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PASSION OUT OF TIME

Sesttle writer Diane Ted had dways thought that red life was much less interesing than movies. Of
course she never expected that she would be transported back to medieva France without hope of
returning home. Nor could she have known that in accepting the protection of the formidable Baron
Smon de Argent, she would not only chalenge his battle-weary cyniciam, but would ignite his passon as
well.

Treachery and tragedy had taught Smon to place duty before his own happiness. Honor demanded that
he guard this unwelcome guest from those plotting against him. But he soon discovered that he had no
power to resst Diane's deverly defiant spirit—or control the  breathtakingly fierce desire he fdt when he
took her in hisarms.

"ARE YOU REALLY FROM THE FUTURE ..."

... Simon asked, "or smply some exoatic land? If Jacques accidentaly snatched you from the other
end of the Silk Road, you can make the journey back."



"I am not from China, or Cathay, or whatever you want to cdl it," Diane replied. "I was born and
rased in the United States, in Sesttle. In the twentieth century. Y ou don't believe me do you?'

Smon glared at her, asif thiswas dl her fault. "But you dill belong somewhere,” he persisted.

"Not in China" She paused. "Maybe not back in Seattle, even if | could get there" She had changed
50 much sSince medting Smon. Her old life meant nothing to her.

He gave her one of those faint amiles that dways melted her defensveness. "Y ou're going to try to tell
me that you belong with me"

"I don't have to tdl you. You dready know we belong together.”

He gave her a sharp shake of his head. 1t Smply could not be.
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Prologue

France, Poitou region, 1173
"You 're sulking again, Smon."

Smon de Argent looked up over his steepled, long-fingered hands and said, "So | am, Jacques. How
clever of you to notice. Try the wine, my friend," he added. The baron's voice was deep and rich,
flavored with weariness, sadness, and, perhaps, a bit too much wine.

"I think I will."

Yves, Smon's servant, hurried forward with a Slver ewer to serve the old man as he took a seat by
the fire opposite the Baron of Marbeau. The room was dark but for the flames burning in the fireplace.
Jacques had designed the fireplace himsdf and oversaw its congruction in Simon's persond quarters.
Jacques had spent his long life coming up with such clever notions for the family he served. He was a
magter of many arts, arcane and mundane dike. Some caled him the greatest wizard of the time, and

who was he to deny such daims when they were true? He didn't fed clever now, however, as he gazed
a his mdanchaly friend.

"I miss your smile, Smon. | miss your laughter.” He gestured toward the Iute resting on a nearby
table. "I miss your songs."

Smon was famous in the courts of Poitou and Aquitaine for his poetry and music. The ladies had
flocked around him, and not just because he had a way with the lute and a flattering turn of phrase. Many
a woman had broken her heart with wanting, but not having, Smon de Argent. Musc and charm had
both deserted the Lord of Marbeau of late. Perhaps what he needed was someone he wanted. Jacques
didn't think Smon was very good at knowing how to want anything, or knowing how to get it if he did.

"Y ou spend too much time aone.”

"I have you," Simon replied. "I keep my bed warm as wel,” he added before Jacques could suggest a
younger and more sensud companion than himsdf.

"Alys," the old man scoffed. "The woman's &—"



"l know what sheis. | don't care."

"You care about nothing!" Jacques knew his shouted words were a lie. Smon cared too much. A
gorm raged outside, and thunder punctuated the old man's angry words. "You need something new to
care for, that's dl."

Smon picked up his slver winecup and twirled it between his hands. He did not seem perturbed by
Jacques's words. "I'm too old to care.”

Jacques laughed, a dry-as-bones dusty cackle. "I've seen seventy years, lad, to your thirty-four. I'm
not old." He tapped his forehead. "Not in here, where it counts. You've a sound body, and hardly any
slver that shows in that lion's mane of yours. | know very wdl that you got those lines around your eyes
from laughter, and not from hard living. Don't you dare dam age as the cause of this drawn out, petulant
mood of yours."

Smon raised one offended eyebrow. "Petulant? 17" Jacques nodded. Smon put the winecup back
down, and turned his gaze to watch the fire. "Petulant?’ he repeated. "'l suppose | am. | don't care. Go to
bed, Jacques," he added. "For | don't know who's more bored with this conversation, you or I."

"I am," Jacques answered. He drained his wine, grateful for its warmth, then stood. "I," he told his
friend and patron, "have better things to occupy my time than to crawl under the covers and deep y life
away. |," he said, "have work to do.”

WiId work, he added to himsdf as he Ieft Smon de Argent's chamber. Jacques planned megicd
work, a spdl to be performed while the sorm was 4ill strong. For it seemed only some great act of
megic would find the cure for his friend's sore heart and soul.

CHAPTER 1

"Nice outfit, Teal. You going to aparty?'

Diare hit the pause button on her VCR remote, freezing Carole Lombard in mid-quip to William
Powdl. She glanced out the window as a streak of lightning illuminated the darkness outsde. "I'm
supposed to, Hlig" she answered her roommate, who'd just come in from work. "I'd rather not. It's a
wretched night and I've got movies to watch." She pointed a the pile of videotapes on the coffee table.
"My editor asked for an article on feminiamin 1930s screwbal comedies.”

"Oow, that sounds exciting.”" Ellie gave awide yawn.

Diane made a face at Hlligs lack of respect for film history, but dl she said in response was, "It's a
living."



Ellie nodded. "What kind of party isit?"

"Onemy mom'sgiving for somesnger."

Bllies eyes it up. She was far more impressed by Diane Ted's mother being an A&R rep for a record
company than Diane was. "If you don't go, can | borrow your clothes and go in your place?’

The outfit in question consisted of a long, ivory slk broomrstraw skirt, and a matching long-deeved slk
tunic. Diane had twisted her heavy black hair into a knot a the back of her head, held in place by
jade-tipped hairdicks. She hadn't yet decided whether to accessorize this smple outfit with the
teal-green shawl embroidered with Slver Chinese dragons she had on the couch beside her. She thought
a raincoa would probably be more practical considering the weather outside.

"September in Sedttle” she said, "ignt supposed to be the rainy season. You wouldn't like him," she
added to Ellie

Ellie blinked innocently. "Who?*

"The singer. The guy Mon's giving the party for. He's some French folk anger. Does medievd balads
or something.”

"Boring."

"My assessment, exactly. Richer than Pearl Jam, though," she added with a wry smile "Mom wants
me to meet him."

“Why?

"He's angle Mom says he's gorgeous and charming and intdligent and that | could do worse. She
expects me at eight.” Diane did not want to go, even though sheld gone through the mations of dressng
for a formd reception. She hated to disgppoint her mother, but musc was not her thing. Matchmaking
was definitdy not her thing. Movies were her thing. "I think I'll say home and waich TV."

Hlie stretched. "I'm going to take a shower. Let me know if | can borrow the ouitfit," she added as she
walked down the short hdl toward the bathroom.

Diane sat back on the couch and pressed the button to dstart the tape once more. She sghed
contentedly, happy to be done with the films that were far more interesting to her than any people shed
ever met.



Her contentment was rattled a moment later by a loud clgp of thunder that shook the whole building.
The sound was so gartling that she jumped to her feet in darm.

"Whet the—"

She took a step toward the window. She hadn't seen any lightning flash, there had been no loud
crackle of energy as the lightning bolt grounded itsdf nearby. There had only been the roar of the
thunder. Maybe it wasn't thunder, she thought and went to the window.

"Maybe it was an exploson of some sort,” she said as she peered into the darkness through the
rain-obscured glass. "Maybe it was a car wre—"

The lightning bolt that came after the thunder hit her before she had a chance to finish.

kkhkkhkkkkkkkkkkkhkhkkk*x

"Not tonight, Alys" Smon said to the pretty gil who'd come in a few minutes after the old wizard Ieft.
She wore a heavy cloak, but he doubted she wore much beneeth it. For dl that hed daimed to Jacques
that he kept his bed well-warmed, he had no interest in tupping tonight. He might not have been averse to
a bit of cuddling beneath warm furs on this sormy night, but Lady Alys was not the cuddling sort. She
liked to do the deed and get on about her own business. Normally, Smon was more than agreeable to
send her on her way, with perhaps a smdl present clutched in her greedy little hands.

She pouted at his words. Her ful lips were made for such an expression. "You sent for me"

He hadn't, but he didn't bother to argue as Alys poured hersdf a cup of wine. Perhaps his steward had
seen fit to indruct his midress to attend him. Or, more likdy, she was lying. She thought hersdf
irresdible, with her green eyes, masses of red curls, and lush body. Simon took release from her often
enough, but he was quite capable of ressting any woman's dlure. He was no raw boy, after al.

He let a disgpproving slence grow between them while she finished her wine. When she approached
his chair and would have taken his hand, he stood. "No."

She let her cloak fdl. As held guessed, she wore only her linen chemise beneath it. "I've seen it dl
before” he told her as she leaned againg him. He put his hands on her shoulders. "Why aren't you
content to take no for an answer tonight, my dear?”’

She looked up a him, false tears gleaming in her lovely eyes. "Y ou've grown tired of me, haven't you?'

He amiled, and ran a finger dong the line of her jaw. "Wha makes you say tha?'



She fluttered her lashes a him. A tear did prettily down her cheek. He had to druggle agang a
cynicd laugh a her obviousness. "You haven't sent for me dl week," she told him. "I've missed your

loving, my lord."

"I'mold," hesaid. "My needs are waning."

"You have the appetite of a bull, my lord," she protested. "A ram.”

Her words were meant to flatter, but they left im wondering if his loveplay seemed like no more then
the rutting of a mindless animd to the woman. He set her gently aside. "Not tonight," he said. "I'm tired.”
He picked up her cloak and settled it around her shoulders. "Go on, now."

She glared a him, her body iff with sudden rage. "You are tired of me” When he didn't answer, she
threw a goblet a him. "There's someone 2"

He stepped out of the goblet's path. "No."

"Whoisshe?I'll kill the bitch!"

Alys would have thrown something else, but Smon grabbed her around the wast before she could
snaich up another wegpon. She screamed a him in fury, but within moments he had her securdy
wrapped in her heavy cloak. Then he scooped her up and deposited her unceremonioudy on the landing
outsde his door.

"Cdm down," he told her as she stared up a him in the light thrown by a wal sconce. "Weéll tak
tomorrow," he added, before he stepped back and dammed the thick door behind him.

Once he was adone he wasn't sure whether to 9gh wegrily or to laugh fantly at Alyss little scene. Al
he did know was that his reaction to both of their behavior was not a strong one. Pity. He dmost missed
the time when he was capable of feding things deeply. Almogt. He had learned that indifference was a
better way to ded with the world than to rage againd its inevitable injustice.

He decided on afaint laugh at his and the woman's farcica behavior, and went to sdttle in his chair. He
considered drinking more wine, but ended up staring into the fire, conjuring up fandful images in the
dancing light.

It was peaceful. Restful. Until the explosion shattered the night.

Smon lifted his head in darm as the sound roared through the castle. It left him stunned, shaken to his
bones.



"Jacques” he said as he sumbled to his feet, unable to hear the sound of his voice for the ringing in his
eas.

Fear raced through him. So certain was he that his wizard friend was in danger, that he shed his
indifference, grabbed a sword, and raced out of his quarters. Guards and servants were dready gathered
outsgde his door. He pushed his way through the press of bodies and raced up the dairs that led to
Jacques's tower workroom.

kkhkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkhkk*k

"What hit me?'
"I'm afraid | did. Areyou hurt?"

The voice was masculing, cracked with age. Diane had never heard it before. She didn't want to open
her eyes. She was afraid of what sheld find when she did. She was lying down, and she hurt dl over.
And the man had said hed hit her.

"Actudly, | didn't hit you." He dmost sounded like held read her mind. "It was the spel | sent to fetch
you that might have injured you."

Soell. Magical spell? Right.

She opened her eyes and got unsteadily to her feet. The bearded old guy on the other side of the room
looked more like George Carlin than he did Merlin. The room had stone walls. The stone room was
round, like a tower. It was lit by torches stuck into metd brackets. The floor seemed to be covered in
straw. There was no glass in the narrow window, and the howling roar of the sorm was blowing in dong
with the rain. The room was full of tables and chests, dl of them piled high with mysterious beakers and
pots, leatherbound books, parchment scrolls, bunches of dried herbs, and unrecognizable lumps of stuff.

Diane closed her eyes again. Spdll. Fetch. Injured. This was crazy. She refused to be cam about it.
She looked at the old guy. "Who are you? Where am 17!

"Jacques of Pdllie. And you are?'

He sounded remarkably cam and polite. Diane was feding less cdm by the moment, and she hadn't
been too cam to begin with. "Diane Ted," she told Jacques. "Where am 17?7 she repeated.

"I've never seen anyone like you before.”



"I've never seen anyone like you, ether. What is this place?’

"My workroom, of course."

It looked like the set of a medievad movie. "What happened to my gpartment? How did | get here?’
"l told you. | brought you here. With magic. Y ou have very pretty eyes.”

He acted as though held never seen anyone with Adan fegtures. "Yeeh, sure. What's redly going on?
What am | doing here?' Her voice rose with growing hysteria. "Where is here? What happened? What

The wizard pointed at her and mumbled something. The words froze in her throat a moment before the
men with the sword burst into the room.

The tip of the sword was pressed to her throat before she could draw another breath. It was cold
agang her skin, cold and sharp, but so was the expression in the swordsman's eyes. She wanted to
scream, but no sound would come out. Even if sheld been able to make a sound, she thought the look in
the man's eyes might have terified her into slence. He was a tadl man, broad-shouldered, with an
arrogant, angular, hawk-nosed face, set in hard, angry lines.

"Areyou al right, Jacques?' Simon asked.
"Of course, my friend," the old man answered. "Put your sword up, man. Y ou're frightening the girl."

Girl? Was that what this stranger was? He flicked his gaze over her form. The creature had a woman's
body, dl right, outlined enticingly by the softly dinging pale fabric of her dress. A femde, then, but many
a demon had a woman's form. Smon backed the strange woman againg the wall, directly beneath one of
the torches, so he could study her in the light.

She stared back a him with dark, almond-shaped eyes. Her hair was thick and heavy, blacker than
night. The shape of her face was wrong, the cheekbones too high, the color of her skin pale, but tinted
with gold rather than a hedthy rose. She was not like anyone held ever seen. He didn't know whether to
be repdled, frightened, or intrigued. For, despite her srangeness, she wasn't exactly ugly. But, he
reminded himsdf forcefully, the devil could show a pleasant face.

He kept the point of his sword poised agang her long, dender throat as he asked, "What sort of
cregture is this? Did a demon come to you out of the sorm?”

"No, | don't think s0," Jacques answered in his inevitably cam way. "Her namé's Diane”



"Did she cause the noise?"

"No, | did that."

"Where did she come from?"

"Excdlent quedtion.”

" Joauest”

Simon was more then a little annoyed to have rushed to his friend's rescue only to find that Jacques
seemed to be perfectly dl right. He might have rounded on the old man and demanded a full explanation,
but he didn't dare turn from the creature he held a bay. For dl that she looked soft and femde and
terrified, he was ill warrior enough not to take any chances.

Jacques crossed the room and put a hand on Simon's shoulder. "She's harmless. Leave her done. Go
to bed. I'll explain dl about her in the morning.”

"Explan now.”

The old man hesitated, then Sghed. "She's a great soryteler. The finest Sorytdler ever born, this |
swear," Jacques answered smoothly. "I sent for her from— Brittany. To entertain you. She arrived earlier
today. She's exhausted, s0 | |et her deep inmy quarters.”

Smon had no doubt that the old man was lying, but he dso knew that this tale was dl held get until
Jacques fet good and ready to speak the truth. "She doesn't look like she's from Brittany.” Unless, of
course, she had sprung out of one of the circles of fary stones said to litter the landscape there.

"I never said she was Breton. | said she came from there” Jacques moved his hand from Simon's
shoulder to press down on his sword arm. "Don't harm her. Stop frightening her. Go away.”

Smon findly took his gaze off the girl and looked at his friend. He dowly lowered the sword. Out of
the corner of his eye he saw the gil dump to her knees on the rushes. She was sheking with fear. He
stepped back, not liking the sensation of having a woman cower &t his fedt.

He glanced down &t her as he moved away, and noticed the design on the bluish-green cloth that hed
dipped down around her shoulders. Despite her fear, she looked a him with angry eyes when he
snatched the doth from her. He put his sword down on one of Jacquess littered tables, then shook out
the length of heavy dlk. He held it up near the torch to study the exquistdy worked design repeated
three-across and three-down on the square cloth. The shape of the herddic beast itched in metdlic
thread was of a more elongated shape than he was used to, but familiar and recognizable nonetheless.



"The slver dragons of Marbeau.”

Jacques squinted over his shoulder a the embroidery work. "And a finer working of your device I've
never seen.”

"Nor 1, Smon conceded. He glared down & the girl. She was glaing back. "What is the meaning of
this?"

"I commissoned it," Jacques answered, in the usud smooth-as-honey tone he used when he lied.
"Diane brings you a new banner for your house."

"From Brittany?"

Jacques ignored his skepticism as he nodded. "From Brittany.”
"Of course.”

From Hong Kong, Dianethought. It's from Hong Kong!

But the words wouldn't come out of her mouth. No sound would come out, though she longed to tel
these strange men that the scaf had been sent to her by her grandmother. That she digtinctly
remembered leaving it on the couch when she went to look out the window. That it was her property,
and that she wanted it back. She aso wanted to get out of there, but was shaking too hard to dimb to
her feet and run for it. She hated being a coward, but the Stuation, and the blond men with the sword,
had her too shaken up to react in any other way.

The worst part was tha she suddenly couldn't talk. They were taking about her, but she couldnt
respond. She couldn't speak up for hersdlf, couldn't refute a word the old man said, couldn't make the
swordsman acknowledge her as a person rather than treat her like a thing he might decide to dispose of
a any moment. She hated that. She hated him. She just couldn't tdl him so.

Smon looked down at the woman once more as he folded the banner over his arm. "Thank you for
the gift, then, Diane of Brittany." Her eyes flashed hatred at him for dl that she was dill trembling with
fear. He wasn't sure what to do about ather emotion, or why he should even want to do anything.
Jacques had made it clear that the woman was not his concern. Good. He didnt want anything to be his
concern.

S0 he retrieved his sword and walked to the door. The hour grew late. The storm ill raged. Jacques
was being enigmatic. He'd dready had to ded with Alys The excitement of coming to an unnecessary
rescue was wearing off. Jacques would explan when he chose to. Beddes, if the old man wanted to
keep an unusud looking woman in his room, what business was it of his, just because he was master of



the castle?

When Smon reached the doorway he said, "Since you're so eager for privecy I'll leave you done to
have your way with the cresture.”" He dammed the door hard behind him as he l€ft.

CHAPTER 2

" Oh, dear."

Diane wanted to ask the old man what he meant, but words gill wouldn't come. She kept trying to
speak, but she couldnt make a sound. She couldn't even scream. If there was one thing she redly
wanted to do, it was scream. Instead, she banged her figt on the am of a thick wooden chair, hoping to
et the distracted wizard's attention.

Jacques had helped her to a chair before he began looking though a pile of books. Sheld sat and
watched him with her hands held to her throat as minutes dragged dowly by. She was more afrad of
having logt her voice than of having been wounded by the swordsman. She knew she hadn't been
wounded. The sword had lain cold and heavy againg her throat, but the man who threatened her hadn't
let the ddlicatdy poised tip cut her skin the whole time held discussed her with the old man.

She tried not to think about the swordsman, but she couldn't help wondering who he was. She
wondered why held threatened her. Why hed insulted her. Why hed solen her shawl. She had
questions. She had many concerns. Why was she mute? Where was she? How had she gotten here—w
herever here was? Jacques said held brought her here by magic. Odd as it seemed, she bdieved that he
was a wizard. She wanted to ask about what sort of magicd world this was. Most importantly, she
wanted to ask when was she going to be dlowed to go home? She couldn't ask. All she could do was
wait.

Petience was not one of her virtues, but getting up and kicking Jacques to get his attention probably
wouldn't do her any good. It might bring the swordsman back, and she wasn't ready to face him again.

When Jacques findly looked at her, he said, "I'm afraid I've put a curse on you." He closed the book,
its ancient leather binding cresking loudly as he did so. The slence in the room drowned out the dying
gorm outside. All Diane could do was wait. He combed his gnarled fingers thoughtfully through his long
beard for a while, then went on. "Not exactly a curse, a gels, actudly.”

Diane didn't know the difference, and she couldn't ask. She made a questioning gesture, instead.

"Ah, wdl, the difference is subtle, Il admit,”" he told her. "But a curse is harder to break than a geis.



All you have to do is perform the necessary act thet fulfills the geis and youll be free of it" He amiled as
though he'd just been awarded the Nobd Prize for Magic. "Smple”

She crossed her arms and glared.

He rubbed his chin. "'l suppose you want to know what the geis is and how to fulfill it?'

She nodded.

"The geis ismy fault, I'm afraid. | thought it would be safer for you if | did dl the talking when Simon
came rushing in. So, | put a slence gpdl on you. Only it wasn't the pdl | intended. I'm getting on a bit,
you know."

The look she gave him was not sympathetic.

He tugged on his beard. "I suppose you fed you have aright to be angry with me" He waved a finger
a her. "But I'm sure thisis for your own good as wel as Simon's. Smon," he explained, "is the handsome
fdlow who came rushing to my defense earlier.”

The guy who'd threatened to stab her, in other words.

"He's very protective,” the old wizard went on. "Youll come to appreciate that about him. Now, as to
how to break the geis— oh, | should explain the limits it's put on your behavior firg."

Diane touched her throat. She tried to speak, but, of course, no words came out. She would have
screamed in frudration if shed been able. Since she couldnt, she resorted to sanding up and stomping
her foot.

Jacques just gave an amiable nod at her behavior. ™Y ou're very communicative even without a voice.
Now, there are many men who would think having a mute woman about the house a digtinct advantage.
Don't worry, Smon is not such a man."

She didn't care what sort of man Smon was. She wanted her voice back. Maybe more importantly,
she wanted to escape from this mugty, drafty, weird room and the crazy old man who occupied it. She
thought of running, but Smon and his sword might be lurking outside the door.

No, it wasn't Simon's being on the other sde of the door that frightened her, it was the fear that she'd
gone mad. Or maybe she was dead and this was some sort of afterlife. Maybe beng hit by lightning had
put her in a coma and her imaginaion had conjured up this place. If it had, she wondered how her
imagination had dreamed up a medievd setting with people as incomprehensible as Jacques and his big,
sword-wielding buddy.



Before she could go on with any more tangled, fearful thoughts, Jacques continued. "The point of my
origind spdl was to find someone with the aaility to draw my friend out of his current despondency. He
haan't been himsdf snce—wadl, for some time now. | thought to bring him cheer, to restore a amile to his
dark countenance. He's a man who once loved song and dance and gorytelling. When | performed the
spdl that conjured you from—" He waved his hands draméticdly. "From wherever it is you appeared
from."

Seattle, she wanted to tdl him. I'm from Seattle. She aso wanted to know just where she was now.
Weas this Middle Earth? Narnia? The Enchanted Castle a Disneyworld, maybe?

"The spdl was to find the right troubadour. 1 planned to send a messenger to bring this mingdrd to
Cadle Marbeau once I'd seen im in my glass” He hdd up a andl mirror. "l saw you, and you're
diginctly not a him, are you? I'm sure that's for the best, for | have sworn never to do ill with my magic.
Sill, | didn't exactly plan to conjure you away from your own land. But my power seems to be strong
tonight—it comes and goes, my age, you know—and so0 | accidentdly cdled you here. Actudly, it's
more convenient than sending a messenger, don't you think?"

Accident? The man had accidentaly used some sort of powerful magic on her? Nonsense. There was
no such thing as magic. Specid effects, yes. Physcs, yes. Electricity and nuclear reactions, magnetism,
and genetic engineering, yes. Magic, no, even if she couldn't stop hersdlf from bdievingin it just now.

"Of course you don't think any of this is convenient. The geis certainly ian't." Jacques took off the
odd-shaped hat he wore—irore like a baby bonnet, Diane thought, than a wizard's pointy hat—long
enough to scratch his bald head. Then he plopped the hat back on and explained, "The rules of the geis
are these: You have been rendered mute, but ance | have damed that you are a storytdler, you may
speak only when you have a tde to tdl. Go ahead,” he urged, "tdl me a sory."

Diane jud stared a him for a few moments. This was completely ridiculous. How could she be mute,
and able to tak for a gspecific function? Was the man trying to tdl her hed turned her into an
entertainment center? Something that could be switched on and off for this Smon person's pleasure?
She practicdly boiled with anger a this outrageous notion. It wasn't just anger, but humiliation that
scalded her. Impossible. Ridiculous.

Shetried to speak, to shout out her fury.

Nothing. Silence.

She closed her eyes for a long time and battled the blinding rage. When she had fought through her
wild emotions to a bit of cam she looked once more at the patiently waiting Jacques.

"Try," he coaxed. "You have the gift of goryteling on the tip of your tongue. All you have to do is use
it"



She thoroughly hated him, and hersdf for giving in to his urging, but she swalowed hard and said,
"Once upon atime'?

He clapped his hands with pleasure. "There? You see? | told you. Go on.”

She couldn't. She had quite a few things she wanted to say to him. She tried to speak, but no other
words came out. Why was it she could say "once upon a time'?

She put her hand over her mouth as she finished speaking. Tears began to rall down her cheeks,
obscuring her view of the wizard.

Within moments she was Slently sobbing, every bit of control shed been exercisng over her emotions
dissolved in the unstoppable tears. She didn't know where she was. She didnt know what was the
matter with her! A bad, nasty man had tried to kill her! She wanted to go home! She got to her fest,
blind with tears, shaking with hysteria. She tried to run, but the most she could do was dtart to fdl as the
world began to go black around her.

Jacques moved swiftly despite his age. He caught her in his strong, gnarled hands. "Poor lamb,” he
sad. "Youve had enough for one night” He guided her across the room, helped her lie down in a
feather-soft bed, pulled a cover up over her. He stroked her hair, and said, "It's going to be dl right,
sweeting. My magic dways turns out for the best. Youll see. Youll even break the geis and get your
voice back soon. You deep now."

She had to obey him. She even wanted to. Closing her eyes and burrowing into the covers seemed the
most naturd thing in the world to do. The safest. She sghed and curled around hersdf, the tears and
terror fading as peaceful darkness eased closer. She just barely heard him say one lagt thing before deep
cradled her completely.

"To break the geis dl you haveto doisfdl inlove™
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Diane tried not to be frightened as she looked around the wizard's room. She hated the way shed
reacted last night, and was determined not to repeat the experience. When sheld woken up she'd hoped
that the whole thing had been a nightmare. Hope fled when she opened her eyes. Or maybe she just
waan't awake yet, she thought, as she threw off the covers and got to her feet.

The room was dim except for the golden light thrown by a stand of candles next to the table where
Jacques worked on something. There was very little light coming in the narrow window, but the window
did let in a cool breeze. Without the protection of the blankets, Diane shivered. Her Slk skirt and tunic
were no protection againg the damp chill of the place, and the hay spread on the floor was scratchy
agang her cold feet. She found her shoes placed neetly next to the bed and hurried to put them on



before she approached the old wizard.

Jacques hummed as he mixed what looked like dried herbs in a black sone mortar. The scent thrown
up by the crushed plants was both sharp and sweet a once. Diane breathed deeply of the fragrance as
ghe stood across the table waiting to get the old man's attention. She tried to speak, of course, but the
whatever it was he cdled it— goose? No, gaze.

"Geis' he sad as he turned his benign smile on her. "You mus accept, my dear, that the only way
you may speak is by tdling stories. | have named you a Breton, and the Bretons are famous for ther lays
of heroes, and lovers, and wild adventures. Speak of these things, and your voice is yours to use."

Diane couldn't take the man's sympathetic expression. Or maybe it was pity. So she turned away, with
her ams cradied protectively over her stomach. She didn't want pity, and she wouldn't let the fear
overwhem her again. She took a few deep breaths and tried to think.

Stories. He wanted her to tdl stories. If that was the only way she could communicate, fine. She'd do
anything to get her voice back. Only she wasn't a storyteller. She wasn't even that much of a reader.
Even the fantasy worlds that resembled this place, she manly knew about from the film versons of the
novels. If she'd been a reader, she'd be able to remember book plots to recite. All she redly knew about
were films She watched them, studied them, wrote about them. HIm was a visud art.

But what was amovie without a script?
Scripts. Of course. Plots. She knew thousands of movie plots.
What was the last thing she'd been watching?

She turned back to Jacques. "Once upon a time there was a rich man who a slly young woman
mistook for &—a servant. And, uh—" She fdtered, and stared helplesdy a the wizard, unsure of how to
explan the plot of My Man Godfrey to someone who lived in what looked like the set for The Sword
and the Stone.

Jacques put away his mortar and pestle and came to take her hands. "You see, you are a
troubadour.” He led her to a chair, pulled over another one and sat down beside her. "Shdl | help you
with the right words while you provide the tae?' Diane nodded eagerly to his suggestion. "Very wel," he
sad. "Now, tdl me more about this rich man and the slly girl.”

She did, sumbling and duttering to a dlent, frustrated hdt frequently, but with Jacquess hdp she
began to learn the art of Sorytdling.

CHAPTER 3



“You'll do fine."

Diane wasn't so sure she believed Jacquess reassurance. So she tried to keep her mind off her
nervousness by concentrating on keeping her balance in high hed's as she fallowed the old man down the
uneven, dab-like steps. They were on their way to someplace he cdled the great hdl. She wasn't sure
she wanted to go. Sheld gotten used to Jacques and his odd quarters. She redly wasn't in any hurry to
explore the rest of her surroundings, but held ingsted that she show up and be the dinner speaker in the
hdll. After a day of learning how to use her voice sheld findly grown hungry enough to venture outside the
wizard's quarters with him.

She wasn't happy to learn that the rest of the place was as primitive as his stone-walled tower room.
All the walls were stone, as were the pitted, treacherous steps. At least the stairs weren't covered in
graw like the wooden floor in Jacquess room, that would have made negotiating them in the smoky
torchlight even more difficult. She noticed that there were no hdlways in the tower, just landings with
narrow doorways on ether sde. She wondered what was behind the metal-studded doors, but she
couldnt ask. Besides, Jacques hurried her downgdtairs too quickly for her to find a diverson from her
premiere performance. The closer they got to the noisy hdl, the more nervous she became, but she
supposed there was no getting out of it now.

Jacques would have preferred to lead Diane to Simon's chamber where she could entertain the baron
in private. But he thought both the gifl and his friend might object to such an obvious ploy. So, after
spending the day helping her to gain some confidence in her craft, held indsted that she make her debut in
the great hdl. He would rather have kept her from the curious and calous stares of Smon's soldiers and
sarvants, but he hoped they'd appreciate her entertainer's talent and ignore her strange appearance. He
hoped, but he was none too certain of how Smon de Argent's retainers would react. More importantly,
he wasn't sure how Simon would react to the girl's presence. In private, his friend was a reasonable man,
though far too taciturn of late. In public he was il the Lord of Marbeau and wore a cold, hard, soldier's
face.

Smon looked up a moment before slence descended on the hdl. From his centrd seat on the dais he
hed a clear view of the tower doorway, so he was the first to see Diane of Brittany come into the room.
His thoughts had turned to the strange woman severa times during the day. Hed amog climbed the
dairs to Jacquess quarters once or twice. In the end, held decided that putting a curb on his curiogty
might be the wisest course. He hadn't expected the old man to bring her into the hall.

Smon should have, of course. After dl, Jacques had said the Breton storytdler had come to Marbeau
to amuse the lord of the castle. He didn't want to be amused, as Jacques knew very well. But he couldn't
very wel deny his people diverson as the long days of autumn drew down on the land. Jacques knew
that as well. Damn it. So the woman would have her chance to interrupt his household and his life,

"l pray for her sake that she's talented,” he muttered under his bresth as he drew his gaze over the
gpproaching storytdler.

The night before hed thought her some strange, fey creature Jacques had drawn up from the



underworld. Her extraordinary looks had no such dhilling effect on hm now. Rather the opposite,
actudly. The pde materid of her dothing shimmered in the light of torches and candles, the subtle
movement of the soft fabric left him wondering about the womeanly shape it covered. Her har had a
blue-black sheen to it, like Damascus stedl. She wore it loosdy about her shoulders, like a maiden's. It
enhanced the heart shape of her face and the Sze of her teardrop eyes.

Eyes that were full of fear as her gaze met his, then did quickly away as Jacques took her hand and
led her toward the dais. The gaping crowd parted like water before them. Silence followed them in a

rippling wave.

While keeping a mask of indifference on his features, Smon carefully watched the effect this Diane of
Brittany had on his household. He did not know what Jacquess game was in bringing the woman to
Marbeau, but he did know he didn't need any more dissenson among his people than he aready had.
Guest of his old friend or no, held cast the woman out at the firs Sgn of trouble.

As the shock wore off, an angry murmur soon ran through the crowd gathered a the trestle tables.
And, from the way heads turned, it didn't look like trouble was going to be long in coming. He saw
fingers held up in the gesture of protection againg the evil eye. Father Andre crossed himsdf hurriedly as
he backed up againg a wall tapestry behind the dais, then a second time while he mumbled something in
Latin. Smon sighed, his chaplain obvioudy wasn't going to be any hdp in caming the populace.

Besde him, in the high-backed chair that held let her appropriate, though it was meant for the lady of
the castle, he heard Alys squeak in darm. He was amost amused at his mistresss reaction as he looked
between fair Alys and the dark woman Jacques had brought to the foot of the dais. He wondered which
of the pair was more frightened. After a moment, he decided that it must be Diane, even though she
showed no outward dismay at the hogtile from the people who surrounded her. For dl that she held
hersdf proudly, the fear in her eyes gave her away. Somehow, that combination of pride used to cover
gpprehension cdled to him.

Alys pushed hersdlf up out of the chair and pointed at the newcomer. "What is that?' Then she put her
hand dramaticaly on his arm. "Youll protect me from it, won't ,. you, my lord?'

Oh, for heaven's sake, Diane thought, her nervousness suddenly buried by annoyance a the
woman's reaction. She crossed her arms and glared at the redhead, but the woman wouldn't meet her
eyes for more than a moment. The red-haired woman looked anxioudy & Simon, so Diane looked at
him as well.

Sheld spent most of her trip across the room concentrating on him, actualy. He was the one familiar
figure in a sea of strange new sghts. The room was dark, and smoky from an unvented firein a circular,
gone pit. It was full of oddly dressed people who collectively smeled like a sweaty locker room and
looked at her like she was some kind of freak. There were people with swords in the crowd, just about
everybody seemed to have a knife.



Smon was the only thing that was familiar, and even though held hed a sword at her throat the night
before, she fdt safer looking a him than at the hogdiile crowd that was now a her back. He looked
cam, sdlf-assured, in control, dl the things she wasn't. When he looked a her he dmogt conveyed
some of those emoations to her. Almost. Since, while his glance held a bit of reassurance, it dso held
cold warning. As though he was ready to blame her for the way his posse was behaving. And, even if
Jacques hadn't told her, she had no doubt that he was the one who held tight control over this sinking
rabble.

When Jacques touched her shoulder reassuringly, she jumped nervoudy. Smon saw her reaction, and
she could tdl that the gesture he made of raisng a slver goblet to his lips, was to hide a amile.

Then his girlfriend repeated, stridently, "Will you protect me from the mongter, my lord? See how she
glowers a me"

"She's no mongter,” Jacques said.

"She'sawoman,” Simon told his companion.

"She's hideous,”" the redhead answered. "Monstrous.”

Smon gave a flinty amile "Then she won't be any competition for you, will she, my dear?' Though
Diane heard the sarcasm in Smon's voice, the other woman didn't seem to. While his girlfriend preened,
Smon looked Diane over criticdly, in a way that made her go cold with anger. It dso made her go hat,
and flushed with embarrassment, and deeper sensations she had no intention of dwdling on.

Smon's lips quirked up, in response to her blush, Diane thought, but it was the redhead he patted on
the arm. "No, my dear, there's no competition at al.”

"What's the monster woman doing here?' the redhead demanded of the wizard.

Jacques ignored her. He turned and loudly addressed the crowd. "Diane of Brittany has come among
us to recite tales of heroes and battles, deeds of honor, and great loves. She comes to entertain my Lord
Smon and his household.” He threw a stern look over his shoulder & Simon. "Has she not, my lord?"

One of Simon's fair brows angled up a a sarcagtic angle at Jacques, but he stood and made an
imperious gesture.

A man ganding behind Smon's chair caled out, "Slence” in a deep, ringing voice. Gradudly, the
room quieted.

Into an oppressive slence, Smon said, " Speak, woman, before our dinner grows cold.”



It wasn't the most magnanimous of introductions, but Diane supposed shed better do as hed said.
She didn't look forward to trying to entertain this rabble, but maybe if she got it over with she could go
hide in Jacques's room again. Maybe she'd even get something to est.

Jacques led his young protége to stand on the dais, facing the high table, but visble to the entire room.
"I mugt go," he told her. She gave him a frightened ook, but he didn't rlent. "You mus learn to do this
on your own," he whispered. "Besides | have a coded message that | mug trandate for Smon as soon
as possible. So, 'l see you after dinner." He amiled, gave her another reassuring pat, then stepped away.

Diangs mind raced as she watched the old man disappear into the crowd. She was on her own! Held
gotten her into this and wasn't even going to stay to give her mord support!

"Wdl?' Smon drawled. "Y ou can speak, can't you?"'

She couldn't even explain to him that, no, she couldnt. So she just gave him an acid-bath look and
thought furioudy to come up with a tory that would suit this weird bunch of people. Jacques had sad
something about heroes and battles and honor and love. Okay, she thought, the plot of Excalibur and dl
those other King Arthur movies had dl that Suff.

Speaking as loudy as she could, she said, "Once upon a time there was a king named Uther
Pendragon who had the hots—who lused—after the wife of his friend—"

She gave them as much of the story as she could remember, culling the details from hdf a dozen
movies to patch together a whole tde. She told them about Merlin, and the sword in the stone, and the
knights of the Round Table, the quest for the Grall, the illicit love of Lancdot and Guinevere, and about
Mordred, and battles and betrayds, and they ate it up. The crowd's reaction was more than enthusiadtic,
with hoots and laughter, and applause.

She was dill nervous as she spoke, but after the first few minutes she got caught up in the story. Also,
doing her best to get it right kept her from succumbing to stage fright. She couldn't look a Smon as she
talked, though. She was afraid that his expresson would be cynica, or sarcastic, or worse, bored. She
didn't want to ded with that—although she didn't know why she thought his opinion was important.

Eventudly, she fdt compdled to look a him. It was as though his eyes were burning holes into the
back of her head, as though he was daring her to face him. She told hersdf she was being ridiculous, but
when she turned toward him the force of his furious glower was enough to nearly knock her off the dais.
Frightened, she took a step back, words frozen in her throat. She did lose her balance and landed hard.
Though it was only along step down to the floor, the impact was enough for her to twist her ankle.

She would have cried out in pain if she could, but in a moment she forgot the sharp ache as Smon
loomed over her. His face was a harsh mask. He grabbed her by the shoulders, his hands mercilesdy
hard. She remembered the sword held rested againg her throat the night before, and found that his fury
was an even more dangerous weapon. She would have pulled away if held let her, but instead his grip



tightened. She fdt amdl in his grasp, and very frightened.
"How dareyou tell that talein this castle?’

She had no words to answer him with, but he shook her, as though he could force an explanation out
of her that way. She tried to fend him off, but he just shook harder. And there was no escaping from the
pan, hurt, and anger in his amber-colored eyes.

On the dais, the redhaired woman laughed. Smon stopped sheking her and gave the woman a
withering look. Abruptly, he dropped his hands from her shoulders. His face had been pde with fury,
now a flush colored his cheeks, as though embarrassment were replacing his anger.

Diane shook with fear while the crowd jeered and shouted. The noise nearly deafened her. Smon
pushed her away. She bardly heard him when he said, "Get out.”

CHAPTER 4

The surprising thing was that it wasn't dark outside. The castle had been dark, but daylight ill
dung to the world out in the open. Actudly, the surprisng thing was that she was here at dl, but Diane
tried to cope with the moment rather than freeze in panic a the whole, impossible fantasy Stuation. The
Ky over the steep, narrow trackway was lit with a rich sunset-gold. On the high diff behind her, the
cadtle brooded like a stone mongter with a hangover. She refused to look back at it, and fought the
illogicd fear that the crouching beast behind her was ready to pounce. It was Smon who had pounced
on her for no reason, had her driven out of the dubious protection of his fortress. She didn't understand
any of it, and she couldn't banish the horrible look of mingled pain and fury that he'd turned on her.

What had she done?

She supposed sheld never know. She supposed she should be grateful she was free of the strange
place. Not that the outsde world was any less strange. Well, she could comfort hersdf thet at least the
outsde world didnt have Smon, with his sword and his temper, in it. Somehow the thought wasn't
comforting. Nothing was. So, she concentrated on the path instead, and waked with careful downess
ingtead of giving in to the urge to run.

Once away from the castle, the path led through fidds that looked like they were in the process of
being harvested. Beyond the fidds were a line of jagged hills covered in dense forest. There was no
semblance of a town in Sght, nothing which even vagudy resembled dvilization. Diane was aone, in the
middle of nowhere, and night was dowly faling.

What did | do to him? she wondered. What did | say? What did |—



Don't think about him, she commanded hersdf. She ordered hersdf to think about the fact that her
feet hurt, or that she was hungry. No, maybe it was better not to think of those unplessant detals. Of
course it was very hard not to think of them, when she was miserable, and frightened. Eventudly, she
took off her shoes while she stood at a fork in the path, and debated which way to go. She chose the
wider track to the left, and continued on. Hobbled, redly, as her flimsy pumps had raised blisters on both
hedls, and she'd bruised her ankle badly when she'd dipped off the dais.

Night closed in quickly as she moved into the depths of the forest. She had no idea where she was
going. Aslong as it was away from Simon de Argent she supposed the journey was worth it. Things had
to get better soon, didn't they? They had to start making sense. All she knew was that she wasnt in
Sexitle—hell, she wasn't evenin Kanses.

Gradudly, the track widened a bit. As she rounded a curve she could see a bonfire in the distance.
The sounds of laughter and snging and the scent of roagting meet floated to her on the evening breeze.
As she hurried forward, houses came into view, and a crowd of people. Hopefulness flooded her to
know that she wasn't completely done in the world. She hurried on, dropping her shoes in her haste to
reach the village. She would have cdled out if she could, she would have laughed. Tears of rdief did
gream down her face as people turned her way.

Then the snging stopped. Hands pointed. Looks of horror appeared on dirty faces as she came into
the firdight. An angry, frightened murmur began, growing in volume like the incoming tide on a amdl sea.

The mob closed in around her before she had a chance to turn and run.
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"What do you mean you sent her packing?"

Smon de Argent was so full of fury that he scarcely heard the angry accusation in the old man's voice.
He continued to pace before the fireplace in his chamber, ungble to even try to assume the fdse cdm he
normdly wore. "Of course | sent the vixen packing.”

"Where?'

He stopped and turned on Jacques. His old friend had come into his chamber holding a report from
one of his spies, but had brought up the subject of Diane before handing over the parchment. Smon
wanted to sudy the needed information, but supposed he'd have to ded with the news that Jacques's pro
tégé was no longer in the cagtle. "Where did she go? Back to Brittany, or to the devil. Wheat do | care as
long as she gets off my lands?’

Jacques eyes widened with darm. " She's outside? Alone?!



"That's how she came to Marbeau, isn't it? On her own?"

"NO!"

Smon frowned a the old man's strangled shout. He could tell that an explanaion he wasn't going to
like was in the offing. "She's not a traveing player, | suppose?!

"No. She's—" Jacques's pointed dramaticaly toward the door. "Never mind what she is. You must go
after her.”

"Il do no such thing." He paced the room, dill burning with humiligtion from the storyteller's thinly
disguised rumor mongering. He paused before the fireplace and stared into the dancing flames for a few
moments, but turned abruptly back to Jacques as the memories began to daw a him.

Words came out of him, clipped and hard as stone. "It's lucky | didn't kill her." Red rage had dmost
overtaken him. He dmogt had.

The puzzled look on Jacques face nearly made him laugh. But the laugh would have been full of
madness. Madness had its appedl, but he couldn't afford to take that kind of comfort.

"What did Diane do? Was her gory not to your liking?'

Simon couldn't stop the laughter this time, but he cut it off before it could get out of control. Since
Jacques knew the events better than anyone, in fact had his own part in them, Smon managed to explain,
"Genevieve and Berengar," he said. "Denis. Even you and Vivienne. The whole sordid tae. She only left
out Felice. Which is good, snce | surely would have killed her if sheld tried to amuse the household with
thet tae"

Jacques ran his fingers through his beard. " She did what? In detail? How could she know about—"

"Oh, she dressed the tdling up in romance, with kings and quests and haly rélics, changed the names,
even, but with enough truth intact to scald the skin off me. | wanted to stop her as soon as | saw where
the story was going, and | should have. Instead | was frozen in place, in shock a the effrontery. It was
like being in hdl and having the devil recite dl my sns for the world to hear. | should have killed her," he
added. His hand closed tightly over his sword hilt. "Perhaps I'll hunt her down and do it now."

When he would have left the room, Jacques stepped in his way. "Youll hunt her down, my friend," he
sad. His wizened festures had grown as diff and stern as granite. "Youll find her, and youll bring her
back. Safe and unharmed.”

“I'll do no—"



"She knows nothing of your ans. Or of the Sins againg you. She knows nothing of you. She was only
tdling a story tha has nothing to do with you."

"Nothing? Indeed. And how can you say she knows nothing of me?"

"How could she? She's from the future.”

Smon found himsdf blinking, owl-like, with confusion. Jacques had said many an odd thing to him in
his time, but this was the strangest statement of dl. "What?"

Jacques nodded. "From the future, | tdl you. She was born many centuries from now, and comes
from a land we've never heard of. I've been thinking over the spdl | cast to draw her to Marbeau and
thet is the only feasible explanation.”

"What the devil are you taking about?'

Jacques's expression remained hard with anger. "I'm talking about your sdfish, foolish, behavior and
what | tried to do to help you! | ripped an innocent woman out of her own time and place for your sake."
He pointed to the door. "Now you're going to fetch her back and treat her with the honor she deserved!”

There had been a bit more arguing, and more explanations from Jacques about the geis and the
gorytdling. Since Jacques did not lie, Smon eventudly came to believe that the old man at least believed
the tale he told. Which was how Simon came to be riding dong the forest trail looking for Jacquess lost
lamb as dark fdl on the countryside.

Despite the light of a harvest moon, Diane had been nowhere to be seen in the open countryside. He
didn't know if she'd stayed to the road or taken off across the newly harvested fidds. She might be on
her way to Tours, or Chinon, or adeep in the warm depths of a stack of gran. He had no way of
knowing. It was too dark to fallow a trail, and she couldn't answer himif he caled out.

"Jacques and his foolish dabbling in magic,” Smon complained to his horse as he came to the edge of
the forest south of the castle. What was most annoying was that the dear old man had only been trying to
help him. In trying to help, Jacques had brought about more trouble than either Smon or this Diane of
Brittany—who wasn't actudly from Brittany—needed or deserved.

W, perhaps he deserved the trouble, Smon conceded as the horse picked its way carefully dong
the rutted roadway. He had been sulking and brooding and in a foul temper—and he didn't intend to
change his mood, ether. He had no reason too. The world was ugly and harsh. There was no love or
loydty or friendship or honor or God that could be trusted. Yet, friendship, honor, loydty, and
submisson to God were the only life he knew.



"Why bother?' he muttered darkly.

He came to a golit in the road and hesitated for a moment benegath the shadowed trees. Each track led
to two villages in his demesne one of famers who worked his fieds, the other of woodsmen,
woodcutters, charcoa burners, gamekeepers and the like. All of his folk would be celebrating the harvest
fediva tonight. Smon felt no cause for celebrating.

His only hope was that the hard-negotiated truce and Peace of God would last long enough for the
earth's bounty to be taken in and safely stored, that his people would survive through one more winter.
His dark thoughts were punctuated by the soft cal of an owl, and then, faintly, off to the left, shouting. He
spurred the horse to the I€ft.

Apparently, Dian€'s gorytdling didn't suit the farmers of Marbeau any better than it did ther lord.

Diane dlently screamed as a rock hit her in the ribs. Her throat hurt even without the sound. The sharp
edge of the stone cut her on the forehead. The heet from the towering blaze behind her snged her skin.
The mob surrounded her in a vicious crescent, meking a game of backing her toward the bonfire. They
were going to burn her to death, she knew it. They joked about it anong themsdlves.

She was terrified, hurting, but angry as well. The tears that nearly blinded her were from anger. She
hated the helplessness. She hated being the victim. She hated this place and these people.

"Demon!" someone shouted”, and hit her on the shoulder with his fi.

Ancther rock hit her on the back. With the ar knocked out of her, she fdl to the ground, and very
nearly under the samping hooves of a big white horse.

The horse reared and turned aside. Diane rolled away. The crowd parted in front of the big animd as
she fought her way to her knees.

"Stand back!"

The voice came from far above her, a deep, furious shout. Like the voice of God. Still gasgping hard
for breath, Diane looked up, and higher up, until she saw the rider on the white horse. Not God, but a
warrior angel, hawk-faced, with a nimbus of gold hair for a hdo. Fierce, dangerous, and furious, he was
the mogt beautiful Sght she'd ever seen.
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Smon didn't need to say another word to disperse the villagers. One word, and his angry look was
enough to turn the peasants mob frenzy into cold terror. He was their lord and they knew the best way
to ay dive this night was to get out of his Sght. They mdted away, dinking back to their hovels, leaving
him aone with their vicim before the fire.

Why had they attacked her? he wondered as he got down from his horse. Because her eyes had an
odd shape to them? Because her skin was a different color than theirs? How could they tdl, when they
were as encrusted with dirt as the earth itsdf?

"Fools" he muttered. "Do they think she's a demon?’ Then he laughed at his own foolishness, because
hed had the same notion himsdf last night. This was no demon before him, but an injured, frightened
woman.

He kndt beside her, careful to move dowly so as not to frighten her anymore than she dready
seemed. She looked a himin awe for a moment, then recognition dowly dawned in her large dark eyes.
She turned her face away from him, her eyes closed as he ran his hands over her. Her dlk dress was
torn, tattered, and dtained, but Hill soft to the touch. The skin benesth it was soft as well, he noted,
though he kept his touch impersond as he checked her for wounds. After a few moments, he decided it
would be better to continue the examination back a the castle where he could cdl for bandages and
svesif they proved necessary. So, he helped her up and onto the horse.

She didn't speak, of course, on the way back. Jacques and his geis saw to that. The dlence was to be
expected, and he didn't say anything either. He would have, he supposed, if shed even once looked at
him. She didn't turn her head, or acknowledge himin any way, though he could fed the heat of her body,
like branding accusations, burning into his skin.

After awhile it occurred to him that she was somewhat annoyed with him for tossing her out into the
ugly world in the firg place.

CHAPTER 5

The room was warm. Diane hadn't redized that she was so cold until her teeth chattered when
Smon carried her into the warm room. She must have been in some kind of shock, she supposed,
because she didnt redly fed cold. She must have fdlen into some kind of daze during the ride, because
as the warmth spread over her she became aware of being held in the arms of the man who'd rescued
her. She was holding onto him, her arms dung around his neck, her head rested on his chest. It was as
though she was taking comfort from his strong embrace and the deep, steady thud of his heartbest.

She was acting like she was grateful. She wondered how long this had been going on. There was
something comforting about being held close to his broad chest. He fdt and smdled very mae, and that
hed lulled her into feding protected. She just didnt know when it had happened, though she vagudy
remembered being carried through the darkened hdl and up the stairs. Maybe shéd gone into a
shock-induced stupor at some point and her body and subconscious had responded to some primitive



femde indinct.

It was disgusting.

Diane Teal, at heart you are a wimp, shetold herself as Smon set her down on achair near the f
ireplace. Theworgt part wasthat she was actualy reluctant to let him go.

"Aweke a lagt, | see" Smon sad as she snatched her hands away from him as though she'd been
burned. He Straightened, aware of the emptiness now that she no longer filled his arms. Oddly enough, he
was not glad to be relieved of the burden: He went to the door and spoke to the manservant that waited
on the landing. "Y ves, have my bathing tub filled."

While waiting for hot water he brought the water jug and basin from his bedside table. He supposed
he should cdl for Jacques, or that he should have taken her to the old man straight away. He should let
Jacques see to the girl's hurts. Instead, he poured water into the basin, set it on the floor, then kndlt and
drew his dagger.

"Hold sill."

