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  Fortune’s Folly




  It is shocking for Helena to realize that, after being divorced for 8 years, she is still irresistibly attracted to her ex-husband after they meet again. But Andreas is still bitter and angry about the past. He still recalled the humiliation he had felt when she had left him. The cruelty of a friend’s jest that Andreas had taken the youngest mare from the stable but had not known how to ride it.”




  Yet when Helena saw him she saw only that “he looked vaguely older, a little more harassed than he had been in the past. His body was the same, it exuded strength and a touch of the primitive that the gray mohair silk could not quite disguise.”




  Eden’s Child




  The victim of a hit and run, Maddy cannot remember anything. When she arrives in Australia, a place that seems alien to her, she discovers that her husband, Nevis Ballantyne, hates her. He tells her she is a thief and a liar. Perhaps it would be better if she never remembered. She is ashamed of the person Nevis says she is. Yet in spite of his animosity towards her, she cannot stop herself being attracted to him




  Beloved Deceiver




  His Other Wife




  ~~For Alyce, with all my love.~~




  Chapter 1




  Elizabeth Mary was confused. Had she misheard her sister, Mary Elizabeth? The wind was rattling against the shutters. A bolt must have come lose for it jiggled and clattered. The smoke was blown down the chimney, bringing with it clouds of acrid soot. Shrugging deeper into her fur lined cloak, Elizabeth, or Bess as everyone called her, asked her sister, “What did you say, Mary?”




  “I implore you to help me.” Mary trembled visibly. She crossed the room and came alongside her sister and uncharacteristically threw her arms around the taller but younger girl. “I cannot marry this man. I cannot marry any man!”




  “But before his death, Father arranged it. You agreed, Mary; you seemed pleased.”




  “Oh, my dear, what else could I say to my dying father? Could I let him slip from this life worrying that his two daughters were unsettled? My dear, Bess, please try to understand. The idea of marriage terrifies me. I must enter a convent. It is what I have always desired.”




  Her sister had always been a strange and secretive girl. They were two very different girls; that much Bess had understood since she had been able to walk across a room, but she had never imagined that Mary yearned for the convent walls. Her sister had never even hinted at wishing to take that path. The very idea of entering such an establishment filled Bess with horror. It would be, to her, like being buried alive. The regimentation of bells would, she was certain, drive her insane. She did pray quite sincerely, but never more than twice a day.




  “Perhaps he will understand, the lord, I mean, if you send word…”




  “He will never understand, Bess. He covets our home, Bess, this rich land. Men are greedy devils. Power and land is all they crave. Why do you imagine he was so eager to marry a girl he has not even seen? All he is interested in is gaining Abbotswood. Even Father told me that he was very keen to have the house and the land, for it is so different from his own.”




  “He does not seem too bad,” Bess suggested, trying to soothe her sister. “Did he not say that I could stay here?”




  “Aye, Father made that agreement, but only until you marry and I’ll wager he will have a husband picked out for you even now. He will not wish you to be biding too long here; I tell you I think he has great plans for the estate.”




  “I wouldn’t have to say yes to any old man he chooses for me,” Bess said determinedly, jutting out her chin. She would not take just any man, on that she was positive.




  “You think not. Oh, my dear, there are ways and means. You are a mere woman; he will not care what you wish. If he wishes you to marry, believe me you will marry. Can you not see this is the only way? We will both gain something from it.”




  What would I gain? I don’t want to marry the Lord Hinchcliffe, Mary. I am too young and…”




  “Bess, if only you understood how I feel. I am so afraid of so many things,” Mary said, showing to Bess an emotional side that Bess had never witnessed in her sister before. Mary had always been very quiet, saying little and certainly expressing no deep feelings on any matter, so different from her younger sister who was always on the brink of some sweeping tide of emotion.




  “But he may be kind. Father said he was not unreasonable.”




  “Not unreasonable? Bess, what does that mean? I will tell you since you cannot answer; it means he will be quite affable as long as he gets his own way. It was ever thus with men.”




  Bess went and sat on a wooden trunk away from the billowing clouds of soot; she could taste the soot now in the back of her throat. They should have gone to sit in the upper solar where there was a basket of fire instead of this ornate fireplace that allowed the wind to invade it.




  What her sister was proposing was not only very wrong, it was ludicrous. They would never get away with it. She said as much to Mary when her sister came and sat next to her.




  “Of course we can and what is the harm. The lord will still have the house and land he desires. I shall enter the convent; my dowry shall pay for my entrance. To what could he object?”




