



	
	




    







Dear
Reader:




In the British Isles of the
eleventh century, honor and loyalty weren’t merely virtues;
they were a matter of life and death. The more I thought about this
simple fact, the more I wondered what a loyal man would do when
faced with choosing between a terrible insult to his honor and his
loyalty to his lord Dominic.

Simon had learned the bitter
lesson of loyalty, life, and death in the First Crusade. He had
learned it so well he was called Simon the Loyal, and his loyalty
was to his brother (and his lord) Dominic. When his brother faced
war in the Disputed Lands over a vassal’s broken engagement,
Simon stepped forward to marry the jilted lady.

Ariane was a lady with secrets
as dark as her midnight hair, as dark as her songs. A woman
betrayed. A woman without hope. A woman who no longer believed in
anything, especially love. No longer a virgin, she had been sent by
her father as a living insult to her future husband’s honor.
She expected to die when Simon discovered the truth.

She didn’t expect to
find herself drawn so intensely to Simon, enchanted by a man whose loyalty was to his
brother. A loyalty so great that he swallowed the insult to his
honor, kept his non-virgin bride, and the peace of the land.

And then he learned there
would be no peace unless loyalty and honor, were joined by
something magical—love.
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Autumn in the reign
of King Henry I.

Stone Ring Keep, home of Lord Duncan and Lady
Amber, in the Disputed Lands at the northern reaches of Norman
England.

“Which will it be,”

Ariane whispered to herself, “a wedding or a wake?”

Ariane stared at the dagger in her hands, but no
answer came to her save that of candlelight running like silver
blood over the blade. As she looked at the ghostly blood, the
question rang again within the silence of her mind.

A wedding or a
wake?

The answer that finally came was no comfort to
Ariane.

It matters not. They are but
different words for the same thing.

Beyond Stone Ring Keep’s high walls, the wind
wailed of coming winter.

Ariane didn’t hear the mournful cry. She
heard nothing but echoes of the past, when her mother had pressed
the jeweled dagger into her daughter’s small hands.


In her mind Ariane could still see the dark flash
of amethysts and feel the cold weight of silver. Her mother’s
words had been even more chilling.

Hell has no punishment greater
than a cruel marriage bed. Use this rather than lie beneath a man
you do not love.

Unfortunately, Ariane’s mother had not lived
long enough to tell her daughter how to use the weapon, or upon whom. Whose wake should it be, the groom’s
or bride’s?

Should I kill myself or should
I kill Simon, whose only crime is to agree to marry me out of
loyalty to his brother, Lord Dominic of Blackthorne
Keep?

Loyalty.


A yearning tremor went through Ariane, making the
rich cream and russet of her tunic quiver as though alive.

Dear God, to be so blessed as
to know that kind of fidelity from my family!

Dark nightmare turned, threatening to break through
the wall Ariane had built against it. Grimly she shifted her
thoughts from the night she had been betrayed first by Geoffrey the
Fair and then by her own father.

The blade of the dagger bit delicately into
Ariane’s hand, telling her that she was holding the weapon
too tightly. Distantly she wondered what it would feel like when
the dagger bit far more deeply into her flesh.

Certainly it could be no worse than her
nightmares.

“Ariane, have you seen my—oh, what a
lovely dagger,” Amber said, spotting the quicksilver gleam as
she walked into the room. “’Tis as finely made as any
brooch.”


The voice startled Ariane out of her grim reverie.
Taking a slow, hidden breath, she loosened her grip on the jeweled
dagger and looked toward the young woman whose golden outer tunic
highlighted the color of her eyes and hair.

“It was my mother’s dagger,”
Ariane said to Amber.

“Such extraordinary amethysts. They are the
exact color of your eyes. Were hers violet, too?”

“Yes.”

Ariane said no more.

“And your thoughts,” Amber continued
matter-of-factly, “are the exact color of your hair. The
darkest part of night.”


Ariane’s breath caught. Warily she eyed the
Learned lady of Stone Ring Keep, who could
discern truth simply by touching someone.

Yet Amber wasn’t touching Ariane now.

“I don’t have to touch you,”
Amber said, guessing the other girl’s thoughts. “The
darkness is in your eyes. And in your heart.”

“I feel nothing.”

“Ah, but you do. Your emotions are a wound
that has been concealed rather than healed.”


“Are they?” Ariane asked
indifferently.

“Aye,” Amber said. “I felt it
when I touched you the first time. Surely you must feel it
too.”

“Only when I sleep.”

Ariane slid the dagger back into its sheath at her
waist and reached for the lap harp that once had been her joy. Now
it was her consolation. The dark, graceful curves of the wood were
inlaid with silver, mother-of-pearl and carnelian in the form of a
flowering vine.

