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For my mother, my best friend,
a very great and special lady.
I love you.
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The Rose
Challenged




Prologue
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Winchester. 1076

Again, he could not sleep. He lay upon his pallet, his cheek pressed into the straw, listening to the snores of the knights around him—and the drunken laughter and conversation coming from the solar above.

He had only been in the King’s household for three weeks, but it was not long enough for him to forget home and to cease yearning for the open moors of Northumberland or the cheery warmth of the great hall of Aelfgar.

The little boy shivered, for it was the dead of winter and he was cold. He tried to snuggle more deeply into the straw and the thin wool blanket he had been given. He did not want to think about Aelfgar, for then he would think about his brothers, his parents. How sorely he missed them. If only he could forget his mother as he had last seen her. Lady Ceidre had been waving to him as he rode away amidst the King’s men, her smile brave yet forced, and he could see the tears that streaked her face as she wept without making a sound.

Stephen gulped. Then, as now, the haunting image threatened to unman him.

“Men do not cry,” his father had told him gravely when he had taken him aside earlier on the day that he left for Winchester. “ ’Tis a great honor to foster with the King, Stephen, a great honor, and I know you will do your duty as a man always does, and that you shall make me proud.”

“I promise, my lord,” Stephen said, his heart swelling with determination.

His father smiled and gripped his shoulder, but the smile did not reach his vivid blue eyes, which were inexplicably sad.

But Stephen had not counted on the loneliness. He had not understood what separation from home and family truly meant. He had never dreamed he would yearn so terribly, so secretly, for home. Still, he had yet to give into unmanful tears, and he would not. One day he would return to claim his patrimony, a man full grown, a knight with spurs, and his father and his mother would be proud of him.

“Wake up, brat.”

Stephen stiffened. Duncan leaned over him, another boy fostering with the King, a few years older than he himself, and in far graver circumstances. For Duncan was not just fostering with King William, but he was a hostage as well. He was the son of Scotland’s King from his first marriage. In theory Scotland’s King Malcolm would cease his vigilant warfare against England now that King William had his son Duncan well in hand.

Stephen felt sorry for Duncan, but the boy was so nasty that he could not like him. And Duncan, for some reason, seemed to hate him.

Warily Stephen sat up, brushing straw from his cheek.

“The prince wants ye,” Duncan said. “Ha’ ye been crying?” he sneered.

Stephen stiffened. “I’m too old to cry,” he said stiffly, standing. He was six. “What does the prince want?”

“I dinna ken,” Duncan said, but he was smirking, his tone belying his words.

Unease pricked at Stephen, although there was no reason for it. He did not mind being summoned to the prince. Rufus had befriended him shortly after his arrival, and was his only friend amongst all the boys in the King’s household. Being the youngest and the newest boy, Stephen was either ignored by the other boys, or bullied and teased. Stephen had quickly learned when to fight back and when to retreat. Now, of course, he was perplexed. He had never been summoned by Rufus before, and especially not in the dead of the night. Stephen increased his stride to match Duncan’s as they slipped from the hall and outside.

Stephen wondered where they were going but asked no questions. Before leaving home, he had been warned by his father to watch closely, listen well, and reveal little of what he thought or felt. He had been advised to trust no one but himself. So far, these past few weeks had underscored the value of his father’s advice.

Upon the threshold of the stable, Stephen froze. Rufus was not alone; he was surrounded by a group of his friends, other young men close to the prince’s own age of sixteen years. They were all deeply in their cups. One of the boys was singing a raunchy song. A serving wench was amongst them, and two of the lads each had an arm around her. Her tunic was torn and gaping open, revealing taut nipples and lush breasts. For an instant Stephen stared, then he flushed beet red and looked away as one of the boys fondled her.

The prince was staring at the six-year-old boy. For some unfathomable reason, Stephen’s initial unease soared. Rufus was flushed from drink and his eyes glittered wildly. He crooked a finger, calling softly. “Come here, sweet Stephen.”

Stephen did not move. Not only were the prince’s eyes glittering and overly bright, he had his arm around a younger boy in a very intimate manner. Stephen did not recognize the younger boy, who wore the shabby clothes of a villein. Clearly he was not the son of a great lord sent to foster with the King. Stephen felt a flash of piercing sympathy for the lad as their gazes met.

His father had warned him that there were men at court who liked young boys, and that he must be careful to remain aloof. Stephen had vaguely understood. He had seen lust in most of its forms even if he had not comprehended it. Now there was sudden, startling, frightening comprehension.

But surely he must be mistaken! This was Rufus. The King’s son.

The prince approached, having forgotten the young boy. “Good eve, Stephen,” he said, smiling. When he smiled he was quite good-looking, despite his unruly flaming red hair. He threw his arm around Stephen’s small shoulders and pressed him close. “Share my wine. ’Tis uncommonly good, from Burgundy.”

The prince was his friend, Stephen told himself as his heart began to race and pound. He had been kind to him since he had arrived at Winchester—the only boy to be kind. But Stephen did not like the hungry way the prince was gazing at him, nor did he like the look of expectation and amusement on the faces of all the prince’s friends. He did not like the look of relief on the young villein’s face. Not only did Stephen feel as if he was the butt of a vast joke, he felt as if it was a cruel one—a dangerous one. He felt trapped. He pulled away from the prince’s embrace.

“No, thank you, my lord.”

Rufus rubbed his back. “So formal this eve, lad? Come, sit with me, tell me why you appear afraid of me all of a sudden.”

Stephen did not want to understand what was happening. But he did. He comprehended that the prince’s intentions were not simple friendship. He comprehended the prince’s unnatural lust.

As he stood, torn, not wanting to believe the worst, not wanting to give up his single friend, yet knowing he was in danger, knowing he must move, and flee, an unfamiliar young voice rang out. “Leave him alone. Will. Let him be!”

Stephen started as a youth he had never seen before shouldered forcefully through the boys. In size he did not appear any older than Stephen himself, but there was shrewdness and authority in his tone. Although his features were far more even, his hair far less bright, his resemblance to Rufus was unmistakable. This then was the King’s youngest son, Henry.

“Who asked you to interfere?” Rufus said coldly.

Henry’s smile was just as cold. “Are you stupid? Would you abuse the boy who would one day be Northumberland? Who would one day be your greatest ally?”

Stephen began to shake as final, full comprehension sank in. His heart was pounding now in fright and anger. The prince’s interest in him tonight had nothing to do with friendship—had never had anything to do with friendship. The betrayal—and disappointment—was vast.

“You will be sorry for this,” Rufus cried.

Rufus suddenly lunged at his brother, perhaps to throttle him, his face red with rage. Henry ducked, and as one, Stephen and Henry began to run. They raced out of the stable and into the bailey.

“This way!” Henry shouted, and Stephen followed the youngest prince back towards the donjon. A moment later they were safely in the great hall amongst the sleeping men.

They fell onto Stephen’s pallet together, panting and out of breath. To Stephen’s horror, he felt tears well. The same tears he had been fighting ever since he had ridden into the King’s household. He had the horrible thought that he wanted to go home.

But he would die before letting Henry see, so he turned his face away and regained control. When Stephen could speak, he said, “Thank you.”

