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About Diana by the Moon

He is Arthur’s man. His
duty is his life. She fears and mistrusts him. The only way they
will survive is to work together.


Britain, 469 A.D.: Shortly after the Roman legions
returned to Rome, leaving Britain open to Saxon attacks, Diana's
abusive parents die during a Saxon raid on their villa farm, the
same day her brother takes most of the male slaves and servants to
join the rebel Celt, Arthur.



Diana, who no longer trusts anyone, must find a way for the women
in her household to survive after the enemy has stolen everything.
They struggle to eke out a living from the meager provisions
remaining.



Alaric, proud Celtic warrior and trusted lieutenant to the upstart
British leader, Arthur, has been sent by him to establish and
maintain a line of signal beacons — one of which must be built on a
strategic hill on Diana's property.



His mission is critical to the security of Britain. Alaric must
overcome his hatred of Romans if he is to fulfill Arthur’s
ambitions in the north. He forces Diana to agree in return for the
protection of Alaric and his men. Diana is pulled into a deadly
political net, when Roman British enemies, including the Bishop of
Eboracum, take exception to her new Celtic allies.



A haunting tale of two lives touched by the coming of King Arthur,
and two hearts and souls struggling to come together against odds
as great as those against Britain itself. Only together will they
survive, or else be sundered…forever.



Diana by the Moon is part of the Jewels of Tomorrow
series.





 


 


Praise for Diana by the Moon

Reviewer’s Top Pick, Romantic Times Magazine

Night Owl Reviews Reviewers’ Top
Pick


This novel drew me in so completely, so
thoroughly, time just simply faded.  Diana by the Moon is a work of written art.
Tracy Cooper-Posey has penned a beautiful story; of one
woman’s courageous journey of self-discovery amidst turbulent
times. Love Romance Passion


The innate need to love and be loved, captures the
reader’s attention and heart. Tracy Cooper-Posey is a superb
story teller and creates realist scenes of life and the
struggles of that age. Lifts up hope for humanity and shows a
remarkable, giving love that fills the heart with happiness.
GOOD READING! Long and Short Reviews


A fast-paced emotional story that will warm your heart
and fire your blood. Gripping characters and descriptive
writing makes this a book that you will want to read all over
again. This reviewer had trouble putting this book down and
found myself with tears in my eyes. Fallen Angel
Reviews


A riveting, incredibly gripping and spell binding
novel of suspense, drama and romance. The book is carefully
researched and contains an amazing amount of detail to the
time period. Diana by the Moon is one book this reviewer
will never get rid of. Love Romances


What makes this book a good read is that the author has
breathed such life into her characters. What comes across
most strongly is the internal beauty and integrity of the
characters. As an historian, I can attest that the historical
background and ongoing story is quite plausible and
well-constructed. Sharpwriter.com


It’s Alaric’s deep sense of honor and goodness
that makes this sensitive tale so appealing. It’s a beautifully
written novel with a distinctly different plot than most
Arthurian books. I highly recommend Diana by the Moon. It’s
well researched with two very strong and appealing lead
characters. Romance Reviews Today






 


 


Historical Note

King Arthur is an enduring myth in
modern literature but there is little historical evidence of a real
Arthur. Hints exist of a shadowy warlord who held the Saxons at bay
for a few years at the end of the Fifth Century.

This was the Dark Ages, the period
between the departure of the Roman legions from Britain and the
conquering of the island by the Saxons. During that time the
country was in chaos, bereft of leadership and organization. In the
south-west, Celts were greater in number. In the north was the
remnants of Roman colonization—Romano-British descendants of
soldiers and settlers from Rome—centering on the old Roman military
capital of Eboracum (modern day York).

In this story those Romano-British
people are called simply “Romans”. The story begins about five
years before Arthur achieved his decisive victory against the
Saxons, Mons Badonicus, or, the Battle of Mount Badon—a rare
historical fact that has come down to us from those times.


 


 


Geographical names

Ancient—Modern

Eboracum—Aberach, York

Lindum—Lincoln

Londinium—London

Luguvallium—Carlisle

Arbus—Aire


Chapter One

Britain, early winter, 469

“No son of mine fights with that Celtic
bastard who dares to call himself Pendragon!” her father
roared.

Diana hunched in her dark corner of the
dining room, pulled her legs up on the divan and tucked her tunic
hem beneath them. She made herself as unnoticeable as possible.

