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Chapter 1  
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Her Ladyship 

“I do not understand.  It is said you have given Gareth de Molay the position of Head Practitioner.” the female was more than upset and angry.  “Why?  Why would you do such a thing? Is it true?” the young woman was more than upset, her tone conveying the message as did her approach and manner.

“For God’s sake, woman.” the older, stately man sighed more than heavily.  “What did you expect me to do? In all reality.  What were my choices?” When he spoke, his hands were in constant movement, punctuating his sentences in short, concise movement.

“...I am better qualified for the position.  You have even said as much to my face and yet, you offer something I have earned to another?” Isabella Kingsley was accustomed to people giving her their full attention when she spoke, which Guy LaFleur was not.

People often said he was absent-minded because he had a difficult time standing still, his nervous energy transmitted to his movements and speech.

“I offered the spot to a male.”  The man spread his hands, having arisen from his desk chair, his own temper flaring.  “A male.  There, feel better now?  That the words are said.  You could not possibly have been so stupid to think it would be any other way.  What is in your head?”

The silence was thick. It echoed about the man’s untidy, cluttered work space.

Guy LaFleur instantly regretted his words, for the woman’s face was stricken and chalky suddenly, the large blue eyes filled with subdued realization.  

Guy  lowered his head, feeling the strain of the moment.  “...The Grand Master ordered me to make the correct choice.  I tried to explain that you were...that you had surpassed all expectations on my part and that in my opinion, you deserved the position offered.” His tone had softened a bit and he was hesitant now, as if his mind was searching for a better route to take.

Nor did the man lie, for he had made his case quite clearly to the head man of this establishment just the other day.

“It is unheard of, that a female be given such a prestigious assignment, as well you know.” the man accused.  “A woman simply...cannot even be considered for such a placement, especially in this institution.”

Isabella Kingsley was not truly shocked by the words or the deed but her temperament was such, she could not simply accept the stupidity of such an outdated, intolerable system under which she was forced to live.

“You told my father, upon my application to ‘this institution’ that I would be given every consideration befitting my station in life.”  She also recalled that stipulation, one to which she insisted an answer be forthcoming before her decision to accept her father’s decree to attend said institute.  “You lied, did you not.  You never had any intention of honoring your promise to him...or me.”

“I said...”  Guy  snapped brusquely.  “I would treat you as I would any student of mine, which...I have done.  Nothing was said about placing you in any position.  The students of this institute are expected to earn the privilege of attending.  What they do with the knowledge imparted after the courses end, is entirely upon their own heads.”

The woman closed her eyes, knowing a hopeless battle when confronted by the reality of one.

She lifted a proud head.  “You sir, are a liar and a fraud.  I see I have been duped.  Used for my father’s considerable wealth and now, tossed aside like so much flotsam in the sea.”

“You cheeky little bitch.” Guy LaFleur did not like her tone or accusation.  “Watch your words, when speaking to me.”

“I watch my words when I respect or admire a person, Sir.” Isabella grated, lifting the long skirts she wore with shaky fingers.  “Which no longer applies to you.”

She took her leave, her mood one of seething fury. 

Guy  dropped his head, sighing heavily.  He could but only allow the disrespect for he felt less a man for not having the courage to defy the Grand Master’s wishes or to fight for what he believed was right and just.

“Has she cleared the battlefield, then?”  David La Roche leaned slightly, glancing about the stone wall he had taken up residence behind for the duration, having come into the scene quite early on.  Sensing it was a private moment, he held back, biding his time.

Guy  glanced to the other man’s arrival, shaking a woeful head.  “She should be taken over the proverbial knee on an hourly basis.  Which her father clearly neglected to do.”

“She has her Sire’s temperament.  I have heard tales of Gerard Kingsley’s nature and disposition.” David held his amusement.  “Still, she has just cause to be upset, does she not?”

“I cannot believe I am hearing this from you, David?” Guy  chided.  “Would any of your men deign to be cared for by a female physician?”

“I do not know one that would not prefer a female to tend their wounds.” La Roche teased.  “We are not stupid, you know.”

“Be serious.”  La Fleur grated.  “You know good and well, no self-respecting male would allow a female about were he truly wounded, modesty aside.  And a female?  On the fields of battle?”

La Roche shrugged the matter aside.  “Still.  Is she truly as good as she claims?  Better than the male you appointed?”

“How long were you outside that portal?” Guy  shifted an annoyed glare, returning to his desk, moving scripts about, his manner curt and annoyed still.  “She has a natural talent for the art but that does not mean she should be allowed to practice it in our hallowed halls.  Let her return home to a small burrow and set up a shop.  As if anyone would seriously consider her as a viable alternative to a male counterpoint.”

“Seems a pity, though.” David could allow.  “It must be difficult, for a woman in such an atmosphere. A male dominated one.”

“She should know her place.” Guy  stated his opinion.

“You are not that jaded.” David grinned over.  “Are you?”