“Forget it,” Henry said easily, the straw rustling as he sat up. “Didn’t anyone tell you to be careful of my brother, who is far fonder of boys than girls?”

“No.” Stephen stared at his hands. “He was kind. I thought he was my friend.” It hurt. He had no friends after all. Not here at court. He was far from home, and alone. Then he glanced sideways at Henry, who had come to his aid without being summoned. “Why did you help me?”

Henry grinned. “Because I do not like my brother. Because one day you will be Northumberland—and we will be allies.”

For the first time in his life, Stephen had an inkling of the power that would one day be his. “And if I were not Northumberland’s heir?”

Henry looked at him, no longer smiling. Finally he said, “I would be a fool to prick at my brother if it did not serve me well.”

Stephen could not help being disappointed. William Rufus had not been his friend, and neither was Henry. Henry had come to his aid, not in an offer of friendship, but for reasons politic.

Henry crossed his arms over his knees. “You are such a baby. You will never survive to become Northumberland if you do not grow up.”

Stephen was annoyed then. “You are no older than me.”

“I am seven. And I have been raised at court, both here and in Normandy. I know of what I speak.” Then he smiled his winning smile. “An ally is far better than a friend.”

Stephen’s temper cooled and he thought carefully about it. Henry was right. Tonight had proved that. “Then we are allies,” he decided, his tone so firm that Henry slanted him a glance. “And I will stay away from your brother.” His lips thinned. He began to feel rage. How dare the prince treat him as he had the villein, when one day he would be Northumberland.

And one day the prince would be his King. Stephen sobered. One day Rufus would be his leige lord.

“Usually Rufus is better behaved,” Henry commented, “but in your case, because you are only a hostage, he assumed no one would care if he did as he willed.”

It took Stephen a full moment to comprehend what Henry had said. “I am no hostage.”

“Oh, come! You mean, you do not know? No one told you? Your father did not tell you?”

There was only disbelief. “I am no hostage. I foster with the King.”

“You are a hostage, Stephen. Just as Duncan is a check upon his father’s power, so, too, you are a check upon your father’s power.”

“But—my father and the King—they are friends!”

Henry was grave. “Once they were friends, but I know well of what I speak. I have heard my father rage about Lord Rolfe de Warenne. He is afraid, for he has given him too much, and what he has not given. Lord Rolfe has taken. You are here to guarantee that Lord Rolfe continues to support the King against his enemies.”

Suddenly Stephen felt even more alone than he had earlier. “He d-did not t-tell me,” he whispered, closing his eyes.

Henry said nothing.

Stephen could not move, could not breathe. His father had not told him the truth! He was no fostering youth but a hostage, and ’twas no great honor after all!

Stephen opened his eyes and clenched his fists. Rage engulfed him. How he hated the King for forcing him from his home, for forcing his father to give him up! His father—whom he loved—who had lied to him as well! Anguish ripped him apart. Now he understood his mother’s tears. Now he understood it all.

“I am sorry,” Henry said as if he meant it.

Stephen looked at him warily, then forced his anger down, at the same time fixing a smile upon his lips.

“ ’Tis better you know,” Henry said with a shrug. “What will you do?”

“Nothing changes,” Stephen stated, his tone not that of a six-year-old boy, but of a man. “I do my duty.”

But in that moment everything had changed, forever.


Chapter 1
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Near Carlisle. 1093

A lovers’ tryst. Mary could not help smiling to herself as she hurried away from the keep, careful not to be seen. It would be her very first such rendezvous, and excitement filled her.

She was in disguise. She had shed her fine outer tunic with its long, jewel-encrusted sleeves for a peasant’s coarse woolen shin. Her gold girdle had been exchanged for a braided leather belt, her pointy silk shoes for wooden clogs. She had even been clever enough to borrow a pair of rough wool socks from the dairymaid, and an old linen veil covered her blond hair. Although her lover was her betrothed, a dan-destine meeting was out of the question for any lady, much less herself, and she was determined not to get caught.

Mary’s smile broadened. She was immersed in visions of her handsome laird sweeping her into his arms for her very first kiss. Her marriage had been arranged for political reasons, of course, so she knew very well how lucky she was to have fallen in love with Doug Mackinnon, a young man who had been her friend since childhood.

The sound of voices slowed Mary. For an instant she thought that Doug must have company, but then she realized that the voices were not speaking in Gaelic or English. With a gasp of fright she scrambled behind a big oak tree, crouching down in the grass. She peeped around it. For an instant she could not move, frozen with disbelief.

Norman soldiers filled the small glade in front of her.

Abruptly Mary haunched down even more, her heart slamming against her ribs. All thoughts of her tryst with Doug fled. Had she taken just one more step out of the woods and into the sunny glade she would have walked right into their camp!

Mary was afraid to move. She had been teased by her father many times that she was far too clever for a girl, and now her mind was already spinning out its own conclusions. Why were Norman soldiers there, on Scottish soil? Did they know of the wedding of the Liddel heir that would take place on the morrow? Liddel was an important outpost for her father, Malcolm, holding Carlisle and this part of the border for Scotland against the marauding, treacherous Normans. A fragile peace had reigned in the past two years since Malcolm had sworn fealty again to their Norman king, Rufus the Red, at Abemathy. Had the Normans been so clever, then, knowing that Liddel would be so preoccupied with the wedding festivities that they could camp under its very nose and spy—or do worse? Outrage swept through Mary. They were up to no good; she must relay this information immediately to Malcolm.

Her knees began to ache from squatting behind the tree. She raised herself slightly to take another peek at the Normans. They were making camp despite the fact that it was still several hours before dark. Scanning the group of men in front of her, she instantly saw why. Her eyes widened. One of the Normans was hurt. Two of the knights were helping a huge man dismount from his destrier, blood pouring down one of his powerful legs. Mary hated the sight of blood, but she did not look away. She could not. For she was looking at a man she had seen just once before, but had been unable to forget.

Suddenly it was hard to breathe—her lungs felt crushed and her mouth had gone dry. If only she had been able to forget him. Two years ago at Abemathy he had stood behind his rotten King, William Rufus, towering over the King’s head of flaming red hair, his face a hard mask, while Rufus was openly smug. And beneath Rufus, on his knees in the dirt, had been her father, Malcolm, the King of Scotland, forced at the point of a sword to swear allegiance to the King of England.

Mary had been the only maiden present—women were not welcome at such events—and she had come in disguise. It had been a gathering of armies, after another attempt by Malcolm to invade and conquer Northumberland. She had been surrounded by much of the Scot army, all loyal to her father. Yet their numbers had been pitiful in comparison to the forces facing them—the most brutal in the land— that of the Earl of Northumberland. The man she could not remove her gaze from was bastard heir to the earl, Stephen de Warenne.

He had not noticed her then. She had been standing behind her brother, dressed as Edgar’s page, careful not to draw any attention to herself, she certainly did not want her own family to recognize her, for more than a scolding would come. Edgar had been an unwilling participant in her escapade, for he, too, knew how angry their father would be for this.

Mary had been mesmerized by the bastard heir, staring at him from around her brother’s shoulder. Once his gaze had connected with hers, a mere coincidence. The moment had lasted less than a heartbeat.

As she stared at Northumberland’s bastard now, Mary’s fists clenched. Her gaze was riveted on the man. He was one of her father’s worst enemies. She prayed his wound would cause him to die.

