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The Thurian Chronicles


The Queen and the Oracle







“Herstory.”

Queen Igraine studied the ancient woman sitting across the table from her. There was no such word. It was history. His … story. The past written by men for men. Few women were ever recorded in the writings. That was, unfortunately, the way of the world.

The oracle reviewed the leaves at the bottom of the tea cup. “The war shall soon be over.”

She grunted a curse. That, she didn’t need a mystic to tell her.

“My Queen has grand plans for our kingdom’s future,” the oracle said. “The names of three women have appeared to me. All will aid you in your design. While their contributions shall not be noted by historians, you will know their influence in the uncertain days to come and with their descendants.”

“Continue.”

The oracle paused then said, “I shall also attempt to answer your private question.”

“Which is?”

“Is there true love?”

She leaned toward the ancient woman, intrigued.

“I shall include descriptions of the risqué,” the oracle added, “since your Majesty enjoys those parts of tales.”

The Queen smiled. “Then let us begin.”

“Her story…”


Gwen Belford




Riding With the Rogue Knight


Day Before







The knight finished saddling the black destrier stallion. He would travel with only the barest of necessities. The lighter the load the better the speed.

“Son.”

He turned as his mother approached. Fear etched her kind face.

“I heard the scout give your father the latest report,” she said. “You will not arrive in time.”

“I must try.”

“I know. I understand. Your father, and the King, however, will be furious.”

“That’s why I only told you of my plan.”

The knight and his mother embraced, the hug firm and loving.

“I shall pray,” she said as he mounted the stallion, “that the angels will watch over you. And over her.”


Day One




Near Midnight







Gwen slapped a burning cinder from her night-rail’s thin linen sleeve. Then yanked the smoldering sleeping cap from her head and pitched it away. It burst into flame as it struck the hall floor.

Her heart pounded in terror. Above, the third floor of the manor house was engulfed in red-black fire and she knew the second would follow momentarily. She surveyed the floor to ensure all the upstairs staff had heeded her command. They had.

She’d been surprised when she awoke to the smell of smoke, bolted straight from her bed without pause, and rushed into a gray haze filling the hall corridor. Most astonishing to her was the firm calmness of her voice when she ordered the panicking servants, upstairs and some downstairs, to flee the house and, for once, none rebuked her.

With ash and cinders raining down, more every moment, Gwen moved onto the top marble step of the staircase and noted that the always-cold stone was warm against her bare feet. In the manor entry below, as the clock chimed once announcing it was half past eleven, she saw the last servants flee out the door. A fiery beam crashed to the floor behind her, spewing hot embers everywhere into the air. She batted at the aflame cinders dotting her night rail and long gold-blonde hair as she rushed down the stairs without further haste.

The entry doors stood wide open to the summer night.

As Gwen reached the ground floor, she swiftly assessed that indeed all the manor staff had escaped. She saw, and smiled to her shame, that tiny flames were caressing the top of the huge eight-foot-tall portrait of first wife that all viewed upon entering the manor. With smoke curling thicker into the air above her, she continued to the doorway. She was a moment away from fleeing the encroaching inferno, only a mere tick, when she heard the muffled whimper.

She stopped in the doorway, listening intently.

Naught.

She’d been mistaken.

Again, she was about to flee.

Then she plainly heard a tiny sob.

Gwen moved to the entry cloak cabinet. She knew that was where the whimper-sob had come from.

Smoke now rose from the crevices between the marble stair steps.

She knew there was not much time left.

Gwen reached for the large brass knob of the cabinet and quickly pulled her hand away.

It was hot, the heat nearly singeing her flesh.

She back-stepped, part of her mind still shouting for her to escape, to flee straightaway. Instead she edged her fingers back toward the knob. Stopped again. The heat was overwhelming, even a pinch of time touching it would be devastating to her hand.

Another sob echoed from within.

Without further thought or delay, she tore loose the right sleeve of her night-rail. She wrapped the cloth around her hand and forearm then grabbed the knob. As she opened the cabinet door, the linen caught fire. She flung it away from her.

Inside the cabinet, a lass, a kitchen maid’s daughter, cowered with skinny arms wrapped around skinny knees.

“Come to me, child,” Gwen coaxed.

The lass shook her head, terrified but firm.

“Come.”

The lass tightened her skinny arms around her skinny knees.

There was no time for this.

Gwen fisted her hands on her hips.

“Out!” she commanded, near shouting. “Now!”

The lass jumped from the cabinet.

Gwen pointed her toward the doorway.

“Run.”

Without a backward glance, as the cabinet caught flame, the lass bolted out the door and into the night.

Gwen followed her to the doorway…

…but turned around.

The second floor was now fully aflame and fire swept toward the ground floor.

Without conscious thought, she covered her breasts with her left arm and placed her right hand over the night-rail linen at her cleaving. She understood that all her clothes, shoes, and the book secreted under her pillow were now cinder and ash. Most of the gowns she wouldn’t miss. While she had always dressed very modestly, most of her clothing had been tailored in the style that first wife had preferred — from chin to floor in length with matching veiled hat, long sleeves and gloves. Those could burn twice.

The heat from the fire grew more intense on her face and body. Except for some minimal comforts, she would not miss her history within this household.

Gwen ran into the half-moon shadows, to the middle of the wet-grass, tree-dotted lawn that stretched in front of the manor.

And into utter chaos.




• • •




The Lady Gwendolyn de Vries Belford, at one and twenty, was the second wife of Lord Henry Ulysses Belford and had been for the past six years. Her father, the Marquis Amadeus de Vries, had married her to Henry, thirty-seven years her senior, shortly after her fifteenth birthing day.

She understood that it was a business union even before Father informed her that he’d finally found a good use for his eldest daughter.

Still she’d prayed for a miracle. But all hopes of a successful marriage were quickly dashed and no glimmer had flickered since. In six long years, the only kiss she’d received from Henry, a brief touching of the lips, had been when the vicar officiating their marriage vows instructed him to kiss the bride. There had even been a hesitation before that peck.