“Her father is a patron of our Order.  A very wealthy one, or she would not have been given this much credence, as everyone...but the Lady herself, is aware.”

“I have troubles of my own.” La Roche laughed hollowly.  “Beatrice is being especially difficult concerning the wedding date.  It is my reason for this visit.” the man scratched his bearded jaw line thoughtfully.  “To ascertain if you are still planning on our Spring nuptials.”

“Females.” Guy  rolled his eyes expressively.  “I have assured her repeatedly that the Ides of March belong to her and the man she has manage entrap.  What more must I do?  Etch the date on your backside?”

“She did not entrap me.  I have no objections to the marriage.”  David sniffed a bottle of brandy, he had found sitting on a nearby shelf.  “Is this drinkable?  Beatrice is a beautiful woman, her father a wealthy landowner whose properties will fall to me upon his death.  It is time I settled down, after all.  I am not getting any younger and the battlefields no longer hold the attraction they once did.”

“Does not seem likely you will give up your heathen ways to remain faithful to just one woman.”  Guy  shifted a sage stare.  “Does not sound like you at all, my dear friend, does it.”

“Who said I would give up anything.  Discretion aside, a man...these days, can have his fun and keep a wife content, surely.”

“That...is how I have come to see you, La Roche.”  Guy  breathed easier.  Giving over two pewter vessels, the smaller man in stature watched as the other poured them both a cup of cheer.  

“Raise your glass, Old Sage.”  David lifted his own.  “Toast to my upcoming wedding night.”

“I suppose every man should have at least one in his lifetime.” La Fleur shrugged his shoulders.  “Not me, of course.  I am a die-hard bachelor, happy to remain so to my death bed.”

“What a lonely life you lead, Sir.”  David grinned, knowing the fallacy of such a statement.  

“I have had more women than you will ever see.”  Guy  confirmed La Roche’s hypothesis with his wry remark.  “Feel no pity for me.”

“Have not...nor never will.”  David finished his liquor happily.  “I am off to the fields, then.”

“A Knight Templar’s lot in life is not an easy one, I hear tell.”  Guy  nodded minutely.  “Keep your body pure and at the ready to fight in God’s service.”

“One out of two, surely, will suffice.”  La Roche lifted a concerned brow then...both men laughed for the wit displayed.

************
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“SIR KAY, A WORD, IF you will?”  Isabella waved the young knight over, as she did not feel it right to approach such a bevy of men.  Those that surrounded the man in question already made her feel awkward to be the center of attention but she weathered their stares and gawks.

Kay jogged over, bowing slightly out of deference to her station in life.  “My Lady.  How may I be of assistance.”

“My father assures me, Sir.  That any Pilgrim traveling these days must surely have an escort for one’s safety, is this still the case?”  The woman came right to the point, as often was her way.

“Do you ask for yourself, Ma’am?”

“I do.”  Isabella had made her decision and thus, went about bringing that decision to light.  “I am seeking an escort to Italy.  I wish to return to my homeland.”

“Your studies are done so soon?  I was given to understand, another year is required to...”

“To what ends?” she snapped then, caught the action.  “Forgive me, Sir.  I take my doldrums out on you.”  She forced a gentle smile.  “I...will forego any further studies.  I wish to go home as soon as possible, with all due haste.  Are you available to guide and protect a lone female on such a journey?”

The man’s brow furrowed.

“I will pay handsomely, of course.  I understand an acceptable price would be 150 denarius.  I will give over 300, for you, Sir.”  The blue eyes softened.  “For you have always treated me with kind courteousness, for which I am grateful.”

Others here had not be so circumvent in their reaction to a female attempting to fit in where one was not welcomed.

“I will gladly accompany you on your journey, Lady.  I ask the 150 denarius for my men.  I accept no payment for I consider it a privilege and honor to be of assistance to such a lovely woman.”  

“You and I both know that statement to be erroneous in nature... I am hardly a great beauty.”  The woman breathed easier.  She lay her hand upon his sleeve, the cold chain mail of his hauberk feeling odd to the touch.  “I insist upon paying for your services.  It would sadden me if you refused my offer.”

The man moved closer, lifting her hand, kissing the cloth covering the top portion respectfully.  “I would never make you sad, Lady.” her smile was returned.  “But the sum you suggest is obscene for the task you ask performed.  Trust me on this, please.  When did you wish to depart, do you have a set date in...”

“Tomorrow?” 

Kay blinked his surprise.  “Eh...perhaps Friday?  I have training tomorrow and the next day.”

“That will be fine.”  Isabella was only pleased he had agreed to assist her.  “I will await your discretion, of course.  And I thank you, Sir.  From the bottom of my heart.”

The man bowed most courtly, watching as the woman took her leave.

He returned to his compatriots, musing on the whims a woman’s mind could take.

“Sir Kay.”  David La Roche witnessed the exchange, having been among those knights gathered for the training session which was about to commence on yon fields set aside for just such an exercise.  “A moment, if you will.”

The young man approached, fitting his axe where it would be easily retrieved, if the need arose.  Which it invariably would in such mock battles.