He did not appear to be at death’s door. Although he had to be weak from loss of blood and in great pain, he wore an expression similar to the one he had worn at Abemathy—hard and inscrutable. She knew he was ruthless: never had he snowed the Scots any mercy. Was he incapable of feeling? Was he even immune to physical pain?

One large black tent had been erected in the open field, and the Northumberland banner already flew beside it. It was a striking flag, its field divided into three diagonal bands of black, white, and gold, in its center a short-stemmed, bloodred rose. Mary watched as a page dragged fur pallets inside the tent while the two knights supporting de Warenne helped him limp within. The tent flap closed behind them.

Mary collapsed. She was perspiring heavily, her mouth absolutely dry. This was worse, so much worse, than she had first thought. Stephen de Warenne was not just ruthless but a great military commander, exactly like his father, and his prowess was undisputed. He was also ambitious. The family’s astonishing rise to preeminence from a history of landlessness was well known, and the whole realm feared the ambition of all the de Warennes. What was he doing here? What disaster did he intend to unleash upon Scotland now?

Mary knew she must return to the keep and seek an audience with her father. Yet she was terrified of moving, for to be caught by these men would be a catastrophe. Nothing could be worse. Despite her fear, somehow she must dare to creep backwards, farther into the woods, until she could safely turn and run.

The camp was busy. The horses were being unsaddled and fed. A small, smokeless fire had been stoked. Broadswords, battle-axes, lances, and shields were placed carefully by the heavy leather saddles. Every indication told Mary that this was a serious war party. If she did not escape now while the knights were still preoccupied with setting up their camp, she would have to wait until they slept, and then there would be watchful guards posted. Mary positioned herself in a crouch, refusing to give in to her fear. A twig snapped as she shifted her weight, but no one heard it.

She let out a long breath, backing up a step, never taking her gaze from the camp. At that exact moment a breeze materialized, moving the branches of the big oak tree right above her head. Mary froze, praying.

Several of the knights nearest to the woods—and to her—turned, staring directly at the tree she had been hiding behind. They saw her at once. Mary did not need any more encouragement. She lifted her skirts and fled.

“Halt! Halt now, wench!”

She heard them crashing through the woods. She ran as hard as she could. Having been raised with six brothers, she was a good runner, fast for a girl, but she was unused to the clumsy clogs. Abruptly she tripped hard and went sprawling down in the grass.

“Oh ho!” shouted one of the men with lecherous laughter. Just as she gained her feet, he was upon her, his hand closing on the folds of her tunic at the nape of her neck. He jerked her back to him.

Mary screamed as he reeled her in, and when she was close enough, she tried to kick him in the groin. He easily evaded her, and both he and his companion laughed at her very real efforts of resistance.

He immobilized her, enfolding her in his arms. Mary writhed, but quickly she went still. There was no way to escape his hold. She fought to catch her breath.

“What’s this?” Her captor’s eyes widened as he got his first glimpse of her. His friend was startled into silence as well.

The veil had slipped, and they could clearly see her features. Mary was well aware that she was beautiful, for she had been told so many times. Indeed, traveling minstrels frequently sang about Princess Mary and her incomparable beauty. She had a pale, perfect complexion, a small, slightly upturned nose, high cheekbones, and an intriguingly heart-shaped face. Her eyes were almond-shaped and green, her mouth full and red.

Yet Mary knew that beauty of the flesh was unimportant. That concept had been drummed into her head by her mother since she was a child, so she had never cared one way or the other about her looks, until Doug had told her how beautiful he thought her to be just yesterday. And until now. Until she was caught by these two Norman knights whose intentions were obvious. Desperately she tried to think, her wide, catlike eyes filled with a mixture of defiance and fear.

“Ha!” the young knight laughed, pleasure transforming his countenance. “Look at this! Look at what I have found!”

“Ahh, Will, we found her—we found her,” his cohort responded. The other men in the camp had heard Mary’s screams and began to gather around the trio.

“Usually I don’t mind sharing, Guy, but not this time,” Will replied, tightening his hold on Mary’s arms.

But Mary wasn’t struggling. Wasting her energy was pointless, especially if she needed to conserve her strength in order to resist these men. The two knights began to argue over her fate, while another dozen knights ringed them, jeering and leering. Despair welled and her cheeks flamed. Unfortunately she understood Norman French perfectly and missed not one of the lecherous remarks. She thought rapidly. She would be raped like any common peasant unless she revealed her identity. But if she revealed her identity, she would be held hostage, at great cost to Malcolm and Scotland. Both outcomes were unacceptable. She must find a middle ground.

A flash of dull silver color caught Mary’s attention. She saw a knight emerging from the tent, striding towards them. Both Will and Guy fell into silence as the older man approached, elbowing through the circle of men. “What’s the ruckus?” His cool gray eyes fell on Mary. “You are disturbing Stephen. What have we here? Tonight’s entertainment?”

Mary had had enough. “I nae be amusement fer the likes a yae!” She had decided to continue her disguise for as long as possible, and she spoke in a heavily accented burr. “Norman pig!”

“Come now, girl, don’t you like Normans?” The older man was slightly amused.

“I hate ye all, damn ye to hell!” Mary spat. She was quaking inside, but she would never let them know it. Then her heart lurched. For behind the man, the tent flap moved again, this time to expose Stephen de Warenne.

He limped out, leaning heavily on a staff. His face was drawn in pain and gray in pallor, but his eyes were bright and keenly intelligent. They lanced the small group. “What passes?”

Mary inhaled. Although a stone’s throw separated them, he was bigger than she remembered, bigger and more powerful and more frightening. And he was close to being naked; he had shed his mail and most of his clothing. He wore only a short undertunic which just covered his groin, calf-high boots, and a cloth bandage, high up on one of his powerful thighs.

Intently he met her regard.

Mary swallowed. She had seen men’s legs bare before, of course, but Scotsmen, decently clad in knee-high kilts and tall leggings. Now she quickly looked away, her face already flaming at the male nudity facing her.

“Will appears to have caught us tonight’s repast, Stephen,” the older man said.

Mary tensed, glancing up. Stephen’s gaze turned to one of inspection. He did not respond to Neale as his gaze slid down her slim body. Mary’s heart thudded. She did not like the way he was looking at her, and if he thought to cow her, he would not—even though she was cowed. She glared furiously back.

“Bring her to me, Neale,” Stephen ordered, and then he ducked and disappeared back into his tent.

Neale suddenly chortled, a sound at odds with his stem, battle-scarred face and cold, iron-gray eyes. “It appears that his lordship is not as badly off as it appears, and I do think he has settled your argument, lads.”

Mary was paralyzed by the meaning of Stephen de Warenne’s words. The old knight’s comment brought her to life. “No!” she cried. Then, remembering her disguise, she reverted to her burr. “Nae! Nae!”

Despite her protests, Neale grabbed her arm and propelled her towards the tent. Mary was a small, slender girl, but nevertheless she fought him every step of the way, digging in her heels, twisting, frantically trying to kick him. He ignored her, dragging her with him as easily as if she were a small child.