The only man-and-wife joining had been on wedding night.

Henry had come to the bedroom well after dark, after his business with invited nobles concluded. He came with whisky spilt on his tunic and coat and gripping a bone-handled riding crop. She wondered, in fear: Did he mean to beat her? He didn’t. He bent her over the bed face-down with her toes not touching the floor. Lifting the laced hem of her beautiful ivory-colored wedding-night gown to her waist, he bared her buttocks and legs. He untied the cords of his breeches, stepped between her legs and …

…nothing.

She knew vaguely, no specific details had ever been given to her, what should happen. All she felt was a limp soft bumping at her cleaving.

Henry cursed a vile oath that shocked her young ears.

She didn’t understand. All she heard was the tick-tick of the room clock. Would Henry speak to her at last? Would he instruct her on what she should do? He pushed her legs farther apart. Then he plunged into her. The pain in her intimate was beyond any hurt she had ever felt before or since, and she thought from the bleeding that she would soon die. She didn’t, but the resulting cramps in her groin and stomach did not subside for three days. Henry instructed her, all the while wiping the bone-handle of his riding crop with kerchief, to clean the blood from her joining’s flesh onto her gown then to hang the garment outside the window so all would know she had been a virgin.

Gwen learned later, from the blacksmith’s wife, one of the few at the small estate who would talk with her, that Henry had been felled by the lung fever. First wife had still been alive then. This was well before her sudden death. Henry had been confined to bed for several weeks, including one night they all believed he wouldn’t survive. After the illness, he was not the same man. Henry’s gait was slower, he wheezed red-faced after minor excursions in the fields, and an obvious-to-all discontentment fell upon first wife and him.

At dawn the day after wedding, Henry departed on a two-week business journey to Blackharbor, the kingdom’s capital city, with his new partner — Father.

Once again, as she had many, many times in the past, she’d wished Mother had survived the birth of the last de Vries child. Mother, she knew without doubt, could have explained to her the mysterious ways of the world, the baffling conducts of men and women.

After the wedding, Gwen was sent to the smallest of Henry’s two estates. Her instructions from her husband were absolute. She would always be dressed in modest attire. She would never do or be a part of any event that might cause gossip. He would’ve been mortified to learn she could read and indulged in the activity often. She would adhere, he ordered, without question, to the instructions of the manor’s head staff — all of whom had been devoted servants of Henry’s deceased first wife. And the staff, from the outset, never failed at any opportunity to inform her of her shortcomings compared to first wife. She was given her own bedchamber and told never to enter Henry’s or his solar study without invitation. Her husband was clear that there would be no more offspring — the four adult sons from his first marriage were all he wanted — so the invitation to join him in his bed never came. She’d snuck once into both master’s bedchamber and solar when Henry was away from the estate. They were as cold and austere, as grim and cheerless, as her husband was. She never went back inside them again. Her curiosity had been sated.

Gwen’s joys in life were few but she resolved long ago she did not need much. One blessing was that Henry, until this past year, was rarely at the smaller estate. She’d calculated that in their six-years-time as husband-and-wife Henry had spoken, mayhap, a few thousand or so words to her.

Nearly all the villagers in the small hamlet adjoining the manor house ignored her. Not even a ‘good day’ when she was about. They treated her as they would a decoration for the manor house.

Visitors came to see her husband when he was in residence but none ever came for her. Not even her sisters. Then she received a letter from her sisters, penned by their priest. It read that Father had married them to two noble brothers who lived in northern Rivenran. It was plainly another house bonding to increase trade revenue. They didn’t know where in the Rivenran realm they would live. The letter ended with ‘love always and goodbye.’ That night she wept herself to sleep.

The hamlet’s priest, and the blacksmith and his wife, took sympathy on her plight.

What did it say about her character that she accepted their pity?




• • •




In midst of the front lawn’s shadows, Gwen stopped, thunderstruck. She knew that at any moment her heart would burst from her chest.

Madness and mayhem surrounded her.

Barbarian raiders were attacking the estate. They had set flame to the manor, and fire now ravaged all buildings and homes in the bordering hamlet. The few estate soldiers battled the raiders. And they were losing. Slain bodies were scattered about. Some raiders yelled “Bravo Richard!” and others waved the King’s banner.

Gwen wanted to cry out that this was insanity. Why would King Richard order these Frontier raiders to attack his loyal subjects?

The breath was punched from her body as Gwen spotted the priest laying on the steps of the burning church. He had two arrows in his chest. Then she saw the blacksmith carrying his wife toward the estate’s eastern border among the other fleeing villagers. The smith waved for her to join them. She noted that the barbarian raiders were attacking from the north and west and that the bridge to the southern road was on fire. The only escape was the wide-open easterly route. Yes, she’d join them in their flight to the neighboring estates and villages.

Hands, big hands.

A large man came out of the shadows and grabbed her by the arms.

Staring up into his grease-smeared face, she started to fight but stopped. She recognized the man dressed in furs and piecemeal-armor as the barbarians were. The man was a soldier at the Belford main estate and often, of late, accompanied Henry in his travels here.

“Thank the heavens you’ve come,” she said quickly. “Take me to my husband.”

The man snorted and his fingers pressed deeper into the flesh of her upper arms.

“I’m glad we didn’t have to find yer corpse in the fire,” he replied.

She didn’t understand. What did the soldier mean?

“Lordship sends message,” he continued. “He finally found a use for his worthless wife.”

Then the man spoke past her, to a second man who’d come up behind her.

“Remember her face isn’t to be marred. She has to be recognized when corpse is displayed.”

Gwen grasped their intent. And she fought. With all her strength. She kicked the man’s shins with her bare feet and struggled to free her arms. She tried to bite the hands gripping her.

The second man pawed her hair at the back of her head from her crown down to the tips at her lower back past the peak of her buttocks.

“I’m gonna take some hair, Mugg, and make a pocket fob for the watch I’ll have one day.”

“Let’s get ‘er done an’ collect our reward.”