  “But you say we are not to tell him. Should we not tell him? I mean, say I should do it, he might not mind, after all…” Bess bit back the words that tumbled into her mind. She was younger certainly, but not only that, she was far more beautiful. She hated the touch of vanity that she had, but then often consoled herself that it was merely the truth. You could not run away from the truth no matter who you were. In fact, Mary was such a plain girl; Bess doubted any man would really ever fall in love with her. She had no personality that could make a man forget her lack of beauty, she never attempted even to make the best of herself. She had seemed long ago to give into her plainness instead of trying to be attractive. She could have been attractive, Bess mused, if she dressed in clothes more colourful. Her sister’s hair was dark brown and rich in colour, but she always wore it plaited; if she had it loose, it too would be attractive.




  “My dear, he would never agree. Men are obstinate. He will wish to stay with the contract. He will find fault in any scheme that differs from it. He will wish for the bride that he contracted to have, please believe me. You know many things, I know, and are far cleverer than I, but, dear Bess, in this I am right. Look, Bess, my lovely sister, what is the harm for all that will happen is that instead of Mary Elizabeth he will have Elizabeth Mary; he will not know, you will be Mary Elizabeth, that is all. Surely you can see that it is a perfect plan.”




  It was too perfect and well thought out as well. It was barely a month since their father had died and yet, while Bess had grieved for her father, her sister had been hatching this deceitful plot.




  Mary went on persuading her sister, her voice soft and coaxing. “There are only three years between us, he will not notice that and you have to admit, Bess, that you are by far the prettier, you will delight the lord, he will love you for certain. You will bewitch him and he will be happier, far happier with you than with me and, oh, Bess, for me the very act of marriage fills me with a kind of terror the like of which you could not imagine.”




  What was so terrifying, Bess wondered, about marriage? Most people did it, so it could not be that bad, but the other words her sister had said puzzled her far more. “I thought love did not come into it,” Bess murmured, her eyes narrowing. “And I do not wish anyone to love me. I have no desire for marriage, Mary, why I am barely turned sixteen…”




  “Old enough. Our mother was not turned fourteen when she wed Father.”




  “And dead by the time she was twenty.”




  “Of course,” Mary said sadly. “But she was not strong, you are strong, Bess; you take after Grandmother. Look how she lived for fifty years. I know that I take after Mother. I shall not make old bones; look at me, Bess, am I not frail?”




  It was true that Mary resembled a will o’ the wisp. Small and as slender as a willow, her skin was pale and translucent too, yet her sister never ailed. From what Father had said, their mother had ailed most of her life. So, although Mary may have her mother’s physical appearance, she did not appear to have her constitution. Yet Bess did not say anything; she did not wish to argue with her sister over such trivia. It was more important to discuss and argue against the scheme that Mary had come up with.




  “I am so afraid that I shall die on child bed, I can see it,” Mary sobbed. Moved to pity, Bess took her sister in her arms, rocking her gently. Mary’s arms went around her, holding onto the younger girl as if she would be dragged away. There were times, for all her giddiness when Bess felt the older. Their father had often complained that she was far too clever for a woman; all things came so easily to her. Her Latin and her French, her ability to read and write, her musical talent, these were always praised by her Tutor. Mary was less interested, although Mary excelled so much at needlework that her work was often commissioned by the local Abbey.




  “I do not know…” Bess said, disentangling herself from her sister’s embrace. “You must let me think…”




  “You will wish me to an early grave,” Mary said petulantly.




  “I hope that I will never do that, Mary.” Bess’s reply was quiet. She stood. Wrapping her cloak around her, Bess crossed the solar and left through the archway.




  In spite of the cold, she left the Manor and, pulling her hood about her head, went down to the herb garden. There was plenty of mint left and rosemary, but some of the verbena had been stripped of leaves. The leaves would be crushed and scattered amongst the fresh dried rushes that would be laid tomorrow. She herself had ordered the re-laying. Their Steward, who had had the ear of their father, was proving himself a lazy fellow, as if he imagined that his life would be easier while there was no master. Bess would box his ears if he did not do as he was told; she would be mistress here or know the reason why.