Laughter sounded. The men found her pathetic struggle and imminent fate amusing. Hot tears blurred her vision as she heard the coarse jests being bandied about. She could not help but understand what was being so crudely said. Graphic references were made about the sexual prowess and physical endowment of the man she was being brought to. “His lordship will probably kill her,” someone finally joked.

Terror seized her. And then it was too late. Neale was pushing her ahead of him into the tent.

Inside it was dark. Mary stumbled when Neale released her but caught herself before falling. She was trembling and out of breath as her eyes adjusted to the shadows. She finally saw him. Her enemy was half-sitting on the pallet of fur-lined blankets, propped up by his saddle. His presence seemed gigantic in the small tent, and a feeling of claustrophobia and imminent doom swept over her.

Stephen sat up straighter. “You may leave us, Neale.”

Neale turned. Mary cried out. “Nae! Do na gae!” But Neale was already gone. She whirled to face Stephen, panicked, slim hands raised. “Do nae touch me!”

“Come here.”

She froze. His words were soft, but unquestionably a command. The kind of command one automatically obeyed, but her feet did not move, and now her mind was frozen, too.

“Woman, come here, now.”

Mary searched his countenance. There was no innuendo in his tone to confirm that her fate was about to be a violent rape—an act that, according to all she had just heard, would most likely murder her. Nevertheless, she was shaking.

Her gaze found his again; he had been studying her, too, with growing impatience. “What do yae want with me?” she managed.

“What do you think I want?” he gritted. “You are a woman. I am in pain. Come here and tend my leg properly, now.”

Mary started and then relief flooded her. “Is that all yae want?” She was incredulous.

His jaw flexed. “I am used to instant obedience, woman. Come here and do what you have been trained to do.”

Mary knew she must obey, for his rising temper was obvious, but if she did not reach an agreement with him now, while she had some tiny portion of power, she never would. “I will gladly tend ye, if ye promise tae release me unharmed after.”

He was openly incredulous. “I command—and you make demands?”

She knew she had pushed him as far as she should, that she should not push him any further, but despite herself, she said, “Aye, I do.”

He smiled. It was a cold and dangerous smile that did not reach his dark, glittering eyes, and it was infinitely frightening. “Very few men have dared to disobey me, and even fewer have survived to see the light of another day.”

Mary inhaled, unable to turn her regard away from his, unable to even blink. Whatever power he possessed consumed her. Her knees had turned soft, threatening to give way. And something dangerous and terrible in its potency seemed to reverberate between them. “Do yae threaten me?” she whispered hoarsely.

“Only your sex spares you.”

She had not a doubt that if she were a boy, she would now be dead. He was her single most hated enemy, the enemy of her people, of her family, of her father, the King. Her situation was dire, but she must not give in to her growing panic. Mary stiffened her spine. If ever was the time for heroics, it was now. “Sae do ye agree tae my terms?”

He stared. “I think you are either the most stupid lass I have yet to meet, or the bravest.”

She stared back, hardly complimented and too frightened to be furious.

“You heal me and you shall be released.”

Mary gasped. She had attained what she sought, but she was certain she could not trust him, not as far as her youngest brother could spit. She had no choice, however. Grimly Mary came forward, determined now to see to his injury, to tend to him as quickly as was possible, praying she would be freed as he had promised so she could immediately reveal all that she had so far learned to her father. She tried to ignore his brilliant gaze, which never left her person. Swallowing, she knelt by his side. “What happened tae ye?”

“A maddened boor. My horse broke its leg just before the kill, leaving me in the creature’s path. I slew it, of course, but not before this.”

She did not reply. Her gaze was on his hard, dark-skinned, naked thigh. The bandage was already stained crimson. The wound was high, perilously close to his privates. For a moment her glance was drawn there, where she had no business looking—at the dark shadow between his legs. Heat suffused her. Her hands shook, and she clenched the folds of her skirt.

She saw only a blur of movement, and his huge hand was clamped around her small wrist. A scant second later, she was lying flat on his rock-hard chest, chin to chin with him. When he spoke, his breath touched her lips. “Why do you wait?”

Her gaze left his mouth and flew to his eyes. For the first time she saw the stark pain there. Something twisted in her heart, compassion she refused to entertain. She must not think of this man as human, or as being hurt and suffering. She must only remember him as an inhuman monster, one capable of single-handedly and cold-bloodedly killing her people to suit his aggressive nature.

She nodded, unable to speak, the feel of him warm and solid and disturbing beneath her breasts. He released her. Mary scrambled onto her knees at his side. She touched the bandage. Cautiously she began to unwrap it.

She winced. The wound was open, bleeding and ugly, but not too deep. Water and lye soap had been brought to clean the injury. “Twill hurt.”

He met her gaze, saying nothing. In the dim light his eyes seemed as jet black as his hair, and this close, they were unquestionably beautiful. She pursed her mouth, refusing to dwell upon such thoughts.

As she worked over him, trying not to hurt him, she was aware of his black regard boring into her, making her terribly warm and uncomfortable. She felt small and vulnerable next to him, dwarfed by the power he exuded even while hurt and momentarily at her mercy. It was a ludicrous notion. A man like this even briefly at her or anyone else’s mercy. He would never submit to another’s domination, not even while wrenched with pain, and especially not a woman’s.

The wound was finally clean. Mary paused, wetting her dry lips, looking at him. “It needs tae be stitched.”

“There’s a needle and thread and fresh linen behind you.”

Mary looked over and nodded. She picked up the needle, hesitating. “Perhaps yae want some wine.”

His brow lifted. “So you do have a heart beneath those pretty little breasts?”

She tensed. “I have nae heart fer yae!”

“Do it.”

What did she care if he suffered even more at her hands? Unfathomably angry, trembling with agitation, she picked up the needle. She had stitched up wounds before, but she would never grow accustomed to the procedure. Her stomach roiled. She bent over him, working diligently and precisely, aware of his gaze on the top of her head, unable to forget his words. When she had finished she knotted the thread and cut it with her small, white teeth. She straightened, relieved that the surgery was over.

Mary expected to see him drained of all color, his face a mask of pain. Instead, his eyes were entirely lucid but brilliant, dangerously brilliant, holding hers. Quickly Mary picked up a fresh piece of linen, dropping her gaze.

She was greeted with a sight she did not want to see, had no right to see. She had moved his tunic aside to perform the surgery, exposing his heavy genitals, and now, now she quickly settled it back into place. Her face flamed, stinging. She pressed the linen to his leg, trying not to think. But those men were right. If he raped her, he would kill her. Her hands, small and delicate and white, contrasting sharply with his dark, powerful legs, trembled as she quickly tied the bandage.

The exact instant she was done, his hand cupped her face, forcing her chin up and her regard to his. “You dress like a hag, but act like a lady.”

Mary was frozen.

His gaze left her eyes, sliding over her features one by one, finally lingering on her lips. “No peasant woman I have ever seen has a face such as yours.”

She opened her mouth but found herself incapable of summoning a self-defense. Her stunned mind could drum up only one terrible image, and that was of her captor pressing her down beneath him on his pallet.

His hand left her face, but caught her own palm, turning it over. “Milk white, silk-soft.”

Terrified and mute, aware that she had not a single callus, she was drawn to his glittering gaze. She recognized the intensity there now even though she had never been faced with such an uninhibited display of male lust before.

