever her father went on campaign, Rosamond was thankful she no longer had to live with such paralyzing fear. To love someone and lose them was the worst thing that could happen in this world.

The Demoiselle was eager to see her father, and Rosamond blushed, hoping that Sir Rickard de Burgh also had returned and not tarried in Wales at one of his castles. The girls spurned the head veils held out by their tiring-women, and like two hoydens, picked up their skirts and raced from the ladies' quarters of the castle down to the Great Hall.

Kenilworth was like a royal court in its size and importance. The household was a hive of activity, with Eleanor de Montfort, Countess of Leicester, presiding over it like a queen bee. She was the sister of King Henry of England, but she took as much pride in the title her husband had given her as she did in the title of princess. Though Eleanor now had grown children, she was still a beautiful woman. She was vividly dark, and far too vain to allow her hair to turn gray. These days, however, she wore her hair up, fastening the curls with jeweled pins or braiding it into a regal coronet to enhance her small, five-foot stature. She wore cosmetics, painting her mouth with lip rouge, and using kohl to outline her startling amethyst-colored eyes and to darken her lashes.

Eleanor prided herself on her slim figure. Her waist was almost as tiny as it had been before she had given birth to her children, and the necklines of her gowns were always cut to show off her beautiful breasts. Pride of blood showed in her every gesture. Eleanor was a vibrant woman who loved to laugh almost as much as she loved clothes and jewels. She was both a princess and a countess down to her fingertips. Her husband not only adored her, but also trusted her implicitly.

When Simon spied his daughter, he swooped her up in his massive arms and swung her about. “Can this young lady possibly be my little girl? Demoiselle, you have grown into a woman in the months I've been gone. You rival your mother in beauty; I just hope and pray you are neither as willful nor as wicked as she.” Simon's dark eyes found Eleanor's and gazed into them for a moment, deliberately reminding her of the passion they had shared when he'd arrived home in the middle of the night. Though he was in his fifties, Simon was still an extremely virile man, with a commanding presence. He had a soldier's body; the muscles on his six-foot, four-inch frame were well honed from the rigors of the Welsh campaign. Simon de Montfort also had a supreme air of confidence that drew younger men like a lodestone.

His daughter dimpled with delight and gave him an affectionate kiss of greeting. “The castle felt empty without you, Father.”

“It is filling up by the hour as the men return from Wales. No doubt it will burst at the seams when your cousin Edward arrives.”

“Lord Edward is coming?” Countess Eleanor raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow at her husband. Her brother King Henry and Simon de Montfort were almost enemies.

“I am Edward's godfather, Eleanor. Just because his father and I disagree on every conceivable matter doesn't mean that Edward and I cannot be friends.”

“I agree, darling. You have been a wonderful influence on him. My nephew Edward will make a magnificent king. I warrant he will put both his father and grandfather in the shade when it is his turn to rule.”

“In spite of their reputations as hell-raisers and carousers, he and his young nobles acquitted themselves well in the Welsh campaign.”

“Such wild boys!” Eleanor said indulgently.

“Boys no longer … they are men, make no mistake.”

Rosamond rolled her eyes ceilingward and Demi giggled as they imagined the spoiled boys parading about like men. In truth, Rosamond found it hard to picture them at all, for a month after her betrothal, the royal family had traveled to Spain, where Prince Edward, heir to the throne, was married to ten-year-old Eleanora of Castile. The political marriage had taken place to ensure peace between England and Spain, and immediately after the ceremony, Lord Edward and his nobles had ridden to Gascony where he had been installed as ruler. When he returned to England at twenty Lord Edward had his own household at Windsor, which had been especially built for him. Rumor had it that the young nobles, influenced by continental ideas, were wilder than ever. Edward now commanded a large troop of young Gascons and was so eager for military action, it had been impossible to keep him from the campaign in Wales.

As the two friends broke their fast, Demi confided, “I don't remember much about Edward except that his hair was flaxen and everyone called him Longshanks because he was so tall.”

Rosamond's glance, which had been searching the hall for a glimpse of one particular knight, came to rest on Demi's pretty face. “That's because it has been five years since we've seen him … thank the Lord!”

Demi laughed at her friend's irreverence. “I can't remember any of the young men in his household.”

“How very fortunate for you,” Rosamond teased. “They were a pack of uncivilized beasts, forever fighting and trading blows with each other. The only one I could tolerate was Harry of Almaine, and that's because his mother was Isabella Marshal and he's my second cousin.”

“What about Rodger de Leyburn?” Demi asked avidly.

“What about him?” Rosamond shrugged a pretty shoulder to show her complete indifference.

“He's your betrothed!”

“Not for long! I'll soon rid myself of the ugly devil,” Rosamond said lightly, licking honey from her fingers.

“Is he truly ugly?” Demi asked with compassion.

Rosamond's throaty laugh bubbled forth. “He left such an indelible impression upon me, I don't remember.”

