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Scottish Highlands- 1326 

Rhiannon McPherson slipped into the cool water as quietly as she could. Despite repeated warnings from her father and brother Hamish, she could not resist cooling herself in the secluded pond. It was, after all, a sweltering day, and no one was around. 

Rhiannon closed her eyes and floated on her back, luxuriating in the refreshing water, her long blond hair streaming out behind her on the water's surface. She felt she could easily drift off to sleep but knew doing so would be foolish. There were strangers about, and she needed to be alert. 

Exhausted from his long journey, a solitary knight rode along the dusty road. He could feel the sweat running down his back and realised that his horse felt the heat just as keenly. “We’d best find a place to stop,” he told his horse, who didn’t object to the suggestion.   The road that the knight was following meandered into a wooded area, and beyond it, he could see the towers of a castle. He realised that he was nearing his destination and reasoned that he could stop and allow his horse a rest. He dismounted and led his horse off of the road. He thought he heard splashing in the vicinity as he walked along the path. As he headed toward the sound, he thought what a piece of luck that would be. Soon enough, he came upon an opening in the woods where a small pond lay. He smiled when he saw who it was that he had heard splashing in the water and stood and watched for a moment. 

A young woman stood on the water’s edge, wringing the water from her long hair.  His eyes travelled avidly over her naked body.  Heat filled him as he admired her small, firm breasts and the curve of her shapely bottom.  Her nipples tightened into nubs from the water and were pink, and the sight of them caused a tightening in his groin.  He stood mesmerised by her until his horse decided he’d had enough. 

When a sound struck her ears, Rhiannon had just finished wringing the water out of her hair. It sounded like a horse snorting air through its nostrils. But how could that be, she thought to herself, unless... She turned around slowly and was horrified to see a large knight and his larger horse standing on the pond's edge, watching her. Rhiannon shrieked and then submersed herself in the water up to her neck.

“Have you no shame!” she shouted. The knight’s smile only widened.

“None.  Have you?” he laughed.

Rhiannon’s face grew red with embarrassment and anger. She was terrified and furious all at once, and her mind was racing, trying to find a way out of her predicament. She kept her eyes on the man as she went to the shore, glancing over longingly to where her clothes sat in a neat pile on the grass. 

“My horse needs a drink of water,” explained the knight as he watched the young woman edge her way to the shore. “I mean you no harm, lass.”

“If that is true, then why are you staring at me so shamefully?” retorted Rhiannon angrily. 

To his embarrassment, the young man realised she had caught him staring and turned away. “Is this better?” he called. 

“Aye,” replied Rhiannon as she hastily threw her dress over her head. She was relieved that he had enough decency to let her dress privately. 

“I hope you’re finished,” said the knight as he turned around. “Because my horse can’t wait." As he led the animal down to the water, he cast his eyes over to where she stood, pulling her shoes back on. He caught a glimpse of her legs as she did so and smiled again.  “It certainly is a hot day, isn’t it?” asked the man as his horse lapped noisily from the pond. 

Rhiannon’s only reply was an icy look as she braided her long hair. 

The knight smiled. “Well, I could certainly use some cooling off,” he said as he started to undress. 

“What are you doing?” asked Rhiannon in alarm. 

“What does it look like?” retorted the man with a smile as he continued to undress. “If you keep staring like that, you might see more than you bargained for, lassie.”

Rhiannon’s eyes grew wide as she realised what he meant, and she turned away quickly before he was completely naked. When she heard a splash, she turned back and saw him swimming across the pond in long, easy strokes. She watched him for a moment, the sight of his long, muscular arms cutting through the water halting her in her tracks. 

“Care to join me, love?” he called from the pond when he saw her watching. “Or are you just going to watch me wistfully?” 

Rhiannon walked along the shore of the pond towards the road. “No. I think I’d rather die, thank you all the same,” she snipped.

“Suit yourself,” the knight laughed.

Rhiannon reached the spot where his clothes lay in a pile. She glanced down at them and then back up at him, a sly glimmer in her green eyes. 

The knight stopped laughing when he saw her pick up his clothes. “Now, wait just a minute,” he said, all playfulness gone. “What do you think you’re doing?” he called, trying to hide the panic in his voice.

It was Rhiannon’s turn to laugh. “Well, you said you had no shame,” she smiled. “Now you’ll have a chance to prove it!”  She gathered up the clothes and ran away down the road. 