The corners of his mouth lifted—an attractive, perfectly formed mouth, Mary could not help thinking—in an expression that could not be described as even the semblance of a smile; rather, it hinted at aggression and triumph and primitive satisfaction. Mary drew back, a second too late. He had already slipped her veil from her hair. As he leaned close, nuzzling her cheek, he said, “You hair is clean and it smells of flowers.” He straightened, staring. “I have little doubt that if I looked beneath your clothes, I would find skin as clean and as sweet-smelling.”

Mary lurched to her feet. She did not get far. He gripped one wrist, jerking her immediately back down on her knees beside him. “Am I correct?”

“Nae! Na’ at all! I swear tae yae—” Mary’s words were cut off when his hand snaked up her leg, beneath all of her clothing, a caress of hard, callused palm on soft, naked skin. Mary cried out, shocked at the violent sensation sweeping through her. She was staring down dumbly at the entire length of her bare leg, from where her wool socks ended at her calf to the very top of her thigh, which he had just exposed.

“As I thought,” he said, and now there was a change in his tone, one Mary immediately recognized despite her inexperience, one that tightened every fiber of her being and made her pulse soar.

“I… I can explain,” she whispered.

“Soft, so soft, and clean,” he said, locking regards with her again. He did not cover up her nakedness. He did not remove his hand from her thigh, his fingertips perilously close to grazing the ripe plumpness at the apex there. Instead, nostrils flared now, he leaned close, his face—his lips—brushing her neck.

Mary gasped. Her eyes fell closed, her body jolted as thoroughly by his kiss as if by a bolt of lightning. There was no air to be had in the cramped space of the tent. His mouth moved with growing fervor on the vulnerable underside of her neck. His thumb slipped through her pubic hair and up against the cleft of her flesh. Mary could not contain herself. She moaned. Her mind, once filled with hostility, was now dizzily blank, receptive to nothing but the stunning sensation he dealt her as deftly as he might a sword’s fatal blow.

He crooned in her ear, his mouth against one lobe, his thumb against another, “So who are you, my lady? And more importantly, what are you, if not a spy?”


Chapter 2

[image: ]

Stephen de Warenne watched her wrench away from him with a cry of fright. Had he thrown icy water over her head, he could not have shocked her more. She did not get far. His grip was iron on her wrists. Casually he pulled her back to him, until her nose almost touched his.

He was indifferent to women, with precisely two exceptions, but he was not immune to females he found attractive, and this one was probably as close to perfection as anyone would ever come—in face and form, at least. Despite the fact that she was no common wench—that undoubtedly she was an experienced courtesan sent to whore for him and spy upon him by his enemies, of whom he had a few—he was hardly indifferent to the entire length of her naked leg, now clamped between his, or the softness of her breasts, crushed against his chest, or the astounding beauty of her face, just inches from his own.

Blood had long since surged to his phallus. He was heavy and impatient. Their position was so intimate that she could feel every inch of him, but wasn’t seduction her intention? Why else would such a woman be sent to him in such an elaborate disguise? He attributed her wide, frightened gaze to his having ascertained the truth.

For a moment, despite his better intentions, he longed to take her, then and there, hard and fast, and be done with it. Answers could come later. But he was his father’s son and heir. Furthering the interests of Northumberland had been his overriding ambition since he had won his spurs at thirteen. His reputation as a keen and ruthless leader had been earned, not given. Answers could not wait. If his enemies knew he was there, the King’s plans were in jeopardy.

“Wh-What?” Mary finally managed to gasp.

“I think you heard me very well, demoiselle,” he said coldly. Because his blood was so overheated, he set her down on the pallet beside him while keeping a cautious grip on her wrist. Inherent politeness made him refer to her as if she were a lady when she was obviously the furthest thing from it, although to look at her, a man would never guess so. For some reason, he was disappointed that her angelic facade was only that, a facade. “Who has sent you here to spy upon me? Montgomery? Roger Beaufort? The King? Or is Prince Henry once again up to his infernal tricks?”

She stared at him as if mesmerized. He was a hardened man, yet a pang of empathy swept him. She was young, very young. The courtesans he knew—and so frequently used—were older and widowed. This girl looked to be no more than fifteen or sixteen, but again, looks deceived.

“I am nae spy,” she gasped out.

“Do not treat me as a fool,” he said coldly.

“Yae promised tae release me!”

“I am not yet healed.” He watched her absorb his statement. Instantly she understood his meaning, rage suffusing her features. He should not be surprised at how quick she was. Only a very clever woman would be sent to work her wiles upon him.

“Yae deceived me!” she cried. “Yae made me believe yae’d let me gae after I tended tae yer wound!”

“You believed what you chose to believe.” His patience was at an end. “Enough. I demand answers and I demand them now. Who are you and who sent you?”

She shook her head, tears coming to her eyes, tears that could not, he told himself, affect him. He knew from many years of experience that, with very few exceptions, women were not to be trusted. This one was not one of those exceptions; indeed, she should be mistrusted more than most. She was young but no innocent and no child. Undoubtedly her fear and tears were theatrics.

“I am nae spy.”

Another thought had occurred to him. “Or did Malcolm Canmore send you?”

She started. “Nae! He dinna! I dinna even know him! I am nae spy, I swear tae yae!”

She was lying. He was certain of it. Just as he was certain now that Malcolm Canmore was behind this treachery. Newfound anger made him doubly grim. “I warn you, demoiselle, I have the means of forcing information from you, and once provoked, I am merciless.”

“Please! I can explain tae yae. ’tis not what yae think!”

“Then I suggest you do so now.”

“I—I am a bastard. Me father is Sinclair o’ Dounreay Castle, me mother a dairymaid,” she blurted, fast.

He did not raise a brow. Such a claim was only possible if she thought to dupe him, given her absurdly ill-fitting disguise. And it was possible that she was actually some laird’s by-blow. Yet he was certain that she was lying, and she would only be lying if she were a spy. “Eager now to volunteer information, demoiselle? Where is Dounreay?”

“As far north as ye can gae.” She worried her hands in her lap, not meeting his eyes.

It was an excellent lie. He would not be able to confirm her parentage in a timely manner, although confirm it, he would. He almost felt a grudging respect for her; she was no fool. And to come to him on such an errand took a great deal of courage. “As far north as you can go,” he repeated. “As far north as the Orkney Islands?”

She smiled in relief. “Almost.”

He sat very still, regarding her. It was the first time that she had smiled since he had laid his eyes upon her, and if he had thought her beautiful before, she was glorious now. The interrogation had distracted him from his carnal inclinations, but now his blood roiled and his shaft reared rock-hard against his short shift again. Grimly he probed on. “I see. And what brings you so far south to Carlisle?”

She was flushing crimson, tearing her gaze from his loins. He could almost see her mind working. It was clear to him that she thought frantically for a plausible answer, which puzzled him. If she were as clever as he was becoming convinced that she was, she should have memorized her story far in advance of their meeting. Nor did he understand her blushes.

“I am from Liddel. My mother was from Liddel.”

Stephen leaned back against his saddle, clapping his hands twice. “A memorable performance, demoiselle.”

“Yae dinna believe me?!”

“I do not believe a single word you have said.”

She froze, her eyes huge and riveted to his.