Diane hdd her bresth at the sght of the knife, then she closed her eyes to block out the gght of it
dtogether. She heard Smon chuckle, and knew he was amused a her fear. Oddly enough, his
amusement was more reassuring than it was annoying. Her curiogity got the better of her when she heard
the dry rasp of dlk being ripped. She opened her eyes to find that Smon had dit her skirt hdfway up the
thigh.

She bardy had the chance to wonder why before he said, "This rag will do to wash the blood off." He
dipped a grip of the torn cloth in water then raised it toward her face. Their gazes met as Diane flinched
as far back as she could into the chair. Smon sghed. "You know it has to be done. Just close your eyes
and tdl me one of your tales while | work.” When she hesitated, he added, "I promise not to throw you
out of the castle again whether | like your story or not. Go on," he urged gently. “Itll take your mind off
the pain.”

She doubted that. But he was right, she didn't want to think about it. So, she closed her eyes as hed
suggested, and cdled up comforting images that filled her mind in grainy black-and-white—none of
these colorized classics for her, thank you, Mr. Turner. She began reciting the best movie plot she could
think of.

Her voice came out as a dry croak from her earlier slent screaming, but it fet so good to be able to
tak that it was easy to ignore the discomfort. At fird she concentrated on the words as hard as she
could, so hard that she dmog didn't notice the gentle touch of the cool cloth againgt her bruised skin.

Wheat she did notice was the touch of Smon's strong, sure fingers dong her jaw as he moved her head



from dde to sSde as he checked her for other injuries. Soon the gentle stroking of the cloth across her
abraded skin was more like a caress than washing. Then she noticed the warmth of his breath as he
leaned close to her. She sensed the Sze of him, how it blocked out the light of the fire, but not the hest.
Or maybe the heet was coming from him. Her voice fdtered as she redized just how intimately close they
were to each other.

He was amiling, and it transformed his hawk-festured face. She redized for the firg time that the men
was handsome.

"Go on," he urged, while she studied his transformed features like she'd never seen him before. "l was
enjoying this tale”

Then he sat back on his hedls as the door opened. Diane deliberately made hersdf look at anything but
the man before her. She paid careful attention to the three people who came in. The servants carried a
large, geaming, wooden bucket in each hand. They moved effidently into the shadowed depths of the
room, poured the water into a tub. Then two of them hurried out.

"Anything more, my lord?" the third man asked.

"Bring wine, cheese, and bread for my guest, Yves," Smon replied as he rose to his feet with leonine
grace. Diane reminded hersdf that she had never much liked cats. Yves answered Smon and hurried
out. Leaving her done with the lion.

At least the big cat was in a good mood, because Smon was dill amiling when he held his hand out to
her. "Come with me. Now," he added.

She shook her head.

His hard expresson returned when she didnt indantly do his bidding. She wasn't used to
unquestioning obedience. He was. He grabbed her hands and pulled her to her feet. The next thing she
knew held aso stripped the tattered remains of her skirt and tunic off her. She would have screamed in
outrage, but couldn't. Not because she had no voice, but because Slent laughter crowded out her in
dignation at the look of congternation on Simon's face. His open-mouthed stare was so unexpected that
she forgot her aches in her own amused reaction.

"What the devil are you wearing under your clothes, woman?'

He stepped back, and looked her over like hed never seen underwear before. Maybe he hadn't. At
leest maybe held never seen anything from Victorids Secret, in this case, an ivory satin Wonderbra, a
wispy bit of lace panties and sheer pantyhose that had long snce become a road map of runs and tears.
She vagudy wondered what had happened to her shoes, then findly grew embarrassed as Smon's look
turned from consternation, to purely masculine interest.



"Whdt is that wrapping covering your breasts?' he asked as he took a step closer to her. He reached
out to touch her.

Diane shook her head wildly, stepped back, and crossed her arms over her chest.

"Ah, it's there for modesty's sake," he said. She nodded. A puzzled expression lit his gold-hazdl eyes.
"Then why is it covering so little? And why does it thrust your bosom forward, as though as an offering
meant to be taken in a man's hands?' While she blushed in shock, and fdt her nipples go hard a what
hed to be reaction to the creamy richness of his voice, he dropped his gaze to her panties. "And those,
my dear, are an invitation to Sn."

She backed away as she redized just how vulnerable she was being aone with this man. Hed saved
her, and now he was gazing a her with a hungry expression she found far more dangerous than the mob's
attack. It was far more frightening, because something primd inside her reacted to the look in his eyes.

When she took another step backward, her injured ankle twinged. Diane gasped as pain shot through
her, waking her other aches from the mob's trestment of her. Her body forcefully reminded her that
arousa was not only ingppropriate, but stupid, because it hurt. Pain was not an aphrodisiac, but Diane
was glad that she hurt because it brought her back to the strange, twisted redlity of this situation.

Smon recdled his reason for undressing the girl when her face clouded with pain. The first stirrings of |
ud cleared, and he once again saw cuts and bruises ingtead of the firm young body of a beautiful woman.
Beautiful? he wondered sardonicaly as he made himsdf forget his arousa. When and why had he
decided this gold-skinned siranger was a beauty? Not that it mattered. What mattered was aitending to
her ills

He pointed to the bath. "Go on. The hot water will hdp.”

She didn't put up any more slent argument, and he firmly turned his face away rather than watch her
hobble into the shadows where the seaming tub waited. He looked into the fire as he heard the firg
gplash of water followed by a soft, satisfied Sgh. He was glad that she could make at least enough sound
to show her comfort.

He recdled how his body had tightened with sudden desire a the Sght of her in her dluring
undergarments. It made him wonder what sort of Sgn of satisfaction this slent woman might make in the
midst of passion. Such speculation, he decided, was best not to dwell on.

From the flames, his gaze was drawn up to the banner newly placed above the fireplace.

The blue-green square of dlk with its nine fierce dragons was the finest piece of needlework hed ever
seen. A far more accurate representation of his coat of arms than the tapestry hanging behind the high
table in the hal. These dragons seemed dive. They shimmered and danced in the play of the firdight—



claws bared, fangs gaping. The girl had arived in his castle with the emblem of his house wrapped
around her shoulders like an ornament. Or wrapped up like a gift for the Lord of Marbeau, perhaps?

Oh, Jacques, he thought tiredly. Would oblivion not be a better gift for the two of us? You ill
suffer from an excess of hope, old man.

Hope was never something Smon had bdieved in, not even the hope of heaven. It hdd no redity for
him. One Smply did what one had to in this life. He was convinced there was nothing more, even though
Jacques congantly tried to prove differently. But, then, the wizard had the power of his magic, it gave
him possihilities. Smon had only his lands and a sword to hold them with, and he was very nearly tired
of the game of war, which was the only life he could envison.

He reached up to touch the banner and traced the outline of one of the beasts. He wondered how
Diane had known of the nine dragons of Marbeau that dept in the hills surrounding his castle. Jacques
cdamed it was a coincidence that she'd repeated old court scandals as a heroic chanson. Perhaps the
design of the banner was a coincidence as well.

"And Jacques is a senile fool," he murmured under his bresth, knowing full well thet his friend was
neither. Just—optimigic. Smon had given up optimism dong with a great many other emations. He
didn't want to be reminded of any of them now. So he turned away from the dragons that symbolized the
extravegantly emotiond higory of his house.

YVes returned and put a laden tray on the table next to Smon's chair. Smon dismissed the man with a
flick of his hand, then went to pour himsdf a goblet of wine. As he did, he noticed the pile of slk rags
lying a his feet. He glanced from them to the magnificent banner. Should he wrap the girl in it? He
wondered. Hand her back to Jacques the way held found her except for her clothes? No, Jacques
wouldnt appreciate such provocation, nor did Diane deserve the humiliagtion. What did she deserve?
Something to wear, for one thing, he decided. He went to the greet carved wooden chest that sat a the
foot of his bed.

He paused a moment before opening the lid, and dmogt laughed a the notion of a supposedly
legendary warrior such as himsdf showing fear a opening a clothes chest. The room was modly In
darkness. Away from the fireplace, the tiny flame of an hour candle at the head of the bed served as Al
the light he wanted. The pleasant scent of dried herbs greeted him as he opened the chest. The herbs had
been reverently placed among the folded dothing by some devoted serving woman when sheld put the
things away for the last time. The smdl was evocative of days gone by, as was the fed of the doth as he
plunged his hands blindly into the chest.

They're dead things, he told hmsdf, dead as the wife who wore them. It's your memories that make
you think this is worse than thrusing your arm into a pit of snakes. Smon knew that the past was
something to be ignored, forgotten. Or, better yet, conquered. Never mind what woman had once worn
this dothing. They would do for Diane for now.



He pulled out an armful of dresses and dumped them on the floor beside the shdlow tub. The girl drew
up her knees and wrapped her aams around them when he approached. He could make out little more

then pae skin and afdl of hair darker than the shadows surrounding her. He respected her modesty and
quickly looked away.

"Clothes for you," he told her. "There's food waiting as well. Jacques can see to your hurts if you like.
But fird," he added as his curiogty got the better of him, "st by the fire for a while and finish tdling me the
tde of Rick the innkeeper and the fortress of Casablanca.”

CHAPTER 6

"What is she doing here?"
"Weneedto talk."

Simon had been enjoying himsdlf. Which, of course, was afoolhardy and dangerous pastime. He sat
with hislegs stretched out before him, and agoblet of wine cradled in hishands. Though hismuscles
tightened with tension, he didn't change his position as Alys and Jacques entered the room, both speaking
a once. He did look up at the dissmilar pair: one red-faced with fury, the other visage creased with age
and concern. "Good evening,” he drawled.

"Get that bitch out of here! No doubt the dut's found her way into your bed aready.”

Diane had stopped speaking as soon as the door opened. Now, he watched her curl up in the deep
chair while Alys spit venomous accusations about her. Even though shetried to make hersdf look small
and unnoticed, Alyswasn't about to leave the storytdler done. Diane's shrinking was more out of
embarrassment than fear, Simon thought, but he knew his mistress wouldn't see anything but acringing
peasant before her.

When Alysraised ahand to strike Diane, Smon quietly said, "No."
The angry womean spun away from her victim, as though Simon's voice had been a yank on a leash.

Diane wondered at the force of command behind one softly spoken word. Simon, she thought, redly
was used to beng indantly obeyed. And everyone was used to obeying him, even pissed off,
foul-mouthed bimbo girlfriends. Wherever this place was, it wasn't run by committee. Whoever had the
biggest sword was in charge, she supposed. Which meant Smon was the most undivilized person in the
cadle. She shouldn't et hersdf get lulled into thinking he was anything but a brute, despite his kindness
during the last severd hours.

Smon stood as Alys turned to him. Her face was livid with anger, but then, she knew she was lovdy



when she was angry. He put his hand on her arm. "Cam yoursdf, Alys”

Her eyes flashed green fury. It was very impressive. "l thought you'd sent the demon away and now |
find her in your room. The servants say you've bathed with her.”

Heraised abrow. "Do they?"

She was not warned by his sarcasm. "Have you bedded her as wdl?"

"No." He amiled dowly, and unable to keep himsdf from provoking her, added, "Should 17?7

Over Alyss head, he saw his slent storyteller get to her feet. Diane tilted her chin up at a proud angle,
but the look she directed a him was one of darm. Damn. He thought he'd forsworn emotion, especidly
emotion brought on by femae involvement. Now here were two women disturbed by a reckless jest.
One would have to be placated, the other reassured. He didn't know if he had the energy to ded with
both of them. He certainly didn't want to ded with either of them.

He scowled at Jacques. "This is your doing." The old man merdly smiled benignly.

Alys pulled away from his grasp. Diane moved closer to the fire, away from the confrontation, he
thought. Or, she tried. The firdight reflected the gold embroidery on the deeve of her gown and the Sght

caught Alyss eye.

"What's she doing in Lady Genevieve's clothes?' she demanded.

Smon refused to react to ether his mistresss anger, or that name on her lips He sad camly,
"Wearing them. And | haven't bedded the mindre. Diane is my chattel. She wears what | give her. You
aremy lover.”

Alys preened. "Y ou've never said you loved me before.”

Nor had he sad it now. He didn't think Alys was fool enough to think he had, but he let it go for the
sake of peace. "You are my favored companion. Would | dress you in someone else's cagt-off finery?'
he asked before she could point out that hed never dlowed her into the former Lady of Marbeau's
clothes chest.

Diare turned her back on the room. She gazed into the fire while Smon continued to placate the
woman's jealousy. Further conversation meant nathing to her. Smon had cdled her his chattel. Property.
She held her hands out to the fire, cold with the redlization that he believed he owned her.



Maybe he did. Jacques had brought her here to entertain his lord. His lord and her master?
Everybody's master. Not hers, Diane thought, no matter what he damed. Sheld been threatened,
insulted, beaten up, and now told she was the great Lord Simon's chattel. Well, she wasn't going to buy
into it. Lord Simon might be dictator of the world, but it wasn't her world. She wasn't going to play by his
rules.

She turned back to tdl him so just as his girlfriend walked out of the room. Instead of confronting
Simon, dl Diane could do was watch Alys go, and stand there in frustrated slence. While she tried to get
her voice to work she noticed that the long train of the other woman's dress swished a trall in the straw
scattered on the floor. Like snal dime, she thought.

At least Alys could walk out. And speak her mind.

Diane was suddenly devastated by the knowledge that she was tired, hurt, and had absolutely
nowhere she could go. She would have sunk wearily back into the chair and cried like a baby, but

Jacques appropriated the seat before she could move. She looked around desperately, ready to hide
hersdf in the nearest dim corner.

Simon caught the girl as she swayed forward. She looked a him in surprise as she came into his ams,
as though she hadn't noticed that she was about to fant. He resisted the urge to cup her cheek and tell
her everything was going to be dl right. He did help her into his chair befare he turned to Jacques.

"About time you got her to bed.”

Jacques fdt a glow of pleasure a Simon's words. It seemed that magic was at work between his
friend and the girl from the future. He knew nether of them were aware of it yet, though their gazes and
responses kept playing off each other. This magic had fdt right from the beginning. He had known it
would work, of course. He just hadn't expected Smon to come out of his grim shel so soon. Yet, here
he was treating Diane with the sort of tenderness Jacques hadn't seen in him since Felice was a child.

Of course, Jacques had hopes that Smon would look on Diane as more then a daughter, and
certanly more than that vixen Alys. What he needed was someone to love, not someone to bed. He
needed someone to teach him that he was not at dl the cynicd, dried husk of a man he thought he was.
No doubt Smon had something wonderful to teach Diane as wdl, or the magic would not be a work
between them. Jacques wondered at what the future would bring to his friend and his newfound lady.

Ah, wdl, this wasn't the time to discuss it. Thinking of Felice reminded Jacques of why held come to
Smon's chamber in the fird place.

He held up the message held decoded. "I'll put Diane to bed as soon as we discuss this”

Smon spared one more glance for the doryteller before he gave his attention to Jacques. He



supposed it could do no harm if the gifl heard his secrets. It wasn't as if she was likdy to repeat anything
ghe heard. The geis was a crud trick of fate, but until, and if, it was broken, it had advantages as well.
Besdes, sheld probably be adeep within the next few minutes

He stretched tired muscles. "I'm for bed soon, mysdf. Yet, from the worried look on your face, old
friend, it's doubtful I'll find deep easy after I've heard the latest news. So, what treachery are they up to
now?'

Jacques folded his hands on his ssomach. "There was nothing very new about Denis in the message |
deciphered. | learned from our spy that he burned your last letter.”

"l sugpected hewould.”

"And he 4ill follows like a puppy in the train of Henry Plantagenet.”

"And young Henry and his brothers are dill bent on daiming their birthrights a little too early.”
"Alas, yes."

"That family will destroy both of ours, and many others before they're done."

Jacques sghed at the truth of Simon's words. "As to new developments, Vivienne is said to be trying
to cdl up a demon to come to the rebels ad." He gave a low laugh. "Theres a bishop riding with the
rebels who swears hell burn the witch if she succeeds.”

"Young Henry would prefer to have the demon and the crown, | imagine” Simon wasn't sure whether
to laugh or to be concerned. "If Vivienne can cdl up a demon it will have the bishop for breakfast, with
Henry passing it the salt for seasoning. Can she conjure a demon?'

"Not from any magic | taught her," Jacques answered. "But she's a clever girl.”

Smon glanced at the being from a distant world Jacques had conjured to Marbeau. "If you can bring
Diane here—"

"That's an entirdy different spdl than summoning a demon.”
"I'm happy to hear it."

Far from being adeep, Diane leaned forward in her chair, big dark eyes bright with interest. She gazed



back at him with a disturbing mixture of hodility and sympathy. He turned away from that look. He
epecidly didn't want the sympathy. He wasn't sure he wanted the discerning curiogity the gifl so openly
displayed, either. Intdligent w«men were dways dangerous. Even gSlent, unimportant ones who had a
look of kindness about them.

Diane wondered if Smon knew how brittle his voice sounded. For dl that he projected, a wal of
cynicd indifference, she had the feding that there were some things going on here that the man was
deeply disturbed about. He sounded too cadm, his movements were too studied. The expression in his
eyes had been guarded when held looked at her, but sheld seen the pain hiding in the depths.

She hadn't liked what sheld seen in those amber-colored eyes. Especidly since her firg impulse had
been to comfort the man. As Smon and Jacques's conversation continued, she hed perfectly ill, and tol
d hersdf she hadn't seen anything. She looked &t the floor rather than at the tall, dill figure of Smon de
Argent. His emations were none of her business, and she wasn't going to let hersdf get caught up in
worrying about his problems.

It wasn't just that she had enough problems of her own. Sheld never found it hard to find room to care
for others, even when her own world was in turmail. She just knew on some basic, gut levd thet it would
be dangerous for her to let her guard down with this man. So, she concentrated on what they said rather
then trying to discern the effect it had on the Lord of Marbeau. She didn't know where Marbeau was or
what was going on, but any kind of information had to be of some hep to her. Maybe shed even
overhear some clue on how she could get back home.

Jacques carefully watched the very subtle interplay between Simon and his young protégé. She's good
for him, Jacques reiterated to himsdf. Hell be good for her. They just don't know it yet. He had done
no harm in bringing them together. He was sure they'd work it out. Meanwhile, he had other news to
deliver. "How goes the harvest?'

Smon gave him a curious look. "Wl enough, I'm told. Why? Have you news of raiders?'

Jacques nodded. "That | have. All the kings and counts and princes who've spent the summer & war
have decided the campagns are done for now."

"And have released their mercenaries to fend for themseaves through the season of truce” Simon
finished for him. He ran a hand through his hair. "So there are hungry cutthroats roaming the countryside

dready.”

"Bit early in the year for raiders” Jacques said. "But nothing's gone right this year."

"Theres no reason to expect things to quiet down now.”

"1 had hopes."



"You dways do, old friend. It's good to have some warning.”

Jacques stood. " Spies have thar uses. Gives us time for you to increase the guard patrols. Il seeif |
can work out a gpdl to make the raiders pass us by."

Smon chuckled. "When Denis has dready given them a map to our door?"

Jacques put a comforting hand on Smon's shoulder. "I doubt Denis is as wicked as that.”

"Go to bed, old man," was the only reply he received. Smon waved dismissvely toward Diane. "And
don't forget to take your attempt at distraction with you. And please recdl that | prefer to choose my
own bed partners," he added while Jacques helped Diane to stand.
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Don't forget to take your attempt at distraction with you.

Oooh, the man was so infuriaing. So commeanding. So patronizing. Autocratic. Aristocratic. Arrogant.
He had thd'm-Mr.-Go-Where-|-Say-Do-What- |-Want-Because- |
t'sMy-God-Given-Right-to-Run-Peoples'-Lives routine down cold.

Something definitdly needed to be done about that kind of attitude.

Anyway, it wasn't asif she'd actudly intended to stay in the same room with the man any longer than
she had to. Of course she'd gotten up and left with Jacques, without a backward glance for Lord High
and Mighty Simon de Argent. Shuffled out, actudly, snce it had been impossible to flounce, or even
somp, with a sore foot and a heavy wool dress with a supid long train. Anyway, she'd been happy to
leave. She hadn't wanted to stay in the first place. Why should she?

She was happy to be out of his exalted presence, she told hersdf as she settled down on the bed in
Jacques's tower chamber. The place was too dark now that Jacques had extinguished dl the candles and
torches. Dark and cold. She didn't like degping in rooms that were ether. Jacques was degping on a
pdlet on the floor, which made her fed guilty snce held obvioudy given up his own bed. Hed told her he
was tough and stringy and used to degping wherever he lay his head, and obvioudy meant it because he
was dready snoring. She ill hated usng what the old man probably thought was a luxurious bed. She
wished she had a decent pair of pgamas to deep in. Instead she'd stripped down to the linen dip sheld
hed to put on earlier to keep the wool dress from scraping her skin raw. The blankets she pulled up
around her ears weren't any too oft, either. And they smdled of mildew. She wished she was home.

She wished sheld never met Smon de Argent. Held put her through more emotiond trauma in less
then two days than anyone else sheld ever met. Emationd and physcal trauma. He played with swords.



He played God.
| prefer to choose my own bed partners.

She had news for Smon de Argent: So did she. He was not among the candidates for the postion.
Keanu Reeves, he was not. At least Keanu was Asan-American, which made him a far more likdy
candidate for her fantasies than any blond, amber-eyed not-exactly-twentysomething lord of wherever
this place was.

Don't think about him anymore, she told hersdf. She turned over severd times as she tried to find a
pogtion that didn't press on some bruised spot. Judt lie dill and go to deep, she thought. Maybe when
she woke up the nightmare would findly be over. What if it wasn't a nightmare? It was best to pretend it
was if she wanted to get to deep, she decided.

Besdes, she didn't have to be his lordship's pet— chattel—storytdler, if she didn't want to. She didn't
have to do anything for Smon de Argent. She didn't owe him anything.

Except her life, she thought as she drifted off to deep with the image of a fierce gold angd pulling her
away from the fire

CHAPTER 7

"She said no, my lord.”
Simon raised a skeptica brow at the servant. "1 sincerely doubt that, Y ves."

Yves blushed and shuffled his feet while the men with Smon laughed. The geis fordng Diane to be
slent except when peforming had become common knowledge. "I meant to say that she indicated that
she would not attend you, my lord.”

Agan, Smon thought. Diane had refused every summons to his presence for the last two days.
Jacques had assured him that she had taken no great harm from the peasants attack, though she was
gpending her time curled up in bed while the bruises healed. Jacques said she was amply sulking for
some reason. Jacques aso sad that she was as good a sulking as Simon himsalf.

Smon had reserved comment on the old man's opinion. What he ought to do was ignore the fool
womean, but he found he could not. He had only called for her in the firg place because he thought she'd
appreciate the chance to use her voice. But she would not come. Instead of proper obedience and
gratitude he had gotten repeated refusds. She didn't have a voice to make excuses with. She smply
didn't come when ordered. He was beginning to be annoyed with such queenly haughtiness.



"That's an odd entertainer your wizard presented to you, my lord," Joscelin deBroc commented.
"Normdly they enjoy performing. Perhaps she has some private reason for not coming down."

"You promised us a tale from the woman, my lord,” Sir Thierry Turpeney reminded him. "Something
to ease our spirits before we ride out with the dawn.”

Thiery was not actudly riding out on patrol. He was being left in charge of Marbeau while Smon
took mogt of his force on patrols of his land. Smon didn't point out to the man that he was going to
continue to enjoy hot food and a warm bed, and hence did not need his spirit eased.

Her other refusals had been delivered to the privacy of his chamber. No one had known about Dian€e's
behavior but Jacques and Yves. HE'd been displeased, but had let the matter go. This time he could not,
as Yves had brought the answer to him in the great hdl where héld gathered his men together for a
midday mesting. He could not alow defiance from anyone in front of his knights.

"Did you tdl her | wish her to amuse not just mysdf but my men?"

"Yes, my lord," Yvesanswered.

Joscdin leaned forward in his chair. He was an easygoing lad, newly knighted, and aways eager to
think the best of everyone. "Perhaps the mindrd is a modest sort."”

"Modest?' Thierry asked. "How could that be?

"Wdl—" Joscdin rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "Perhaps she is yet a maid, and takes offense or
misunderstands what Lord Smon meant when she was told to entertain his men. Perhaps she fears for
her chadtity, and so refuses to attend us on those grounds.”

"Chaste? Madenly? A common traveing soryteler?' Thierry gave a jeering laugh. He gestured with
his winecup at the other men in the hdl. "Did you hear this fool ?*

Simon was thoughtful as he watched the boy's cheeks color bright red. He frowned as the hdl Filled
with laughter and lewd comments at Joscelin's suggestion. Simon was not among those who found the
notion of a maiden modest entertainer amusing. In fact, he stood and glared his men into silence.

"WEell see" he said, and strode off toward the tower stairs with one hand on his sword hilt.

How was he to know what the woman was in her own place and time? Perhaps it was as Joscdin
suggested, and she misinterpreted his commands. Or perhaps she was just sulking. In any event, he
would not dlow her to disobey himin front of his men.



The effect when he banged open the door of Jacques chamber was dl he could have wished for.
Diane jumped up from the bed and whirled toward him, startled as a doe. The comb sheld been uang on
her thick black hair dropped from her hands. Smon walked forward, she backed away.

He retrieved the ivory comb from the rushes. "Did | artle you?' he asked as he held the comb out to
her.

Diane stared at his hand while she absorbed the rich sound of his voice. Oddly enough, she'd missed
hearing his voice in the lagt couple of days. Maybe because she had no voice of her own, or because
Jacques spent more time reading than spesking when he was even in the room at al. Maybe because
Simon's voice was the most beautiful thing sheld yet encountered in this horrible place.

His hand, she noticed now, was dmog as beautiful as his voice, long-fingered, and degant even
though a thin scar marked the skin just below his knuckles. A barbarian's hand, she reminded hersdlf
even as he gdlantly offered her the comb.

When she put out her hand to take it he let the comb drop back to the floor and reached for her
ingtead. She looked up at his face as he grasped her fingers and pulled her forward. "I've missed hearing
your voice."

A shock went through her, from his touch, and from the echo of her thought in his words. She would
have pulled away, but his hand was as strong as it was beautiful. His grip wasn't panful, but it was
implacable.

He drew her a step closer. She wished she could run. She wished Jacques were here. She wished she
could do anything but be trapped in his grasp, forced to meet the sardonic light in his eyes and the fantly
mocking smile that transformed the normally grim set of his lips. Since no wish of hers was likdy to corre
true she supposed dl she could do was face Smon de Argent as bravely as she could. So she squared
her shoulders and glared at him.

"Y ou have abeautiful voice" hetold her.

Simon did not know what had compelled those words from him, though they were nothing more than
the truth. He had come in meaning to drag Diane out by the har if he had to. Instead, he found himsdf
willing to persuade when a command should have been enough. It had to do with the sad, lost look held
seen on her face before surprise a his entrance drove her up off the bed. There had been that moment of
fear, quickly replaced by defiance. Though he should have been angry at the defiance he found that he
admired it instead.

"Thiswould be easier if you cowered, you know."

Shetilted her head to one side. The Imple gesture conveyed a wedth of sarcastic bravado.



"So you refuse to fear me, do you?”

She gave an emphatic nod.

He ran a finger dong her stubbornly set jaw. Her skin had the look of pearl mixed with gold, but far
from being made of hard gem and meta, she was oft to the touch. His fingers wanted to turn the touch
to a caress even as she sharply pulled her head away.

He denied the impulse and kept his voice light as he said, "Another man would beat you for such
insolence.”

The look of feigned innocence she gave him at this statement amost made him laugh.

"Dont tak to me like that,” he warned, and was warmed by the startled amile that broke like sunrise
over her face. "Fortunatdy for you, I'm too lazy to beat you. Come with me" he requested mildly. He
released her hand, to let her know he would not drag her away, and to kill the temptation to draw her
even closer. "Come down to the hdl and tdl a story. Youll enjoy usng your voice"

Diane had the didtinct impresson that the man didn't know the word please, but that he was doing the
best he could with his limited vocabulary. He was, in fact, being charming. She didnt like it a bit. Charm
was harder to ded with than despotism. Besides, he was right. She put a hand to her throat. Her voca
chords refusd to work was driving her crazy. She did want to talk. The ache to speak grew worse with

every passng minute.

"Will you tl meadory, Diane?'

His rich voice flowed over her like honey, persuasve and pleading. His expresson was full of
undergtanding. With her hand il touching her throat she turned her back to him. She wished she could
plug her ears againg that seductive voice. She looked a the rough stone wdl before her and tried to
pretend his large, solid presence had no effect on her.

He thinks he owns you, she reminded hersdf. Jacques brought you here to amuse him. You're no
more than an organic film projector to him. Just a VCR he plays and pauses and turns off at his whim. He
wasn't trying to turn her off now, another part of her argued. He was politely asking her to do the one
thing she could do. He dso wasn't the person responsible for her problems, even though he was the
reason she was here. Jacques's reason, not Simon's. Sill, she hated being no more than a toy for the lord
of Marbeau, of having been presented to Smon as a gift. He'd accepted the gift, or he wouldn't be here.

"You have a tdent, a gift you can share with me and my people.”

Damn the man for picking up the very words she thought and speaking them when she couldnt! She



spun around, but not away from him because he put both of his hands on her shoulders. "Spit your fury
on meif you mug, girl," he said, voice coldly quiet, "but know that you will regret it."

Sheld raised a hand to dap him, or to try to push him away, but dropped it back to her Sde a his
words. She redlized there was only so far she could go to thwart this man's wishes and after that point
came deep trouble. HEd thrown her out into the ugly world beyond the castle once. The hard look on
his face told her he could do it again. The faint lift of one of his eyebrows told her that he wouldnt do it if
she behaved reasonably. Reasonable by his standards. Which were not her own. There were parameters
she was going to have to live with, weren't there?

"You cannot survive on pride here," he told her. "You can't expect to have things your own way. You
are a woman and a stranger with no feudd ties to protect you. Whatever you were in your own place,
whoever you were, means nothing here. It's a pity. It should not have happened. It did. Ded with it. If
you don't, Diane, you will not survive.

He squeezed her shoulders. The gesture was both comforting and a warning, because though his touch
was gentle it reminded her of how much larger he was, how much stronger.

"And I'm not the only onewith asword.”

She damned the man once again for his ability to read her mind. And though she resented the truth
hed spoken, she was grateful held put it into words as well.

"S0," he said. "Will you come with me to the ladies solar and give us a sory?'

Diane consdered her options. Stay in Jacquess room and sulk, or do as Smon asked. She was
getting more and more frustrated with hiding out in Jacques's room. Maybe sheld think of something else
eventudly, but until then—

She sghed, looked away, and nodded.

He lifted her chin with his fingers and turned her head. He gave her one of his rare, fant amiles
"Good. Maybe this time youll be able to finish the Casablanca story for me”

CHAPTER 8

Alys looked up from the crde of women gathered around a large embroidery frame as he
stepped into the room. She amiled and stood, and hed her hand out, but Smon turned to a serving
woman before acknowledging his mistress. "Tdl my knights thet their company is wanted in the solar.”



Then he came fuly into the room, Diane tralling reluctantly behind him, hidden in his shadow for the
moment. He looked around, as rductant as she was to be here. For this was the place where the
gentlewomen of Marbeau spent their days and dept when they had no man to bed with them at night.
Here, they spun and wove and sewed and cared for their babes and taked and plotted among
themsdves. No man was comfortable in this women's country. Particularly not a man with no wife to
amile at as she glanced up from her work or children to toddle across the rush-covered floor into his
waiting arms.

He did not come here often, nor did he stay very long when he did, and now here he was braving the
lionesses den at the price of a Sory. He glanced back in unreasonable annoyance a Diane, then took
her am and pulled her forward just as Alys approached.

"I've brought the storyteller,” he said. "For you."

As expected, Alyss face clouded with fury, but she didn't shout. Not in front of the other women. She
forced a amile to her lips, stepped close to him and spoke quietly. "l don't want your storyteller.”" She put
a ddicate hand on his arm as she leaned even closer. With her breasts pressed hard againg his chest, she
sad, "l want you."

"Wal, I'm not going to take you in front of a crowd,” he answered.

She thrugt out her lip in a pretty pout, and pressed her hips againg his. "l haven't seen you in days and
days. You don't send for me. Y ou haven't come down to the hdl for the evening med. You haven't even
been to Mass”

"I've been planning a campaign.”

“There's dways war. Have you not missed being with me?' Her tone indicated that there was going to
be a battle with her if he didn't say something placating soon.

So he took Alysin his ams and said, loud enough for the avid watchers to hear, "Being absent from
your presence, sweet lady, has left me parched with thirgt for the Sght of your beauty. To see you again
refreshes me like cool water from a hidden spring.”

He kissed her cheek, and heard her women snicker and giggle as he did so. From the corner of his
vigon he glimpsad Diane as she rolled her eyes heavenward. Clearly, she was unimpressed with his
eloquence. Perhaps they did not practice the fase flattery of courtiers in her land. If so, it was a lucky
place for aman to live

Alys accepted his lying devotion easly enough, especidly since it was spoken in front of the other
cadtle women. She cared no more for him than he did for her, though he knew she had missed his
company for her own purposes. Curious, prying Alys hated not knowing every little detall of his plans



and projects. Tha he was leaving the castle without her knowing when he would return or how long he
would be gone or where he planned to ride must have gdled her. He had no doubt that she would want
to crawl into his bed tonight to bid him a fond farewe l—and find out things he had no intention of tdling
her while they ddlied.

"Come, let usligento the storytdler.”

Alys fluttered her eyelashes at him. "As you wish, my lord."

"| crave only your pleasure, my dear."

He kept his arm atentively around Alyss shoulders as he escorted her back to her seat, then he stood
beside her with his hand on her shoulder. This left Diane done in the middle of the room while a dozen
knights filed in. The women eagerly made room for the men, and they were soon settled on cushions and
Benches and redining at favored ladies feet. He watched Diane react nervoudy to dl this activity, with
her arms crossed protectively under her breadts.

Diane shivered with gpprehension as the crowd gathered around her. People stared at her and talked
about her as though she weren't there. So, she countered by pretending they weren't there, either. All but
Smon, that is. She wondered if she could ever escape his sharp scrutiny. It was like she physicdly fdt it,
as though his awareness of her seeped dl the way into her bones and blood.

The problem was, that as the slence grew, her mind went blank. She couldnt think of a story. Her
mind remained on Simon, and the disguding exchange held had with Bimbo Alys. Did ether of them
redly believe that the other was in love? Cyniciam farly dripped off both of them when they were
together. The odd thing was, Diane somehow expected better of Smon. Asif she redly knew the man.

The only thing that came to her as the crowd grew restless, stirred in their seats and mumbled to each
other, were the lyrics of a song from Operation: Mindcrime. Which was a rock opera of sorts and not
amovie, but at least it had a goryline. So, snce it fit the criteria of the stupid curse or spell or whatever it
was, and she had to do something, she ended up keeping her atention firmly on Smon as she sang the
fird words of "I Don't Bdieve in Love" a cappella. Even though she didn't have the greatest voice in the
world, she could at least carry atune, and his nod of gpprova gave her the encouragement to go on.

S0, his storyteller had a tdent for song, Smon thought as she began to sng. He was pleased at fird to
discover that she shared his own musicd gift. Though he did not know why he should care that Diane
hed an interest in musc when heldd given it up himsdf.

The meaning of the song was rather hard to follow at firg, though the theme that beieving in love was
not worth the pain of being in love soon became clear. How true, Smon thought, and how sad. He
enjoyed hmsdf as he ligened, even though Diane's anging voice did not maich the qudity of her
gpesking voice. What interested him was that ligening to this song was like looking a one section of a
cathedra window and having to guess the parable depicted in colored glass that made up the rest. This



was very different from ligening to a section of the Song of Roland, or some other familiar chanson de
geste.

"How intriguing,” he said as the song finished. "Jacques is right in his daim that this Diane is anything
but boring."

His words earned him a vicious look from Alys So he clapped loudly to show Diane even more
gpprova. His knights and gentlevomen had to clagp dong with him whether they enjoyed the
performance or not. Alys wasn't happy, but the applause drew a gamile from Diane. Smon thought
bringing the girl a bit of joy was worth rousing the displeasure of the pampered beauty beside him.

He wondered if he should ask her to ang the rest of this song cycle, but before he could make a
request, her amile widened, she bowed to him, and began the Casablanca tae held dready asked for.

“Ah, good."

He took a seat beside Alys, and leaned forward, eager to findly hear out the story of Rick, Lady Ilssf
and the vdiant Victor of Laslo.

Diane had barely reached the part where the marshd Louis has sent his guardsmen out to round up the
usud suspects when Simon's own marsha rushed into the room.

Smon bolted to his feet, dl thought of pleasure banished. "What?'

"Lord Simon, a messenger has just brought word of raiders atacking Domierel”

Anger surged through Smon at the raiders daring to attack an abbey of holy sgters. "That's not ten
miles from Marbeau. It looks like we ride now instead of waiting for the dawn." He gathered his men
with a grim look.

Diane scampered to the sde as the group of men headed for the door. She definitdy wanted to stay
out of their way. Sheld seen an ingtant change come over them the moment they'd heard of the attack. It
was like this massive surge of testosterone had washed over every last man in the room. Even Smon, no,
epecidly Smon, who she sometimes suspected of being dvilized but redly wasn't. She could practicaly
tagte the urge for bettle in the ar. Or, maybe, it was just an overpowering stench of sweat as Smon's
warriors hurried past her.

With war on their minds they |eft the womenfolk without a backward glance or a word of farewdl. It
worried Diane that the women didn't seem to notice that they were being abandoned, but then, the
women carried knives, too. Maybe they found warfare normd.



All Diane knew was that she didn't find anybody's behavior norma, and she was once agan
completey disoriented by this strange place. Once the men were gone, the women gathered around Al
ys. They talked among themsalves and ignored Diane. All except Alys, who gave her a look full of anger
and cdculation. Diane didn't wait for Bimbo Alys to tdl her to get out. She hurried back to the rdaive
shdlter of Jacques's tower without any urging.
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"Comeadong tothehal if you want dinner.”
Diane sighed, but she followed the old man out of his chamber.

It looked like Jacques wasn't going to let her hide any more than Smon had. She decided to pretend
she was brave and go dong with it. She'd retreated yesterday, then sheld spent the night thinking over
what Smon had said about dedling with this place. She was ashamed of her own reaction. She had to go
forward, not withdraw into childish terror.

Begdes, she was hungry, and dinner, such as it was, was downgairs.

The hdl was just as dark and smoky as she remembered from her firs excurson. Servants moved
around, and there were guards standing at the main door, but with Smon and mogt of the soldiers gone
the place was subdued. People dill stared a her like she was a freak, and muttered and made Sgns as
she passed by. Diane pretended not to notice.

She did take Jacques's hand as they made their way between tables to the plaiform where Lady Alys
and a few men sat facing the room while they ate their dinner. The old man's skin felt dry and fragile as
paper, but his grip was strong and reassuring just the same. She liked Jacques. Despite the fact that he
was responsible for her being here, he was so well-meaning that it was impossible not to like him.

Not everyone liked Jacques, she decided as she saw the looks Alys and the man seated beside her
gave the old wizard. Diane had noticed the man yesterday because of his red hair. Seated next to the
redhaired Alys, it was obvious the two were related. Brother and Sster, she guessed, from the

resemblance and their ages. Both were young and atractive, though the man had a narrow scar on his
|eft cheek.

Alys pointed a Diane. "You don't meen to seat that a my lord's high table, do you?'

"Of course," Jacques replied, and led Diane to one of the benches. After she was seated, Jacques
turned to speak mildy to Alys "Be a good girl and don't cause any trouble.”

"Dont give me orders, old man,” she countered. "Your days at Marbeau are numbered.”



Jacques gave a loud laugh, then ignored Alys as he sat down beside Diane. In the suddenly quiet
room, he gestured to a servant.

The man hurried forward and put large flat loaves of bread down on the table in front of them. Another
servant dumped a ladle of some sort of stew thing onto the bread. Was Simon too poor to afford dishes?
Diane wondered as she stared at the greasy concoction before her. Sheld been edting cheese, chunks of
bread and dried fruit whenever Jacques or Smon remembered to feed her a dl. This was her firs
encounter with Marbeau's cooked cuisine and she had no idea what to do. She wanted to ask for some
utendls. Since she didn't have any voice, she tugged on Jacques's deeve instead.

Unfortunately, he was distracted by Alyss brother before she could get his attention.

"My sgter does not want the foreigner at her table.”

"It'snot her table, Sir Thierry.”

Diane quickly broke off a piece of bread on the edge of the loaf and duffed it into her mouth. Since
she couldn't get involved in any argument concerning her, she figured she might as well eat her dinner
while the others talked. Besides, if she concentrated on the food maybe she could pretend she didn't
hear any of the ugly things said about her.

Jacques watched as Thierry Turpeney's eyes narrowed. The man reminded him of a fox, cunning
enough, but vermin just the same. Thierry wasn't quite as given to indulging his tempestuous nature as his
ggter, but he had too many strong appetites and hated to be thwarted.

Jacques wished Smon hadn't left Thierry in charge of the castle's defenses, but understood his friend's
reasons. It was a way of seemingly showing he trusted this pair that had once been so close to Denis.
Smon sad it was easy enough to trust the Turpeneys when he never planned to be more than a day's
ride away from Marbeau, and Jacques himsdf actudly remained in charge of the castle, the more trusted
of the guards knew it, even if Thierry did not.

He held up a hand in a conciliatory gesture just the same. "I meant to say that Lady Alys may head
Simon's household, but it is the custom for the wizard of Marbeau to offer the baron's hospitdity to his
persona guests— whether they be low or high born." Jacques looked toward the man seated at the far
end of the table. "Is that not so, Father Andre?"

The priest looked past the rim of the large winecup he held. His voice was barely audible when he
replied, "That is s0, | believe. Or 0 I've heard. | don't recd "

"There, you see? The priest confirms thet | have a right to have Diane by my sde.”



"Lord Smon would approve?' Thierry questioned. "Having the foreigner a the high table is no gan
on the honor of Marbeau?'

"None whatsoever."

The young knight seemed willing enough to be madllified. In fact, as he looked Diane over carefully he
showed an interest Jacques did not like. The young woman was quietly egting her med, her face turned
away from the conversation. It looked to Jacques that Thiery was aware of the eegance of her
high-cheekboned profile.

"What of my honor?"

"Oh, leave be, Alys. Therésno harminthis.”

Jacques should have been pleased when Thierry spoke to his sigter, but the smirk on the man's face
did not reassure him.

Alys dapped her hand on the polished wood tabletop. “I don't want her here. She's ugly and vile The
dght of her spoils my med.”

"Do you fear her, then?

Perhaps it had been a bad idea to risk a confrontation by bringing Diane down to dinner while Smon
was away, Jacques thought. Alys seemed to fed threatened by the dtoryteller. He wasn't about to do
anything to mallify her fears. But then, she was wdl aware tha Jacques wanted her out of Simon's bed,
and someone who'd care for the manin it. Alys was no doubt quite concerned that Smon hadn't showed
any interest in her since the night of Diane's arrival.

Diare tried not to lisgen to the conversation, but was aware of every word. As she lisgened she began
to wonder just why she liked Jacques. The man was obvioudy usng her as a pawn in some game he was
playing with this pair. She'd like to think he was the good guy, but she didn't like being used. Especidly
when she didn't know what the game was.

If there had to be games, she thought, it would be nice if they'd let her play. If somebody would just
explain the rules, she'd be happy to choose a side and start kicking the opposing players around. Better
to play than try to stay neutrd, she thought. Better to play than to be the playing piece.

The conversation went on and on while Diane methodicdly ate around the rim of her flat bread.
Nobody bothered to even speak to her even though they fdt perfectly comfortable taking about her.
After avhile she stopped feding insulted. She even stopped being annoyed. She started to get bored.
When she was finished with as much of the med as she could stand to eat, she got up from her seat and



went to stand at the foot of the dais.

Thistime she didn't mind that the attention of everybody in the room immediatdy riveted on her. She
was sck of alat of the things she'd heard and fdt. She was redly sck of this foreign demon nonsense.
She wanted to tdl them that foreign devil was how her grandparents people referred to Europeans when
they fird encountered them. While she wasn't sure where she was, this place had a diginctly European
flavor to it. Actudly, stench was a better word than flavor. This place made her ashamed that sheld once
been so proud to be hdf Scottish.

Since dl she could do was tdl stories instead of explain what she thought and fdlt, she would give them
a story from the Adan Sde of her ancestry. Actudly, the story she decided on was Japanese because the
world's best samura movie was the only thing she could think of that these warrior barbarians could
relate to.

"Once upon a time there was a poor village that was under constant attack by robbers. The harvest
was golen and burned. The villagers had nothing to eat. They were hungry. They had nothing. No knights
to protect them. When the villagers held a medting, someone suggested asking knights to drive off the
robbers. The villagers were unsure of this plan. How could they—poor, hungry, unworthy farmers—p
ersuade men of the proud warrior class to hep them? How? Find hungry samurai—or knights—the wise
village elder advised."

As she continued tdling the story, she watched her audience carefully. Jacques sat back with his hands
folded over his somach and smiled encouragement at her. The plot of The Seven Samurai got mixed
reactions from the rest of the group. Everyone seemed to like the part about the girl disguised as a boy
who had a romance with the youngest samura. They laughed when it turned out that the supposedly
completely destitute villagers were able to scrape together enough supplies for a party. There was a
disappointed reaction from the women and servants when Toshiro Mifunes peasant pretending to be
samural character got killed. All indl it went pretty well, but she wondered why Sr Thierry was frowning
angrily at her when she was finished.

He banged a fig on the table when she was done. "How dare a peasant pretend to be a knight?' He
glared a her. "1 should dit your throat for the insullt, girl."

"Yes" Alyssuggested smoothly. "Why don't you?!

Diane had no idea what the man was angry about. She looked to Jacques for help.

"The impogtor died in the end, Thierry," Jacques pointed out to the angry man. "As he deserved.”

"But they buried him asaknight!"

S0? Dianethought. What's the problem?



"The peasant dog deserved to be thrown on the dung hegp!" Thierry inssted.
"It's disgraceful," Alys added. "The storytdler should be punished for such a wicked tde.

Diane decided she'd had enough of this weird place and nasty people for one evening. They didn't get
it, she couldn't explain it, and she didn't care. She made a gesture a Thierry that she hoped he wouldn't
interpret as a polite farewell, and turned around and left the hall.

CHAPTER9

Jacques closed the door quietly behind hm and leaned againg the thick, old wood. When
Diane looked up from where she sat on the bed, he said, "I'm not sure if the evening was a success or

She amiled, then the smile eased into asilent laugh.

"I'm glad to see you enjoyed yoursdf, my dear,” he told her. He came to St beside her. "Alys indgts
on drama, and her brother's not much better." He patted her knee. "Everyone dse enjoyed your story.
Y ou keep tdling stories and soon the people of Marbeau will love you."

Her expresson told him that she wasn't interested in having the people love her.

He patted her knee again. "There, there. Have they hurt you that much with ther ignorant insults, my
dear? Or isit jus Smon you want to love you?' he asked, then cackled with laughter a her outraged
reaction.

She shook her head and assumed an air of indifferent dignity. Jacques let the subject go. He crossed
the room and picked up a papyrus scroll from his work table. He sat down in his chair by the lit brazier,
to warm his old bones and for light to read the difficult-to-decipher Egyptian characters. It was up to
Smon and Diane to find comfort with each other.

Diane watched the old men for a while. Despite the age difference, and the strange circumstances, he
reminded her of her father in the way he just disappeared into whatever he was reading. The problem
was, he didn't physicaly disappear. She had to go to the bathroom redly bad, and hated having to use
the wooden bucket provided for the sanitation purposes unless she was done. She didn't like uang it
then, but a least it wasn't quite as humiliaing in private. With Jacques present, she had to consider the
dternative, which was maybe worse. It was bug-infested and stank, but at least offered privacy. This
indoor outhouse called a garderobe was on the second floor, down a dark, narrow hdl near Smon's
chamber. She supposed she would have to go there if she wanted privacy. So, she picked up a candle
and reluctantly headed for the qtairs.



| rely redly hate this place, Diane thought, certainly not for the first time, as she adjusted the dothing
sheld worn for the last severd days after sheld finished in the garderobe. She wondered why sheld taken
her comfortable life at home for granted. Plumbing reglly was a big deal when you didn't have any. Toilet
paper was the mogt important invention in the hisory of the universe. After that, came toothpaste.
Toothpaste was as precious as gold. After sheld pantomimed brushing her teeth about a dozen times and
Jacques findly figured out what she meant, held given her a piece of cloth to rub her teeth with and some
bark to chew on. It worked, but it wasn't toothpaste.

And there was no use complaning about the Stuation when she was the only one who knew what was
on her mind. If she ever got her voice back—watch out for that day, Smon de Argent, she thought as
she pushed open the door of the garderobe with her free hand.

She was plunged into darkness a moment later as the candle was knocked from her hand. She was
pushed roughly back againgt the wall as someone said, "Don't worry about her screaming.”

Alys.

Fear raced through Diane. She struggled, but she wasn't being held by the other woman. She was
shaken, then dapped hard across the face. Her senses reded as the back of her head hit the wall. Then
she was pulled forward and a mouth came down on hers in a hard, crud kiss. She pushed ineffectudly
agang the man's chest, but he only pulled away to laugh. He grabbed her by the har and pushed her
back againg the wdl again. He hdd her there with one hand pressed hard againg her throat. Her lips
hurt, her head hurt, she could hardly breathe. She struck out blindly, but was unable to touch ether of the
two figures that had her trapped in the dark corridor,

"Tdk of the curse mugt be true, then,” the men said. "Qr she'd have made some noise by now."

Thiery.

"Take her to Smon's room," Alys said. "Have her on his bed, the way Berengar had Lady
Genevieve"

"Remind the man of being a cuckold? Not |, sster. | sad I'd hep you. | didn't say | wanted to die”

"Then why don't you just kill the foreigner?”

Diane was pulled forward. Thierry twisted her ams behind her, holding her easly in a one-handed
grip. He used his other hand to roughly caress her breasts. She kicked back at his shin, but he took no
notice of her druggles.

"I'm not killing Jacquess pet for you,” Thierry told his sster. "My plan's better. Il have this one



broken to my bed by the time your lover returns. Hell lose any interest he might have in her once he sees
what an obedient and loving migtress she makes me"

Alys laughed. "You're right. Once he sees her with you, hell recdl that I'm as loyd and loving a
womean as he's likdy to find in this life"

"A dhort life, | pray.”
"Amen," Alysanswvered him.

Diane kept trying to twist away, kept trying to kick the bastard, but it did her no good. Thierry's hands
didn't stop roving over her body the whole time he and Alys discussed her. She bit down on chain mall
when shetried to bite hisarm. Helaughed at her.

Diane hoped someone would come dong the corridor and find them. She prayed someone would help
her. That someone would stop this That sheld find a way to escape. But Thierry had a grip like sted!.
And, she remembered bleskly, he was in charge of the castle while Smon was gone.

Smon, she found hersdf praying. Please, God, Smon where are you?

"I want privecy,” Thierry said. "A few hours aone with the bitch before | take her to my palet in the
hal.”

"| told you to use Smon'sroom."

"l told youno."

"The solar, then. I'll keep the women in the hdl until you're done.”
"Good enough.”

Thierry spun Diane around and hauled her over his shoulder. She shouted slently for Smon as Thierry
caried her away.

kkhkkkkkkhkkkhkkikkkhkk*k

Something felt wrong. Simon sensed it the moment he entered the greet hdl of Marbeau. He was the only
one who seemed to notice. His men spread out across the room, to the fire and to the tables that hadn't
yet been broken down from the evening med, caling for meet and drink. The people in the hdl lingered



despite the hour, talking, playing games. They looked up at his entrance, the servants and pages bowed,
but no one paid him any more mind than they usudly did. Still, there was a kind of nervous tenson in the
ar. He caught swiftly concealed looks of surprise on saverd faces. Of course, no one had expected the
warriors to return so soon, ether.

It was late, well past sunset. He was tired, tiff from many hours in the saddle. He wanted a hot med,
a cup of mulled wine and to drip off his armor and soak in a hot bath before he fdl into his own bed.
And perhaps a tae from Diane, he thought as he waked forward. He'd found her voice spinning stories
in his head a the oddest moments while they'd hunted down the men who'd raided the abbey. Hed
pictured her face while hed sat around last night's campfire, imagined her movements, gone to deep
wondering how she fared.

He looked carefully around the hdl as he approached the dais, but Diane was nowhere to be seen. Up
in Jacques's room, he supposed. Which was where she belonged. Whatever his impulse, he would not
send for he* tonight. He would have his medl, and go to bed ... as soon as he discovered just what it was
that troubled him.