With a curse, the knight swam quickly to the pond's edge and scrambled onto the shore. To his dismay, he noted that she hadn’t left a single piece of clothing. “Bloody hell,” he muttered as he peered down the road. He felt ridiculous running down the road completely nude, but luckily, he didn’t have far to go before he caught up with her. 

“Stop!” he called. 

Rhiannon stopped and dropped the pile of clothing on the road. She turned around and watched him approach, forcing herself not to stare at his naked body.  “Perhaps the next time you encounter a lady in a delicate situation, you will have more decency.”

The knight smirked. “Perhaps when I do meet one, I shall,” he retorted as he dressed. 

Rhiannon scowled. “Are you implying that I am not a lady, sir?” 

“I am,” he said as he pulled on his kilt. “No lady would humiliate a man in such a shameful manner.”

Rhiannon stood for a moment, too angry to reply, and then did so with a fist connecting with the knight’s jaw. He staggered back, shocked by the blow and even more so by the astonishing young woman who had delivered it. He stood rubbing his jaw, watching her retreat down the road. He shook his head in amazement momentarily and then finished getting dressed. 
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Rhiannon was out of breath when she reached the outer wall of her father’s castle. Bruce McPherson was a mighty laird and owned most of the surrounding countryside. He was, for the most part, benevolent towards those whom he held as vassals. Scotland at this time, though free of English rule, was still a place of conflict between the Highland clans. McPherson kept a full complement of knights within his castle walls, relying on them to protect his family and keep from enemy attack.  Besides Rhiannon and her brother Hamish, McPherson had three more children, all under the age of ten, from his second wife, having lost his first wife shortly after Rhiannon was born. Between the demands of his position in the county and his new family, McPherson had little time to spend monitoring his eldest daughter. Consequently, 17-year-old Rhiannon had grown quite accustomed to coming and going as she pleased. Her stepmother, Flora, had her hands full with her children and little influence over Rhiannon, who could never quite consider Flora her mother. Rhiannon was not a problem; she had a good heart and was an intelligent young woman. Yet, when they lay awake at night, Flora would sometimes express to her husband her concern that Rhiannon was headed for trouble if she was not kept in closer check. However, Bruce had a soft spot in his heart for Rhiannon, and though he would never admit it to his new wife, she was his favourite child. She reminded him greatly of his dearly departed Claire, to whom Rhiannon bore a striking resemblance. The indulgence that Bruce could be accused of in Rhiannon’s regard was mainly due to his sense of guilt. He knew that of all his children, she was neglected, perhaps why he ignored her less-than-orthodox behaviour. 

“Everything alright, Lady Rhiannon?” asked the guardsman as Rhiannon passed him by.

Rhiannon stopped and faced him. “Aye, why do you ask?” 

“You look as though you’ve had a wee bit of a fright, is all,” the knight said. 

Rhiannon forced herself to smile. “I’m fine, thank you, Artair,” she replied as she proceeded to the keep.

Artair watched her as she walked away, not at all surprised to see that her hair was soaking wet. 

Rhiannon entered the great hall, hoping to slip upstairs to her room and change before anyone in her family saw her. 

She made it upstairs and almost to her room when Muriel, her 8-year-old half-sister, appeared.

“Where have you been, Rhiannon?” asked the young girl, looking up at her sister with hero worship in her eyes.

“Just out for a stroll, Muriel,” replied Rhiannon, trying to be patient with the child. 

“Why are you wet?” persisted Muriel.

Rhiannon thought frantically of a plausible lie she could use to fool the girl. 

“You were swimming in the pond, weren’t you?” whispered Muriel with a grin.

Rhiannon’s eyes widened in surprise. “Now Muriel, you know it’s not proper for a lass to swim in public like that!” she said, trying not to smile. 

Muriel smiled wider. “Aye, I know that. But that’s never stopped you before!”

Rhiannon wasn’t sure whether she ought to be annoyed or amused with young Muriel’s observation.

“Don't worry, Rhiannon. I won’t tell anyone. Just promise you’ll bring me along sometime.”

Rhiannon had to laugh. “Very well,” she said, holding out her hand. “You’ve got a deal.”

The family was sitting down to dinner later that evening when the butler announced a guest. 