But it wasn’t the harp’s elegance that
lured Ariane. It was the instrument’s voice. Her long fingers
moved, calling from the strings a chord that was in eerie harmony
with the storm wind, a wildness that was barely contained.


Concealed, not
healed.

Hearing the harp speak for the silent harpist,
Amber wanted to protest the combination of fear and rage and grief
that burned just beneath the Norman girl’s calm surface.

“You have nothing to dread from becoming
Simon’s wife,” Amber said, her voice urgent. “He
is a man of intense passion, but it is always
disciplined.”

For an instant Ariane’s fingers paused. Then
she nodded slowly. Gradually the sounds she drew from the harp
became less wild.

“Aye,” Ariane said in a low voice.

“He has been gentle enough with me.”

Much gentler than he will be
when he discovers that his wife is no maiden.


Wars have begun over lesser
insults. Men have killed. Women have died.

The last thought held a dark allure for Ariane. It
whispered of an escape from the brutal trap of pain and betrayal
that life had become.

“Simon is strong of body and fair of
face,” Amber added, “with a quickness to put the
keep’s cats to shame.”


Ariane’s fingers hesitated. After a moment
she murmured, “His eyes are very…dark.”

“’Tis only that sun-colored hair of his
that makes his eyes seem so black,” Amber said instantly.

Ariane shook her head. “It is more than
that.”

Hesitating, sighing, Amber agreed.

“’Tis the same with many of the men who
came back from the Saracen battles,” she admitted.

“They returned less light of heart.”

A minor chord quivered in the silence.

“Simon mistrusts me,” Ariane said.

“You?” Amber laughed without humor.
“He trusts you enough to show you his back. I am the one he
mistrusts. In the silence of his heart, Simon calls me
hell-witch.”

Surprise lightened the bleak violet of
Ariane’s eyes for a moment.

“If it helps,” Amber said dryly,

“your own eyes, for all their fey beauty, are as remote as a
Druid moon.”

“Should that comfort me?”

“Can anything comfort you?”

Ariane’s fingers paused in their delicate
stroking of the harp as she considered the question. Then her
fingers struck like snow falcons, ripping a harsh sound from the
strings.

“Why does he call you hell-witch?”
Ariane asked after a moment.

Before Amber could answer, a deep male voice spoke
behind her, answering Ariane’s question.

“Because,” Simon said, “I thought
she had stolen Duncan’s mind.”



Both women turned and saw Simon standing at the
entrance to the small corner chamber that had been turned over to
Ariane for the length of her stay at Stone Ring Keep. Ariane
didn’t expect the visit to be long; all that held Lord
Dominic of Blackthorne Keep here was his determination to see
Ariane wed to one of his loyal men before anything else could go
awry.

Simon was the second groom chosen for the Baron
Deguerre’s daughter. Though Ariane had never been drawn to
her first fiancé—Duncan—in any way at all, just
seeing Simon sent odd currents through Ariane. He filled the
doorway with little left over. Because most people first saw him
standing next to his brother Dominic, or to Amber’s even
larger husband Duncan, Simon’s size often passed without
particular comment, as did the width of his shoulders.

Yet Ariane noticed everything about Simon, and had
from the first instant he had strode up to her at Blackthorne Keep
and told her to prepare for a hard ride to Stone Ring Keep. She had
been vividly aware of Simon’s quickness and grace, and of his
supple, powerful body. His eyes had burned like black fire with the
force of his intelligence and will.

And sometimes, if Ariane turned to him
unexpectedly, she had seen Simon’s eyes burning with an
intense sensual heat. He desired her.


She had waited in dread for him to force that
desire upon her. Yet he had not. He had been unfailingly civil,
treating her with a courtesy and disciplined restraint that she
found as reassuring as it was…alluring.

Simon could have been standing in a forest of
giants and he would have towered over them in Ariane’s sight.
There was something about the feline quickness and male elegance of
Simon’s body that in her eyes overshadowed men more
brawny.

Or perhaps it was simply that he had been kind to
her in his own sardonic way. The ride from Blackthorne Keep, where
she had just arrived from Normandy, to Stone Ring
Keep had been hard indeed. Blackthorne Keep was in the far north of
England, on the edge of the Disputed Lands where Norman and Saxon
still fought over estates.

Stone Ring Keep was still farther north, in the
very heart of the lands where Normans claimed estates and Saxons
held those same estates by force of arms. The Battle of Hastings
had been won more than a generation ago by the Normans, yet the
Saxons were far from subdued.

“It seems,” Simon said as he walked
into the room, “I was wrong about Amber. It was only
Duncan’s heart that she had stolen. A far more trifling
matter than a mind, surely.”


The Learned girl refused to rise to the deftly
presented bait, though the amber pendant she wore between her
breasts shimmered with secret laughter.

Simon’s smile warmed.