Gwen fought harder, but she knew she was about to be murdered by these two men that her husband had sent.

Her life was finished.

Then, she glimpsed, only from the far corner of her eye, a great shadow rushing over to them.

Gwen hurled sideways through the air several feet before slamming into the lawn and rolling over and over across the wet grass and leaves. For a moment, she had no breath. She saw Mugg and the second man sprawled on the ground in the other direction.

There was no time to waste.

She scrambled to her feet.

And heard a deep, strong voice call her name, “Milady Gwendolyn!”

She pivoted toward the voice and gasped.

Among the shadows, she saw a massive black destrier warhorse galloping directly at her. The rider leaned far out of his saddle with his arm outstretched.

Before the word “flee” could finish in her mind, her feet were no longer touching earth. The rider had her. He folded her face-down over the stallion in front of his low saddle. My stars, she gasped. One thought, at the moment, filled her mind above the others. The bottom of her night-rail had become twisted up around her waist and the rider had placed his gloved hand on bared buttocks to steady her. She clutched the steed’s breast-strap with her left hand and the rider’s spurred knee-high boot with her right as the ground blurred past.

The rider slowed the stallion and they turned in a half-circle back into the direction they had just come from. He reined the black warhorse to a stop and pulled the hem of her night-rail down to mid-thigh, allowing her regain a tad of modesty, before he — my stars! — returned the flat of his hand to her buttocks.

Gwen intended to look up at the rider but she saw, at least fifty yards ahead of them, that Mugg and the other man had risen to their feet and drawn their swords. And dear heaven, she gulped, four armed barbarians had joined them.

She heard the rider slide his broadsword from its sheath on his back.

“That’s the Rogue Dragon,” Mugg announced in awe and surprise. “I seen ‘im at the capital.”

Gwen disbelieved the man’s words. If King Richard had ordered barbarians to attack the manor and hamlet, why would his most brave knight save her from being murdered by those same raiders? This made no sense.

The rider prodded the stallion forward in a slow trot.

One barbarian fled.

Another barbarian struggled to load his crossbow and dropped both arrow and bow to the ground. He didn’t retrieve them. He dashed after the first.

Then another ran away.

The rider spurred the stallion into a charge.

Gwen gripped the breast-strap and boot tighter as she shut her eyes. Wind whipped her face and body, and the steed’s powerful run rattled her from crown to toe. She heard a man’s desperate cry and reopened her eyes. They were past the three. Looking back, she saw the second Belford man sprawled on the ground unmoving. Mugg was still upright but staggering. He’d been split wide from shoulder to rib. She couldn’t see the last barbarian. She only heard a death sob.

Again, she intended to look up at the rider, only she saw they were racing at full-gallop toward the burning southern bridge. She screamed but no sound came from her mouth. The stallion plunged without qualm straight into the high fire. It leapt across the middle section that had collapsed into ash. They landed on the far side and moved down the roadway.

The rider slowed the stallion, then reined back toward the manor estate.

Gwen attempted to breathe.

The rider scooped her into his arms. He set her upright against his lap.

“Are you injured, milady?” he asked in his deep, strong voice.

Gwen didn’t respond. She gazed, trembling, at the rider. She was so small compared to him. He was tall, six-foot-six she reasoned. His shoulders wide. Leather warrior’s gloves and sleeves covered his hands and arms. But he wore no tunic. His bare chest was the most powerful and muscled she’d ever seen, even more so than the blacksmith’s. An ugly saber scar marred the tanned flesh on his left breast. He wore tight breeches and she quickly looked past the large, thick bulge pressing against his breech ties beneath his stomach. His boots were spurred and knee-high. Fresh blood was spattered across the one she could see. His broadsword was sheathed again on his back and she saw a dagger within her reach at his waist. A half-helmet with nose guard hid his face from her. She could see that he had a firm chin and strong mouth. Dark brown hair curled out the back.

“Are you hurt?” he repeated gently.

Gwen found some of her voice. “When you … I-I’ll fight … to … f-final breath. I swear I shall.”

“You are safe with me, milady. I give my oath on that.”

“Am I not your captive?”

“Nay.”

“Then you will release me?”

“When I am certain you will be safe, I shall. Once again, Milady Gwendolyn,

are you injured?”

“I believe nothing is broken.”

“You’re protected now, milady.”

Gwen shivered against him. Oh, my goodness. Despite all that had just happened, her mind suddenly centered on the fact that she was near naked. She wore nothing under the very-damp night-rail and, in addition to the right sleeve she had torn off, the left side of the gown had been ripped from hem to waist then across to her navel. She pressed her thighs together then gathered the torn material in her fist to keep her cleaving from being revealed and placed her other arm across her breasts.

“I wish covering,” she said.

“If I had something to cloak you with, you’d already have it.”

Gwen nodded slowly, accepting, but the trembling continued.

“If we have not found anything for you before then,” he said to her, “there’s a small loyal farm hold on the southern road we will pass after sunrise. I know the family there and they will give you cloak. With a bit of luck, more.”

In the morning, he’d said. The words vibrated through her. He intended for them to remain together? Dear heaven, help me.

She looked back at the manor and hamlet. And thoughts of herself vanished. All before her was still burning. She saw in the huge flames that the barbarian raiders were leaving, their plundering and murdering finished.

“I do not understand any of this. They called out our King’s name.”

The rider pointed at a northern hill.

Gwen spotted several estate soldiers who seemed to be merely watching the events below. Nearby them were four horsemen.

One was plainly a Frontier barbarian. Obviously, he was the raiders’ leader.

Then she recognized the others.

Husband, Father, husband’s youngest son. This could not be.

“Why would Henry not aid his own estate when attacked?”

“Because he ordered the assault.”

She attempted to grasp the knight’s words. This could not be true. Yet Henry’s soldier had said he’d been ordered by her husband to murder her.

“Lord Belford has a most devious mind,” the rider said, pointing to the east. A few fleeing villagers were still within eyesight. “He and your father were not seen. And his plan will succeed. At least for a short time. Those who escaped will spread the word that they were attacked by King Richard’s raiders.”