Alys came forward as he neared the high table. Her cheeks were flushed, her green eyes bright as a
cat's in candidight. "Wdl met, my lord," she caled as she did her arms around his neck. She pulled his
head down and kissed him with the sort of swift passon he hadnt fdt from her since ther firg night
together. He opened his lips beneath the assault of her tongue, let the kiss go on for as long as she
wanted, put his ams around her and drew her close. He fdt nothing.

"I'm s0 happy you're home safdly,” she told him once she was done kissng him. Her voice was husky
with desire.

“I'm hungry,” hesaid.
She dipped her head and looked up at him through thick eyelashes. "For me?
"For dinner firg,."

Instead of pouting, she laughed. "Of course.” She took him by the hand and led him toward his chair.
A trencher full of meet and a full goblet were set a his place before he reached it.

"The servants are more attentive than usud tonight,” he commented as he reached his chair. Smon
looked around once more. “"Why is everyone up so late?!

"It's not dl thet late, my lord," Alys answered. "Rest yoursdlf, eat. The pork is especidly fine tonight.”

The smdl of the meat was tempting, but he couldn't bring himsdf to St down and enjoy it just yet. "It is



late. | expected to step over palets spread out for the night, instead | find a crowd roigtering as though
it's a sant's day."

Alyslaughed again. It sounded dhrill thistime.
Smon frowned at her. "What are the women doing here? Shouldn't you dl be in the solar by now?"

The solar, he thought. Diane. The last time held seen Diane had been in the solar. He had a sudden
impression that she was ill there, in need of him.

"Wheres Thierry?'
Alys put ahand on hisarm. "Patrolling the bailey, 1—"
"Damn!”

Smon shook off Alyss grasping hold, and ran for the solar.

CHAPTER 10

The first thing he saw was Diane's overdress lying on the floor. The dark cloth looked like a
congealed puddie of blood in the glow of the rushlights. Then he brought his gaze upward, dowly taking
in the 9ght of a woman crouched on her Sde againg a storage chest. Of the man who loomed over her,
his arm raised.

Diangs hands were uplifted to ward off the next blow. She wore only a torn and bloodied shift, her
back was bare and covered in livid wdts. Thierry's breeches were pulled down around his knees, his
cock hard and ready.

After that, Smon saw things tinged in shades of furious red. He didn't remember drawing his sword.

Thierry whirled around. He went pale. He dropped the thick leather belt from his hand. Lust faded out
of his eyes. It was replaced with stark fear.

"My lord, |—"

He didn't have time to reach for a blade before Smon drove his broadsword deep into his bare belly.



A woman's scream rang out behind him, but Smon was more interested in the slent woman who
cowered on the floor. He pulled his sword out and it dropped beside the dying man crumpled on the
rushes. Smon took off his cloak as he went to Diane. He wrapped the girl in it, then helped her to stand.
She flinched away from his touch. As she should rightly flinch away from any man's touch, he thought.
She couldn't stand without his help so he didn't let her go though her eyes pleaded with him to. He
tucked her close under his arm, where he could fed her glent, wracking sobs as he turned to face the
crowd that had gathered behind them.

Alys kndlt next to her brother, but her atention was on Smon. Her expresson was ful of the hate
sheld dways been so careful to hide before.

"Get out," he told her, before she could spew any poisonous words a him. "Take your brother's body
and go back to my son.”

"Deniswill kill you for thid” she shouted back. "Hell have your vitd s—"

"Denis may kill me"" He pointed a Thierry. "But not over that. Or for bedding his supposedly cast-off
lover. Dont you think | know that you stayed to spy for him when he rode away from Marbeau?' He
threw back his head and laughed. It was the firg time held fdt like laughing in oh, so long, and there was
no humor init. When he looked at Alys again she was pae, and sheking with fury. "Get out,” he told her
agan. "Itll be inconvenient no longer having you to feed fase information to my rebdlious son, but Il

manage

"You were never any good at loveplay,” she spat at him.

"You never gave me any reason to be. Get out. Pack your things and go, before | send you to hell
with your brother, Joscelin.”

The young knight stepped out of the knot of people crowded into the solar. "Y es, my lord?!
"See Lady Alys on her way. Escort her as far as Domiere. She's on her own from there."

Joscdlin looked from him to Alys, his eyes as round as coins, but he answered promptly, "Yes my
lord."

Smon didn't wait to see Alys start her packing. He didnt care if she took the whole contents of the
women's quarters with her. He gathered the shivering Diane up in his ams, and carried her from the
room.
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" She hasn't been raped, thank God."
Smon glared at the old man. "She might as wel have been, Jacques.”

Smon looked down at the girl who'd remained dill on the bed in his room the whole time Jacques had
examined her. He could tdl that she was awake, because people generdly didn't cry when they were
unconscious, but she had remaned limp, letting Jacques move her this way and that without any
resstance. Even when held dressed her in a fresh shift shed done no more than lift her ams when he
asked her to.

Smon had watched in dark slence while Jacques minigtered to Diane. Held counted every bruise,
every wdt, every evidence of Thierry's lewd attentions that showed on her soft flesh. HEd counted, and
found himsdf regretting that the man hadn't died harder.

Smon pulled the fur bedcovering up over her, then turned to find Jacques waiching him steedily.
"Whet?'

"Do you want meto take her to my chamber?"

Smon shook his head. "Leave her be. Let her rest where she is” The old man started to turn toward
the door. Smon stopped him with a question. "Why did you let her out of your Sght?'

Jacquess spread his hands. "It just happened. | was working."
"If she could speak she could have & least caled for hdp.”

Jacques put his hand on Smon's shoulder. "Don't worry so, Smon. Shell be fine Get some rest
yoursdlf."

He wasn't worried. He was furious. She was a guest in his house. He was responsible. He didn't want
to be responsible for one more thing, but Jacques knew him too well. Knew he could not turn away.

"Damnyou.”
Jacques squeezed his shoulder. "I know. Go to deep.”

How? he wondered as he watched the wizard wak to the door. After the door had closed behind
Jacques, Smon looked at the girl once more. She'd rolled over, her back to him, and to the light. He
dghed. Then he stripped off his outer garments. The bed was meant for two, he was tired, and she was
needy.



He fdt her giffen with new terror as he settled beside her. "Don' fear,” he whispered as gently as he
could. "You've nathing to fear." He adjusted the covers, and pulled the bedcurtains closed. Then, dowly,
with infinite care, he put his arms around Diane and pulled her into his embrace.

He got claws raked across his shoulders for his trouble. He didnt try to pull away. He even let her bite
his arm, and then his throat, but he didn't let her go. He kept his hold around her implacable, but as gentle
as possible. He would have let her fight as long as she wanted, but she soon collgpsed againg him. He
settled her head againg his shoulder and fdt her shuddering sobs deep in his own skin.

Eventudly she fdl into deep, troubled deep. Smon stayed awake for along time, thinking too much in
the enveloping darkness. When he fdll adeep he dreamed about his daughter Felice.

kkhkkkkkkkhkkkkkhkhkhkk*k

Despite the nightmares thet troubled his rest, it was arousd that woke him. He held a woman in his ams.
She was soft, warm, dinging. When he turned his head his cheek brushed againg thick, heavy har. The
scent and dlkiness of it sent a painful wave of desire through him.  For a few moments, dl he knew was
that he was with a woman in the intimate darkness of his bed, and that he wanted her. He hadn't redly
wanted anyone for along time. Not since the day he learned of his wifes betrayal.

It was the memory of Genevieve's adultery that brought him back to the present, though it didn't kill
the ache that centered more in his soul than his groin. The woman beside him was Diane. She would not
want him. Him, or any man. Not for a long time. Maybe not ever. Who could blame her?

Sowly, careful not to disturb her, he did away from her dutching embrace, out of the bed, away from
the tactile comfort hed unknowingly taken when hed meant only to give He rearranged the fur
bedcovers over her, not just to keep the degping woman warm, but to obscure her tempting form from
his Sght.

He waked away from the bed and pulled back the thick tapestry that covered the room's one large
window. Smon opened the shutters, Ietting in cold ar as he looked down on the enclosed herb garden.
It was barely dawn, the world was il full of shadows, with heavy clouds rushing by overhead. Smon
didn't have to see the ground below to know every inch of what it looked like. The garden had been
planted and tenderly cared for by Genevieve. It was dill carefully tended, but he rardly opened the
window to let in the sharp, sweet, heady scents that wafted up from the plants below.

To look out on the garden was to recdl the Sght of Genevieve kneding among the flowers in her
oldest dress, a wide straw hat covering her brown braids, her babies toddling up and down the raked
stone pathways and wandering into trouble among the bushes. Genevieve's babies. His babies. Gone
now. All of them were gone from him now. He even missed Genevieve, if only because the habit of thar
living together was dill part of him. He'd tried to develop new habits, but wine, indifference and Alys had
dl proved less than effective in hdping him forget a life where he had been, if not happy, at least content.



He stepped back, away from the hint of frogt in the autumn air, away from the memories, his desires
once more under control. He might walow in sdf-pity occasiondly, but he refused to live in the past.
This morning, memory had driven out the remains of the lust that had woken him.

"Memory,” he murmured as he went to dress, "hes its uses.”

Once dressed, he woke Yves, who dept outsde his door, and sent the servant to fetch his breakfast.
Jacques came inwith Yves and the food a few miputes later. The old man didn't look like hed dept any
better than Smon. They sat down by the fireplace and shared the med in silence.

After held drained a cup of morning de, Jacques findly spoke, his voice a near whisper. "How is she?"

Smon answered as quietly, "Seeping. But she can't deep forever." He gestured toward the curtained
bed. "She can't hide in there forever. Or in your room. Something has to be done about her."

Jacques put down his cup, then ran his fingers through his beard. "With Alys gone shéll be safe
enough.”

Smon gave his friend a hard look. ™Y ou expect me to make her my midiress, don't you?'

Jacques nodded. "That will give her the protection she needs.”

"Being your guest should have protected her."

"I'm old," Jacques responded. "My vows will not let me perform magic that will do harm. People
know they have nothing to fear from me. You, on the other hand, can rouse terror with the lift of an
eyebrow. It's up to you to protect Diane.

"l didn't bring her here”

"But you carefor her."

"| carefor peacein my household. Shels different,” Simon went on angyily. "People fear the unknown.
She's abeautiful, exotic stranger, an entertainer with no status, and under a curse besides. One man's
aready been tempted by that combination. Otherswill be, too."

"Not if you—"

"NO,"



"Ah, but you mug."

Jacques sat back in his char and folded his hands in his lap. Smon was warned by the cdculaingly
innocent look on the old man's face.

"What?'

"You want to do something to hdp the girl, don't you?'

"I want to keep peace in my household. All right, I want to help her,” Smon conceded after a long,
skepticd dlence from Jacques. "But meking her my lover isn't what she needs.”

"It'sexactly what she needs."

"She was nearly raped lagt night. She won't want a man.”

Jacques shook his head. "Ligen to my words, lad, not to your own notion of how the world should
be. | sad she needs you. She needs to love you."

Smon laughed. The sound echoed through the room, colder then the autumn wind that moaned
outsgde. "I'm a dead man, Jacques. We both know it. The lagt thing anyone needs is to love me"

Jacques casudly waved his words away. "You act asif you know exactly wheat the future will bring.”

"I have afairly good idea.”

"Y ou'refar too much the pessmig.”

"Redig,” Smon countered. He knew it would do no good to continue the argument with Jacques.
Jacques aways saw the best in everyone and a ray of hope in the darkest Stuation. So he took a deep
bregth, kept his voice quiet, and asked, "Just how is it that Diane needs me?'

A bright amile broke over Jacques's features. "Y ou mentioned it yoursdf last night.”

Smon could remember no conversation from the night before. He remembered a rare, burning fury.
He hadn't fdt any emotion so intense since the day held learned his daughter had been abducted and
there was nothing he could do about it. No, last night his anger had been even more intense, somehow
more personal. At least there had been a way to save Diane, and that surdly counted in part for the
protectiveness held fdt holding her in his arms.



"What did | say last night?*

"Thet if she had her voice back she could have called for hdp.”

Would anyone have come to help her, he wondered, even if she could speak?

"Of course," Jacques answered the question he hadn't voiced. "But the point is, she needs to get her
voice back."

"You lad the geis on her,” Smon reminded the wizard. "Y ou can break it."

Jacques shook his head. "You never have understood that magic has rules, and that those who use it
have to abide by them."

"I've never understood magic,” Simon agreed. "What was it you said would break the geis?"

Jacques's shaggy brows lowered in annoyance. "She has to fdl in love. Have you forgotten?

He had forgotten. Deliberately. Smon got up and built the fire without bothering to cdl a servant to do
it. When he moved back to the waiting wizard, he said, "With me, soecificaly?"

Jacquestugged on hisbeard. "Yes."

He was lying. Jacques dways pulled on his beard when he lied. Smon crossed his ams on his chest.
He ddiberately did not look toward the bed, though he thought he'd seen the curtains stir when he turned
from the fire. Whether she was awake or not, he didn't think Diane could have overheard ther
whispered conversation.

"The Second Coming might arrive fird if we have to wait for someone to love me" Smon said.

"Bah. Youre too modest. Why, | remember tales of you from Court. All you have to do is—ah,
Dianegd Good morning, child."

Smon found himsdf across the room at Diane's Sde, dmost before he saw her. He'd scooped her up
and deposited her in his own chair before she had a chance to flinch away from him. ™Y ou've had a bad
beating and a worse fright," he told her as he set her down. "I'm not giving you a chance to fant on my
floor as wel the moment you're out of bed. Yved"

Simon's deep, rich voice, full of fant anusement aong with genuine concern, was the most comforting



thing Diane had ever heard. She hated it. Hated the yearning to hear his voice that had made her brave
the world outsde the shdlter of the curtained bed. She hated the comfort sheld craved, and gotten, from
his momentary embrace. She'd woken up wanting him. Wanting him to hold her, to comfort her. To
protect her.

She hated that longing. It made her fed weak and stupid and inadequate. She hated needing him. She
hated the blind trust and fath in the power of Smon de Argent that had been born in her while she
watched him kill a man. She should have been frightened of him. She was, but not because he was a
murderous bastard with a long, bloody sword. She was frightened because sheld woken up wanting to
run to him and hadn't been able to fight that longing for more than a few minutes.

Wha was wrong with her? She used to be strong, capable, independent. Now she had this deep
feding that she needed Smon to make everything dl right. Just because hed saved her. Just because
hed taken care of her. Just because. Now she watched him with hungry eyes while he ordered his
servant about, and longed for him to turn a reassuring Smile on her. He did findly, and she basked in the
wamth his attention brought her.

Humiligtion for her own weakness twisted indde her. She couldn't give in to the weakness. She had to
fight Smon de Argent's hold on her emations. She had to stay strong.

It took a great dedl of effort for her to turn her gaze to the fire rather than continue to stare at him like
he was the sun, or God, or somebody she could trust.

This place is hell, she reminded hersdf as the memories of what Thierry had done, and what hed
promised to do, forced their way to the surfape. They're all monsters. Even Smon's kindness is a
trap. He can't hurt you if you don't care about him.

She hated being weak and vulnerable. She hated hersdf, and she hated him because of how she fdt.
But hatred was good. If she could just hold onto it, she'd survive.

"I've ordered you a bath. It seems I'm aways ordering you a bath." He laughed.

She drank in the sound, but she would not let hersdf turn back to look at him.

"Il send a serving woman up to help you bathe and dress,”" he went on. "Come dong, Jacques. Let's
leave Diane some privacy.”

She heard the old man get up. She heard the two of them move toward the door. She wanted to
chase after them, after Smon, to tug on his deeve like a child begging a grownup not to leave her done.

She wasn't a child. She didn't move from where she sat but she did draw her knees up and shake with



terror after hed left. Fortunately, by the time the servants came in with the water she had managed to get
hersdlf under enough control to get in the tub and try to wash the memory of Thierry's touch off of her.

CHAPTER 11

Hed seen the look on her face. Hed never wanted anyone to look at him like that. Fortunately,
she seemed to be well aware of her actions, and didn't like them any better than he did.

Smon redized thet it would be easy to make her love him.

It would be for her own good.

But dependence born out of gratitude had nothing to do with red love.
Hecouldn't doiit.

Smon sghed with rdief when the decison was made. He sat back in his chair on the dais and
surveyed the doings of the hdl, and tried to decide what he could do. The man room of the castle was
didinctly quiet this morning. People were watching him furtively as they went about their business, trying
to gauge his mood, no doubt. He wished someone would tdl him if they decided just what it was,
because he wasn't sure himsdf. A moment before held fdt relieved, but now that the decison was made
he was beginning to fed irritated. At least his usud sense of mdancholy hadn't had any time to settle on
him since his return to Marbeau.

"Futility, yes" he murmured as he stood and stretched. "Mdancholy, no."

He went to stand by the great central hearth that heated the room. The congtant fire burned low for the
moment. He gestured to the boy whose job it was to tend it and watched the lad scurry forward with a
supply of fresh logs. The trestle tables had been taken down after the morning med, leaving plenty of
space in the center of the room. As flames roared up, Smon stepped back from the stone rim that
cirded the firepit. He looked up as thin streams of smoke began to curl toward the louvered openings in
the calling, then spread out like a mist across the upper ar since the louvers were closed againg a cold
autumn rain.

The season was hurrying on too fast for Smon's taste. He used to enjoy fdl. The turning of the leaves,
the harvest, the feadting had dl been a pleasant marker of his prosperous household's trandtion to the
quieter winter life. Now, with no peace in his heart, and only one lagt battle to fight come spring, the
prospect of the coming winter brought no sense of serenity.

All he had wanted was to get the season over with, to get through the intermingble cold, dark days
with the mindless round of habit. He'd thought to get by with the fixed winter occupations of church and



chess, wine and hunting. He hadn't expected anything more between the firg frost and the spring thaw.

Now he had Diane.

He wasn't even sure what that meant. He didn't want to think about it. Fortunately, he was spared
from having his thoughts spin toward the darkly lovely, mysterious Diane, when a cold, damp wind
derted him to the opening of the hdl's outer door. He turned to see Sr Joscdlin coming toward him.

"You looked soaked to the skin," Simon observed as the young knight handed his cloak to a servant.

Joscdin joined him by the fire. After he tucked his glovesin his belt, he held his hands out toward the
flames. "The rain made the ride from Domiere a misery. | left Lady Alysin good hands at the abbey," he
added. "The abbess will send word of just who comes to fetch her."

"Perhgps shelll takethevell,” Simon suggested.

The knight gave him a shocked look, then smiled when he redlized Smon was joking. "I have my own
opinion, my lord." He looked around, as though wary of being overheard. "If you wish to heer it, that is"
he added quietly.

Simon rubbed his thumb thoughtfully over the pomme of his dagger hilt. Now, here was a new thing.
Joscdin had dways seemed trustworthy, good-hearted as wel, though Simon no longer had much faithin
his own judgment in these matters. Was Joscelin thoughtful and observant, as well as loyd?

Simon cocked an eyebrow in question. "If you're about to tel me you don't think Alys spied only for
my son, | would have to say | agree with you. She's a greedy child," Simon told him. "I'll miss her."

"But my lord—"

"She and her brother were informers | knew about. I'll have to ferret out whoever will replace them.”

"Your people are true to you, my lord!" Joscdin protested.

"Except for those who revolted againg me last summer.”

Joscelin looked away, blushing. 'Y es, but—"

Smon clamped a hand on the younger man's shoulder. "Even the king's sons revolted last summer.
Perhaps it was something in the ar. Or some new courtier's fashion for sons to repudiate their fathers.



We a Marbeau have dways followed court fashion." He heard the bitterness in his voice, and looked
around quickly for another subject to share with the embarrassed young knight.

As he glanced up he saw Jacques coming down the gtairs from the tower entrance. Diane trailed
dowly behind him. A sarving woman followed her, blocking any hasty retreat back up the narrow
daircase that the rductant Diane might wish to make. The old wizard was no doubt bringing the young
womean to him for the sake of beginning this therapeutic romance.

Smon frowned hard at the old man, but his attention gill focused on Diane as she drew near. His
glance was drawn to her like a lodestone to iron. As hers seemed to be to his for thar gazes met and
locked as if they could do nothing but look at each other and never get their fill of the sight. Stranger ill,
he found his heart racing at the Sght of her. It took dl hiswill not to cross the room and sweep her up in
his arms once more. The woman was light as a feather, it would be no burden to carry her from place to
place with her soft cheek resting againg his heart.

That, he told himsdf, as Diane looked away fird, was merdly a surge of protectiveness—as if for a
child. But the graceful form outlined by the tightly laced gown was that of a findy made woman. A
woman hed hdd cose in the dark intimacy of his bed, and woke up wanting. He firmly ignored the
heated rush of blood through his veins that gave the lie to his reaction being anything but a surge of lug.
He was going to deny the girl love, and himsdf lugt, and Jacques could stop handing Diane to m on a
platter, the tempting old serpent.

For dl that he was determined to avoid temptation, he ill couldnt take his atention off Diane. He
found it a wonder that she didn't wince with obvious pain a every step. Her long hair flowed loose like a
maiden's about her shoulders, to hdp conced a badly bruised cheek, he thought. Whatever the reason
she wore her hair down, he took pleasure at the lustrous sght of it.

"That isthe blackest black hair | have ever seen.”

Smon had dso had the thought, but the words came from Joscelin. Smon gave the man a sharp,
annoyed look. Sharp enough to send Joscelin backward a step or two, his expression full of darm.

"My lord, | meant only that—"

Smon took an angry step toward Joscdin, his hand on his dagger. "She's beautiful, isnt she?' He
growled the words, and thought he sounded more like an aroused guard dog than a man. He was
shocked at his possessive reaction to Joscdin's harmless words.

Joscdlin gave quick looks to the girl, and then the dagger. He gulped. "No. Not if you—"

Smon forced himsdf to be cam, detached, uninvolved. He spoke mildy to the darmed young man.
"Of course she's beatiful.”



"Yes my lord."

The knight looked at him desperately for direction. Anideaoccurred to him. Simon smiled, and
recdled, "It was you who defended Diane when she refused to come to the hall.”

"l did?"

Smon nodded. "Yes. Quite doquently. Y ou championed her."

"Did1?

" Suggested she might be modest.”

"Oh, yes. | recall that."

"And you do think she's attractive? Not some ugly foreign mongter?!

Joscdin shook his head wildly. "Oh, no, my lord. She's lovely. And in need of protection. | would
have chdlenged Thierry mysdf if you had not already—"

“In need of protection.” Simon clapped a hand on Joscdin's shoulder. "You have the right of it, lad.
Diane of Brittany requires a champion.”

"But, my lord, you—"

"No, you."

Smon watched Joscdlin look at Diane as she reached the hearth. She stood quietly between Jacques
and the servant, head modestly down, hands tucked in the wide deeves of her gown. She looked
beautiful, and vulnerable, and exatic.

How could a romantic young fodl like Joscdlin fal to fdl in love with her?

"As of this moment,” Smon informed the handsome knight, "your duty is to guard this young lady's
person. To be a her 9de a dl times. To be her champion, and serve her indl ways gentle and jud.”

Joscdin's eyes went round, then a smile like the sun breaking through clouds lit his face. "Thank you,
my lord!" he said.



Smon watched Joscdin hurry, to Diane's sde. He hid a smile behind his hand as the boy went down
on one knee before her. She stared a Joscdin in surprise. Jacques looked a him in frustrated
annoyance.

Smon walked away, satisfied that he had done his duty. Now dl that needed to be accomplished was
for Diane to fdl in love with her knight errant. How difficult could thet be?

CHAPTER 12

"Thisis not going to work, you know."

Smon walked over to join Jacques by the window. The old man had been sanding in the cold
early-morning breeze watching the garden for nearly hdf an hour. "You're going to catch a chill," he told
his friend.

"What are they doing out there?" Jacques wondered irritably.

Smon stepped between the wizard and the window. "It's called courtship. Or are you too old to
remember?’

A reminiscent amile crossed Jacquess wrinkled face. "'l remember courting my darling Anor very wel
indeed. And watching your father and Lady Gilberte. A pity both those dear ladies are gone now. A pity
you never had a proper romance with Genevieve— or anyone else for that matter,” he added. "You don't
know what you're mising."

The man's tone was kindly, but Smon winced as though held been dapped. "Genevieve and | did well
enough together."

"Until she went to court and discovered love."
Simon's voice was tight with anger as he answered, "I don't need to be reminded.”

Jacques, of course, was not warned by Smon's tone. He never was. "Y ou've never beeninlove. You
only understand duty. Genevieve found that she wanted more.”

"S0 you told me when you persuaded me not to kill the adulteress. She died anyway."

"And you're il feding guilty about it." Jacques shook his head sadly. "Y ou sent her out in a sorm and
ghe caught a fever. She dill went because she wanted to go.”



Smon willed his bunched fids to remain a his sde, for the temptation to strike the old man was very
grong. "Don't do thisto me"

"What? Remind you of your past? If you can't get over your past youll never—"

"Am | crud enough to bring up your mistakes? Do | reprove you for Viviennes wickedness?' Damn!
He'd struggled so hard not to strike the old man with his hands that he hadn't guarded his tongue enough,
and had struck him with words ingtead. "I'm sorry,” he said, as Jacques blinked back tears.

Jacques waved away his gpology. "No need. | love my granddaughter despite her wicked ways. It's
her tuming her great gift to evil purposes that disappoints me. | don't regret teaching her magic. | regret
her choice, but | don't blame mysdf for it."

Smon relaxed the tightly curled grip of his hands, and put them on Jacquess shoulder. "Youve a
greet, forgiving spirit, my friend. You're a better men than | am.”

Jacques shook his head. "No. Jugt older. Age doesn't bring wisdom, just a certain perspective. For
those who don't drown in bitterness from the sorrows that befal them,” he added. The tears were gone
from his eyes. The speculative look was back.

Smon stepped away from him. He looked out the window, which was, of course, what Jacques had
wanted him to do dl dong. Diane and Joscdlin were in the garden. In the last three days, Joscdin had
made an effort to show Diane every square inch of Marbeau. Or so Jacques had been at pains to tdl
Smon. She apparently made these excursons with the greatest of reluctance, but had taken a liking to
the garden. Of course she liked the garden, Smon thought. It was privacy she sought, needed. He knew
that inginctively. He knew that they were much dike.

Jacques was dissatisfied with Joscdlin's efforts to win the fair lady's regard. Smon made himsdf dedl
cdmly with the wizard's frequent reports. He never mentioned Diang's name, but he listened with more
interest than he admitted. It was not his place to give Joscelin advice about the young woman. Besides,
he didn't want to.

He carefuly kept to his own chamber as the courtship proceeded. In fact, hed spent three days
fighting the urge Jo ask for Diane to join him to tdll one of her stories. He would not ask. He would not
order. He would wait. It was her choice to keep him company, or stay away. It was her choice to speak
when she would. With any luck she would soon be in love and her voice would be free to say anything
she wanted, in the meantime, he would not cdl her into his presence and demand the one thing that was
hers to give.

This matter of choice was a new thing for him, and he didn't like it. It was a digurbing notion, and he
didn't know how he had come to it. It wasn't naturd to not be making the decisons for someone under
his care. It went againg the order of the world. It didn't fed right. The very nation of it, and not the
longing to spend time with the absent young woman, kept him pacing his chamber like a caged cat while



he dlowed her the freedom of the castle. Or so he tried to tdl himsaf.

Then there was the ridiculous matter of having to fight off the hollow ache that came from knowing she
preferred to spend time with Joscdlin instead of with him. 1t was an unexpected and thoroughly ridiculous
reaction, and one he'd brought on himsdf.

"She's a great ded of trouble, isn't she?' Jacques asked from behind him.

Simon did not turn around to chalenge this provocative statement. He didn't turn because his attention
focused on the couple on the 4ill frogt-rimmed path below. Even from this distance he could make out
the look of vagudy annoyed puzzlement on Dian€'s face.

When Joscdin put his hand on Dian€s shoulder, and she immediady scurried backward, Smon
shook his head in disgust. He ignored the jolt of jedlousy that dso passed through him as he said, "She's
not ready to be touched yet, you young foal.”

When Diane looked up and saw him watching her, he stepped back and closed the shutters, but not
before intercepting a look from her that left him unreasonably shaken. He denied his soul's cdll to join her
in the garden and made himsdf think about the duties he needed to perform.

There were parchments to be read on his work table. There were things to discuss with Jacques.
There was All Saints Day service to attend in less than an hour. He had more to occupy his mind and
time than a pleading look from one large-eyed girl. But it was that swift glance and the unpleasant image
of her with another man that he couldn't get out of his mind.
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She didn't need to speak, Joscelin could talk enough for both of them. There was no getting away from
him, ether. He even dept outside Jacquess door. The problem was, she understood very little of what
he meant. She understood the courtly words, but most of them were slly. Most of the time she just
amiled vacantly while his utterances passed through her like white noise. His language was flowery,
flamboyant, and gpparently meant to impress her with his dedication to her chaste and comely person.

Or something.

His terminology was so convoluted it was kind of hard to tdl what he meant sometimes. She missed
Smon's plain, sarcadtic, caudtic way of spesking. She never had trouble understanding just what the
mester of Marbeau meant, sometimes without him having to say a thing.

Except that Joscdin wore chain mal ingtead of a plad flannd shirt, he reminded her of her last
boyfriend. Brad hadn't talked that much, but thered been an ar of puppylike devotion Joscelin shared



with him. An air thet was probably as fase. Brad was a supposed muscian who'd wandered out of her
life when held discovered her mother only worked with classicd or jazz artists. Joscdin was hanging out
with her because Smon told him to. She wondered if there was anyone who was interested in her for
hersdf.

Smon had seemed to be the only one without an agenda. Her presence had been forced on him by
Jacques. He'd done the best he could with the Stuations that had forced them to be together. Of course,
now that hed pamed her off on Joscdlin he didn't have any interest in her ether.

There was no reason for im to. She had no reason to be interested in him. It was jugt the gratitude
she fdt toward him, and the sense of security he gave her, that kept the gnawing longing to be near him
from fading as the days passed.

It took a great dedl of effort not to run away when Joscelin touched her. To give in to panic would be
to let Thierry win, to let a dead man control her life. She was determined not to let that happen. Thierry
wasn't going to have power over her.

She didn't run up to Smon's room when she saw him weatching her from his window. She didnt
acknowledge the heartache when he turned away. She made hersdf amile a Joscdin. She wasn't going
to let Smon control her life, ether.

Simon understood that, she knew he did. He understood that she needed to find her own way instead
of hiding in his shadow. And in his usud autocratic way, he had set about detaching her from his person.
It would have been nice if held given her the choice to wak away. A typicaly high-handed move from
Smon de Argent, she thought as she backed away from Joscdlin.

He followed her. She took a seat on a bench and proceeded to ignore him. It was a crigoly cold
morning, clear and refreshing but definitely a prelude to a winter sort of day. Severd layers of dothing
and a heavy wool cape kept her warm enough. Even her ears were warm, since the servant who'd been
assigned to her had talked her into covering her har with an embroidered veil. She looked the part, she
supposed, of Joscelin's medieva fantasyland lady, except that her features were different and she dill had
no idea what part she was supposed to play. Central Casting got it all wrong, she thought.

Actudly, she knew very wel sheld been cast by Jacques to play Smon's savior from ennui. Or maybe
it was despair. Lord knew the man sometimes looked like he could use a hug. Or, a shoulder to cry on.
Or, at least someone to confide in. He had to get tired of being strong dl the time. She had to admit that
she didn't just long to be comforted by the man, she aso had to combat the urge to comfort him in turn.
Togiveinto it would be to let Jacques win. She wasn't going to let Jacques control her life, ether.

Joscdin was dill talking. 1t took some effort, but Diane managed to drag her thoughts away from
Simon de Argent and focus on the handsome young knight.

" Tic a haly day," he sad. "'l havent heard Mass for a few days" He held his hand out to her. "Will



you come with me? We can say our prayers together, and take holy communion.” When she stayed
seated on the bench he went on, "Lord Smon said | should care for you, and surdly the care of your soul

is part of my duty."

Joscdin had showed her the amdl church that occupied one of the castle's severd courtyards the day
before. Except for alarge stained glass window at one end of the building the place looked more like a
prison than a house of worship. She found it curious that this fantasyland shared her own world's beliefs,
but there was no one she could ask about it. She just had to assume that sheld landed in a pardld

universe. She was glad thet at least there were some customs and practices that she did understand, and
could share.

"Please come" he said. He held out his hand again. "Everyone will be there"

She didn't want to go where there were people, but his look of entresty was impossible to resst. She
didnt take hjs hand, but she did nod and get to her feet. Maybe in church hed be quiet. Maybe, if
everyone was indeed there, sheld be adle to dip awvay from him in the crowd. Maybe shed find some
time to hersdf.

Maybe Simon would be there.

CHAPTER 13

"No."
"But Father Andre—"

"It would be sacrilege.”

The crowd of people was five-degp around the church door as Smon approached. Most of them
were taking. The priest's voice was the loudest, but sounded the most uncertain. Tentative as usud, but
dill the cause of the trouble. Joscdin sounded polite as he argued with the priest. He was dways polite,
Smon thought. Which in this case was more of a character flaw than an advantage.

Smon shook his head and strode forward. The crowd parted at the Sght of him, but there was
continued muttering. There were many angry, nervous looks amed at Diane, of course.

"You are alot of trouble”" he told her as he stepped to her sde.

Far from responding with the pleading look he'd seen in the garden, she rounded on himwith a glare.



Smon amiled. "l didn't say it was your fault. | said you're alat of trouble.”

She accepted this observation with a nod, then jerked her head in the priest's direction.

"What's the matter now?' Simon asked Father Andre,

The priest pointed at the blushing Joscelin. "He wants to bring the demon-spawned creeture into the
church."

Simon lowered his browsin annoyance. "The what?'

Father Andre sdled closer to the church door a Smon's low growl. He didnt meet Smon's gaze
when he said, "Her."

"HG’?'

"Thet one. The harlot who tempted Sir Thierry to his deeth.”

Smon felt Diane go tense at the priest's words. Joscelin's hand went to his sword. Behind him, people
began to murmur louder. Smon dill couldn't resist responding, "Alys? Alys isn't here, man. Are you
blind?'

Father Andre findly looked a him. "My lord, please. Don't let this—cresture—enter the house of
God. She would defile—"

"God can take care of his own house” Simon angrily cut the men off. "A demon would burst into
flamesif it entered a consecrated church. Would it not?*

Andre fluttered his hands before him. "I suppose. But she is—*

"Diane is no demon.” He spoke loudly, wanting everyone to hear. Then he addressed the priest once
more. "Would you deny any Chridtian soul entrance?’ He leaned down and whispered in Dian€'s ear,
"You are Chridian, aren't you?"

Diane was dmogt too angry a the priest's vicious accusations to percelve how close Smon was to
her. Almogt. When his cheek brushed hers she noticed that he needed a better shave. She caught the
scent of clove on his breath. She momentarily got lost in the sense of his nearness. He didn't touch her,
but if he did she didn't think she'd run away. He had to repeat the question before she responded with a
nod.



Smon turned his atention back to Father Andre. "Move aside, priest. I'm going to enter my church
now." He stepped forward, willing to push the other man aside if he had to. "Come dong Diane,
Joscdin.'

Father Andre backed up as the three of them came forward. When they were across the threshold, he
turned and fled toward the sanctuary of the dtar. Smon watched him go with an annoyed shake of his
head. Then he walked down the nave to take his usud spot at the front of the church. Diane and Joscdin
flanked him. He tried hard not to look at the girl, though he was aware of her straight spine and the proud
lift of her head.

He turned his atention to Joscdin as the people of Marbeau crowded into the church behind them.
"What did you mean by bringing her hete?' he demanded quietly of the young knight.

"My lord, |—"

"You should have talked Father Andre into bringing Diane to Mass ingtead of just surprisng the man
with it. Don't you know the fool can be made to bdieve anything is his idea?'

And why hadn't he thought to speak to Andre about Diane himsdf, Smon wondered. Having the
priest champion her would considerably ease peoples fears of her strange features. He hadn't thought of
it, but Joscelin should have, if he was going to protect her. Jacques was right. The boy just wasn't up to
it.

"And for another thing," he went on, fully prepared to spend the entire church service in the education
of young Sir Joscdin.

Diane did not ligten to the dressing down Simon gave Joscelin, though she was very aware of the deep
rumble of his voice. She didn't look at him. She didn't look a anyone. She kept her gaze on the
stained-glass window over the dtar and held her fury a the spiteful ignorance of these people in check.
Frankly, it fdt better to be angry than to be frightened. She hadn't been frightened when the mob
gathered behind the stupid priest. She had, in fact, been close to logng it and hitting the man before
Simon showed up and handled the Stuation. She probably wouldn't have done it, but the urge had been
there.

Simon had saved her again.

Oh, well, it was his job. He was the Lord of Marbeau. He was supposed to save the day. He didnt
do it just because she was the one in trouble. He probably did the superhero to the rescue bit dl the time.
He cartainly looked like a superhero, handsome and large and blond and broad shouldered. He wore a
cape. She couldn't keep hersdf from findly glancing a him and amiling when she didn't think held be
looking her way.



He was. He amiled back, just the faintest curving of his lips, then he turned his attention to the church
sarvice. Diane tried to do the same, but spent the rest of the long Mass being dl too mindful of the tall
men beside her. After awhile, she decided that she didn't like this constant awareness of Simon.

She would have inched away from him, but his hand came out to grasp her deeve when she tried to
move. He touched the cloth, not her. She was grateful for that amdl, undersanding gesture. Then anger
a being grateful once again overwhelmed her and she jerked her deeve away from his touch. She began
to stomp off, but only got three steps. This time his hand grasped her elbow.

"You can't leave just yet," he whispered. "Youll dill be accused of being a demon if you wak out
before communion.”

She looked toward the dtar, and saw that Father Andre had begun to adminigter the host to a wating
line of worshippers. Smon was right, of course. If she left during this Sacréd rite sheld ill be suspect.

"Comewith me" he urged.

Since he dill had afirm grip on her arm, she couldn't do anything else. So she sSghed, and went to the
dtar ral with him. They knedlt, and when Father Andre came to them, she opened her mouth to receive
the amdl piece of bread he held out. The priest hesitated, but eventualy responded to the frown Simon
turned on him, and gave Diane communion.

The murmurs from the crowd were gpproving this time. A sense of rdief permeated Diane as she
followed Smon away from the dtar ral. The people of Marbeau 4ill weren't giving her any friendly
looks, but the hodtility that the priest had tirred up earlier had disspated. For now, at least. She dill
didn't trust them not to turn on her. They probably didnt trust her not to turn into a flesh-egting dragon,
ether.

Truce, she thought.

"Truce" Simon said from behind her. "Peaceful coexistence is the best we can hope for right now.”

She nearly jumped out of her skin as his words repeated her exact thoughts. This was too weird, and
she wasn't going to put up with it.

Instead of returning to her place, she waked sraight out of the church.

Smon came with her. She didn't turn around as she crossed the sunny courtyard between the church
and the cagtle door, but she knew he was there. She told hersdf it was the sound of his footsteps behind
her, but she knew she would have known he was there if it had been her hearing rather than her voice
sheld logt. She didn't know why she had this connection to him. She did know she wasn't going to let it



control her life. Somehow, she was going to get away from Smon de Argent.

Smon had no trouble keeping up with Diane when she quickened her pace. He just hoped she
wouldn't start running. 1t would be most undignified to seem to be chasing a reluctant young woman
across the inner bailey of his own cadtle.

"Do you want everyone to think I'm a randy old fool?" he asked her as they reached the steps of the
keep. "You did very wel back there”" he added when she whirled around to face him. "If you go to
Mass every morning people will accept your odd appearance better.”

Shedapped him.

He touched his cheek. "Perhgps odd was a bad choice of words." She gave a decisve nod. He tried
another description. "Exotic?'

She hit im again. He'd expected it, and dlowed it, just as held alowed her to strike him after Thierry's
attack. He strongly suspected she was from a place where women were not as meek as they should be.
Beddes, after Alyss manipulative tantrums, Diane's honest anger was refreshing. A great ded about her
was refreshing.

He took a step back. "If | cdl you foreign, will you dill take offense?!

She crossed her arms angrily. Then she laughed. Even without sound, he found the transformetion of
her features ddightful to watch.

She didn't know what was the matter with her. Except for the usud childhood fights with her sblings,
shed never struck anyone in her life until she met Smon. And for some reason, she'd hit m because she
knew she could trust him. That didn't make any sense. Violence was stupid. Even violence brought on by
the frugtration of being voiceess and logt in a hodile place. And Smon had the power of life and death
over everyone in Marbeau, induding her. Maybe especidly her. She was, after dl, an odd, exotic
foreigner. His chattel. The Stuaion was terrifying.

Shedidn't know why she waslaughing.

Except that hed ddiberately tried to charm her. It was nice to be entertained instead of being the
entertainer. Joscdin had been trying to amuse her for three days. Smon managed it in a few seconds.

When he said, "Let's go in, shal we?' she nodded. But she didn't take his hand when he hed it out to
her. She wasn't ready for that yet.



"l sent a lad to do a man's work, I'll grant you that,” Smon conceded to the smirking Jacques. He poured
himsdf a beaker of wine and sat down on Jacquess bed. "Joscdin's not the sort a woman like Diane is
going to fdl in love with."

"He'sfar too nice" Jacques agreed.

Smon gave the old man a hard look. He sighed. He rolled the cup around in his hands. He looked
about the room, at its curious collection of books and scralls, its pots and sheves and cabinets and
festoons of hanging dried herbs. The place was cavernous and crowded. An army could hide in here, he
thought, and never be noticed. Jacques had invited him up for alittle talk over wine after held spent most
of the day a sword practice. The wine helped rdax tired muscles, but the inevitable conversation was not
S0 redtful.

"About Diane?' Jacques questioned after along slence.

Smon looked over to where the old man sat, in a char that was said to have belonged to a Roman
emperor. "She deserves better.”

"Y ou're the best she can hopefor inthislife.”

Smon saw that Jacques sincerdly believed what held said. Simon knew better. "Theres very little |
can offer her."

"You can give her her voice back. Why don't you concentrate on what she has to offer you?”

"I'm not going to fdl in love with her, Jacques,” Smon pointed out. "I can't. | won't. All | can give her
i alittle time, and some grief.”

"Bah. All you ever seeisthedark.”

Jacques refused to understand. He dways refused to understand. Smon got to his feet. He wanted
more wine, but thought a clear head would be better, so he abstained. He carefully put the cup back
down on the table. "There's nothing left but the night,” he said. "Winter, then death.”

Jacques stood, and dismissed Smon's meancholy with a wave of one gnarled hand. "You have the
autumn, and winter nights can be long and pleasant. Don't try to predict what will come with the spring.”

Smon dready knew. Besides, arguing about his own future was tedious. "You'e right, old maen. |
won't worry about it. Where's Diane?' he asked. "I'd better attend her if | have a seduction to get on
with."



"A courtship,” Jacques corrected.

"Itll work out to the same thing, won't it? | fed like an old fool," he added as he went to the door.
"Where is she?'

Jacques combed his fingers through his beard. "In the solar, perhaps? | think | heard one of the
women say something about asking her for a sory after the morning "med.”

"That was hours ago." Simon doubted she'd want to set foot in the solar after what had happened in
there. Then again, she might have braved the place just to prove that she wasn't afraid. "I'll find her," he
told Jacques. "Comb the castle in search of my lady love™

"You do that," Jacques said as Smon closed the door behind him. "I'm going to take a nap.”
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You know, Diane thought, caught between fury and amusemernt, if that was a scene from a movie, the
heroine would be charmed out of her undies by the hero's touching sincerity.

This wasn't a movie, and she wasn't charmed. She was incredibly embarrassed. She hadn't meant to
overhear the conversation. She hadn't known what to do other than stay where she was when the men
came in. She and the dop bucket had been behind the tdlest shelves in the darkest corner of Jacques's
room in her continuing quest to go to the bathroom in privacy. Instead she'd overheard them once again
meking plans for her life

The trouble was, it was hard to be angry with ether man snce she knew they meant well. Hard, but
not impossible. Epecidly Simon.

So, he thought he could just make her fdl in love with him, did he?

She wasn't going to be made to do anything. Even for the right reasons. Not that faling in love just to
get her voice back was aright reason. Love just happened, it couldn't be forced. Not even by Smon de
Argent.

Okay, she was grateful to him. She admired him. She thought he was handsome. Maybe she even
worried about him, a little. That didnt mean she was fated to fdl under the inevitable svay of his fad
charm.

The man had afew too many flaws for her to be swept away by the wonderfulness of his biceps and
laconic amile. She loved ligening to his rich deep voice, but that didn't mean she wanted him whispering
sweet nothings— whatever they were—in her ear. Epecidly when she knew anything he sad or did



from now on would be a manipulative effort to save her from Jacques's stupid curse. She commended his
effort, but she wasn't likdy to fdl for it.

Paterndigtic was a very good description of Smon de Argent, she thought. High handed. A little bit
too confident of his seductive abilities.

/ wonder what helll do? she thought as she waited for Jacques to begin snoring.

She wanted to wait until she was sure the old wizard was adeep before she sneaked out of the room.
Usudly, she wasn't that eager to join the rest of the household down in the hall.

/ wonder what helll say? | wonder what it would be like to be kissed by him?

Not that it would matter, of course. She had no intention of fdlingin love.

CHAPTER 14

Diane was not in the solar, but Smon did encounter Joscdlin as the young knight came in from
the bathhouse after his own fighting practice. Smon commended him on his guardianship of the far
Diane, then sent him out on border patrol with a detachment of guards.

By the time held given Joscdin detailed orders, the hdl was filling up with household members who
gathered for the evening med. Smon wove his way through the servants who were setting up the trestle
tables and made his way to his own seat in the center of the dais. From there he observed the movements
of his people while he thought about how best to proceed. It took him only a few minutes to come up
with a plan of action. That done, Smon sent a servant to find the soryteller and ddiver an invitation for
Diane to St beside him at dinner.

Diane was rdieved when Smon asked her to join him &t the high table. Actudly, it wasn't a request.
The words the servant repeated to her were flowery, but they were dill an order. Which was better than
an invitation, because it helped remind her of what he was redly like. She could nurse a grudge about
being ordered to her own firg date with the Lord of Marbeau.

Also, it redly wasn't a date. Dinner at the high table was the mogt public exposure possible at the
cadtle. Everybody seated below the dais carefully watched everything that went on up among the favored
few who got to share the table with his lordship. As much as she didiked the way people stared at her,
tonight she preferred it to an intimate evening with the boss.

She got up off the landing outside Jacquess room where sheld been gtting, wondering what to do,
when the servant found her. She adjusted her vell, smoothed the thick fabric of her overdress, and went
down the gtairs toward the hdl with as dow and sately gate as she could manage in the heavy garments.



Simon actudly fdt Dian€'s gaze on him before he looked up and saw her a the foot of the stars. She
was ganding beneath the glow of a rushlight, watching him. The first thing he noticed was that her cheek
was dill discolored with bruisng. The second was that while her expresson was quite serious, her dark
eyes were full of amusement. He had no idea whét it was about him that brought her pleasure, but he fdt
arush of answering joy just to see her happy.

You are not going to fall in love with her, he reminded himsdf. Then he stood, and gestured
degantly for her to join him. When she reached his side, he made a show of gtting her in the place of
honor on his right. Alys had been the one who used to appropriate this seat. He had been infuriated by
her presumption, but had alowed it for the sake of his own plans. Now he fredy gave a desarving lady
her due, publicly acknowledging her exadted place in his house.

Diane thought the high-backed wooden chair looked uncomfortable. The seat was narrow, and the
back was heavily carved. The design was beautiful, but not meant to be leaned back againg. When she
sat down, the room went dead quiet.

Until Smon turned to face his people and lifted his Slver goblet high. "A toast to my lady,” he called
out.

His deep voice reached into even the furthest shadowed corners of the hal. There was a stunned
interva before an answering roar of voices began. There followed a clatter of wooden and pottery mugs
as the people of Marbeau joined him in drinking the toast. When he had taken a taste of wine, he
carefully turned the jewel-studdeed goblet and handed it to Diane so that she could set her lips to the
spot where he had drank.

Diane took the goblet, but she didn't know wha he wanted her to do with it. From the eager way
Smon, and everybody else, looked a her, something was clearly expected of her. It wasn't like she
could offer a 'toast. She couldn't even talk. She was embarrassed enough by what Smon had just done
that she didn't want to face the people at the other tables. So she hed the goblet and concentrated on
sudying his exuberantly amiling face.

She liked the amile It was such a rare thing to see that having him amile a her was like recaving a
gift. She liked the way the faint lines around his eyes crinkled when he smiled. She liked the faint trace of
dimples at the corners of his mouth. She liked the rounded, sensud curve of his lips. She liked the glow
of pleasure in his amber-hazdl eyes. She liked having him look at her. 1t made warmth spread through
her even though she hadn't yet touched the wine.

She liked him, but she had no idea what the man wanted. She shrugged, and just stared at him
hepledy.

Fndly, the amile faded, and the room grew a little bit darker around her. He sat down, and
explained, "You're supposed to sdute me in turn.” When she continued to stare a him, he took the
goblet from her hands. "l see you're not yet ready for such an intimate avowd, my lady. | beg your



pardon.”

Apparently he wanted her to share his goblet. Why would sharing someone's glass, and germs, be
consdered an intimate avowd? And if it was S0 intimate why was it dso presented as a public
ceremony? This was definitdly not her idea of romance. This was not what she'd expected as the firgt
move of an attempt to make her love him.

He seemed irritated as the firs course was served. Irritated and disappointed. Diane knew it was her
fallt, and dmost gave in to guilt. She dmost snatched up the goblet to take a good, diff drink. She
amod did it. For him. Because she—

Did not love him. She was just grateful. And his moodiness was a manipulative way of getting what he
wanted. Or so she told hersdf. Smon de Argent was playing a game with her, she reminded hersdf. She
did her best to keep that thought uppermost in her mind when he turned her way again &fter the server
hed moved on down the table.

He was amiling, but thistime it didn't reach his eyes. His tone was pleasant, but it didn't sound sincere.
"Share the med with me, my lady.”

She was not his lady, but she was hungry. She was adso used to the idea tha two people were
supposed to share one plate. Well, one round of flat bread covered in yucky goop. She was used to the
idea, but she ill found the practice disgugting. That was why she aways did her best to eat done in
Jacques's room ingteed of risking her life to the sanitary practices in the hdl. Now, Smon wanted her to
share his plate with him. Everybody in the room was il staring a them. Maybe the populace wouldn't
be so interested if she just went dong with the common custom this once.

She gave him a wan amile, and the faintest of agreeing nods. As she started to reach for the food,
Simon put his hand over her wrist to stop her.

"Allow me, dearest Diane” Diane watched him curioudy as he picked up a piece of meat and held it
out to her. He didn't release her hand so she could take it from him. He brought the meet close to her
lips. "This dainty morsdl is for you." His voice was a husky, sensud whisper.

The man was trying to feed her! Like a child. Like a pet.

Diane twisted her head away to avoid the food. She fought down a gag as she shot up out of the
chair. She burned with humiliaion as she backed away from the table. She ignored Simon's annoyance,
ignored the hodtile reaction of the watching crowd. She remembered how he had cdled her his chaitd.

She wasn't his property. His trying to show the world that she was wasn't going to make her love him.
But, of course, he redly didn't want her to love him. He was judt trying to placate Jacques. Simon didn't
redly care if she got her voice back. At the moment, she only cared about getting it back so she could



tdl him how sick she was of his and the wizard's iteful games.

But since she couldn't talk, she turned and fled from the table.

Smon rose to his feet as Diane ran away. He could have had her stopped with a gesture to his guards,
but he let her go. He had never been so insulted in his life He nearly shook with rage at her insulting
reaction to his galantry. What was wrong with the woman?

Hed offered her the best his house had to offer. With his own hand. He, Baron Smon de Argent,
Lord of Marbeau, had made it clear to the world how high his regard was for her. In front of the world,
she had rgjected him. She had forsaken his care, his patronage, looked as if she were sck to her
someach at the very thought of accepting his courtesy. How was he to court someone who treated him
s0? Why should he?

For her sake, Jacques might have said, had he been there. For duty's sake, his own conscience spoke
up. How? he wondered, when sheld insulted him so blatantly. Even Alys had never been so unkind.
Even Genevieve had never regjected any honor he showed her. Who was this Diane to make a public
show of her contempt?

Why? He couldnt help but wonder why. He looked around him for an explanation, but dl he saw
were the avidly curious and secretly contemptuous faces of his retainers. There was no explanation to be
gotten from that crowd of carrion crows.