  She loved Abbotswood. Loved the gentle landscape, the triumphant oaks, the spinney and copse, the pure water that gurgled over moss-covered rocks. Everything was so perfect; she could imagine being nowhere else. Of course, Bess had never been anywhere else but that did not mean she did not understand what was in her heart. Abbotswood was in her heart and now Mary had tried to persuade her to leave. And to leave in such deceitful circumstances. It had to be wrong for her to take her sister’s place. Bess knew she could be stubborn and wilful but she always prided herself on her brutal honesty. The trouble was Bess was so honest it often got her into trouble, for she was not adept at flattery and quite often when asked for an opinion, gave the brutal truth. She had not learned to tell the difference between white lies and frankness; now Mary Elizabeth was asking her to tell a real untruth, to become someone that she was not. It was unthinkable that she could do such a thing.




  And then there was this man, Edward Hinchcliffe, who would marry her sister without even seeing her, without even meeting her; what kind of fellow was he that he would do such a thing? A man should choose a wife, but this Lord Hinchcliffe was choosing only Abbotswood, and in that he had perfection. Yet he would not live here, not permanently, he desired only to acquire it. These rich and fertile lands in the very centre of England. Perhaps in his north country there was no such perfection.




  In two days time, his retainers would come and Mary Elizabeth would be married by proxy. The lord did not even intend to bestir himself for his own marriage. What manner of man was that? It was no wonder Mary Elizabeth did not wish the marriage to go ahead. No wonder that she quaked in her shoes.




  The cold wind drove Bess back into the house. It was very quiet and there was no sign of Mary in the solar, or in the hall. Quietly, Bess went up to her own room. She had not the benefit of a door, but the furs that covered the entrance were excellent at keeping out the drafts that whirled around the house on cold days.




  Once inside her room, she snuggled down on her bed, pulling furs around her. She had not been there above half an hour when she heard someone enter. It was Mary, tears streaming down her face; she came to the bed and knelt beside her sister; her face was red with tears, her voice a mere croak from all the emotion welling inside her. Her hands mangled the furs. “Oh please, my darling sister, please, please I beg you—I implore you—please save my life.”




  It took some time for Bess to calm her sister down, her promise that she would seriously consider the proposal and even let her know the answer before night fall, seemed to soothe Mary. In time, the elder girl fell asleep in the younger girl’s arms, but Bess could not sleep. Slowly, she moved from her sister’s embrace and very gently pulled the furs around Mary.




  What an impossible situation! Her sister, it seemed, would will herself to an early grave with her terror of marriage. Bess could not understand why she had not gone to their father with these fears. He was a stern man, but not unkindly. Surely he would have understood and if the two girls had approached him, he may have changed his mind.




  Now it was too late; the contract had been signed. That contract was as valid as a marriage. Mary was promised and there it was. It could not be broken.




  Out in the corridor, Bess went to her father’s chamber; here there was a solid wooden door. She opened it slowly, and was surprised to see the flicker of a candle and the fire basket ablaze. Bess saw, sitting at her father’s desk, the steward, John Goodson. And what a name, she thought, hardly appropriate. He was looking at her dead father’s papers; the box that the papers were kept in was open and its contents spilled onto the desk.




  “What are you about, sir?” Bess demanded, with all the hauteur she could muster.




  John Goodson all but jumped out of his hose. He paled and then, standing, seemed to grow taller as he started back at her.




  “My lady asked me to peruse the documentation,” he said.




  “You did not ask me,” she snapped.




  “My lady gave instruction. My lady is my employer now,” he said with a touch of arrogance.




  “I shall be in charge when my sister is married and I will be consulted now. Put away those papers and leave this chamber immediately.” She stared him out; he was taller than she, with broad shoulders and she supposed some women would think him handsome, but he was too fair for her taste and she did not like the thickness of his lower lip.




  Eventually, after meeting her challenging stare for some moments, he shrugged. Took the papers and pushed them back into the wooden box, slamming the lid and turning the key. “Give me that key,” she demanded. He took the key out and as he passed her, dropped it unceremoniously into her hand.




  “My lady will not be pleased,” Goodson said from the safety of the doorway. “She pleaded with me to seek a loophole to this marriage.”




  “There are no loopholes and I do not believe you. Nor do I trust you, Goodson; have a care lest I turn you out onto the road.”




  “I do not think my lady would allow you to do that,” he said with smooth confidence, but he left before hearing her reply.




  Damned impudence, Bess muttered to herself. It was irrational she knew, but there was something about John Goodson that she did not like. She never had liked him; although he had had her father’s ear, he had never earned her trust. He was always, it seemed to her, creeping around the manor, and she suspected him of constantly eavesdropping on the family’s conversation. Once or twice he had tried to be sweet with her, but she had been cold towards him and he had stopped trying to ingratiate himself. In fact, he more often than not avoided her as much as possible.