Gwen lowered her face. This did not make sense. Not at all. Why would Henry do this?

“You do not remember me, milady,” the knight added. “That wounds. You have remained very memorable to me.”

Down below, in the fire-ravaged manor house, the entry clock, still working somehow, chimed midnight bells as the rider removed his helmet.

Gwen looked up and gaped at his face, stunned.

“Is it truly you?” she whispered.


Day Two




Morning







As they rode down the road, Gwen sidesaddle in front of Bryce, she gave thanks that the summer night was warm and, more importantly, that the arm he had around her to keep her steady on the stallion was cloaked in leather. Her flesh did not touch his.

Her mind was a swirl with thoughts and questions, both major and truly not. For six years, her life had been simple and undistinguished from day-to-day. Now, all was altered and confusing. She’d learned her husband wanted her dead. She did not understand Bryce’s statement that the attack on his own estate and her murder was part of Henry’s devious plotting. She did understand that her home hold had been reduced to ash and cinder, and she had no family or friends to seek shelter with. Father wouldn’t take her into his house. That could be carved in stone. If she could secure passage, she didn’t know where in the Rivenran lands her sisters had settled. Or if they would welcome her when she arrived. And passage would have to be charity. She didn’t have a penny to her name. She only had her torn, ravaged night-rail.

She had nothing.

Gwen shivered and the silent Bryce’s arm tightened around her. Surprising herself, she found the act comforting.

She placed her fingers on his leather sleeve to steady herself against his lap. She felt his bulge nudge her hip.

“I recall you,” she said to him.

“Pleased to hear so, milady.” He chuckled warmly. “I had hoped I was memorable to ye.”

Oh, yes, she remembered him. The lad who had come to the estate three summers past was christened Bryce Lakesnow. Henry’s youngest son, Micah, then seven and ten, had come to the estate with four, also seventeen in years, noble friends. In the autumn, they were to report for knight training in Blackharbor. They intended to spend the summer practicing their warrior skills, and frolicking for those days would soon be sparse.

Bryce, then six and ten in age, had come with them. He was head-and-shoulders taller, his body more muscled, and much more handsome than his fellows. Gwen blushed when she had that thought. She had recognized the lad was not of noble house but seemed well-aware of royal customs and protocols. At first, she’d believed the lad was Micah’s servant. That assumption was proven incorrect in short order. She had seen, and as had several others, Micah hand his sword, scabbard and extra boots abruptly to the lad to carry for him. The lad did not frown or express any emotion but he dropped all into the dirt. Micah didn’t attempt to use the lad as servant again. She knew the lad had made an enemy when she saw the look on Micah’s features when some of the witnesses, including the other noble sons, laughed aloud. What she didn’t understand was why the lad was with them and why he was permitted to stay. Gwen learned later that Micah had no voice in the matter. Henry was using the Lakesnow lad in attempt to curry favor with King Richard. The lad was the son of a decorated army officer, Captain Domingo Lakesnow. Their King Richard, descendant of D’Arth, had himself written the declaration that the lad would be allowed to train as knight. During their daily weapons practice, except for Micah, the other four noble sons often requested guidance on techniques from the lad. He obliged, without single grouse.

When the noble sons decided to go hawking — the lad had never owned a bird —or to venture to a nearby township’s tavern to seek amoral women, games of chance, and spirited drink, the lad remained behind.

Gwen understood what it was like to be excluded. Much later she learned the lad had chosen to be left behind. On two consecutive days, she went to the lad and they went for a walk. He was shy, his spoken words even more awkward than her own, but he was always most polite and he never touched her except on the occasion that the path appeared risky and he offered his arm for her to steady herself.

But on the third day, he came to her.

From that point on, the two went on daily excursions despite, in the beginning, comments about inappropriate behavior from the manor head staff. Those remarks ceased altogether after Henry took her aside one morning. He said he’d spoken with young Lakesnow. The lad had told him how much he greatly admired the estate, that the weapons practice was proving very beneficial for all, including Micah, and his daily excursions with the lovely lady of the estate were most hospitable and kind. He’d considered going home after his first days at the estate but then his miseries had been largely abated. That was due to the manor’s lady. He intended to relay all to his father upon return to the capital. Henry ordered her to continue the day outings with the lad but to always keep within proper boundaries. If Henry became cuckold, she would pay a grave price as punishment. She agreed immediately despite not knowing the meaning of the word ‘cuckold’ that Henry used. Later, when the priest gave her definition, all of her from the very roots of her hair to the nails of her toes blushed. Thoughts of breaking her marriage vows with the lad had never crossed her mind. Well, mayhap fleetingly she admitted barely, secretively, to herself. That morning conversation with Henry was one of the longest husband and wife had ever had.

That summer became the most delightful Gwen had ever known. The lad helped her identify different wildlife and taught her to skip stones across a pond surface. She shared her reading secret with him — using her favorite books as texts — and helped him with his reading skills. She also aided him with learning to write his own name in proper Thurian script.

On the last day of summer, she and the lad said their farewells. The lad declared he had expected the summer to be dismal and tedious but, because of milady, it had been the opposite. He wished her Godspeed and good life. She replied that she had greatly enjoyed his company as well and she would pray he succeeded in his training. Then, surprising herself as much as him, she kissed him on the cheek. She didn’t know whose face had turned the brightest crimson. But the lad rode from the estate smiling, and she saw that he looked back, more than once, at her before moving out of eyesight.

In mid-winter that year, she heard, and it shamed her in the petty delight she felt, that Micah had failed his knight training. She wondered, more often than she should have, if the lad had become a King’s knight and if he was living the adventurous life he wanted.

