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Aljona


 

England at the beginning of the year 1138

 

Tenderly fell the snowflakes down on the fresh earth and covered it with a soft white film, as well as the tracks of those who had already left this place. Only the two of them remained, because gradually daylight faded, was swallowed by the mist rolling in. Their emotions were as gloomy and grey as the landscape. But Richards eyes did not wander, he viewed the slim female figure, standing  in the cold silently and numbly, wrapped in black. The delicate ice crystals came to rest upon her long brown hair. Like natural ornaments they gave her a fairylike glamour and gleam, as if she was not of this world. Even if a peaceful expression lay on her face in this moment of sadness, she was confronted with serous earthly problems now. He knew it and so did she. Why did the Lord have no mercy for her? Why did He take the ones who were close to her heart?

Her mother died in birth of her second child. In spite of all care her little brother could not be saved. Soon after his birth his heart stopped beating. Her father, who had adored his wife on the one hand and on the other hand had always longed for a male descendant and heir, lapsed into melancholy afterwards, did not notice his environment any more, ignored his daughter, desisted from eating and sleeping. No wonder it came to a bad end – one year later he followed his wife and his child. So the five year old girl was orphaned. She was put up by her uncle, who had lost one of his two sons much too early and now loved her as if she was his own child. They spend happy years together: The two children were almost the same age. They grew up like siblings, played and froliced, exercised themselves with wooden swords and chanced wild hacks on their horses. In doing so the girl's green eyes lighted up and her long blond hair waved in the wind. Her aunt disapproved of the child behaving like a boy, but her uncle did not care. They were inseparable until Jacob had to leave his fathers castle in order to become a knight someday. Such a career was refused to her. Instead she was taught in suavity, dance, needlework as well as other female activities by her aunt and was prepared for her duties as a wife. For she proofed to be very skilled and talented she matured to a young, well-bred woman. Between her and her aunt developed a confiding relationship. More or less secretly her uncle trained her still.

Then came the day when Jacob was given a knighthood. On this day he introduced her to his best friend Matthew. They fall in love at first sight, their love grew stronger day by day and after a little while Matthew asked her uncle for taking her as his bride. He was just an ordinary knight and had not much to offer, but he treated her as an equal partner. Therefore he agreed with the marriage gladly. Too seldom matrimonies were born out for love. Though the couple lived together harmoniously and lovingly they did not conceived a child for a long time. Finally the young woman became pregnant and their happiness seemed brought to perfection. Unfortunately the joy did not last long, because she lost the baby. Matthew stood by her side and did everything to build her up and lead her out of sadness with his deep love. But the desire for a child weighed more heavily on her soul with every month passing, though she tried not to show it outwards.

However the most serious problems of their time, besides war and sometimes devastating blazes, were diseases and plagues. The hard winter took its toll, so the next blows of fate soon occurred. Only a few weeks ago they drew the curtain over her aunt and now, after a long struggle, her soul mate, her beloved husband died on a fewer. Now she stood there wrapped in sorrow, widowed with scarcely 24 years.

A frosty wind got up and made Richard shiver. In the meantime it got almost as dark as by night and the snow drifting got more intense. In the last wan daylight he viewed his beautiful niece again. The once sandy hair became darker during the years and her shining green eyes were full of tears. Nevertheless she was really handsome, a desirable young widow, a main prey for those, who took liberties with the chivalry. Richard was aware the best shelter for her was, to be wedded as soon as possible. But he knew her well enough to understand that she did not feel up to marrying again yet. Never would he force her to marry a man she did not love – he loved her too much. Temporary he tinkered with the idea of making her his son's wife. But he was reluctant to this idea, just as she would be. They simply were more like brother and sister than cousins. So there was only one possibility: he had to take her back home and put her under his protection as long as necessary. 

“Aljona”, he dared to break the silence at last, “you will freeze to death here in the cold. Lets go home.”

Like being wrenched from a dream she turned to him and nodded, had a last look at the snow covered grave, before she let him lead her home.



New tasks


 

In the distance her uncle's castle came in sight – Aljona's old and new home. When newly wed she had left the familiar, protective and dear hold walls. Never did she anticipate, that she would have the adjourn their shelter again so soon and as a widow. But what else could she do? She was very thankful to get this chance at least. In other families a woman in her position would have been married to the next best man who applied for her. It was the only safety for a woman. Aljona detested this system, in which a woman alone was worth nothing, just an ornament her husband's side, useful for keeping the house, feeding his appetite and bearing children. And a woman like her, who was different, almost wild, had to be tamed and brought to heel by beating or even worse methods.