  However, he had not cheated the family; Bess knew that for certain. Recently, she had combed the household accounts to make sure of the fact. The accounts were well kept; she could find nothing amiss and yet still there was something about him that she did not quite trust.




  Well, she had more to consider than John Goodson. She went to her father’s desk and sat down. The truth was she had come to look through the papers herself to see if there was a loophole that would save them both. Bess went through the papers with the same care she had given the household accounts, but there was nothing she could see that could give them cause to either complain or find fault with. It was a fair and honourable arrangement. There was consideration for Bess to stay at the Manor for as long as she lived, or until she married. There was adequate coin to be provided for her keep and for her leisure. She sighed, carefully folding the parchment and wrapping the dark green ribbon around it. It was neither an unusual nor an unfair arrangement. Her father had done the best he could for both of them. It was necessary too, for two women without the protection of a male could be easily duped and robbed of their inheritance. Bess well knew how women were merely pawns; they were given little consideration. They made easy pickings for unscrupulous men.




  Her mind was not made up; she went back to her chamber. She would try once more to make Mary see that it was a good arrangement. That the man, Lord Hinchcliffe, was not too bad, for he had shown consideration to the other sister and had made no stipulation on what she could and could not do. He could so easily have ordered that Bess live under his roof, and once there could have used her in any way he saw fit. Yet he was leaving her in her home and giving her money so that Bess could support herself comfortably. It was a very fair arrangement, more than most women could expect to receive.




  Mary lay on top of the furs…pale and still… Bess tiptoed across the room; there was a crimson stain about Mary’s wrists. Bess gasped in horror; a small knife stained with blood lay at her side. “Oh Mary, my dearest…” She went to the girl, felt her still warm, but lifeless. Quickly Bess ran from the room, bellowing from the top of the stairs for water, for herbs, for a cup of warm sweetened wine. Then she went to the trunk and found the white strips that she used for her bleeding time. There were curtains around the bed; she closed them. Better not to let the servants know what had occurred.




  She cleaned and bound the wounds. Fortunately they did not run too deep; she had not cut the vein, dear girl; she had not even known how to do it properly, thank the Lord. Then, raising Mary, she forced the warm sweet liquid between her lips.




  “My dear Mary…” she murmured as her sister’s eyes flickered open. “There was no need to do that, of course I will take your place. I am not heartless and I am not afraid. I shall manage my Lord Hinchcliffe. I shall be able to cope with it all. I will be you, my darling sister, only please live, please, please my dear do not commit this terrible sin. You will never reach heaven if you do so, my dear, I had no idea you were so very desperate.”




  * * * *




  Mary made a rapid recovery; it was strange for someone so weak to do so in such a short time. However, Bess had no time to brood on it since she had to make preparations, for the Lord Hinchcliffe’s men would be arriving soon.




  It was decided that she would take her own serving wench Merry Tyler, for Merry knew her moods and her secrets and more importantly, she trusted Merry never to reveal the truth of her identity. There was no need to take anyone else. The less folk that travelled with knowledge of the truth the better it would be. Most of the servants were trustworthy and faithful, but they were not the shiniest apples on the tree and Bess did not trust them to not make mistakes. “I am only worried about John Goodson,” Bess said. “I do not trust him.”




  “John will not reveal anything, I have his promise,” Mary said with confidence; nothing, it seemed would ruin her mood of optimism.




  “I hope you are right. There is nothing for it, I suppose, but to keep him here.”




  “I swear he will be all right,” Mary said, her voice more firm and strong than Bess had ever heard before. She then went on to say, “You will win the lord’s heart, I am sure of it.”




  “I am not so sure of that and not so sure that I wish to. Mayhap he has a whore or two to keep him company and will not trouble me.”




  “Elizabeth Mary, I swear I do not know where you get that tongue from.”




  But Bess only laughed, she hoped it was true and anyway, she had always been straightforward, only more so now that she had no father to scold her. She knew, too, where she got her tongue from; she spent a good deal of her days in the stables; riding was her passion and horses her love. Sometimes, the stable hands forgot she was there. She had learned much from being at the stable, certainly more than Mary would ever imagine. Bess knew that men enjoyed touching lips with women and those women who were called whores and bawds liked that, too. She was not sure that she would enjoy touching lips with anyone, and certainly not the old man to whom she was to be married. Therefore if he had a whore, she would be happy about it. Let him touch lips with her.