“Sir William of Lewis to see you, milord,” said Fergus as he stood beside Bruce McPherson.  “He says he has come on behalf of Malcolm MacDougall,” he added.  At this, Bruce and Flora exchanged a look. 

“Show the man in,” Bruce commanded as he stood up. He walked over to the doorway where, moments later, a tall, broad man in his early 20s appeared. He had long dark hair and blue-grey eyes. Rhiannon nearly choked on the mouthful of food she had been chewing when she saw him, for this was the man she had encountered earlier.

“Something wrong, lass?” asked Hamish, who sat beside her. 

Rhiannon shook her head as she composed herself. “I’m fine,” she muttered as she took a long drink of her wine.

“Sir William, I’d like you to meet my family,” said Bruce as he approached the table. William displayed impeccable manners as he was introduced to each family member. When he was introduced to Rhiannon last, he remained as calm and polite as ever, much to Rhiannon’s annoyance. 

“A pleasure to meet you, Lady Rhiannon,” he said as he shook her hand. 

Perhaps it was merely her imagination, but Rhiannon could have sworn she had heard a sarcastic emphasis in his tone when he uttered the word ‘lady’.

“Please sit and join us,” insisted Flora. “Have you eaten milord? It’s a long journey from Edinburgh.”

William sat down across from Hamish. “Aye, it is,” he smiled. And no, I’ve not yet eaten tonight. I thank you, Milady.”

“Well then, please,” said Bruce as a servant hastened to bring William a plate and knife. “Please join us.”

“You’re from Edinburgh?” asked Hamish, watching William closely.

William nodded. “I am.” 

“You speak Gaelic like a Highlander,” commented Hamish. Rhiannon turned to her brother, wondering what was happening in his head. Those living in the Highlands at this time spoke Gaelic, while those in the Lowlands spoke Scots, a language closely related to English. 

William turned his attention from the meat he was cutting and looked at Hamish. He sensed the barely veiled scepticism in the young man’s voice but merely smiled.  “I do because I was born a Highlander,” explained William. “I moved to the south when I was a lad of 8, as a page in the household of the Earl of Cumbernauld. It was in his home that I learned the Scots language.”

Hamish nodded at the reasonable explanation.

“Being bilingual is a valuable asset nowadays,” commented Bruce, wondering why his eldest son was seemingly questioning the integrity of the knight. 

“It is,” agreed William, casting a look at Rhiannon. “For you never know who you might encounter these days in your travels.”

Rhiannon held his gaze for a moment before looking away. The image of his naked body leapt to her mind, causing her face to turn pink. William did not look away but admired the young woman’s beauty openly. 

Hamish noticed the appraising stare the young knight gave his sister and angrily lowered his brows.  “Did you not learn how to treat a gently born lass as part of your education?” asked Hamish. 

William turned his eyes slowly from Rhiannon’s face to her brother's. He smiled. “Why yes, of course I did. Sir Hamish, I have learned the art of chivalry well. Forgive me for admiring your sister, but such beauty is meant to be appreciated."  He smiled wider, the image of her naked body floating on the water coming to mind. 

Rhiannon’s face grew redder as she realised he was also thinking about their earlier encounter.

After supper, Rhiannon’s father withdrew into his study with William while Rhiannon and her stepmother took up their embroidery in the parlour. While happy to be out of his presence, Rhiannon could not help but be curious. Why was he here? And what was he talking about with her father? She glanced up from her sewing at Flora, who, though a kind woman, was not intelligent and had never been able to hide anything from Rhiannon. The fact that Flora had not said anything to Rhiannon for the entire 45 minutes they had been alone together spoke volumes. 

“Quite an unexpected guest,” commented Rhiannon, watching her stepmother’s reaction closely. 

Flora glanced up at Rhiannon. “Aye,” she replied, returning her attention to her sewing. 

Rhiannon frowned. Flora knew something but felt she could not tell her, which made Rhiannon suspect it was something big.  “You know why he’s here,” said Rhiannon at last. “Don’t you?”

Flora did not look up from her sewing, knowing her eyes would give her away. Rhiannon always could read her like a book.

“Well,” persisted Rhiannon, not deterred by Flora’s silence. “I know, you know, I can see it in your eyes. So, tell me.”

“It’s not my place to say,” said Flora gently. “You’ll know soon enough what business brought Sir William here.”