Verus stood squarely in front of their
father and shook his head. “You’re not listening to me!”

Diana had heard this cry from her
brother before but never had it been truer than now. Their father
had taken one look at Verus’ square shield and long sword and his
warrior’s clothing—utterly devoid of anything Roman—and Marcellus
Aurelius had decided in that instant that Verus was wrong and this
Arthur he spoke of so highly was a heathen upstart.

Verus should save his breath. The
argument would end as it always did—with her father refusing to
listen and Verus stomping off to cool his temper at the spring,
Diana took the opportunity to let her gaze feast on Verus before he
stalked from the room. She wanted to confirm that he was really
here, alive and—

Oh! So different!

This was not the boy who had played with
her, taught her to read and shared everything with her. This was a
man who had seen things she had not. His strange clothes and
weapons, even the way he spoke, hinted at exotic worlds and ways
that made Diana feel left behind. She envied him his freedom. She
would gladly pay the price he was paying to share it but that would
never be.

Verus shook his dark head and Diana
watched, fascinated, as he visibly hauled in his anger. War had
changed him and tempered his spirit. He wouldn’t have been able to
do that last winter.

“Father, if you could only speak to the
man and learn of his plans for Britain—”

“By what authority does he claim
ascendancy over Rome?” her father roared back.

“By the fact that the last legion left
Britain over fifty years ago. Gods above—”

The oath caused Diana’s mother, Ursula,
who had remained at the dinner table, to gasp. Her kohl-lined eyes
widened. Diana too, was startled. Had Verus turned away from
Christianity, as well? Mother would forgive him of all but that
sin.

But Verus seemed unaware of his mother’s
distress. His gaze remained upon his father. It was as if Verus
were trying to persuade Marcellus with the power of his gaze. Verus
spoke quietly but the intensity of his tone worked as effectively
as a shout. “We are on our own here! They aren’t coming back. When
will you accept that?”

“Accept it?”

Diana flinched back. Her father’s face
was as red as turned leaves and two white lines ran from each
corner of his mouth up past his nose. She could see a pulse beating
at the corner of his throat, where the skin had begun to loosen and
wrinkle.

Possibly alerted by some small noise
Diana made, her mother swiveled and reached across the corner of
the table to pinch Diana’s arm. The little sting made Diana
jump.

“You! Go and get some wine! Make
yourself useful at the very least, girl.”

Diana stood quickly, straightening the
folds of her tunic and sidled past Ursula. If she didn’t obey at
once, a slap would quickly follow the pinch.

Out of range of her mother’s quick
hands, Diana moved slowly toward the door, delaying her exit for as
long as possible. She did not want to miss anything.

Her father recovered from his
indignation and drew in a long breath as she passed behind him.
Diana tried to catch Verus’ eye. She wanted to give him an
encouraging smile, but Verus was concentrating on her father.

Disappointed, Diana slipped out of the
room. Behind her, her father began, “You are saying I should accept
that a man with questionable parentage knows more about ruling
Britain than Rome, who has administered Britain for
generations—”

Diana regretfully shut the door, turning
her father’s words to a muffled mumble behind the heavy oak. She
wanted to hear more about Arthur but if she left the door open, the
cold air wafting into the heated room would betray her
eavesdropping. Her mother would not settle for a simple slap for
such a transgression.

Shivering, Diana hurried down the
covered verandah past the open doorway of the kitchen to the larder
next door. She glanced out beyond the row of elegant columns edging
the colonnade and looked toward the gates of the villa. It had
grown fully dark since the evening meal had begun. From the
stillness of the villa, Diana guessed that after the household had
escaped the dining room when her father had first lost his temper,
they had prudently decided to retire for the night. It meant she
would have to climb to the upper shelves to get the wine herself.
It was a dangerous stretch for someone her short height.

The larder, like the dining room and her
parent’s bedchamber, had a proper door on it. She slid the copper
bolt aside and slipped inside the room, then paused while her eyes
became accustomed to the dark. Moving by feel alone, she stepped
onto the bottom shelf, pulled herself up by gripping the third
shelf and groped along the top until her fingers found a flask.

Wary of the passing time, she hurried
back to the dining room with the wine and pushed the door open just
enough to step inside, holding her breath.