“You spoke to Lady Isabella.  May I inquire as to the topic of said conversation?”

“...It could possibly be construed as private, you know.”  Kay frowned over.

“Your point?”

The young man shook a woeful head.  “It is only that she wishes to return to Italy.  I will escort her.  Is there a problem with me doing so?”

“There may well be.”  David knew.  “I will speak to Guy LaFleur.  He should be made aware of this new development, I think.”

“Why?  I was given to understand, he always disliked having his classroom defiled by a female.  Surely, he will be most content to hear she is leaving these hallowed halls.”

“He may be pleased but her father, very likely...will not.”  David suspected.  “I do not think anyone here believed the Lady would choose such a drastic course when they made their decision to...throw down the gauntlet they chose to throw.”

“Of what do you speak?”

“I will join the training later.  I should deliver the bad news in person.”  The man took his leave.

****************
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“MY POINT EXACTLY!”  Guy  snided his irritation.  “Would a male react in such a stupidly, immature, irrational manner, I think not!”

“The point is moot.  She has and now, you...or the Grand Master must face the consequences of her actions.  What will occur when her Sire learns of your treatment of his daughter?”

Guy  closed weary eyes.  “Well, he will not send flowers and well-wishes will he.”  It was grated.  “Damnation!  What a fix she has put us into.”

“She?”  David chuckled.  “You are the two who promised something you had no intention of delivering.  What is she to think or do?  Having wasted an entire year here, thinking it would be to her benefit to do so.”

“Well, it was beyond stupid to ask such a thing or believe we could possibly force her upon an unsuspecting public.”

“But it was asked.”  David reminded needlessly were Guy ’s expression any criteria by which to judge.  “In my opinion, it was beyond stupid to allow the woman to join our ranks to begin with.”

“Will you inform the Grand Master of said belief?”

“If you like.” La Roche had no issue with such action.

Guy La Fleur’s mouth tightened, with his mood.  “You owe me.”

“...Do not drag me into this debacle!” David laughed at the absurdity.  “I do not even know the woman.”

“Listen.” Guy  moved closer, pulling his desk chair over to the divan where the other man sat.  “I have a plan.  I know Isabella Kingsley quite well.  She has a temper but it fades quickly enough.”

“Does not sound like the woman I heard in this very room yesterday.”

“No, it is true.  She spouts forth but then, calms and becomes quite rational and deliberate if given the correct reasoning.”

“Even so?”

“...Given a few days to think matters through, she will very likely, regret such a hasty decision on her part.  She truly enjoys being here, on the whole.”  Guy  warmed to the idea forming.  “If you could give me those few days?  I will consider all debts paid.”

“And how would I manage that?”  David exasperated.  “My wedding is to be in a fortnight.  I do not have time to go off gallivanting all over...”

“There will be no wedding if I do not officiate.”  

David sat back, breathing in a long, cleansing breath, exhaling his pent up annoyance.  “You weasel of man.  You gave over your word to Beatrice.”

“I am well able to live with your Lady’s disenchantment with me.  The Grand Master?  He expects me to handle this problem.  I expect you...to aid and abet.”

“How the hell am I supposed to change Lady Kingsley’s mind about anything under the sun.  I have spoken to her only once and that was in passing.  She does not know me from Adam, man!”

“You have a way with women.” Guy  smiled happily.  “Use your evil powers for good in this instance.  You will think of something.  I need that woman to remain here for the duration of the next semester at least.  Give me that time to persuade her of our merits.  I will think of some way to sooth any ruffled features but I need time, man.”

“Why not just go to her yourself and explain that you will do as you promised, if she will give over the time?”

“She has been...distant and cold to me of late.  Nor has she attended any of the scheduled classes.  A first for her, by the way.”  Guy ’s expression fell.  “I found myself most contrite over the fact.  I did not think she would be this upset, to be truthful.  I feel...”

“Like the heel you are?”

“Badly.”  It was stoutly corrected.  “This is her fault more than it is mine.”

David shook a woeful head for such an outlook.  

“Listen.”  Guy  could be most persuasive when he wished.  “It will be only a few days, I swear.  Isabella will come to her senses, you will bring her back and I will do the rest.  Time away might even clear your head and you will come to your senses involving this marriage arrangement.”

“I told you, I am most content to...”

“I know what you said but I think, given time and distance, you will see the matter in another light.”  The man arose.  “You will thank me for this at a later date, trust me.”

“Yes? Well at this exact moment in time, I feel like hitting you over the head with my mace.”

“Violence rarely solves a problem.”

“Since when?”  The Knight Templar was stumped by such a statement.  “It is my way of life.  One which has never failed to solve a problem.”

“You are a barbarian.  I...on the other hand.  Am a learned scholar.  A sagely wise man who knows more than you will ever know or hope to...you must trust me on this one, friend.”

“In order to extract your fat ass from the mess you have fallen into.”

“Well put.”  Guy  slapped the man’s back gingerly.  “Now, go convince Sir Kay to relinquish his charge to more capable hands.”