The girls finished their breakfast and hurried off to their first lesson of the day. Eleanor de Montfort was a stickler for learning and would not excuse the Demoiselle from her lessons simply because her father had returned. They studied languages with Brother Adam, a learned Franciscan who had helped compile the library at Kenilworth. Both young ladies were fluent in French, and Rosamond had recently developed a flair for Spanish, while Demi preferred to learn the Welsh tongue. They also studied history and government, as well as music and art.

Along with this liberal education, each was preparing to become the proficient chatelaine of her own castle. They learned how to run a kitchen, a laundry, a stillroom, and a household of servants. They learned how to make herbal cures from the nuns of St. Bride's and were taught to stitch, cauterize, and dress the wounds of men-at-arms in case bloody action became necessary in times of emergency.

On top of all this knowledge, Rosamond had acquired something far more valuable. She had acquired a measure of self-confidence and was no longer the vulnerable, insecure child she had once been. Because she revered Princess Eleanor, Lady de Montfort had become her role model. She imitated the magnificent woman's sparkling wit, her full-bodied laugh, her exquisite clothes, and her regal demeanor. Eleanor could swear a blue streak with the stable boys or freeze the Queen of England with a haughty stare, and Rosamond Marshal was fast becoming the same sort of vibrant woman as the Countess of Leicester.

    The next morning, Rosamond chose a lavender gown whose shade matched the color of her eyes. It was richly embroidered with delicate seed pearls on its sleeves and square-cut neckline. Her beautiful clothes not only gave her pleasure, they also lent her a great deal of confidence. She picked up the journal she was compiling on the medicinal properties of herbs and plants, and hurried to the stillroom, where she had been secretly experimenting with bayberries versus bay leaves to ease the pain and length of labor in childbirth.

The nuns had been outraged when they discovered Rosamond reading a medical journal from Cordoba, Spain, the world's undisputed center of medicine. It not only contained information on the painkilling properties of plants, but listed herbs that prevented conception, such as dragonwort. The nuns lectured that herbal remedies to ease pain should be reserved for men who received wounds in battle. Rosamond vigorously argued that from what she had seen, the pain of childbirth was so great, it was quite reasonable to use herbs to relieve it. The nuns, however, insisted it was natural pain, which should, indeed must, be endured, and Rosamond lost the argument. Undaunted, she continued to distill her syrups surreptitiously, providing the women of Kenilworth with the soothing concoctions that were much in demand.

Rosamond set down her herbal book to examine the bayberries she had gathered and hung in bunches to preserve them. She was pleased that they were not rotting, but drying nicely as she had hoped. She made a note in her journal and moved on to a new perfume she was creating. She had blended rose petals and apricot blossoms and mixed in a little almond oil. The fragrance pleased her, so she dabbed a little between her breasts and then on a sudden impulse decided to climb to the castle ramparts to view the men-at-arms still streaming into Kenilworth.

Water had been dammed from the River Avon to create a mere around the outer walls of the castle, and the only entrance was over an earthen causeway and through the portcullis. The morning sun glistened on the water, and Rosamond thought it the most beautiful place on earth. Her heart sang with happiness that the fighting was finished. She shaded her eyes, trying to identify the devices on the fluttering pennons, but from this distance the flags and the men all looked alike, so she left the ramparts, curbing her impatience to catch a glimpse of Sir Rickard de Burgh.

She had made herself late for her lesson with Brother Adam, so she hurried along an upper passageway that led to a stone staircase descending to the library. Suddenly, about thirty feet ahead of her, she spied Sir Rickard de Burgh. Delighted to find him right in front of her, walking down the same passageway, Rosamond quickened her steps and breathlessly called, “Sir Rickard.”

When he did not turn around, she realized he hadn't heard her. She hesitated for a second, wondering if she was doing the right thing. What harm is there in welcoming him back to Kenilworth? she asked herself as she closed the distance between them. “Sir Rickard?” she repeated.

He turned and Rosamond's heart hammered as she saw the wide mail-clad shoulders, the jet black hair, and the green eyes. But these green eyes were not the ones she had expected to see. The expression in them was so bold, she gasped in protest, “You are not Sir Rickard!”

“Alas, I am not.” The man openly assessed her, his green gaze sweeping over her, lingering on hair that flowed about her like pale golden honey. Her eyes were neither blue nor purple, but some unique shade in between, and her generously shaped mouth looked equally capable of laughter or a sensual pout. Her breasts were high and thrust impudently from the neckline of her expensive gown, and beneath that gown he imagined legs as long as a colt's. He couldn't help but smile at her. “Will I do in his stead, chérie?”

Rosamond stiffened and froze him with a haughty stare. “Indeed you will not!” Inexplicably, she was furious at the resemblance between this insolent devil and the honorable knight of whom she daydreamed. “How dare you look at me in such a bold fashion?”

His eyes filled with amusement. “I was but paying homage to your beauty, chérie.”

“Indeed you were not! You looked at me as if—”

“As if I'd like to bed you? Such conceit. You are obviously an ice maiden in need of a thawing. I'm on my way to the baths, if you'd care to join me. A plunge in hot water might be just the cure.”

Rosamond drew back her hand with every intent to slap the dark insolent expression off his face, but quick as mercury he captured her fingers and drew them to his lips. “Mmm, apricots and almonds… good enough to eat.” His white teeth flashed as if he would bite her.