Rhiannon began to grow alarmed. Did his presence have something to do with her, she wondered. If so, then what? An idea started forming at the back of her mind, causing a knot in her stomach. Before she could sort through her thoughts, she heard her father's and William's voices as they emerged from the study. Rhiannon felt her heart pounding as they drew closer. When she saw her father and how he looked at her, she knew that what she had feared was true. 

“There you are, Rhiannon,” said Bruce as he and William approached the women, who stood up as they did so. “I’ve something I want to talk to you about.”

Rhiannon stared at her father with growing apprehension. “What, Da?” she asked. “What is it?”

“Sit down, lassie,” said Bruce gently. 

Rhiannon sat down on the edge of her chair. She snuck a glance at William, who was watching her, his face impassive. Bruce addressed the young knight.  “Give us a moment, William,” he said.

“Of course, milord,” replied William as he bowed and walked away. Rhiannon watched him as he did so and then turned back to her father. 

“Sir William has come to me with a proposal from Malcolm MacDougall,” began Bruce. Malcolm MacDougall was the Earl of Cumbernauld, a laird of considerable property in the south of Scotland. 

“What sort of proposal?” asked Rhiannon, the unease growing inside her.

“This is a proposal of marriage. He’s asked for your hand in marriage, Rhiannon, and I have consented.”

“What?!” cried Rhiannon, jumping to her feet. “You agreed to this without even asking me first?”

Bruce stood up. “Watch your tongue, girl! Since when has a father had to consult with his daughter about such things? You know very well this is the way it is done. You’ve been enjoying much freedom lately, more than is proper. I blame myself for that. But now it’s time for you to learn your place. You will return to Edinburgh with Sir William to marry the Earl of Cumbernauld.”

Rhiannon felt her eyes fill with tears. She felt utterly betrayed by her father and couldn’t talk to him; she merely looked at him with a stricken expression.

“Come on, lass,” coaxed Flora gently, putting her arm around Rhiannon’s waist. “You’re 17 now. It’s high time you were married.”

Rhiannon stared at her stepmother miserably.

“Flora’s right,” said Bruce. “You’ll have a good life, Rhiannon. Malcolm MacDougall is a man of considerable wealth.”

Rhiannon did not respond. She knew that her father had made his mind up.  She watched William as he stood examining a tapestry. The mild annoyance she had felt for him since they had met was hardening into something colder, more potent, something akin to hatred.

“You trust this man?” Rhiannon asked, nodding in William’s direction. “How do we know he is who he claims to be?”

“I’m not a fool, Rhiannon,” said Bruce. “He has a letter bearing the seal of Malcolm of Cumbernauld. You don’t think I’d hand my best girl over without proof, right?”

Rhiannon shook her head dejectedly.  “No, Da,” she murmured.

“Then it’s all settled,” said Bruce, willing himself not to weaken. “Sir William will escort you to Edinburgh the day after tomorrow.”

Rhiannon merely nodded. Bruce stepped closer to her and took her face in his hands.  “Don’t be angry with me, love,” he implored. “You need to marry to settle down. You’ve grown as wild as the heather.”

Rhiannon lifted her eyes to meet her father's, trying to smile.

Bruce pulled her into his embrace and held her tightly. “You know I love you, child,” he said with emotion. “You know you’ve always been my favourite and always shall be.”

Rhiannon kissed her father’s cheek. “I know, Da. I love you too.”

From across the room, William watched the emotional scene. When his gaze lit on Rhiannon, he saw her staring at him. In her tear-filled eyes, he could see the depth of the loathing she felt for him. William merely smiled and gave her a courtly bow before turning and leaving the room. 
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It rained incessantly for the next two days. Rhiannon had never been so pleased to see the rain. What made her even more pleased was William's annoyance with the delay. She took great delight in his poor attempts to hide his impatience.  On the third day, however, the day began clear and bright, much to Rhiannon’s chagrin. 

William was up early, readying his horse, when Hamish found him. When he heard Hamish approaching, William looked up and greeted him briefly before returning to his task.

“I need you to give me your word that my sister will be well treated,” said Hamish without preamble.

William frowned. “You’re not one to mince words, are you, Hamish?” 

Hamish did not reply but merely folded his arms over his chest and waited.

“I know you’re concerned about your sister,” said William.

Hamish nodded. “I am. She’s very dear to my heart.”