Verus was gone and her father stood with
one hand pressed against the wall, his head down and eyes closed.
Her mother was sitting very still with her eyes on her husband.
Wariness showed in her eyes and a tiredness that not even her
finely applied kohl and ochre could hide. All her faded beauty had
fled.

Diana felt her heart pick up speed,
feeding on the air in the room. She moved to the table, silent
except for the whispering slide of her tunic hem across the mosaics
and handed her mother the wine.

“Pour it,” her mother commanded, barely
moving her lips.

Her heart sank a little. Her plan to
escape from the room died. She fumbled at the wax around the
stopper then paused to pull out her knife and cut it away. The
uneven blade, worn into odd curves from too many sharpenings,
slipped and cut her other hand. Diana muffled her cry of pain and
bit down on the wound to stop it bleeding.

“Heavenly Father…will you hurry?” her
mother said in an undertone, shooting a fearful glance at
Marcellus.

Her mother’s whispered words stirred her
father. Diana sensed him walk over to his couch and sit down
heavily. He pushed his goblet toward her, the metal scraping
impatiently on the stone table.

Finally the wax fell from the stopper.
Diana worked it out of the neck using her left hand for she did not
dare let her blood spill on the table. The flask was heavy for one
hand. As she poured, wine spilled over the rim of the goblet and
spread across the table, jewel red in the light of the oil lamp.
Her father leapt to his feet.

“Idiot!” he roared. His arm swung.

Diana threw herself back but was too
late. Her father’s big hand caught the corner of her jaw and sent
her sprawling across the mosaics, her hip and elbow taking the
brunt of the impact.

“If you were any less useless, girl, I
would have sold you as a slave years ago. Get out of my sight!”

Diana blinked her eyes, trying to clear
her head, then rolled quickly onto her back before her stillness
could be interpreted as disobedience.

Her mother was finishing the pouring but
she looked up to sharply motion her head toward the door.
Go! it meant. Diana climbed to her feet and hurried from the
room, careful not to let the door slam.

* * * * *

Minna was sitting up waiting for her.
Diana saw the pale disc of her little sister’s face hovering above
the high bed in the far corner of the room. From the closer bed
came quiet steady breathing. Her younger brothers, Marcus and
Titus, were asleep. They were too young to let the tensions of the
night disturb them. Diana envied them that.

“I had to put them to bed,” Minna
whispered. There was little kindness in her tone for this was one
of Diana’s tasks.

“Thank you,” Diana murmured. When she
spoke her jaw ached but her hip and right arm were throbbing
sharply, blanketing the ache. She could feel a minor stinging on
the palms of her hands too. She must have scraped them when she
fell.

Her acknowledgment had disconcerted
Minna, for she was silent.

Diana crossed the room to her chest,
opened it and fingered the few garments in there.

“Is Father letting Verus return to that
army?” Minna’s voice was a little louder.

“I don’t know.” Diana felt warm thick
wool, grasped the fabric and pulled out her cloak.

“I wager he doesn’t. Did you see how
angry he was?” Minna’s voice rose with her excitement.

Diana’s hip protested hotly as she
twisted to grasp the other side of her cloak and draw it around
her. “I noticed.”

“You’re going out again?” Minna bounced
up.

“Yes.” Diana tried to think of something
to ease the abruptness of her reply but couldn’t. She needed to
talk to Verus and that was all her tired mind could concentrate
on.

“Where? Can I come too?”

“No, I’m going to find Verus.”

“He’ll be at the spring as always. Let
me come! Please? I want to find out what Father was shouting at
him.”

“It’s dark out. Time for young ladies to
be in bed.”

“I’m ten years old! I’m not afraid of
the dark!”

“Well you should be.”

“It’s winter. Saxons can’t cross the sea
in winter, they get seasick. Everyone knows that.” Minna was
derisive. “Please let me come with you.”

“God above, no! It’s not just Saxons.”
She didn’t explain her sharpness but her mind skipped ahead. On
Michaelmas, two months ago, a woman from a neighboring estate had
set out for Eboracum in the morning. Her body had been found five
days later in the Arbus. Although no one would tell Diana the full
story, she suspected from the way women shook their heads and
crossed themselves that the murdered woman had been interfered
with, in the way men took women.

Diana had only to imagine Minna being
caught by some desperate outlaw, his hands pawing her body while
terror shadowed her perfectly formed face, to know that she could
not risk Minna being outside the walls of the villa at night.