“Unhand me, you uncouth knave, or I shall scream!”

“In hope that the worthy Sir Rickard will come running to your rescue?” he asked mockingly.

Rosamond's temper exploded. “You bastard, I need no man to rescue me.” Swiftly she brought her knee up between his legs and made contact with the codpiece that protected his genitals.

Just the thought of the damage she could have done him lit a fierce green flame in his eyes.

Rosamond gave him her sweetest smile, then her eyes slid down his body to the apex of his legs. “A plunge in hot water might be just the cure.”

Stormy green eyes watched her descend the stone steps. “Just wait, my beautiful little witch, we have a score to settle.” He shook his head, both angered and impressed by the girl's fighting spirit, then suddenly he laughed, his good nature restored.

    In the late afternoon it was the custom at Kenilworth for the females to gather in the solar. The countess had a wardrobe mistress and a dozen sewing women, but all of the tiring-women were proficient with a needle and could embroider a sleeve or repair a tapestry, and many of the younger maids were given lessons. It was an enjoyable part of their day, where the women of the castle could socialize and exchange gossip.

When Rosamond arrived, the women's excitement was palpable in the air. She soon learned that the heir to the throne had arrived, and by their description Lord Edward was nothing less than a golden god. His companions were so overwhelmingly handsome and charming that a squabble had broken out among the bathhouse women over who would attend them.

All eyes swung to Bertha, a strapping young matron in charge of the bathhouse, for confirmation. Bertha couldn't wait to embellish the tale. “Lord Edward called one of the men Dick and the other Rod—never have names been more fitting!”

The corners of Rosamond's mouth rose in a smile. “Surely the measure of a man should be his intellect?” she said.

Her tiring-woman, Nan, winked. “I prefer brawn over brains any night of the week. Come, my lamb, it is time for you to dress. You must look your best tonight in the hall.”

When Rosamond entered her chamber, the Demoiselle was already dressed in her new deep red gown. The sleeves of her white silk underdress were embroidered with garnets to complement the gown and set off her dark coloring. She pirouetted before Rosamond. “Mother wants me at her side tonight; I must hurry.”

“That's because she wants to show you off! You look absolutely lovely; don't forget to make a grand entrance.” At fourteen, the Demoiselle was quickly learning her female power.

Rosamond knew that every woman at Kenilworth would be adorned in her finest attire tonight, and she decided to wear her peacock blue velvet, which had a small train in the very latest fashion. Nan brushed Rosamond's long golden hair until it crackled, then held back the curling tendrils with a silver circlet studded with aquamarines.

The sound of voices from the Great Hall could be heard the moment Rosamond left the ladies' quarters. At the entrance, Nan left her to join the other servants, who sat below the salt. Even in that crowd, it didn't take Rosamond more than a moment to pick out the royal heir to the throne. Conversing with Lady Eleanor, who was dressed in royal purple, and the Demoiselle, Lord Edward dwarfed the two beautiful dark-haired females.

Rosamond was astonished at the prince's appearance. He was resplendent in a crimson tabard embroidered with three golden lions, while soft leather boots encased his long shanks, but it was not his stylish clothes that astonished her; it was the man he had become. No longer a lanky youth, he had a man's muscular torso and wide shoulders. Above a close-cropped golden beard were brilliant blue eyes, burning with zeal and a passion for life.

When Eleanor spied her ward, she beckoned to her, and as Rosamond approached Lord Edward, she sensed his immense energy. Lady de Montfort reintroduced them. “Believe it or not, this is Rosamond Marshal.”

As she went down in a curtsy, Edward stared at her in amazement. “Splendor of God, the rose has bloomed!” He reached down, took possession of her hands, and lifted her to her feet. “What happened to the grubby urchin who cursed the stableboys?”

“I still curse when the occasion demands it, my lord Edward, and may I say your own transformation is nothing short of miraculous.”

Eleanor threw back her head and laughed. “Indeed, he is splendid enough to revive the belief in the godlike origin of kings.”

“No wonder Simon adores you, it is your silver tongue.” Edward slipped his arm about Rosamond's waist. “May I steal her for a moment?”

As he led her down the long hall, all eyes were upon them. “I cannot wait to see the look on his face when he first lays eyes on you.”

“Who?”

“Rod.”

An unbidden picture of the man the bathhouse matron had described brought a blush to her cheek. A small knot of people who were gathered about Simon de Montfort stepped aside as Lord Edward approached. Rosamond stiffened when she saw the man deep in conversation with Earl Simon; she might have known the green-eyed devil she'd encountered earlier in the day was the Rod who had set the maids atwitter.

“Rosamond Marshal, it gives me the greatest pleasure in the world to reacquaint you with your betrothed, Sir Rodger de Leyburn.”

They stared at each other in stunned disbelief. Rosamond saw him recover from the shock before she did. The look on his face told her the news pleased him greatly. He looked like a man who had just discovered a pearl inside an oyster shell. She knew her behavior was gauche, but she couldn't stop staring at him. He was almost as tall as Lord Edward and Earl Simon. He too was elegantly garbed in continental fashion. He wore an emerald green tabard emblazoned with a golden eagle. Below it his long, muscular legs were encased in soft leather thigh-high boots.