“I no longer think of you as the
devil’s tool,” he said to Amber. “Will you ever
forgive me for making you faint with pain and fear?”

“Sooner than you will forgive all women for
whatever one woman did to you,” Amber said.

The room became so silent that the leap of flame in
the brazier sounded loud. When Simon spoke again, there was no
warmth in his voice or his smile.


“Poor Duncan,” Simon said distinctly.
“He will have no secrets from his witch-wife.”

“He will need none,” Duncan said from
behind Simon.

On hearing Duncan’s voice, Amber spun toward
the doorway, glowing as though lit from within.

Ariane stared. In the seven-day she had been at
Stone Ring Keep, she had yet to become accustomed to the sheer joy
Amber took in her new husband. Duncan’s joy was no less, a
fact that was simply beyond Ariane’s comprehension.

When Amber rushed across the room, holding out her

hands to Duncan, Simon gave Ariane a wry sidelong
glance. The look told her that he was as bemused as she was by
Duncan and Amber.

The moment of silent, shared understanding was both
warming and disconcerting to Ariane. It made her want to trust
Simon.

Fool, Ariane told
herself coldly. The smile is but a charming
ruse to make you more at ease, so that you won’t fight the
brutal coils of marital duty.

“I thought you were going to take all morning
listening to the serfs’ complaints,” Amber said to
Duncan.

“So did I.” Duncan gathered
Amber’s hands in his much larger ones. “But Erik took
pity on me and sent the wolfhounds in to lounge by the
fire.”


“Stagkiller, too?” she asked, for her
brother was rarely without his canine shadow.

“Mmm,” Duncan agreed. He kissed
Amber’s fingertips and tickled her palms with his mustache.
“Shortly afterward, everyone left.”

Simon smothered a laugh.

The serfs revered Amber’s brother Erik, the
former lord of Stone Ring Keep, but they were distinctly wary of
the Learned man’s animals. More than one tenant and cotter
had been overheard thanking God that the new lord of Stone Ring
Keep was a brawny warrior not given to ancient ways, Learned
teachings, and animals more clever by half than common folks.

“I shall miss your brother when he goes back
to Sea Home Keep,” Duncan said.


“My brother or his hounds?” Amber
asked, smiling.

“Both. Perhaps Erik could leave us a
few.”

“Large ones?”

“Does he have any other kind?” Duncan
retorted. “Stagkiller is nearly as tall at the shoulder as my
war stallion.”

Laughing, shaking her head at the exaggeration,
Amber brushed her cheek against one of Duncan’s
battle-scarred hands.



Ariane watched the newly married couple as a
hunting falcon would watch an unexpected movement on the ground far
below its wings. The words the lovers spoke were unimportant; it
was the way each looked at the other, the touches they shared, the
heightened awareness that flowed between them like an invisible
river between opposite shores.

“Baffling, isn’t it?” Simon asked
softly.

He had moved so close to Ariane that his breath
stirred the hair at the nape of her neck.

Too close.

“What?” Ariane asked, startled.

It took all of her courage not to draw away as she
looked into Simon’s clear midnight eyes. But retreat would do
no good. Nor would pleas to be left alone.


Geoffrey had taught her that, and much else that
she had buried behind walls of pain and betrayal.

“’Tis baffling,” Simon explained,
“how a formidable warrior such as the Scots Hammer becomes as
river clay in a girl’s hands.”

“I would say rather the reverse,”
Ariane muttered, “that it is the amber witch who is the clay
and he the strong hands molding it.”

Simon’s blond eyebrows rose in silent
surprise. He turned and looked at Duncan and Amber for a few
moments.

“You have a point,” Simon agreed.

“Her eyes are as lovestruck as his. Or is it
dumbstruck?”

When Simon turned back to Ariane, he bent over her
once more, ensuring the privacy of their conversation. Before
Ariane could stop herself, she pulled away. She covered the action
by pretending to see to the tuning of her harp.

Simon wasn’t fooled. His black eyes narrowed
and he straightened swiftly. While he didn’t consider himself
as handsome as Erik—and certainly not as wealthy in land or
goods—Simon was not accustomed to having a woman withdraw
from him as though he were unclean.


What made the matter even more irritating was that
Simon had been certain his body called to Ariane as surely as her
body called to him. She had taken one look at him walking toward
her across Blackthorne Keep’s bailey the first time they met,
and then she had kept on looking as though she had never seen a man
before.

Simon had looked at Ariane in just the same way, a
recognition that defied understanding. He had seen more beautiful
women in his life, but never had he seen one who compelled his
senses so deeply. Even the siren Marie.