“Then give over 150 denarius to reimburse his decision.”

“You have more coin than I.” Guy  was understandably reluctant to part with his own fortune.  “And you owe me, remember.”

“I do not believe your gaul.”

“Believe it, Sir.”  The man suggested, strongly.  “Run along now.  I have plans to work through.”

“Get fucked.”

Guy’s brows lifted slightly.  “That just might clear my head, actually.  Good suggestion on your part, La Roche.”
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Chapter 2  
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“My Lady, why do you weep?” the young maid’s tone held her anxious concern as she approached.  Madeline hurried to comfort and aid.  “Tell me the problem.  Are you injured?”

Isabella swiped angrily at her wet cheeks.  “No one was supposed to find me, Maddie.” she managed a smile of sorts, swallowing her tears, sniffing softly.  “What are you doing here?  Is not your Mistress in house?”

“She naps.”  Maddie rolled expressive eyes.  “In the middle of the day, and she naps. But, I am concerned for you, Lady. Please tell me what is wrong.”

“Nothing is right.”  Isabella sat on the decaying log, sighing lightly.  “And I am being a dolt.  Nothing more or less, I assure you.”

“Is it the Professor, Ma’am.”  Madeline found a seat on the grass beneath the spreading oak above, whose limbs reached out over the stillness of the pond by which the two women reposed.

“Oh, Maddie.  I thought...”  The young woman’s eyes welled once again but she stalwartly fought the sensation aside.  “I t-thought he cared for me.  I truly thought, he held some sort of emotional attachment.”

“He is most kind and gentle with you these days, Lady.”  Maddie was confused.  “So different than when you first arrived, remember.  He has changed for the better, surely.  Why do you say such things? Which cannot be true.”

“I t-thought he had finally accepted me, yes.” Isabella had.  “But it was all a ruse.  He meant none of it.  None!”

“You were so happy last week too.  Thinking he might even invite you to the tournament next month.”

“...That ship has sailed, even as mine must.”  Bella was sad to relate her news.  “I am leaving here, Madeline.  In but a few days.  I shall be returning to Italy.  I will miss our talks terribly...and your friendship.”

“No, Ma’am.  This is horrible news.”  The young woman’s sincerity touched Isabella’s heart which caused more tears to threatened.  

“You have made my time here bearable even when I found it unbearable.” Bella forced a smile.  “I am so happy to have found a good friend in you, I hope you know that.”

“...Must you go?”  The woman arose, fretfully irritated.  “Truly?”

Isabella lowered her head, the long chestnut hair down this day, framing her face and flowing over her shoulders, down her back.  “It is best I do.”

The quiet came and was difficult for both women.  “I want you to have this as a remembrance of me.”  Lady Kingsley removed a long gold chain with a pennant attached.  “It has a chamber here.”  She showed the latch, opening the locket.  “I keep a four leaf clover inside.” she laughed hollowly.  “I think it is supposed to house a likeness of the one you love.” 

“I can not take such a valuab...”

“Stop.” Isabella insisted.  “It only has value if you accept it.  At least, for me.”  She folded the object into the girl’s hands.  “Please.  I want you to have it.  I will inform Sir Kay that it is as gift and he will make certain no one takes it from you.”

“Oh Ma’am.  It is beautiful!”

Lady Kingsley smiled.  “I will write?”  She was in the process of teaching the other woman her letters.  “You have progressed enough that you can read what I send and hopefully, jot down a few sentences in return?  I want you to keep studying the trainer, yes?”

“I promise faithfully, I will.”  The girl’s pretty face was aglow with happiness.  But then the glow dimmed.  “It will not be the same with you gone.”

Isabella shrugged.  “Never-the-less.  Go I must.  There is no choice left me, Maddie.”

The girl nodded, her features sad now.

“Run along now.  Grab a bite before your Mistress awakens.  She is demanding most times but especially after her naps, yes?”

“One day I will push her down the well.”

Isabella chuckled.  “I am sorry I shall miss that event.”

Maddie giggled but then, the sound faded.  “Take care on your travels, Madame.  It is dangerous out there in the world.”

“Sir Kay is a brave, noble knight that I trust completely.”  

“I will pray God protects and Guy des him then.  And you.”  

Maddie took her leave, sighing with the burdens of her young life.

Isabella attempted to fix her face, swiping the warm skin to rid herself of tear tracks if any still remained.  She stood, her face resting in her palms for a long beat.  Her head was starting to pound for she had neglected to break her fast this day as yet.

“A problem, My Lady?”

The woman gasped, not having heard anyone’s approach, swirling about, her skirt billowing gracefully with the move.

“Forgive me.  I did not mean to frighten you.”

“No...you are fine, Sir.  No one often uses this path.  I did not expect...”  The woman’s voice trailed off, the flush on her cheeks fading slightly.  “You move quietly.”

David de La Roche smiled easily.  “You are Lady Isabella Kingsley, are you not?”