  However, most of what she said and how she acted was, in part, bravado in front of Mary. She did not wish Mary to worry about her. Bess wanted to convince her sister that she could look after herself; the reality was a little different.




  This man, this Lord Hinchcliffe was an unknown quantity. All she had gleaned was that he was five and twenty…that he had never been married and that he had fought for the Tudor King against the Yorkist King. Her family had never become embroiled in the conflict. Her father had been an expert at weaving and dodging, but she had thought he had Yorkist sympathies and had often said that given the chance then King Richard the Third would have been a great monarch.




  “The Tudors will be here for all time now; it is best to align ourselves to one of their followers,” her father had said when she had queried the background of Hinchcliffe.




  She saw the sense of that, but she, too, had had a liking for the Yorkist side. Still, like her father, she was pragmatic enough to see that the Tudors were in the ascendancy.




  That was all Bess knew of Hinchcliffe, except that he was powerful in his own county and that he was favoured by those with great power and that, obviously from the marriage contract, he was astute but not unkind. She sighed. Whatever he was like there was nothing to be done about it. She was to be his wife and she had better make the best of it!




  The man who came to stand in for Lord Hinchcliffe was very young, a year or so older than her, but no more. He seemed surprised when he saw her; a blush darkened his very fair cheek. Bess lowered her eyes modestly and turned away her head to hide the smile that plagued her mouth. It was flattering that she had such an impact, for it had never happened before. She had never left home, or been seen about in society; to everyone at Abbotswood she was a familiar face. Was she really so attractive?




  When alone, she peered into a piece of polished silver to view her reflection. Her hair was the darkest shade of gold, just a shade or two lighter than brown; her complexion was pale but free of blemish, creamy but with a subtle hint of colour from her constant riding. She saw eyes so pale a brown the iris was practically golden, a short straight nose and full pink lips, the upper longer and fuller than the lower.




  An old servant had told her of the magical properties of hazel bark to clean the teeth. Her teeth were good, strong and white. Still, she was disappointed with her reflection and cast the mirror aside. She recognised that she was no beauty.




  Bess knew that she was better looking than Mary; everyone said that she took after her father’s mother, who had been considered something of a beauty, but Bess was not that perfect. Maybe the young squire had blushed because he thought his master would be disappointed, and he would be blamed. Damn Hinchcliffe, why could he not bestir himself to come and marry her in person, instead of sending his proxy?




  They had decided that Mary would stay within her chambers; it would not do for the men to see her, since she was so obviously, in appearance, the elder. Bess had found herself lying easily, telling the squire, whose name was William, that her sister was suffering from the ague. It amazed her that she could lie so glibly, for it was not something she had had any experience of. Bess always prided herself, previously, on her honesty, admitting to her father when she had done wrong, even though it had often resulted in a beating. But was this not lying with justification? What would happen should she not rescue her sister from her horror at marriage? Her sister may commit the even greater sin, that of taking her own life. Bess realised that she had no option. Her conscience appeased, she set about preparing for her marriage which would be the next day.




  Calling Merry Tyler to her, Bess ordered a tub to be brought, for water to be boiled, and then went into the garden herself to collect herbs. She went into the kitchen with those that she had collected, and using a mortar and pestle crushed them to a fine paste. The cook, who had an enormous frame, came and put her plump arms around her slender mistress and gave her a great hug that had Bess laughing and gasping.




  “My dear lady, how I shall miss you,” the cook declared. “If you have an opening, remember to send for me, lady. I will serve you with joy.”




  “Mayhap my lord’s cook is not as good as you, Nan, and I shall remember you and endeavour to have you with me if I can.” Bess wished it could be; the thought of having Nan at her side delighted her, but she knew nothing would come of it. She dare not risk someone revealing the plot.




  There were wonderful smells in the kitchen; a hog was turning on the spit, the boy turning the handle of the spit a jolly urchin who was grinning at the cook’s antics. The kitchen was a hot and hard place to be, but somehow it was a merry place, too. A feeling of misery threatened to sweep through Bess. She exited the hot and steamy place quickly before she burst into tears. There were so many things that she would miss and she dare not allow herself to brood on them.




  Chapter 2




  It was chilly next morning. Bess was glad of the velvet rose coloured under gown; the houpelande was trimmed with miniver. It prevented her from trembling as the proxy marriage took place. It was over very quickly. There would be a grander second marriage when she arrived at Hinchcliffe castle.