At the time, it had seemed to Simon a cruel jest
from God that Ariane was betrothed to Duncan of Maxwell, the Scots
Hammer, a man who was Simon’s friend and Dominic’s
ally. When it was discovered that Duncan loved another woman, Simon
immediately had offered to wed the daughter of the powerful Norman
baron. The marriage would ensure the peace that Dominic desperately
needed in the Disputed Lands if his own Blackthorne Keep were to
prosper.


When Simon had proposed the marriage, he had been
sure that Ariane preferred him above other men. Now he wasn’t
so certain. Perhaps it was simply that she strove to keep him
off-balance. That had certainly been Marie’s game, one that
she had played exceedingly well.

“Have I done something to offend you, Lady
Ariane?” Simon asked coolly.

“Nay.”

“Such a quick answer. So false,
too.”

“You startled me, ’Tis all. I
didn’t expect to find you that close to me.”

Simon’s only answer was a thin smile.


“Shall I have Meg blend me a special soap to
please your dainty nostrils?” he asked.

“Your scent is quite pleasant to me as it
is,” Ariane said politely.

As she spoke, she realized that she meant it.
Unlike many men, Simon didn’t smell of old
sweat and clothes worn too long.

“You look surprised that I don’t stink
like a midden,” Simon said. “Shall I test the truth of
your words?”


With disconcerting quickness, he bent close to
Ariane once more. She flinched in the instant before she managed to
control her alarm. Very carefully she shifted her body on the
wooden chair until she was no longer leaning away from Simon.

“You may breathe now,” he said
dryly.

Ariane’s breath came in with a swift, husky
sound that could have been a gasp of fear or pleasure. Considering
the circumstances, Simon decided that fear was more likely.

Or disgust.

Simon’s lips flattened beneath his soft,
closely clipped beard. He remembered all too well Ariane’s
words when Duncan had asked if she would be a wife in fact as well
as in name:

I will do my duty, but I am
repelled by the prospect of the marriage bed.


When asked if her coldness came because her heart
belonged to another man, Ariane had been quite blunt.

I have no heart.

There had been no doubt that she spoke the truth,
for Amber had been touching Ariane the whole time and had found
nothing but the bleakest honesty in the Norman heiress’s
words.

Ariane had agreed to marriage, but she had also
made it clear that the thought of coupling with a man revolted her.
Even the man who was soon to be her husband.

Or, perhaps, especially him?

Simon’s mouth took on a grim line as he
looked at the Norman heiress who had agreed to be his bride.

When we first saw one another,
was she watching me with fear while I watched her with
desire?


The thought chilled Simon, for he had vowed never
again to want a woman more than she wanted him. That kind of wanting gave women power over a man, a cruel
power that destroyed men.

Could it be that Ariane is
another Marie, playing hot and cold by turns, chaining a man to her
with uncertainty, driving him mad with desire
half-slaked?

Or slaked not at
all.

But that game of feint and
lure, retreat and summon, can be played by more than
one.

It was a game Simon had learned quite well at
Marie’s hands. So well that he had ultimately beaten her at
her own sport.

Without a word, Simon straightened and stepped back
from Ariane, not touching her in any way.


Though relieved, Ariane sensed that her flinching
from Simon had cut his pride. The thought worried her, for he had
done nothing to earn such a wounding from her.

Yet even as Ariane opened her mouth to tell Simon
so, no words came. There was no point in denying the truth: the
thought of coupling with a man made her blood freeze.

Simon hadn’t earned her coldness, but she
could do nothing to change it. All warmth had been torn from her
months ago, during the long night when she had lain drugged and
helpless while Geoffrey the Fair grunted over her like a pig
rooting in a virgin orchard.

A shudder of revulsion coursed through Ariane. Her
memories of that terrible night were vague, distorted by whatever
black potion Geoffrey had given to her to keep her silent and
helpless.

Sometimes Ariane thought the blurring was
merciful.

And sometimes she thought it only increased the
horror.

“Simon,” Ariane whispered, not knowing
that she had called his name aloud.


For a moment Simon paused as though he had heard
her. Then he turned his back to her with cool finality.
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The teasing words of the newlyweds
filled the taut silence that had grown between Simon and
Ariane.

“Have you time to ride with me?” Duncan
asked Amber.


“For you, I have all the time in the
world.”

“Just the world?” he asked, feigning
hurt. “What of heaven and the hereafter?”

“Are you bargaining with me,
husband?”

“Do I have something you would like to lay
hand upon?” Duncan parried.

Amber’s smile was as old as Eve and as young
as the blush mounting her cheeks.

Duncan’s answering laughter was a sound of
pure masculine delight.


“Precious Amber, how you please
me.”

“Do I?”

“Always.”

“How?” she teased.

Duncan started to tell her, then remembered they
weren’t alone.

“Ask me tonight,” he said in a low
voice, “when the fire in the brazier is little more than
scarlet coals veiled in silver ash.”