The woman curtsied respectfully.  “And you, Sir are a Knight Templar.  A rather famous one, if I am not mistaken? Sir David de La Roche.”

The man bowed gallantly.  “At your service, Madame.”

Isabella felt entirely out of her depth.  “Well, then...I will leave you to your solitude. I was not aware Knights frequented this area.  It is beautiful and quiet here.” she looked about aimlessly.  “I can understand the attraction.”

“I came in search of you, Lady.” he halted her intended departure.

“...I beg your pardon, Sir?”

“Sir Kay sent me with a message.”

“Oh?” she stepped forward slightly alarmed.  “Was he harmed in the games?”

“No, but he extends his apologies.  Something has arisen and he will not be able to accompany you on your journey to Italy.”  He held up a staying hand at the stricken gasp.  “I would be pleased if you would accept me and my men in his stead.”

The woman was shocked by the statement, showing as much.  “Oh, but Sir.” a slight scowl graced her brow.  “I should feel most remiss, asking such a trivial task of such a renowned individual.  I know your services are in the highest of demand.”

“As is my respect and admiration for Sir Kay.” David was prepared for the objections.  “I owe him a great debt.  And it is, of course, the highest of privileges to escort such a lovely lady to her homeland. Which will be no trouble at all.”    

Isabella felt decidedly uncomfortable with such a lie.  She knew she was no great beauty. Just as she suspected, this man had so much better things to do with his time.

“Most kind, of course but I...I can only pay a certain amount of coin.  Coin that I assume would be a paltry sum to a man of your...abilities.”  Those cheeks were pink and glowing again.  “While my father is rather well off, I am a mere student, trying to get buy on an allowance.”

“You work.” he knew.

“Excuse me?” The blue eyes blinked lanGuy dly, again, his unorthodox method of communication throwing her normally astute responses off.  Most gentlemen would never question any statement a lady made, no matter how nonsensical or vapid.  

It just was not done.

“You work.  You are an assistant to Guy LaFleur, are you not.”

“...I was.” she stiffened slightly for such disagreeable statements... “discussing such personal matters is most...inappropriate, Sir.  I am certain you are aware of that fact.”

“You started it.” he grinned.  “I do not take this task on lightly.  Nor do I require you to pay me for my services.  As I said, a debt is owed on my part and I will be more than happy to escort you that the slate is wiped clean.  Which has nothing to do with you at all...does it.”

The girl was slightly irritated by his manner but more tiffed to be put on the defensive in this matter.  

“I thank you for your good intentions.” she forced a pleasant smile.  “I will, however, be seeking assistance from another source.  You can inform Sir Kay, all is well and all...is forgiven on my part.”  Another more sedate smile.

For finally, surely...the topic was ended.  What more could a man of breeding say, after all.  

Once again, David halted her intended withdrawal from the field of battle.  “What source?”

The girl hesitated, clearly pissed to have to do so.  “That is my concern, I believe, Sir.”  She lifted her head proudly.  “It is enough that I have refused your kind offer, surely.”

“Why did you refuse?”

La Roche held his amusement for she clearly was having difficulties with his continued rudeness, her features aghast for such impertinence.  “...Because I find you rude and overbearing.”

“You can be rude as well.” he pointed out, smiling his amusement.  “You will get used to that, I think...in time.  There is no other ‘source’ available for your planned exertion.  All the knights are in training for the upcoming tournament.  The cash prizes this year are well worth their efforts.  I know of none that will be available until after the completion of said games.”

The woman had not thought of that.  “Sir Kay would have...missed out on...” the thought settled her anger.  “Why did he not say something.” she was more than puzzled.

“Because a lady asked a request of him.” 

Isabella closed her eyes.  “Oh, for goodness sake.” she sighed heavily.  “He should have just...said he had other obligations.”

“You would have ended up going to the only other agents available for such a jaunt. Who are no better than the Muslims which would attack on the trail.”  La Roche had seen it often enough.  “Who would take your coin and your virtue, have you any...then gleefully slit that lovely white throat then dump your body in the forests of Gaben.” 

The woman’s complexion paled.  She swallowed hard, those blue eyes large, expressing each and every emotion she was experiencing.

“It is not exactly a pleasant world outside these walls, My Lady.”  David cocked his head, studying her evenly.  “Bad things happen to very nice people.”

Isabella lowered her gaze, suitably chastised and knowing it.  “...I see.”

“I doubt that very much.” the man scoffed that she might even come close to understanding.

The woman nodded stiffly.  “I will...have to rethink my options then.”  She knew that much, at least.  “I wish you a very good day, Sir.”

She hastily took her leave, before he could stop her retreat.

La Roche stood, shaking his head woefully, his arms crossed over his burly chest.  His thoughts were not especially favorable toward Lady Isabella Kingsley in this instance.

************************************
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Chapter 3 
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“What is wrong with you this day, d’Alben.  Your mind wanders off topic.  Are you planning another graveyard junket to exhume some poor unsuspecting corpse for your anatomy classes?”