He would just have to get the reason from the source, he supposed. Rebuff him Diane might, escape
him she could not. He would have an accounting from her whether she could speak or not.  Still furious,
he went after the woman he was supposed to make love him.

kkhkkkkkkhhkkkhkkhkkkhkk*k

"Now you've made her cry." Jacques tried to block Simon's passage as he came through the doorway.

"Cry?" Smon pushed the old man aside. "Made her cry?'

"What have you done to that poor child?'

"Me?Hal"

Smon went past the protesting wizard to get to the bed. Diane was curled up on it, shoulders shaking,
face hidden by the heavy fdl of her hair. Smon did not alow himsdf to fed a grain of compassion for her
obvioudy upset condition. He was the offended party here.



"Come with me" he said, and grabbed her by the wrist. He hauled her from the room over Jacquess
vehement protests. "We're going to discuss this in private” he cdled back to him. Then he dragged her
down the gtairs to his own chamber.

"Now, just what was that dl about?' he demanded when the door had dammed behind them.

Diane pulled out of his grasp. She flung her hair from her face as she swiped away tears with the back
of one hand. She took a proud stance and looked up a him. Her eyes were red-rimmed from crying, but
her glare had the strength of a basilisk's deadly gaze.

He towered over her. "l should beat you," he told her. "Any sane man would beat a woman who used
hm s0."

She lifted her stubbornly set chin, and pointed at herself.

"Yes, used me" he responded. "I've never been so insulted in my life”

The hdf-moon arcs of her eyebrows shot up in incredulity. She took a step back, pointed at him, and
gave a Slent laugh.

Simon crossed hisarms. "I did nothing offensive.”

Diane came forward again. She jabbed him in the chest with a sharp forefinger. Then she raised bent
wrids to her chin, and panted.

It was his turn to be incredulous. "Treated you like a dog? What are you taking about? This makes
no sense. It's you who treated me no better than a cur.”

Her expression turned questioning.

He refused to believed this pretense. "I offered you my heart on a trencher and you—Dont look at
me like that. I'm naot lying to you." She gave another laugh, no less mocking for being soundless. He
sghed. "All right. Perhaps I'm lying a little. A man's supposed to lie when he's courting a woman. | don't
know why," he responded to her skeptical look. "It's part of the rules”

Shetossed her head, and turned her back on him.

He found himsdf looking with great concentration & her ill, dender form. Her proud gesture left him
wanting to run his hands through the thick hair thet fdl hafway down her back. He found he suddenly
wanted to put his ams around her. He found that he was no longer angry. He didn't know how shed



done it, but he'd gone from fury to a more tender, but equdly strong, emation within the blink of an eye.

He stepped closer to her. He took care not to touch her, for he wel-remembered the wounds Thierry
had made on her emotions. He did come close enough to inhde her scent, to fed the heat of her skin,
and knew that she fdt the heat of his He closed his eyes. They stood that way for a long time. He waited
until she was surrounded with the awareness of him, large and looming but unthreatening behind her, and
then asked, "Why are we shouting a each other?”

She moved with reaction to his voice, just enough so that her back skimmed his chest. A fant shiver of
laughter passed through her and he fdt it ripple dong his skin. Heat spread out from that subtle, delicate
brush of her body againg his. Still not touching her, his hands reached out and circled her dender waist.
He wanted to draw her to him, enfold her in his arms, rest his head on her shoulder and breath in the
scent of her night-dark hair. He did none of these things He waited, breathless with arousdl, afraid of
rgection. He had never fdt this tender need toward anyone before.

Diane didn't know what was the matter with her. One moment she was furious with the man. The next
— wadl, she wasn't quite sure what exactly she was feding a the moment. It was pleasant, strange,
heady. She was warm and tingling, and it wasn't because she was standing too close to the roaring fire in
the grate. It was because of the man who was so dangeroudy, ddicioudy close.

She could barely remember why sheld been angry. Hed made her laugh, and tha made up for
everything. It dmog made up for Thierry. It would be so easy to move to face Smon, to put her ams
around his neck, to turn her mouth up for his kiss. It was what would happen then that was frightening.

Smon had never fdt this kind of vulnerability before. He knew what it was to fed helpless. It was an
dl too familiar sensation. This was just a new variety of the same old hated feding. He knew every love
song, every poem from the Courts of Love. He had even composed some of them himsdf, to flatter a
queen. Now he understood dl the dlusons to the power women held over the men who desired them.

It was not right that a woman should have power over him. It was dl very wel to desire Diane. For
what better way to make her love him but by worshipping her with his body? His emotions were aready
threatening to go past desire into a trackless redm. Had Genevieve fdt like this, he wondered, when she
met Berengar? As though she were about to step out of hersdf and be lost?

He made his hands drop to his sides. He took a step backward, and another. He put distance
between himsdf and the thing he desired. Bitter cold seeped through him the moment he dipped away
from Diane. It was a familiar feding, one that had permeated him for a long time, but one he hadn't even
noticed until it had begun to thaw.

"Y ou should go," hetold her.

When she turned to look a him, he dmog went back to her. She blinked, and looked dazed. As
though she was coming awake from a dream. She looked around her. Then a him. He was dmost glad



she couldn't speak. He moved further away from the fireplace, into the shadows so she could barely see
him.

"I think you'd better go," he told her. "Let's just assume that naither of us meant to offend the other
and get some rest.”

Diane thought that if the man was trying to make her fallin love with him he was doing a poor job of it.
Which was just as well. Or so her mind said. Her heart was saying something else, and her body was
being totaly rebdlious about her determination not to get involved with this man. She was confused. So
confused she didn't even remember what they'd been arguing about. It didnt matter. He wanted her to
leave, and that hurt.

Leaving was for the best, she told hersdf. Her steps ill dragged as she crossed the room. And she
could fed his gaze on her even after she closed the door.

CHAPTER 15

" Now, where were we?" Simon asked as she entered the room the next morning.

He looked up from his writing table with a smile Diane thought was as bright as the sunlight that filtered
in the window behind him. Which was to say, it made the effort, but it was dill November. It told her that
hed remembered his misson to make her fdl in love with im for her own good. She'd been a little worn
ed about Smon's intentions when held sent a guard for her after breakfast.

She amiled in response as he waved her forward, somehow pleased that the man was Hill meking the
effort despite his obvious distaste for the job. Shed Ieft here the night before with her emations in rags.
Shed cried hersdf to deep. Sheld told hersdlf she hated him, that she never wanted to see him again.
Y et, here she was in the same room with him, and happy to be here. It made no logica sense. She could
only conclude that logic had flown out the window the moment she arrived in Fantasyland.

Smon purposefully wanted the width of the heavy table between them since he wasn't sure he could
dedl with the posshility of physica contact just yet. He thought he was under control, but he wasn't going
to test it until he could make love to Diane with the same indifference held fdt toward Alys The point
was to give Diane pleasure, to rouse her tender emotions. He'd spent much of the night forcing his own
emotions back under control. Hed aso spent the time thinking, trying to decide the proper course to
take with the exceptiond, confused and confusing Diane.

He'd decided on honesty.

Moreor less.



He had been prepared for more tears, for more fury. He hadn't expected her to meekly stle into the
chair opposite him and turn a knowing smile on him. She actudly looked concerned for his wdfare. He
gave an inward Sgh of pleasure. Trust Diane to make this easier than it should be. She would be easy to
love. What a pity he couldn't. No, the red pity was that he was very hard to love indeed, fugt ask every
member of his family. Fortunately, for her sake and his, Diane was unable to.

"You take rejection better than most women would,” he said as he leaned forward to rest his elbows
on the table. "Were you, perhaps, a nunin your own time and place?'

/ might as well have been, Diane thought as she recalled the circumscribed life she'd mapped out for
hersdf back in Seettle in the two years Snce she'd graduated from college. She'd had her work, and that
was it. She hadn't had a boyfriend in over a year, and hadn't wanted another one, either. She'd enjoyed
watching other peoples stories on a screen, so much so that she sometimes forgot there was a world
outsde the films she loved. Now that she was caught in her own meodrama she wasn't sure she was
enjoying it, but she was aware that she'd been numbly moving through life instead of living it. She didn't
want to think about which was better. She did know that medting Smon was—

She shook her head in response to Simon's question.

He laced hisfingers together and propped his chin on them. She found the gesture artlessly charming.
His gaze on her was steady, assessing. She was fascinated by his eyes, their sharp intelligence and
feline-gold color. She knew his device was adragon, but to her Simon of Marbeau was|eonine, abig,
dangerous, seductive cat.

After a moment she found it easier to look at his hands than into his eyes. He had such long-fingered,
degant hands, like a mudcian's. It was a pity they were marred by the fant lines of old scars. Battle
scars, she assumed. Or, maybe Alys had scratched.

Diane hugged hersdf tightly. She was aware that the sick wave of emation going through her was
jedousy. She fought it, and looked away from Simon atogether. It didn't help, because even though she
concentrated on the Square of light coming in the window at his back, she was dl too aware of Smon's
presence.

You're not in love with him, she told hersdlf. This is just lust. To prove the point, she tried her
voice.

When her mouth worked but no sound came out, Smon stood up and came around the table. "Not in
love yet, | see” He tried to make his words sound light, but the joke fdl flat for both of them. The look
she turned on him was anguished, as was the twist of pain around his heart. "Perhaps | want someone to
love me" he admitted. "Though | didn't redize it until just now."

He was lying, of course, Diane told hersdf. Though she had to acknowledge he looked and sounded
good as he mouthed the words meant to seduce her. She fought hard to remember it was a deception as



he took her hands in his. Beautiful as those hands were, they were hard. The man was dl controlled
drength, but his touch was gentle.

He stroked his thumbs across the back of her hands as he said, "Sweet Diane, | fear we understand
each other not at al.”

She looked up dowly as he spoke, up the long, hard-muscled length of him. She was dmost more
aware of the heat that rushed through her from his touch then of his voice. Almogt, because his voice
touched her as wel. It brushed like heavy velvet dong her sengtized nerves. He was the one who ought
to be a soryteller snce he could mesmerize her with a word.

He might as wel have been naked, he thought. For his thick layers of dothing were no protection
agang the way she drew her gaze over him. He went hard just from the dow, intense scrutiny of Diane's
fathomless dark eyes. Once again, this was going too fast. He had wanted her to want him, but had not
expected it to happen so quickly. He was not prepared, no matter what his body told him.

He dropped her hands and turned away. He went back to his char and dowly eased himsdf into the
Sedt. "We need to tak." He folded his hands before him again. This time they were tightly clenched. "I
need to explain some things to you," he corrected as she reacted with a sharp look to his ill-chosen
words.

Smon tried to assume a lecturing tone. "Lagt night | tried to show my high regard for you in the most
flattering way | know. Y ou obvioudy did not understand my intent. We both came away feding insulted.
Let us now endeavor to come to an understanding of what is expected in our respective roles.”

Comprehension gradudly lit Diane's expresson as he spoke. This awareness was followed by the
skeptica arch of eyebrows that he found endearing. She leaned forward to rest her folded arms on her
Sde of the wide table with casud, negligent grace.

He was not the one who was here to be charmed, he reminded himsdf sernly. But the fact that she
was beautiful, and seemingly unaware of the effect of her beauty, was most distracting.

Diane had her emotions under control enough to be curious. She wanted to keep her mind working.
She nodded for him to go on, and was determined to lisen to what he said rather than just react to the
sound of his voice. He was right, they were from different cultures. Sheld gotten in enough trouble
dready from not knowing how this world worked. It was time she learned. He was offering to be her
teacher.

Actudly, he probably wasn't offering, he was making a pronouncement that he was going to teach her
what she needed to know. That was dl right. The reminder that he was autocratic, didactic, and lord of
dl he surveyed, was good for her.



Besides, one didn't fdl in love with on€'s teachers, she reminded hersdf. At least, one shouldn't.

He picked up ardl of parchment. "Poems" he told her. "That speak of love and life and the rules of

Diane sneered. She hated poetry. She remembered English classes where sheld been forced to
memorize crap written by sengtive, drugged-out, centuries-dead jerks in baggy shirts. Band suff like, "'l
arise from dreams of thee”

Smon leaned forward esgerly at her words. Her tone had been derisive, but at least she had spoken.
"What say you, far Diane? Have you fdlen in love while neither of us were looking? Is this love that
frees your voice?"

She shook her head, and recited,
"| arisefrom dreams of thee
Inthefirst sweet deep of night,
When the winds are breathing low,
And the gars are shining bright—"

Smon looked disappointed that she was il just parroting other peoples words, but no more than
dhe fdt. Apparently, the poetry sheld recited passed for a story. She was determined not to tdl any
more stories. No more snging for her supper, even if it was the only chance she got to speak. So she
shook her head rather than repeat the rest of it. Besides, it redly sucked.

Smon sghed when she didn't go on, but he didn't ask her to finish. She appreciated that he didn'.
"I take it you do not admire poetry?"

You could say that, she thought. She gave a dlent chuckle, amused rather then bitter that he could
say anything he wanted.

"I used to enjoy poetry,” he went on as he unrolled the parchment.

"But that wasin another country,” she said.



It wasn't from a poem, it was from a play, one that she'd helped videotape in college. It was dso a
comment.

He laughed with ddight. "Yes, my dear, it was most certainly in another country. In Aquitaine” He
redized what she'd done. "Clever girl.”

It was a fluke, Diane thought, but she let hersdf bask in his gpprova for a few moments. She
wondered if she could manage to dredge up enough appropriate comments to carry on actud
conversations. No, she wasn't that clever, or quick-witted. In fact, dl she could remember was the next
line of the play. So she sad it.

"Begdes, thewench isdead."

The scroll dropped from Simon's fingers. His face went ashen. In place of his usudly beautifully
controlled voice, he spoke with a croak of pain. "Yes" he sad. "Sheis”

Diane watched with a shriveling ache of conscience as Smon got up and walked away from his desk.
With his back to her, he went and stared out the window.

"It was my fault,” he added.

As she ligened to Smon's pained words, she fdt helpless and was hurting. She hadn't meant to do it,
but sheld said something ingppropriate again. Sheld screwed up again. From this point on, she vowed,
she was going to keep her mouth shuit.

She was dso going to stop being so reactive, so passve. Sheld just hurt the man without meaning to.
She needed to do something to make up for it. All that came to mind was to get up and go to him. She
wasn't quite sure she had the courage to face the same sort of rgection she'd gotten from him the night
before. She wasn't sure what shéld do once she reached him. Sure or not, she got up, and began to
dowly wak forward.

Simon took severa deep, ragged breaths. Though held had the window opening covered over for the
winter with oiled hide, the cold arr that leaked through was bracing. He was glad the tranducent hide was
too thick to give him a decent view of the dead garden and its ghosts. He had to live in the present, to
live in the moment, but even with Diane, a child of the future, there was no escape from his mistakes and
ans

How odd, he thought, that the scars of memory did not ache so when anyone dse reminded him of his
past. Perhaps it was because he would rather keep the wrongs he'd done to himsdf. Or, more likely, he
wanted this innocent young woman to think well of him. Of course, that could not be, not for long. Hadn't
he decided that honesty was the way to her heart? If he used honesty correctly she'd end up feding pity
for him, and her compassion would trick her into love. It was smple. All he had to do was rip his soul



open and present it to her on a platter.

With his purpose in mind, he took a deep breath and turned to face the object of his quest, only to find
that she was standing just behind him. She had approached across the rushes on slent, softly shod feet.
He had not heard her, nor had he expected to find her so close.

"If you were an enemy |I'd be dead by now."

Her expression was full of concern, her dark eyes bright with unshed tears. Tears that were for him, he
redized as he stepped forward and brushed a finger across her cheek. She was there for him. At his
touch, one tear spilled over. The Sght of it twisted his heart.

He would have wiped the tear away. He would have bent down to kiss the sty tral it Ieft. He might
have done many things, but the door crashed open before he had a chance to move closer to Diane.

Sr Joscdin hurried in, red-faced and breething hard. The scent of horse, swest, and fear trailed in with
him.

"My lord!" he shouted as he hurried across the room toward Smon. "The raiders are massng to
attack Marbeau!™

CHAPTER 16

"Winter is no time to lay siege to a castle. Any fool knows that."
Sr Joscdin looked past him, and spoke to Diane. "' Perhaps they are hungry samura.”

"Wha?' Simon had no time for riddies. And less patience for Joscelin meking cow eyes a a woman.
Especidly this woman. Smon stepped in front of her. "What raiders? How many? From what direction
do they approach?'

Jacques came in before Joscdin could answer. "Simon, my scrying glass has shown warriors massing
—Anh, Joscelin's brought the warning before me, | see”

"S0 he has™ Simon agreed. He looked from the old man to the young knight. Between Jacques's
meagic and Joscdin's early warning, the Lord of Marbeau hoped they'd bought enough time to plan the
defense of his lands before they were attacked.

Simon turned to Diane. "Return to Jacquess chamber. | have work to do now." It was best to have



her out of the way, where she wouldn't be a digtraction for Joscdin, or himsdf. "Youll be safe there" he
added with a reassuring amile when she didn't immediaey obey.

Diane quivered with rage at Smon's easy digmissal of her. He might as wdl have sad, "Go away,
little girl. I'll take you out and play with you some more when I'm done with real man's work."

She wanted desperately to tdl hm that she was not Hong Kong Barbie, and didn't take kindly to
being put back in the dall case. For the firg time, she wished that she was in love with somebody—so
she could ydl a Simon de Argent.

She could accept the fact thet the castle was in danger, and that it was his job to defend it. What she
didn't appreciate was his automatic assumption that she had no part to play in the upcoming crisis.

Then again, she conceded with a hollow sgh, she supposed she didn't. She didn't bdong here. She
didn't know the rules. She hadn't done one sensible or usgful thing since Jacques dragged her into this
world. She didn't have to like it. She didn't have to appreciate Smon's throwing her out. She did have to

obey him.
That didn't mean she didn't give Smon a venomous look as she passed him on her way to the door.
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Her grandmother Ted had a saying, a saying she daimed shed gotten from her grandmother. It went
something like, "Make yoursdf useful as well as ornamentd.” Diane couldn't get it out of her head as she
paced the length of Jacques's room over and over again. This wasn't the firg time sheld been bothered by
her tenuous pogtion in this world, by her lack of purpose. She found this both odd and irritating, since
she hadn't been particularly worried about a lack of purpose in her own world.

Maybe having so much taken away from her—her voice, her routine, her whole life—had left her
wondering just what was left. She wasn't afraid to find out, but she was frustrated thet no one would give
her the chance.

And, why, she wondered as she aoruptly stopped pacing, am | waiting for permission to lead my
own life?

There were things going on out there. The woman who'd been assigned as her servant had told her
thet the castle was preparing for a Sege. Surdy there must be something she could do to help. She took
a deep breath and went to the door.

She hesitated as she reached it. She knew that sheld face Smon's disgpprova, and the hodtility of the
people of Marbeau if she stuck her nose in where she wasn't wanted. Sheld been begaten, nearly raped,



insulted, rgjected, and just generdly shown she wasn't wanted by amogt everyone. Why should she try
to help them?

Because not everybody was crud and vicious, she reminded hersdlf. Jacques, and Joscdlin, Yves, and
her own servant were actudly rather nice people. More importantly, an image of Smon de Argent stuck
in her head, looking like a grim, graying lion. The sad, determined, responsible, kinder-than-he-knew
Lord of Marbeau needed as much help as he could get, and was too proud and stubborn to ask for any.
Besides, it was Smon who had fird told her to make the best of this bad Stuetion. It was time she took
ome initiative

She opened the door and took the winding staircase down to the hdl. What exactly did one do when
a castle was under attack? Run away, was the logicad answer. Of course, running away probably resulted
in people with swords chasng you down. She knew what happened after that, sheld seen Braveheart
gx times. Not to mention what sheld seen since arriving here, and here the blood wasn't fake.

Her somach was twisted with nausea from the memories by the time she reached the hdl. But her
head was aso ful of scenes from some of the more redisic medievd movies shed viewed. She
reminded hersdf that sheld taken a few firg aid classes back when she was a Girl Scout, as well. Surdly,
she had some bit of practical knowledge that she could put to use, she thought as she approached a
group of women by the centrd hearth.

kkhkkhkkkkkkkkkkkhhkhkk*x

"I know | gave her holy communion with my own hands, my lord, but are you sure she's not a demon?”'

Simon pulled off his hdmet as a groom led his horse away. The sky couldn't decide whether to snow
or rain, S0 it was doing both infits and starts. The day was drawing to a close, though there hadn't been
much light to begin with. His cloak was soaked through. His arms ached from sword and shidd work, as
did his back and thighs from gtting on a horse dl day. The fighting outside the walls and in the bare
woods had gone more his way than the invaders in the last two days, but they hadn't been driven off.
Tomorrow he would have to fight again. Smon wanted a cup of mulled wine, a joint of meet, and his
bed. Of course he wasn't going to be so fortunate as to get wha he wanted, not in this life,

Frg he took off his gloves, then he swiped sweat out of his eyes, then he turned to the anxioudy
waiting priest. "What?"

Father Andre hopped nervoudy from foot to foot as he answered, "The foreigner, my lord. She's in
my church.”

"What of it? We could dl useto prayersfor peace.”

"She'snot praying.”



Simon was in no mood for guessing games. "Whét is she doing?'

"She'sbailing water."

"Where? In the baptismal font? With what?"

He remembered the blaze that had been in the look she'd given him before shed Ieft his chamber.
However, he refrained from suggesting to the priest that Diane could light fires with an angry glare.

"She brings the water from the bath house, but she does have braziers set up in the church,” Father
Andre told him indignantly. "She must be a demon, for she has the church as hot as the pit. She jumps
around and points and grimaces a good folk until she gets her way. She's got the washerwomen
laundering blankets and linen as well, as though it were soring deaning time”

"What? Why?'

"Hrg she swept out the rushesin the church. Those were fresh rushes™

“Why?

"Somehow she managed to convince the women to use the church for nurang the wounded.”

S mon nodded. " That makes sense.”

"Does her washing the floor before Ietting anyone in make sense? And, she keeps scrubbing it, as
though cleaned stones have anything to do with tending the sick.”

"Perhaps where she comes from—"

"She won't let any wounds be cleansed except with her foolish boiled water. It's madness”

Smon rubbed his jaw. He could use a shave. Hot water sounded good to him. Perhaps he could get
Diane to scrub him. "What does Jacques say?'

"To leave her be" Father Andre pointed a shaky finger a him. "Y ou must do something.”

"Il have a look at the wounded,” Smon agreed. The priest didn't look happy with Smon's words, but
he turned and led the way to the church door.



There was more light in the church than Simon was used to, and more heat. The sensation was
strange, but not unpleasant. He welcomed the warmth, and quickly shed his damp cloak. He tossed it
over his arm, and stood for a moment with his eyes closed to let the warmth seep in. When he opened
his eyes he saw Diane. For a moment he found himsdf smply studying her profile as she bent over one of
the patients. She looked tired, and not quite so young as he recadled her being. Her expression aso hed
something of the strength and serenity of a Madonna, as though she had no time for fragile emations right
now. He drank in the Sght of her. It was as soothing as the mulled wine held craved a few moments
before.

Apparently, hed missed her even while his mind had been on nathing but the defense of Marbeau.

A hdf dozen or so of his soldiers and severd injured villagers lay on pdlets that took up the center of
the nave. The place did not have the usud stench of a sckhouse. The wounded looked clean and wel
cared for. Smon gave an approving nod. He walked dowly to where Diane sat cross-legged next to a
men propped up on pillows. She was patiently spoon feeding the man broth from a wooden bowl. Smon
savored the Sght of her even as he ran his gaze over each pdlet he passed.

She looked up as he reached her. Her expression was wary and impertinent at once.

Smon amiled. "Y ou think I'm going to send you back to your room, don't you?' He put his hands on
his hips. "'l should. Thisis no place for you. Y ou're upsetting the priest,” he added when her reply was a
nonchaant shrug.

She lifted her chin haughtily, then went back to feeding the sck man with a feigned unconcern that
planly said she didn't see alarge maninfull chain mail armor looming over her. And wasn't about to put
up with any citidsm from him even if she did. He was more amused than annoyed by this act of
defiance.

He kndt beside her, and turned his attention to the wounded man. This one had a deep sword dash
across his chest, and another wound in his arm. Both were neetly bandaged with clean dressings. The
man's color was better than Simon expected from someone so badly injured. His breath didn't come in
gckening wheezes of the lung fever that often accompanied serious wounds.

Smon leaned forward, and his am brushed Diane's. He patted the man on the shoulder. "How goes
it, Philip? Have you any complaint of your nurang?'

Diane found the soft dink of Simon's armor as he moved incongruoudy musicdly and pleasant. She
aso found his closeness pleasant, though he stank of old sweat, horse, and blood. She didn't care how
much he amdled. Maybe it was because shed unconscioudy been waiting to see him carried into her
makeshift infirmeary at any time during the last two days. She hadn't redlized how much she hadn't let
hersdf think about Smon until he was here beside her.

She darted one quick gaze a his raptor-sharp profile. He looked dangerous even while he made a



compassionate gesture to one of his men. A ripple of excitement went through her, and she quickly
looked away. Simon's proximity left her confused and shaken. Literdly. She nearly dropped the bowl as
the physicd reaction overtook her. She closed her eyes for a moment, but that only made her more
aware of Simon's presence. So she opened them, took a deep breath, and did her best to concentrate on
her patient instead of the Lord of Marbeau.

"The foreigner's a good nurse, my lord,” Philip answered before she could lift another spoonful of
broth to his lips. "Best | ever had.”

Smon nodded. "Good." He turned and took the bowl from Diane's hands. "You," he spoke to a
womean nearby. The servant hurried to him. He handed her the bowl. "Finish feeding this man.”

"Yes, my lord."

Smon hauled Diane to her feet, and, with his hand firmly on her arm, escorted her to the church door.
"When did you last degp?’ he asked when they got there. ™Y ou're shaking from exhaugtion.”

Her shoulders shook, but with glent laughter. She covered her mouth with her padm to hide her
amusement, but he saw the dglint in her dark eyes even in the shadows of the church door.

"Areyou going to share the joke, Diane?'

Shelooked up at him and shook her head.

Simon continued to frown. "If | drag you from here to get some rest, will you just come back?!

She nodded.

"I thought as much. I'm too tired to drag you very far, anyway." She reached up, and sympatheticaly
patted his cheek. The warmth of her touch soothed him. He put his hand on her wrist and leaned into her
cupped pdm. "Y ou take good care of my people,” he told her. "Thank you for your concern.”

Father Andre came through the doorway before he could say anymore. "What will you do about the
foreigner, my lord?' he asked nervoudly.

Now, there was avery complicated question.

Smon released Diane's hand. He looked at the priest. "She is to have your cooperation in everything
ghe does," he answered Andre.



"But—" the priest sputtered.

"If she wants to bail every bit of water in the well, youll fetchiit for her. The wounded are to be tended
as she sees fit. Am | understood?”

Andre looked outraged, but Smon was more interested in the pleased expresson on Dian€'s face.
Not triumphant, but pleased. A bit of warmth curled around Smon's guarded heart at seeing that Diane
was truly interested in caring for his household, and not Smply trying to gan power over him with fase
kindness.

"Give my lady whatever she wants" he told the priest. "I'l give the same orders to the steward.”

Andre knew when to give up. He bowed his head meekly, "Yes, my lord.”

Smon turned his full atention back to Diane. "Come in to supper?' She looked tempted, then she
gazed back at the sckroom. She sghed and shook her head. He sghed as wdl. "Wdl, I'm going to
supper, and to take this armor off for awhile” It was his turn to cup her cheek, and notice that he left a
streak of mud on it when he took his hand away. "I'm filthy, and getting you that way. I'll get cleaned up
and see you later.”

He very nearly bent down to kiss the mud away before he Ieft her. After held Ieft her he didn't know
why he hadn't.
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Diane found Smon's cape next to Philip's palet when she went back to check on the wounded man.
Philip was adeep, propped up on a haf-dozen pillows to hep ward off pneumonia The cape was damp.
It smdled of wet wool and fur, and Simon, she thought when she surreptitioudy rubbed her cheek againgt
the soft, brown fur lining. In her own world, she was firmly againg wearing animd fur, but this felt
wonderful, she admitted. Wonderful or not, the westher was cold and Smon Hill needed it back. First
she hung it up to dry on one of the dothedines strung up near the charcod-filled braziers. Then she spent
severd more hours moving among the patients. Oddly enough, seeing Smon, getting his approva for
what she was going to do anyway, left her feding happy and revitdized.

There wasn't much she could do, not redly. Jacques had offered her a chest full of herbad medicines,
but she didn't have the faintest idea how to use them. Hed aso mentioned that Lady Genevieve had
been the one who was good with herbs and plants. She hadn't redly wanted to hear anything about the
late Mrs. de Argent, so sheld set to work doing what she did know about.

It had not been pretty. Sheld thrown up the firgt time she'd seen a sword wound up close and spurting
blood. None of the other women who'd showed up to hdp tend the wounded had thrown up. So shed
told hersdf to get over it and get on with it. She'd gotten used to it.



She hadn't actudly sawn up any of the wounds hersdlf. Severd of the gentlewomen who spent most
of their lives embroidering turned out to be skilled at the crudest kind of emergency surgery. Diane had
mede it her job to see that the wounds didn't get infected, or that other posttraumatic problems didn't set
in. Keeping people warm and clean was the best she could do, and so far it seemed to be hdping. Only
two of the hacked-up soldiers that had been brought in had died so far.

The problem was, they kept bringing hacked-up people into the church, and burying more that didn't
make it off the battlefidd. Father Andre kept saying Masses for the dead while the women worked to
save the living. It was a busy, noisy place, and Diane had made it her world for the last severa days. She
was afraid that if she left, she wouldn't have the courage to come back.

Once Smon's cloak was dry, she decided she should venture out, if only for a litle while. She didn't
want the Lord of Marbeau to freeze, after dl.

She met Smon at the door as she was going out. He wore clean clothes instead of armor. His fair har
was combed back and glimmered in the moonlight that poured down from the indigo sky overhead. He
carried a basket over one arm.

"The weather's cleared,” he said. He held up the basket. "I've brought you bread and cheese."

He took her hand and drew her outsde. The ar was crisp, but not as cold as it had been ealier.
Diane looked up and saw that the night Sky was glorious, full of far more stars than she was used to. She
took a deep breath. The arr dill smeled of mud and woodsmoke, but there was no taint of the sickness
and sour sweat that filled the church. Jugt to breath in this different atmosphere was wonderful. She
turned an appreciative amile on Simon.

He smiled back. "Let's gt on the hal steps and eat under the stars, shdl we? | promise not to try to
feed you this time" he added when she hesitated.

The night was beautiful. She was hungry. Besides, Smon was the only person in this world she redly
fdt comfortable with. And he looked so anxious to please her. She didn't know why. She didn't think he
was taking time out from fighting a war to romance her. Which was good, snce she didn't have time to
fend off being romanced. She nodded to his invitation, and they waked hand in hand to the hdl steps.

Once there, she remembered his cloak, and handed it to him. "My thanks, lady,” he said. He put down
the basket and swirled the cape onto his shoulders. "Come, share this with me as wdl." He put his am
around her shoulder. When they sat she was pressed close to his sde, sharing the warmth of his body as
wdl as the cloak.

The moment Diane sat down dl the work and stress nearly overwhemed her. She was dmogt too
tired to eat. She dmogt wished he would feed her and save her dl the work that went in to picking up a
piece of bread and bringing it to her mouth. She wished she could cuddle under Smon's am, put her
head on his shoulder and cry, or just deep. She ate the food held brought instead.



It was easer to edt than to think. Easer to be with Smon than to crawl into a londy, uncomfortable
bed. He offered warmth and support and a companionable slence. Even if she could have spoken, she
wouldn't have. It was restful just to be. After she'd finished egting, she put her head on his shoulder. She
waan't sure which of them gave the contented sgh. She didn't close her eyes, but looked up and started
counting stars. Soon the world boiled down to the fiery points of light overhead and the soft breathing of
the man beside her.

When she was nearly adeep, he said, "The fighting will be over tomorrow.”

Diane wasn't sure how her left hand had crept up to rest over Smon's heart, but she snatched it away
as she sat up draight. Still in the cirde of his am, she bent her head back to look a him. Despite the
serenity of his expresson she could see how tired he was. He was the one who should be degping and
not feeding and comforting her.

"By sunset Marbeau will be safe)” he went on. He touched the tip of her nose with one finger. "All will
be well, little one." He gave a tired sgh. "Except for the granary that was burned, the livestock that was
golen and the dead and wounded the raiders leave behind. Well have more of thers to bury then of our
own. That's what winning is, | suppose.” He shook his head. "Never mind. I'm rambling.”

She saw how tired he was, how worried. The man had dl this responsibility and no one to hep him
shoulder it. That was the downside to being lord of dl he surveyed. She wished there was something she
could do to hdp.

The only thing that came to mind was to say, "Once upon atime, a war between many powers waged
outsde the fortress of Casablanca.”

This time, findly, as they sat huddled close together benesth Simon's cloak, she was adle to tdl the
gory dl the way through to the end.

Smon listened atentively, and gave a satisfied Sgh when she was done. "llsa went with her hushand,
then, and Rick and Louis went to fight these Nazi barbarians together. Good. It was the honorable thing
to do."”

CHAPTER 17

It was the male thing to do, Diane thought.

Perhaps the end of Casablanca was the right thing to do, maylbe it was honorable, but nobody
came out of it happy. They just did their duty, dl brave, and noble, and long-suffering, and everybody in
the audience cried. Wdll, it made a great story, maybe the best movie of dl time, but it was just a movie.
How would it redly go in the red world? she wondered.



Not that she had to worry about the red world, not with dl the troubles here in Fantasyland. She
ought to get back to her patients. She hadn't noticed while she'd been taking, but the cold had managed
to seep through even Simon's cloak and her layers of clothes. The only thing keeping her warm was their
shared body heat. She yawned, and heard her jaw creak with the effort.

Smon brushed a hand across her cheek. "You're deepy, and could use some wine to warm you, 1'd
wager." He stood, and brought her to her feet with him. When she would have started back for the
church, he steered her toward the castle door. "We're both going to get a few hours comfortable rest,”
he told her. "Come dong. There are others to see tha the wounded are resting comfortably,” he added
when she tried to pull away. "You can supervise the sickroom again in the morning.”

She supposed he was right. By this time of night the day's work was redly done. Most people were
adeep. She might as well catch a few hours rest while she could. So Diane nodded, and went with Smon
into the hall.

Insde, the fires were banked, and the members of the household not manning the defenses were
huddled together in warm, snoring dumps as close to the centrd hearth as they could get. He took her
hand and led her tired steps through this human obstacle course. They went up the dairs. Yves was
degping on the landing outside Simon's chamber. They stepped over him and went indde. It occurred to
Diane as the heavy door closed behind her that she should go up to Jacques's room to go to bed.

"Why digturb the old man?' Smon asked, senang her hestation.

Why, indeed?

There were lots of good reasons to leave. She couldn't think of any as she looked into Simon's eyes.
S0 she took off her cape, and followed him across the room to the big, curtained bed.

She drank down the cup of wine Smon poured for her from a slver flagon on a bedside table. It
warmed her, as Smon had promised. Or maybe the heat that spread through her was at the Sght of
Smon's hard-muscled body as he stripped down to the linen breechcloth that passed for men's
underwear in this place.

The breechcloth came off as wdl, but she turned away before she saw him completely naked. Her
hands trembled a little as she put down the winecup. When she took her clothes off, she only managed to
get as far as the linen shift she wore under dl the layers of wool. She wasn't quite ready to face Smon de
Argent with the vulnerability of being completely naked.

She was glad tha the room was modly dark as she stood with her back to the bed. There was a lit
hour candle on Simon's writing table in the corner by the window, the soft glow of the banked fire in the
grate, and one lone candle next to the wine flagon. The carefully polished siver gleamed dmost gold in
the flicker of the candle flame.



Its curved surface mirrored Simon's movements as he came up behind her. She watched, dmogt as
though she were dreaming, as his hands touched her shoulders. He dipped his fingers benegth the
neckline of the shift and pushed it down over her ams. In a daze, she saw the reflection of her bared
breasts, and fdt the tensgon that radiated out from hardened nipples. Her head fdl back agang his
matted chest as he lowered his lips to her throat.

The excitement that flamed through her as he kissed her wasn't from the wine.

He kissed her neck, her ear, her temple and janline as his hands moved in amdl circles over her
shoulders and arms. He turned her to face him and touched his lips to hers. The kiss was delicate at firg,
a whisper touch, an dmogt tentetive trace of his tongue around the outline of her mouth. It was a
Suggestion, an asking for permission.

She replied by pressng hersdf againg his naked body. She put her hand on the back of his head,
tangled her fingersin his heavy hair and offered her open mouth to his exploration.

That the gifl was willing, Smon had no doubt. That he wanted her, he had no doubt. His member was
hard and his mind was eager to cloud with passon. He wanted to take her, to forget himsdf for a while
between soft, womanly thighs He tasted the eagerness in her kiss. Her tongue touched his, teased and
ravaged his mouth with the knowledge and needs of a woman. He responded with a heady moan. This
went faster than it should. This was not the way their first coupling should be. He was ready to go up in
flames, and take Diane with him.

He relished the knowledge that she was no untried maiden. She was showing him vividly that the fear
of a man's touch caused by Thierry had faded with the passing days. She might cry out when he entered
her, but it would not be in terror. He should take her in his arms and place her beneath him on the bed.

"I should bed you," he said, voice rough and breathless. He pressed his hardness againg the soft curve
of her bdly. "'l want to bed you."

Who's trying to stop you? she thought. Her insdes were curled with desire. The fierce tenson of
need was dmog panful. She arched like a cat as Simon's hands stroked over her back and down her
Sdes.

Smon made himsdf step away before his lust became too greet to control. "No."

He retreated a step further, and snatched up his under-tunic. He kept his gaze carefully away from her
naked breasts. Once his arousd was covered he made himsdf look only at her face. His groin ached, his
manhood demanded to have its way, but he refused to give in to his animd nature. He had a duty to treat
this woman as an object of chivarous devotion, not a common whore.



If she was to fdl in love and get her voice back, he must practice restraint.

"I haven't the will to make proper love tonight. It would be a fierce coupling,” he told her as she turned
a confused look on him. "It's been too long. The fighting brings out the barbarian in me. 1t would be too
wild, and hedonidtic. Like the rutting of animas. Hard and fast and —"

Hefrowned at her eager grin.

"Wicked and sinful," hewent on.

Sounds good to me, Diane thought. She took a step toward him.

He backed away. "Am | going to have to defend my virtue, woman?'

She nodded.

Then she stopped. If he didn't want to, he didn't want to. She remembered dl those careful discussion
on sexud ethics in dorm rooms and office meetings, on TV ads and in coffeshouse pamphlets. No was
supposed to mean no, no matter what the gender of the person who said it.

Whao'd have thought sheld need a lesson in palitica correctness from a guy who wore armor to work?

She turned her back to him and pulled her shift up from around her hips. If he didn't want to deep with
her, fine. Sheld go to deep. The lagt thing she expected was for Smon to crawl in beside her and pull up
the covers a few minutes after she'd gotten into bed.

After Smon had watched Diane flounce across the room and settle hersdf on his thick, feather
meattress he poured himsdf a full cup of wine. She turned her back to hirr, and he turned his to her.
Degre 4ill raged, but he drank it down. He forced it from his body, and to the back of his mind. He
considered usng his hand to relieve his immediate problem, but chose not to embarrass himsdf, or the
g, inthat way. It took saverd deep drinks, and many deep breaths before he was able to cdmly seek
the place beside her Hill form. He trusted to very red exhaustion as much as the sirong drink to help him

to deep.

When Smon didn't make any move toward her, Diane eventudly relaxed. After a while she even
stopped being angry a him. She even amiled into the darkness as his deep, steady bregthing told her he
was adeep. It took a few more minutes before she got over her embarrassment, and the ding of
rglection, to see the incident as endearing. Smon de Argent was not a pig. An efficient, cold-blooded
killer, maybe. A dictator, definitely. But he was not like any other man sheld ever known.

It was concelvable that she was beginning to care for him, alittle. But she wasn't going to let hersdf fdll



inlove. That would be letting another person determine her destiny—all those talks and meetings and ads
and pamphlets had had plenty to say about that kind of codependent behavior, too.

Determination aside, she welcomed the closeness when he rolled over and into her embrace. She
stroked hair off his cheek and cradled his head on her modestly covered breasts. He amdled good, he
fdt good, it fet reassuring to have someone beside her in the night. He obvioudy, if unconscioudy, fdt the
same way. If a cuddle was what it took to get him through the night, she thought, then she was happy to
oblige.
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Simon woke to find Diane's hand very close to his erection. Her head rested on his chest. His am was
possessvely twined around her shoulders. He didn't think she intended for her warm pam and dightly
curled fingers to be so near his member, but the excting sensation was more than plessant. For a
moment, the burning pressure in his groin distracted him from the knowledge that he had a hand cupped
over one of her amd| breasts.

It seemed he'd woken up to the same Situation held backed away from lagt night. He stared up a the
tapestry canopy over the bed and considered his choices. He could wake Diane with languorous kisses,
worship her body with his lips and hands, then make dow, passionate love to her. Or he could put on his
mall and go out and kill people.

Duty dictated his decison. He got up and cdled for Yves to bring cold water. Lots of cold water.
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"The men say they've never seen you fight so fiercely as you did today."
"l had my reasons," Simon replied.

He tried to ignore Joscelin as he looked around the interior of the church. The wounded were being
well-tended, but Diane was not there. He turned around and strode back across the courtyard, with his
helmet tucked under his arm. The young knight followed close on his hedls.

"You were alion of battle, my lord. Surdly, the scattered survivors of that band of routiers will carry
the tae throughout the land.”

"That waswhy | let some of them live.”

Joscdin gave a decisve nod as they entered the hdl. "So no one would dare attack Marbeau again,
though the landless mercenaries may be as hungry as wolves through the winter."



"Precisdy.”

Not here, either. Where was the woman? He took the stairs up to his chamber, annoyed that Joscdin
dill followed him. What was the young fool doing dogging his steps?

"I wonder where Dian€'s gotten to?" Joscdin questioned as they entered Simon's chamber. Smon
watched in congternation as Joscelin boldly looked around his room. "Not here, my lord."

"Obvioudy." The rdief in Joscelin's voice had been too evident. The jedlousy in Smon's reply had
been plain as wdl. To Smon at least. He handed Joscelin his hdmet. "Go palish this™

The lad gave him an odd look, but he did leave. Smon went to his writing table, and sat down with a
sgh. After a fev moments, he cdled, "Yved" When the servant appeared, Smon demanded, "Where's
Diane?'

Before Yves could answer, Jacques came in. Diane followed him. She limped, and supported hersdlf
with Jacques's jewded wizard's gaff.

Smon was a her 9de indantly. "What the devil happened to you? Are you hurt?'

"Dont fuss like a hen with one chick,” Jacques told him. "She fell over one of her patients and hurt her
leg.”

Diane pulled up her skirts as Jacques spoke. Smon was so shocked by her immodest action that he
didn't see the bruises and scrapes that marred her golden skin for a few moments. When he did, he
scooped her up in his ams. The gaff dropped from her hand with a mighty clatter.

Jacques hastened to snatch it up. "Careful! Thisis a family heirloom.”

Simon gently deposited Diane in the chair hed been usng. He carefully adjusted her long skirts over
her injured leg. A look sent Yves for food and drink. He looked back at the disgruntled wizard. "Ah, yes,
the rod of power passed down from your illustrious ancestor. Mryddn, wasnt it?" he teased.

Jacques brigled. "Mryddn? That Cyrrri hedge wizard? Hardly. This rod was presented as a birth
present by Dion of Epirus to his son, no matter what great-great-great Grandmother Morgause sad
about who fathered the babe."

Wizards were s0 touchy about thar frequently incestuous and tangled family trees. There were so few
born with megica gifts that they had to interbreed to keep the power. Sometimes that led to birthing
mongters, such as Jacquess own granddaughter. Simon decided it would be better not to tease the old
men about his ancestors if he didn't want to get into the subject of his descendants.



S0, he asked, "If the gaff’s so precious, why let the girl use it as a cane?’

Jacques ran his hands lovingly over the carved and jewded wood. "Damned old thing doesn't work
anymore. Thought I'd put it to some practica use”

Simon looked down at the wide-eyed Diane. "How are you?'
"She's sore," Jacques answered for her.

"And how long will she be sore?!

"Shell befinein fiveor six days.

"Damn!"

Smon redized he was glaing a the gil with unfair irritation. It was just that held had hopes, plans,
fantages, of taking Diane to his bed for long hours of passionate love. He was hardly going to carry out
any of those erotic schemes when sheld be too uncomfortable to appreciate them.

Diane didn't know why Simon was annoyed with her, though she was certainly annoyed enough at
hersdf. She knew she wouldn't have fdlen a dl if her attention hadn't been sewhere. Sheld spent the
night in feverish, erotic dreams. She'd spent the night deeping in the arms of the man those dreams were
about. Shed woken to find him gone, and was stabbed with an unreasonable sense of grief a his
absence. After a few moments, she decided that whet she fdt was worry, and went to work. She knew
she was right to worry about Simon when reports of the fierce fighting outside the walls reached the
infirmary—along with the wounded.

She hadn't actudly fdlen over one of the injured men. Sheld actudly tumbled hard onto the chain mall,
hedmet, and sword that the women had stripped off him and I€ft in a pile Diane hadn't noticed as she
hurried past with an amful of fresh bandages. She received a cut across her knee from the dulled edge of
the sword, scraped her leg on the mail, bruised hersdf on the hard stone floor, and twisted her ankle as
wal. Jacques was right, she was sore, but she wasn't worried she was going to get an infection and die,
or anything like that.

The whole incident was rather embarrassing. She dmogt didn't resent Smon being annoyed with her.
Better annoyed then disgugtingly solicitous, she told hersdlf. His carrying her to the char had been more
embarrassing than the fal. Though there was a certain pleasant reassurance about being cradled aganst
his strong, masculine chest, even though the tunic that covered it was soaked with mud and sweat. She
was immensdy rdieved that held come out of the fighting filthy but unscathed. And just why was he
annoyed with her, anyway?



When she gave him a questioning ook, he put his fingers under her chin and tilted it up. "My apologies
for my rude words, sweet Diane. It was tender concern for your wdl-being that caused my sharp
words."

Simon amiled as Diane cocked an eyebrow sardonicaly at his flamboyant language.

"Wha?' he questioned. "Can | not speak to you with farr, flowery expressons?'

Diane drew her face from his grasp, and shook her head.

Simon spread his arms wide as he went down on one knee before Dianeg's chair. Chain mall dinked as
he moved. "Then with what can | prove my true devotion, my—How about dinner?' he asked as Yves
came in with a laden tray.

Smon got to his feet and went to change as Yves lad out the med on the writing table. The servant
took the mal away with him, to be cleaned and have broken rings mended in the armory. Smon gave
himsdf a quick wash and dressed in a clean clothes before he joined Jacques and Diane once more.

Diane did not give in to the impulse to watch Smon as he got cleaned up. She dill ached with longing
from the last time she'd seen the man naked. She didn't want that ache to flare into desire again, so she
looked around for anything else that could capture her atention. The food didn't do it. She would et it,
but didn't want to actudly study it before she did. She didnt want to know whet it was. Her modern
American senghilities didnt take to the menu here any more than they had to the truly dien, non-tourist
cuisne she'd encountered on her one vigt to Hong Kong.

ASa, at least, had McDondd's.

So sheturned her attention to the pile of paper on the desk. She supposed the stiff, yellowish stuff
was actually parchment, but she wasn't sure what the difference was. Something to do with sheep, she
thought. She picked up the parchment at the top of the pile. It was covered in spidery, splotched writing.
Writing she couldn't read. She studied it hard, but the words didn't magicaly become clear as she looked
at them.

She wondered why. She could understand what everyone said, they could understand her sories. She
got Jacques's attention and ran her fingers over aline of words. Then she pointed to hersdlf.

She had to do this severd times before his eyes lit with comprehension. ™Y ou're wondering why you
can't reed?’

She nodded vigoroudy.



Simon's hand landed on her shoulder. "Can you read? In your own world?!

The excitement in his voice dmost made Diane forget the dectric jolt that ran through her from his
touch. She looked up at him and repested the nod.

"But not here?* Simon looked at Jacques. "Why not?"

"I was dready garting to answer that." The wizard looked from one to the other, then he shrugged. "I
have no idea."

"What?'

Smon shouted it, but Diane echoed the accusng word Slently.

"What kind of wizard are you to—?"

"Anold one" Jacques reminded Simon. He ran his fingers thoughtfully through his white beard. "No,
perhaps | do have a nation of why Diane cannot read. It's only a conjecture, of course.”

"A conjecture?’ Smon frowned at the wizard. "Old man, | trust you and in your power, but your
willingness to explore the limits of your imegination terrifies me sometimes.”

The wizard lifted his head proudly. "Whet | can imagine, | can perform. Theoreticdly. Theory is the
basis of what | do. Conjecture is what dl magic spells are until they are proven with experimentation,”
Jacques explained. "Of course if it doesn't work, my subjects have this tendency to turn into frogs. There
was one time—"

"I take your point,” Simon interrupted. "What were you going to say about this notion you have about
Diane?'

Simon's hand was ill on her shoulder. His fingers made unconscious, comforting little circles on her
skin while he and Jacques talked. Diane wanted to close her eyes and savor the sensation, but forced
hersdf to concentrate on Jacques instead.

"Conservaion of energy,” Jacques said. "I'm old," he reminded them once more. "The spdl that
fetched Diane to Marbeau was looking for specific things, and gave specific things to the one it chose.
So, Diane knows our language because she needs it to perform the requirements of the spell. She does
not need to read our language to be a orytdler.”

"So you gave her only what she needed?"



"The spdl did" Jacques waved his hand dismissvely. "Never mind, you can't understand the
difference, nor do you need to."

"I don't want to know, either." Smon leaned forward eegerly. "But can she learn to read? We could
communicate that way, could we not?' He squeezed her shoulder. "Why didn't you think of this?*

She looked up a him with a slent laugh. He saw the eagerness in her eyes, the same eagerness he was
feding. Love or not, perhaps they would soon be communicating with each other.

"Wel?' Simon asked Jacques.

"Of course she can learn to read. She's an intdligent young woman, isn't she? Oh, before | forget.”
Jacques reached into a large pouch at his belt and brought out a folded piece of parchment. " Speeking of
reading, this is why | helped Diane limp down here ingtead of sending her with a strong young serving
woman. A messenger brought this while you were chasng off the lagt of the besegers.”

Smon took the parchment. After looking thoughtfully at the large wax sed for a fewv moments, he
solemnly cracked it and read the contents of the message. Excitement drained out of him as he did so.
His world came back into focus, and it had no eagerness or anticipation, or joy, init.

Fndly, he looked up at Jacques. "King Louis invites me to attend himin Paris.”

Paris? Diane shot to her feet, then fdl back into the chair with a sharp, slent wihce. Beside her, Smon
didn't pay her any notice. He stood rigid as a rock, the parchment crumpled in one tense fid.

Paris? she thought. Paris, France? Was she in France? What was she doing in France? When did
France get wizards? And warriors? Sheld thought she was in some sort of pardld fantasyland, but
gpparently her assumption was wrong. Apparently she was in France. Had she traveled through time?
Not that that made any more sense than her traveling to another dimension. Maybe that was why Smon
understood the line in Casablanca about "well dways have Paris”" Because hed been there. He was
going there now. She wondered why. And what year was this, anyway?

Before she could think of any way a dl to phrase these urgent questions, Jacques asked, "Why
would you go to Paris?'

Simon's voice was gladidly cool when he replied. "Why, to get married, of course.”

CHAPTER 18

"You most certainly are going."



Diane shook her head one more time. She stomped her foot. The servants and soldiers waiting to
leave with their lord and his luggege looked around nervoudy. Smon glared.

She refused to be impressed by his leonine glower. She wasn't going. The fact that Jacques stood at
her back, blocking the entrance to the castle, and that Smon was looming down from his large gdlion,
kept her from somping off.

She had spent the night coming to grips with the fact that this wasn't some dternate universe but that
she had traveled back in time. She hated knowing that there were a lot of things that neither Smon nor
Jacques had bothered to tell her. Sheld forgiven them for ther omissons. She didn't suppose it was dl
that important. For dl intents and purposes, this ancient France was about as dternate aworld as Oz.

She was over being angry about dl that.

What she had no intention of doing was attending Simon's wedding.

It had nothing to do with how she fdt about him. It wasn't love, it was pride. She wasnt letting any
more strangers ogle and insult her. She was not going to be the entertainment at the reception. She

wasn't going.

"Youregoing.”

His household had spent the night preparing for the journey to Paris. No one had gotten very much
deep. The knights and foot soldiers who were to accompany him were dill weary from days of fighting.
They deserved a rest. He deserved a rest. Smon had little patience with the recacitrant young woman
he'd had to have fetched from Jacques's chamber.