William nodded. “I can appreciate that. I can promise you that I will ensure she is not harmed on our journey together,” he said as he returned to his mount.

Hamish narrowed his eyes and looked William up and down. He wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t trust the young knight for some reason. He had seen the letter presented to Bruce McPherson, yet something deep inside him was nagging at him. Perhaps it was how William looked at Rhiannon, but she was a beautiful young woman; what man wouldn’t admire her? Maybe it was William’s demeanour: proud and even arrogant in Hamish’s estimation, not at all what one would expect of a man who was carrying out the commands of another. 

“And what of this man she is to marry?” persisted Hamish. “He’ll treat her well, will he?”

William was silent for a moment before replying. “One man cannot predict the actions of another, Hamish,” he said at last. 

“No,” said Hamish, impatient with the man’s evasiveness. “But you know this man, William. You’ve known him since you were a child. What manner of man is he?”

Again, William was silent as he adjusted the saddle straps on his horse.  “He is a powerful man,” he said at last, his voice edged with what Hamish sensed was bitterness. “A wealthy man. I can promise you that your sister will not want any comfort or luxury.”

Hamish nodded, unsure what to make of William’s somewhat ambiguous reply.

“It’s time we got started,” said William. “That is if I have answered all your questions.”

Hamish said nothing, so William took the reins of his horse and led him out of the stable and into the courtyard, where Rhiannon was bidding a tearful farewell to her family. William watched her as she embraced each member of her family in turn. She loved her family deeply. When she turned to embrace Hamish, William’s mind flashed back to the last time he had seen his sister, Maran. The thought of her made his jaw tighten, and his whole body grew tense. He closed his eyes briefly and forced the image of her from his mind. 

“Let’s away, then, milady,” said William at last as he climbed upon his stallion.

To his surprise, Rhiannon did not protest. After a last wave to her family, she climbed upon her own horse and moved over to where William’s horse stood. As she faced him, she put her hand to her eyes to shield them from the bright morning sun.

“Shall we, milady?” 

“I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” 

William shook his head. “No.  I’m afraid not.”

Rhiannon nodded and turned away. William regarded her momentarily, noting how different her appearance was from the morning they had met. Her long hair was tied up neatly behind her head, and she wore the fine garments of a lady of her class. William reflected on the expression of utter defiance she had on her face as she made off with his clothing. She had been wearing a faded old gown, probably so she would not be recognised in the village, and her hair had been wild and unruly about her shoulders. Yet even then, he knew she was a proud woman of breeding. And certainly not one to be trifled with. As they rode off, he wondered if he was mad to be embarking upon the course he had chosen. 
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The pair rode in silence for several hours. Rhiannon was determined not to allow her emotions to get the better of her, particularly in William’s presence. As for William, Rhiannon’s silence had been most welcome at first, for he felt confident that she would unleash her anger and resentment on him as they rode along. But after several hours of no communication, save a few words exchanged when they had stopped to take a light meal, William was starting to feel uncomfortable. He glanced over at Rhiannon, who seemed oblivious to his presence.

“There’s a decent inn in the next village where we can stop for the night,” said William.

Rhiannon nodded without responding, keeping her eyes on the road ahead.

“Do you plan on ever speaking again, milady?” asked William testily. “Or is it just me who is not worthy enough to converse with?”

“What would you have me say?” she asked without looking at him. 

William lost his patience. “Anything, damn it! It’s a long ride to where we’re headed, and I’d just as soon not spend it in silence.”

“Anything?” said Rhiannon, turning and looking at him. “Shall I describe to you how it feels to be ripped from the bosom of your family and parcelled away like so much chattel to a stranger’s home?”

A look of anger flashed in William’s eyes. “There’s no need, milady,” he retorted icily. “I know exactly what it feels like.”

Rhiannon felt her face grow hot with embarrassment. Of course, he knew what it felt like! Every nobly born lad did. Only he had been a mere child of 8 when he had left his family to become a page in a stranger’s home. “Forgive me,” she said at last. “I wasn’t thinking.”

William dismissed her words with a wave of his hand.  “Never you mind,” he replied, his face like a stone. “If you do not wish to converse with me, then so be it. I shall not trouble you again.”

Rhiannon sighed. Indeed, this man did not deserve to bear the brunt of her anger. He was, after all, merely a messenger. It was not William of Lewis who had torn her life asunder; instead, the man on whose behalf he had come to her home. Malcolm MacDougall, she thought, hating the very thought of him; he was the rightful focus of her ire.