Rosamond stood mutely as he bowed, then reached for her hand and drew it to his lips. His green eyes shot her a look of triumph and once again his white teeth flashed as if he would bite her. “My lady, I am enchanted.”

The bold devil was mocking her, and she felt an urge to wipe the smug look from his dark face. “Betrothed? No, no, I wouldn't dream of holding Sir Rodger to a chivalrous gesture he made five years ago to comfort a distraught child.”

His green eyes narrowed; his powerful fingers tightened possessively on her hand. “My lady, I am honor-bound.”

“My lord, I release you!” Rosamond snatched back her hand and kicked her train behind her in a gesture that lent finality to her words.

Lord Edward's laughter rolled over her. “The wench is toying with us, Rod. She knows this match pleases me.”

Rosamond felt thwarted and cast a desperate look at Earl Simon, who remained silent, much to her annoyance. Knowing she could not stand and argue with the royal prince, she did the next best thing. “My lords, will you kindly excuse me? I must find my cousin Harry; I have neglected him shamefully.”

“We will excuse you for the moment, Rosamond, but later you will join us on the dais for supper.” It was a royal order.

She did her best to decline. “I should dine with Harry.”

“You forget, our cousin Harry of Almaine is royal too. He'll be up on the dais with me.”

Rosamond knew better than to pit her will against Edward's; he always got what he wanted. Seething inside, she sank into a curtsy and murmured, “Until later, then.”


TWO

At the first opportunity, Simon de Montfort took Rodger de Leyburn aside. Rod had hero-worshipped Earl Simon since he was a boy. The earl was a magnetic figure who had earned the reputation of being the greatest warrior in Europe. He appealed to young men's idealism with his unswerving devotion to a cause. Compared with the weak and feckless King Henry, Earl Simon was a knight in shining armor. The barons had chosen him for their leader, and even nobles who had been royalist, such as Richard de Clare, Earl of Gloucester, had recently switched their allegiance to Simon de Montfort.

“Thank you, Rod, for persuading Edward to visit Kenilworth.”

“He seeks your guidance, my lord earl. He has a natural military instinct and more energy than any man I've ever known. You have taught him to be a great soldier, and if he will but listen, you will teach him to be a great king.”

“If he commits to the right course and is steadfast, Edward has it in him to be England's greatest king.”

Rod smiled. “He allows nothing to stand in his way; he is fanatical about achieving whatever goal he sets himself.”

“Which is, of course, the only way to succeed.” Simon's black eyes examined de Leyburn's face. “I suspect you are much alike.”

Rod glanced at Simon warily. “Does my determination to wed Rosamond Marshal offend you, my lord?”

“Good God, no, I find no fault with a man ambitious enough to wed an heiress; I did it myself. Rosamond Marshal is a great marriage prize. She will bring you two estates, whose income should increase steadily. I heartily congratulate you.”

“Thank you, my lord earl.”

“Are you and Rosamond planning to wed soon?”

“I would marry her tomorrow, if she were willing, but I believe Rosamond needs a little more persuading. Certainly I should like to make her my wife before we return to London.”

“With King Henry away in France, it is wise that Lord Edward return to the capital. As heir to the throne, it would be politic for Edward to get to know the Council of Fifteen appointed by the Provisions of Oxford, before Parliament opens.”

Rod knew a political struggle loomed between de Montfort and King Henry, and it was obvious to him that Simon wanted Lord Edward on his side in the coming conflict. “Lord Edward is a shrewd man; he can always be counted upon to act wisely.”

“Your intense loyalty to Edward is to be commended.”

“Thank you, my lord earl.”

    Rosamond found her cousin Harry paying his respects to his aunt Eleanor de Montfort. She felt relieved that he looked much the same as she remembered. Compared with his cousin Edward, who was so physically mature, Harry's rosy cheeks and chestnut curls made him look youthful in the extreme. Rosamond knew he resembled his mother, Isabella, but she was careful not to stir painful memories by telling him so, for lovely Isabella Marshal was dead. His father, Richard of Cornwall, the brother of King Henry, was now remarried to a foreign princess.

“Harry! Thank heavens the fighting is over and you are safe.”

“What rubbish! I am a soldier; I enjoy fighting. I now lead my own troop of men from Cornwall. There is nothing like a Welsh campaign to turn adolescents into men. Have you seen Edward?”

“Yes, he is greatly changed, but not nearly so much as Rodger de Leyburn … I did not know him!”

“Rod is two years older than Edward. He came to manhood before the rest of us. The ladies are mad for him, cannot resist that dark, dangerous face.”

“ I can resist him! He is paying unwanted attention to me, and I need you beside me at supper to make him keep his distance.”

“You must be daft in the head, Rosamond. Everyone loves Rod; he makes friends easier than any man I've ever met. He has qualities that make others genuinely like him. He's Edward's favorite and the undisputed leader of the bachelor knights. You should consider yourself lucky to receive his attentions.”