  The lord had sent a ring with William, a huge ruby that was a little large for her finger, but she wrapped woollen yarn around it before travelling to make it fit more snugly.




  As they would leave at first light next morning, there was a muted celebration and everyone went to bed early. Bess went to Mary and they talked long into the night. Mary was so grateful that Bess could never recall her being so kind or considerate before. She realised with a sense of sadness that she had never really known, or appreciated her sister. Now that she was losing her, Bess had come to realise how timid but kind her sister was, how understanding and how she was able to use the right words for consolation.




  “You will manage the lord well, Bess, for you have much more stamina than I. I am sure you will be happy; please say that you will be happy.”




  Bess could not say if she would be happy or not; it all depended on what kind of man this Lord Hinchcliffe was and what freedom he would allow her. However, for the sake of her sister, Bess made light of her trepidation, boasting that she could well handle any man and she would be happy, so long as she was allowed her horses and her manuscripts and her music.




  At first light, she was on her way; she had slept for only an hour and had to force herself to stay awake. When they reached an inn to break their journey for some food, Bess fell asleep the moment she sat on the settle by the roaring fire. William was unsure as to whether to wake her or not and dithered until she did waken, and by then it was too late to carry on with their journey as darkness was fast falling.




  He sent one of the men on ahead to warn the lord that there would be a delay. “You may tell him I am unwell,” Bess said, thinking to do a kindness, since she felt the lad might catch the hot end of the lord’s tongue.




  “But are you truly unwell, lady? The lord can be fearsome if he catches out any in a lie; he dislikes lies above all else. He says he would rather a man be a thief than a liar. He also seems to know when people lie, too.”




  “I am unwell,” Bess said sniffing. Stuff and nonsense, she thought, how could he know when someone lied? She was far too tired to take in what William was saying. All she knew was that she had gained a respite, demanded to be taken to her bed and fell asleep with Merry at her side.




  The next morning, she was refreshed and filled with energy. She vowed they would all but make up their delay and gained a smile from William and, much later in the day, a look of respect. For though Merry and some others may have lagged behind, the lady was at the front and well ahead for the rest of the day.




  Bess had never seen such scenery. The landscape was bleak and grey. In the distance were large hills but on the plain, it was flat. “This is the ness,” William explained, “the land close to the sea. Beyond that dyke, you will find the sea…” He pointed to a mound of earth.




  She could believe the sea was close by; there was a salty tang in the air and the wind constantly buffeted them. The ground beneath their horses’ hooves was soft and hard going; it was churned up behind them into oozing mud.




  They met no travellers. William said it was too early for peddlers to be about and of course Pilgrims would not be making their way until summer.




  Bess thought of Abbotswood and the gentle landscape, of clusters of trees and the gentle rolling hills; this place was horrid. No wonder the lord lusted for Abbotswood. This place would bring no one pleasure.




  “Will I see the sea?” she asked.




  “On a clear day, from the high turret, you will do so; but we have no time to divert, Milady, for we are already much behind our time of arrival. The lord is not a patient man.”




  “Stuff and nonsense. I will see the sea. He will have to wait. I am worth waiting for, am I not?” she said in a flirting tone. William blushed. It was fun to have this effect on a young man; Bess determined to enjoy her time of freedom.




  “There is no time,” he commanded, trying to be fearsome and failing.




  “All right,” Bess said, “if you say so.”




  “Indeed I do, for I care not to awaken my lord’s ire.”




  Bess dawdled. She slipped back from William and joined a couple of men who were enjoying the company of Merry Tyler. William was urging them on faster, but since Bess had slowed her mount, the men could do little but keep in time with her.




  “Tell me, on this road, from where shall I see the sea?” she asked. “What is its name?”




  “The Irish Sea, Milady, and if you were to turn to the left at the next hamlet, well, that would lead you to the coast.”




  “Is it very far?”




  “No, Milady, the matter of half an hour’s detour.”




  She smiled at the man. Merry Tyler whispered, “What are you at, Milady, for you have that look in your eye?”




  “You shall see.” Bess laughed. “I will give that lad a good run.” The persistent wind must have carried their laughter to William, for he turned in the saddle and looked back at them. Bess merely waved gaily, as if she had not a care in the world.