“You have my vow on it,” Amber said,
resting her fingers on Duncan’s powerful forearm.

“I will hold you to it,” he murmured.
“Now, if you are finished here, let us be off to the
horses.”


“Finished here?” Amber blinked.
“Oh, my comb. I had forgotten.”

She turned to Ariane, who was watching her with
eyes as clear and remote as gems.


“Have you seen a comb with red amber set in
it?” Amber asked. “I think it must have fallen out of
my hair somewhere in the keep.”

“Once, you would have had but to ask, and the
comb’s hiding place would come to me,” Ariane said in a
low voice. “Once, but no more.”

“I don’t understand.”

Ariane shrugged. “It matters not. I
haven’t seen your comb. I’ll ask Blanche.”


“Is your maid feeling better
today?”

“Nay.” Ariane’s mouth turned
down. “I fear Blanche has a more common illness than that
which laid my knights low on our travels from Normandy.”

“Oh?” amber asked.

“I believe Blanche is breeding.”

“’Tis not an illness, but a
blessing,” Simon said.


“To a married girl, perhaps,” Ariane
said. “But Blanche is far from her home, her people, and,
likely, from the boy who set her to breeding in the first place.
Hardly a blessing, is it?”

A lithe movement of Simon’s shoulders
dismissed Ariane’s objections.

“As your husband, I will see that your maid
is well cared for,” Simon said coolly. “We have need of
more babes in the Disputed Lands.”

“Babes,” Ariane said in an odd
voice.


“Aye, my future wife. Babes. Do you
object?”

“Only to the means.”

“Means?”

“Coupling.” A shudder rippled through
Ariane’s body. “’Tis a sorry way to such a sweet
goal.”

“It won’t seem so after you have been
married,” Amber said kindly. “Then you will know that
your maidenly fears are as groundless as the wind
itself.”


“Aye,” Ariane said distantly. “Of
course.”


But no one believed her, least of all herself.

Blindly Ariane’s hands sought the solace of
the harp once more. The sounds that came from the graceful
instrument were as dark as her thoughts. Even so, stroking the
instrument brought a small measure of peace to her. It made her
believe that she could endure what must be endured—grim,
painful couplings and nightmares that tried to follow her into
day.

Amber gave Ariane an odd look, but the Norman
heiress didn’t notice.

“Perhaps it would be better not to rush the
marriage,” Amber said in a low voice to Simon. “Ariane
is…unsettled.”


“Dominic is afraid that something else will
go awry if we wait.”

“Something else?” Then Amber realized
what Simon meant. “Oh. Duncan’s marriage to me rather
than to Lady Ariane.”

“Aye,” Simon said sardonically.

“In any event,” Simon said, “the
northern boundary of Blackthorne Keep is secure once more, now that
your brother Erik is pleased with your marriage.”


Amber nodded.

“But that security could vanish,” Simon
said bluntly, “if Baron Deguerre were to think that Duncan
had jilted his daughter for love of you.”

Amber glanced quickly at Ariane. If she were
listening, it didn’t show in her face or in the measured
drawing of her fingers over the lap harp.

“Do not fear for Lady Ariane’s tender
feelings,” Simon said sardonically. “She was raised a
highborn maid. She knows her duty is to wed whoever enters into the
marriage bargain.”

“Lady Ariane must be married to a loyal
vassal of Dominic le Sabre,” Duncan said flatly. “The
quicker it happens, the better for all of us.”


“But—” began Amber, only to be
overridden by Simon.


“And her husband must be someone who has the
approval of both King Henry and Deguerre himself,” Simon
added.

“But you don’t have that
approval!” Amber retorted.

“Simon is as loyal to Dominic as any man
alive,” Duncan said, “so the English king will approve
the marriage. Simon is Norman rather than Scots or Saxon, so Baron
Deguerre will have less to complain of in that regard than if the
groom had been me.”


“Aye. In all ways that matter,” Simon
said, “I am a more desirable husband for Deguerre’s
daughter than Duncan.”

“This baron,” Amber said, frowning.
“Is he so powerful that kings are wary of him?”

“Yes,” Ariane said distinctly.

A ripple of discordant notes accompanied the single
word.


“Had he married me to Geoffrey the Fair, who
is the son of another great Norman baron,” Ariane continued,
“my father soon would have been the equal of your English
Henry in wealth and military might, if not in law. So I was
betrothed instead to a knight whose loyalty is to Henry rather than
to a Norman duke.”

“Now,” Simon said dryly, “all we
have to do is convince Baron Deguerre that his daughter is well
pleased with me. That way there will be no excuse for
war.”

“Ah,” Amber said. “That explains
the story Sven has been spreading among the people of the keep and
countryside.”

“Story?” Ariane asked.


Simon laughed mirthlessly. “Aye, and quite a
tale it is, too.”