Matthew had been dissenting. He loved and esteemed her, her opinion and advice were of importance for him. When they were together, she had not to dissemble, because he accepted her in any respects. He knew her sentimental as well as her fierce side and appreciated them in equal measure. But now he was gone and her fate extremely uncertain. Her uncle Richard was a wise, kind and strong man, who would try his best to safe her from all mischief. But it was without fail, that there were several unmarried men in his services, who would contend for her. How long would they be able to bear up the pressure? Many things had changed. She was not that little girl anymore, even though she felt the same as about 19 years ago when she arrived here first, looking for shelter and a place to call home. Slowly the passel drew nearer to its destination. As it was respectable she rode on a side saddle behind her uncle and her cousin, who were in the fore of the procession, not next to them. The etiquette had to be kept up, at least outwards. Or would everything go on like this, being short of her masters in the future? She was curious about the plans her uncle had made for her. Soon she would find out.

The people living in the castle gave her a warm, but also depressing welcome. She knew most of the inhabitants and servants from the past and they all offered their sincere condolences to her. Aljona was tired from the journey. Furthermore she agonized herself the whole day to retain her composure. She would have preferred to avoid dinner and retire to her chamber warming the still cold and stiff limbs by wrapping herself into the blanket, being alone and abandoning herself to her grief. But unfortunately this was refused to her, because the banquet in the hall was held to honour her as well as in memory of her deceased husband. Her stomach cramped already at the sight of the dishes, narrowly she ate a few morsels. Jacob, who sad on the right hand side of his father, while she took the seat at his left, seemed similar. But there was another reason, why she could not leave the party early: Her uncle asked her to see him after dinner. She wondered what might be so important, that they could not talk about the other day?

The wood in the fireplace crackled loudly and the accurately stratified, meanwhile almost charred pieces imploded. As arranged she attended her uncle to his private room, after he ended the meal officially. He offered her to sit opposite to him and poured in a mug of spiced wine. Afterwards he started conversation by asking her how she felt and she answered truthfully. To that moment everything was alright, but after his last words her facial features had frozen. With her eyes and mouth wide open she stared at him, not able to reply anything. A deafening silence filled the room. He knew from the beginning, that this was the wrong time for such a talk. Nevertheless the concern of the matter bore no delay. They had to consult and decide together, what Aljona's future should be like.

“By heavens sake, don't look at me like this”, he said.

She shut her mouth, swallowed whatever she wanted to answer and faced him without even trying to hide her bewilderment.

“I already imagined that this is no option for you”, he continued to speak. “But I wanted you to consider the possibility at least. During the whole journey I racked my brain how to keep you from marrying someone, who does not owe you.”

“And this is your conclusion? Pinch her yourself before somebody else does?!”, she retorted disgustedly and full of bitterness. Her voice was louder than usually, she trembled inwardly, tears came to her eyes. Richard had to calm her, otherwise someone might her them. The content of their discussion was not destined for everybody's ears. He better not tell her that originally he planned to marry her to his son, for it would upset her even more. 

“As I have already told you, I just wanted you to consider this eventuality.”

“You are like my own father. How could I ever marry you? Sleep with you? Give you children?”

He accepted this objection, he expected it anyway. Therefore he explained his intentions further: “I understand your attitude very well. I feel the same at heart. Though I am not your fleshly father in the eyes of God there is nothing to argue against such a bond. It would be the easiest way to assure your rank here at the castle. Never mind, I am acquainted with you long enough to know you have a mind of your own and that you are prepared to walk the rocky road. So listen: From now on you are the Lady of this castle and responsible for managing the reserves and so on, in fact without marrying me or my heir, not even getting engaged. That should be no problem, for the local conditions are completely familiar to you. Old Barbara may help you, she managed everything after the death of your aunt and assisted her before. I grant you a mourning period of one year. Of course I will not force you to marry anyone afterwards, but I beg you for not ignoring potential candidates and weighing with your heart as well as with your sense, whether you could image to marry one of them. A marriage for reason may not be a bad one necessarily. Your aunt and I, we had to learn loving each other first and finally had been very happy together. Do you accept this conditions?”
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