The hamlet priest knew about her frivolous passion for reading. ’Twas a secret between the elder man-of-the-cloth and her for there was no practical reason for a female to have that knowledge. He helped her select books from Henry’s dusty seldom-used library. The books she enjoyed the most were the romantic tales of the cavaliers who served their legendary first king, D’Arth, who had united the Thuria realm five hundred years past. She was ten and six when she read one book that she was positive, without single doubt, that the priest did not know the content or he would’ve never allowed her to read it. She did so several times before returning and memorizing its place on the shelves. There were several words she’d never seen or heard before, but she knew not to ask the priest for definition. She managed to decipher most on her own. The story written by an anonymous scribe told the tale of lovers who did not join to produce offspring but to pleasure one another. Despite that the lovers were married, Gwen understood what they did was wicked. And the acts they lavished on one another would not harvest the delightful results the scribe said they did.

While growing up at Father’s estate, the stern matron overseeing the three daughters, always dressed them for bed in heavy nightgowns with mittens on their hands and thick, cinched smallclothes at joining. She never knew why. Now she did. Late one night, the house very still, she put her fingers to her cleaving and copied what the female lover did to herself in one chapter. Gwen was shocked, and most overjoyed, with the result. She never confessed her wicked act to the priest, or the many times she had repeated it since. If caught, she’d be punished. Still, despite that thought and others, she did not curtail her self-satisfaction.

Since that one summer, she often pictured the lad in her mind when she caressed her cleaving to pinnacle. She questioned, but never asked the priest, if thinking of person one was not wedded to, added more weight to the wicked act.

She wondered, but it did not stop her.

Gwen hadn’t known that Bryce was the one called the Rogue Dragon. The stories she’d heard about the knight were more incredible with each new tale. They said he was King Richard’s most devoted, trusted soldier, except for his father. He’d saved their King thrice from bodily injury and Queen Igraine once. He’d slain over two score and ten enemies of the kingdom including the giant warrior of the Cordoba army that invaded their southern border over a year past. There had to be some truth to the tales she reasoned. Didn’t there? Three of the barbarians who’d challenged him on the manor’s front lawn had fled after hearing the Rogue Dragon name. Part of her mind warned that she’d only known the lad briefly three years back. Many things could change in a person during that amount of time. This knight she didn’t know. She had to remain alert, on the defensive.

Another part, growing louder, said she could trust Bryce.

Gwen attempted to calm her thoughts. The only break from her mind’s maelstrom was when she became at cross-purpose with the stallion’s pace, and bounced. When she came back down against the steed, her cleaving was stung.

She shifted her position again. Sometime after dawn, they’d reached the farm hold he’d spoken of. And she’d have more clothing.

What was to become of her?

She felt Bryce pick blades of grass and leaves, and brush dirt clumps from her hair.

Where would she go?

How would she—




• • •




Micah Belford stood in the command tent, waiting.

He was always waiting.

Lord Henry Belford, the Marquis Amadeus de Vries, the Duke Frederick Bonham, and Lord Willem Jaret’s liaison stood at table over a spread map pointing at different spots and discussing their future army movements.

He should have been at Papa’s side, not these low nobles. The houses of de Vries and Bonham deserved their stations in the rear of the Great Hall at Citadelcourt during royal gatherings. The House of Belford did not. They should have been given station alongside the great houses of Duncan, Drake, and Sussex. Soon those houses would be no more and Belford would be the greatest house in the realm.

A squire hurried to the table and placed a decanter of Papa’s preferred whisky near the lord.

As the lad passed him to exit, Micah booted him in the shin. The squire yelped in pain and limped swiftly, before another kick came, from the tent.

Others would know of his discontent, Micah deemed, and feel his wrath. His two eldest brothers were captaining the estate soldiers. They had already seen battle and taken two Richard-loyal townships. The third elder, by only ten months of him, was Papa’s liaison to the Snowbear Mountain clan leader, Bjorn the Red. Micah’s commanded position in this war was to wait. He understood his brothers had all earned their knight spurs, and he hadn’t. His brothers mocked him mercilessly for the failing and he hated the miserable cretins more than he had before. One day he would hold the title of Lord of the House of Belford and they would be fodder in the earth. The knight’s failing wasn’t his fault. That belonged squarely with the training master and Lakesnow. The damned master had repeatedly paired him against the lowly commoner in tests of swords, bareknuckle, and wrestling. Every bout, in less than a minute, Lakesnow had him on the ground, usually stinging in pain, and crying yield. They would both one day pay for belittling him.

The meeting finished.

As Belford poured whisky into glass, the others departed. The lord’s always red-blotched face appeared even redder.

Micah glared at de Vries as the marquis passed. He loathed the de Vries daughter that Papa had taken in marriage as second wife. He’d been devastated when Mama died. No woman could replace her and Gwendolyn de Vries did not rate shite speck to her shadow. Her dowry brought pittance to the estate. Yes, he understood that the marriage had been to bond the two houses. Papa wanted the trade connections de Vries had, and that had proven most profitable.

He sighed. He still missed Mama to the core of his being. He, the youngest son, had been their mother’s favorite and his brothers knew it. ’Twas another reason they tormented him. After Papa had survived the lung fever, even he , then at ten and one, could see the sadness that had grown around his mother.

One afternoon, when the men of the house were out hawking, Micah had returned to the manor alone. His bird, upon release, had flown into the sky and not returned. Papa sent him home as punishment. He discovered Mama in the large bath soaking with her favorite personal maidservant. The two women were kissing and stroking one another, smiling and laughing. At one point, he saw the maid rise and bend over. Mama spanked the maid until the woman’s arse cheeks were bright red. The maid moaned with pleasure at each whack of Mama’s hand. Then, the maid went to her knees, and placed her face between Mama’s legs. Mama sang with joy. Unseen, unnoticed, he watched them for a long time. He liked it.

Upon their return, Micah, near bursting, told his brothers that he’d seen Mama happy. He didn’t leave out a single detail of his witnessing.

Micah and his brothers were awakened two nights later by Mama’s scream. They rushed from their rooms to discover Mama at the bottom of the main stairs, crumpled on the entry floor with her neck and body shattered in death. Papa stood on the top marble step, deep in his whisky, speechless and grim, as he stared down at his dead wife. Before dawn, the favored maidservant was found with her throat cut from ear-to-ear. He was told the woman, in her grief over the death of her mistress, had killed herself. It would be a couple years before he understood Mama’s sin and why, when he spoke of her, his eldest brother would strike him and order him to shut his mouth. Still, he greatly missed her and was slightly comforted that two days before her tragic fall he’d seen her happy.