The other man shook his head.  “I cannot seem to concentrate.” Guy  was not happy with the fact.  “What were you saying, sorry.”  He turned his attention determined to stay focused.

“I was saying your student is a pain in my ass.  If she continues to refuse my assistance, what is to be done?”  La Roche exasperated.

“Well, as you pointed out, another Knight very likely will not be available for a trip to Italy anytime soon so mayhap the problem has solved itself.” The scholar brightened.  “She will remain here for the simple fact, she would not be so stupid as to attempt the trip without an escort.”

“She does not strike me as the ‘let a problem work itself out’ type.”

“What are you thinking?” d’Alben was not happy with the turn of the conversation.  

“That she will find a solution.  One that is both stupid and dangerous.”  David sensed.  

“There is no other solution.”

“This coming from a man who instructs his pupils...there is always an alternative route.” The Knight Templar held his smile.  “She is one of your most promising disciples, did you not say?”

“What do you think she will do?”

“Whatever it tis.” David knew one thing.  “You will not approve and I...shall hate it.”

**************************
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“SHE IS WASTED IN THOSE insidious courses.  What the hell is in her head these days.”

“She cannot please you.” David de La Roche was stumped.  “She makes sensible choices in her life and even that is not what you require of her?”

“God gave her a brain.  Why is she not using it?” Guy  grated his growing frustration.  “It is as if she deliberately attempting to piss me off.”

“Perhaps it has nothing to do with you.” La Roche shrugged, causing his Hauberk to strain beneath the rippling muscles of his shoulders.  “Although she is highly enamored of you, it is fact.”

Guy  halted his brooding, quirking his head hastily.  “Say you...what?”

“Oh, that holds your interest does it.” David was too perceptive.  “Me thinks the courses Lady Isabella has chosen has nothing to do with your ire these days.  You miss her in your sphere, be truthful.”

Guy ...hesitated then, went back to perusing the scene outside the window in his office.  

Students moved back and forth between classes on the great lawn spread out before the West facing side of the Citadel.  Farther out, beyond the towering walls of the Temple itself, Knights could be seen jousting, fencing...a group threw huge boulders around like they were paper dolls.

“Why are they climbing the wall.”  Guy  was intrigued, seeing the smaller group of these men had actually almost scaled the damned heights.  “Haven’t seen that before.”

“Because it is there and to test their mettle.” David was supposed to be out there with his contemporaries, doing just that.  “You divert the conversation.”

The older man returned his interest, walking from the window to his desk.  “It is boring as hell.  Not having her in my classes.  I find myself...”  He grew thoughtful.  “Wishing to journey to that island I have long since imagined might await my arrival.  Nothing catches my fancy much these days, to be truthful, old friend.”

“You, Guy ?  Give up your tenure here?  Something you have worked so very hard to achieve?”  David was genuinely concerned by his friend’s state.

“I grow old.” the man sat, sighing heavily.  His eyes moved about his rooms aimlessly.  “This was my temple.” he waved his hand about his domain.  “Where I found solace and peace.  Now?” 

He sat back, musing broodingly.

“Yes? Now?” La Roche encouraged the man to speak more.

Again, Guy  waved a dismissing hand.  “It is depressing. I no longer wish to be here.”

The Templar’s brow furrowed darkly. “How long have you felt this?”

“I am certain it began long before your Lady Isabella arrived on site.” the other man shifted a confident stare.  

“She is not my Lady, Sir.” La Roche spread his hands.  “As I said, she appears interested in her ‘Professor’.  Not a lowly Knight Templar.”

The silence came and stayed for a long beat.  David kept his peace, wondering how long it would take.

“She said something to that effect, did she?” Guy  had not wished to inquire, clearly but... “Not that it matters, of course.  She is my student and I have never crossed such a line.  Ever.”

David allowed the man to sweat a bit longer, remaining silent. “The majority of your students are males.”  He did drop that gentle reminder.

“Not that it makes a difference or I am all that interested.”  Guy  choose to ignore the statement, keeping matters on track.  “There have been no indiscretions on either part, which goes without saying.  It is just that, well...Isabella is a lovely young woman and I am...not what one considers ‘eligible material’ to a female these days, especially with all you virile assholes running about flexing your manly parts for consideration to any and all would be admirers.”

“How you paint your contemporaries.” La Roche held his amusement.  “I do not flex anything on my body, for your edification.”

“Do you forget to whom you speak?” Guy  grimaced his disdain.  “How did you manage to win the affections of the most beautiful woman in our immediate vicinity, one could wonder.”

“Well, perhaps I flexed one thing on my body.” David quipped.  “A few times, as it were.  But, on the whole...”

“You mean...in the hole.” Guy  could quip with the best of them, David was reminded.

The Knight chuckled.  “You are an old letch.”

“I am feeling the ‘old’ part most days, it is true.” the Professor confessed, rubbing his eyes with his thumbs.  “The other?  Is long since gone and forgotten, more’s the pity.”