“You have ten seconds, demoiselle, to tell me all of the truth. If you fail to do so, you shall suffer the consequences as forewarned.”

She gasped, pulling away from him. He knew her intentions the moment that she did. She lurched to her feet, intent on escape. Although there was nowhere for her to run to but into the arms of his men, Stephen responded as any red-blooded male would. Despite the pain that shot through him, he staggered to his feet, too. He caught her at once. She screamed.

Without another thought, Stephen turned her in his arms and gripped the back of her head and covered her mouth with his.

He had touched her intimately, but he had not really kissed her. Not in the manner he had wished to, from the moment he first gazed upon her extraordinary face. His kiss was openmouthed and thorough. His hands slid down her back, each palm cupping one of her buttocks. “Let’s try again, petite,” he said hoarsely, lifting her up against his raging erection. He moved his mouth down on hers.

“Nae,” she began, but was cut off. His mouth opened hers quickly. Stephen plumbed her warmth with his tongue, each thrust becoming more and more forceful, more rapacious. Tentatively she met one, and the tips of their tongues touched.

He could not help himself, his body surged even more wildly, more impossibly, in response to her—he wanted complete, instant surrender. He expected it. He needed it— now. But to his amazement, she suddenly pulled her face away from his. “No—we must not.”

“Do not tease me now,” he gritted, catching her chin in one hand. He forced her mouth up to his again.

She cried out in another halfhearted protest. She raised her small fists against his chest, then clutched his tunic. Stephen would have laughed with primitive elation except for the fact that he was too intent now to laugh about anything. Their mouths were fused, their tongues mated.

Suddenly she tore her face away. She writhed frantically in his iron embrace, as if to escape, yet her every gyration, brushing his manhood, was as artful and agonizing as a whore’s purposeful caress. As an actress, she was superb. For it was almost as if she were not a seductress, as if, knowing the end was near, she was truly panicked. Despite his brief confusion, he could not stop himself now. He managed to reassure himself that she deliberately provoked his confusion to incite him even more wholly.

Stephen had had enough of these games. He had no desire to spill his seed upon them both, which he feared he might actually do. He pushed her down on the pallet. She continued to play the unwilling woman, her fists bouncing pitifully off of him, making small, fearful sounds. He took her mouth again. When their loins touched as he settled himself upon her, she went still.

Lightning appeared to have struck them both. “I cannot wait,” he whispered, words he had never whispered before.

The eyes he gazed down into as he spoke were wide with emotions he could not identify. Her face was flushed pink and sheened with perspiration. She did not move. And her palms curled about his massive shoulders, gripping him tightly.

Stephen spread her legs wide with his knees, beginning to shake fiercely. He was aware of the drops of sweat that rolled down his face and onto hers. He flicked her long tunic up to her waist, and for a single moment, was poised above her.

Their gazes met, held. She opened her mouth but said nothing. Stephen looked at her breasts, heaving beneath her gown, her nipples tight and erect. He touched one. She closed her eyes and sobbed, the sound laden with anguish.

He looked down at her and could no more help himself from touching her now than he had before. He slid his hand between her legs and found the folds of her flesh swollen and heavy with the pulse of her blood. She was as hot for him as he was for her, spy or not. This was no act. He thrust a finger into her.

He froze. There was no mistaking the barrier he had come up against. He was shocked. She could not be a virgin—she was a whore sent to spy. But she was a virgin; it was a fact.

And in the midst of confusion there was a sudden and sweeping sense of elation—she had never known a man; he would be the first.

This far aroused, he had never denied himself. But he had never taken a virgin before—unlike many men he knew, rape had never excited him. And if she was a virgin, then she was no whore sent to spy upon him.

Stephen’s mind reached these astounding conclusions in mere seconds. It was probably the hardest deed he had ever done, but he launched himself off of her. Dazed and panting, he lay unmoving on his stomach beside her, wishing that the fur pallet he was pressing himself into was much, much harder.

Sanity returned swiftly despite the persistent ache in his loins. There were no virgin whores, no virgin spies. Was it possible that she had been telling him the truth? Was her father some northern laird, her mother a dairymaid? It was plausible, yet he doubted it. Her hands had never seen rough labor, but she was dressed as one who labored. If she was a bastard, she had been raised as a lady. This costume was a disguise. Why?

Suddenly she moved. She slid from the pallet, as quick as a wild vixen. Stephen was even quicker, reaching out and grabbing her before she took a second step, without moving from the furs. His leg hurt too much now for such antics. The force of his grip caused her to fall in a heap at his side.

Restraining a groan, he sat up and extended his hand to her. “Mademoiselle?”

She was panting. Although he saw that she was furious, he allowed her to take his hand and he lifted her to her feet. It was a mistake. Immediately she drew back her fist and hit him with all of her strength in his jaw.

He didn’t move, stunned speechless.

“Norman bastard! You are a pig and a brute! And a liar!” she shrieked. She raised her fist to hit him again.

This time Stephen reacted. He caught her wrist, pulling her forward. She wound up in his lap.

“No!” she screamed, twisting to leap free of him.

He held her in place. “You have deceived me, struck me, and maligned me,” he said harshly, shaking her once. She went still. “I thought you brave, but now I am beginning to think you very foolish—or mad.”

She lifted her chin, a defiant gesture, despite the fact that her eyes were glazed with unshed tears. “I am not mad.”

His jaw tightened. “You have lost your burr, demoiselle.”

She paled. “When can I leave?”

“You were not so eager to leave me—and my bed—a few moments ago.”

She flushed. “No, I am eager to leave your bed—to leave you. This minute is not soon enough.”

“Who’s the liar now?”

“I speak the truth!”

“I think not. Indeed, thus far you have not spoken a single word that is true. I ask you again, who are you and why are you here?”

She swallowed, meeting him stare for stare. He felt her mind working. “Please unhand me,” she said huskily. “And I will tell you all.”

Giving her a skeptical look, he did as she asked. She scooted to her feet and put the length of the tent between them, standing with her back to the exit, hugging herself defensively. Her posture made him see her as a child, not a woman, and he was suddenly ashamed of his behavior. By all the saints, he had treated her as he would a whore, and she was a young virgin, certainly not more than sixteen. Perhaps the real question wasn’t who was she, but what was she? Virgin or whore, villein or lady, child or woman? Spy or innocent? “You may begin with your name.”

She wet her lips. “Mairi. Mairi Sinclair. My father is Rob Sinclair. My mother is dead, and she was a maid at Liddel.” She flinched from his gaze. “And you were right—these clothes are a disguise.”

Tersely he said, “Were you sent to me to spy?”

“No!” She was pale. “I was in disguise because I was meeting someone. A—A man.”

And Stephen understood. “Ahh, I see now. A man.”

Again her small chin lifted. “ ’Tis not what you think. The man was, I mean, he is my betrothed.”

His stare was ice. “You have yet to explain your disguise.”

“ ’Tis unseemly for a lady to tryst with a man, even when that man is to be her husband, and you know it well.”

“And who is this paragon of manhood who lures you to an undoubted fall from grace?”

She bit her lip. “What does it matter?”

It shouldn’t matter, except for the fact that he intended to verify every word she said. “It matters.” He was not pleased to realize that he was peeved—perhaps even jealous—that this woman obviously coveted another man. “Do you love him?”