“Well, I do not. In fact I wish to end the betrothal.”

“Has a maggot eaten your brain? He can have any woman he desires; he doesn't have to settle for you, Rosamond.”

“Settle for me?” She lifted her chin and kicked at her train. “Harry, you still have a very blunt tongue. I should box your bloody ears.”

He grinned boyishly. “Ah, but you need me at supper.”

Richard de Clare, Earl of Gloucester, clapped Harry on the shoulder. “Behave yourself, little brother, I've got my eye on you!” Richard was Isabella Marshal's eldest son from her first marriage, to Gilbert de Clare. Harry was her son by her second husband, the king's brother, Richard of Cornwall. Richard de Clare was twelve years older than Harry, and though both had inherited their mother's fair complexion, Richard had florid cheeks that quickly turned even redder whenever his famous temper flared out of control.

“Richard!” Rosamond gave him a kiss of welcome. “I had no idea you were here; I expected you would ride straight to Gloucester.”

“I am here to demonstrate my support for Simon. More nobles will ride in every day, and the names of those gathered at Kenilworth will be reported to the king. If he sees that we are solidly united against him, he will not dare make trouble.”

Rosamond's sparkling eyes clouded. Why couldn't everyone live in peace? One fight was barely settled before they were discussing the next. Her brows drew together. If Earl Simon and the king were again drawing up sides, what the devil was the king's son doing at Kenilworth? It was inconceivable that Edward would turn against his father. It occurred to Rosamond that Lord Edward and his men could be spying. Then it came to her that perhaps that was exactly what Earl Simon wanted them to do. He was far too clever and seasoned to allow a pack of arrogant young wolves to outwit him.

Suddenly, Rosamond's hopes soared. If lines were being drawn between the earl and King Henry, then surely Simon and Eleanor de Montfort would not allow their ward to marry Rodger de Leyburn, who would be in the enemy camp.

With a sense of relief and a renewed confidence that her betrothal would be broken, Rosamond placed her hand on her cousin Harry's arm and allowed him to lead her up onto the dais. When de Leyburn greeted her with a bow and held a chair for her, Rosamond walked past him as if he were invisible.

Harry led her to Lord Edward's side, intending to seat Rosamond between the prince and himself, when suddenly he caught an unmistakable look of royal disapproval. Harry did an immediate about-face. “Rod, would you take my seat next to Rosamond? I see my brother Gloucester summoning me.”

“Be damned to you, Harry,” she hissed, chagrined that he put loyalty to his friends before her.

Edward's blue eyes glittered with amusement. “You may have the airs of a lady, but you still have that blunt Marshal tongue.” He winked at his friend. “Rod, it seems you will have your work cut out for you, trying to curb her. I don't envy you.”

“I wager every other man in the hall envies me, my lord.” His words were gallant, but the devilish gleam in his green eyes told her plainly he would relish the challenge of bringing her to heel.

“A spirited young filly needs a strong hand and a touch of the spurs,” Edward teased unmercifully.

“And unruly young stallions are in need of the horse whip,” Rosamond retorted.

“Touché! My lord, the lady has wit.” Rod's mouth curved with appreciation. He gestured to his squire, Griffin, to pour them wine, then he lifted his goblet to salute her.

Rosamond sipped her own wine, then ran the tip of her tongue over her lips. “Nay, it simply passes for wit when I banter with those who are witless.”

“She must mean you, Rod; to call a prince of the realm witless would be tantamount to treason.” Clearly, Edward was enjoying himself.

Rodger smiled into her eyes. “Very likely I was witless when last we met. I was only seventeen.”

She was seventeen! Was the damned fellow insulting her? “I don't recall anything about you. What do you remember about me?” she asked pointedly.

His mouth curved. “You trailed about with the dogs, wading in the mere, looking very bedraggled. When Harry called you a drowned rat, you pelted all of us with stones.”

“Cursing like a demon,” Edward added.

Rosamond blushed at the picture they painted of her. “If my manners were so appalling, then it must have been my manors that you found so appealing.” She had the satisfaction of seeing Rodger de Leyburn stiffen at her insinuation.

The smile also left Edward's face. “What the devil are you getting at?”

She continued heedlessly. “Why did he offer for me? There is only one answer: because I am an heiress,” she said bluntly.

“No, Rosamond, you are quite mistaken,” the prince retorted, his voice sharp with annoyance. “He offered for you because I asked him to. It was an arrangement that pleased everyone. The barons were forever screaming about our heiresses being given to foreigners, so I made sure you went to an Englishman.”

Her lashes fluttered to her cheeks in dismay at Edward's annoyance. She had brought this humiliation upon herself. It was her cursed insecurity raising its ugly head. A sense of inadequacy had dogged her since childhood. Losing her parents and brother had made her feel unworthy of a family and somehow undeserving of love. Suddenly, Rosamond felt her hand being covered by another. Its comforting warmth seeped into her.

“You were a prize beyond belief. It was my great honor to betroth a lady from the noble Marshal family.”