“I’m sorry,” Diana said, softening her
tone. Her eyes were adjusted to the dark now. The full moon blazing
through the uncovered doorway revealed the disappointment on
Minna’s angelic face. The bow of her mouth dropped down and her
enormous eyes seemed on the verge of tears. Even her skin had lost
its glow. It was this sorrowful expression of hers that made Diana
feel like the most hateful person on earth. Used in counterpoint to
a rapturous smile made a person’s breath catch, Minna could
generally change the mind of the most determined adult, including
their father.

Remembering this, Diana tightened her
resolve. “It’s too dangerous.” She kissed Minna’s forehead. “I’ll
tell you everything tomorrow, including what father told
Verus.”

“If it’s so dangerous why are you
going?”

“Verus needs me.” Diana tucked Minna
back under the blanket and patted her cheek, marveling as always at
the softness of the skin. “Good night.”

“Good night.” Minna’s eyes were already
closing.

When she left, Diana pulled the curtain
over the doorway to keep in the warmth.

* * * * *

Verus was so still that even in the
moonlight he was just a dark stone monolith hunched next to the
spring. Diana felt a tinge of relief when she spotted him, for it
was indeed chancy to be outside protective walls at night.

She climbed the slope with the hem of
her tunic over one arm, for the grass was dew-soaked. When she
reached the spring Verus relaxed. Above the trickle of water
falling over the flat rock she heard his sword slide back into its
scabbard.

“You shouldn’t be out here.” He was
gruff.

“Neither should you.” She sat next to
him and hugged him. Her arm didn’t quite reach around his
shoulders.

The silence was comfortable. From the
trees that started farther down the hill an owl hooted.

Verus sighed deeply. “I’m going back,
Diana.”

“No! You can’t!” The protest was out
before she could censor it. She straightened and turned to look at
him. “I can’t believe Father gave his blessing!”

“He didn’t.”

“And you’re going anyway?”

He hung his head.

“But what about us? Your family?”

“Diana—”

“Who is this man, Arthur, who can
command greater loyalty than your own family?”

“It’s not like that—”

“He’s a Celt, a bastard, a pagan
who…who—”

“He’s a great man, Diana. His plans for
Britain—”

“He’s an upstart!”

“You’re not listening to me!” Verus
cried.

Diana’s protests scattered. He was
right. “All I know is that he’s taking you away from me.”

“Don’t say that! I can stand Mother’s
tears and Father’s censure. I can withstand everyone’s disapproval
but yours.”

Diana couldn’t speak around the
constriction in her throat—it was too painful to even swallow. Her
vision blurred as tears formed and she let them fall.

“Agh—” His tone was dismayed. He pulled
her roughly against him.

Diana winced as her arm twinged.

“What is it?” Verus loosened his hold.
“Your arm?” He pulled her cloak aside. “Did Father hit you
again?”

“I fell getting the wine down tonight,”
Diana lied. When Verus’ fingers continued to probe her arm she
added, “Truly, it is nothing. A bruise.” She wiped her tears away
to see if Verus believed her.

His face was studiously blank but anger
grew there. “Mother said nothing?”

“She didn’t see me fall.”

“Fall? Stars above! Nothing has changed,
has it? I suppose Lucilla still ignores you too?”

“You know she’s busy with her own
children.”

“I know that she’s the oldest daughter
and every other daughter is considered a waste. But Minna is
Father’s favorite—no, everyone’s favorite—and you get
ignored. I’m going to speak to Father—”

“No!” Diana grasped his arm. “Please
don’t!”

“It’s high time something was done. They
should have found a husband for you seven years ago. You’re
twenty-two—”

“Twenty-one.” Diana was unwilling to
have unnecessary years added to her already advanced age.

“Twenty-one. How long are you willing to
creep around the estate hoping no one notices you?”

“What else is there for me?” Diana asked
reasonably. “Father has his one daughter. I’m extra, a waste. They
can’t marry me off without a dowry. Not at my age. Minna’s lucky.
With her looks there will be men aplenty willing to marry her when
she’s of age. The only alternative for me is the convent north of
Eboracum…and I would suffocate there.” She smiled to remove the
challenge from her words. “What else is there?”

Verus sat for a long time, frowning. At
last he said slowly, “There must be something.” His frown deepened.
“I have learned something from Arthur’s army, Diana. If Britain is
to survive, we must examine the old ways of doing things with new
eyes. That is what you must do too. You need to find your place in
the world.”