Micah had been stunned and angry when Papa took the de Vries daughter as wife. She was younger than his two eldest brothers and such a damned simple she dishonored Mama’s memory. He admitted she was a beauty with ripe body that most men would slobber upon with sheer lust. He did not. In the beginning of his swiving days, he didn’t pursue beauteous women, not even whores. They always acted, because of their lovely features, they were granting privilege by merely speaking to one. He preferred plain, poor women. They responded to his titled name with gratitude and enthusiastically performed any act commanded.

Belford waved his son forward.

“I have a task of great import for you,” he said.

Micah walked to him. He prayed that his waiting had at long last come to an end. And he could prove his worth to Papa.

“Name the undertaking, your lordship, and it shall be done.”

“I never allowed talk of our allegiance with Lord Jaret within wife’s hearing. Still, she might have observed some events that would result in harm to our cause if relayed to Richard too soon.” Belford swallowed more whisky. “Find my wife and bring her corpse to me.”

Micah smiled. He liked this task.

Belford continued. “She was supposed to die in the attack. The cowards that ran away said she was rescued by the Rogue Dragon. You know this knight, do you not?”

“Aye. Your lordship met him three years back.”

“Do you fear him?”

“Nay,” he lied. Only a fool would not be afraid of Lakesnow’s skills and he’d been humiliated by them firsthand. If only a few of victories now attributed to the commoner were true, he’d become a more formidable enemy.

“A barbarian woman called Sigrid will be your tracker. I have seen her ability. She could trail a flea across a score of hounds.”

“Excellent choice, your lordship.”

“Master-at-Arms Efren will be your second and he will pick the other seven soldiers who will accompany you. ’Tis still dark but leave within the hour. They were spotted riding south on the roadway toward Valon Crossing where the King is encamped. They must be found. They witnessed too much. You must kill them both.”

“I’ll gather my weapons.”

Belford inhaled shallowly. “Succeed, son, and you will have the better position you thirst for. Your brothers will have green envy.”

“I shall succeed. Blood oath on that.”

“If you fail, do not return. I will never wish to lay eye upon you again, and I will have your name stricken from every family record.”




• • •




Gwen woke with a start.

It took a long moment to fathom what was currently happening, and to remember her situation.

Bryce reined the stallion to a halt beside a shallow creek near the roadway. The warhorse drank. She saw that the sun was half above the horizon.

Then.

She was astonished, and embarrassed to her roots.

During the night’s travel, at some point despite the perilous events only hours earlier, she had fallen into exhausted sleep in his arms. How could she have done that? He’d eased her higher onto his lap so she no longer touched the warhorse. Oh, my stars! During the sleep, the torn linen at her joining had shifted fully exposing her cleaving. The tear along her left side had risen higher and most of her breast was revealed. Quickly, she closed the tearing in her fist covering both intimates. Then her face grew warmer as she realized she had used his chest for a pillow. And more so when she guessed what the hardness was that nudged her bottom. Then, adding further shame, she saw that in her sleep she’d drooled on his flesh.

Bryce dismounted with her in his arms and guided her feet to the ground.

Upon release, she noted that the linen of her rail was molded to and plainly outlined every detail of her bosom. She pressed the front of her body against the stallion’s shoulder.

The animal nickered.

No man, not even her husband, had seen her body entirely naked. Henry was the only man who’d seen legs and buttocks bared, and that had only happened that one night. For over the past six hours, she had been near naked with Bryce and it appeared she would be for a longer time. Her flesh warmed even more than it already was, ashamed and mortified.

Bryce removed his gloves then held his water-skin up to her.

“Drink.”

Without moving a pinch away from the horse, keeping the tear of her left side gripped closed in fist, she accepted the skin and took a sip, then a second longer one.

Bryce reached inside a pouch and removed a slice of dried peach. He placed it near her mouth.

“Eat.”

“No thank you,” she whispered. “Not hungry.”

“You need to maintain your strength, milady, and I wasn’t making a request.”

She opened her mouth at the command and he put the peach on her tongue. He did so, she noted, without his fingers touching her.

As she chewed, relishing the taste of the fruit, Bryce went to the creek and filled his helmet with water. Then he walked back to her.

“I’m going to scout our perimeter,” he said. “While I’m gone, you will have opportunity to wash your person.”

She nodded slowly at his suggestion. Except for her hair, that Bryce had groomed during their ride from crown to tip, her night-rail and body were dotted with dirt, grass, and leaves from last night.

“This water is cold but the morning sun should warm you quickly,” he added. “And finish drying your damp sleeping dress.”

“Thank ye,” she replied. “I shall wash all I can reach.”

Bryce didn’t respond, did not speak a word. He knelt beside her bared left leg and foot. Her heart leapt up into her throat, lodging there. He poured water from his helmet down her limb. She yelped at the sudden chill. Touching, yet not touching her flesh, the knight — a most handsome and strong young man — washed her leg clean with his warm hands. Stop this instant remained frozen on her tongue. Without single word, he plucked grass and leaves and brushed the dirt from her shoulders to waist on the back of her night-rail. Then he paused — oh heaven forbid! — at her buttocks. She blushed with intent as he groomed that linen. Oh, my goodness, she nearly cried aloud. His fingers’ touch upon her bottom was wondrous. Who was this wicked and wanton woman and where had she come from?

Bryce finished his grooming at the hem of her night-rail then stood.

“I shall give you your privacy to finish your bathing.”

“I will thank you, sir, not to look back as you leave,” she said. Now that sounded like her.

He smiled, amused. Then he started south but stopped after only a few steps. He studied the horizon.

“Is something amiss?” she asked

“I smell cooking fires. Many, where there shouldn’t be any.”