Was Rodger de Leyburn sincere or was he mocking her? she wondered wildly. At least his words had restored the prince's good humor; Rosamond saw that Edward was once more grinning.

“I am the only married man among my bachelor knights; it is time that I had company,” the prince said.

“But you are married in name only,” Rosamond pointed out bluntly. She felt de Leyburn squeeze her fingers in warning.

“Not for much longer. Eleanora of Castile will soon be sixteen. Elegant quarters have been especially designed for her at Windsor.”

“Do you even remember her, my lord?” Rosamond challenged.

“I certainly remember the splendid entertainments at the wedding in Castile—the vivid colors of the costumes. The tournaments they held were spectacular. I was knighted by King Alphonso and gifted with a magnificent Spanish charger. It served me well in the jousting; I unseated every challenger.”

At the mention of jousting, Rosamond snatched back her hand. “Well, the horse made a lasting impression, if the bride did not,” she said with exquisite sarcasm.

Lord Edward was distracted from the conversation by the presentation of the dessert, which Lady Eleanor had arranged in his honor. A dozen huge plum puddings, floating in syllabub, were brought in on silver salvers. A lit torch was touched to each, setting them ablaze, then they were carried around the hall as the flames turned to blue fire. Musicians followed, playing the beautiful, haunting melodies of Wales to celebrate the success of the recent campaign.

Rodger de Leyburn was acutely aware of the young female who sat beside him. He studied her lovely profile in the flickering blue light and could only guess at her thoughts. The gods must surely have been smiling upon him the day he betrothed the unremarkable twelve-year-old. Edward had arranged the match for him as a reward because the Marshal girl was an heiress. Who could have known she would turn into a cool beauty with a hot temper—an utterly tantalizing woman? He knew she wanted nothing to do with him and would do her utmost to end the betrothal. But what she wanted made not the slightest difference to him. Now that he had seen her, he intended to have her. And sooner rather than later.

His glance moved over to the prince's profile. What Earl Simon said was true: he and Edward were much alike. They were both cursed with insatiable ambition. That was the reason for their deep friendship, that and the fact that they knew each other's secrets, and would keep them at any cost.

At any cost… the words echoed in his mind as he glanced about the hall, counting the men who would let nothing stand in their way to achieve a goal. How many were prepared to do anything or sacrifice anyone? There were only two. Simon de Montfort and Edward Plantagenet. What of himself? he wondered. In the dark depths of his soul he suspected that his own name would raise the count to three. He had already committed most of the seven deadly sins in his twenty-two years. He was guilty of all but sloth. That had been his father's sin, and because of it his family had been reduced to grinding poverty. Thank God his uncle had ambition. Through his influence at court, he had secured his nephew an appointment as page and told Rodger his future was in his own hands. Rod looked down at those hands now and he smiled. There was no way he was going to let Rosamond Marshal slip through his fingers.

The talk of marriage unsettled Rosamond, and the moment the servitors began to clear the tables, she made her escape. The Demoiselle joined her, filled with breathless curiosity. “Oh, Rosamond, he is so handsome! What did he say to you?”

“Lord Edward?” Rosamond teased.

“No, silly, Rodger de Leyburn.”

“You think him handsome?”

“Oh yes. Tall, dark men are so compelling. When I looked up into those green eyes, I went weak at the knees and felt my heart turn over. What about you?”

“Yes, he had a similar effect on me … I felt my stomach turn over.”

Demi laughed. “Oh, Rosamond, you are so bad.”

“I know. I deliberately accused him of betrothing me because I am an heiress.”

“But that is the only reason any of us receive offers of marriage. The daughters of noble families are not married for love. Is that what you secretly long for, Rosamond?”

“Love?” Rosamond scoffed. “That's the last thing I want!” She had lost everyone she had ever loved. She would never let herself care so deeply about anyone ever again. “I shan't sit with him tomorrow night,” she vowed fiercely. “I shall find some way to break off this accursed betrothal. He is obviously a determined devil, but if he thinks I will wed him and hand over my dowry, he is doomed to disappointment!”

    Simon and Eleanor's apartments were high in Kenilworth's great Caesar Tower. After the banquet, when he climbed the stairs and opened the door to their private sanctuary, he saw that his wife had lit scented candles and placed them on the hearth before the crackling fire.

Simon's blood began to throb with anticipation. He knew that Eleanor liked the warmth of a fire in their bedchamber so that she could walk about nude. He felt his pulse beating heavily in his throat, and in his groin, as Eleanor came through the adjoining door. She had removed her jewels and gown, but still wore her shift and stockings, so that he could finish undressing her. He opened his arms and she ran to him eagerly.

“Welcome home, Sim.” She used the diminutive of his name, as she always did when they made love.

He enfolded her against his heart and murmured, “You make my life complete.” Then he held her at arm's length to gaze down at her. He dipped his head and kissed her closed eyelids, amazed after all these years that his need for her was as great as it had been when he had persuaded her to wed him secretly. “Have you any idea how much I missed you?”