The sky was aglow with the setting sun as an inn came into view.  Rhiannon allowed William to help her down from her horse. He had not said a word to her in hours, and Rhiannon could see by the steely look in his eyes and the set of his jaw that he was still angry about her thoughtless comment earlier. As he lifted her down, his hands remained encircled around her waist no longer than necessary to see her safely to the ground. He then turned away from her and strode towards the inn. Rhiannon watched him momentarily, realising he was enjoying their trek as much as she was. She felt a pang of guilt at having lashed out at him the way she had. For all she knew, this man had a wife and family that he had been obligated to leave to carry out his lord’s orders. Rhiannon vowed that she would make more of an effort to be pleasant.  She entered the small establishment and saw William talking earnestly to the innkeeper. Judging by the look of frustration on his face, he’d had no luck procuring lodgings for them. 

“They have but one room, milady,” said William, running his hands through his hair in frustration. “So, it looks like I’ll sleep in the stable with the horses.”

“There’s still light,” Rhiannon pointed out. “Perhaps we could find another inn before dark.”

“The next inn is twenty miles hence, milady,” said the innkeeper, anxious not to lose commerce. 

“We’d not get there before nightfall. With highwaymen about, it would be foolhardy even to try. Besides, it’s not the first time Jeremiah and I have shared lodgings,” William smiled. “I thank you for your concern, milady.”

Rhiannon gave him a little smile before looking away. He was so handsome when he smiled that she was flustered. 

“If the lady doesn’t mind, you could sleep on the floor in her room,” the innkeeper suggested. 

“It's better than sleeping among the beasties.”

“No,” said William, watching Rhiannon for a reaction. “I think that would make Milady uncomfortable.”

“Well, what say you, Milady?” asked the innkeeper. “Which shall it be? Surely ye don’t want the poor lad to spend the night among the beasties? He’ll smell to high heaven after a night in the stable.”

Rhiannon had to laugh. “No doubt he would,” she said, looking at William. “It would be acceptable if he slept on the floor.”

William was somewhat surprised by her decision but pleased nonetheless. He did not fancy a night amid the smell of horses.

“Follow me,” said the innkeeper as he led them up a short flight of stairs and down a corridor. 

“I’ll have my lad bring some extra blankets,” said the man as he opened the door to the small Spartan room.

“Thank you,” said William as he and Rhiannon entered the chamber.

Rhiannon looked around the small room, missing her comfortable bed.

“Here, take this,” said William. 

Rhiannon turned around to see him holding a dagger in his hand. She stared at it and then up at him questioningly. 

“Take this,” he repeated. “I know you don’t trust me. You have my permission to use this if I look in your direction.”

Rhiannon suddenly took the heavy dagger from him, feeling awkward.

“Milord, here are the blankets you requested,” said a young boy who stood in the doorway.

William took the blankets from the boy and closed the door behind him.  “Well, let’s go to bed.  We still have a long journey ahead of us.”

Rhiannon nodded. “Please give me some privacy to change.”

William nodded, suppressing a smile. She was naked when I met her, and now she’s too modest to change her gown in front of me, he thought with amusement.   "Of course. I’ll return shortly.”

William left the inn and walked to the stable. He believed no one except him knew how to brush down his horse. When he found him, Jeremiah was contentedly munching on a fresh hay bale with Rhiannon’s mare, Fanny, beside him. “There ye are, lad,” said William as he brushed down his horse. It’s been a long day. Well, our journey has just begun, laddie.”

Rhiannon was fast asleep when William returned to the room. He saw that she had laid the blankets out for him and had even let him have the pillow from her bed. He walked over to the bed and watched her as she slept briefly, his mind a jumble of thoughts. Finally, he blew out the candle and settled onto his makeshift bed. Exhausted as he was from the long day’s ride, it wasn’t long before he, too, was fast asleep. 
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William slept fitfully that night. He was not unaccustomed to sleeping in discomfort; his mind would not allow him to rest for more than a few hours. So, William arose when the early summer sunrise filtered through the closed shudders. He stretched and looked over at the bed where Rhiannon was still asleep. One of her legs was outside the covers, William noted. As he stood strapping on his sword, he watched her, admiring the lovely curve of her leg. The sight of it filled him with lust as he realised that it had been at least three weeks since he had bedded a woman. He pushed any such thoughts from his mind and forced himself to look away. He left the room quietly, allowing her to sleep, while he went to order breakfast. 