David quieted.  “...She was speaking to some kitchen person and said, and I quote...”  He let his friend off the proverbial hook, sharing the tale.  “I thought he cared for me.  I thought he held some sort of emotional attachment. I thought he had finally accepted me.”

Guy ’s head lifted as he processed, his manner growing quiet.

“She was weeping.  Seemed most distraught.”  The Templar could only surmise.  “Most devastated.”

The man’s head bowed.  “Was she.”  Guy ’s tone was gentle and concerned.

“She was.” David would allow.  “Were you...are you, emotionally attached?”

Guy  closed his eyes, drawing in a deep breath, exhaling slowly.  He opened his eyes.  “...Yes.”

David’s mouth tightened.  “Fuck.” for he knew well the ramifications of such a statement.

“Aptly stated.” the older man nodded his agreement.  

The silence returned as each man considered the implications of such a confession.

“I am old enough to be her father, for God’s sake.  I should know better...I do know better.” the man rubbed his hands over his face, a grating sound escaping his throat.  “I am an old fool.  When did this happen?  How did I allow something so insidious to...”

“I think it is about time you found a woman who can hold your interest.” La Roche stated his opinion.  “What is wrong with it?  I know hundreds of men over your age bracket that take a younger woman to their sides.”

“And how are those men perceived?” Guy  turned an annoyed look.  “Thank you, David for saying that but we both know, everyone thinks such men are old, doddering idiots who search for their prime in these unfortunate younger females. I pity each and every one of those women, and so do you. Tell the truth.”

“A more mature man is gentler, kinder, more patient, I dare say.  A woman should be pleased to find such a companion.”

“For a friend, perhaps.  Not as a lover, however.” Guy  pulled a grimace.  “The thought even makes me cringe.”

“Are you that inept in bed?”

Guy , at first, was angered then...he settled.  “Isabella would find me so.  As any woman under the age of thirty years.”

“Should she not be the judge of that?” 

“Certainly not.  What she feels for me, if anything any longer, is infatuation only.  I am the quintessential ‘father’ figure at this learned institution.  She confuses her emotions.”

“All I know is...” David shrugged.  “When a woman weeps, it is usually for a reason.  Those were real tears and heartfelt ones, ask you me.”

“I am sorry if I have made Isabella sad.  It was not my intent.”

“I know that old friend.” David smiled.  “Why not speak to her yourself.  What could it hurt?”

“She has made her feelings quite clear, as I stated.”  Guy  dismissed.  “She avoids me like the plague. Even had she felt something at one time, I assure you...my decision to affirm Gareth de Molay to Head Physician has severed all ties.”

“Then why was she weeping?”

Guy  was given food for thought.  

The Templar left the man in a rather contemplative state.

*********************
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Chapter 4
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Negotiations

Guy LeFleur made his way down the high rock wall, his hand bracing occasionally on the cool rough surface for counter balance.

The passageway was narrow flagstones marking a distinct path the entire length of the castle.

In the shade here, it was a bit brisk, this being late February.  The snows were gone, thank goodness but the cold held on in these dwindling days of the month.

Guy was glad he wore his winter cloak, the heavy wool fabric protected him from the winds whistling down the make-shift tunnel.

Bines, crisp and brown bespoke of summer ivy which climbed to the top of the ramparts above.

The man glanced up the side of the stone structure, noting enclaves of windows on every floor, towering into the clear skies.

Three stories above, the rounded shape of a turret jutted out over a portion of the battlement.  Each corner of the castle boasted one, each with tall, rectangular slits for observation and firing of weapons at any approaching enemy.

This castle had not seen a battle in many a year.

Only a very few would be foolhardy enough to attempt a siege with so many skilled, capable warriors inside.

The Citadel here at the Castle of Soure, in Portugal, was considered impenetrable.

Guy came out of the shadows into the sun, a flurry of activity catching his eye.

This section of the grounds was reserved for the lay person.  Many were in attendance now, going about their work day.

LeFleur rarely gave these creatures any thought.  They were like specters in his day, going about their unimportant, predictable little lives.

Many years ago, he promised himself never to be counted among their ranks, having pulled himself up from apprentise to respected Scholar and renowned sage.

Guy LeFleur had been given a brain by God.  He used it to his advantage in life.

That he had grown jaded and cynical rarely occurred to the man.  He considered those traits a virtue, at any rate. So, had he been consciously aware, the reality would have, in actuality, pleased him.

Guy searched the multitude of faces present, finding the woman he searched out easily enough.

Although dressed in the common, everyday work garb of her fellow constituents, the black raven hair, flowing down her back, sat her apart from the other females milling about.

As the man watched her closely, his mouth tightened with visible irritation. “Stupid little twit.” he muttered his dissension, making his way through the hodgepodge of tradesmen and castle staff, crossing the slightly rising knoll swiftly.

Isabella Kingsley studiously concentrated on the task at hand, the tip of her tongue darting about the full pout of her lips, as she completed her chore.