“Of course! You showed me when you arrived home in the middle of the night. Now it's my turn to show you.” Her tone was deliberately teasing to mask the intensity of her emotions. Whenever Simon rode off to war, she was afraid she would never see him again. Over the years, she had schooled herself never to show him her fear. How could he believe in his own invincibility if she doubted him?

She clung to her beloved fiercely, knowing deep in her soul that one day he would not ride home in victory. She pushed the thought away and laughed up at him. “I always forget how big you are.”

“Let me refresh your memory,” he said with a suggestive smile, pressing his arousal against her soft belly.

“Not just there,” she said, laughing, “everywhere.”

His hands were impatient as they removed her shift and then, one by one, her hose. “Walk about for me,” he urged.

Eleanor took the pins from her hair and let it fall about her, cloaking her body. Then, prideful as a cat, she walked across the chamber to the far corner. Though she was over forty, she knew that in Simon's eyes, she would remain forever young, forever beautiful.

He undressed and followed her, unable to resist the tempting invitation of her body.

“Carry me to bed,” she whispered, and when he swept her up in his powerful arms, she exulted in his strength and his passion. When he was away on campaign, she had to be strong, but now that he was here with her in the big bed, she could be soft, and clinging, and feminine. The things he did to her made her deliciously weak. His hands sought out all of her body's sensitive places and touched them intimately; he knew exactly how to arouse her with his fingers and his mouth, and she reveled in the sensuality and desire his hard, powerful body evoked when he pulled her beneath him. Then with total male assurance, he filled her with his great passion.

Eleanor knew exactly what he wanted. She wound her arms about his neck and yielded everything, crying, “Sim, Sim!”

When he heard her use his Gaelic name in the throes of passion, it raised gooseflesh on his dark skin. “I love you so much, my precious jewel.”

She touched her lips to his. She had never loved him more than she did tonight.

    The next day was marked by more arrivals. Two brothers, Lincoln and John de Warenne, Earl of Surrey, rode in with a large train of knights. Then, two hours later, Richard de Clare's son, Gilbert, arrived with his wife. His father had not allowed him to go on the Welsh campaign because he was only fifteen. Instead, he had been put in charge at Gloucester in his father's absence.

Rosamond and Demi were delighted to see the red-haired Gilbert, whom they'd known since they were children, but they stared in disbelief at the dark-eyed beauty who accompanied him. Because of the great de Clare fortune, King Henry had married Gilbert to his foreign niece five years ago, but this was the first time they had seen her. They watched Gilbert greet his hostess, then make a quick escape to seek out his friend, Harry of Almaine. If Eleanor de Montfort was surprised to see the young woman at Kenilworth, she did not show it. “This is Alyce de Clare, Gilbert's wife. May I present my daughter Demoiselle, and Rosamond Marshal?”

“Welcome, Lady Alyce,” Demi said dutifully.

Alyce's glance passed over the younger girl without interest and came to rest on Rosamond. “Not another Marshal… there is no end to them.” Alyce spoke with a provocative French accent.

Rosamond's eyes flashed with indignation and she opened her mouth to protest.

“No, no, please do not try to explain your relationship to my husband, it is too, too confusing. His cousins are as numerous as Gloucester sheep!” Alyce turned back to the countess. “Lady Eleanor, you are aware that Gilbert and I keep separate bedchambers, separate quarters?”

Eleanor de Montfort looked her straight in the eye. “I am aware of everything.”

Gilbert's squire struggled in with a large trunk. Alyce said, “Ah, here is part of my luggage. First, I will need a bath, no?”

With a straight face, Eleanor replied, “You need a bath, yes. Come upstairs with me now.”

“To wash off the smell of all those bloody Gloucester sheep!” Rosamond declared before the elegant female was out of earshot.

The king had married his half-brother's daughter, Alyce of Angoulême, into the wealthiest family of England. No matter that Gilbert de Clare had been a boy of ten at the time of the marriage, while Alyce had been a sexually ripe young woman of sixteen.

“Poor Gilbert,” Demi murmured, “it must be awful to be married to an older woman who is waiting for you to grow up.”

“She doesn't think him old enough to share her bed, but she's quite willing to share his wealth,” Rosamond remarked.

“Yes, I saw that her riding cloak was trimmed with ermine.”

“That's to proclaim to the world that she has royal connections. Is it any wonder that the barons hate the king's foreign relatives? They are like a plague of locusts, which outnumber sheep any day!”

Demi giggled. “Mother was decidedly frosty with her. I warrant she will wear something spectacular tonight, to outshine her.”

    Lord Edward spent the first of what would be many days with Simon de Montfort. They talked for hours, as they walked shoulder to shoulder, exchanging ideas and sharing knowledge of warfare, in which Edward had an intense interest. But they talked also about the best ways to govern a country like England.

Earl Simon was a persuasive man, determined to win the heir to the throne over to the side of the barons. He hoped Lord Edward would see the popularity of the cause, as evidenced by the number of earls and nobles who were present at Kenilworth. This time they were determined to force the king to abide by the promises he'd made at Oxford. Englishmen must hold the highest administrative offices, rather than Henry's foreign relatives and favorites.