Ariane said nothing more, but her fingers plucked
an ascending series of notes from the harp. As though she had
spoken a question, Simon answered her.

“Sven is saying that we fell in love when I
escorted you from Blackthorne to Stone Ring Keep.”


Ariane’s hands jerked as the outrageous tale
yanked her out of her unhappy thoughts.

“Love?” she
muttered. “What a pail of slops that is! Men have no love of
their betrothed. They love only the dowry and the power.”


Amber winced, but Simon laughed.

“Aye, my lady,” he said. “Slops
indeed.”

“But ’tis a clever tale,” Duncan
said admiringly. “Even the king himself must bow before a
girl’s absolute right to choose her husband. Deguerre can do
no less.”

“Dominic indeed deserves to be called the
Glendruid Wolf,” Amber said. “His clever plans bring
peace, not war.”


“It was Simon’s idea to marry me, not
his brother’s,” Ariane said. “Simon’s mind
is even quicker than his hands.”

A brief expression of surprise showed on
Simon’s face. The last thing he expected from Ariane was a
compliment, however casually it was delivered.

On the other hand, perhaps she was simply picking
up the threads of the teasing game once more.

“Do you think that Deguerre will believe
you?” Amber asked Simon doubtfully.


“Believe what? That I’ve married his
daughter?”

“That it was a…” Amber groped for
words.

“‘…drawing together of hearts
that defied English king and Norman father equally,’”
Ariane quoted. “‘For love,
of course.’”

Ariane’s tone exactly captured the mockery
that had been in Simon’s voice when he had proposed marrying
Ariane himself as a solution to the dangerous dilemma of her broken
engagement.


Simon shrugged. “Deguerre can believe the
tale or he can go begging in Jerusalem. Either way, before midnight
mass is sung, Lady Ariane will be my wife.”

A shout from the bailey below distracted Simon. He
went to the slit window, listened, and gave Duncan a sideways
look.


“You waited too long to escape, O mighty lord
of Stone Ring Keep,” Simon said, bowing as low as a Saracen
would to his sultan. “The serf with the wandering
pig—what is his name?”

“The pig’s?” Duncan asked in
disbelief.


“The serf’s,” Simon corrected,
deadpan.

“Ethelrod.”

“Ah, how could one forget?” Simon said.
“Apparently the pig has acquired a taste for apples. By the
bushel basket.”

“That is why pigs are turned loose to root in
the orchard after harvest,” Duncan retorted. “Otherwise
only the worms would fatten.”


“At present, the pig in question is
underground, rooting in one of your
cellars.”

“God’s blood,” Duncan said
through his teeth as he strode out the door. “I told Ethelrod
to build a pen stout enough to hold that clever swine.”

“Excuse me,” Amber said, trying not to
laugh out loud. “I must see this. Ethelrod’s pig is a
source of much amusement to the people of the keep.”


“Unless that swine is kept under
control,” Simon said dryly, “it will be the source of
much bacon.”

Amber burst out laughing and hurried after her
husband.

Simon’s quick eyes caught the shadow of a
smile on Ariane’s lips. The beauty of it reminded him of the
first instant he had seen the Norman heiress. He had felt as though
the breath had been driven from his body by a mailed fist.

Even now it was hard to believe that Ariane was
almost within his reach, a highborn girl engaged to a bastard whose
only claim to wealth or worth lay in his quick sword arm.

Without meaning to, Simon reached out to her.

“Ariane…” he whispered.


Ariane blinked at the sound of her name. For a few
moments she had forgotten she wasn’t alone.


When Simon’s hand touched her hair, she
flinched away.

Slowly Simon lowered his hand. The effort not to
clench it into a fist was so great it left him aching. Yet he made
the effort without knowing it, for he had vowed never again to let
lust for a woman rule his actions.

“Soon we will be husband and wife,” he
said flatly.

A shudder went over Ariane.

“Do you react like this to all men,”

Simon asked, “or just to me?”

“I will do my duty,” Ariane said in a
low voice.

Yet even as she spoke, she realized that the words
were a lie. She had thought she could go through with her wifely
duties. Now she knew she could not. She simply couldn’t force
herself to submit to rape again.

Unfortunately the realization had come too late.
The wedding was set. The trap was sprung.

No way out.

Except one.


Yet this time the thought of death brought no
comfort to Ariane.

How can I kill Simon, whose
only crime is love of his brother?

Failing that, how can I endure
rape again, and then again, all the years of my life?

“My duty,” she whispered.

“Duty,” Simon repeated in a low voice.
“Is that all you will be able to bring to the marriage? Is
your beauty like the whore Marie’s, a lush fabric wrapped
around a soul of icy calculations?”


Ariane said nothing, for she was afraid if her
mouth opened, a scream of rage and betrayal would be all that came
out.