“This is my place.”

“Do you believe that? In here?” And he
touched the center of her chest.

It was her turn to frown. In her mind a
mist shifted, revealing hazy shapes. It was exciting, a hint of an
unsuspected future. It was terrifying too. She struggled to see the
whole shape of the idea as it slipped away. Then it was gone.

“There is nothing else for me. I am
content with my place.” But even as she spoke, she questioned the
opinion. The act of questioning established customs scared her—it
was like a rebellion.

“Tell me about Arthur,” she said
quickly.

Verus smiled as if he recognized that
she was shepherding his attention away from her. “What do you want
to know?”

“I want to know why you must defy your
father, leave your family and risk traveling in winter to join
him.”

“Traveling isn’t that risky, yet. Winter
is late this year. But I need to go back very soon. Before winter
does arrive.”

“Before the solstice?” Diana asked,
appalled.

“Sooner. Perhaps even tomorrow.”

“But you just got here three days
ago!”

“I know already that Father will never
accept my plans. Besides, Arthur needs every man he can get.”

“Explain it to me!” Diana cried, feeling
fresh tears building. “I want to know why. Why you?”

“It’s not just me, it’s many men.
Hundreds of men have learned about Arthur’s plans and agree with
them. Even here on the estate, the men I’ve spoken to have been
curious, interested…”

“Why?”

“Arthur gives men hope in the future.
It’s as if he knows, somehow, what is coming. As if he can see
farther ahead than any man. He is determined to make what he sees
happen.” Verus stood up, as if his enthusiasm couldn’t be contained
while he was sitting. He faced Diana with one foot on the lip of
the spring and spread his hands for emphasis as he spoke.

“Do you remember years ago when the
farmers wanted their tithes lessened? Remember they marched to the
villa and Father stood in front of them?”

“I remember.” She had been frightened
and had hidden behind the oak tree to watch, unable to run away
completely.

“Father stared the leader down. He just
looked at him and the man gave up. Do you remember?”

She nodded.

“Arthur is like that, only…ten times
stronger. When you look at him you can feel your soul being drawn
to him.”

“He sounds evil.”

“He’s good, Diana. You would know
that just by looking at him. He’s good and kind but he will not
rest until he has achieved all that he can see in Britain’s
future.” Verus’ face was alight with passion. When had he grown so
tall? He was eye to eye with her father and his shoulders had
filled out…he was truly a man. No, he was a warrior—Diana could
even see a faded scar on his arm. It peeked beneath the folded-back
edge of the thick cloak he had tossed over his shoulder. He was
leaner too, as if he had spent a lot of time working hard and
growing stronger.

Verus had run away last summer—May it
was, for they had been completing the second plowing of the fallow
fields. He had simply been her big brother then, confused and
frustrated. He had come back a different person, alight from
within, powered by an obsession with a man and a vague dream.

She shook her head. “I don’t
understand,” she confessed, “and I don’t like it. It sounds
foolish, Verus. An ordinary man chases a vision and you follow
blindly. He has offered you nothing in return, no proof…how can you
believe him?”

“There was no choice involved. I
listened and I believed him. I wish you could do the same.”

“I wish I could too,” Diana admitted. “I
wish I could run away with you.”

Verus rested his hand on her shoulder in
sympathy. He reached under his cloak and withdrew something, which
he held out to her. “Here.”

It was his knife with the bronze and
jeweled hilt. Eboracus, the Bishop of Eboracum, had given him the
knife upon his christening. Diana had seen it in his hand at every
meal she had ever shared with him.

“I want you to keep it, Diana. That
little thing of yours has long passed the time when it should have
been replaced. This knife has a good blade and it is long enough to
reach any vital organs.”

Diana had reached out to take the knife
but recoiled at his words, shocked.

Verus laughed. He picked up her hand and
placed the knife in it. “Keep it as a reminder of me if you prefer,
my gentle Diana, and when you think of me, remember that I made you
a promise.” He straightened up and put his hand on his chest, over
his heart. “If you need me, send word. I will come.”

Diana weighed the knife in her hand.
“Where you are going, you will need every blade you have.”

“The jeweled hilt gets in the way and
holding it throughout a whole day of fighting…” He reached for his
belt again and withdrew a long, heavy knife with a plain hilt.
“This is a much better tool for my needs.”