"Your clothes are packed. Your sarving woman is on the cart. Everything you need is here” He
pointed a Diane. "You are getting up behind me on this horse and going to Paris. Today." He looked at
the sky. It was jugt past dawn, clear and warm for the season, it will be a pleasant journey.”

Diane was not going to get up behind him. There was a sort of narrow seat with a footrest attached to
Smon's saddle. It looked uncomfortable, dangerous and degrading. She pointed at it and shook her
head.

"So you don't want to ride pillion, isthat it?"

That wasn'tit at dl.

Before she could indicate any differently, Smon spoke to one of the waiting grooms. "Saddle a pdfrey
for my sorytdler.” He looked past her to Jacques. "It seems the woman can ride as wel as write in her



own tongue.”

"Shes dever," Jacques answered. "But she might make surly company if she doesn't want to attend
you."

"Nonsens.”

Diane pointed at her soreleg.

When she would have lifted her skirt to show off the bruises, Smon warned, "Don't." He cast a
concerned glance at Jacques. "Can she ride with that leg?'

"She won't enjoy it, but she can ride” Diane turned a venomous look on the wizard as he asked, "lan't
it safer for her to stay here?!

Smon gave a cold bark of laughter. "I'm not leaving her done again. Even the men she's nursed 4ill
cdl her foreigner and make the sgn to ward off evil when her back's turned. Ah, you didn't know that,
did you?' Smon asked when he saw Diane's indignant expression. "Youll be safe with me" he assured
her. "You know that."

The deep rumble of his voice was seductively comforting. She hated the weakness of her reaction. She
hed to fight the longing to let him take care of her. Since it was the kind of relationship he automdticaly
expected with a woman, Smon made it easy for her to dip into the role of dependent.

He was a0 right that she wasn't necessarily safe away from him. His people might be used to her by
now, but many of them il didn't trust or like her.

"Are you coming?' he asked as a smdl, gray horse was led up to the castle steps.

W, at leadt this time he didnt make it an order. Diane sighed, and arranged the plentiful materid of
her dress so that she could ride astride. She supposed thet if Md Gibson could ride in a skirt, so could
she.

Diane found the saddle strange, but more comfortable than the Western style she was used to. She
was ddighted to findly find something more comfortable than she was used to a home. Her leg did hurt,
but she tried to ignore it. She tried to ignore the man who rode beside her. It wasn't hard, at least for a
while. She had a lot to occupy her thoughts for the first few hours of the trip.

She found it interesting that Smon hadn't just jumped on his horse and ridden off to Paris. When she
thought about the primitive conditions of this place, it made sense. It was something of a shock to come
to the redization that this really wasn't a place where you could get on a commuter plane and arive



somewhere thousands of miles away in a few hours. It sank in that you couldn't drive dong the interstate
and stop for a med or & a motd anytime you wanted, either. Smon de Argent, Baron of Marbeau
would not understand the concept of carry-on luggege.

Here, you took your food with you, and servants to prepare it, and soldiers to protect you, and tents
and bedding. Y ou had to bring fodder for the animas and fud for the campfires, grooms for the horses,
and people to forage for what you couldn't pack aong with you. Smon had said something about hunting
dong the way. Which explained why there were deek white hounds trotting dong with the party, and a
rider that carried a hooded falcon on one arm. The cava cade was dl very complicated, and rather grand.
That was how rich folk traveled, or o it appeared from Smon of Marbeau's baggage train. She didn't
want to think about how poor falk got around. On foot and hungry, if they traveled a dl, she supposed.

Therich folk didn't travel very fast even though they didn't have to walk. She supposed the pace might
get boring if they had very far to go, but with a sore leg and lots of new things to look at, she didnt mind
for now. Dian€s interested attention was taken up by the rdling countryside as the carts and riders
dowly made their way further from Marbeau.

The world smdled better out in the open air, fresh and clean. She was used to blue-green forests and
deep water. And wondrous mountains. At home she could look one way and see the Olympic Range,
and looking the other way, she could see the snow-covered Cascades. She considered her home in the
Pecific Northwest to be the most beautiful place on earth, give or take alot of rain and thet little problem
with dugs in her bathroom.

This countryside was nice, the forest was pristine enough, but it didn't compare to home. The rutted
track beneath the horse's dainty feet was not yelow brick, but Diane knew exactly how Dorothy fet
about Oz.

Stll, it was niceto play tourist for awhile.

She hadn't been outsde the castle walls since the night Smon had thrown her out then brought her
back, bloody and scared out of her mind. She gave him a bitter look when she recdled the incident. He
cocked an eyebrow in response, asif he knew exactly what she was thinking.

"Y ou haven't ssen my landsin daylight, have you?'

She sarcadticaly raised an eyebrow at him.

"Should | gpologize for that unfortunate incident dl over again? Didn't | apologize for it?' he asked
when she glowered meaningfully at him. He waved one eegant, gloved hand. "Let's just put it behind us.
We have a lot to discuss. Rather, there are some things you need to know."

When she thought about it, Diane couldn't recal anything she redly knew about this place and its



people. There were things she'd heard, things sheld surmised, but she didn't know fact from speculation.
Smon had gotten her undivided attention, even though she'd been determined not to give it to him from
Marbeau to Paris and back.

Now that Simon had actudly offered to tell something, she couldnt help but give him 100 percent of
her atention.

Simon liked the look of dert concentration on Diane's face. Though her eyes had a strange, intriguing
amond shape, they were large and dominated her high-cheekboned face. His attention was often drawn
to her eyes, because of the lively intdligence he found in her gaze, not just because they were a beautiful
feature.

"Come, ride allittle ahead with me" he told her. He touched spurs to his sdlion. Diane had no trouble
keeping up with him. He was pleased to discover that she was a good rider. He dowed the pace and
drew up beside her once more when they were out of hearing distance of the rest of the party.

Smon automaticaly kept part of his mind on contralling his mount while he looked into her eyes, and
spoke. "I'm taking you to the court of a king, and that's a dangerous place to be. For anyone, not just a
woman from a grange land and time" He chuckled at the sharp look she gave him. "Yes, | knew you
were from the future. | assumed Jacques told you where you were. | forget that the old man often
forgets to tdl people things. He uses his age as an excuse, but he's just arrogant. And manipulative, but
then we both know that."

Diane gaveafirm nod.

"Always remember that he means wdl. If | didn't keep reminding mysdf of that, | would have throttled
him years ago. But | was spesking of Paris," he went on. He sghed. "Where do | start? With the palitics,
| suppose. There are two great powers tugging at the loydty and lands of the nobles who serve them as
liege men. | have edtates in France, Anjou, and Poitou, so | owe sarvice to each of the rulers of these
lands. Since mogt of my lands are in Poitou, my strongest loyaty should go to the Countess Eleanor, but
it does not." He gave a hard, cold laugh. "I hate the woman's entrails, and curse her for the fathless bitch
dheis. Now," he continued cdmly, "the countess is married to Henry, Count of Anjou—who is dso the
Duke of Normandy and the King of England.”

He gave her time to absorb that this Henry was someone very powerful, with a lot of different lands
and titles, but Hill the same person. Diane wished she knew something about history.

"I've sworn a greet oath of loydty to Henry. His wife and oldest sons are currently in revolt agangt
him. In this family quarrel, many Poitevan nobles have joined with the rebels—mrore out of sdf-interest
then sense. | have not sided with my liege lady, but with her husband. Henry is going to win." He sighed.
"I would just as soon give up war atogether. But ingtead of tending to our own &ffairs, we barons have
had to choose one camp over another, or be falen on by dl and sundry. Even though Henry will triunrph,
the fighting is hard on those who follow ather faction. Many a fortress has dready changed hands, more



than once. Many more will fal come spring. Are you comprehending this, so far?"

Diane knew he was trying to keep his explanation as smple as he could for her. Even with the
amplification, it was dl very drange. It began to dawn on her that politics was very persond here. It
wasn't 0 much nation againg nation as family againg family. It was rather daunting to be ligening to
someone who was intimetdy involved in the power plays and crises of the time. There didn't seem to be
any end to the crises ether. Jugt like home, but without the media coverage.

She dmodt laughed a a menta image of a CNN correspondent sanding outside the castle gates and
reporting on the recent siege.

"Diane?'

She shook her head, to clear it.

"Y ou don't understand?”’

Diane waved a hand to try to tdl him that her reaction hadn't been to his question.
"Y ou do understand?"

More or less, she supposed. She nodded.

"Good."

He was quiet for a while after that one decisve word. It was a grim, tight-jawed Slence. They rode
adong, just barely able to be sde by sde on the narrow path. They were so close that sometimes thelr
legs brushed againgt each other. Diane could tdl that he did not look forward to any further explanations.

It had been fairly pleasant earlier in the day, but the wind was getting stronger and colder as morning
moved into afternoon. They left the forest behind. Away from the trees, the road wound through dead
winter fidds

After they splashed through a shdlow dream that crossed the road, Smon turned to her agan.
"You've no doubt heard mention of Denis? And Vivienne?' She nodded. "Denisis my son.”

She knew that aswell. She nodded again.

"Denis and | have had afdling out over this rebdlion. He sides with young Henry. Thet is to say, Denis



serves King Henry's eldest son, who bears his father's name. Denis joined with the rebel faction for many
reasons. So my son is now My enemy. He's seventeen, wild and full of himsdf, convinced he should have
his inheritance before I'm ready to be ladinmy tomb." After a short Slence, he added. "Also, Denis and
| have not been friendly since his mother died. So Vivienne convinced him to join in the rebelion.
Vivienne is—not a paticularly chaste or loyd young woman. Sheis a sorceress.”

Diane sensed thet there was a great ded Smon wanted to say about this Vivienne, and that none of it
was pleasant. She tucked away the knowledge that Denis had a magician working for him while she tried
to fathom the fact that Smon was at war with his seventeen-year-old son. That he was old enough to
have a seventeen-year-old son was dmos harder to comprehend. Smon looked to be in his early
thirties, a little weathered, but youthful and strong. She had to suppose that people matured faster here
then & home, and married earlier.

At home, a seventeen-year-old kid who gave his parents that kind of trouble might end up in therapy,
or in a group home, or would run away. Here they aso ran away, then joined the army, and brought it
back to attack dad's castle.

Diane might have laughed, but there was nothing funny in this Stuation. So she looked quedtioningly a
Smon.

"The King of France is no friend of the elder Henry. So he harbors the rebels and supports them. He
Is trying to influence those of us sworn to King Henry to join the rebdls. The French king has been trying
to bribe his vassd's to fight againgt Henry. Hence the invitaion to his winter court.” Simon smirked. "He
has made me an offer | can hardly refuse.”

Diane gave Smon a sharp look. At the same time an intense emoation ripped through her that she
refused to identify as jedousy. She had no reason to be jedous of Smon of Marbeau. None & dl. Not a
bit. Certainly not. Who the Baron of Marbeau married for diplomatic reasons even though he daimed to
be loyd to this Henry person was nobody's business but the Baron of Marbeau's.

And he didn't know he was pargphrasing The Godfather—but now she was stuck with an image of
the King of France looking like Marlon Brando with cotton stuffed in his cheeks. Not that she'd be seeing
the king, or anything like that. She didn't suppose. Just because Smon had said he was taking her to
court didnt mean sheld actudly have anything to do with the movers and shakers of the time. Smon
would probably leave his household a a hotd or something and go off to this king's paace for meetings,
and receptions, and whatever, on his own. It wasn't likdy that he was going to take her anywhere as his
date, dl things considered.

She did wonder if sheld get invited to the wedding. Wondered, and decided she didn't want to think
about it. It was very frudrating not to be able to ask any questions. She had the feding that Smon had
redly told her very litle. He'd only disclosed some of the whats, but none of the whys of what was going
on. Sheld gone from being totaly ignorant to having a vague notion of the shape of things. She was afraid
that knowing a little bit could be more dangerous than being totdly in the dark.



Smon leaned across his horse's neck and put his hand over hers. Though he wore heavy legther
gloves, the warmth of his touch penetrated her numb senses. "Trugt e, Diane™ She turned her head to
gaze into the intense expression in his amber-gold eyes. "No matter what you hear or see” he said.
"Trud re”

Smon had no idea why it was so important to have her acknowledge this plea. Or why he had even
asked this of her. What Diane thought of him should not matter. Perhaps it was because she was the one
person who was completely innocent in dl these machinations that made her goodwill seem important.
Perhaps it was for reasons best not considered too closdy. All he could do was hold his bresth and wait
while she slently considered his words.

He didn't know whether to be annoyed at her lgpse of fath, or pleased that she took her time to think
his words through. He did let his breath out in a gusty Sgh of rdief when she findly gave one fant nod of
acquiescence.

He nodded back. "Good. I'm going to ride ahead,” he told her. "To look for a campsite.”

One of his steward's men had |eft the cagtle long before dawn to seek out a place to spend the night,
but Diane would not know that he lied. He truly only wanted to be done with his thoughts, but didn't
know how to tdl her so. He shouldn't have to tdl her. He shouldn't fed the need to explan himsaf to
anyone. He never had before. These days he made excuses and asked for promises from a young
woman completdy ignorant of dl that was important and trivid in his world. A woman who had no
importance, except to him. She was becoming too important to him.

Diane might be uninformed, but she wasn't stupid. Dumb but not blind. She learned quickly, and could
comment correctly on a Stuation with the dightest change of expresson or tilt of her head. Her mind
worked very wdl indeed, and he found that what she thought of him was important. She was not like any
woman he had ever known. He reacted to her as he had never done with any woman before. He wanted
her. Her beautiful, delicate golden body fascinated him. Her unspoken thoughts intrigued him. Her
company delighted him. She had seduced him without even trying.

Digracted him.

Made him fed dive again. More dive, in truth, than he had ever fdt before.

Which made her the most dangerous woman in the world. More dangerous than Vivienne. More
dangerous than the dtuation with his daughter, Felice. More dangerous than the offer of peace through
marriage held out by the king.

She made him weak, vulnerable, dmogt hopeful that there could be more to his life than what duty and
honor demanded. It was safer for Diane to have her by his side, but more dangerous for him. He had to
keep his wits about him. He had to be careful.



He had to stop anticipating being done in his tent with Diane tonight, and dl the other nights of the
journey. Although he had fantasized about an interlude with her away from the world when he inasted
she accompany him, it could not be. It was only a fantasy. They would not become lovers on the road to
Paris. He would keep to himsdf. He would keep in control. It would be for the best to wait to make her
his mistress.

He would wait until her leg was hedled, and he was no longer in immediate danger of losng his life
Perhaps not even then.

CHAPTER 19

Sheld been wrong about everything. Everything.

Her fird misnterpretation of the Stuaion had been a blow to her vanity. Maybe her pride. She had
secretly thought that Smon wanted her to come with him because he wanted to seduce her. They'd spent
five days on the road, and he hadn't made a angle move. She fdt like an idiot. She told hersdlf that no
other emations could possibly be involved, that she wasn't hurt and feding rejected. She should even be
ashamed of hersdlf. It would seem that Smon wasn't the sort of man who fooled around when he was
engaged to someone else.

Good for him.

Her second error was in thinking that she would never see the palace, or the king, or the court. It
turned out that noble vistors to Paris stayed at the palace. Actudly, it looked more like a cross between
a fortress, a monagtery, and a flophouse than a king's residence, and Paris didn't look anything like she
remembered from a trip there with her parents when she was fourteen.

She knew that she was on the Ile de la Cité because they'd crossed a bridge to an idand in the middle
of ariver, not from any familiar landmark. They had passed a building under condruction that might be
on the Ste of Notre Dame, but that was speculation on her part. She wanted something to look familiar
just to make this world seem more read. Maybe it was better that it didn't. She was so confused by
evaything, from Simon's ignoring her through most of the trip to ending in the paace that she didnt
know what she wanted.

She neither understood, nor liked, the commund way people lived in this time. When they had arrived
a ther lodgings in one of the palace's hdls the servants had daimed a section of floor space for the
vigtors from Marbeau. They then unpacked everything induding screens for some smdl amount of
privacy, bedding, clothes trunks, and cooking utensils, and settled down as if they were & home. The
room was low-ceilinged, drafty, ful of smoke from the open hearths, and dark. Diane found it creepy.
The discomforts of Marbeau were luxurious by comparison.

Diane had been stared at by strangers from the moment they arrived, even though she kept her head



down and her val in front of her face as much as possible. She attracted unwanted attention, even in the
gloom of the hdl. It didn't help that Smon disappeared soon after their arrival. While strangers stared,
pointed, and murmured, she stayed within the bounds of the household encampment. She got in the way,
and was bored, since no one would let her help, but she fdt safe enough.

That is, until Smon returned and said, "The king wishes to meet you. It seems news of your presence
runs through the town like wildfire"

He glowered a her as though it were her fault. She noticed that he was wearing a long, belted,
sapphire-blue tunic embroidered in dlver thread. His gold mane was combed to a gligening shine and
Yves had done an extra close job of shaving him. He never looked this eegant at Marbeau. Diane was
rather sunned by the effect that this handsome man had on her.

"What areyou smiling a?'

When she shrugged, his frowned deepened.

He took her firmly by the wrigt and led her out of the building. They went across busy courtyards and
aong dark passages and through frosthitten gardens where people stopped gralling to gape at her, until
they reached an ancient tower that dominated the riversde. Once guards at the wide doors let them into
the tower, Smon took her up severd flights of stairs and into a big room which had a fireplace and a
window. She welcomed the light and warmth until she saw how crowded the place was, and redized
that the man seated on a carved char beneath a canopy of embroidered, blue velvet had to be the king.

Hedidn't look athing like Don Corleone.

Hedid look old, and tired. He gazed at her from across the room with sharp curiosity. He beckoned
them with an impatient gesture.

Smon stepped forward. She refused to move. He stopped with a jerk, and looked back at her.
Annoyance blazed out of his amber eyes.

He said, "Be good," as he tightened his grip on her and tugged her forward.

It wasn't as though Simon hadn't expected this moment from the instant he'd decided to bring Diane
with him. It was just that he had hoped it wouldn't happen so soon. Perhaps this was for the best, he
supposed. Better to show the girl off and let her be a novety for a few days, than to try to hide her and
let rumors of her extraordinary appearance grow out of proportion.

Courtiers closed ranks behind him and Diane as they approached King Louis. They crowded close,
these findy dressed men and women. Smon did not try to pick out individuds in the gaudily dressed



aggregate, though he knew many of the nobles gathered here. He dready knew the ones he sought were
not in the audience chamber, so he ignored those who were. He could fed thelr emotions at his back:
bored, jaded, mdicious, eager for distraction. A murmur ran through the crowd like the buzz of angry
flies

Before them, on dther sde of the throne, were the king's clergy. These priests and monks in ther
rough homespun habits of black and brown and gray, with their tonsured heads and pious expressons,
were the other sde of the coin from the gaudy crowd behind them. Smon wondered which group
represented dark, and which light, in the microcosm of the king's court. He trusted none of them.

"Don' be frightened,” he whispered to Diane.

He wanted to tdl her that héld- protect her, with his life if necessary, but this was hardly the place for
such declarations. The sddong look she gave him in answer told him that she had no idea wha she
should be frightened of.

Diane refused to let hersdf be impressed by the king. He was an old man, dressed in dull black, his
hary ears dicking out from benegth a round, woolen cap. She told hersdf that this man might rule a
country, but it wasn't as if hed had his picture on the cover of Premiere magazine or anything. This
helped keep her from being scared spit-less as she and Smon approached the throne.

She did remember to bob a respectful curtsy once she stood before the king, though.

"It seems the barbarian has learned some of our ways" It wasn't the king who spoke, but a tal,
white-haired priest who stood next to the throne. He looked Diane over criticaly. "Do your people not
usudly grovd before ther rulers and knock ther heads againg the floor to show homage?!

That'd really go over well at a business meeting, wouldn't it? she thought sarcagticaly. My people
shake hands. Of course, her maternd ancestors, ancestors sheld been taught to respect, had showed
deference to roydty that way.

"Do you not revere the king, who is God's representative?”

"Answer Father Raymond's question, girl," the king ordered. He looked suspicioudy a& Simon. "Did
you bring a vainglorious infidd into my presence?”’

Diane saw that they were trying to use her to get Smon into trouble. She didn't know why. Hadn't the
king invited Smon here to make an dliance? Court politics, she supposed. Jockeying for postion and
points, playing power games. Maybe just sheer bloody-mindedness. Whatever was going on, shed



better do what she could to stop it. It was only a matter of swalowing a little pride. An obeisance wasn't
too high a price to pay to hdp a man who'd saved her life more than once.

So, Diane gave Smon a swift, reassuring look, and dropped humbly to her knees. She tried to
remember what she knew of the ancient custom. Let's see, was it nine knocks or twelve for the emperor?
She sttled for touching her forehead to the floor five times, because this old men certainly didn't deserve
the same amount of respect as the Son of Heaven, whoever he might be at this point in time.

Smon watched in amazement as Diane humbled hersdf before the king. The court watched her
actions in slence. Smon kept his gaze on her, but he could fed the scavenger eyes of dl the others on
him, felt the tenson tretched taut through the room. A tender warmth spread through him as he redized
her actions were for his benefit. She was a woman of great pride, but had the wisdom to disregard it
when the Stuation warranted. He wished he had that same wisdom. For her sake, he would have to try.

He hdd out his hand to her when she was finished, and helped her rise grecefully to her feet. He
wanted to bring her fingers to his lips, but knew the gesture would be dangerous for both of them in this
place where any genuine show of emotion was a weakness. So, he camly reached up and pulled off her
vall, baring her blue-black hair and extraordinary features to the world. Diane gave him an annoyed 1ook,
then shook out her loosened hair. It settled in a shining black cloud around her shoulders.

The king squinted up at her while she stood passvely before him. "This is not a Saracen face” he said.
"I grew wdl acquainted with the looks of those infiddls on crusade.”

"She is from far Cathay, your grace,” Father Raymond answered. "The land beyond the Sik Road
where | traveled in my youth. |s that not so, girl?"

I'm from Seattle, Diane thought. Not that she could explain that, even if shedd had a voice to do it
with. So she nodded.

Then she glanced a Simon, and dmost laughed at the look of astonishment that crossed his face—c
rossed his face, and was quickly hidden by the cold, indifferent mask that she knew wel from her firg
days a Marbeau.

"How did a femde from such a drange land come to be in your household, Lord Smon?' Father
Raymond asked suspicioudy. "And for how long have you harbored this infidd among Christians?'

Asif Father Andre hadn't dready written Father Raymond to tel him dl about her, Smon thought. He
knew full well who spied for whom in his household.

"As you can see, I've brought her with me to exhibit before the king. Nor is she an infidd, your grace,”
he said to the pious king. "Y ou need not fear for her soul, or that she taints the souls of those she dwdls
among." He gave a dismissve chuckle as he ignored Diane's hurt 1ook. "Do you suspect me of negotiating



with some far away kingdom because a lone foreigner resides in my hdl?' He sneered a Diane. "A
womean at that."

"But how came she to be with you?' Raymond demanded.

"Why does she not speak?’ the king asked. "She obvioudy understands what we say. No one has
heard her speak snce your arivd. Is her slence a sgn of insolence? Or of humility? | trust not the
shrouded dagger subtlety of foreign ways."

"She can speak, your grace, but not just any words she might wish to utter,” Smon explained. "Hers is
the gift of sorytelling, but no more. She talks only to entertain. Sheis a far-traveled troubadour under the
influence of a geis, brought into my household by Jacques of—"

He was interrupted by a woman's laughter. Laughter that was as sharp-edged and dangerous as
shattering glass. It was a sound Smon might have expected to hear again as he lay dying, but not before.
Certainly not here. He was tempted to thrust Diane behind him for safety as he turned to face this enemy.

"Jacques,” the woman said as she stepped out of the crowd. "That name explains dl.”

Diane had a feding she knew who this woman was before the king said, "Know you of this, Lady
Vivienne?'

"I know that my grandfather is a meddling old fodl,” the woman answered.

Grandfather? Diane took a close look a the woman as Vivienne stepped into a patch of watery
aunlight let in by the window. Diane was immediaidly reminded more of the wicked witch in Disney's
Seeping Beauty then of the gentle old man whod brought her to Marbeau. Vivienne was
supermode-thin and tal, with looks to match. Like the king's priests, she was dressed in layers of
somber black and gray. On her, the colors looked degantly stylish rather than unfashionably devout. Like
she was the only person in Paris who actudly dressed like she was in Paris.

Diane thought that Vivienne would be easy to hate. And suspected that every other woman in the
room thought so as well.

Father Raymond certainly didn't look like he was happy to have to share the stage with her. "Jacques
may be old," the priest said, "but he is well-known to be an obedient child of the church. Tdl us more of
this woman, Lord Smon."

Smon made a curt gesture. "The woman's a mountebank, trained to tdl stories and nothing more.”



"But what of this geis? What quest mugt she pursue to break it? Will it bring harm to my lands or
people?' the king asked.

"The geis will not be broken." Simon gave a mocking smirk. "Why should it be? It is more ussful to
keep her under the enchantment. It keeps her quiet when she's not wanted.”

"So dhe is nothing more than an entertainer summoned by Jacques for your pleasure?' Father
Raymond persisted. "Nothing more?’

"How like grandfather to give you a new toy when you've nothing else Ieft to play with."

He ignored her mocking words, but fdt Viviennes gaze on him. It was like dagger points between his
shoulder blades, but as hot and hating as ever. She would try to destroy Diane if he showed any trace of
caing for the other woman.

"The foreigner is of no importance,” he answered Raymond.

The king looked Diane over speculdively. "Shes an ill-favored creature, fla-faced and
ydlow-skinned, but dill a woman. Have you committed the an of fornication with her, Lord Smon?

It seemed to Smon that the king was far too worried about the state of other men's souls and the
adtivity in their bedchambers. And blind, as well, to have caled Diane ill-favored. The presumption of the
king's question and insuiting appraisal of a beautiful woman grated on him, but Smon was able to answer
with the ease of truth.

"No, your grace. That is not the woman's function in my household. I'll swear on dl the haly rdics of
Notre Dame that | have not tupped her."

"Then you won't mind if someone ese turns up her skirts?* a man caled from the crowd.

The king glared down the ripple of laughter that spread through the court. Smon carefully kept his
hand away from his weapon, but didn't bother to look around. He noticed Diane flinch. She looked
devastated, but he could offer her none of the sympathy he fdt. He didn't even have the luxury of taking
the time to castigate himsdlf for the horrible mistake held made in bringing her to Paris.

In the Immering quiet that followed the laughter, the king settled back in his chair and gave Diane an
annoyed look as he spoke to Smon. "If you've brought her here as an, entertainer, have her entertain.
WEell have a story from her.”

Diane stood very ill. She couldn't look a Smon though he was dl she was redly aware of. She was
too furious and hurt to turn to him. She didn't want to see the cold mask that might not be a mask at all.



His words rolled over and over in her mind: mountebank, foreigner of no importance, trained, it keeps
her quiet when she's not wanted. Not wanted. She was not going to cry. She could manage to be
inscrutable enough not to cry just this once. She knew she wouldn't entertain Smon de Argent with her
vulnerability this time.

She dso knew that what he did in the next few moments determined whether she got out of this room
dive or not. Maybe it determined if they both did. Her impulse was to turn and walk out. She was about
three seconds away from obeying that impulse even though the room was full of people, hurtful hideous
people, dl of them armed with &t least a dagger. The guards at the door wore swords. She didn't care.

This had happened so often that the ugly crowds amog didn't exig for her anymore. They were
facdless extras on this horror-movie set. The only person who mattered was Smon. Only his reactions
counted. She'd swallowed her pride once for him today. She wasn't prepared to do it again. She was
prepared to atempt to walk out on the King of France it—

Smon's hand touched her arm. The pressure was gentle, reassuring. His voice in her ear was 0oft,
devoid of any inflection. " Speek if you will. Tdl one of your taes only if it is what you want to do.”

For dl her stubborn determination, she couldn't keep her gaze from flying to his. He camly looked
back a her, and for only a second, before he stepped away. The choice was clearly hers. Smon de
Argent acknowledged that her will was her own, even if no one esein this world did.

There was only one thing she could do.

She told King Louis and his court dl about The Godfather, Parts | and //.

CHAPTER 20

Which didn't mean she wasnt dill furious a2 Smon once she was dismissed from the king's
presence. She waked through the parted crowd with dl the dignity she could mugter, then fled in tears
down the tower gairs. It took her along time to find her way back to the hdl where they were saying.
The cold of the short winter afternoon had seeped into her bones by the time she found her way indoors,
but at least she'd stopped crying.

She was graeful to be among people she knew, and settled down to supper among Simon's
household. The food was hot, and she had a seat near the fire, but she couldn't stop shivering. Nothing
warmed her. Nor could she stop glanang toward the door. Time passed, food was cleared away, the
fire was covered, people settled down to deep, but Smon dill hadn't returned.

She found her own pdlet and settled down. Not to deep. She turned her back to the doorway, but
her senses were dert to aty movement in the room. Even under a heavy blanket and a fur covering, she



hed trouble getting warm. She was cold on the insde, cold with fury, cold with fear. The fury was for
Smon. So was the fear.

She hoped that he was watching his back, wherever he was in this treacherous place, whatever he was
doing. She wanted him safe, so she could have a turn a him hersdlf.

Evey thought she had was about him, every emation centered on him. She didn't know what she
thought. She refused to examine what she fet. She wanted to hit him. She wanted to hold him. She
wanted to hdp him, and hurt him as well. She wanted to be with him and she wanted to run. She wanted
him.

That was the most dangerous thing of dl. This was not her time, not her place. She should look for a
way to escape, some way home. She should forget the man, forget his problems, think about hersdlf. She
should get the hell out of here.

But she wanted him.

He needed her.

She didn't know which wasworse.

At least he made her fed like he needed her. It wasn't true. It couldn't be. She was nothing. A
mountebank. A foreigner he'd brought to Paris to entertain the king's court.

Bagtard, she thought as she fdt deep findly overwhdming her. Arrogant, lying, using ba—
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"Lord Smon?'

Simon recognized the priest on theill-lit stairs as being one of Raymond of Chartres subordinates. He
gave the man a palite nod. "Father Paguin.”

All Smon wanted was to find Diane. He'd spent hours attending court, chaffing inwardly to be gone
while he talked, and feasted, and avoided seduction, and showed no discernible emation dl the while
Now that King Louis had retired for the night, he was findly free to go and he wasin a hurry.

When Smon would have stepped around the priest, the man put his hand on his arm. "A few private
words, my lord?’



Paquin was from Father Raymond. Raymond was not a friend of his, perhaps, but Raymond was
catanly an enemy of Viviennds. Smon gave a cold amile. "Of course.

Paquin nodded, and started down the stairs ahead of Smon. Simon waited until the man was nearly
out of sght, then followed him dl the way to a chapel on the riverbank. They did not enter together. The
litle church was dark but for candles before the dtar. Smon kept his hand on his sword, just in case
someone was waiting in the shadows. After Paguin had prayed before the dtar for a while, Smon
stepped forward and kndt by him, as though to make confession.

"Wel?" he asked as he looked up into the man'sface. "

"Do you know why Lady Vivienneisat court?

Smon hated to admit to ignorance, but he answered honestly. "I haven't the faintest idea.”

"To negotiate your son's marriage to Marguerite deHauly."

Smon scratched his jaw. "How odd, | thought | wasin Paris to negotiate my marriage to the deHauly
heiress”

"And Lady Vivienne is trying to undermine that. She is doing her best to convince the girl's father that
Denis de Argent is a better choice than his father. The witch can be very persuasive,” the priest added
with a sneer.

Smon knew that very well. He nodded, and got to his feet. "I thank you for this informetion, Father.”

"l am happy to be of help, Lord Simon.”

"Good," Smon said, and blocked the priest's way when the other man would have moved past him.
Smon put a hand on Paguin's arm to stop him.

Father Paquin gave him an anxiouslook. "Y es?'

"I have a quegtion." The man blinked nervoudy as Smon asked, "Are Gilbert Fitz-William and his
—wife—" Simon very nearly choked on the words. His grip tightened on the priest's arm. "Are they in
Paris?'

Paquin hesitated before he said, "Is murder on your mind in this house of God?"



Smon tilted his head sardonically to one side. "Possbly.”

"Father Raymond sad that that was what would interest you. That you didn't come to negotiate a
marriage, but an assassnation.” Paguin shook his head sadly. "Is Gilbert's death what you truly seek?
More than a marriage that will bring you peace and power?"

"I seek judtice” Smon answered. "Is he in Paris? Is Felice with him?' The priest nodded reluctantly.
"Where can | find them?'

This time, Father Paquin shook his head. Smon decided to let it go for now. He had the one answer
he wanted. And a man who had influence with the king knew in what way he could be bought. Smon
would let it go at that for now, though the thought of his daughter's having to spend even one more night
in a forced marriage bed was hard to bear.
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Evenif shed woken up screaming, no one could have heard her, Diane thought bitterly as she came out
of the avful dream. Her breath frosted the ar as she threw off the covers and sat up, but she was
covered in swest. It was swest from fear that froze in the hdl's frigid air. She was 4ill hdf caught in the
dream as she picked her way between the degping forms huddled on the floor. She moved through the
darkness to the door, went past a guard who didn't seem to notice her, and moved, wraithlike, into the
moon-frosted courtyard.

Nothing was familiar. She was nervoudy aware that this was not Marbeau, but a place where she was
even more of an outcast stranger. Dangerous or not, she wouldnt stop the urge to be outdoors. The
shadows were dark black and threatening. The slver light was fant, dien. The stars overhead burned
cold and far away. Diane turned dowly, around and around, searching for the threat she sensed watching
her, just out of Sght, the Slent voice that caled her. She spun, her cloak spreading out around her like
dark wings, until she became dizzy. Until the dream images couldn't be fought off any longer and she fdl.
Not to the ground, but into her own memories.

She was back in the solar, done with the man who'd dragged her in by her har. Alone with the man
who told her in vivid, disgusting detail how he planned to tame her, to keep her for himsdf, that she was
his to do with as he pleased. He'd hit her while he gloated. He'd kissed her and fondled her. He'd forced
her to touch him, told her how he wanted her to please him, what he was going to do with her. He kept
hitting her, usng a belt across her back to reinforce just who was in control of this Stuation. Of her.

The man in the dream was Simon de Argent.

What brought her out of the dream was that someone nearby was crying. The quiet sobbing was not
her own, not a part of her nightmare. Someone ese was in trouble. Diane responded to the need in the
sound. The redlity of someone else's pain was enough to help clear her head.



She found that she had fdlen to her knees on the hard-packed frozen mud of the courtyard. Not
Smon, she told hersdf as she got shakily to her feet. Not Smon, she wanted to scream to the presence
ghe 4ill fdt lurking in the shadows. She had the odd sensation that something was trying to twist her
memories. She fought that sensation, but it wasn't easy. She knew it was Smon who had saved her from
Thierry, not the other way around. Still, she felt betrayed, and defiled, and hdplesdy angry a the Lord
of Marbeau no matter what had redlly occurred that night.

She tried to hold onto the facts as she went looking for the person who was crying. But the dream had
been 0 vivid it was hard to keep the truth and the illuson separated. What she found only a few feet
away, hunched among the gnarled roots of an ancient tree, was a skinny girl. Even from a few feet away,
and with only the moon for lighting, Diane could tdl that the marks on the girl's pde face were not
shadows. The bruise on the girl's cheek looked new, but she'd had the black eye for a few days.

Anger on behdf of the abused girl drove out dl of Diane's confusion and self-pity. She couldnt ask the
grl any questions, or offer any words of comfort, but Diane did drop to her knees and put a comforting
hand on the young stranger's shoulder.

Sheld approached slently, and the gifl was lost enough in her own pain not to have noticed. The girl
nealy jumped out of her skin a Dian€e's touch. A frightened gaze locked with Diane's. Even in the faint
light, Diane could make out that the stranger's eyes were amber. Her loosdly braided hair shone like soun
gold even in the slvery moonlight.

Holy shit! Dianethought. You're Felice!

Simon hadn't told her about Felice, but Jacques had. Hed told her that Felice was Simon's daughter,
and that she had been married over Smon's objections to a knight that the king—Jacques hadn't said
which king—approved of. She suspected that Jacques hadn't told her anywhere near enough.

Which wastypical.

After a few moments, the girl blinked away her tears, then ran the back of her hand across her cheek.
"You'e the goryteller,” she said. "My father's foreigner.”

Diane frowned, but nodded.

Felice took a deep breath and sat up draight. Diane had the feding the young woman was going to
pretend she hadn't been hiding under a tree arying like a baby a few seconds before. De Argent pride,
no doubt. She couldn't help but amile.

"I've heard about you," Felice said. "Vivienne says you're his mistress”



Diane got to her feet. She held out her hand and helped Fdice up. She dso shook her head
vehemently as Felice watched her. They walked dowly into the center of the courtyard together.

Felice paused, then turned to face Diane. "Alys says you are my father's lover as wel." Diane tried
sheking her head again, but the girl ignored her as she went on. "That's why Alys came to Gilbert." Fdice
folded her ams defengvdy around her waist. "I'm glad she came to Gilbert for protection,” she sad,
"indead of returning to Deniss bed. My brother deserves better than that whore."

Diane had no idea who Gilbet was, or why Fedice was tdling her these things. Maybe Simon's
daughter wanted her father to know this information and couldn't get it to him hersdf. Wl if she
expected Diane to act as a messenger she was out of luck. Diane wondered how she was going to tell
Felice that she couldn't talk, so she didn't have much of a future in the courier business.

What Diane did think she needed to do was get Fdice back to Smon. Somebody had besten the girl
up. Smon wasnt likdy to let them get away with it.

Before Diane could think of any way to communicate with the girl, a noisy group of people entered the
courtyard. These newcomers were brightly dressed courtiers, their jewels and fancy clothes illuminated
by servants carrying torches. They had a pair of lute-strumming mingres with them, and other servants
with trays of food and wine moved briskly around, like waiters at a reception. It looked like a gresat
party.

" should go," the girl said as this movesble feast came closer.

She moved back into the shadows, but a woman's voice cdled out, "Fdicel There you arel Weve
been looking for you."

Diane recognized the voice, and a moment later Vivienne had broken away from the group and was
ganding in front of her.

Vivienne beckoned to her friends. "L ook, we have Simon's little friend too." A clawlike hand grabbed
Diane under the chin. Dian€'s heart froze as Vivienne forced her to look in her eyes. "Youre so pretty in
the moonlight.”

Diane forgot about Felice. She forgot about the party. She didn't know how she ended up back under
the tree with Vivienne. "Let's have a few words in private, my pretty.”

And your little dog, too, Diane thought, struck by the appropriateness of the witch's choice of words.
And you'll be the one doing the talking.

Vivienne's amile was vivid. "Such bitterness | sensein you."



Vivienne stroked Diane's cheek. Diane wanted to jerk her head away, but couldn't rouse the strength
to move, somehow.

"Therés so much you need to know, pretty one. So much Smon and Grandfather haven't told you.
You have so much to be bitter over. So much you need to make them pay for. You've been robbed,
cheated, misused.”

Yeah, Diane thought. So? Somehow she didn't think Vivienne was the caring type. What's in it for
you? Diane wondered.

"Do you know why Denis hates his father?' Vivienne leaned close. Her voice was low and seductive,
It spoke not just in Diane's ear, but her mind. "Simon killed Deniss mother. Killed her, and drove Denis
from his lands when the boy objected to her wrongful deeth.”

Diane shivered. She wanted to run. She didn't want to ligen to this venom, but found that her back
was pressed to the rough bark of the old tree. She was trapped. The world beyond where they stood
was dark, empty, formless. Vivienngs hypnatic gaze bored into hers, and those eyes were the whole
world. The power of the woman was inescapable. Vivienne was as seductive as hell.

"Denis has aright to kill his father. Y ou have good reason to help him. Jacques stole your voice, took
you from your own people for the pleasure of his master.”

It wastrue. So true.

"I could give you your voice back, Diane Ted. Would you like that? To talk agan?'

More than anything.

"Jacques can't do it. The old fool has lied to you. He hasn't got the power to give you your voice
back. | have that power."

Diane bdieved her.

"You need me. | want to help you."

No, shedidn't.

Viviennes cold laughter echoed through Diane's mind. "Perhgps want is the wrong word. You know
deception when you hear it."



Diane wasn't sure she did. Not from Vivienne. Not from Jacques. Not from Simon. Nothing was
ample. Nothing was necessarily true. Not even what she fet for Smon. What was it she fdt?

"It's true that Smon murdered his wife" Viviennes harsh voice cut through her thoughts. "It's true that
he's usng you. True that Simon will toss you aside when he's done with you.”

He's going to marry someone dse.

"It's true that Jacques doesn't have the power to hep you. | do. I'm willing to help you. 1 will hep
you."

Not for free. Nothing wasfor free.

"Nathing is for free. But hdp me and | will hep you. All you have to do is hep me”
Betray Smon, Diane thought.

"He deserves it. He's hurt you. Hell destroy you. Y ou can have revenge. And your voice.”

She desperately wanted to speak again. Vivienne was right. He'd hurt her. Hurt her so bad. Taken
evaything from her. Treated her like dirt. Tried to rape her.

Simon had raped her.

She could see the detalls dearly, as though watching some grainy pornographic film of something that
hed happened to someone dse.

He deserved whatever it was Vivienne wanted her to do.

Viviennds fingars gatly stroked her cheeks. "Dont cry, my sweet,” tha dark, seductive voice
whispered. "Il make it dl better. You know | will."

CHAPTER 21

Smon was on his way to find Diane when the laughter distracted him. Warned him, rather, for
his hand went to his sword the ingant the sound reached his ears. He saw lights in the distance, heard the
fant srumming of lutes benesth the bright sounds of merriment.



Something felt wrong about the noise. No doubt it was nothing more than a group of young courtiers
who'd adjourned to a spot far from the king's residence for a bit of revery. Tha the spot they'd chosen
was next to the hal where his household was lodged, disturbed Smon. He knew more than he wanted to
about the revels of courtiers.

He knew that if he were young and randy, and reckless, he might be tempted to seek out the favors of
a beautiful storyteller from far Cathay.

He, himsdf, was tempted, congtantly tempted, even though he was no youth. The difference was that
he fought hard to control his impulses. He knew the heedless young men of Louiss court would take
what they, wanted. Once more, he had brought Diane into deadly danger, and for a sdfish whim at that.
He should have left her sheltered at a nunnery, but had craved her company too much to redly see to her
safety. She had every right to hate him for exposing her to the court and its vicious games.

She had nearly broken before the king today, nearly let her pride lead her into a fatd mistake. So had
he. He had given her a choice. He had let her decide her own fate, and his, before the king. He would
have walked out with her if she had turned to go. He mugt have suffered a moment of madness! For an
ingant, she had been more important to him than his purpose in coming to Paris. Hed even been thinking
of her while he talked to Fether Pagquin.

He would have to send her away, for both their sakes. Sheld be happy to go. He had seen the look on
her face when she Ieft the audience chamber. He'd fdt her anguish, and her fury.

Sheld been through enough. Once he got her out of this predicament, he would find a way to make her
truly safe from this world where she didn't belong.

He did not draw his sword, but he did move carefully forward, toward the revelers he saw in the
torchlight up ahead.

kkhkkhkkkkkkkkkkkhkhkkx*x

Sheld said something Vivienne didn't like, and now she was in trouble. Not literally spoken. Not out loud.
Vivienne hadn't granted her that wish. Vivienne hadn't liked some of the things Diane had thought while
the sorceress had been in her head, and had decided to let the Eurotrash loose on Diane. If indeed the
odd conversation had taken place. Diane wasn't sure if sheld fantasized the whole thing or not. It hed
been very weird and dreamlike.

No. She knew it wasn't a dream. It was just hard to accept the redity of the magic Jacques and
Vivienne could widld, no matter how inimatdly involved she was in it. Even when they screwed around
with her head and read her thoughts and messed with her perceptions.

Right now, she didn't have time to think about magic. She didn't know where Vivienne had gotten to,



and had her hands too full with Viv's friends to redly care. There were three men, and Alys. And poor
Feice as wdl. Smon's daughter stood incongpicuoudy behind the man who had his am around Alyss
wais. Felice was not one of Diane's problems, but Alys certainly was.

Alys wore a sneer, and a rather low-cut gown consdering the winter weather. Her cloak was pushed
back over her shoulders to reved her décolletage. The men's gazes kept drifting to Alyss breasts.
Diangs was on the dagger that Alys kept fingering.

"I want her dead,” Alyssaid.

The men laughed. Diane hoped the sound didn't indicate their agreement with the redhaired woman.
She was surrounded by the group. They'd dowly backed her Againg the stone wdl of the building. They
reminded her of a pack of hunting vampires from a gothic horror movie Very glamorous, and
decadent-looking, and full of glittering menace.

The servants and musgicians didn't seem to notice she was in trouble. Her throat was dry, and she had
a pounding headache. She dmog wished one of the waiters would offer her a drink. She dso thought
that she was far too cam. Maybe she was s0 used to being threatened that the experience was getting a
little boring.

Well, at least she'd learned that showing fear to these savages might cause them to attack.

"Dead," Alysrepested.

Theoneholding Alyssad, "Don't befoolish."

"l hete her."

"l carenot," he responded. " She's a pretty thing.”

One of the men said, "Father Raymond told me her people perform hideous sexud perversons.

The men laughed again, and gave each other smirking looks. Diane couldn't help but rall her eyes. This
reminded her of a couple of blond jocks shed known in high school. They thought Asan girls knew
more about sex than Anglo girls—Ilike she'd been born knowing how to give head, or something.

"No wonder Lord Simon replaced you with her," one of the other men drawled.

Alys tried to lunge at the man who'd spoken, but her boyfriend kept a firm hold on her.



"Badtardd" she shrieked. "All of you."

"Hne tak from a whore," the boyfriend said. "My whore," he added, and roughly kissed her.

Diane noticed Felice's reaction as the girl stepped back to hide among the servants. It occurred to
Diane that the man kissing Alys was the Gilbert that Felice had mentioned earlier. Her husband—who
beet her, and fooled around with his mistress in front of her. The poor kid.

Did Simon know about this?

Gilbert let Alys go. One of the other men grabbed her, but she broke away. She pointed a Diane.
"Teke her!"

Diane looked around. She wondered if she could make a break for the hdl door. She wondered if the
guards keeping warm indde the building would help her.

"Dont fret, Alys, well have her," Gilbert said. "But well have a ory fird. Then, perhaps well watch
while she teaches you some of her foreign perversons.”

"Then well have you both," one of the others added.

"Perhaps even Fdlice could learn something from the hesthen,” Gilbert said. He patted Alys on the
rear. "Then | could have both of you in my bed at once, the way the Saracens do it."

"Or dl three of them," someone suggested.

The men roared with laughter, while Alys screamed in outrage. No one but Diane noticed Smon de
Argent step out of the shadows.

"Gilbert."

He spoke quietly, but the deadly tone of his deep voice cut across the merriment more effectively than
if held shouted. The courtyard was dlent an indant after he spoke. The men whirled around. Alys moved
behind Gilbert. Swords were drawn. The servants backed out of the way and the musidans scattered
into the night. Felice lifted her head and took an eager step toward her father.

He hated the girl with a gesture. "Peace, child. Well be going home soon.”

Diane crossed her arms under her breasts. Smon was good at rescues. His timing was impeccable.



She was too scared at knowing he was outnumbered to know if she was happy to see him or not. In
fect, she wasn't even sureif he was here to rescue her. His attention was centered on Felice. As it should
be, Diane told hersdlf. Felice was his daughter, and she definitely looked like she could use rescuing.

Dianés heart twisted a the grim, implacable expresson on Smon de Argent's handsome face. Who
was there, she wondered, to rescue Smon?

Smon didn't care about the other two swordsmen. He kept his attention on Gilbert. "I'm going to kill
you," he told the younger man.

Gilbert laughed a& Smon's words. Smon understood Gilbert's attitude. The lad was tdl, strong,
younger, confident. Confident in the protection of the king as wel as in his own abilities. Gilbert sneered
as he stepped forward.

"We have no quarrd,” Gilbert said, though he made no move to put up his sword. He put a hand over
his heart. He sounded sincere as he said, "Cdl me son and we will be a peace with one another.”

"Y ou areno son of mine."
"Son-inlaw,” Gilbert answered. "The deed's accomplished. Let it be, Smon.”
"I told you no when you came siffing after Felice at Marbeau. She wanted none of you.”

Gilbert's gaze flicked to Felice for a moment. "What does it matter what the gil wanted? The king
wanted the match. It's a good dliance”

"The king does not decide where my children marry. | do. Felice did not want to marry. | agreed that
ghe could enter a convent.”

"That would have been awaste."

"Not to me" Felice spoke up. Her bruises shone dark and ugly in the moonlight. "I wanted to take the
val. It'sdl | ever wanted, to be a bride of Chrig." Her voice was choked with anguish.

"Then that is what you will do,” Simon told his daughter. He wanted to take her in his ams as hed
done when she was young. After nearly a year with Gilbert Ftz-William he doubted she was young
anymore. This was no time for a fatherly embrace. He tried to reassure her by saying, "As soon as you
are awidow you can take the vel."

"She's not going to be a nun,” Gilbert said. "She belongs to me, my lord.”



"I would have killed you sooner,” Smon said to Gilbert, "if you hadn't hid in Paris behind Louiss
throne. | might have waited to kill you in a chdlenge before the court. But —" He glanced briefly at
Diane. He was glad held found Gilbert among the men tormenting Diane. It would make killing him
doubly enjoyable. "This is more convenient,” he said, ingtead of bothering to explain his reasoning to
Gilbert and the curs with him. They'd pay as wdl, if any of them had touched Diane.

"I am under the king's protection,” Gilbert pointed out. "We are both under the Peace of God while at
court.”

Smon shook his head. "You kidnapped my daughter on her journey to join the holy Sgters at
Fontrevault. It's time you paid for your Sns.”

"I wed the girl. The king sanctioned the marriage.”

"l did not."

"I will be your her after you've sent Denis to his grave. The king agrees that | should follow you as
lord of Marbeau. It's a good match.”

There was a note of desperation in Gilbert's voice, as though hed just redized that Smon was not
going to let im get away with abducting Felice. Smon wasn't going to let him get away with anything.

"Everyone thinks so," Simon agreed. "You fled to Paris, and the king denied my petition to return my
child. The king sanctioned your marriage. Then he invited me here. Do you know why?"

Smon had spoken camly, he hadn't raised his voice and his tone was reasonable, but Diane could tell,
from her unnoticed spot by the wal, just how furious he was. Furious and determined. His cold resolve
frightened her. She was looking into the face of a stone killer. She remembered the visons Vivienne had
shown her. She was reminded of Viviennes promise.

She wondered what she could do.

Smon watched as confusion crossed Gilbert's face. "The king brought you here to marry Marguerite
deHauly." His face splitin a wide grin. "I will gladly cdl her mother.”

"Though she's no older than your own wife?" Smon questioned.

"Her motherly kisswill bedl the warmer then."

Smon admogt laughed. "By the saints, lad, | can see the lugt for committing incest with my wife burning



inyou dready.” He did laugh when Alys moved from behind Gilbert. "Must you crave every woman of
my household? Even the duts and the ones | haven't married yet?'

Gilbert chose to treat his words as a jest, a shared attitude between sophisticated men of the world.
He gestured over his shoulder, toward Diane. "Aye, my lord. | was just about to sample that member of
your household when you arrived.”

Simon wondered a the foolhardiness of the man's words. "Are you drunk? Mad?" he questioned as
he gripped his sword tighter in his gloved hand. "Or merdly too stupid to cherish life?"

"None of thosethings, my lord."
"Good. I'd hate to kill a drunken man. There's no sport init."
"We are under the Peace of God," Gilbert reminded him again.

"Aye" Smon agreed. He decided to inform this pup who prided himsdf on his worldliness about the
treachery and shifting needs of court politics. "Father Raymond of Chartres, the king's favorite priest, has
offered me your life if | can take it, in exchange for my ading the King of France agang Henry
Plantagenet. That's why I've come to Paris” Smon added. "Do you want me to kill him, Felice?' he
asked his daughter as Gilbert moved closer to her.

He hoped the girl hadn't developed any fond feding for the man, snce Smon intended to kill Gilbert
for Diane's sake, no matter what his daughter answered.

Fdice crossed hersdf, and looked a her husband, head meekly bent. Gilbert began to amirk
triumphantly. Then she said, "Kill him, father. I'll pray for his soul in the convent.”

"Asyou wigh, child."

As Smon threw off his cloak to free his movements Gilbert dapped Felice to the ground. This blow
seded the young fool's fate irrevocably.