“Your anticipation of our marriage overwhelms
me,” Simon said sardonically. “See that I don’t
have to send a man-at-arms to fetch you to the altar. For by
Christ’s blue eyes, I will do just that if I must.”

Simon turned and left the room without another
word.


None was needed. Ariane had no doubt that Simon
would do exactly as he said. He was, in all things, a man who kept
his vows.

No escape.


Save one…

Without knowing it, Ariane’s fingers closed
around the harp strings. A despairing, dissonant wail was ripped
from the instrument.

It was the only sound Ariane made.

The wedding would begin before the sun set and end
before the moon rose. Before the moon set once more, the bride must
find a way to kill.

Or die.
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Melancholy, subtly clashing chords
quivered through Ariane’s corner room. Although Stone Ring
Keep seethed with hurried preparations for the coming wedding, no
one disturbed Ariane until the maid Blanche belatedly arrived to
see to her mistress’s needs.

A glance was all it took for Ariane to see that
nothing had changed in the handmaiden’s health. The
girl’s face was still too pale. Beneath a kerchief of
indifferent cleanliness, Blanche’s light brown hair had no
luster. Nor did her blue eyes. Obviously she felt no better today
than she had since the middle of the voyage from Normandy to
England.

“Good morning, Blanche. Or is it
afternoon?”

There was no censure in Ariane’s voice,
rather simple curiosity.


“Did you not hear the sentries crying the
time?” Blanche asked.

“No.”

“Well, ’tis to be expected, what with
finding yourself so soon to be married to a groom who is not the
man you expected to wed,” Blanche said with a maturity far
beyond her fifteen years.

Ariane shrugged. “One man is much the same as
another.”

Blanche gave Ariane a startled look.

“Beg your pardon, mistress, but there is
considerable difference.”


Ariane’s only answer was a series of quickly
plucked notes that sounded like dissent.


“Not that I blame you for being
uneasy,” Blanche said hurriedly. “There are some
surpassing odd fold here. ’Tis enough to make a body start at
shadows.”

“Odd?” Ariane asked absently, drawing a
questioning trill from the harp strings.

“Tch, m’lady, you have been talking to
your harp so long your mind has gone as numb as your fingers must
be. The Learned are odd ones, don’t you think?”


Ariane blinked. Her fingers stilled for a few
moments.

“I don’t think the Learned are
odd,” Ariane said finally. “Lady Amber is as kind as
she is lovely. Sir Erik is better educated—and more
handsome—than all but a few knights I’ve
known.”

“But those great hounds of his, and that
devil peregrine on his arm. I say it isn’t
natural.”

“’Tis as natural as breathing. All
knights love hounds and hawks.”

“But—” Blanche protested, only to
be cut off.


“Enough useless chatter,” Ariane said
firmly. “All keeps and their folk seem strange when you
haven’t lived within them very long.”

Blanche said nothing as she set about readying her
mistress’s bath needs. The sight of a long ebony comb
reminded Ariane of her earlier conversation with the mistress of
the keep.

“Have you seen a comb set with red
amber?” Ariane asked. “Lady Amber misplaced
one.”

Blanche was so startled by the question that she
simply stared at Ariane and gnawed on one ragged fingernail,
speechless.

“Blanche? Are you going to be sick
again?”


Numbly Blanche shook her head, causing a few lank
tresses to escape from the kerchief that was her only
headpiece.

“If you do find the comb,” Ariane said,
“please tell me.”

“’Tis unlikely I will find aught before
you do, lady. Sir Geoffrey said many times how
like your aunt you were.”

Ariane went taut and said nothing.

“Was it true?” Blanche asked.

“What?”


“That your aunt could find a silver needle in
a field of haystacks?”

“Aye.”

Blanche grinned, showing the gap where she had lost
a tooth to the blacksmith’s pincers when she was twelve.

“It would be a fine gift to have, finding
lost things,” Blanche said, sighing. “Lady Eleanor was
always beating me for losing her silver embroidery
needles.”

“I know.”

“Don’t look so sad,” Blanche
said. “If Lady Amber has lost her comb, you soon will find it
for her.”


“Nay.”

The flat denial made Blanche blink.

“But Geoffrey said you found a silver goblet
and ewer that no one—” began the handmaiden.

“Is my bath ready?” Ariane interrupted,
cutting across the girl’s words.

“Aye, lady,” Blanche said in a low
voice.


The handmaiden’s unhappiness tugged at
Ariane’s compassion, but Ariane had no desire to explain that
she had lost her fey gift along with her maidenhead.

She also was weary of having her stomach clench
every time she heard Geoffrey’s name.

“Lay out my best chemise and my scarlet
dress,” Ariane said in a low voice.