“Where is that gargantuan female that lurks about continuously.”  The man grated the inquiry, causing the girl to start visibly for his unexpected presence as she was deep within her own sphere when LaFleur entered unannounced, his blustery tone most effectively gardering her attention.

The woman stepped back for he continued his advancement into her space, her expression more than annoyed.

“You continually traipse about without a proper chaperone. Which makes you a tart in my book.”  The man looked the small figure up and down disdainfully.  “I have a good mind to write your father with the sad, unconscionable news of just how far down you have sank into the mire of meritocracy since your arrival here.”

“That female is the bain of my existence.” Isabella snapped defensively.  “Could I free myself of charges, I would push her off the nearest battlement.”  She halted her retreat, facing her enemy squarely now.  “As I would you, Sir.  I am not a tart!  How dare you call me names...and to my face!  You are no gentleman!”

“Did not lay claim to the title and you are a tart.  Dressing provocatively as you are, giving some unsuspecting male lascivious notions.”  His eyes swept the demure mode of her dress this day, boldly appraising the ripe melons of her breasts.  “You should be horsewhipped.  Were you my daughter, I would chain you in the dungeon, securing a chastity belt to your nether regions until you were properly indoctrinated in the genteel ways of a chaste, modest female.”

“Were I your daughter, I would allow it.” Isabella rolled expressive eyes.  “And what is wrong with my mode of dress?  I wear what it tis all these women wear!”

“And you supposedly a Lady of the realm.”  Guy shook a woeful head.  “What would mother say?”

“I should do manual labor in a gown of silk and ruffles, I suppose.  You are from another century!”  The young woman lamented.  

“You should not be doing manual labor at all.” Guy made his opinion known.  “What is wrong with you, woman that you believe it is all well and proper to do so?”

“You still exist in the dark ages.” Isabella was relatively certain of her facts.  “My mother, since you asked, would applaud my noble goals of attempting to support myself instead of expecting my parental units to provide my every need.  Which reminds me, you keep me from my endeavors!” she shooed the man away with her hands.  “Why are you badgering me?  I am no longer under your purview, thank the Good Lord above!”

“Because you are a little coward who runs from any sort of conflict.”  Guy was glad she had brought up the matter, for he had been working on a way to do just that.  “Why did you not stay and face me!”

The girl had the grace to be bothered by his accusation.  “I...I thought it more prudent to s-simply move forward in life. When one door shuts, another opens.  You said so yourself. Many a time.”

His keen eyes observed her labors.  “So you decided to become a common laborer.” he smirked his distaste.  “Or have you ‘moved forward’ to the Archeology department. There is a vocation for a female if ever there was one.  Digging up the dead, right up your alley, I would think.”

“You are the one who attends to the dead, Sir.” she snipped.  “Not I. Grave robbing is frowned upon by the Ton these days, is it not? And you worry over my mode of dress, indeed!”

“I hire it done, you Philistine!” the man’s tone dripped with revulsion but in truth, he was enjoying himself immensely again, in truth.  He had missed their lively exchanges.  

“I believe God objects to the sacrilege of uprooting those he has put asunder, not the physical labor involved.”  They were drawing quite an audience, but the man found, he did not give a fig.

This was fun and she was giving as good as he gave.  She always had, of course.  “I am more learned in the scriptures than a first year student.  Do not stand there and preach to me, Peripatetic.”

“Oh, now you align yourself with Aristotle?” she was dumb-struck.  “Is there no limit to your conceit?”

“None.” Guy assured airily.  “Bainbridge has not had a dig in two years but suddenly he requires all these?” the man waved his hand over her handiwork.  “Why so many?”

“He has a dig now.” Isabella informed.  “His students prepare a trip to Iceland this summer.” she informed haughtily.

“What the hell is in Iceland but ice?” LeFleur demanded to know, pretending anger.  

“Neanderthals.  Or so the Professor claims.”  Isabella’s hands came to those shapely hips, her cheeks pink with frustration and pique.  “Your ancestors, yes?”

“I...am your Professor.” Guy did not like her referring to another male by the title she, herself, had bestowed upon him.  “Or I was until your childish temper tantrum yesterday, when you stormed off the field of battle like the two year old you showed yourself to be!”

“What is it you want of me, you vile person!” the woman’s temper flared.  “I have work to which I must attend!”

“Bainbridge has no right to demand his students carry out such menial tasks, especially a ‘Lady’...although that title is questionable on the best of days where you are concerned, granted.”

Isabella spewed inarticulately.  “How dare you question my birthright, you...a mere Scribe!” she disdained the occupation and person attached, clearly.

“I am a mere ‘nothing’, while you, Madame, are one of Satan’s minions. My station in life is above scrutiny or suspect.”  Guy was having difficulty holding his ever growing amusement.  “For I have earned my place.  It was not given over because my sire’s loins burned for sexual release.”

Isabella’s cheeks reddened, her gasp of astonishment for such crudeness amusing Guy LeFleur all the more.  “You are the product of a Chimera and a Centaur!”
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