Simon's movements were as graceful and deadly as a hunting cat's. Gilbert moved more like a snake,
weaving and snuous. Diane watched in fascination as the swordsmen met in the center of the courtyard.
Torches and moonlight illuminated the clash of the heavy swords, meking them seem to be dmost magica
wegpons as the men engaged. One moment the flashing metd |ooked on fire, with the next thrust or parry
the blades turned to ice. The men kept their gazes fixed on each other as they circled cautioudy around
the center of the courtyard. Diane watched the swords.

Errol Flynn hadn't fought likethis.



There was no exchange of banter, just quickened bregthing as swords met over and over. The sound
the heavy weapons made as they struck each other defined the term "dash of wegpons' for her. They
didn't make a polite metdlic clatter as they crossed. The noise was deeper than that, more serious, it had
gravity and killing purpose.

The one sound she did recognize as absent was the tinkle of chan mall. The men were usng hig,
chopping, didng and dicing weapons, and nether was protected by any kind of armor. Smon was ill in
his blue and slver court garb, the torchlight illuminating the rich color and glitter of his finery. Finery that
was no protection from Gilbert's sword. The men were exposng vulnerable flesh to sharp sted, and
neither seemed to be frightened of the deadly consequences.

Diane was. Teribly frightened. More frightened as she watched this fight than she had been a any
other time in the weeks sheld spent in the past. She wanted it to be over, but was afraid of how it would
end. She wanted to close her eyes, turn away, run for the guards to put a stop to it. She knew there was
no stopping this, and that to look away was impossble. She waited, rigid with tenson, her nails digging
into her tightly clenched pams.

Eventudly, blood began to dim the reflection of fire and moonlight on the blades.

Smon knew his left arm was cut. It was inconvenient, but not serious. He wished he had his shidd. He
wished he was fighting from horseback. He wished he wasn't so aware that Gilbert's well-armed friends
were walting in the shadows. He didn't let any of his wishes matter as he moved in for one last attack.

Smon had gotten a good dice in across his opponent's upper left thigh, and a quick nick on his
forehead. The lad was a fine warrior, fagter than most Smon faced. But Gilbert had blood in his eyes,
and a weakened leg. He didn't move fast enough when Smon fented to the side, then brought a quick
stab upward undernesth Gilbert's raised sword am and into his chest. Gilbert sank to the ground, dead
before he hit it.

Felice gazed down at her dead husband with no expression on her face. Alys hissed furioudy from the
shadows. Simon could not see Diane from where he stood. He longed to turn to her, but the danger was

not yet past.

Simon wanted to drop to his knees when Gilbert fdl. He wanted to rest, to forget that held just killed a
man. Duty wouldnt let him show tiredness now, or regret. Duty was dl that kept him going. He had
wanted Gilbert dead for good reasons. Now that it was done he didn't want to gloat, he just wanted to
gather his child and his woman up and get them away from the scene of the' carnage.

He had Gilbert's friends to ded with first. He looked around dowly, raking his gaze across each man.
"Next?'

The larger of the pair stepped forward. Smon tensed, prepared to fight again. "'l have no quarrd with
you, Lord Smon."



"Nor 1," the other one told him. "'If Father Raymond thought your cause just, I'll not argue with him.”

Smon didn't show his rdief that these were courtiers who went with the winds of palitics, not the
loydties of friendship.

"Wise of you," he said. He waved them away with his sword. "Begone, then."

They didn't hedtate to gather up their servants and head for the courtyard entrance. Smon kept his
sword at the ready as he watched them go.

Simon didn't see the woman who rushed toward him. The long dagger in her hand was raised to dtrike
his unprotected back. Diane saw. Her hand flew to her throat.

"Smon, look out!"

CHAPTER 22

Take that, Viv, Diane thought triumphantly as she watched Smon snatch the dagger out of
Alyss hand. / can talk without any help from you, thank you very much.

Diane was very glad she had told the sorceress to go to hdl when shed figured out how much
Vivienne was messang with her mind.

"Wait aminute. I'm talking."
Simon pushed Alys away and looked over his shoulder at her. "Why, so you are.”

The sdf-satisfied grin on his face would have been an insufferable smirk on anyone dse. It was a
amirk. It was judt that on him it was—

Lovable

Diane blinked. "Thisis a hdl of atime to find out I'min love" she muttered. Then she hurried forward
to do something about Simon's bleeding arm.

She snatched up Simon's cloak and threw it around his shoulders as she reached him. "Hi," she said to
the saring Felice, "I'm Diane. Let's—"



"Hush, woman." Simon pulled her into an embrace with his good arm, and kissed her.

The fiery touch of his lips drove words right out of her head. She had a greet ded to think about, a
million things to talk about, but time stopped, the cold winter night heated around her, and the heady
gory of kissng Smon de Argent filled her world. She'd never been kissed like this before, and it didn't
last long enough.

She wanted to ding to him, press hersdf againg him and let the words spill out. She remembered the
dead man on the ground and Fdlice who stood nearby. "Are you in redly deep trouble?' she asked as
ghe watched Smon look carefully around.

Hetilted an eyebrow at her. "Possibly.”

"Do we need to get out of town?"

“Definitdy."

"Then what are wewaiting for?"

"For the city gatesto open at dawn.”

"Oh." She searched the night sky. "How long is it until dawn?!

Diane remembered the guards sheld hoped would show up to stop the fight. Now she hoped they
were sound adeep and hadn't heard anything. Why did things have to be so complicated? Why couldn't
ghe just take this man to bed? She wanted to revel in having her voice back, and in being in love with
Smon de Argent.

She did have him, didn't she? She wasn't the only one in love, was she? Should she ask? Should she
have to? She might have her voice back, but the question froze in her throat. Maybe she didn't want to
know. Maybe it would be better to concentrate on the problems of the moment and not dwel on dl the
ramifications of having taken Jacquess cure for the magic spdl.

She watched in slence as Simon took Fdice in his arms. "l am so happy to have you safe”

The gifl dung to him. "'l love you father. Y ou've brought me peace.”

Alys was on her knees a Simon's feet. Her face was tear-stained and full of hatred as she looked up
a him. "Wha of me?' she demanded. "What have you brought me?'



Diane stepped angrily between Smon and Alys. "Oh, no, you dont,” she told the woman. "Don't you
dare blame your migtakes on him." The man took enough responsibility and guilt on his shoulders. Fierce
protectiveness for Smon burned in her. She was prepared to fight off anyone who tried to hurt or use
him.

"Get out of here before | cdl the police.”

"Thewhat?' Simon asked.

Diane ignored him. She was too intent on chasing off Alys to consider the culturd differences between
them. "Attempted murder gets people in serious trouble” she told Alys "Do you have any sills other
then screwing around? Get a day job or something, okay? But get out of Simon's life”

Alys looked terrified of her, as though a toy had come to life before her eyes. The redhaired woman
scrambled to her feet, grabbed her skirts in her hands, and ran.

Diane turned back to the watching father and daughter. She carefully did not look at Gilbert's body.
"Now what?'

Smon marveled a the change in his enchanted storyteller. He found that he was the one who was now
enchanted. By the sound of her voice, her confident attitude. He thought that the diffident, confused
woman who needed him, and that hed come to care for, was gone forever. He was both delighted, and
terrified that when she had come to love him he had logt her forever.

Perhaps that would be for the best. For her sake, it would definitdy be for the best.

He didnt point that out to her now, however. "Though | would love to stand here ligening to you
chatter for hours, we'd best go."

"Where?' Diane asked.

"To the convent of Sacré Coeur," Felice answered.

Smon held his daughter out a arms length. He studied her grave face in the pale moonlight for a long
time "Are you sure?' he asked at last. She nodded. He traced a finger dong her bruised cheek. He
understood her need, but his heart ached just the same. "Mugt | get you back to lose you so soon?!

"I've never wanted anything else, Father." Her voice was soft, but full of conviction.

He sghed. He'd done dl he could for her. She was safe from Gilbert now. She'd be safe from the



world a Sacré Coeur. Felice would be happy in the cloistered life, and out of the danger that loomed
back at Marbeau. It was time to let her go.

"Il missyou," he said. "But it is for the best. Wait here a moment.”

He left Felice and Diane in the'courtyard and went into the building. It took only a moment to pass the
dozing guards, wake Yves, give his indructions then dip outsde again. The women were spesking in
whispers to each other. Whispers that broke off when he approached them. Taking about him, he
guessed. He wasn't sure he wanted to know what advice his daughter had passed on to the woman he
loved.

The woman he loved and should leave behind, as safe at Sacré Coeur as his daughter.

He gathered them up with alook. "Come aong.”
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"Noway."

"Youll likeit here"

They were ganding in the center of the cloister, on a raked, stone path lined with the dead, brown
remains of last season's herb garden. The rocks made uncomfortable bumps under the thin soles of her
leether shoes. She could hear the nuns Snging their moring hymns in the nearby chapel as dawn bled
pink into the pae white sky. Felice was with them. Her amile had been radiant when the abbess accepted
her as a postulant. This was after Smon had woken the nuns up and explained his haste in bringing his
widowed daughter to the convent.

Diane had managed to get hot water, an herba sdve and srips of fresh linen from the convent's
infirmary. Sheld tended to his wounds while Smon arranged Felices generous admisson dowry. It
turned out he'd been setting up her daying at the convent too. At the same time, held been checking in
Felice, hed been making arrangements for her as wll.

When Diane figured out what he was up to, they'd come out for a little talk while the good ssters went
off for their morning prayers.

Smon loomed over her, his har mussed, beard stubble beginning to show on his cheeks. His amber
eyes were bright with the light of battle. He was trying to be autocratic again. She wasn't having any of it.

"I'm going back to Marbeau today, and you are saying here."



"Uh uh," she answered Simon.

He gestured around them, at the garden and the gracefully arched columns of the cloigters. "It's a
comfortable life A quiet one, full of prayer and contemplation.”

"Dont like to pray. Don't like to meditate, either. I'm not even Cathalic, I'm Anglican, Smilar but not
the same. I'm not Saying." Diane folded her arms and lifted her chin belligerently. ™Y ou can't make me"

Smon turned a mighty frown on her. "Of course | can make you."

"But you won't."

Smon found her sudden, teasing amile ddightful. He was not happy about Diang's adamant refusa to
see sense. He was enchanted by the way the mormning light caressed her gold skin. He wanted to reach
out and do the same. He jammed his thumbs into his bet ingead and reminded her, "Youve been
beaten, nearly raped, threatened by the most powerful sorceress in the world.”

"And fought her off, too," Diane said. She gave a proud toss of her head. "She tried to make me think
you'd hurt me. Bad film noir suff. No way did | let her get away with it. And there's no way I'm letting
you out of my sght.”

"I want you to stay here," hetold her.

Her eyes narrowed suspicioudy. "Why? Becalse you're marying someone else and want me out of
the way?"

"Of course not!"

He had answered her too quickly, too adamantly. The echo of his shout filled the quiet garden, and set
a pair of gartled doves on the roof to flight. His reaction to this accusation was so fierce that it frightened
him. He wanted to grab her and shake her for daring to think hed want anyone but her. Hed never
wanted anyone but Diane, not redly. Hed known lugt, hed known maritd duty, he'd never known the
need he fdt for her before. He burned with wanting her, he knew he would fight the world for her, took
adight in her pleasure and bled with her pain. Being with her was joy. To be away from her was an
ordedl.

He supposed this mugt be what it fdt like to be in love, and it came to him too late.

Knowing that he loved Diane, he had to do what he could to protect her. Even lie



He forced his features into a mask of indifference, made his voice neutrd. "Yes," he told her. "Because
| am going to marry someone <"

Diane didn't want to believe him. But she was the one who'd brought the subject up. She'd spilled her
insecurity out into the frosty morning air. It was her fault if he used it againgt her. She wished shed kept
her mouth shut.

No, she never wanted to do that again. She was never going to keep 4ill, or quiet, or diplomaticaly
slent about anything again. She wasn't going to find her voice and not reve in the power being able to
communicate gave.

She had a great ded to say to Smon de Argent. Starting with, "l love you."

From his lack of reaction she might as well not have her voice back.

She hid disgppointment as she waved a hand in front of his face. "Smon? Hdlo?'

He brushed her hand away. He took a step back. "I heard you." He turned away. "That's not
important.”

She stared a him, watched the corded muscles of his shoulder tense beneath the blue wool of his
tunic. She didn't have to be dlent anymore, but no words came to her as the seconds stretched out. The
moming light grew stronger. The nuns began to gng a different song. This one was more somber, more
like a dirge than a hymn of joyous praise. It suited the moment. It suited the Situation.

Diane hated living her life to a sounditrack.

She turned and waked into the room off the garden where sheld cleaned up Smon's wound. She
closed the door againg the sound, againg the Sght of Simon. She didn't know why. She should have
stood her ground instead of retreeting at the firs 9gn of indifference from him.

The room held a heavy table, two chairs, the wdls and floor were stark gray stone. There was a plan
cross on one wall. A amdl barred window let in a little light, and an hour candle burned on the table. The
place was empty of life, serile. Peaceful, maybe. Smple.

Felice had looked radiant at the idea of spending the rest of her life praying in this plain, peaceful,
ample dtogether dull and lifdess place. Diane wondered how long it would be before she started
screaming with boredom with her newfound voice,

How long had she had her voice back? she wondered. Surdly, she hadn't just fdlen in love with Smon
the moment she saw Alys try to kill hm. It must have happened in little, step-by-step, smdl,



imperceptible increments that snuck into her subconscious while she fought so hard not to let love
happen. There was so much about him to love.

How was she going to fdl out of love with him? She could tdl from the pain in her heart, and her gut,
and her head, that it wasn't going to happen in an ingant. She couldn't turn off something that Hill fdt
wonderful despite the pain that laced through her. Not because of one knife thrust of indifference from
him.

He had to do better than that.

Sheld retreated, but she hadn't given up afight that was bardly started. Diane took a deep bregth, and
walked back out to the garden.

She was both surprised and immeasurably rdieved to find that Smon was dill there. She planted
hersdf before him and put her hands on her hips. "I have a few things to say.”

Hefolded hisarmsover hischest. "I'm sureyou do.”

Smon knew very wdl that he should have taken the opportunity to leave the convent. The
arrangements for both the women he loved were taken care of. They needed time to settle into their new
life, not a man fussng over them in this tranquil refuge of women. Instead, he'd lingered, and told himsdf
that he was ligening to the beautiful plain chant coming from the chapel. He told himsdf that he wanted to
see his daughter one more time before he went about his business.

Hed stayed because he wasn't yet strong enough to say good-bye to Diane.

"Youreagresat ded of trouble" hetold her.

She amiled. The warmth it sent into him was far superior to the winter sunlight. "So are you."

He should have bid her farewdll, perhaps asked for one last, chaste kiss before making his way from
the garden. Instead he asked, "If | trouble you, why do you want to tak to me?’

She gave him a shrewd ook out of those dark, dark eyes. "Why did you hang around to ligen?"

"Hang?' He touched his throat. "Only peasants get hanged." His life would no doubt end on a sword
point. He didn't trouble her with that knowledge.

She didn't think he mistook her meaning a dl. Words were a better shidd to hide behind than slence.
"You're the only person around here | can redlly tak to," she told him. "Besides, we have so much to talk



about."
Hetilted an eyebrow &t her. "Such as?!
"Areyou going to marry this heiress person?”’

He had expected her to begin with an explanation of how she had come to love him. That she would
want to discuss how Jacques had been right about how to break the gels. He wanted to tdl her how
happy he was that she had her voice back. He wanted to tdl her so very much. But since she had chosen
this topic of conversation, he answered her as directly as she had asked.

IIYall
"Doyou love her?'
"I've never met her."

"Y ou can't marry someone you haven't even met.”

"I've done it before. It's not as hard as you seem to think. You appear before the church door, make
your vows, and live as best you can with the stranger you go home with.”

"You didn't know Denis and Felice's mother before you married her?”

He might have laughed at the appalled look on her face, if the Situation had been the least bit funny.
"No. Why should we? Genevieve and | were fourteen and fifteen when our parents—"

"That's not even legd! Your ages,”" she added a his questioning look.
"I'm told the DeHauly girl isSxteen.”

"You're kidding." Her eyes narrowed suspicioudy. "How old are you?'
"Thirty-four."

"And you're marrying ateenager?'

"Awha?'



"A Sxteen-year-old."
He nodded.
"That'sdiggusting.”

"Yes" he agreed. "But politics demands the poor girl end up with an old husband. | doubt shell have
to complain about her misfortune for long."

"Shel's sixteen!”
He didn't understand why Diane kept hammering at this point. "1 doubt she's much younger than you.”
Her mouth fdl open. She pointed at hersdlf. "How old do you think | am?”

He looked her over, head to toe, carefully memoarizing each sweet detall of face and form and attitude
to cherish after held left her. She blushed in the unintentiond heeat of his gaze.

He looked away as he answered, "Not yet twenty, I'd guess.”

"Twenty-four. I'm twenty-four. And I'm not from Ching" she went on before he could register his
admiraion a how well-preserved she was for her years.

"Are you from the future?' he asked. "Jacques never lies but | began to wonder if hed made a
mistake when Father Raymond said you were from Cathay.” He reached out suddenly, putting his hands
on her shoulders as an idea struck him. "If Jacques accidentaly snatched you from a land at the other end
of the Silk Road, you can make the journey back.”

"No, | can't."

He glared & her, as if she was merdy being difficult. "It's a long way, | know, but certainly possible.
Y ou can go home to Cathay."

Diane didn't like the way this conversation was Spinning out of control. The origind point was that she
didnt want him to leave her at the convent, but their words had flown off in al directions instead of
gicking to the subject. She supposed it was because they had stored away so many things to discuss
during the time they'd been together. Now he was taking about sending her to China, which was as
impossible as being Ieft in a convent. She decided to settle this one point, then get back to the matter of
mogt immediate importance.



"I am not from China, or Cathay, or whatever you want to cdl it. My mother was born in Hong Kong,
my father in Glasgow. They both have British accents. They moved to America when they were married.
| was born and raised in Sesttle. | don't speak more than twenty words of Chinese, | own a wok but
hardly ever use it, my math scores were terrible on the SATS, | think The Joy Luck Club was grest, but
| redlly don't identify with anybody init. I'm haf Chinese, haf Scottish, damned proud of being both and
you don't understand a word of what I'm saying, do you?'

Smon rubbed his thumb dong his javline. He looked thoughtful, and gave her one of those fart
gmiles that dways melted her defensiveness. "What | think you mean, is that you want to be judged as a
person and not as being from a certain people.”

Which was exactly what she had meant, though she hadn't been able to articulate it hersdf. The man
could understand her, whether she could speak or not. She nodded.

"But you gill belonginaplace” he perasted.

"Not in this convent,” she told him. "Not in China" After a pause, she added. "Maybe not back in
Sedttle, even if | could get there™ She had changed so much sSnce megting Smon. Her old life meant
nothing to her.

The gentle understanding Ieft his expression. The grip on her shoulders became hard. "Y ou're going to
try to tdl me that you belong with me."

"I don't have to tdl you. Y ou dready know we beong together."

He gave a sharp shake of his head. "Y ou belong where youll be safe”
"Where you won't fed responsible for my safety, you mean.”

"Where no one can hurt you."

She saw his desperate determingtion to protect her. It infuriated her. "I'm responsible for mysdf. You
let me make my own choice in front of the king."

"That was different,” he said. "That was yesterday.”

"What? | get one day a year to make my own choices, and you make them the other three hundred
and sxty-four?"

"Thet sounds about right,” he answered in his insufferably superior drawl.



"Everybody makes ther own choices, every day." She didn't know when shed come to beieve that,
but she knew it was true. She a0 knew it was a lesson Smon had taught her, maybe unintentiondly, but
it was a part of how he lived. She just didn't think he knew it.

"Wha an odd way you have of looking at things. Proper behavior is to subordinate one's will to God
and those above you; peasant to vassd, vassd to liege. Woman to man,” he added with a sgnificant lift
aof his eyebrow.

"Youdon't livelikethat," shetold him.

"Yes| do." He knew that he wouldn't be in such trouble if he wasn't intent on keeping his feudd vows
to Henry Plantagenet. 1 live by my word, by my honor."

"Which isacode you've chosen toliveby."

Why was he talking philosophy? And with a woman at that. Diane condantly distracted him, even
when she couldnt talk. Now that she could it would be too easy to get lost in knowing her, as a
companion and a lover. It Smply could not be.

"I choose to marry another woman," he told her. "I choose for you to stay a Sacré Couer if you won't
go back to Cathay. It ismy will. Thet is the end of it."

Her reply to his adamant declaration wasaloud, "Hal"

The nuns were filing out of the chapel, two negtly ordered rows of black-garbed women. These were
serene women, who knew ther place. Many of them were dderly, having lived long, fruitful lives of
prayer behind the shdtering walls of Sacré Coeur. Smon could give Diane nothing better than this no
meatter how much it hurt him to leave her.

Smon took Diane firmly by the arm. He didn't answer when she protested. He took her to the abbess.
"Treat her well," he said as he pushed Diane toward the woman.

Without another word or look toward the woman he loved, he turned and waked from the convent,
onto the streets of Paris.

CHAPTER 23

"Coward!" Diane shouted after him.



She wondered if she imagined that he flinched as her accusation reached him. He didn't turn back.

He didn't want her. He was running away. She should have known it would come to this before she
committed her heart to the man. She didn't belong in his world. So, he was leaving her exiled from his
life as well.

"Damnhim."

The black-veiled women gasped in unified shock.

They surrounded her like a murder of crows and she was hudtled into the refectory by the crowd of
women before she could decide whet to do next. Her heart ached, depression began to swamp her.
Sheld dept little, eaten nothing, and the adrendine that had kept her going was running out. She was a
wreck, and nobody had even beaten her up recently.

Except Smon, who'd done it with words and the best of intentions.

"ldiot," she grumbled as she was led to a seat a one of the long refectory tables. "God save us from
wel-intentioned men.”

"Amen."

Diane looked to her left, to find Felice seated next to her. It was Simon's daughter who had spoken.
"Areyou agreeing with me? Or praying?'

"A bit of both," the girl whispered back. "Y ou were cdling on God's help. That's a prayer.”

There was a bright twinkle in her amber eyes. Felice looked radiant in her white postulant's vell,
despite the bruises on her face. Diane didn't understand it, but she guessed Felice was one of those
people who redly did have a rdigious caling.

"I should be working in the kitchen," Felice said as an old nun stopped behind them and put a dark
dab of bread on the table in front of each of them. "But Mother Elizabeth thought | could better serve by
hdping you become reconciled to life in the cloister. Not dl who enter these gates do so of ther own
will," she added sadly. "Jugt as not dl women marry willingly.” A haunted look crossed Felice's face.

Not dl men marry willingly, ether, Diane thought. She didn't think Smon had with his firsd marriage.
She didn't think he was marrying willingly now. It wasn't far to him. It wasn't far to the girl. It sure as hdl
waan't far to her. Somebody ought to save that man from himsdif.



She ate mogt of the bread while she tried to get her confused thoughts together. She knew there was
something she should be doing, but she was <0 tired, so emationdly drained. About dl she had left was
her sense of outrage, and it took awhile before she could even work up enough of that to speak.

"What is wrong with you people?’ she asked Fdice after sheld had a bit of watery soup to go with the
bread. "Why is your father doing what somebody €l se wants and marrying this heiress person?”

"To save Marbeau, | suppose,” Felice answered. "It's a risky thing he's doing.”

Fear knotted in Diane's somach. It didn't st wel with her breakfast. "Why?"

Felice was very matter-of-fact when she replied. "If he takes a new wife and gets her with child, and
thenis killed in battle, both mother and babe will surely be put to the sword." She shook her head sadly.
"Deniswill have Marbeau, and no one is going to stop him. Not while Vivienne controls his actions."

Diane was too shocked to speak. She was used to not spesking, but not to having the words frozen in
her throat out of sheer horror.

"Perhgps Father is marrying to beget a new har in case Denis is the one who dies in batle" Feice
went on. "The land must be passed on. The patrimony is dl that matters.”

No, Diane thought. Smon is what matters. She suddenly knew what it was that shed forgotten to
do,

"l haveto go after him."

Felicelooked utterly shocked. "Y ou cant.”

“Why not?”

"Hetold you to stay here.”

ll%’?l

Felice considered the concept of defiance for a moment. She blinked, and licked her lips nervoudy.
"You would go to him when he sent you away? When he put your safety and chadtity above his mde
lug?'

"Yes" Dianeanswered firmly.



"You would offer yoursdlf to him as his concubine though he has a new wife in his househol d?*

"No," Diane responded promptly.

"What would you do?'

"Kegping him from marrying anybody but me, of course.”

Felice lowered her gaze. A tiny amile tugged a her lips "l see” She looked back a Diane. "You
would make him happy?'

Diangs heart flooded with hope, and determination. "Yes" she said. "Il do my best to make him
happy.”

Felice's amile broadened into a grin. "Then why are you here?' she asked. "Go after the foadl if you
want him."
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His household was waiting for him at the Grand Pont bridge. The crowded traffic of the city flowed
around them on foot and horseback, in litters and on carts. But for one thing, Smon would be glad to
leave the noise and crush of the city behind him. Every step away from Sacré Coeur had been torture,
every moment more spent in Paris would be a temptation. The memory of Diane's face, her lovey voice
pulled a him.

Her horse stood next to his, saddled, waiting. None of his people asked where Diane was, but he
could fed the question in their glances. Smon ignored them as he gpproached his mount.

It was impossible to ignore Father Paguin when the priest stepped out from the shadow of the
baggage cart. The dergyman planted himsdf squardly before Simon. "It looks as though you are leaving
Paris, my son."

Simon nodded. "I've accomplished what | camefor.”

"Gilbert is dead." Paguin crossed himsdf. "'l will say a Mass for his soul.”

"Say severd. Say one for me, while you're at it Simon tried to step around the priest, but Paguin
would not let im by. Simon sighed tiredly. "Father, | only want to go home."



"The king would not be pleased with your leaving." Paguin smiled. "You have not even sung for him
ye"

"The king prefers hymns to love songs” Smon pointed out.

It occurred to Simon that he had never sung for Diane. Sheld spent hours entertaining him and he had
not thought to repay her in kind. He hadn't picked up his lute in many months. His heart had been dead
to song, but suddenly it ached because he had never shared his one gift with the only woman a love song
would have been meant for. Such music he could have given her—if only there had been time.

"But the court so enjoys your talents,”" the priest said. "Y ou could serenade Lady Marguerite.”
Simon rubbed hisjaw. "I suppose | could.”

Paguin amiled. "Then you will come back to the pdace?’

Smon gestured at his household. "I'm dready prepared to take my leave of the city.”

Pagquin's eyes narrowed. "You killed a man lagt night, broke the Peace of God."

Smon chose to ignore the faint threat in the other man's voice. "Witnesses admitted my right to fight
the man."

"You got what you came for, my lord." Paguin leaned forward, and whispered. "You cannot ride
away without paying for it. Father Raymond arranged for your meeting with Gilbert. The price for that is
an dliance with the king, sedled with your marriage to DeHauly's daughter.”

"Which would mean abandoning my vow to Henry Plantagenet.”

"Y ou owe sarvice to the King of France, aswell.”

Simon shook his head. "Not in war. | swore that | would follow Henry and no other in war.”
"Throw in your lot with France, | beg you. You will have the king's support indl you do."
"Will that sop my son from attacking me?*

No matter what the priest answered, no matter the king's promise, Smon knew Denis would ride
agang him in the spring. Even if the king forbade it, Denis would be persuaded to attack Marbeau.



Smon knew his only choice was whether to fight his son aone, or to accept the help of troops provided
by Marguerite DeHauly's father.

The bels of a nearby church began to ring. Closer, Smon's gdlion shook its head restlesdy and
snorted with impatience. Smon longed to be off as well, to escape the idand before he did something
incredibly foolish just because it was what he wanted. Though he tried to keep his atention on the priest,
he kept looking back the way he'd come. Back toward Sacré Coeur.

Paquin said, "You will defeat your whelp's mercenaries eesly with DeHauly's aid.”
Smon gave the priest an arrogant 1ook. ™Y ou don't know how wdl | trained the boy."
"All the more reason to accept the dliance the king wishes™

"Perhgps | should stay,” Smon agreed. "When | came here | thought | could. | tried to persuade
mysdf that | could save my daughter, and my lands, and start over. | told mysdf that duty was dl that
redly mattered. Not happiness, mine or anyone else's, just duty to my patrimony. | intended to betray my
vows." His heart was ready to burst with the pain of knowing why he couldn't grasp this one last chance
to save dl he hed dear. He sad, "I can't do it, father. | would if | could, but | can not.”

The priest did not look angry, but sad. "Why? Why stand adone when the king wants to be your
friend?'

Because dl he hdd dear was nothing compared to the woman he wanted.

He was a fool. He knew it. Not for abandoning his duty, but for abandoning the woman he loved.
Even knowing that he had done it for her own good was no comfort.

She doesn't want to be safe, he thought. She wants to be with me. She said so. | want to be with
her. What more do either of us need?

He had done what was best for her, but he had not done what was best for them. It was ridiculous to
think that they could be together. Ridiculous, but the desire for Diane rose up and overwhemed dll
reason.

"What am | doing here?"
When he would have turned away, Paguin grasped his arm. "It's not too late, my son.”

"I hope not," Simon answered. "Perhaps she can find it in her heart to forgive me.”



Paguin looked confused. "Lady Marguerite?’

Smon laughed. "I'm sure she's afine girl, and will make Denis a wonderful wife"

"Y ou're going to let DeHauly make an dliance with your son instead of you? Y ou're denying the king's
wishes?'

"There's nothing ese | can do,” Simon answered. Not and have the woman he wanted.

"Do you know what you're giving up?'

My life, he thought. And gaining my soul. "I know. Good-bye," he added. "I thank you and Father
Raymond for at least trying to help.”

He shook the priest off and went to his horse. He swung up on the animd's back and looked around.
"Il meet you on the road,”" he told his people. Then he turned the horse and rode into the traffic headed
away from the bridge.
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Diane had the hood of her cloak pulled down so far over her face that she could hardly see. The point
was that she didn't want to draw any atention to hersdlf, but she kept bumping into people and things,
which wasn't doing her much good, ether. The so-called street was narrow, ful of churned-up
helf-frozen mud and things she could smdl but didn't want to think about. This was definitdy not the
Paris she remembered from her adolescent trip.

Though she had followed Fdlice's detalled direction's to get to the main bridge over the Seine, she was
worried that she was logt. She could hardly see the sky when she looked up because of the way the
upper stories of the buildings leaned crazily out over the street. She was surrounded by people heading in
the same direction she was. That reassured her that she was going the right way, and worried her
because she didn't want to spook anybody and cause ariot because she looked different than they did.

She wanted to find the bridge and get out of town. Felice had given her a purse full of coins. Diane
hed them tied to her belt. The pouch jingled reassuringly againgt her thigh as she walked. Felice had sad
that these were her last worldly goods, saved to give to the poor but that financing her father's happiness
was cause enough to give the coins to Diane. Diane planned to use the money to follow Smon back to
Marbeau. She didn't know how she was going to go about getting there, but if that was where she was,
that was where she was going to be.

It was glly, romantic, and foolhardy, but if she had to wak across France in the winter to get to him,
she was prepared to do it.



And what would she do if she found him in bed with his new wife when she got there?

"Il think about that tomorrow," she muttered as she continued on her way. It was the wrong movie
for the Stuation, but it was about the best way to handle the Stuation—one day at atime

"Maybe that's the best way to handle any Stuation,” she grumbled, as she waked into the sde of a
horse.

There weren't that many riders on the street. Most people were on foot. There were a few ox-carts,
there had been a monk on a donkey, and sheld noticed some people being carried by in box-shaped
litters. The few riders she had seen had been sword-carrying maes, in chain mall. She suspected that
waking into a warrior could lead to big trouble. She hoped to get past this one without being noticed.

She darted to back up, to try to disappear into the crowd. Sheld bardy moved before a hand
reached down and twitched back her hood. Terror flashed through her.

The lagt thing she wanted was to have her face exposed. She fdt naked as a disgpproving slence
emanated from the man on horse. Chilled with fear, she kept her gaze on the ground, and hoped the val
that covered her head was suffident to hide her face from his examination. She would have turned and
run, but the man had a firm grasp of her cloak.

"Look at re." The voice was adeep, rough growl.

Diangs head came up. She saw a frowning face framed in a gold mane, lowered brows over amber
eyes, afull, sensuous mouth flattened in a disgpproving line.

It took her a moment to redize that she'd walked into the man she'd been determined to pursue to the
ends of the earth.

She was here, in front of him. Smon couldn't believe it for a moment. It was a miracle. It was surdy
meant to be. It was the sheerest fdlly. It was dangerous for her to be outside done.

"What are you doing here?' they both questioned at once.

"Looking for you," they both answered.

For a moment Diane was too annoyed to fed rdief, and then joy filled her. Hed come for her. He
wanted her. HEd had no busness leaving her in the fird place, but he was back, and she indantly
forgave him for acting like an idiot. A dear, caring, concerned idiot. She was tempted to hug the horse
since she couldn't put her arms around Simon at the moment.



From his high perch, Smon looked around the crowd in irritation. People were saring. He saw a
beggar cross himsdf and dink away into the shadows, and another make the Sgn againg the evil eye as
he gaped a Diane. Smon turned his frown on his beloved.

"Did you get your voice back just to lose your mind? Put your hood up, woman before someone sees
you."

"Whoa Wait aminute. Y ou're the onewho—"

Simon yanked hard on her cloak, and the next thing she knew she landed on her somach across the
neck of the horse. "Smon!"

He pulled her hood back over her head. "Hush.”
Her indignant reply was muffled, but ill loud. "Don't you tdl me to—"

"Well discuss your unseemly behavior in private,” he told her as she squirmed around to look a him.
"And well behave unseemly as wel when | get you done” he added. "It's along ride back to Marbeau,”
he told her. "And we're going to enjoy every moment of it."

He hdd Diane securdy around the wast as he kicked the horse in the sde. For now, she was a
squirming, wool-wrapped bundle imprisoned before him on the saddle. Soon he would make it up to her,
he would unwrap her like a present, cherish her like the precious jewd she was. He would take her into
his ams and show her dl he felt. He would make this undignified exit up to her in a thousand pleasant,
senqud ways.

But right now he had to get out of Paris before the gates of the city were closed againg them.

CHAPTER 24

"/ have only my heart to offer."

Smon was on bended knee before her, his hands outstretched in supplication. "Please take me, if
only for a little while"

The vulnerability of his expression, the uncertainty in his rich voice tore a dl Dian€s defenses. Sheld
come into the tent prepared for a furious confrontation over who decided what was best for her. Sheld
fumed for hours. Sheld spent the time in practiced slence, dl through the ride, and even after she'd been
eased down from the horse into the care of her own servarnt.



When they caught up with the Marbeau household deep in the woods west of Paris, night was faling,
the tents were set up, dinner was roasing over a pair of camp-fires. Nobody looked surprised to see
her. Or happy to see her, dther.

Smon disappeared into his tent, and she accompanied her serving woman, after pausng to glare at
his broad, retregting back for a moment. She bathed in a shdlow tub, taking ddight in the heding power
of hot water, and the warmth of a tent heated by braziers. Then she put on layer after layer of the softest
linen and sk, from milky white to midnight blue. She fdt up for a proper argument when Yves came in
and asked her to accompany him to Lord Simon's pavilion. Only to find the Lord of Marbeau kneding
to her in supplication.

How could she fight with someone who'd just offered her his heart? Why would she want to?

The tent was lit by many, many candles. It was asif he had brought the stars insde for her. They made
the place mydterious and magicd, redolent of beeswax, and honey, and cool blue smoke.

Thar warm glow lent more gold to Simon's dready bright har and eyes. His black tunic was
embroidered in wide bands of gold thread. It looked like they'd both dressed in the best they had for this
mesting.

He stood as she stepped toward him, his hands il stretched out to her. She took them, and fdt the
hard caluses of his pdms rub againg the smooth skin of her hands. The contrast sent a shiver of desire
through her.

She looked up, met a gaze that was filled with fire, a flame far more intense than the pale glow of the
endrding candles. The expresson in those eyes turned from entreating to commanding as he pulled her
to him. She was drawn to his sudden imperiousness, and into his embrace. His touch filled her with
inexorable need. The arrogant planes of his face reminded her of a hawk's as he siwept down on her.

They came together in the center of the circle of fire. Their lips touched and dung hungrily. This was
no time for tentative exploration, need drove them together.

"I've been waiting for you my whole life" he told her in a breathless moment between kisses.

" know," she told him. And she did. "l arrived gift wrapped for you. And I'm glad."

"Y ou shouldn't be." He traced hisfingers over her lips.

"Jacqueswasright dl dong.”

Smon laughed softly in her ear. "Let's not tak about Jacques right now."



"All right,”" she agreed, as her hands came up beneeth his tunic.

He fdt them splayed againg the bare skin of his back, and quivered with desire as her fingers played
down his ribs. "No Jacques. Just you and me. Youre dl I've ever needed. | was a fool not to see it
sooner.”

"I loveyou," shetold him.

Hed heard her say the words before. Now he truly listened. He truly believed. He hadn't known how
much hed longed to hear the words until she spoke and they penetrated deep into his heart.

He kissed her throat. ™Y ou make me whole" Then his mouth daimed hers once more, "Newborn with
loving you."

He touched her hair, it ran heavily through his fingers, pure black, shimmering and dive in the light. "So
beautiful.”

Diane had never fdt beautiful before this moment. She was beautiful, for him. With him. She was dive
with desire, near to drowning with the fedings he aroused in her. She closed her eyes and gave hersdf
over to her other senses. He tasted and amdled and fdt absolutely mae, hard-muscled and powerful.
She pressed hersdf to him, gave her hands free reign over his body, as he did hers. New, fiery pleasure
blossomed wherever they touched.

It seemed only moments before their layered dothing lay piled benesth them on the tent floor. All that
finery had just gotten in the way, but it made a comfortable enough mattress.

Smon lifted himsdf to his knees and looked down upon the splendor of Diane's unclothed body. Her
skin was golden-pale, bathed in the gleam of candles, contrasted to the dark blues and blacks of ther
cast off garments. Her lips were lifted in an inviting amile, the peaks of her round breasts srained toward
him. Her arms reached up to draw him to her. He shook with his own need, fought to stay restrained
when he wanted to snk down upon her, into her. He had never fdt so welcomed in his life, and he
wanted to savor the moment.

He gestured toward the other Sde of the tent. "I had thought to use the bed.”

"Don't need it." Her words came out in an eager pant.

"Areyouwd|?Not siff and sore from theride?’

She threw her head back againg the crumpled-up sk of her overdress. Her laughter rang out like the
quavering of a bel. "I'm fine" She spread her legs welcomingly. "But | could be better.”



Smon stroked her thighs, and the moigt crevice that waited for him. She squirmed. He said, "I might
not use you as tenderly as—"

"Now!" she interrupted. "Make love to me right now, Smon!" she demanded.

He responded indantly to her eagerness, and the demands of his own body. He filled her and made
her his with one swift stroke. She moaned and called out his name as he came deep indde her, and he st
a hard, fagt rhythm that she rose eagerly to meset.

Smon knew he had never heard a more beautiful sound than that of her voice as thar bodies me ded.
Nor had he fet anything so wonderful as the ecstasy that shattered dl thought at the ingtant he spilled his
seed into her.

Smon collgpsed into her embrace. He had fdt accepted in other women's beds, but he had never
known this enguifing welcome. He knew without words that she wanted to be with no one ese but him.
That she would not turn away, not retreat into hersdf now tha the deed was done. She was here with
him as she had been with him, body and soul, in the act of love.

He could have wept on her breast, but Diane greeted him with soft laughter and a gentle kiss on the
temple. She hugged him to hersdf and shared her happiness at what they had just done. He couldn't cry,
not even with joy, he was too happy for tears.

Diane saw the hint of meanchaly in the amile Smon gave her. She remembered that held had a wife,
and at least one mistress. It occurred to her that naither of these women had given a damn about Smon
de Argent. It twisted her heart, and angered her.

"Hasn't anyone ever loved you before?

The question was out before she could stop it. Smon's eyes went dark with pain, his gaze shifted from
hers.

"Tdk to me" she pleaded. She touched his cheek, and he turned his head to kiss her pdm. Sated
though she was, desire fluttered through her again. It distracted her only a moment. "Is every woman in
this century afool?' she questioned. "Don't they know you're the most wonderful man in the world?!

"It only matters that one woman thinks s0." He gave her a teasing look. He ran his fingers down her
ribcage. It tickled, and he knew it. "That womean is you, | trust? Or must | go on a quest to find the
woman who thinks I'm wonderful ?*

"No quests needed,” she answered. "No other woman need gpply." She wagged a finger in his face.
"Keep tickling me, however, and I'll bite



Her hand did down his chest, and then further down. The fingers that had been admonishing hm a
moment before closed around his member. Smon gasped. And began to rise.

"Do you think | can tup dl night for your pleasure?" he questioned as her fingers played him with grest
ill. "I'm no young buck who car—"

"Of course you can." Her voice was aultry, her touch inggtent. "For both our pleasure.”

"Diane. I—Oh, that is sweet. Well, perhaps I'm not as tired as I—AR!"

He wasn't quite sure how she managed to rall him onto his back, but he landed there, with her on top
of him. She leaned forward, offering her breasts to his eager touch. Her kiss was a long, scorching,
delicious tease.

He was hard, pulsng with need, his blood burned, and he was ready to make love dl night by the time
ghe straddled him.
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"Thee areabit amdler than | remember.”

Smon's hands were on her breasts. Diane opened her eyes. "What?'

They were on the bed, hdf covered in warm, soft furs. She wasn't sure how they'd gotten there, but
ghe was glad Smon traveled with dl the comforts of home. The candles were long since burned out and
daylight filtered in through the white fabric of the tent walls. It was light enough to see the bemused look
on his face.

He bent his head and ran his tongue around first one nipple, then the other, leaving them puckered and
hard by the time he was done.

"You didn't have to stop,” she told him as he went back to weighing her breasts in his pams.

"They aresmdl things" hesad.

"Thanksalot."

"Beautiful,” he went on. "Perfect. But | remember how they looked as they moved beneath the slk
dress you wore when you firg arrived.” He planted a kiss on each breast. "l had never seen anything so



arousing as the way you looked in that dress.”

She propped hersdf up on her ebows. "Oh, yeah? You liked it?" It was nice to know tha hed
noticed what she'd worn, even though it was months after the fact.

"Veay much. And those flimsy, provocative—things— you wore undernesth.”

"Underwear. You liked my fancy underwear?' He nodded. "Good."

Thet flimsy bit of ivory lace had cost enough. And to think she'd only been wearing it for hersdlf, not in
hopes that the perfect man might offer to take it off of her. / could do some serious damage for this
man at Victoria's Secret, she thought.

"I it hadn't gotten dragged through the mud I'd wear it for you again,” she told him. "Slk dress,
Wonderbra, and dl."

Then she sat up laughing, knowing what held meant when held said her breasts looked bigger that
night. Wdll, she wasn't going to explain the mechanics of padding them and pushing them up under her
chin when held told her that her breasts were perfect when she wasn't wearing anything at dl. She didn't
want to talk. She wanted to make love again.

Yves, however, came into the tent before she could suggest it. Smon pulled the covers up over her
and turned to his servant. "Are the horses saddled?' he asked. "What about the men, and provisions?'

"All isready, my lord," Y ves answered.

"Good."

Smon got out of bed. She noticed that he was dready modly dressed. Yves took a heavy woolen
tunic out of a chest and handed it to Simon. He put it on, then accepted his swordbelt from the servant.
Diane watched him dress with the depressing redization that they weren't going to have a lasurdy
morning to themsdves.

Smon spoke to Y ves. "Have Diane's woman bring her warmest clothes for the journey.”

"Yes, my lord," Yvessaid, and went out again.

Diane threw back the covers, and was caught by a blast of cold ar from Yvess departure. She
scrambled out of bed and into the shift Smon tossed her from the pile on the floor.



"What's going on?" she asked as she found her discarded shoes. "Are you hungry?'
“Famished," hesad. "Weé'releaving."
"Before breskfast?!

Smon amiled at the astonished, disgruntled look on Diane's face. "Well eat on the road." He went to
her, and pushed a strand of har out of her face. He kissed her forehead. "We ddlied late, and | let you
deep longer than | should just because | enjoyed watching you. Now we mugt ride hard to make up lost
time"

"Do we haveto go?'
"Y%"

She looked around the tent. " Couldn't we just take a few days off from the Middle Ages and be with
esch other?'

He put his hand on her shoulder. "We are going to be together, for as long as | can manage. I'm going
to keep you as safe as possble. Were returning to Marbeau, my love. As quickly as we can. Though it
grieves me to do without the amenities due my station you and | and a few men will ride ahead.” He
gestured at the contents of his private traveling quarters. "It won't be as comfortable as this, but it will be
quicker." He grinned & her. "I have a big bed a Marbeau, youll recdl.”

Diane shivered in the morning cold as her woman came in with her clothes. The woman looked
disgpproving, but made no comment as she helped Diane dress.

"And afireplace," Diane said. "'l have fond memories of being warm in your bedroom.”
He amirked. "I'll keep you warm there. | promise.”
" bet."

Once she was finished he took her hand and led her outsde. The horses were indeed saddled and
waiting, along with a group of mounted soldiers and a pack horse. They were dl just outside the tent. The
tent where she and Smon had been making love. Where everyone knew they'd been meking love. Diane
blushed.

"There is absolutely no privacy in this world. | hate that." Smon held her irrup while she mounted,
then he ran his hand up her cadf—while everybody in the area avidly watched. "Don't do thet!"



He laughed. "Lagt night you were the one who wasn't shy.”
She shooed him away. "That waslast night. In private."

He smirked, and swung up into the saddle of his gdlion. "Privacy,” he said. "Another reason to hurry
home"

"Then what are we waiting for?' Diane asked, and urged her mount forward.

CHAPTER 25

"Where did you learn to ride so well?"

Diane took her gaze off the threstening clouds that loomed above the bare tree branches, and looked
a Smon. It seemed like the further they'd ridden during the day, the darker it had gotten. "I think it's
going to snow.”

He glanced up at the sky. "That's likely."

Diane didn't like the idea of being caught in a blizzard, but was a hit reassured by Smon's lack of
concern. If a seasoned native didn't worry about the weather, she didn't suppose she should. "It's just
that I'm used to a more controlled environment,” she told him.

Smon had only the vaguest notion of what her words sgnified. "Your words have meaning, but no
sense” he told her. "Theré's so much about you | do not know."

"I don't know much about you, ether," she agreed.

"But more than | know about you. Where did you learn to ride so wdl?' he repeated his earlier
question.

He was pleased that she had spent many hours in the saddle without complaint, and had no trouble
managing her animd over rough forest terrain. She hadn't asked usdess questions, ether. She had done
no more than give im a curious look when held directed the party off the road to ride across the
countryside. If she was worried about danger she hid it well. Or, perhaps she trusted him to protect her.
He hoped the trust was not misplaced.

Then, again, perhaps she smply did not comprehend that they were fleaing for their lives.



"I had a horse when | was a kid," she answered. "And years of lessons. All little girls love horses,
right?'

"No," he replied. "I tried to teach Fdice to ride. She hated it. So | left her to her prayers and
needlework.”

He wished now he had spent more time with his daughter. He cared for her more than mogt fathers
did for girl children, certainly more then his father had for his Sgters, but it didn't fed like it had been

enough.

Diane reached over and touched his arm. It distracted him from his guilty musings. "'She turned out
jud fing" Diane said. "Fdice is one smart kid. Like her father.”

"And how did you know | was thinking about my daughter? Are you a mind reader as wel as
dorytdler?'

"I recognized the brooding look,” she answered. "The source was easy to guess. And I'm not a
doryteler.”

"What are you, then? A noblewoman, certainly, if you owned a horse. What sort of life did Jacques
snatch you from?"

Were you happy? he wondered. Did she missit terribly? Was there another man there? One who had
aright to her love and loyaty? Should he ask her these questions? He didn't know if he wanted to know
the answers. It worried him when she was slent for along time.

Diane wasn't sure how to explan how shéed lived in her own time. Smon's world had a smple
hierarchy; people with swords—the ones with property and the ones who worked for them; people who
prayed for a living, servants—lots of those; wizards and witches, ancllay womenfolk that were
addressed as Lady this or Lady that. She wasn't quite sure what most of the noblewomen shed
encountered did for aliving—needlework and degping with the guys with the swords, she guessed. Her
place in this line-up was ambiguous a best, but probably essier to define than her role in her own time.

"I didnt redly have a place in my own world,” she sad findly. "I hate to admit it, but | was totdly
usdless. | had ajob, but it didn't have any meaning. | never did anything that meant anything.” She gave a
derigve snort of laughter. "I wrote articles for a film megazine. | thought wetching old movies was the
mos wonderful and sgnificant thing anybody could do." She looked a Simon. "I was a complete
dacker, and | didn't even redize it. Can you bdieve thet?'

"I don't know," hereplied. "What did you just say?"



She dghed. No, it wasn't possble to explan what she had done a home, snce she hadn't done
anything. "It's not important. What matters is that I'm here now, with you."

"Then Jacques did not take you from a life you cared for?'

She heard the hope in his voice, and it made her amile But it was a sad amile Maybe her life hadn't
hed any meaning before Smon came into it, but there were many things about it she missed. Not just the
comforts, though she certainly longed for things like toothpaste and modern medicine,

"I miss my family," she admitted. "Ther€s a lot of us, parents and a brother and two sigters. I've got
two nieces and a nephew. My grandparents come to vigt at least once a year—the ones from Hong
Kong. I've only met the Scottish relatives a few times. They don't quite approve of Mom," she added
with an annoyed frown. "Things haven't changed that much from your time, | guess.”

Smon noticed that she had not mentioned a husband, or lover. He wanted to think that she was
honorable enough not to have come to love himif there had been another manin her life. After dl, not al
women were fathless vixens

"Your father," he asked, "is he a man of property? A warrior? How did he provide for his son and
daughters? Y ou weren't meant for a convent, | hope? Y our talent for lovemaking would be wasted if you
were," he added with a teesng smirk. Then he shook an admonishing finger a her. "And how did you
learn such things as proper maidens should never know if you are not a traveling Soryteller?!

"Sexig pig," she answered. "Why shouldn't a woman know as much about sex as a man? We like it."

Hegrinned. "1 wasn't complaining.”

She tossed her head haughtily. "Y ou better not. Besides, | come from a place where men and women
are equd.” Compared to here, that is, she addend to hersdf. "A woman is free to do whatever she
wants in my world. | admaost went into my father's profession.”

Simon chose not to comment on such foolishness. " About your father?!

"He desgnsjewery. Hesfamousfor it."

Simon nodded. "An artisan. | see”

"And he owns a house on three acres on Vashon Idand. So, yeah, | guess he fits your idea of a
|landowner."



This was indeed curious. "How can an artisan own land? That is againg dl—"

"And my mother works for a recording company,” she interrupted.

"Your mother—?'

"You look like your brain is frying, dear. | think we better drop this conversation.”

"] do not understand,”" he admitted.

"It doesn't matter.”

Diane wished held never brought the subject up. Thinking about her family made the homesickness
worse. She hadn't redlized how much she'd kept it buried until Smon started asking her questions.

"What about your family?' she asked him. It was a thoughtless, stupid question, considering what had
happened in the last few days. "I'm sorry. The words just came—"

He put his hand up to slence here. "It is all right. There are some things you should know. You have
but to ask."

The wind was growing colder, the day darker. She noticed a few flakes of snow in the air. She looked
around, at the bare trees and withered undergrowth, at the other riders, anywhere but a Smon de
Argent while she tried not to ask the question she wanted to.

"Youwill have heard," he said for her, "that | killed my wife"

Diane looked down at her gloved hands. She fiddled with the horse's reins. She let the nervous slence
draw out a little too long before she said, "l heard, but | don't bdieveit."

Beside her, Smon gave a low, unarrused laugh. "And why is that?"

"Because Vivienne told me" she answered. She looked a him. He was looking at his hands. Hands
that were cenched in hard figs around his reins. Diane took a deep breath. "Vivienne told me you
murdered your wife. She told me that's why Denis hates you. She tried to make me believe lots of things
thet aren't true.”

"My wife is dead. My son hates me. Y ou've seen me kill."



"Never without agood reason.”

His expression was grim, his eyes full of old anger. "My wife betrayed me with another man. That's a
good reason.”

"| fill don't bdievewhat Viviennetold me."

"Why shouldn't you believe her? She doesn't dways lie"

"But she knows how to twist thetruth, | bet."

He nodded. "Better than anyone else | have ever known. Vivienne can make you believe day's night,
even whilethe sunis burning you raw. Denis believes everything she told him about what happened to
Genevieve. And I'm not sure of the truth myself.”