Rhiannon woke up shortly after William had left. Noticing that one of her legs was uncovered, she hastily pulled the covers over herself. She glanced over to where William had spent the night, only to see that he had already left. Taking advantage of his absence, she got out of bed and got dressed. 

Rhiannon had little trouble finding the dining room, for the inn was relatively small. She saw William seated at one of the long tables, joking with the innkeeper. There’s that smile again, she thought as she watched him again. He was certainly a handsome man, she pondered.

William looked up at that point to see Rhiannon. “Good morning,” he said, flashing that devastating smile again. “I trust you slept well,” he added as she joined him at the table. 

“Yes, I did. And you?”

William shrugged his shoulders. “As well as can be expected under the circumstances,” he said. Have something to eat; we’ll be leaving soon,” he added as he stood up. I need to tend to the horses.”

Rhiannon merely nodded as he left her alone with the innkeeper. He noticed her eyes followed the young knight as he left the room. 

“I trust the arrangements were...satisfactory, miss?” asked the innkeeper. 

Rhiannon scowled and turned to the man’s round, grinning face.  “I’m not sure what you’re implying,” she said tersely. 

“Don’t worry, lass,” he winked. “I’ll not tell anyone.”

Rhiannon’s shock was too great to allow her to reply. The man left the room, still laughing, leaving her to wonder what William had said to him in her absence.  Rhiannon devoured her breakfast, anxious to be out of the stuffy room. She found William in the stable where he was feeding his horse. She watched him momentarily as he spoke to the animal in low, gentle tones. The bond between a knight and his horse was powerful, and this knight was no exception.

William looked up when he heard Rhiannon’s feet crushing the straw that covered the stable floor.  “All set to go, then?” 

Rhiannon nodded. 

“Good,” William responded, watching her for a moment. “It looks like rain,” he said as he adjusted his saddle straps. “Let’s hope it holds off until dusk.”

The pair rode along under the ever-growing cloud cover, stopping at a small inn for a meal about midday.

“Tell me about him,” said Rhiannon as they ate. 

“Tell you about whom?”  

"The Earl, the man I am being forced to marry.”

“Oh, him."  William returned his attention to his meal. “Not much to tell." 

“Oh, come now,” she persisted. “You’ve known this man most of your life.  You must know what sort of a man he is!”

William was silent for a moment, trying his best to remain detached. “He’s a man, like any other.  He’s very wealthy, likes his ale cold and wenches warm.”

“I see,” she frowned. “Well, if he has wenches at his beck and call, why does he need me?”

William looked at her, his grey eyes steady. Was she so naïve? He wondered. Did she have no clue of the ways of the world?

“A man of power doesn’t marry for the company of a woman in his bed, Rhiannon. You must know that.”

Rhiannon’s face turned red.   "I don't understand. What does he want me for then?”

William held her gaze for a moment. “He wants to be well connected. He wants your father as an ally. He wants to add your dowry to his fortune.”

“Oh,” said Rhiannon quietly, casting her eyes on her half-eaten meal.

William watched her as she struggled to master her emotions. For people of their class, marriage was more of a business venture than a love union, and William found Rhiannon’s naiveté in such matters surprising. 

“Come now, lass,"   he smiled. “Surely you didn’t think he wanted you because he loves you.”

Rhiannon glared up at him, her eyes full of silent resentment. “No, of course, I didn’t think that. I don’t understand how...well, the way that men...”

“You don’t understand how a man can marry a woman he doesn’t love? Is that it?” 

“Well, that’s part of it, I suppose,” said Rhiannon as she pushed the food around on her plate. “I know it’s foolish to think that married people ought to love one another, but wouldn’t that make more sense?” 

William nodded. “Ideally, yes. But it seldom works out that way.”

“Don’t you love your wife?” 

William smiled. “I don’t have a wife, Rhiannon." 

Rhiannon was surprised. “No? Why is that?”

William laughed. “You ask far, far too many questions, you know that?”

Rhiannon blushed again. “I’m sorry; I guess I’m just surprised that a man like you, your age, isn’t married.”