She was furious. “That, Sir Norman, is none of your affair!”

It wasn’t. He stood stiffly, finding his staff in order to lean upon it. Then he limped to her until he was towering over her. He had to admire her; she stood her ground. “To the contrary, demoiselle, you are now wholely my affair. And until I am satisfied, you shall be detained.”

She lost the little color she had. “Until you are satisfied, I shall be detained! What do you mean?”

“I mean,” he said grimly, “that I intend to unearth the truth, the entire truth, about you, and until I do, you are my guest.” He hobbled past her, raising the tent flap.

“Your guest!” she cried after him. “You mean that I am your prisoner! But why? What have I done? I have done nothing, Norman!”

He paused and turned. “To the contrary, demoiselle. You have whetted my very jaded appetite, and my even more jaded interest. If you are indeed of little import, I think we shall suit well, you and I, for a time, at least.”

   Mary stared after his back as he limped from the tent, leaving her alone. What did that last remark mean? Oh, dear God! She dared not delude herself. He suspected her deceit, intended to find the truth, and whether he did or not, she was in great jeopardy!

She sank down on the hard dirt floor, limp and drained. Rolfe de Warenne, the Earl of Northumberland, was one of the most powerful lords in the realm, first having been an intimate adviser to King William the Bastard, and now an intimate adviser to the Bastard’s son, the rotten King William Rufus. The earl was also her father’s worst enemy, and by extension, so was this man, his bastard son and heir. Malcolm and Northumberland had clashed on too many occasions to count. The earl had been nothing but a penniless, landless knight when he had followed Duke William to England, though ’twas said he was the younger son of a great Poitevin family. Shortly after the invasion, he had been awarded a small fief in Northumberland; one that, today, reached Newcastle-on-Tyne in the south and the River Tweed in the north. Though the heart of Malcolm’s kingdom lay between the Moray Firth and the Firth of Forth, well north of the Tweed, the Kings of Scotland had long claimed the right to rule all of the territory south of Lothian as far as Rere Crossing. The de Warennes were interlopers. Malcolm had spent his entire adult life attempting to regain Scotland’s lost territory. The existing border between Scotland and Northumberland had been brutally and bloodily fought over for many years. Mary had delivered herself right into the hands of her father’s worst enemy.

The Norman’s parting words echoed, a frightening refrain. If she understood him, he intended to assuage his lust on her if he thought her to be of no importance to anyone. Thus, if he did not learn the truth of her identity, she would be taken and used until he tired of her and discarded her. She would, in fact, be ruined. Doug would no longer want her. Of course, he was no fool and he would still marry her. After all, she was a princess with a great dowry.

She almost wept. The only thing worse would be if the Norman learned the truth. If he discovered that she was the daughter of Malcolm Canmore, she would be a hostage until her father paid whatever exorbitant ransom her captor demanded. She did not fool herself for an instant. The Norman would do his best to cripple her father. He would demand far more than gold and coin; he would demand land. Precious, priceless Scottish land. Land that Scottish blood had been spilled over again and again.

And after the ransom was paid—and her father would pay it—the border would once again be plunged into a fierce, bloody war. Two years’ fragile peace would disintegrate like the wisps of yesterday’s dreams.

She clenched her small fists, sucking in not just her breath but her courage. Her situation could not possibly be worse. Now she was fiercely glad she had not revealed her identity to him.

The Norman was a brute, she thought grimly—he had proved that beyond hearsay—but he was no fool. He had proved that, too. He had been quick to see through her careful, elaborate disguise, and he doubted the tale she had invented, a tale that was not unreasonable and might have fooled a lesser man. She would need every ounce of courage she had and then some; she would need all of her shrewd wits as well. She must not let him even guess who she was. For having met him, Mary realized the extent of his power and his will. If there was a way for him to discover the truth of her identity, the Norman would undoubtedly find it, and once he did, her father and Scotland—and she herself—would suffer the horrible consequences.

Just as her father used spies all the time, this man would certainly use them, too. By this evening there would be a crisis at Liddel over her disappearance. A Norman spy would eventually report this. Was her captor shrewd enough to guess the truth once he learned that Malcolm’s daughter was missing? How could he not comprehend her identity in such circumstances!

Mary closed her eyes. How could she keep her identity hidden yet still hold him at bay for any length of time? It seemed an impossible task. Escape was the only solution, but for the moment, that, too, was an impossibility.

She wiped her eyes. Tears solved nothing. She must ready herself for their next war of wits and wills. So far she had not done very well. And she did not want to repeat what had just passed between them—the encounter that had drained her so, yet left her feeling disturbed and agitated and so strangely ripe.

What had just passed between them. Mary made a choked sound, her mind flooding with fresh memories. To her horror, she could still feel his touch, his mouth on hers, his hard loins on hers, and her body began throbbing. She covered her face with her hands. Mary could no longer avoid her shame. It overwhelmed her.

Exhaustion overtook her. She would not brood upon the bastard heir anymore. She shifted to look longingly at the fur pallet. She could only guess whether the Norman would return to sleep there or not, and she was too fatigued now to think clearly. But it didn’t matter. She could not lie in his bed, even alone; the very idea was atrocious.

Mary sank down on the dirt floor, huddling into a small ball. Finally numbness settled upon her aching mind, but sleep eluded her. She drifted restlessly, listening to the sounds of the night and the camp, the nickering of horses, a hooting owl, the men talking quietly outside, until the last of their voices died down. As the human sounds faded, she tensed, waiting for inevitable footsteps—footsteps she was certain would come. She lay rigid for a long time, but they did not come—he did not come.

   Mary awoke to find the Norman’s face close to her own. For one instant she did not move, dazed with sleep, gazing into glittering eyes that were not black but a rich maple brown. Then reality hit her with violent force and she jerked away from him.

He had been leaning over her, to touch his face almost to hers, but now he straightened. “I hope your story proves to be the truth, demoiselle.”

His meaning was not lost upon her. “Get away from me!”

“What frightens you so this mom, mademoiselle? Is it me you fear—or yourself?”

Mary found her tongue. “I do not fear myself. I fear big black Normans for whom rape is as casual a sport as hawking.”

He laughed. “I can assure you, mademoiselle, I have never participated in that particular act of violence, and I never will.” He added, very low, “I have never needed to, and when you join me in my bed, it will be with enthusiasm—the same kind of enthusiasm that was in evidence last night.”

His blunt reference to her appalling behavior yesterday infuriated Mary. “You will never see such enthusiasm from me again!”

He lifted a dark brow. “Do you challenge me?” His smile was genuine. “I enjoy challenges, demoiselle.”

She shook her head vehemently, her heart tripping. “You have no power over me.”

“To the contrary, I have an ancient power over you, mademoiselle, the power of a man over a woman.”

“I am not like other women.”

“No?” His teeth flashed. “You appeared to be a woman as any other last night, when you lay mewling beneath me, a woman both in my power and at my mercy. But if it makes you feel better, I will concede that you are far more interesting than all the women I have so far met. Far more interesting, far more intriguing, and—” he smiled again, his eyes suddenly warm “—far more beautiful.”

Mary fought the seduction that simmered in the intensity of his gaze. She bristled. “I do not mewl, Norman! And you may say whatever you like, you may think as you undoubtedly will, but it does not change what I feel, and what I feel for you is better left unsaid.”