Whether a wedding or a wake, the dress would do
quite well.

“I dare not!” blurted the
handmaiden.


“Why?” asked Ariane.

“Lady Amber instructed me that she would
bring your wedding dress to you personally.”

Uneasiness rippled through Ariane.

“When did this pass?” she asked.


“Another Learned witch—er,
woman—came to the keep,” Blanche said.


“When?”

“Just at dawn. Didn’t you hear the
baying of those hellhounds?”

“I thought it was but a lingering of my
dream.”

“Nay,” Blanche said. “’Twas
a Learned woman come to the keep with a gift for you. A dress to be
wed in.”

Ariane frowned and set her harp aside. “Amber
said nothing to me.”

“Mayhap she couldn’t. The Learned woman
was special fierce. White hair and eyes like ice.” Blanche
crossed herself quickly. “It was the one they call Cassandra.

’Tis said she sees the future. There be witches here,
m’lady.”

Ariane shrugged. “According to some, there
were witches at my home. My aunt was one of them. So was I.
Remember?”

Blanche looked confused.

“If it makes you feel better, I have met the
Learned woman face-to-face,” Ariane said. “Cassandra is
quite human.”

The handmaiden’s frown eased and she
sighed.

“The chaplain here told me that this was a
godly place no matter what the whispers,” Blanche said.

“’Tis a relief to hear. I would be fearful for my
ba—”

As though cut with a knife, Blanche’s words
stopped.

“Do not worry, handmaid,” Ariane said
calmly. “I know you are breeding. The babe will come to no
harm. Simon has promised it.”

Blanche still looked alarmed.

“Would you like Simon to arrange a husband
for you?” Ariane asked.

Wistfulness replaced alarm on Blanche’s face.
Then she shook her head.


“No, thank you, lady.”

Black eyebrows lifted in surprise, but all Ariane
said was, “Do you know who the father of your baby
is?”


Blanche hesitated, then nodded.

“Is he back in Normandy?”

“Nay.”

“Ah, then he must be one of my men. Is he a
squire or a man-at-arms?”

Blanche shook her head.

“A knight, then,” Ariane said in a low
voice. “Was he one of those who died of that savage
disease?”


“It matters not,” Blanche said,
clearing her throat. “No knight would marry a servant girl
who has no kin, no dowry, and no particular beauty.”

Tears stood in the handmaiden’s eyes, making
their light blue irises glitter with unusual clarity.

“Be at ease,” Ariane said. “At
least no man pursues you because of what you can bring to him. Nor
would any man take from you by strength or wile what you would keep
as your own.”

Blanche looked at her mistress oddly and said
nothing.

“Put away your fears,” Ariane said
crisply. “You and your babe will be well cared for, and you
won’t have to endure a husband in your bed if you don’t
wish.”


“Oh, that.” Blanche smiled.
“’Tis not such a trial. In the winter, a man is warmer
than a swine and stinks not half so much. At least, most men
don’t.”

Unbidden, the memory came to Ariane of Simon
leaning down until his breath brushed her nape.

Shall I have Meg blend me a
special soap to please your dainty nostrils?

Your scent is quite pleasant
to me as it is.

An odd sensation whispered through Ariane as she
realized anew just how true her words had been. Simon was as clean
to her senses as the sunlight that caught and tangled in his hair,
making it appear to burn.

If all I had to do as a wife
was to see to Simon’s house, his accounts, and his
comforts….


But that is not all a man
wants from a wife. Nor is it all God requires.


“M’lady? Are you well?”

“Yes,” Ariane said faintly.

Leaning forward, Blanche peered more closely at her
mistress.

“You look white as salt,” the
handmaiden said. “Are you with child, too?”


Ariane made a harsh sound.

“No,” she said distinctly.

“I’m sorry, I meant no insult,”
Blanche said hastily, her words stumbling. “It’s just
that babes are on my mind and Sir Geoffrey said you were
particularly eager to breed.”

“Sir Geoffrey was wrong.”

The lethal calm of Ariane’s voice told
Blanche that she had once again stepped beyond the boundaries of
her half-learned duties as a lady’s maid.


Blanche sighed and wished that all the highborn
were as charming and easy of manner as Geoffrey the Fair had been.
No wonder that Lady Ariane had become grim and removed after being
told that she would be sent to England to wed a rude Saxon
stranger, rather than remaining at home to marry Sir Geoffrey, son
of a great Norman baron.

Ariane the Betrayed.

“Your things are ready, my lady,”
Blanche said sympathetically. “Do you wish me to attend your
bath?”

“No.”

Though the marks of Ariane’s ordeal at
Geoffrey’s hands had long since faded from her body, she
could not bear even the casual touch of her lady’s maid.

Particularly not when Blanche kept bringing up the
name of Geoffrey the Fair.
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