"What did happen?'

Simon swallowed hard. "It isalong, sad tale.”

Diane thought they'd come too far in this conversation for him to try to worm out of an explanation
now. "l've told you a few tales, my lord. Time you paid me back in kind."

He quirked abrow at her. "But you want atruetae.”

"Fair'sfair," sheindgsed.

"Very wdl. | took my wife to the countesss court in Poitiers. She found she liked the life there, soft,
luxurious, full of song and dalliance. | played courtier games mysdf, flirted with the grand ladies, sang
love songs to them. It was only a diverson for me. | meant nothing by it. | held my wedding vows sacred
—Tlike any other vow. | never took another woman into my bed until Genevieve was . . . dead.”

"Oh," Diane said. It was a whally inadequate word to use, but she didn't think he would accept any of
the sympathy that flooded her. All she could hope was that talking about it would help purge him of the
quilt she fdt from him. "And?'

"He was my best friend at court. A man of great sophitication, of easy laughter and ready wit.
Handsome."

"More handsome than you? Get red ."



Her quick, indignant words made him amile, just a brief twist of his lips, that turned into a sneer as he
sad, "He had dark har and flashing black eyes. Adultery was the fashion in Poitiers. Genevieve followed
the fashion. | cursed the day we went to Countess Eleanor's court, vowed to do whet | could to bring her
decadent house down, and then | brought my wife home to Marbeau.”

"Whichiswhere shedied?'

He shook his head. "No. Not at Marbeau. She died done, in exile"

Diane could see that Smon was furious with himsdf over this. "Why?'

"l sent her away."

"After you brought her home. | don't understand? Did you lock her up in a convent, or something?'
Like you tried to do with me, she thought, but this was no time to bring his high-handed treatment of
her into this.

"No," he said. "I did my best to forgive her, for the children's sake, for the life | thought we had built
together. | wanted us to go on as we had. How foolish that must sound to you."

Diane remembered the bruises on Fdice's face. She remembered the nasty threets Thierry had made
to her. She had a good idea how men normdly treated women in this world. Smon had cdled her his
chattel, but he had never treated her like his possession. She supposed he had that right in this time and
place where men held absolute power over women. Simon, she thought, was an exceptiona men in any
time He was a paragon of compasson and virtue in this one.

"You're a good man, Smon de Argent,” she told him. "And nobody seems to have sense enough to
redize it. All you were trying to do was save your mariage. That's not foolish. What went wrong?'

"Genevieve didn't want to stay. She wanted to be with her lover. She pointed out that we did not love
esch other, and it was true. She wanted more than contentment.” Smon gave Diane a long look. "Now |
know what she meant. | understand the sacrifices she was willing to make for love. Then | thought the life
in Poitiers had driven her mad.”

"Whet did you do?"

"I let her go. Only—" He choked on the word, then went on, voice rough. "It was winter, gorming. |
was furious. And | sent her out into the storm. She caught a fever during the journey, and died of it. So,
you see, | had a hand in my wifé's death though | didn't ddiver the blow."

She would have answered something, she knew, but before any words came to her, Smon spurred



his horse forward through the flying snow. He rode quickly past the guard riding point and was soon out
of 9ght on the twiging path. Diane didn't try to follow. She was frozen, but not by the cold winter air.
The burning cold thet filled her was reaction to Smon's pain. She had never known that you could hurt
more for someone ese than you could for yoursdf.

She cursed hersdf for having made him talk about his wife. She worried that he wouldn't come back.
She fussed and fretted in fretful Slence as the short afternoon and the miles went by. Fortunatdly, the
Sow soon stopped.

They had made camp and she was helping to gather firewood when Smon & last came riding up. Her
heart legpt panfully at the sght of him. She hurried forward.

He jumped down from his horse and took her in his arms, forcing her to drop the sticks she'd picked
up. "Do you hate me?' he asked.

"Hdl, no." It was not, perhaps, the mogt doquent way of expressng hersdf, but the question had
taken her by surprise. "'l love you."

"I thought that after you knew about whet | did to Genev—"

"Genevieve is responsble for her own mistaked" Diane shouted. They were inches apart, Smon
blinked and jerked his head back at her ydl. She took his face between her hands. "Isn't she?' She
suspected tough love would work better on this man than squishy sympathy.

"Y ou sound like Jacques."

"He's very wise. Totdly unethicd,” she amended. "But wise"

"Wizardslive by their own rules”

"And take responsbility for their own actions?'

"Jud as you think everyone should?' he questioned back. She gave a decisve nod. "I've thought a
great ded snce | left you," he went on. "I ended up thinking that perhaps | dreamed that you cared for
me. | feared that no one could care for me"

"Youre anidiat," she answered lovingly. "An over-imaginative idiot.”

He gave her his most superior glare. "You don't have to be quite so blunt.”



"And you can givetheguilt arest.”

Smon believed he understood the thrugt of what Diane said. Perhaps he had punished himsdf for too
long. But how did he stop? How did he forgive himsdf? He'd spent the last hours asking himsdf that. The
only answer that mede sense was that he did it with Dianes help. That he accept her bdief in his
goodness and try to believe in it himsdf. Then his mind had wandered onto the posshility that she
couldnt care for im and he'd rushed back to confront her.

"I am an over-imaginative idiot," he agreed with her. "A hungry one" He sraightened, and took her
hands in his "What's for dinner?'

"Men," she complained, and led him toward the camp-fire.

CHAPTER 26

Three days of deeping on a bedrall on the ground, even wrapped in Simon's arms, were three
days too many as far as Diane was concerned. She woke up more giff and sore each morning, and
more in need of a bath dl the time. The cold permesated her bones, and that made her dream about long,
hot baths as much as the dirt on her skin and clothes did.

Still, she enjoyed the waking up in Simon's arms part. She loved the closeness they shared when they
lay down each night by the campfire, wrapped in ther cloaks and a fur blanket. They shared body heet
and whispered conversations in the dark. She would rest her head over his heart, or he would rest his
head on her breasts and it would be so peaceful. Desire hummed between them congantly in the night,
and their hands often roamed, though he had an easier time of it Snce she wasn't wearing a layer of iron
rings under her outer clothes. They exchanged long, deep kisses, whispered endearments and
confidences. She liked it when she made him laugh, loved the way the sound of his amusement rumbled
in her ear.

She would have loved to be able to make love, but not in a camp full of his men. And not to a man
who wouldn't take off his chain mall, even to deep. Besides, it was 4ill public, no matter how dark.
Anyway, it was too cold to get naked, and she refused to get her clothes any more messed up than they
dready were. Smon said he didn't understand her reticence, but, not being a raw boy, he was adle to
contain his animd lugt until he could get her donein his bed.

"With any luck, thatll be sometime today,” she said as she helped him rall up ther bedding on the
fourth day of the journey. "I thought you said we were teking a shortcut,” she said when he gave her a
curious look.

He handed the bedrall to one of his men, then gave her a hand up. "Did | say that?' He touched her
cheek. "Dont fret, it's not far to Marbeau.”



The horses were saddled and ready to go, her and Simon's bedding the last thing to be loaded onto
the pack-horse. The fire was out, the ashes scattered. It was time to go. They dways ate a breakfast of
dde bread and dried fruit as they rode, and passed around a skin of watered wine. Smon helped her
onto the horse and handed up her rations. Then he mounted his ddlion and led the way out of the
cearing where they'd spent the night.

Diare ate her bread as they rode dong, and watched the men who surrounded her. They were slent,
det. Tense. She found it rather conspicuous that she was in the center of a protective circle of
horsemen. Smon rode ahead. His bright hair was hidden by a chain mal coif. He dways rode in full
armor, dl the men did. For some reason, this fact took on ominous significance for her this morning. This
morning they looked like they expected trouble.

Diare tried to tdl hersdf that she was just being paranoid. Except that after a while she heard the
hoofbeats coming up behind them. They were being followed.

"Damn!" The vehement whisper burst out of her on aflash of terror.

Terror that turned to desperate anger amoment later as Simon turned his head to meet her gaze. His
look was full of reassurance, but she saw the worry deep in his eyes. Her anger was for him. The man
deserved some peace, somerest. Why couldn't they leave him aone?

And who were they anyway?

She |eft the center of the pack and moved up besde Smon. He didn't look happy to have her
company. "Does the whole world have a contract out on you?' she asked.

"What? The world is a war," he went on before she could explain.

"With you, specifically?”

"Unfortunately, yes."

She glanced behind her. "We're being followed.”

"We've been followed thewhole way."

“Why?

He quirked a brow at her, though the sardonic gesture was impeded by the mail hood that covered his
forehead.



"Stupid question,” she agreed. "Why do these people intend to attack you?"

"I'm not sure.”

"Why aren't you sure?"

"Because, | don't know which particular enemy is about to catch up with us”

"Oh." Hewasright, the world was a war with him.

One of Simon's men rode out of the trees ahead of them. He pointed to the way held come. "The
ground opens up around those boulders yonder. A good place to make a sand.”

Smon nodded, then he gave orders to his men. Diane remained slent while Smon organized the
horsemen for a bettle.

Another scout came up from the rear to report, "1 counted no more than fifteen, my lord."

Dianés somach clenched with tenson. Fifteen. Smon had only 9x men with him. Seven agang
fifteen. She hated the odds. Smon seemed unconcerned. In fact, his expresson was so cold and
unreadable he might have been carved from marble.

He asked, "Whose colors do the horsemen wear?"

"Frances, my lord."

"How flattering,” he drawled. "It seems the king himsdlf will be disappointed at our survival.”

The men laughed at his bravado. Diane didn't see anything funny in the Situation.

"Couldn't wejust run for it?" she asked.

"That's exactly what you're going to do,” Smon told her as they reached the clearing. He pointed to
the left. "Marbeau is that way. Y ou can be there by sunset.”

"I'm not leaving you."

"You'll cometo aroad. Go west onit."



"l sad I'm not going. | can help you.”

"Can you use a sword?" His hard expresson didn't change. She shook her head. "Can my lady widd
a bow?'

"No. But—"

"We don't have time to argue, Diane. My men and | have a better chance of winning this fight if we
don't have to worry about protecting a woman. Y ou have a better chance of surviving if you're not here.”
He stroked two fingers across her cheek, and traced her lips. His soft touch belied the harsh look on his
face. "'l want you to survive, Diane."

How was she supposed to survive without him? She aso had to agree with his logic. She would just
oet in the way If she stayed. She wanted to do whatever she could to improve Smon de Argent's
chances.

"Damnit, Smon."

"I know," he said. He stroked her cheek again. She kissed his gloved padm. "It's hard to part with
someone when you don't know if youll see them again.”

"Damnright, it'shard.”

"Trust me. Wewon't be parted long.”

She sighed. "Don't get dead.”

"My lord!" one of hismen cdled. "They're corring!"

"I wont," he promised. He pointed to her escape route. "Go."

She wheded her horse and kicked it into a run. She didn't look back, not even when she heard the
shouts and the clash of swords.

This was her fault, Diane thought as she put distance between hersdf and the fighting. She had gotten
him into trouble with the King of France. The king had wanted Smon to marry, to make an dliance with
France. Instead, Smon had chosen her. He'd chosen love over duty, and he was in trouble because of it.

"It's dl my fault," Diane told the horse, and wiped tears off her face. She was very nearly blinded as



the tears continued to fal. Her moistened cheeks burned painfully in the cold wind. "If Smon survives™
she vowed, "Il make it up to him somehow. I'll make him happy. | swear to God I'll make him happy. Il
never leave him. | won't let anyone hurt him. Somehow.”

She found a dirt track and turned onto it, making a guess about which way was west. The temptation
was to go back to Smon's sde. She fought it and went on—only to ride straight into a group of warriors
watering their horses as she reached a Stream.

One of the men grabbed her horse's reins before she could turn and flee.

Another man planted himsdf in front of her on the narrow path. "Hold! Who are you?'

Diane nearly fainted with reaction as she recognized the man. Since she didn't have the time or luxury
for fanting, she threw back her hood and shouted, "Joscdin, Smon's being attacked!™

The young knight peered at her out of narrowed eyes. "Diane?’

"Smon and his men are fighting in a clearing back that way. They're outnumbered two to one by—"

"You can speak?' Joscelin looked stunned, and not a little frightened. His men milled around her as he
continued to stare at her.

"I can speak.” She leaned forward over the neck of her horse, and spoke, dowly and carefully. "Get
going. Your liege lord needs you, Joscdin. Right now."

"ltsamiracle"

"Yes" she agreed. "Well discuss it when you get back.”

His face lit with a sudden amile. "Y ou're back! Y ou can spesk!”

"Lord Simon," she replied, "needs your strong right arm, fair r." Joscdin liked that sort of language.

"Of course," he said, with adecisve nod.

He quickly mounted his horse and ordered his men back dong the way shed come. He left one man
to guide her to Marbeau. Diane counted eght horsemen, plus some foot soldiers as Joscdin's patrol
hurried off.



She just hoped the reinforcements didn't come too |ate.
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"| told you to trust me."

Diane rushed from the warmth of the hearth and into Simon's open ams. Sheld been standing by the
fire for hours. Not even Jacques had been adle to get her to leave the great hdl. She knew Smon would
come there first when he came home. So, she waited for him there.

When his arms closed around her she was nearly crushed, and she didn't mind a bit. She was holding
him as hard and tight as she could. People gathered curioudy around them in the hdl, but she paid them
no mind.

"I'm never letting you out of my gght again,” she told him. "Never, ever again." Then she remembered
that held been in a battle and hed him out at arm's length to look a him. "Are you hurt? Are you 4l
right?"

His eyes glittered with merriment. "Do you have bailing water ready?"

"Of course. Where are you wounded?'

"I'mnot.”

"But you need boiling—"

"l just want abath, darling.”

Diane very nearly collapsed with rdief. "Don't scare me like that!"

He drew her to him and put his am around her shoulders. "Come and hdp me bathe."

She wanted nothing more than to get him aone, but hestated and looked around as other men
followed Smon into the hall. "The wounded?'

"The dead are in the chapd," he told her, and urged her toward the gtairs. "There are no wounded.”

"Youwon?'



"We logt fewer men," he answered. "Were within the protection of my stronghold.”

She hated the fact that he was baeing equivocd. She hated thinking that he'd won one battle, but that he
was dill & war. She didn't want him to be harm's way ever again. She didn't know what she could do
about it, so she relaxed againg him and went with him up the gtairs to his chamber.

Smon caled for a bath as they went, and servants scurried ahead of them to prepare it. A warming
blaze roared in the fireplace by the time they arrived. Candles illuminated the room, the bed was turned
down, reveding fresh linens. Water soon steamed in the copper tub.

Smon swept Diane into a passionate kiss the moment the door closed behind the servants. Her lips
were 0 swedt, pliant and demanding a once. Her mouth tasted of strong wine that brought him back to
life His weariness faded with the intoxication of her kiss. Her fingers combed through his tangled hair.
When they caught in a snarl the dight pain brought him back to himsdf. He stepped back.

"How can you bear my stench?' he asked her. He unfastened his cloak and let it drop to the floor. His
surcoat followed. "Hep me with this" Diane assisted him in tugging off the heavy chain mall coat. It
chinked and clattered as it joined his outer clothes on the rushes. Dian€'s fingers then worked nimbly at
the ties of the padded shirt that came off next. Beneath that was his linen undertunic, and, findly, bare
in.

Diane didn't stop when she found his flesh. Her hands continued to roam over his chest and back and
shoulders. She stroked him from his bdly up to his throat and back down again. Her fingers trailed fire.
Smon threw his head back and let them roam at will wherever they would. He wasn't quite sure how
long it was before she had him completely naked, or how the operation was accomplished. He did know
that he no longer craved a bath. All he wanted was her.

She dill took him by the hand and led him to the tub. "I want you clean dl over,” she said with a amile
that tantalized and promised dl at once.

"Then I'll have you in here with me" he told her as he settled into the herb-scented, wondroudy hot
water.

She handed him a pot of soap and a washcloth. He used them without paying much attention to what
he did while he watched her undress. He was swesting from more than just the near-scading water by
the time she stood unclothed before him. Her youthful flesh looked like it had been coated in honey. He
longed to lick her dl over, to have the honey-taste of her on his tongue.

Diane loved the way Smon looked at her when she was naked, with an admiration that was close to
worship. Not to mention hot-eyed lus. No one had ever made her fed so femde, so wanted, and so
wanton. Wanton. What a wonderful, medieval word. She said it aloud.



"Wanton."

He hdd a hand out to her. "So you are. So am |. Come here"

The tub wasn't big. There wasn't redly room for both of them. She didn't mind the intimate contact of
his wet kin againg hers at dl as she did into the water with him. His hard-muscled flesh was dippery
with soap. She rubbed againgt him, then ran her hands over her body. His hands followed where she led.

She cupped water in her pdms and oilled it over her breasts and his chest. The wetness and soft
sogp made their bodies dippery, smooth and dick where they rubbed together. The contact was eectric.
The tenson ddicious. The act of washing each other turned into a dow, sensud dance.

When they dimbed ungteedily out of the tub, dl Smon wanted was to carry Diane to the bed and
have her. They dripped water onto the floor as they moved, cool now from ther having spent too long a
loveplay. Fortunately, warm air circulated in the room from the fireplace. Candidight danced around
them, reminding Simon of the night they'd spent in his tent. That had been a perfect night. This would be
another.

"l want to give you beautiful nights™ he told her. "To save up memories for when—"

Diane kissed him before he could finish, and he was glad. He had to wrap a cocoon of protection
around her, to arrange thair time together so that she would come away from it without regrets.

His only regret a few moments later was when Diane moved away from him. He put a hand out to
stop her, but she avoided his touch, and went down on her knees before him.

"What's this?" he asked, bresthless with his need for her. "Doing homage to your lord at such a time?
Come to bed and do me sarvice there. I'1—"

When her lips touched his erection he ran out of words.

A moment later he could manage no more sound than a strangled, "Ah—!"

This was homage indeed, given with her soft lips and flickering tongue. He had never fdt anything like
this before. He had heard of this erotic practice, but had never before experienced it.

He closed his eyes, and dl the world was centered in his groin.

Then shetook the entire length of him into her mouth.



"Holy Mother!"
His hips bucked and his hands tangled in her hair as sweet tension built and built in his groin.
Then she pulled away. He wanted to scream.

She yanked him down onto her instead, wrapped her legs around his waist and guided his throbbing
member ingde her. He roared as need drove him hard and fast, and brought him to a shaitering climax.
No woman had ever given hersdf so completely, so fredy.

When he collgpsed onto her, spent and weary, dl he could do was teil her, "I love you," over and
over, and then babble nonsense like a youth with his first maiden.

At some point, he thought he promised her the moon, the stars, and dl he owned if shed only stay
with him forever and a day.

Much later, they got up, found the bed, and she taught him how to pleasure her in the same way she'd
sidfied him.

CHAPTER 27

"Christmasin]anuary? You'rekidding."
"Joking?" Jacques asked. "No, of course not.”

Diane looked down at Simon from where she perched on the edge of his chair. "When did Chrigmas
0get to be in January?'

He took a dp of wine, and passed the goblet to her. "When did it get to be a any other time?'

Diane carefully turned the goblet so that she drank from where Smon's lips had touched. It was
unsanitary, but shed learned that this was a very romantic way of showing affection here. She
remembered how offended sheld been the firg time Smon had tried to share a cup with her. She
chuckled at how oblivious she'd been to the flirting Sgnas when he was trying to court her.

"Chrigmas" she said after sheld taken a Sp of wine, "is on December twenty-fifth."

"January sixth," Simon promptly answered.



She touched his shoulder, then played with a shining lock of his hair. The glow from the fireplace
meade it ook like pure gold. "If you say s0."

"The question is" Jacques said, from his seat on the other Sde of the fireplace, "are the two of you
going to come out of this room long enough to celebrate the holiday?"

Smon exchanged a look with Diane. She giggled, and he fdt himsdf flush like a lad. "1 have been
meking the occasiona appearance in hdl," he pointed out to the wizard. "And at fighting practice.”

Jacques took a chunk of cheese from the tray Yves hdd out. He chewed thoughtfully, and all the
while eyed them with a tessing dint in his eyes. "Aslittle as possble in the last fifteen days," he sad after
hed swalowed. He made a show of looking around. "I don't know what you find so interesting in here.”

"It's something you placed in here yoursdf,” Smon told the wizard. Jacques gave a satidfied nod.
Simon touched Diane's hand, and they shared a warm smile. "Something so precious, | have to keep it
close by and sheltered,” he added.

He waved Yves away when the servant offered him the food. The servant turned deferentidly to
Diane.

"Thanks" she said, and placed divers of cheese and meat between dices of bread she'd toasted over
the fire

It pleased Smon that Y ves amiled a her when she spoke to him. Yves moved back into the shadows
after Diane finished making what she called a sandwich. Smon dways trusted Yves to be there, waiting
to serve. He was a good man. Smon hoped he would be loyd to Diane in the future. For Smon was
formulating a plan of setting her up in a smdl household of her own.

Not that he had mentioned this to Diane yet. He and Diane had talked of little, and much, as the deep
days of winter passed. He had tuned his lute, and played and sang to her. She had told him stories. They
learned about each other's lives, and he avoided speaking of the future. They had the warmth of the fire
and the bed, and each other. They had made love endlesdy, and every hour had been precious.

Even though he had invited Jacques to join them for dinner tonight, he resented the old man's intruson
on thair idyll. "I suppose you want to have a Chrismeas feast?"

"Of course Jacques rubbed his hands together eagerly. "I'm like a child, 1 know, but | do love
parties.

"Me too," Diane declared as she swalowed the last bite of her sandwich. "I love the whole Chrigmas
package—the tree, the presents, the lights and carols.”



"What?' Simon and Jacques asked together.

Diane leaned back againg the chair as she looked from one blank face to the other. "Okay." Not only
was the holiday celebrated on a different date, the customs were obvioudy different. "I might as well get
with the program,” she said. "I'll just have to enjoy it however you observe it."

She wasn't sure how she fdt about leaving Smon's chamber. She was aware that at least a couple of
weeks had passed snce they'd gotten back from Paris, but it hadn't seemed like any time at dl. She fdlt
safe here. Which was jugt the way Smon wanted her to fed, she knew. She supposed she should try to
make a place for hersdf. She'd made that vow before, and then backdid into concentrating on loving
Smon. His world was part of wha he was. She belonged where he was, whether she was wanted by
the rest of that world, or not. Time to get out and about again.

"What shall wedo firg?' she asked.

"A Chrigtmas feast is cusomary,” Simon said. "And visting church to celebrate the holy days."

Jacques waved his hands with a flourish. "And, a bit of magic from the resident wizard, of course.”

"Youjus liketo show off,” Smontold him.

"That | do, lad."

The exchange between Smon and the wizard reminded Diane of something that had been bothering
her. "When | firg came here," she said, "l thought | was in some sort of dternate universe, or something.
Some Tolkienesque or Jm Henson sort of land where magic works."

"Of course magic works," Simon answered.

Jacques peered at her curioudy. "Do you know the Hynsyns? They're a mighty dan of sorcerers.”

"Uh, yeah." Diane decided not to pursue thet line of inquiry. "What I'm trying to say, is that my world
doesn't have magic. You tdl me I'm from your future, but how can that be?"

Jacques stroked his beard. ™Y ou don't think your world has magic?'

"Of course not!"

"What makesyou say that?'



She thought about it for a moment, while Smon and Jacques watched her. 1t annoyed her that they
seemed amused a her puzzlement. "Liden,” she told them. "I don't remember a whole lot of history from
schoal, but | know | did not read accounts of wizard wars dong with what kings did in those boring
books | studied.”

"Of course not," Jacques answered.

"BEvary great house has a wizard or sorceress dlied with it,” Smon said.

Diane twisted his hair around her fingers, and tugged. "Then why haven't | heard about it? Why isnt it
in the history books? Why didn't | believe in magic urtil | arrived here?!

"Well, you didn't need to, did you?" Jacques asked.

She gave him agtern look. "That's not an answer."

He pointed a finger a her. "Ah, but it was. We magicians don't like to be talked about, you see. If
someone redly needs a magicdian in your time, I'm sure a magician will turn up.”

"If you come from the right lineage" Smon added. "Magicians don't work for just anyone."

Jacques's eyes twinkled with merriment. "He's a noble, he would think that way,” he said to Diane.
Before Smon could comment, he went on, "Y ou won't read about usin any mortd chronicles. We don't
alow scribes to scribble down any of our doings”

"Wizardsdont like publicity?"

"Welike privacy."

"You mean you just megicaly make people forget about you?

" About their deeds," Simon clarified.

"Precisdly.” The old man sat back and folded his hands over his somach. He looked about as smug as
awdl-fed cat. Diane expected him to start purring at any moment.

"Speaking of your doings,” Simon said, wishing his dinner guest gone, "don't you have a spdl you need
to be working on?'



"That's not asubtle hint, lad."

Smon laughed. "I'm not a subtle man." He gave Diane a meaningful look. "I have my own plans for
after the med."

"Which don't indude me" Jacques laughed. "W, | brought these londly nights without your company
on mysdf, | suppose.”

"That you did," Simon replied. "Did | ever thank you for bringing Diane to me?'

"NO,"

"And I'm not going to now."

Diane laughed, but the men did not. In fact, a very serious look passed between them. A flash of anger
appeared in Smon's eyes for a moment, then was quickly suppressed as he turned a warm amile on her.

"I'm thankful to have you," he said. "But it was dill wrong of Jacques to bring you here”

"I'm glad he did," she said. She looked at Jacques. "'l thank you. Not for the supid geis, though.”

"That was an accident,” Jacques reminded her. He stroked his beard thoughtfully. "Or perhaps some
interference from Vivienne in the harmless spdl | thought | was using.”

"She can do that?"

"We throw curses back and forth at each other dl the time. Some work, some don't, some dter the
magic were attempting to perform. It'sal part of thiswizards war sheand | arefighting.”

Smon sad, "Good night.”

He said it so firmly that Diane knew what he meant was that he didn't want Jacques reminding her that
there was trouble waiting outside this little paradise they'd created. Jacques bid them good night, but she
didn't let Smon get his way once the wizard had left.

"What's Denis like?' she asked.

Smon diffened, and pretended he hadn't heard the question. He put his hand around Diane's waist
and pulled her down onto his lap. She settled with her breasts pressed againg his chest, and put her arms



around his neck. He drew her into a lingering kiss while he let his hands roam. Though he fet the peaks
of her breasts turn hard with desire, she broke the kiss and looked him squardly in the eyes.

"What's Denis like?' she repested. "Why do you have to fight him?"

To avoid answering one question, he answered the other. "Denis is like me" he said. "Tdler, darker
coloring, like his mother, but with features like mine. A fine warrior.”

"He must be gorgeous.”

"I suppose hed be caled handsome. But he's rash, reckless, and high-tempered. The women like him
just the same. They say he has charm. He spreads that charm around far too much. | hope Marguerite
can tame his randy ways."

Smon put his head back againg the back of the chair. He gazed past Diane, into the fire. How odd,
he hadn't known he had any thought about Deniss future and here the words spilled out without his
knowing they were there.

Diane leaned her head to one 9de. Her dark eyes were full of speculaion. "Marguerite? In't that the
kid you were supposed to marry?'

He nodded. He touched Diane's hair, then traced the line of her jaw. "l preferred to make my own
choice of partners.”

"She's going to be your daughter-in-law? How did this happen?”

Smon sghed, then explained about Vivienne conducting marriage negotiations for his son. "A task
that should have been mine" he added hitterly.

"Why not let him make hisown choices?"

"Duty comes before choice. It's his duty to make a proper marriage dliance

"You made a choice" she pointed out. "Me over—what? Safety? Protection from the king?'

He had hoped that she hadn't noticed that his loving her had caused him to make a mgor diplomatic
error. He took her face between his hands. "I would have turned down the king's offer, anyway," he
sad.



"S0, you didn't choose me over Marguerite?

"Of course | did!" he answered without thinking. She gave him a superior look. "Very wdl, | concede
that point to you."

"Thank you."

"You are the only good thing | have ever known. | love you." He kissed her lips her cheeks, her
temples.

She let him kiss her for awhile, then she sat up straight. "Why do you have to fight Denis?'

"Because he's going to fight me" Simon answered. The weight of al the pain he had ever fdt was in
those words. The loss from every betraya, the regret of every mistake.

“Why?

Anger flared a her fodlish persstence. He was bardly able to keep his voice patient. "I've explained
this to you."

"Yegh, yeah, yeah. You're on one Sde, he's on the other. He's mad because his mother died. He's
greedy for Marbeau. It dill doesn't explain why you have to fight him.”

Smon stood abruptly, very nearly leting her drop to the floor in his annoyance. He steadied her
before she fdl, but turned away when she put her hand out to him. "I have to," he said. "That's dl there is
toit”

“Why?

Simon whirled back to her. "Duty," he said. "Honor."

"The code of the West," Diane muttered under her breath. She planted hersdf between Smon de
Argent and the door, just in case the Lord of Marbeau tried to flee from this argument. "Why?' she
demanded again. "Do you think thet | can't tdl thet it's teering you up insde? You don't want to fight
him."

His face became an arrogant mask, the expresson in his eyes so cold and forbidding that she took a
fearful step back. "What | do not want,” he told her, each word chisded out of ice, "is to discuss this
further."



She dmog let it go. She dmogt backed down. He was the Lord of Marbeau, magter of dl he
surveyed. He was used to being obeyed. Just because he was used to it, didn't mean it was good for him
to dways get his own way. For that reason done, she made hersdf take a deep breath and diffen her

sine.

"Why do you haveto fight thiswar with your son?"

"l will not discussit. No woman makes my policy.”

"No," she snapped back. "Jugt a misplaced sense of duty and honor!"

He grabbed her by the shoulders. "Who are you to tdl me about duty and honor? You are the one
who is migplaced.”

"I've noticed that!" she heard hersdf shout. Something dark and ugly fought to take possession of her.
It was months of fear and frudration didilled into pure fury. She sruggled out of his grasp. "I don't
belong herel Nothing you do makes sensa!”

He stepped angrily after her as she backed across the room. His features were transformed by an ugly
sneer. "We make sense. You don't even try to understand!”

"I undergtand that you want to kill your own child," she spat a him. "What kind of savage kills his own
child?’

He jabbed his thumb againg his chest. "This kind of savagel”

A part of her mind was darmed at having logt control of the conversation, of hersdf. A part of her
was gppdled at the hurtful words she hurled a Smon. The rest of her wanted to strike out as she never
hed before. All the anger she'd suppressed boiled furioudy to the surface.

"Youre dl crazy!" she shouted & Smon. "Every last one of you! Barbariand You fight each other
because you love hurting people!” He reached out for her, but she batted his hands away. "Keep your
hands off me!"

She whirled and ran for the bed, where she buried her face in the pillows and began to sob like the
logt child she fdt like.

Pan twisted Smon's heart a the sound of her crying. Pain and compassion. He had not seen her like
this Snce her firg days a Marbeau. Even her reaction then had not seemed so severe, so heartbroken.
And heartbreaking. Of course, he had not been in love with that frightened, confused girl.



"1'm s0 sorry,” he whispered.

Smon knew this was dl his fault. He had lashed out a her. He couldn't blame her for driking back.
He could tdll that the blows had opened up a door to things she kept hidden deep insde hersdf. It was
the closed door to her own world, he supposed. The wonder was that Diane hadn't broken down from
reaction to what had been done to her before now. If he had been transported into her time, he thought
he would have gone mad instead of adapting the way Diane had.

He was ashamed of himsdf for what held said. She was not at fault because she couldn't understand
the principles he lived by. She was from another place, one so differert that he barely understood a tenth
of the things she told him about it. Besides, she was a woman. She couldn't possibly understand why a
men mud fight for his honor, even when dl dse was los.

She turned on her sde when he went to her. She sniffed and wiped away tears before she looked at
him. "I'm an idiot."

Smon sat on the edge of the bed. He tentatively stroked her hair. "You are a wonder and ddlight to
me" he told her as gently as he could. "And | am a boor and a foal.”

She wiped the back of her hand across her cheek again. "I don't know why | logt it like that. I'm
sorry." She sat up.

"You logt nothing but a few tears,” he told her. "Youll not miss them. | was the one—"
"Oh, Smon."

He was terrified that she would reject him—~because he truly was a barbarian, a savage. He had never
felt more relieved in his life than at her loving tone. Except when her arms came around him.

Diane hdd him tight, and let him hold her. Crying had helped. Being within the cirdle of Smon's ams
helped more. All she had to do to get over this hysterical spdl of homesickness was remind hersdf that if
Jacques hadn't brought her to Simon, they never would have met. She would rather live here, like this,
then be with anyone ese. Tonight they would make love, and regjoice in being together.

But that didn't mean she was giving up on the subject of Denis.

CHAPTER 28

She was wearing a new 'dress. It was deep blue, embroidered dl over with slver Chinese
dragons. Smon had presented it to her as a Chrismas present. Diane loved it, though it bothered her



that hedd given an order to the castle women to copy the shawl that hung over the fireplace and work
their fingers to the bone on a gift for her. She knew that was how things were done, but it seemed
wrong. She was grateful for Smon's thoughtful-ness, but she wished sheld done something nice for the
women who'd performed the red work of putting the dress together. She wished she had presents for
Smon, and Jacques and Joscelin and dl the servants who took such good care of them.

She didn't have presents to give, but sheld helped Smon hand out gifts to his retainers at the chape
door before church. Thet at least made her fed like she was doing something for Chrismas. The gifts
had been of food and dothing. Smon had started with the lowliest pot scrubbers and midden cleaners
and worked his way up the socid hierarchy through Jacques, and then hersdlf. She had been delighted
with the dress, kissed himin front of a ribad, cheering crowd, and had been impatient for the service to
be over with so she could change clothes for the feest.

The little church had been lit with more candles than usud, and the ar was full of incense for the
gpecid occasion. Father Andre's robes were embroidered in gold, and held given a sermon. A long one.
She and Simon had held hands throughout the Mass, and given each other fond glances. The priest kept
glaing at them as he taked, asif he was afraid they were going to fdl to the floor on top of each other in
an excess of passon. His sermon had dwelled heavily on Mary's purity and her subservience to the
Lord's command. Diane got the feding that the priest wished sheld stayed holed up in Simon's chamber
and the hdl out of his church.

And even though he was seated next to her a the feast, Father Andre was doing a very good job of
ignoring her.

Now, as Smon sat down on her other Side, his chair placed exactly a the center of the high table, she
made hersdf forget about the priest's continuing animosity. She amiled a the man she loved. It didn't
matter what anyone ese thought as long as she was with Simon.

"Youlook lovely," hetold her.

"Thank you." She gave him a gracious nod. "And you are the handsomest man in the whole world.
Great outfit," she added.

Diane was delighted that he wore a blue surcoat embroidered in dragons that matched her new dress.
She assumed tha there was some Sgnificance attached to their wearing the same dothing. She was
learning that this was a place full of symbolic gestures and sgns and was trying to learn how to read the
unwritten culturd language. This time might be barbaric, but it was anything but smple.

Smon gave a sdf-deprecating amile at her words. He was hardly the most handsome man in the
world, or even a Marbeau. Sr Joscdin eadly took thet honor from him, but he was happy to see
Diangs belief in her words shining from her eyes. To her, he was handsome, virile, and strong. For
Smon, her bdief was enough. She made him fed so dive, so young. So loved.



He sat beside her and took her hand in his. He kissed her padm, and each fingertip. "You are the jewd
of Marbeau," he told her. "A lady of amber and onyx and golden pearl.”

She laughed. It was so wonderful to hear the sound of her voice.

"What amusesyou, my jewd?'

"That," sheanswvered. "You cdling meajewd."

"Why?Youae"

"I'm flesh and blood, sweetheart, but my Chinese grandparents are jewd merchants, they ded in
precious stones. And since my father is a jeweder, it's dl so—symboalic.”

Past Diane, Smon heard Father Andre grumble into his winecup, "So his midress is not only a
foreigner and a mountebank, but a merchant's daughter.”

Diane blushed at the priest's words, but her hand tightened around his when Smon would have
reacted to the rudeness. "Merry Chrigmas," she said. "Peace on earth. What's for dinner?’

Smon forced himsdf to St back in his chair, but he had to fagn being relaxed to hide his fury. He
hoped the priest passed out from drink before he offered any more insult. Smon waved a wine server
forward to keep Andre's cup wel-filled. From his own trencher he picked up a piece of pork Smmered
in dried mushroom sauce.

"Shdl | offer you the best of my dish for dl to see?' he asked Diane.

She ran a hand lovingly across the embroidery decorating her cothing. "As long as you don't saill
anything on my dress," she told him.

"I promise” he said, and held the morsdl for her to taste.

He ignored those who looked on as he demonstrated the depth of his regard for his lady, but was
aware that Diane was acutely embarrassed by the attention. So he refrained from offering her another
bite and they shared the trencher instead, with their heads close together so they could talk quietly above
the noise of the feast. A juggler and jongleur from a traveling troupe performed before the head table, but
neither he nor Diane paid them any mind.

"Why dragons?' she asked after the firs meet course was cleared away.



"Dragons?' he asked as edls in broth were set before them.
She touched her deeve. "Dragons are your device, right?'

"Nine dragons,”" he explained. "It is said that the de Argent who built Marbeau had to day the dragons
who dwelt in the nine hills surrounding the fortress. It was a mighty battle thet lasted nearly a year and left
my ancestor grievoudy wounded. Poisoned, in fact, and in pain for the rest of his life. It was the price he
hed to pay to hold his land. Though Jacques tdlls the tae differently.”

"What's Jacquess verson?'

"That my ancestor fed them a magica potion. Thet they are but degping, and the poison was some of
the potion that he drank accidentaly.”

"Jacques would go for the magica touch.”

Simon nodded. "I suppose he would."

"And what was this ancetor's name?"

He had hoped she wouldn't ask that. "Some say it was Smon,” he answered.

She saluted him with the wine goblet. Her eyes glittered brightly above the slver rim. "I thought it
might be."

"But some say it was Denis," he added.

"I think 1'd rather believe it was Smon. But speaking of Denis," she went on.

He frowned. "We were not gpeaking of Denis. We are not going to speak of Denis”

"You 4ill haven't convinced me that you have to go to war with him," she relentlesdy went on.

This was not the time or place to discuss Denis, war, or why he should need to convince her of
anything no matter how much he loved her. He wondered if dl women in the future were so persgtently
opinionated. Their men mugt not beat them enough, he concluded. Not that he ever thought beeting a
womean did anyone any good. The men who did it were cowards, and the cowed women found subtle,
vidous ways to get revenge.



Perhaps it was better to let Diane speak her mind, but not now. Besides, he didn't want to hear what
ghe had to say. Her words made him think. He'd been deepless and haunted about things he couldn't
change since their last confrontation. He didn't want to think about the future, about possibilities when his
way was clearly set.

Smon hed hard onto his annoyance and refused to comment on any of these subjects. "You look
lovey," he told her. "The garb pleases you?'

Diane didn't want to let it go. She wanted Smon to stop his crazy plan to go to war with his own son.
Honor and duty did not cut it. It was stupid. Wasteful. This was aso a Chrismas party. It was no time to
get into a fight.

"It makes mefed downright imperid," she answered.

Or, like the emperor's favorite concubine, she thought as she remembered Father Andre's earlier
commen.

Actudly, she didn't blame a priest a being upset by her and Smon's rdationship. Monitoring the mord
rectitude of his flock was his job. The disgpproving looks she got from other people at Marbeau did
bother her. She was happy to be involved in an affar with Simon, but she couldn't help but notice what
the rest of the household thought of her reputation. She hated this commund life, and being the center of
atention because she was Smon's lover. Maybe sheld go back to hiding in Simon's room tomorrow. But
for now, she concentrated on having the best Christmas she could by Smon's side.

"A word with you, Diane."

Diane smiled gratefully at the very serious looking Sr Joscdin. "Sure”

The med was over, the tables had been cleared awvay below the dais and now the household was
involved in a game. It involved an apple, scarves and a greet ded of whirling around. Diane could not
figure out the rules, though shed initidly enjoyed the whirling around parts. It had fdt like dancing in
Simon's arms. Simon, however, had moved on to a new partner, and she had been passed dong the line
to Joscdin. She welcomed the chance to quit the game before she did something stupid.

"In private?" When she hesitated he added, "Upon my honor, | mean no ddliance, dear one.”

If Joscelin said he didn't plan to put any moves on her, she believed him. Like Smon, he was a man of
honor. She appreciated the whole honor thing, up to a point.



"All right”

"The solar is free. If you can bear the Sght of the place where you were so shamed by—"
"Hne" She waved him toward the solar door. "No problem.”
His brows knitted with concern. "Y ou're sure?"

If he was s0 concerned about her psychologicd wel-being, why had he suggested the women's
quarters in the firg place? She led the way through the crowd. "I'm sure” He followed like a devoted

puPPY-

Only one rushlight burned near the door of the room when they entered. Joscdin used it to light a few
candles while Diane stood in the center of the cold, dark room and tried not to think about Thierry. Once
some of the shadows were lifted by the addition of candidight the place, with its loom, baskets of
colored, soun wool and stacks of bedding and cloth didn't seem so Snigter to her. The bundles of drying
herbs that hung from the ceailing beams even gave the place a comforting, homey aroma. Shed tried
gpending some time there not long after Smon had kicked Alys out. The women had given her a guarded
acceptance, just as they had during the siege. If she was going to be spending her life there, she
supposed she should make the effort to get to know them.

She smiled when Joscelin turned back to her. "It's nice here" she told him. "Not a bad place to spend
the day, | guess™

He stepped up to her and took a piece of folded cloth from his belt pouch. "Thisis for you," he said as
he held it out to her. "My device, a favor for you to wear when | am your champion,” he explained when
she unfolded the strip of cloth to find that it was embroidered in a green-and-yellow geometric design.
"Normdly, it is the lady who gives the man her favor, but | wanted some way to show my devotion to
you."

"A Chrigtmas present?'
"If youwill haveit."
She kissed his cheek. It was freshly shaved, and his skin smdled of oranges and cloves. "Thank you."

"A present, and a promise,” he told her. "Lord Smon has asked me to be your protector and succor
when heis gone," he explained when she looked at him curioudly. "Y our service is to him now, | know. |
ask nothing for mysdf, and mean you no disrespect. But there are things that need to be said between
s



"Thereare?"

He nodded. "I knew not when we would be able to be done again, snce Lord Smon keeps you so
close—and rightly s0." He put a hand on his breast. "It is his right, and his joy to guard you and keep you
closed in a tower while he consummeates his autumn with your summer love™

"Right." She had no idea what the man was getting at. Consdering his flowery speech pattern it might
be weeks before she did figure out what Joscelin was taking about. She tried to speed up the process
with a few pertinent questions. "Y ou wanted to talk to me aone. Why?'

"It pleases my heart to know the sound of your voice at last," he went on. "Someday, if | am worthy, |
hope to hear endearments spoken to me from your honeyed tongue.”

"Honey? Did Yves tdl you about what Smon and | did with the honey?"

"I know nothing of servants gossip.” She could tdl by the way he blushed that he was lying. "It is just
that | think your lips would taste of honey, and be as sweet as your words.”

She backed away from him. "Uh huh. | thought you said you weren't going to try anything.”

His eyes went round with shock. He held a hand out to her. "Please do not misunderstand me. While
Lord Smon lives, you are his lady. | will worship from afar until my time is come."

There was something rather unpleasant about what he had just said. Diane sruggled to interpret the
words, and a chill ran down her spine. "What do you mean, while heis dive?"

"Fear not, you have many weeksyet."
"l do?'

"And all istaken care of for after.”
"After what?'

Joscdlin nodded thoughtfully. I see | was right to ask to speak with you. Lord Smon loves you too
much to prepare you, but it must be done. | will take the duty of this burden for him. And gladly, dear
Diane, though it causes me pain to speak of what mugt be spoken.”

Diane put her hands on her hips. Hands that were balled into figs. She wanted to tdl him that it was



gaing to cost m even more pan if he didn't say something that made sense pretty soon, but she
restrained her terrified impatience.

She spoke to him gently instead. "Please, tdl me, good knight, what both of us are loathe to hear."
Before | strangle you with my bare hands, she added to hersdf.

He bent his head sadly. "Lord Smon is most vdiant in war. But, aas, too many are ranged agangt him
for him to prevail."

"The odds are againgt him?* she interpreted.
Joscdlin nodded.

Dianés heart twisted with pain. Her voice was rough with nerves as she said, "You think he's going to
lose"

That couldnt be true! Sheld seen the man fight. He was good. Damn good. But if the odds were a
hundred to one against—

"It is not what | think that mratters, dear Diane, but what Lord Smon says will come to pass.”
"Smon?'

"When the time comes, he has asked me to care for you." Joscdin raised his gaze to hers. The look in
his eyes was fervent. "l will gladly be your champion, though it means | will not be at his sde when he
goes into his last battle. 1 will make you my wife, if you wish it. | would do so evenif Lord Smon did not
offer a dowry worthy of a royd lady for your hand."

Diane bardy heard his last words. She concentrated on the most important thing Joscelin had said.
Smon was going to die. He was resigned to it. Prepared for it. Looking forward to it?

"I hope s0," she muttered under her breath. "Because I'm gaing to kill im."

mWhat?

The door opened and Simon stepped in before she could answer Joscdin. "What are you doing in
here?' the Lord of Marbeau demanded suspicioudy as he looked a both of them.



Diane ignored him for a moment. She was icy cold with fury as she turned to Joscelin. She tucked the
drip of doth into her belt. "Thank you for the Christmas present, Joscelin. And the information.” He gave
her a dight nod.

His eyes darted between her and Smon. "If | have given offense—"

"On the contrary, you've been most hdpful. Could you leave us done, please?!
"Of course." He sdled past Simon, and was gone.

Diane closed the door behind him. She turned to Smon. He looked anxious.
"Diane?'

She amiled. She fdt like her face was going to crack, because it was a amile made out of absolute zero
ice. She had heard the expresson coldly angry, but now she understood it. Smon reached for her. She
put up a hand to keep him away.

"You are going to be sorry,” she told him as she took a step away from the door.
"Sorry about what, my love?'

"Sorry that | ever got my voice back, you usng, manipulaing, son-of-a-bitch!"

CHAPTER 29

"What do you plan to do, throw the fight?"

Smon didn't know what her words meant, but he had his suspicions about what Joscdin had been
tdling her. There was only one subject he could think of that might make her use such an imprudent
tone.

"Was he spesking of the future?'
"It's about time somebody did."

Smon considered throttling Joscelin, but he needed the wel-meaning lad too much to do any such
thing. "Whet did he say?"



"Hetold me about. .. your ..."

He saw her gruggle with words she didn't want to think about. He didn't want to think about them
ether, but she had brought the subject up. He supposed it was time it was out in the open.

"Degth,” he supplied for her. "Demise” He added brutdly, "Did Joscelin describe to you how my
lifdess body would be devoured by carion fowl while my son marches triumphantly into my
sronghold?' He shook his head. "No, he's too discreet to lay out the gridy redity of what is going to

happen.”

She had gone from pale with anger to Sckeningly white with shock as he spoke. She put her hand to
her mouth as though she were nauseated, then she recovered, and pointed out, "At least he was willing
to tdl me a cleaned-up verson of the truth. You didn't want me to know anything, did you?"

"No," heagreed. "I did not. Not until you had to know."

She crossed her arms beneath her breasts and hugged hersdlf tightly. "Why?"

His heart went out to her, but he kept his hands a his sdes. "How could | tdl you? You don't
understand. You cant.”

"Why?" she repested.

"Why do you keep asking mewhy?'

Her voice was dill dead cold, but she was crying. "Because | want to understand. If you're going to
die | need to know why."

“You keep asking me why. There is no why," he answered tiredly. "There i< only honor.”

"Bullanit.

Her crude dismisa of dl he stood for made him furious. "You don't even want to understand.”

"I understand that you're stubborn, and blind, and arrogant, and totaly committed to acting like an
idiot. You don't have to fight your son.”

He didn't want to go over this ground again. He might have walked out if she hadn't been standing
between him and the door. She looked as fragile as glass. He feared she might shatter if he tried to move



her asde. Besides, he didn't redly want to walk away. He feared that if he did, a slence much worse
then a curse would descend between them.

He told her, "If wanting what is best for you is arrogant, then | am guilty of thet an."

"You decided what was best for me. You don't have thet right.”

"Yes, | do."

"Because you're Lord of Marbeau?'

"Y$"

"Because I'm your mistress? Y our chattel? Just another piece of property to dispose of as you see fit?
What did you do? Put me in your will?" she asked mockingly. "To Sr Joscdin,” she continued in a
high-pitched voice, "I leave my left-over girlfriend—to do with as he sees fit," she added in her normd
voice, but bitter.

"You are my migtress, and my property,” he said, though he knew she hated hearing the truth. "Whét is
the matter with that? Y ou are the most precious thing | possess.”

"Y ou do not possessme.”

"|—" He ran his hands through his har in frustration. *I do not understand your attitude.”

She made a sharp gesture. "'l don't care if Jacques gave me to you as a present. Nobody owns me™

"My son will own you if | don't provide for you." Smon hated reveding just what her future could
hold. He hated the bruised look that came into her eyes as he spoke. "He, or dl his men. Youll be
passed around for their pleasure if you are here when they ride in to Marbeau. No one but |—or Joscelin
—would ever think to ask you yay or nay about when or how you are bedded. Do you want my son to
make you into a whore?'

"lsn't that what you've already done?" shefired back.

"You are my leman," he said. "My midons." Whatever language it was they shared, these terms
didn't trandate. He could tdl that she did not understand. "Concubine™ he tried. "My heart and soul.
There is no dishonor for a woman to be kept by one who adores her.”



"Whore" she repeated. "Sut. Property to be passed on." She turned away from him. "How did | let
this happen?”'

Diane remembered the looks, the comments, the animogty from everyone around her but Simon, and
fdt that she deserved them. The attitudes of Simon's people grated and ground into her conscience.
Sheld been a toy from the beginning, and sheld let hersdf become even more of one. Because she loved
him, the pogtion she was in now seemed ineviteble. Looked a objectively, her actions were not
necessxily praiseworthy. She was totdly dependent on a man, and gave her body to him as the price of
his protection. That was being a whore.

"Love should not make someone dependent,” she said.

He came up behind her, and put his hands gently on her shoulders. "You are not dependent because
you love me. Never think that."

It was hard to think when he was touching her. He didn't try to draw her back when she moved away.

She found hersdf ganding by the loom, sudying the half-woven pattern someone had Ieft to work on
her fancy dress. At Simon's command. Everything was at Smon's command.

He hadn't commanded her to love him.

All right, she loved him, and gave fredy. She didn't want to be with anyone else, but that didn't change
the truth that she needed Smon to love her. Not just for her safety, but for her soul's sake. She hadntt
been whole until they'd met. Evenif he didn't think that his loving her made them equals.

"I'm beginning to fed sorry for Alys" she said. "Or at least understand her place in this world." She
turned back to Smon and asked mockingly. "Do | make an adequate replacement, my lord?!

His face had assumed the indifferent mask he protected himsdf with, which was how she knew shed
wounded him with her words. "Y ou are not her replacement.”

She hugged hersdlf again. "I might aswell be.”

"l don't know why you would think so."

"Because I'm not a permanent part of your life" she told him. "Alys was a diverson. A ddliance, |
think you'd say."

"Thet," he admitted, "is true. To my shame. A diverson and policy. Nothing more.”



She looked a him for a long time before she spoke. She saw the pain and confusion in his eyes,
though his hawk-sharp features were frighteningly unreadable. She knew how vulnerable this man redly
was. How loving and good, but he was dso wrong. Maybe he wasn't, not in his world-view, but she
wasn't up to adapting to that view. Diane only knew that the relaionship they had, the love they fdt was
30 good and right, was based on something terribly wrong.

"I'm nothing moreto you than adiverson,” she said.

He shook his head. "How can you say that? My heart was dead before | met you. Yo'uve given me
evarything to—"

"Live for?' she interrupted. "But you dill plan to die” He turned his head sharply away, as though her
words had struck him like a blow. "I don't think life, love, mean anything to you," she went on. "I'm just
one lag fling for Smon de Argent before he gets on his big black horse and rides off to one find,
glorious, suicidd battle.”

He took along, tense breath. He sounded as though he werein pain. "Suicide isa gn.

"But that'swhat you have planned.”

"Not exactly.”

"You can't kill your son. You won't abandon your loydty to King Henry. So youll go to war with
Denis, and you won't be coming home."

"Y ou know me very well."

She wiped away tears. "All | know is that you won't be coming home to me"

"No," he said through gritted teeth. "I won't."