William nodded. “I see,” he said, stifling another smile. “Well, I suppose I’ll get around to it someday.”

Rhiannon did not reply, for she had already embarrassed herself enough.

The rain held off most of the afternoon, but the skies opened up when they were still an hour away from their destination. Torrents of driving rain pelted down upon them as they nudged their horses into a gallop. The mud splashed up as the horses’ hooves thundered along the road, sending sprays into the riders’ faces. Rhiannon wiped her face with one hand while the other clutched the slippery reins. William glanced over at her, worried that she would not be able to keep up the gallop under the treacherous conditions, but, to her credit, she was. He knew her well enough by now to realise that she would rather die than admit that she was scared, but he knew that she was. 

“Almost there,” he called to her. “Just over the rise.”

Rhiannon glanced at him briefly and nodded, understanding. Her heart was pounding in her chest as the horses started up the hill. Their clothes were heavy with the rain and clung to their bodies. Rhiannon’s hair hung down her back, heavy with rainwater. Almost there, she kept telling herself, willing herself to hang on.  Soon, the inn came into view. 

“Let’s just hope they have a place for us,” said William as they brought their horses to a stop in the courtyard of the small establishment. He helped Rhiannon down from her mount.  “You’re soaked to the skin,” he frowned.

Rhiannon nodded as she brushed wet strands of hair from her face. “So are you,” she noted.

William nodded. “Come on.  Let’s get inside.”

A small fireplace was in the front hall, and Rhiannon warmed herself at it while William spoke to the innkeeper.  It wasn't going well. 

“I’m sorry, sir, but I simply do not have a spare room,” said the innkeeper.

William did his best to remain patient but was tired, cold, and soaking wet. 

“You’re saying you don’t have anything,” said William, placing his hands on the counter and leaning towards the man. “Nothing at all?”

“Nothing at all,” repeated the man, shaking his head.

“And you expect this lady to go back into that?” retorted William hotly, stabbing a finger towards Rhiannon. “She’s soaked to the skin!”

The man peered over at Rhiannon, who, despite the fire, was shivering visibly. 

“Well,” he said after a moment’s thought. “I suppose you could spend the night in the hay loft. It’s better than nothing.”

William turned to Rhiannon. She was doing her best to keep her composure, but he could see how uncomfortable she was. 

“It’s dry,” offered the man.  "I'm sorry, Milady, that's the best I can do."

Rhiannon nodded. “Very well.  Anything is better than spending the night on the road in such weather.”

“Are you sure?” asked William. 

Rhiannon nodded.   "What choice do we have?”

William nodded. “Not much, I suppose.” He then turned back to the man. “I suppose your hay loft will have to do."

“Very good, Milord,” said the man, hastening from behind the counter. “I’ll just fetch some bedding and send my lad out there to set you up.”

William and Rhiannon followed the man back outside, where the rain had not let up even the tiniest bit. They hurried across the courtyard to the barn. A few moments later, a boy of about 12 appeared with blankets in his arms. 

“Go on up, Seamus,” the man instructed his son. “Make sure these folks have a comfortable place to sleep.  There’s a ladder over yonder,” the man pointed out. “I know it’s not much, but it’s dry and warm.”

“We’ll be fine,” William replied. “I thank you.”

The man smiled. “Well, I couldn’t very well send your bonnie wee wife out into the rain again, could I?” 

Rhiannon was surprised by the man’s comment and was about to correct him, but William spoke up before she had the chance.

“No,” he looked at Rhiannon. “No, that wouldn’t do at all, would it love?" Rhiannon shook her head. 

“Then we’re all set,” said the man as Seamus rejoined them. “I bid you a good night.”

The two then left the barn, leaving a lantern with them to give a small amount of light to the dreary surroundings.

“Well, milady?” said William. 

“Why didn’t you tell him I’m not your wife?” she asked. 

“Do you think he’d be so quick to help us out if he thought we weren’t married?” replied William as they approached the loft. 

“I don't know.  Why wouldn’t he?”

“Country folks are odd, Rhiannon.  They get suspicious of anything unusual. And an unmarried woman travelling with a man who is not her kin is unusual, don’t you think?”

“I suppose it is,” she agreed. 

“Don’t worry, wife,” he said as they found where Seamus had set up the bedding. “I’ll not ravish you in the night,” he smiled. “You can sleep soundly.”
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