Simon made sure to compliment Edward on his role in the Welsh campaign. “I believe Llewelyn of Wales was persuaded to sign the two-year truce because we stood together. When a Plantagenet unites with his barons, it is an unbeatable force.”

As the two men talked, Edward realized the wisdom of Simon's words and he became more aware of the gravity and responsibilities of the inheritance he would come into. Simon believed that the king had a duty to his subjects as well as vice versa, and explained in detail how he felt. Though he knew the prince loved his father dearly, he hoped he was not blind to his deficiencies as a king.

Simon de Montfort discussed the Provisions of Oxford, which the barons had forced King Henry to sign, and pointed out that they were not drastic but reasonable, designed to provide a system of fair government that would benefit noble and commoner alike and make England stronger and far more prosperous.

Edward and Simon argued different points, but their discourse was affable and they found themselves in accord on many political and military matters. They were joined by Richard de Clare, Earl of Gloucester, who was the leading peer in England. His name appeared first on the Provisions of Oxford, though it was clear that Simon de Montfort was the driving force behind the barons' cause.

When it was time for the evening meal, Eleanor de Montfort quickly rearranged the seating on the dais at Lord Edward's request, so that he was flanked by her husband and Richard of Gloucester. Soon, the trio were engrossed in conversation, oblivious to those about them. Simon and Gloucester were arguing a political point. Richard thought the advantages gained by the Provisions of Oxford should apply only to the nobility while de Montfort insisted even the common men who were dependent on the barons should benefit and have a voice in Parliament. Lord Edward listened to their different opinions intently.

Lady Eleanor wore a gown of deepest blue, with her famous sapphires clasped about her throat. She had sent Bette, her own tiring-woman, to the Demoiselle's chamber with instructions that tonight her daughter was to wear pristine white.

“Bette, it makes me look too young,” Demi protested. “I want to wear red. Alyce de Clare will be sure to wear something dramatic to make herself the center of attention!”

“Take your mother's advice, she is very clever,” Rosamond urged. “White will make you look virginal, something Alyce de Clare should be, but obviously is not.”

“Rosamond is right, my lamb,” Bette coaxed. “Let me thread some pearls into your pretty hair.”

The Demoiselle capitulated and sat before the mirror as Bette took up the hairbrush. “What will you wear, Rosamond?”

“Something drab and colorless,” her friend declared. “I don't want to draw the unwanted attention of you-know-who, and I will come to the hall late, after everyone is seated.”

Thirty minutes later, Rosamond stood before the polished silver mirror while Nan fastened the back of the dun-colored tunic. “Perfect,” she declared as she covered her hair with a cloth.

“Perfectly hideous!” Nan contradicted. She knew Rosamond's beautiful clothes lent her confidence, something the young woman did not always feel, though she hid it well. “You have just enough time to change; I'll get the vivid jade green gown that makes your hair look glorious.”

“No thank you, Nan,” she said stubbornly, “please go down to eat, or all the seats will be taken.” After her woman left, Rosamond tarried another quarter hour, then made her unhurried way down to the Great Hall. Her mind was busy thinking of ways she could avoid sitting on the dais if a place had been saved for her. If Lord Edward insists, I suppose I have no choice, but at least I will have kept them waiting, and this ugly, drab tunic will show Rodger de Leyburn I have no interest in attracting his attention or pleasing him!

Rosamond had never seen the hall as crowded as it was tonight. All the tables and benches were filled from one end to the other. As she looked about for an empty place, the servitors rushed past her with food-laden trays, as if she were invisible. No squire or page stepped forward to aid her. Rosamond's gaze was drawn to the raised dais, where she had dined last night. It was brilliantly lit, with torches and wax candles showing off the splendid garments and jewels of Kenilworth's guests of honor.

Lord Edward had certainly not saved her a seat. He was so engrossed in his conversation with Earl Simon and Richard de Clare, he wasn't even aware of Rosamond Marshal's existence at this moment. Lady Eleanor sat regally beside her husband, her throat ablaze with sapphires. At her side the Demoiselle looked like a fairy-tale princess, and redheaded Gilbert de Clare sat staring at her with worshipful eyes.

Rosamond's gaze moved down the table and came to rest on her cousin Harry of Almaine. Not even Harry had saved her a place. Curse the rogue! There he sat, stuffing his face, swilling his wine, and laughing like a lunatic at something the lady beside him said. Suddenly Rosamond's eyes widened in disbelief. It was no lady at all, it was Alyce de Clare. And the attentive dinner partner on her other side was Sir Rodger de Leyburn! Alyce was flirting openly with the dark devil beside her, smiling up into his eyes, slapping him playfully, then lifting her hand to whisper something intimate.

Harry's words came flooding back to her: He can have any woman he desires; he doesn't have to settle for you, Rosamond. Splendor of God, the woman was sitting in her seat, flirting with her betrothed, and to add insult to injury, the bitch was wearing a vivid green gown! Rosamond looked down at her own dun tunic in dismay and slowly backed out of the hall. Never had she felt so unattractive, never had she felt so insignificant, never had she felt so utterly sorry for herself! No one seemed to be missing her at all!
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