He eyed her for a long moment, assessingly. “Beneath the anger there is much to explore, I think. Nevertheless, we are wasting not just words but time. We leave in a quarter hour. I suggest you take a few private moments to do what you must. This dispute can be concluded at Alnwick.”

De Warenne turned and limped away, moving remarkably well for a man who had recently suffered a gore wound. Mary stared after him, relieved that he was gone. Every encounter she survived—intact—seemed to her no small victory.

But she was also dismayed. Alnwick was the new seat of Northumberland. The earl, the bastard’s father, had spent some fifteen years completing it, and rumor held it to be an impenetrable fortress. If that was true, it meant that once she was imprisoned there, she had no hope of being rescued.

It flashed through Mary’s mind that by this morning, Malcolm and her brothers would be scouring the countryside looking for her. Perhaps she could be rescued before being imprisoned at Alnwick. She must be rescued first! It was her only hope.

What if she were to leave a sign for Malcolm? How could she do this?

Quickly she shoved aside the fur she had been covered with, trembling with excitement. Someone had brought her a bowl of water, and Mary quickly washed. She hurried from the tent and stopped.

Horses were being saddled, the camp packed up. Everyone appeared absorbed with their tasks. Mary saw her captor talking with another knight, his back to her.

Mary took a calming breath, praying that Stephen de Warenne would not notice her. But he suddenly turned to face her. Mary ignored him, hoping her sudden excitement did not show, walking to the woods. She was well aware that a knight trailed after her, obviously instructed to guard her. Her spirits dimmed somewhat, but not her determination. Mary disappeared behind a tree and some bushes to tend to some pressing needs. In the process she tore off a piece of her fine silk chemise, worn beneath both peasant tunics, one well laundered and bone white. Her hands were shaking so badly that it took several attempts to tie the bright piece of fabric to a branch of the tree. When she had succeeded, she tore off several additional strips, stuffing them up her sleeves. She hurried around the bushes to where the knight stood, his back to her. Her hopes soared. Surely one of the Scots searching for her would find the flag she had left!

The knight escorted her back to the camp and her captor. The Norman was in conversation with the man who had captured her yesterday.

“Liddel?” Will was saying. “It should not be a problem, Stephen; after all, by tonight everyone will be well crocked from the wedding feast. I can find out what you want, my lord.” He flashed him a cocky smile.

Stephen smacked his shoulder. “Godspeed.” He smiled at Mary. “Is there a message you wish to give someone? Your beloved, perhaps?”

Mary was frozen, but only for an instant. “Do you have eyes on the back of your head like some misshapen monster?”

He was amused. “Did you really think to eavesdrop? If you wish to know my intentions, you need only ask, mademoiselle.”

“Why is he going to Liddel?”

“Do you have something to hide?”

“Of course not.”

“Then you have nothing to fear.”

He was toying with her, testing her, and she was justifiably anxious. “Why are you doing this?”

His amusement faded. “Because I cannot help myself.”

They stared at each other. His gaze was briefly penetrable, and Mary saw dark desire and even darker determination. He exerted a magnetism upon her that she was powerless against. She shuddered with a sudden foreboding she dared not comprehend. It was far safer to ignore whatever had passed between them, to pretend it did not exist, had never existed.

He broke the spell he had so effectively cast. “Come, we are leaving; you shall ride with me.”

Mary did not move.

He dropped the hand he had extended. “Is something wrong, Mairi?”

“I wish to ride with anyone else but you.”

He planted himself in front of her and stared down at her. “But I am not giving you a choice, mademoiselle.” He smiled slightly. “Besides, riding with me will be very entertaining.”

She understood the innuendo and could feel her face flame, but at least his frankness was something she could deal with. “You are so typically cocksure.”

He laughed. “Did I hear that remark from a lady’s lips?”

“I do not care what you think of me,” she gritted. “Where is your damn horse?”

He pointed, laughing again, his teeth flashing white.

Mary marched to the big brown destrier, his laughter echoing in her mind. She resolved to outwit him no matter what the cost, and when she did, she would fling her triumph in his face. Then she would be the one laughing.

Stephen lifted her into the saddle effortlessly, then swung up behind her with the grace of a much smaller man. Mary tried to ignore the feel of his body. She gripped the pommel tightly. It was going to be a very long day; of that she had no doubt.

They traveled northeast at a rapid trot, away from Carlisle, through rocky, rolling hills. September had swept much rain across the countryside, and the land was green and verdant. It was clear to Mary that he was intent on reaching Alnwick that day. Obviously whatever mission the Normans had been about had been accomplished. She brooded upon the possibilities. She was determined to learn what the Normans had been doing in the vicinity of Carlisle and Liddel.

And every hour that passed, Mary let a piece of her chemise slip from her sleeve and flutter to the ground.

Their pace did not let up until they stopped to water the horses at noon. By then they were surrounded by the harsh Northumbrian moors and an endless gray sky. Occasionally gulls wheeled above them. Mary thankfully slid to the ground, drained from having to endure the intimacy of sharing a saddle with her captor for so many endless hours. She thought that it was as close to hell as she might ever come.

No one was paying any attention to her. Around her the knights spoke in low tones, their mounts drinking deeply. Mary edged closer to a single gaunt tree. She sat down with a show of fatigue, and let slip another piece of chemise. When the knights had remounted and reassembled a few minutes later, she got to her feet and ambled back to the group. Stephen de Warenne rode his great destrier slowly towards her.

“Enjoying the scenery, demoiselle?”

She glared. “What is there to enjoy in this scene? Nothing surrounds me but ugliness.”

“Spoken like a true Scot.” His gaze pierced her. “Are you a true Scot, Mairi?”

She stilled. Was he the devil—and a reader of minds? Or had he guessed her identity? Her mother. Queen Margaret, was English. Margaret’s brother was Edgar Aethling, a great nephew of the Saxon King Edward the Confessor, and he had been heir to the throne of England before the Conquest. When Duke William the Bastard invaded England, Margaret’s widowed mother had fled to Scotland with her children, seeking refuge, afraid for her son’s life. Malcolm was smitten with Margaret at first sight, and when his first wife, Ingeborg, died, he married her almost immediately.

“I am a Scot through and through,” Mary said, meaning it.

“You do not speak like a Scot—except when you choose to. Your English is flawless, better even than mine.”

Of course her English was flawless, not just because her mother was English. Over the years Malcolm had anglicized his court in deference to his wife. “Perhaps Normans are too stupid and dim-witted to learn to speak English well.”

His jaw tightened. “Perhaps this Norman has been dim-witted, indeed.” He slid from his horse, giving her an enigmatic look. Mary did not like his words or his tone. She froze when, instead of lifting her into the saddle, he walked right past her.

He walked directly to the misshapen tree where she had been sitting. Mary’s heart skipped. He stooped and retrieved her piece of chemise. His strides were hard as he returned to her, clenching the silky fabric in his fist. “What a clever little minx you are.”

Mary stepped back.

His hand shot out, jerking her forward. “If you are so eager to shed your clothing, demoiselle, you need only say so.”

Mary could not summon up a suitable response, especially not in the face of his fury.

“For how long have you been leaving these signs, demoiselle? For how long?”
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