Gwen looked southerly. She saw no smoke trails, smelled only the beguiling spicy scent wafting from him.

“Don’t go far as you move about,” he said in a stern voice. “Always keep horse within view.” He pointed at a bush. “When you attend to your … ablutions, do not use that leaf. It’ll cause a painful blister rash.”

Why would she dry herself with leaves after she washed? She blushed again. He had used the wrong word for what he meant. Oh, stars above. No man ever — ever! — had spoken to her about her bodily eliminations. This added to her many humiliations. She willed the tears not to flow. She failed. A tear trickled from her right eye and trailed down her cheek.

Bryce headed toward the road at a swift pace.

Gwen waited, counting to thirty. Believing Bryce was no longer close by, she removed the night-rail slowly not to cause further damage to it. Soon, if she was not careful, she’d be without any clothing. She sighed, the right sleeve’s shoulder seam was half-ripped. After draping the rail over the stallion’s neck, she picked up the helmet. She clenched her teeth and poured the remaining water down her body. She quickly washed her face then the grass and dirt from her arms, chest and stomach then finished with cleaning her right leg and, lastly, her cleaving.

Then she took stock of her injuries. There were bruises on both her upper arms where her husband’s hired assassin grabbed her, and to her left knee. She found two scraped knuckles on her right hand and markings on her feet from when she kicked the man. Finally, there was a pale bruising on her left breast. She believed that had occurred when she’d been folded over the galloping destrier warhorse.

As Bryce had said, the morning sun swiftly dried and warmed her flesh.

She heard the words of Mugg in her head. “Lordship sends message. He finally found use for worthless wife.” Worthless. Father deemed her so. Always had. The estate servants and villagers had no use for her. And her husband did not either. Did she have no value other than as murdered corpse? She wiped her moist eyes and her nose with her fingertips.

Sadly, Gwen walked to the other side of the stallion and, as she was about to squat, it released a massive stream of pee. She jumped back, the torrent barely missing her legs and feet. She moved to a fallen tree. Without haste, she performed her ablutions then cleaned herself with soft moss. She inspected her cleaving closely to ensure no green leavings remained behind on her intimate.

She returned to the stallion and eased into the near-sundried rail. Her bosom was no longer outlined against the linen as if she’d been unclothed. Still, her nipples poked against the cloth. Taking a carrot from Bryce’s food pouch, she offered it to the animal. Its teeth nipped her fingers but did not break skin as it took the carrot from her. She stroked its nose. It nickered. Her stomach grumbled and she withdrew a chunk of bread from the pouch. She ate it then took a long drink from the skin. Finishing, she knelt beside the creek, and refilled the water skin. She tied the skin and pouch to the low, small saddle.

“I’m returning,” Bryce called to her.

Gwen again pressed the front of her body to the stallion’s shoulder. She draped her long hair down her left side. That, and her closed fist around the linen helped cover her upper body. There was nothing she could do about her bared left leg and foot.

Bryce crossed the creek coming from the north. He looked back as he stopped beside her.

“We have to move on,” he said.

“But your steed needs more rest,” she replied. “And you need sleep, too.”

“Thank you for your concern, milady. The stallion and I are fine. We have gone without good sleep for a week’s time in the past.”

“Oh! Your friends’ farm hold is close-by.”

“We can’t go there.” Bryce gestured to the south. “They weren’t there yesterday when I rode past but the Usurper now has his soldiers camped at the farm hold on both sides of the road. There must be two thousand men. They have patrols out.”

Gwen’s brow furrowed. Once more she didn’t understand.

“Did you see your friends at the farm?” she asked.

Bryce’s features turned grim.

“Nay. They are King loyal. If captive, there are too many for me to attempt rescue. That shall haunt me for all my days.” Bryce looked north over his shoulder. “Using the road, it would’ve taken us one full day to reach our King. He’s currently encamped with our troops at Valon Crossing. Now we’ll have to travel east then cut back south. By my reckoning, the journey will take us two days.”

“That long?” she asked.

“We will attempt to travel faster. To do so, you will need to ride astride. I will place you in front of the saddle and hook your feet in the breast-strap. You will hold on to the stallion’s mane. I’ll keep one arm about you to ensure you don’t fall.”

“I will do as you heed.”

She hesitated.

Bryce slipped his helmet on then glanced to the north again. Small rivets of water trickled down his temples.

She resisted the impulse to dry them with her fingertips.

“What are you keeping from me?” Gwen asked.

He sighed, thinking.

“Please tell me,” she said.

At last, he nodded.

“Ten from Belford’s estate are tracking us,” he replied. “They’re following our trail precisely. Eight are soldiers from the manner they ride. The ninth is a barbarian woman. She is their tracker and very good at the skill. The tenth, the leader, is Micah Belford. I saw him plainly.”

Gwen gasped. “They intend to find and kill you.”

“’Tis not me they seek.”

She looked north, allowing Bryce’s words to sink into her mind.

“Why me?” she asked. “I know nothing.”

“Milady, you know more than you think you do.”

Bryce took her by the waist in his gloved hands and lifted her, as if she had no weight, onto the stallion in front of the saddle. She settled astride the horse. He wrapped her feet securely in the steed’s breast-strap on both sides. She saw that the torn linen only covered her cleaving by a tad and, if she shifted her hips to either side even a smidgen, or sat upright, her intimate was revealed. She took the cloth in both hands and pulled at it to further shield herself. Immediately, she heard a ripping sound and stopped. At least, she told herself, her breasts remained covered.

Bryce mounted behind her and eased his leathered left arm around her waist. Since he could no longer see her body’s joining, she gripped the stallion’s mane.

He spurred the steed, and they moved into and down the center of the creek.