  When they approached the turning, William was almost through the small hamlet. Bess coaxed her horse away from the others, then, when reluctantly the animal had turned, she tapped his rump with her riding whip. He took off down the lane at a gallop. What with the galloping horse and the bruising wind, her hood fell back and fine tendrils of hair broke free of their constraints. Her heart was beating wildly; there was a taste of something wonderful in the air.




  She could not hear the shouts for her to stop; if she had, she would have taken no notice. There was the faint thunder of hooves behind her, but she did not slow her mount.




  Breathless by the time she reached the shore, Bess slowed her horse and slipped from the saddle. The beach was shingle and sand; it arched in a new moon-like curve and beyond there was the grey sullen mass of water. There were white crests and the wind was even more fearsome. It seemed a vast and dangerous stretch of water; she ran until she reached the edge and felt the spume against her cheeks. The grey horizon seemed to slip into the sea. There was nothing out there; it looked like the end of the world.




  William had caught up with her. He too had left his horse and came to her, demanding her return, asking her what she thought she was doing.




  She turned and laughed in his face. “I love it!” she cried. “It makes that dull old landscape worthwhile if this is at its end.”




  “We must go back,” William cried, “believe me, lady, we are begging trouble to fall on our heads.”




  “Oh, do stop fussing; you are like a trembling girl, William. The lord will not mind my dalliance. He has me for a lifetime.”




  “You have no idea, my lady. I tell you, he will be displeased and when the lord is displeased all feel the whip.”




  “I hope you mean that metaphorically, William…” but at the lad’s expression her heart melted. “Oh, come then, if we must go back. I will confess how I tricked you, have no fear.”




  “That will make it worse,” William confessed, “for he will say I am not fit, that I am tricked by a woman.”




  “Oh, come now.” She slipped her arm in his. Horrified, he recoiled as if her touch had scalded him.




  “What goes here?” The voice came from afar, carried on the wind. It was deep and gruff and what was worse, it roared in fury.




  “Oh, Holy Mother,” William muttered. “’Tis the Lord Hinchcliffe.”




  Bess whirled around, ready to smile and calm this savage beast, but the smile died on her face. This was no ordinary man. This was a giant and he was striding towards them with furious intent. His bulk seemed to block out the other riders, now anxiously waiting at the start of the shore.




  He wore black, from his woollen doublet, to his hose and high riding boots. His hair was jet. As he strode towards her, she saw him so clear: his savage features, his eyes so dark a blue they were navy, the lashes long and sooty. His mouth was thin but with shaped lips. At the corner of his lower lip there was a small crescent shaped scar that ever so slightly puckered the lower lip above it. He looked, and her heart accelerated with the thought, like a man who was not unfamiliar with the very hobs of hell. Bess blanched, feeling her insides melting. This was not the man she had been expecting. How could she manage this man?




  “Who is this jade?” he demanded. “Speak, William, before I have the skin off your hide.” His voice was dark and deep and chilling.




  “My lord…” William stammered and stuttered. His terror, Bess thought, was not unjustified. She too was terrified, but she would not show it. One has to begin as one means to go on, this she believed. In spite of her inner turmoil, Bess met his gaze. If she trembled, well she had the excuse that it was cold.




  “Lord Hinchcliffe, I am no jade. I am your wife, sir.”




  “What is this?” he demanded. His black, but perfectly shaped brows swept down into a terrible frown. He was indeed, she thought, quite fearsome. She was glad of the fur lined cloak; otherwise she was certain her body would have started to shake like a man with the ague. As it was, her insides were turned to jelly.




  “My lord?” she said, with as much calm as she could muster.




  “You are no wife of mine; your mouth is still wet with your mother’s milk.”




  “Sir, I protest at your bad manners. I am your wife,” she said with more courage than she felt. He had seen through her; it was at an end before it was even started. This man was no fool.




  Before she could do anything, he had come very close to her. A hand encased in a gauntlet shot out and fingers clasped and jerked up her chin. In spite of the threatening gesture, Bess met his gaze, feigning calmness.




  “You are no more than a girl.”




  “I can do naught about my appearance; you may renege on the contract if you are not satisfied.”




  “Satisfied? Of course I am not satisfied. I wanted a woman to keep me warm o’ nights, not a chit of a girl.”




  He let go her chin. It felt chafed from his manhandling; she wanted to spit on her hand and rub it, but she would not do so while he glared down at her. “And what are you doing here…loitering on this shore?”




  “I wished to see the sea; it is not William’s fault; I tricked him.”