Diane couldn't take her gaze off his suddenly ravaged face. She saw his vulnerability, and wanted to
hold him, comfort him, apologize for hurting him. She wanted to tdl him that the truth had nothing to do
with her continued anger, even though she was furious. She wanted to explain that the truth had to be
confronted, not hidden. To tdl him that she was as angry at hersdf for willfully not seeing the flaws, the
futility, the impermanence of their love before, as she was a him. She was angry at him, but it was hard
to be blindly antagonigtic to a medievd man for having a medievd attitude. Hard, but not impossble.

What she said was, "Y ou have no plans for forever with me" 1t sounded petty, and stupid, somehow,
agand his determination to make a noble sacrifice. She jugt didn't understand how this sacrifice was
worth it. "l can see how some wars are worth fighting, but this is a family quarrel—between Henry and



his kid, between you and yours. | can see why you won't kill your child. | love you because you love him
S0 much."

"He doesn't think s0."
"Hé's an idiot. Why don't you just beat the shit out of him and drag him home? He's only seventeen!”

"He is a belted knight, with a hired army, a mighty sorceress, the support of Prince Henry and King
Louis. Thereis no way out of this battle, Diane™

"Y ou could just refuseto fight!™

"And Marbeau will dill be overrun by some army or another. If Denis defeats me, the land is his If
someone ese does the job, the de Argent lands go to the man who plants his troops in my family's
fortress. | will not let the Dragon banner of the de Argents fdl into dien hands. The dragons wouldn' like
it," he added with a twisted, wry smile

"Good for the dragons,” she grumbled.

"Whatever happens” he went on determinedly, "you will not be here. You will be safe and wellcared
for."

"No! I'm going to be with you. Dead or dive, we face it together.”
"No!"
"Yed Forever."

He was a her 9de in an ingtant. His hands closed around her upper ams as he towered over her. "If |
could give you forever—"

"Y ou could, but you won't."
He shook her. "How can 1?7

"Think of a way." She pushed a his chest. "Let me help you think of a way. We could build a life
together."

"There is no way out of this Diang" He drew her to him and kissed her. It was a hard, demanding,



possessive kiss. And she answered it in kind. She dung to him, and clawed at him, and tried to draw him
30 close that they blended into one being. She could fed his racing heart and the thunder of blood in his
vans It was dl a part of her. She was a part of him. She knew he tasted her tears as they kissed,
bittersweet on his tongue, just as they were on hers.

"I love you," he told her when he drew his lips from hers. "With dl my being.”

"I know," she answered, holding him, and being held. "I know. And with dl mine"

IIBLIt_II

"Pleass, Smon."

He stepped away. Then Smon stepped close again. He looked so weary. He stroked her har, and
cupped her face in his big, competent, gentle, warrior's hands. "Let us make the most—the worl d—out
of the time we have. Let us make higtory together, legend, memories sweeter than the rest of our lives
Let us be together now, and forget what was and what will be."

The words were beautiful. Sincere.

Ridiculous.

"Well dways have Paris" she said, with as much sarcasm as her devastated emotions could dredge
up. "Is thet it?'

His expression softened. "Paris? Yes, that is truly where it dl began for us”

Diane freed hersdf from his gentle touch. "That wasn't what | was talking about.”

He blinked thoughtfully. "Ah," he said after a moment. "The story of Rick and llsa and Casablanca.”

"Yan

"I think 1 see what you mean." He put his arms around her once more. "How our tde is like thers.
Perhaps that iswhy | am so fond of the story."

She rested her forehead weerily on his broad chest. She fdt so protected in his embrace. It was a
feding she tried hard to fight, and logt. "We're not like them," she said. "They weren't red.”



"But the tae holds many truths about the sanctity of duty and honor. Truth has nothing to do with
whether the people in the story lived or died.”

"But we're not people in a movie. The screen isn't going to fade to black on the audience when our
gory's done. Were just going to be dead.” She dghed heavily. "I dont want to live my life as
entertainment for the ages.”

He stroked her hair, and massaged her aching temples with his thumbs. "Would you not rather be
remembered by the ages?' he asked. "To have the troubadours sing of our love through dl time?"

"No." The word came out as a childish whine She didn't care.
"Nor |."

She looked up to see that his amber eyes hed at least adint of humor. It forced a tiny amile from her
aswdl. "At least you're not a completely romantic idiot.”

"We are like them, though," he went on once he had caught her gaze with his own.
"How?'

"We have had, are having, an interlude with each other that we will remember dl our lives We will
aways have Paris. And, right now. | will cherish every moment | have with you for aslong as | live"

Which won't be very much longer, she thought. She said, "I don't want just an interlude.”

He ignored her protest. "And, like Rick, | must make the decison about our parting. It's not the
decison | want to make, but honor requires it."

She was filled with a fresh burst of anger. Fresh tears threatened as wdl, but she wasn't going to let
him see them.

"Screw honor!" She pulled avay from him. She stalked toward the door. She heard him behind her,
but didn't turn. " Screw you," she snarled. "And screw me, too!™

She would have dammed the door in his face, but it was too heavy to dam. So she pulled it shut
behind her and plunged into the crowd ill calebrating in the grest hall.

"Thisis one hdl of a Chrigmas" she muttered as she made her way toward the tower Sairs.



It didnt help that she was hdf-blinded by tears, though she was glad that the room was dim and
amoky. She didn't want anyone to notice her. She didn't want to run into a solicitous Joscdin, or a jovid
Jacques. She was afraid of what she might do if she encountered either of those well-meaning men.

Instead, she encountered the priest. Just as she got to the Stairs, Father Andre stepped in front of her.
His face was red from drink. He wove from Sde to sde in front of her. He reminded her of a drunken
cobra. Diane tried to step past him.

He held a slver goblet up before her. "Peace, my daughter." His words were durred, and his amile
was lopsided.

What amazed Diane was that he was amiling a her. She wasn't sure what to make of his sudden
friendliness. "Merry Chrigmas" she told him, and tried once more to escape up the dairs, but he
wouldn't let her by.

He put a sweaty hand on her arm. "' want there to be peace between us, my child.”

"Good," she said. "I'm glad. Excuse me" She tried stepping to the Ieft.

He blocked her way. "Drink a cup of peace with me. Please.” He urged the goblet into her hands.

Diane looked from the dark wine thet filled the goblet nearly to the rim, then at the bright-eyed, ailing
priest. This man was a stranger to her, one that had shown her animosity since she was thrust into this
world. It was Chrismas, he was a man of God, he was making a symbolic gesture of peace in a place
where symbolism was important. Diane thought it was time she made a place among these people. It
might help her find some solution, some way to keep Simon from dying for Marbeau if she could get the
people of the stronghold as her dlies.

"A toadt," she agreed. As he avidly watched her she lifted the goblet to her lips. "To peace.”

He made a cross with his thumb on her forehead while she drank. "May your soul be at rest, my
child."

The wine was scented with dmonds, and tasted bitter, but she took a long, deep drink to prove her
good fath. It took more fortitude not to gag as she handed the haf-empty cup back to the priest. She
glanced around, and saw the crowd parting behind her as Smon strode purposefully toward her.

"Diang" hecdled.

Her head hurt. She didn't want to tak any more. "Excuse me, Father." This time she was able to get
around the priest. She lifted her skirts and started up the stairs.



The world blurred within a few steps. Not tears, but dizziness, blinded her. She sumbled and fell
forward. The stone was dippery beneath her hands, the stlench of the smoke gathered in the ar choked
her. Her ssomach twisted in pain. She looked up as hands touched her, but it was too dark for her to
meake out the face or form she knew was beside her.

"Smon?' Her voice was a weak rasp. Pain engulfed her. It hurt too much to scream. Arms came
around her, lifted her.

* Jocoes)”

Smon's desperate cry tore through her head. She heard him breathing heavily, and cursng fate, and
priests, and plots, as they rose higher and higher. It fdt like he was running up the stairs with her. She
couldnt tdl. She didn't care. She was in his arms as the world dowly shut down around her. Being in his
ams was dl that mattered, even if she was dying.

CHAPTER 30

"Thisisall your fault, old man."
"Odd. | thought it was Andre who poisoned her."

One voice was full of fear and fury. The other was cool, concerned and amused dl a once. They
floated in the ar above her, heard but unseen. The world around her was dark. She was suspended
somewhere between life and degth, she knew that much. Awake but dso adeep. Aware but unable to
respond. She was comfortable. She didn't want to respond. She was resting. Resing comfortably.
Comforted, aso, snce one of the voices belonged to someone she loved. The other belonged to
someone she trusted, though she wasn't quite sure why she trusted him.

"What was that fool priest thinking of, Smon?'

"I've had him asked. Unfortunately, he confessed dl before Joscdlin could besat it out of him. The
lad was looking forward to torture, and so was I."

She gave a mentd tsk at his wild words, though she rather liked it when he was bloodthirsty on her
behdf. She should be ashamed of hersdlf.

"Why did he do it?"

"Palitics, of course. And pure hatred of anyone who looks the least bit different.”



"Yes, but priestsdon't usualy do their own killing.”

"He did it with the Church's blessing, a the Church's command. He did it to save my soul from the
pagan temptress.”

"Pagans don't generaly take communion.”

"Andre cared nothing for proof. To him, she's never been more than a soulless animd. That made him
a perfect tool. Father Raymond sent him the poison, aong with a letter offering me the marriage dliance
agan." He gave a harsh laugh. "The letter was to be delivered once I'd come to my senses.”

"They assumed that her deeth would have broken the spdl binding you to her, | suppose.”

"So Andresaid.”

"Fool. What have you done with him? He isn't dead, is he?"

"Locked up. He clams only the Church cantry him."

"Unfortunate, but true."

"Not that | care. | told him I'd be happy to execute him without waiting for a trid.”

"But you think you might have ausefor him."

"Perhgps. Will shelive?'

"Perhaps”

"Damnit, Jacqued”

"Probably. I'm working on it. | have to use deep magic for such strong poison.”

"Seethat shelives”

"Or what? Y ou'll execute me?'



"Itisdl your fault.”

"Soyouvesad."

"It's not your fault thet | fdl into your trap,” Simon went on.

"| thought you fell inlove."

"Thewors trap of dl, my friend.”

Diare tried, and failed, to rouse hersdf at these words. Not because of what Smon said, but because
he sounded so sad, so resigned, when he said them. It's not so bad, she thought, if only you'd let yoursdlf

hope.

"Hope" Smon said, as though held read her mind. " She's given me the one thing | can't afford to have.
It's like a gift of gold to a man who's taken a vow of poverty. What the devil am | supposed to do with
it?'

"Wadl," Jacques drawled lazily. She could imagine him stroking his beard. "The monk would give this
gold to the poor. That's the thing about hope, you can do some good with it."

Simon'slaugh was harsh and cutting. "How?"

"That'sfor you to work out, my boy."

"That's your problem, you set events in motion then St back and wait. Wait for what this time? | was
dready caught in one trap, why did you have to set another one?"

"Why did you haveto take the bait?'

Diane resented being referred to as bait, and made a note to tak to Jacques about it when—if—she
woke up. She could hear Simon pacing from one side of the room to the other. He paused in his restless
meandering only long enough to stroke her hair before moving on.

"I tried not to fdl in love™ Simon said from the other sde of the room. "It happened so gradudly that
dl my defenses dowly melted away. She makes me happy, Jacques. 1've never been happy before.”

"I know."



"1 wish I'd never known what happinessfedslike."

"Why?' Jacques asked the question, but Diane thought it as well.

"I was resigned to my fate. Not looking forward to it as you seemed to think. As Diane seems to
think, as wdl. | knew that | had no future. Now | want one. | want a lifetime with the woman | love. |
want her to have my children.”

Me too, shethought.

"To grow old together."

Sounds good to me.

"l want more than the diverson you gave me for my lagt days. | fed my days running out like sand
through a glass and | want them back. | want more than the life I've had. More than duty and
responghility. | would start over if there was a way."

"I want more for you, too, Smon,”" Jacques told him. "And for Diane. | wasn't usng her casudly when
| brought her to you."

That's good to know, shethought.

"Oh?' Simon asked.

"I searched time for the one woman who could save you from yoursdlf. The one woman who would
love you enough to want to. Of course, inthe end, | suppose only you can do that, but Diane can hdp.”

"Not if she dies. Not if people keep trying to kill her. And they would, even if | abandoned Marbeau
and ran off with her. There's no place for her in our world.”

"She might bewillingtotry.”

"For my sake."

"For the sake of what you have together,” Jacques said for her.

Smon sighed. "I would day dragons for her, if | could.”



"But you aren't willing to changefor her."

/ don't want him to change. | like him fine as he is, but breathing.

"l can't!” Simon gave a deep, rumbling chuckle. "Though if | think of something I'll let you know.”
"Now, there's a hopeful sign. You're actudly thinking about thinking."

"And this thinking has gotten me to wondering about something, old man."

"l don't like that suspiciouslook inyour eye, lad."

"Nor should you. Because what I'm wondering is why | never thought of what I'm considering a the
moment before.”

"And what isit you're congdering?’

"Something obvious. Something | should have thought of long ago. The one practical way to protect
Diare after I'm gone. The only way to protect her. The best thing for her. The Smple solution.”

"Yes?' Jacques questioned.

Diane ligened eagerly. Just what was this Smple solution?

"Send her home."

"Home?' Jacques asked. "l think she considers where you are to be home.”

Yeah, shethought.

Smon touched her again. She fdt him play with her hair. She wanted to reach up and put her hand
over his but she couldn't move. She just continued to float, aware but cut off. It was dmogt as bad as
when she couldn't talk, except that the floating felt good. She wondered just what sort of magic Jacques
was udng to create this dmost euphoric condition. And, she wished held stop it.

"And where she isis home to me" Smon said. "But where she belongsiis far in the future. Surely, you
can send her there”



"Canl?

The fdse innocence in Jacques voice made her amile, at least to hersdf. Can he? she wondered.

"You brought her here. There must be a spell to send her back.”

But she didn't want to go back!

"Do you think 07"

"What | think is that you prevented me from even consdering the possibility. That you used magic to
cloud my mind, to hide the thought from me."

Jacques cleared his throat. Guiltily, Diane thought. "If | did, it seems the spdl has worn off.”

"And not amoment too soon. Can you send her home?”

"Do you redly want her to leave you?"

Smon didn't answer for a while. His voice was rough when he did. "Of course not. There's no other
choice. Can you send her back to the future?"

A sigh. "Possibly "

"Possibly? Y ou don't know?"

Jacques hestated for a long time before he answered. "I haven't considered sending anyone back.
You know | have to think about something a while before | can begin conjuring.”

"Then gart thinking about it."

"l cant."

There was pure sted in Simon's commanding voice. "The devil you can't.”

"I wish you wouldn't mention the devil just now, Simon, not with al the magic loose in the room. You
never know who might show up if you call on them fervently enough.”



Smon gave a disgruntled snort. "Dont try to distract me with such nonsense. | want you to work on
the spdl to send Diane back to her own time"

"Dead or dive?' Jacquesstone was harsh, atouch angry.

"What?'

"I can do one thing a a time. Right now I'm trying to save her life Even as we speak, | am conjuring.
If you want me to change the spell into a time travel one right now, | suppose | could. But shed 4ill be
dying from poison when she got there.”

Oh, shethought. In that case—

"Doit later, then," Smon said.

Don't listen to him, Jacques, she thought. She didn't intend to go anywhere, except maybe to deep.
She was so weary. The dark was so comfortable.

"Go away, lad," Jacques continued, more camly, as Diane's consciousness drifted dowly away from
the conversation. "Get some rest. Let me work."

Rest, she thought. Y es. Wonderful, wonderful, rest. That would be lovely.

"I'm not going anywhere."

"Of course you're not,” Simon said. He tucked the fur blanket close around Diane's chin. ™Y ou're too
weak to go anywhere" He amiled. It was like the sun coming out from behind dark clouds. "Welcome
back to the land of the living"" He bent close and kissed her forehead. A strand of his gold hair tickled
her cheek. "And glad | am to have you here.”

She was lying on her back, her head propped up by lots of pillows, in the middle of his comfortable
bed. She fdt like she'd been adeep for ages. The only thing she remembered when she opened her eyes
to find Smon carefully watching her was Jacques and Simon's conversation. She was certain she hadnt
dreamed it. She just couldn't remember how she came to overhear it in the firg place. She must have
beenill, but the details escaped her. She wondered what day it was. She noticed that Smon had severa
days growth of beard. HE'd been clean-shaven for the Christmas feast when last sheld seen him.

"l won't go away," she said.



"You won't have to. Not for a while yet." He amiled reassuringly, and cupped her cheek in his pam.

She dragged her hand out from under the heavy covers and clasped Smon's wrid. "You don't
understand.”

Her voice sounded wesk in her ears. She fdt weak, too weak to throw the covers off and grab the
men and shake him. She fdt too weak to talk much, redly, but after dl the time she'd spent voicdess she
wasn't going to let a little physical dehilitation keep her from spesking. Besides, she fdt the desperate
rush of time passing. She had a feding she'd been sick for quite a while The light coming in through the
oiled skin that covered the window seemed stronger, closer to spring sunlight.

Soon, she knew, it would be too late to tak to Smon anymore. "I'm not going anywhere" she
repeated. "Not back to my own time. Not avay somewhere with Joscdlin. I'm staying with you."

Smon had heard her repeat these words over and over for the lagt five days while he sat by her
bedside. She said them so many times, it was a litany that hed dmost come to believe himsdf. He was
happy to hear her say them while she looked & him. He didn't even care that there was sern
stubbornness in thet 1ook. He loved her in any mood she cared to show him, as long as she was dive,
awake, and on the mend.

Hed been franticaly worried. HEd spent much of that time on his knees, praying for her life Hed
goent dl of the time hoping. Hed spent some of it thinking. Before Diane had confronted him on
Christmas he hadn't thought there was anything left for him to think about. His plans were made. He was
unhappy about his course, but certain of it.

Then, he watched her nearly die. Nearly logt her. Not for the firg time, but this criss had been
different. There had been no ingtant response he could make, no threet to her that he could vanquish with
asword or alordly command. Her illness had shaken him like nothing had before. Shaken him out of his
complacency as he had to hdplesdy watch and wait and hope.

Hope was turning into a habit with him. As was thinking and planning. His thoughts kept racing off in
ridiculous directions, trying out schemes and fantagtical possibilities. He fdt like he was a character in one
of her heroic tales, one whose duty it was to save the heroine, retrieve the treasure, defeet the Nazis, and
get out dive. He fdt wonderful.

Or, at least he had when sheld opened her eyes and looked at him a few moments before. HE been
waiting for the reward of that ingant for days. It was a look of love and trust that made him fed like he
could do dl those things as long as she was at his Sde.

Rationd as he tried to be, the wonder wouldn't fade, it lit his heart, warmed him like no hearthfire
could ever manage. This was whét it fdt like to be truly divel All because this woman had come into his
world, and changed him forever.



He didnt think he dared to tdl her it was too late for change, for hope, for taking chances. Sheld
probably shout a him, or try, Snce she was weak as a kitten and could barely speak above a whisper.
Besides, there was some amdl chance that she was right.

Simon walked away from the bed and sat down at his desk. He set out quill, inkstone, and parchment
as he sad to Yves, "Have Father Andre brought to e He fet Dian€'s curious gaze on him while he
wrote. He knew it was a measure of how truly weak she dill was when she didn't even try to get out of
bed to see what he was abouit.

He was sanding the wet ink when Joscelin pushed the disheveled priest through the door ahead of him.
Days spent locked away in the dark had left Andre filthy, gaunt, and pae. Smon was not unhappy to see
him that way. Or to note that Andre quaked with fear when he was brought to stand before the table.
Father Andre's gaze darted, once, toward Dianein her net of pillows and furs, then he looked down as
Simon rose to his feet.

"I've made up my mind what to do with you,” Smon told the assassin as he came around the table.

Andre's voice shook when he spoke. "You dare not kill me. Itis a greet an to kill a priest.”

He grasped the man's chin, and forced Andre's head up. When they were looking eye to eye, he said,
"You know a great dedl about the an of killing." He was very tempted to shift his hold and srangle the
men for what he'd done to Diane. Unfortunatdly, he had a better use for him. He stepped back and held
the message out to the priest. "Take this"

After a short hesitation, Andre snatched the folded parchment. He turned it over in his hands, and ran
his fingers over the ill warm wax sedl. "What is this? What do | do with it?"

"What it isis no afar of yours. What | want you to do is deliver it."

The priest managed to look even more terrified. "To Father Raymond?”

Smon laughed. "You falled him. | don't think you want to experience the penance hed demand for
your falure”

Andre bent his head again. His shoulders dumped. "That is true”" He glanced back up, furtivdy this
time "Where is it you want me to take this?'

"Somewhere where youll be sure to find protection, a rat hole | can trust you to run to. That would be
in the camp of my greatest enemy, of course. Somewhere where youll be greeted as a trusted old friend.
The message is for my son,” Simon concluded.



The man's look went from furtive and fearful to speculative. "And what does this message say?"

Smon had no intention of answering any questions. "Take him away," he told Joscdin. "FHt him out for
the journey, give im a good horse and set him on hisway."

He had no intentions of answering Dian€'s questions once the men were gone, either. He had set a
new thing in motion. He had a plan. He wasn't in the mood to discuss it. Especidly not when he wasn't
aureif it was going to work. He might have learned to hope, but he gill wasn't certain of his luck. It had
rarely been good before.

"I have to have a long talk with Jacques” he said. He hurried toward the door before Diane's
imploring look could cal him back.

It was going to be along, detailed tak, then Smon was going to leave Jacques done. The wizard was
going to have a greet dedl of thinking to do to prepare the spdl Smon wanted, and not much time to do
itin.

CHAPTER 31

"S0 you actually talk to people on the other sde of the world usng this fishing net?"

"Internet. 1t's a communication network that links computers together. It's redly very smple. All you
need's a modenr and—Actudly, it's very complicated, but if you have a user friendly front end program
you can access the Web and—" She sghed, and stroked his face. "It doesn't make any sense to me
gther, darling, | just know how to log on and use it."

"Log? Web? Are there spiders and woodcutters involved with this fishing net?' Far from looking as
confused as he sounded, there was a teasing light in Smon's eyes.

Diane chuckled, and shuggled closer beside him in the big bed. He had woken her up only a few
minutes before, with firg a kiss, then a question. The heavy curtains were drawn across the bed, the only
light was from a thick talow candle on a shdf over their heads. She had no idea what time it was, and
didnt redly care. Time wasn't important when she was with Smon—except thet it was racing away. She
tried not to think about that.

So she answered his question with one of her own. "Why do you want to know about computers
ayway?'

He put an arm around her shoulder. She rested her head on his heart and looked up at him through his
fuzzy blond chest hair. The angle and the shadows highlighted the imperious arch of his nose and the
delectable line of his lips. The contrast fascinated her.



"Because you said that they are important. Power comes from knowing what is important to others.”

"I thought power came from having the biggest sword.” She inched her hand up his thigh.

"Computers. Swords. Each can be used as atool of power in the right place and time. Is that not true,
my lady far?"

"Remind meto introduce you to Bill Gates."

"I shdl make a note of it. Get your hand off my sword, woman, I'm not ready to be distracted just
yet"

"It'sanice, big, sword," she crooned.

He laughed, and moved her fingers away from his groin. "And will get larger soon, | assure you. Now,
explan to me once agan about credit cards.”

"You're just trying to get me used to the idea of going home, aren't you?'

"And you are trying to seduce meinto letting you stay.”

There was a sulking pout on Dianes lips. Smon leaned down and kissed it away. "It is a long
journey," he told her. "One should be prepared for whet is at the end of it."

"Grasshopper,” she muttered. When he narrowed his eyes quedioningly, she said, "Youve been
taking like the old monk on Kung-Fu alot lately. Not a popular show in my neighborhood,” she added.

Which, of course, explained nothing.

Smon had congtantly asked her questions for the last 9x days. Every time she told him she wasn't
going back to the twentieth century, he came up with some other query about it. Though she knew her
explanaions frustrated more than enlightened him, he showed no indinaion to give up. Despite knowing
that these taks were in preparation for the trip she had no intention of taking, she enjoyed the
conversations. At firgt, they'd helped her ignore how bad she fdt, then they relieved the boredom as she
recovered her strength.

She fdt much better now. So much better that just sharing the bed with him wasn't enough any more.
She wanted him.



"No more tak," she said as she draped her aams around his neck. "Kiss me"

He touched the tip of her nose. "Wanton woman," he said. And did.

Thar tongues twined, and her nipples grew hard as he touched her breast. He turned her onto her
back. She ran her bare foot up his hard-muscled calf.

Metd rings scraped loudly agang the overhead pole as the bedcurtain was pushed aside. Daylight
and cold air rushed in. Diane gasped in darm. Simon sprang up, a dagger snatched from under a pillow

grasped in his hand.

"Hold!" Jacques shouted as he jumped out of his naked friend's way. "Youre a bit sittish this
morning, aren't you?' he added as Smon grabbed hold of a bedpost to hdt his aggressive legp from the
bed.

Smon glared up at him. ™Y ou could have been gutted!”

Jacques folded his hands over his ssomach. "Nonsense. | trust your reflexes.” He quickly glanced over
the naked, flushed pair. The very arr between them crackled with desire. "I can cartainly see why you
might be a bit annoyed at the interruption.”

Smon pulled on a robe from the end of the bed. His eyes dlittered angrily a Jacques, like a hawk
who'd been deprived of its prey. He did lean over and put the blade back in its hiding place, for which
the wizard was relieved.

"Bver the master of undergatement,” Simon said as he stood.

Diane sat up, and pulled the covers up around her chin with a disgruntled arr. "Your timing's terrible,
Jacques.™

"Let's hope not, my dear. For dl our sakes" he answered, then ignored her puzzled look and turned
his attention to Simon. Jacques took a folded square of velum from his deeve. "You sad you wanted to
see this the moment it arrived.”

Smon looked at the message in Jacques's hand, but hestated to take it. He was dmogt frozen by a
combination of dread and excitement. Everything depended on the words written on that paper. He
glanced a Diane. She looked back, dark eyesfull of curiosity. He wanted to ask her for encouragement,
but she had no notion of what he planned. He had no intention of telling her, ather, though he knew his
hebit of command without question was a deep, sore spot with her. Some things he was too old to
change.



But not others. He took a deep breath, and accepted the message from Jacques. He broke the
familiar sedl, and forced his features to assume a mask of cadm as he read. He managed to hide his
reaction, though it was hard to contain the growing excitement as details fdl more into place with every
word.

"What?' Diane asked when he handed the paper back to Jacques. "What's going on?' she wanted to
know as Jacques read. She dipped out of bed and put on her chemise. She put her hand on his arm.
"Smon?'

"|s everything prepared?’ Simon asked the wizard.

Jacques tucked the velum back into his deeve. "As ready as | can manage. When do we leave for the
Dragonstone?"

Simon moved back a step, stretched and rolled his shoulders. He was not looking forward to donning
his chain mall. "Within the hour."

"May the gods, new and old, be with us, my friend,” Jacques said, and hurried from the room.

"Y ou're coming with us,” Simon told Diane before she could ask any more questions. "Dress warmly.”

She put her hands on her hips. "What is this dl about? Where are we going?'

Home, or to hell, hethought.

He took her into his arms. She tried to push him away. "Are you going to explain—"

"No."

llBut_ll

"Cometo me, Diane"

She resisted his embrace, but didn't deny him the kiss he needed. He stroked her body benesth its thin
linen covering until his fingers found the hard tips of her sweet little breasts once more. Soon, as desire
built between them, her aams came around him. He knew he should not take the time for this but he
carried her to the bed anyway. This might wel be the last chance they had to make love. Her fingers
found the knot on his belt. He pushed her chemise up around her thighs. Moments later they were locked
in reckless, relentless, driving passion.



Diare fdt like she'd been riding a hurricane when they were done, or ridden by one, and didnt mind it
a dl. What was disconcerting was that Smon wanted her to get up and dressed, while dl she wanted
was to lie around and enjoy the languid afterglow from meking love. He had immediatdy gotten up
afterward, pulled the curtain closed behind him, and cdled Yves and his squire. Despite annoyed
curiogty, she'd stubbornly stayed put while she listened to the familiar sounds of his being dressed for
battle.

Shedidn't likethis. Not onelittle bit.

"Diane" he said impatiently as he drew the bedcurtain dl the way open. He was dressed in a dark
surcoat over his mal. His long hair was pulled back and fastened at the nape of his neck. This made his
features look starkly dangerous. "They're gone. Y ou have to get up now."

The bed was warm, his scent lingered on the sheets and on her skin. She didn't want to think or to
move. She especidly didn't want to go off somewhere mysterious with him and Jacques. Somewhere
outsde the castle. She remembered the wizard mentioning something about the Dragonstone.

"What's Dragonstone?"

"A place near here.”

"What kind of place? Why are we going there."
"Wedon't have time for meto explain."

"You just want me for a sex toy," she complained as she rolled onto her sde. She propped her head
up on her elbow, but before she could say anything else, he dumped a pile of dothing onto her head.

"Yes" he sad. "And a traveling companion. Come dong.”

"But not aconfidant.”

Smon paused as he strapped on his swordbelt. "I'l tdl you when we get there,” he promised.
She got up. "1 need abath."

"Notime"

She drummed her fingers on the mattress, then decided that she might as wel get dressed. "So," she



sad when sheldd put on three layers of woolen dresses and fastened a vel over her quickly braided hair,
"who are we medting at this Dragonstone?’

She put on her cape as he crossed the room. With one fierce tug he pulled her slk scarf down from
over the mantle Her somach knotted with dread as he strode purposefully back to her, the slver
embroidered materid held out before him. His expresson was solemn, as though he were peforming a
haly rite.

He carefully wrapped her in his dragon banner, fastened it over her cloak with a Slver pin. She waited,
frozen in place while he performed this symbolic gesture. Whatever it meant, it terrified her, dmost as
much as his next words.

"My son," he answered, and swept her out the door before she could draw breath to ask another,
astonished, question.

CHAPTER 32
Why?"

It was a question he had often heard from Diane before. Now it filled the slence as the sound of the
wind and the horses hooves on the frozen earth could not. The word hung in the ar between them,
colder and more penetrating than the frogty air. They were not done on the road up the hillsde. There
was Jacques, of course, on his fine white mare. Joscelin dso, and Yves, and a few others he trusted—p
eople who put ther trust in him absolutely. These were the witnesses, and the ones he absolutely would
not leave behind, the ones he had bargained for in his letter to his son. Their safety was dmogt as
important to him as Diane's. He was sure they must be wondering what was happening, while his beloved
Diane was the only one with the courage enough to ask him why. Which was why he placed her beside
him on the last road they would take together in this life.

"You dways go againd the order of things with that word, my love" He amiled across the distance
between them. "Never stop.”

Diane was terrified. She was furious. "Y ou're going to meet him, aren't you? Right now?"
IIYSH
"You'regoing to fight aduel ?'

He nodded. "I'veissued a challenge of sorts, yes."



This was ridiculoud It was awful. It was her worst nightmare. He was going to fight his son, and make
her watch. She couldn't bear it. "'l thought you were going to wait for spring!”

"I've changed my mind."

"Y ou never change your mind about anything!™

"I've learned t0," he answered. "You helped me" He reached over and snatched the reins from her
hand before she could turn the horse. "Y ou can't run from this" he told her. "None of us can.”

"How can you do this?' The words came out as a piteous cry. "To me? To yoursdf?"

"I'm doing this for you," he answered her, voice soft but intense. "For us. And for once in my life, | am
doing something for me"

Diane was frantic. She hadn't resigned hersdf to losng him, not in the soring, certainly not now. She
knew it meant something for her to be with him, that it was important to him, but the symbolism was
going to turn into sweat and blood and pain in a few minutes. Somebody was going to end up dead.
Smon wasn't going to kill his own child, not even for her. She didn't want him to. And, once again, she
was powerlessinthis dien land.

"I'm not going to watch you commit suicide.”

His expresson grew implacable. "Turn your head if you must when the time comes” he told her, "but
you will be there."

"If that'sdl | can do, then | will."

IIHrEII

They entered a dearing at the summit of the hill before Diane could think of anything else to say. It was
a dark, sunless day, ful of ominous shadows. A howling wind whipped the clouds overhead and the
stripped branches of the trees that surrounded the bare circle of ground. A greet, flat-topped boulder
stood on one side of the clearing. On the other Side, under a lone oak, another group of people waited.
Diane recognized Vivienne slanding beside a white horse. With her was a young man who looked like a
dark verson of Smon.

"Denis?' she asked, unnecessarily.

Smon nodded, and led his people over to the boulder. He could fed Diane trembling as he helped



her down from her mount, as much with anger as fear, he knew. He didn't blame her. He touched her
cheek. She flinched away when he would have kissed her.

"Trust me," he whispered.

"Don't get dead,” was her fiercely whispered answer.

Jacques came up beside them. The old man gave one criticd glance toward Vivienne, snorted with
disgud, then announced, "I'm ready when you are, Smon.”

Smon put Diane's hand in the wizard's. "Take care of her." Then he turned his attention to his son. He
sguared his shoulders, threw off his cloak, put his hand on the pomme of his sword, and strode toward
the center of the dearing. He watched with outward cadm while Denis shot a swift, nervous glance a
Vivienne, then came forward to meet him.

Simon would not let himsdf think about how much he had missed the boy. He would not let hmsdf be
angry a Deniss betrayd and ambition. He would not let himsdf make excuses for his son, ether. Yes,
Denis had made bad choices based on the influence and examples of others, but those choices had been
his Diane had findly convinced Smon that everyone made their own choices, their own mistakes, and
thair own successes.

Denis spoke first when they were face to face, a sword's distance apart. "You look too hedthy for my
taste, old man," he said. "Y our foreign bitch mugt suit you.”

Smon saw the anger in his son's eyes, eyes that were the image of his own in shape, but the same
color as Genevieve's. He would not let himsdf be angry at the young man's ugly words. Though he was
tempted to cuff the lad on the ear for being so hot with emation before a battle. Hadn't the boy
remembered anything of what he'd taught him?

"My lady suits me well," he answered. Only to receive a low growl from Denis in reply. "Before you
reproach me with your mother," Smon went on, "kindly remember that she is a long time dead, through
no fault of mine”

"Viviennesys—"

"She lies You'd better learn to control her, lad, or youll spend your whole life in thral to one who is
vowed to serve you."

Denis drew himsdf up proudly. "I didn't come here to ligen to your advice."

"No," Simon agreed. "Y ou came hereto kill me."



"It'sdl I'vewanted snce you let my mother die!”

Smon nodded. "I know." He chuckled, and tilted a brow wryly at his son. "Why?"

Denisglowered. "What?'

"No. Why? It's a question I've been forced to consider a great ded lady. | thought I'd try it out on
someone else for variety's sake."

Denis fidgeted with his swordbelt. "I didnt come here to talk. You issued this chdlenge, old man.
Let'sfight"

Smon took a step closer as he glared into his son's eyes. Denis flinched back a pace before he
managed to hold his ground. "I'm not an old man,” Simon told the younger man. "If | want to kill you, you
will die. Don't doubt it, lad.”

Denis drew his sword and rushed forward with a wordless shout. Smon sidestepped and drew only
his dagger. He thrugt the pomme of it hard into an unprotected spot at the base of Deniss throat as his
son's momentum carried him past. Denis toppled, and Smon kicked his sword out of his hand.

When Denis was on his knees, choking, and trying to gather ar into his lungs, Smon said, "How many
times have | told you to keep your head down?"

Simon kept his own shock that victory had come so esslly to himsdf. He hadn't been certain of victory
when he came here. He hadn't been sure what would happen, which was why he hadn't explained his
plan to Diane. He came here with hope, a hope too fragle to share, for fear of making her
disgppointment worse if he falled.

He bardy heard the gasps and shouts of the people who watched. He did hear a woman scream.
Since it was a sound laced with fury, he assumed it was Vivienne, and that Jacquess magic was keeping
hers & bay. He concentrated on his son. Denis had obvioudy spent too much time playing the courtier
since he left home. And trusted too much in the powers of his sorceress for his own good. Smon shook
his head in disgugt while Denis managed to look up at him from the ground.

"You better spend more time at fighting practice if you expect to keep Marbeau,” he told his son.

Denis dragged in a great gasp of ar and managed to croak, "What?"

"The question is why," Simon responded. He placed the tip of his dagger just under his son's nose,
and pressed ever so gently. With that threat between them their gazes met. "I'm giving you your life, and
your birthright a bit early, and you redly should be wondering why. The thing is" Smon went on when



Denis didn't speak. "I don't want it any more.”
"Don't want—" Denis coughed. "Want—what?"

"Marbeau. It's yours. And you're welcome to dl the trouble as wel as the responghility. Serve my
people wel," he added, "not that | can assure that you will this way any more than | could from the

grave”

Denis blinked in confusion, then narrowed his eyes suspicioudy. "Marbeau? Mine? You brought me
here to give me Marbeau?' Smon nodded. "Why?"

Smon laughed. He fdt light as a feather. "I want to be happy,” he told his son. And he was. Truly
happy. He wished he could share this buoyant joy with Denis. "It's foolish | suppose, to prefer love over
power, but that's the way of it for me. I'm going away. A long way away. The concerns of this world are
no longer my affarr.”

"You—you're entering a monastery?"
Smon laughed again. "Diane wouldn' like that. Goodbye, son." He sheathed his dagger. "I love you."
Simon sprinted back toward his people without waiting for Deniss reaction.

Diane had nearly fainted when Smon was attacked, then nearly cheered when Smon disarmed his
son. She managed to keep quiet through dl of it because Jacques had warned her not to distract Smon,
or to draw Vivienngs attention.

But when Smon ran up to her and grabbed her by the wridt, she couldn't keep quiet any longer.
"What's hgppening?' she demanded. "What's going on?"

"Were leaving," he answered as he pulled her over to the boulder where Jacques was standing. He
glanced ques-tioningly at Jacques, who nodded.

"Stand just there" the wizard said. "Put your hands here”

Simon placed her hands, pdms down, on the stone, then covered them with his own from behind. The
gone was surprigngly warm, as warm as his living touch over hers as he circled her in his protective
embrace.

"This is the Dragonstone," Jacques explained when she gave him a questioning look. "We have to cdl
on its magic for the journey.”



She looked back a Simon. "Journey? Where are we going?'

His eyes sparkled with laughter. " Seettle.”

"Why," he countered.

"Hush," Jacques said. "I've got work to do. Close your eyes,” he added.

“Wh— 7"

"Jugt doit."

"Because | love you,” Simon said, and got an annoyed look from Jacques. "I'll be quiet now."

Diare closed her eyes and leaned back againg Simon. Jacques began to speak in a low voice. She
didn't understand anything and didn't care. Smon was holding her, they were together. Everything dse
was detalls.

Jacquess words dmost seemed to have weight and texture. The language was unfamiliar, but the
sound of it was vast and deep and full of power. It was something to be listened to with your whole
being.

At firg she thought it was her imagingtion that the rock beneath her hands was growing warmer. She
thought that her senses were dive, tingling with awareness, because of Smon's nearness. After a while,
or maybe only a moment, she redlized that there was something more going on around them. Something

megica.

She could dmogt taste the magic. She could definitdy fed it, like dectricity flowing up out of the rock,
through her, into Smon and back again. A circuit. A circle.

A spinning cirdle,

She grew dizzy. Though her eyes were closed and the earth was s0lid benesth her feet, the world
began to whirl. Time began to tug a her, twigt her into its forward flow. It was smooth, sweet. She fdt
like cream being stirred into dark, rich coffee, like a twist of caramd in chocolate. If she was cream and
carame, Smon was the coffee and chocolate. The imagery sent a wave of understanding joy through her.



Joy that was destroyed by sudden, hideous pain.
"Vivienne No!"

The whirlwind turned into lava. She could fed hersdf mdting into its blood-red flow.

"Leavemy father dong!”

Smon's hands were torn from hers. She heard his cry of agony. She tried to daw her way back to
him. She tried to cdl his name. It was too late. She was aready caught in the spell.

"Let them go!"

Diane was drawn down, forward, into a volcano's mouth, through a long, burning tunndl. There was
no escape.

Timeflowed. Sheranwithit. Blind. Grieving.

Alone.

CHAPTER 33

"Hello?"
"Diane?"
"What?' Where was she?
"Areyoudl right?'
She knew that voice. It seemed like she hadn't heard it in centuries. "Y esh, fine Hi, Mom."

"Y ou sound so depressed.”

Diane blinked. She looked around. She could hear the shower running in the bathroom. The image on
the televison was frozen. It was an old black-and-white film. She mugt have paused the tape. Her eyes
dill burned from the intense flash of light. Everything seemed weird. Wrong. Out of place. The room



seemed too bright. Too empty.
Something awful had happened.

She remembered the thunder, then lightning. The whole process had happened in reverse, like time
running backward. Thern—

What was she doing here?

Sheld been ganding in a dearing on the top of a wooded hill. She remembered the long, cold ride
from the—"Stand just there" someone had said, and had placed her hand on a flat-topped boulder.
"And don't move"

Then the world was torn apart. She reached out. Her hands closed on nothing. Thern—
Then the phone rang and—
All was logt. Everything was gone. There was nothing to hope for &fter dl.

Londiness welled up in her, a dark, soul-crushing emptiness filled her. It was a physicd pain. A wave.
Like drowning. How had she gotten here? Why was she so done?

"Areyou coming?'

She grabbed onto her mother's voice. There was music in the background, wherever her mother was.
Diane could make out a fant rumble of people taking, laughing. People who weren't done. People who
didn't know how futile it dl was—or at least pretended not to.

Where had this horribly depressed mood come from? This was ridiculous. Lighten up, Teal, she
commanded hersdlf.

"Come where? Oh, the party. | don't know, I. .. "
"Theré's someone | want you to meet.”

The firmness in her mother's voice told Diane that there was no way she was going to get out of this if
she wanted peace in her family. She didn't want to meet anyone new. There was dready some . . . some
sort of weird dream, or something.



"Diane?"

She sighed. "I'm not sure | want to meet someone who plays lute for a living, Mom."

"Hé's a jazz muddan,” her mother reminded her. "The folk musc is just a Side project. Something new
he's gotten into.”

"Right, of course." Shedidn't care.

"Areyou coming?'

Diane looked down and was surprised to see the slk skirt and tunic she was wearing. It was clean
and fresh, senqudly soft againgt her skin. For some reason, she remembered the shimmering ivory
materid as a mud-soaked ruin. She didn't remember when sheld put on the stk shawl wrapped around
her shoulders. Weird. The dress getting destroyed must be something she'd dreamed.

She didn't recdl when sheéld had the dream, but bits of srange details about it were keeping her
confused and unhagppy. She was going to have to shake it off. Beng around people might help. And she
was dressed for the party.

"Is Dad going to be there?"

"Of course. Otherwise | might consider running off with the manager. He's so charming.”

Diane was not used to hearing this sort of effusveness from her mother. The cheerfulness made her
own unexplained depression worse. She refrained from commenting and stuck to the subject. "Good. |
want to tak to Dad about something.”

Like maybe becoming an apprentice in the jewdry-meking craft. She didnt know where the idea
came from, but it seemed right. She was suddenly tired of wetching movies dl the time, with criticizing
rather than creeting things. She needed to do something. She had some artidtic talent. When her father
hed tried to tak her into this before sheld scoffed at the idea, sheld said she wanted to be an auteur
someday, whatever that meant.

"Daling, | have something more important in mind for you than talking to your father."

Diane didn't try to argue, though she had every intention of avoiding any attempts at matchmaking.
"Yes, Mom."

"So0 get a move on. And bring your roommeate. Ther€'s this cute roadie | want her to meet.”



"Right. Fine. Well bethere. Cafe Sophie, right?

Somehow, going to a party being hdd at an ex-mortuary seemed like an appropriate way to spend the
rest of the evening.

Diane wanted to leave the moment she waked into the party. If Ellie hadn't pushed her into the crowd,
determined to find the food, she might have. Everyone was amiling. She hated that. She didn't know why
she resented everyone being so happy, but she did.

There was an undercurrent in the ar, invisble but powerful, like eectric perffume. Something sexy and
exdting scintillated through the room, and everyone seemed to fed the buzz but her. The crowd that
milled around the buffet tables was so chearful that she wanted to kick someone. Instead she Ieft her
roommete to forage and went in search of her parents. She wanted to talk to her dad, and go home.

"I've got a headache,” she muttered to hersdlf as she skirted a knot of laughing people.

A tall, blond man was at the center of attention in this merry group. All the excitement was centered in
this one spot. Diane wasnt interested in excitement. She noticed broad shoulders in an expensvey
tallored black jacket as she did past him. She didn't pay him any more attention after she made a quick
check to see that neither of the people she was looking for was near him.

"I hate everyone" she grumbled as she went on her way. "I want to cry. I'm bored and restless and
londy and sck of everything, and | don't know why."

"We French have a word for that," a deep voice said from behind her.

Diane froze in her tracks. There was something panfully familiar about that voice. It wasn't just deep,
it was rich, like coffee or chocolate. Ddlicious. She turned around, very dowly, as he continued to speak.

"It's cdled ennui,” he went on as ther gazes met. Then he gave her a dow, charming amile.

Dianeforgot to bresthe for amoment.

Hewastall, blond, handsome as sin, and sexy as the same. He was so poised and confident that she
hated him ingtantly. Besides, hisbeautiful voice was very familiar, yet disconcerting coming froma
granger. The sght of him made her heart race. It did more than that, it stirred desire. And something it
would be safer to keep hidden deep in her mind if she wanted to stay sane.



"Did | ask you for a definition?" she snarled, and began to turn away.

He put a hand out, not quite touching her, but sopping her just the same. She looked down a his
hend where it very nearly brushed againgt her arm. There was a smdl scar across two of his knuckles.
Hed told her held gotten it in his very firg battle.

Thiswascrazy.

Shewould have run, but hisvoice held her still when she wanted to bolt. "I heard you ask why. I'm
afraid | can never keegp from answering a beautiful young woman who asks mewhy."

"l didn't ask—"

"Didnt you?' He stopped smiling. He moved his hand. This time he touched her, running his fingers
dong her jawline. "Welve met before” He spoke quietly, his voice like dark velvet, but vevet that
shesthed stedl.

She couldn't deny it. "Somewhere."

"Where? When?"

He tilted his head to one sde. It changed the way light and shadow played over his features,
emphasizing the aristocratic arch of his nose and a dight sternness to his mouth. If there was anyone dse
besides them in the room, it didnt matter. In the background, beneath the murmur of voices, musc
played, jazz. The Snger's voice was a rich baritone. He sang in English, with a hint of French accent. He
sounded just the way the man before her spoke.

"Smon de Argent,” she said. He nodded. Diane couldn't stop her fingers from tracing the outline of
those sensud lips. She was filled with wonder. "Why?*

"You dways ask methat."

"Y ou never answer."

Heamiled, and it filled her world. "I'mlearning.”

She amiled back. Her whole being smiled. She had never fdt so happy before. "Who the hdl are
you?”



"I haven' the faintest idea," he replied, with that wry lift of the eyebrow she knew so wdl, and had
never seen before. "But | seem to be rather famous and rich.”

"How convenient," shesad.

"I thought it might be," Jacques said as he came up beside them.

Diane turned her head, and was more surprised to see her mother on Jacquess am than she was to
see the wizard. "Did you cut your beard?" she asked the old man.

"Do you know Monsieur Pdlid?" her surprised mother asked.

Jacques kissed her mother's hand before Diane could answer, and gazed deep into her eyes. "Excuse
us, my dear, but we have to have a little talk in private” He turned to Smon and Diane and put a hand
on each of their shoulders. "Come aong, you two."

Smon took her hand, and Diane found hersdf moving through the crowd. A handsome young man
held up a champagne glass and smiled at her as she passed. "Joscdin?!

"I'd rather be cdled Jos," he answered, and turned back to Ellie

Diane looked back at the proudly smiling Jacques. "But—? Who—7?"

"Yvesisaround here somewhere," Simon said.

"That'snice

"You do know dl of us, don't you? The way we know you? The way | know you." His last words
were spoken with jedous possessiveness. He squeezed her hand. ™Y ou're mine, Diane Ted."

She knew these men, or remembered, or imagined she remembered knowing them. She was certain
that deep in her soul she loved the one holding her hand.

"Here we are," Jacques said as he whisked them out onto the wet Sdewalk.

The rain had stopped, but the air was full of coal, fresh moisture. More memories stirred as she took a
deep breath. Memories, not imagination. They stopped beneeth the glow of a street lamp. She and
Smon grinned at each other. She dipped her arms around his waist. He took her face between his hands
and tilted it up to the light.



"Now you two can get reacquainted in peace.”

Dianes gaze did sSdeways, toward the amiling old man. She'd forgotten that Jacques was even there
for a moment. "What the—?'

"Oh, | forgot." He took a deep breath, held his arms out to the night, and spoke a magic word.

Eveything came back in a rush, in a whirl, in a blinding flash of multicolored light. Past memories
blended with current redity. It dl made sense. It had redly happened. Everything had worked out, and
they were together once more.

Smon and Diane held each other in a tight embrace and laughed and laughed with ddlight.

"Damn, | do good work," Jacques announced proudly. He patted them both on the shoulder. "Have
fun, children. | have to get back to the party.” Then he was gone, and they didn't care.

"What happened?’ she asked after they'd kissed for a very long time. "Back at the Dragonstone?"

"Vivienne tried to stop the spdl.” Smon threw back his heed and laughed. "Apparently her
interference only had a minimd effect.” He held Diane close, where he intended to hold her forever.
"Thank God."

"Denis stopped her," Diane said. "l remember now. | heard him."

"Did he?'

Shelooked up a him. ™Y our son lovesyou, Simon.”

"Loved," Smon answered. A fant shadow of regret crossed his features. "That was a long time ago.”

"But that wasin another country,” shetold him.

He gave a fant amile as he remembered her saying those words to himin his chamber, back when she
could only spesak to tdl stories. Back in the Middle Ages, when he was Lord of Marbeau. Even with the
layer of knowledge of the modern world, and with the new identity that was dso his, that time, the things
they had done, hdd more redlity for him. Marbeau was home. He would take her there. As soon as the
American tour was over.

"I dill own Marbeau,” he told her! "I bought the tumbled down old estate and rebuilt it with the



proceeds fromr my firg two platinum adbums™”

"How did you end up a musdan? A famous one? My father owns dl of your CDs. That's why my
mother was so happy to get involved in this lute project.”

"Jacques arranged it dl, of course. He dipped us into the world, made a place for us where everyone
thought we'd aways been. The only thing he falled a was bringing you with us™" Simon frowned angrily.
"Viviennes doing, I'm sure. Fortunately her interference didn't last long.”

"Thanks to Denis" she said. "l think it was his gift to you."

"A far trade for Marbeau. He kept the land,” Smon went on. "I've researched it. My family were
lords of Marbeau until the unpleasantnessin 1789."

"Y ou mean the French Revolution”?’
"Yes" the French aristocrat answered disdanfully. "That."
"Do you know what happened to Vivienne? She isn't going to pop up and—"

"No need to worry, my love" He stroked her har. It seems Denis did mary the gentle Lady
Marguerite—who sengbly poisoned Vivienne and settled down to live happily with her new husband.”

"Good for her," Dianereplied.

"Denis got what he wanted, and | got what | wanted, which is a second chance with you by my sde.”
"Soit dl worked out." She gave him a puzzled look. "But why did you end up a muscian?'

"Why not? | vagudy recdl Jacques tdling me it's the only thing | have tdent for in this time if | redly
wanted to retire from fighting. It suits my temperamenta arrogance, don't you think?' He shook his head,

amog in dishdief. "All that redly happened. And everything from this life, as wel. Jacques is right,” he
concluded. "He's good.”

He kissed her again. When they were both breathless with desire, he said, "But you're better. You're
pure magic, Diane" he told her. "I remembered you the ingant | saw you.”

Shegiggled. "Yeah. Right.”



"I'm being poetic. Appreciateit.”

"Let's go somewhere," she answered, with a wicked gleam in her big, dark eyes, "and I'll show you
just how much | appreciate you."

"Make love?' he suggested. She nodded. He touched her cheek. "I want nothing better than to make
love to you tonight. And every night forever after. Then,” he added with a teesng amile, "I want to watch
atape of Casablanca. I've dways wanted to see that movie”

She leaned her forehead againg his chest and laughed until she was weak. Weak with love, and
desire, and happiness. His arms stayed around her, and she knew that was where they'd dways be. "I
think | can arrange that," she told him. "This is, after dl, the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

They began to wak away from the dreetlight, avay from the crowded cafe. The Street was quidt,
empty but for them, severa long semitrailer trucks and a bus parked dong the curb.

Diare read the lettering on the door of one of the truck cabs, then she gave Smon an amused look. "Is
dl that quff redly yours?'

He nodded. "Equipment, lights, what have you. For the Nine Dragons tour.”

Diane chuckled. "Wdl, hon," she said as they walked off am and arm into the night, "you never could
pack light."

THE END
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