Gwen exhaled slowly. Milady, you know more than you think you do, Bryce had said. She considered all she knew, and more of what she didn’t understand. Upon occasion, much more this past year, Henry held feasts at the small estate and invited the neighboring nobles. These events were worse than being alone. No one in the nearby estates or villages had become her friends or even nodding acquaintances. They were too far to walk to. And she was forbidden to ride the horses. First wife held the position that riding, even sidesaddle, was not a gentle ladylike endeavor so that was that. She was only allowed to travel by coach if Henry accompanied her. He never asked her to. Her station at the gatherings was to stand beside her husband, dressed in a first-wife-preferred gown, and, without speaking more than a simple ‘welcome to our home’, greet the arriving nobles and their wives. Father always attended the gatherings and never even glanced at her when received by Henry. After main meal, while the men assembled in the solar study to discuss politics and sip their whisky and brandy, Gwen and the women would gather in the first-floor sitting room to work on their needlepoint and to gossip. All had been friends of first wife and had no interest in getting to know the second. When she was within hearing, they repeated stories showing first wife’s grace and wit. Gwen felt the tales revealed the opposite. Once, not intending to eavesdrop, she overheard three angry wives saying they’d caught their husbands staring in lust at Henry’s beautiful second wife. They hated her. Bryce was wrong. She did not know anything of value about her husband and his businesses.

Except.

The blacksmith’s wife had told her about the well-observed discontentment, and arguments, between the lord and lady after his illness. Late one night, she added, a loud scream woke all in the manor. They rushed from their rooms to discover first wife at the bottom of the main stairs, crumpled on the entry floor with her neck and body shattered in death. Lord Belford stood on the top marble step, deep in his whisky, speechless and grim, as he stared down at his dead wife. ’Twas deemed an accident. That her ladyship had tripped or stumbled going down the stairs. No one, not even first wife’s most loyal attendants, voiced otherwise.

Finally, Gwen reached one conclusion.

“You must leave me,” she said to Bryce, this decision firm in her mind. “I am slowing you and, even the Rogue Dragon cannot defeat ten warriors at once.”

“I won’t leave you.”

“I give my permission for you to do so, sir knight.”

“Call me Bryce,” he replied. “I’d like it if you spoke my given name as you did that one summer. But nay, milady. First, they’ll have to catch us and I’ll use all my skills to ensure that doesn’t happen.” He paused, plainly considering if he should continue. Then he did. “If they slay you, I give my oath that I’ll already be dead. And I swear that if I’m headed into the next life, Micah Belford will be in the bowels of Hell long ahead of me. Apologies for the curse.”

Gwen fought the tears again attempting to spring from her eyes. She had no value. All those she knew said so. She wasn’t worth the kingdom’s brave Rogue Dragon sacrificing his life for.

She turned to look at him. But said nothing. Words failed her. In turning, she’d bared her left breast. Quickly, she covered herself with her hair. She was somewhat relieved. If he had noticed her baring, he wasn’t acknowledging it.

At a far bend, Bryce reined the warhorse from the creek onto a rocky shore. They rode easterly through the forest at a steady but safe-for-the-stallion pace. If the mount injured forelock, she knew, they would be doomed.

Neither spoke.

Gwen winced, biting her lower lip.

She altered her position astride the stallion then shifted again. Then once more.

She was no horseman. Never had been, and never would be, she believed. She was at odds once again with the warhorse’s movement. Her inner thighs were being chafed against the stallion’s hide, and when she bounced, she collided back down on the animal and her cleaving was stung. Astride the hurt was more direct and painful than when she’d rode sidesaddle.

The stallion leapt effortlessly over a small ravine and, as it landed on the other side, Gwen came down hard.

She whimpered aloud.

“Are you injured?” Bryce asked into her ear.

“I … my …” She paused. “N-Nay, Bryce.”

“Tell me.”

“I will endure. And quietly from this moment onward.”

“That wasn’t a request. Tell me.”

Tears filled her eyes.

“I’m bounding up and down on your steed,” she whispered. “When I come down against him, it hurts my—” She stopped then continued with quieter spoken words. “My most … p-private spot. I will endure. Oath.”

Bryce nodded that he understood. “I have nothing to place … there. Mayhap if you are higher upon me, it’ll be better ride.”

In her mind’s eye, she saw herself fully on his lap, her legs parted across him, and, despite the back of her night-rail and his breeches, her cleaving pressed against his large bulge. Her first thought was shamefully yes. That would be wondrous. Another voice, louder than the first, told her that could not be allowed. She was already on a path with him that there was no return from. Had she not learned that from his grooming of her? She had to remain steadfast and resistant of temptation with him. She had to, she must. In no society, in no world, was the crossing of that line acceptable. If she allowed this, she was dooming them both. Then the first voice returned. He is Bryce. There will be no other in your life, even if you live to one-hundred years, such as him.

He started to pull her higher onto him and she grabbed his arm stopping him.

“Nay,” she said, her voice still a pinch above whisper. “I shall endure as we are.”

The stallion took a hard step. She bounced against the steed and whimpered.

She felt his body tense against her back.

“We could try with my…,” he began.

She didn’t know if he had stopped talking or if the wind had swallowed his last words.

“Could try?” she repeated. “Please continue, sire.”

“Using my hand as shield.”

Her hands upon his arm tightened. The thoughts within her debated, each attempting to drown out the other. What harm could his hand do? Much, but you know that.

Gwen looked to the side at the passing path, trying to think, and saw a tree with thick moss rising upon it.

She suddenly realized that while she had no voice to answer with, her head was nodding yes to him.

He tugged off his glove, rubbed his hand on his breeches then placed his fingers and palm on her cheek. “Is my hand warm?”

She nodded yes again.

Bryce eased his hand over her cleaving and cupped her.

Gwen stopped breathing. Her heart pounded against her chest. Countless thoughts and sensations rose through her at once. He’d given his oath that she was safe with him. But was she safe from herself? She noted, immediately, to her everlasting shame, that his warm hand was cushioning her most tender place when she bounced down against the horse. It no longer stung. In fact, the touch of his flesh to her intimate was … was … Yes, it was. From brow to toe, she heated. It was as if her body and not her mind and will, had seized control over her reactions. No, she cried silently. This had to stop. It was improper. It was wicked. She would remove his hand and demand that they part ways.
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