  “You tricked him. A pup like you; what kind of man are you, William? I thought you were above being bewitched by a chit.”




  “I wish you would cease to use these disparaging names, my lord. I am the Lady Elizabeth after all.”




  “Elizabeth?” he roared, “your name is Mary, or rather that is the name of the lass I married.”




  She feigned a sigh as if tired of this conversation already. “I am Mary Elizabeth, of course, but I prefer to be known as Elizabeth or Bess…”




  His eyes narrowed. “Your father said nothing of that.”




  “He did not like my choice. It reminded him of my mother.” That was in part the truth; he had called her Bess, for her mother was Elizabeth and he could not hear the name without feeling sad. It was a small lie, she admitted, and especially in comparison with the greater lie.




  “What age are you?”




  “My lord, you must know that.” She heard a growl from his throat. “I am just turned eighteen.”




  “I never saw an eighteen-year-old look more like a fourteen-year-old,” he murmured.




  “It is the blessing of our family that we look younger than we are. You will be glad of it when I am four and twenty,” she said, attempting a smile, but she could feel her lips trembling and wished she had not bothered.




  He muttered something that she could not hear; he was still glaring at her. She held his gaze, her chin tilted, the better to have the full measure of him.




  “We are losing daylight. I had hoped you would reach my home tonight. Already you have delayed us.”




  “Surely what is worth having is worth waiting for,” she countered.




  He pointed a finger at her; it was inches from her face. “Have a care, lady, I have a short temper, not much patience and detest women whose tongues wag like the tail of a hound. Now mount your horse and try to keep up.”




  “My keeping up has never been a problem,” she replied, swinging herself into the saddle.




  “Lady, you test my patience to the limit.”




  He moved his powerful thighs; his horse trotted off up the beach. The waiting party waited for him to go ahead and then dutifully fell in line.




  “Oh, lady,” William said to her, “I implore you not to test the lord so.”




  “Fiddlesticks,” she said. “I am used to speaking my mind, I cannot change now.”




  “You must learn to change, lady, I do warn you only for your good,” William counselled. “My lord can be very strict on certain matters and he demands complete obedience from all.”




  But Bess let that go, riding to catch up with the lord. When she reached his steed, a black beast of a horse, she fell in behind him; she needed to compose her thoughts for things had not turned out as she had thought. This lord, although she would admit it to no one, was fearsome. Her sister had been right to be frightened. However, Bess knew that she could manage the lord far better than her sister ever could. She might be afraid, but since being a little girl, she had steeled herself never to show her fear to anyone. Her hardness had caused her father to berate her for being wilful; maybe she was wilful too but something inside her made it impossible for her to appear weak before anyone, or anything. If the lord wanted a meek and mild goodwife, then he had purchased the wrong kind of bride altogether. He had better learn that lesson sooner rather than later, Bess thought.




  The lord drove them hard. Even when night fell, he would not allow them to stop for more than was necessary to rest the horses. Subsequently, it was dawn when they arrived within the boundaries of the lord’s lands. Bess felt exhausted, but she would not complain nor let him see that. She felt sorry for Merry and the others in the party, well aware that he was being as he was because of her. If she had been more amenable, he perhaps would have let them overnight at one of the several inns they had passed, but somehow he wished to teach her a lesson. Consequently, everyone else had to suffer. She hated him for that.




  Everything looked grey: the trees in half leaf seemed grey, the early morning mist was grey and the dominant walls of Hinchcliffe Castle were grey, too. Perhaps, she mused, it was the castle that caused everything to be swathed in grey, for it was a formidable building. Set on a bluff, it was possible, she imagined, for everything to be seen from one of the turrets, if in fact there was anything to see. All she could view was the grey flat landscape; the curtains of damp mist did not give a long vista. It was cold, too, and miserable. It was a joyless place, Bess decided. Life would not be fun anymore.




  The gentle rolling hills of her homeland came to mind—the soft streams and slow meandering river, the copse and the mighty oak wood, the warm wind that played amongst the trees—it was a paradise and this place, well this place was hell. It went with his name, ‘the devil’s cliff’ it meant; it went with the landscape, with the lord and his black appearance.




  Bess felt the prick of tears; they were scorching her eyes. Angrily, she tried to rub them away. It was just at that moment that the lord chose to turn around to glance at her, something he had not done since they had set off. He raised a black winged brow in her direction, but she let her chin shoot up defiantly and he turned away. He must never know what was in her heart. Doubtless, he would enjoy her misery.
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