Diana stared at it. “Where did you get
it?”

“Spoils of war,” Verus said
off-handedly. His casualness told her how much Verus had truly
changed. He meant he had killed the previous owner of the knife in
combat. She swallowed.

Verus held out his hand. “Come, I’ll
walk you back to the villa.”

“Where are you going?” She accepted his
hand and stood.

“I’m meeting some of the men tonight to
tell them tales of my glorious life in Arthur’s army. Bedivere the
Great!” He laughed and started down the hill with her.

“Bedivere?” It was the Celtic rendering
of Verus. “You call yourself Bedivere, too?”

“It goes easier on most men’s tongues,”
he said with a shrug. “There are no benefits in being from a Roman
family there. Every man is equal.”

“Equal?” Diana gave a startled snort of
laughter. It was another revolutionary idea, one that kept her
occupied all the way back to the villa.

* * * * *

The screaming woke her.

Diana laid blinking away sleep and
listening, puzzled, when the door curtain was thrown aside.

“Diana!” It was Lucilla’s voice.

Diana sat up. “What is it?” she asked
her sister’s shadow.

“Wake the children and bring them to the
triclinium. Hurry!”

Diana automatically reached for her
cloak and girdle, while her mind dealt with a thousand questions.
The screaming was coming from outside. Beneath the shrieks was a
low heavy booming that filled her with foreboding, even though she
did not recognize it. She shook Minna.

“What is happening? Why are the women
screaming?” Diana asked Lucilla.

“Saxons!” Lucilla hissed, then spun away
and was gone.

Coppery fear flooded Diana. Saxons!
Here! She shook Minna harder, her own body trembling violently. She
now knew what the booming noise was.

The Saxons were ramming the gates to the
villa.

As soon as Minna roused, Diana pulled
her out of bed and threw her cloak around her shoulders. She
scooped up Titus, the smallest and pushed him into Minna’s arms.
Diana picked up Marcus, who snuggled sleepily on her hip, then
pushed Minna out of the room ahead of her.

Predawn light filled the sky. By the
stout villa gates, short Roman sword in hand, Ambrosius stood with
Lucilla. As Diana and Minna hurried along the verandah to the
dining room, Lucilla turned and ran for the wing where she and
Ambrosius and their boys lived.

Diana pushed open the heavy door and
they moved inside.

Her father was standing at the main
table, his arms up in the air, while her mother buckled the
fastenings of his grandfather’s old legionnaire armor. At the sight
of the polished chest plate, Diana felt dizzy. Her father was too
old to be fighting!

Yet he had to fight.

Diana put Marcus on his feet and pushed
him toward the divan, where Minna curled up with Titus. The little
boy ran over and climbed up with his siblings and sat watching, his
eyes enormous.

Ursula stepped back from her husband and
picked up the short sword from the table. Her eyes met Diana’s and
Diana saw tears glistening there. Ursula turned back to strap the
sword around Marcellus’ waist.

“Hurry, woman!” her father hissed, his
voice trembling.

Lucilla came into the room weeping,
shepherding her three boys with her.

Marcellus’ jaw clenched. “No tears,
daughter. We are Romans. Have Verus and the others gone to defend
the gate?”

“Oh, Father! He’s not here! Verus has
gone and so have nearly all the men—slaves, freedmen, even the
farmers! Gone!”

“Gone where?”

“Sosia told me—they left last night.
They’re going to join the Pendragon. Ambrosius is out there alone.
Father, we’re completely defenseless!”

Marcellus’ face grew gray and mottled.
“Gone? Left us? All of them?” he whispered.

“Mama!” Minna wailed, reaching for
Ursula, who pulled her daughter into her arms.

“Hush, child.” Ursula looked to her
husband expectantly.

Alarmed Diana stepped closer. “Father?”
she whispered. She saw his lips working but no sound emerged.

Outside, the heavy pounding on the outer
gates was punctuated by sharp cracking and a strange tearing sound.
Triumphant cries sounded.

“The gates have been breached,” Lucilla
breathed.

“Mother of god save us!” Ursula
invoked.

Lucilla whirled and slammed the door
shut. She pushed the bolts home, weeping again.

Diana caught her father’s hand.
“Father?”

His hand suddenly clenched hers, mashing
her fingers together and a rictus of pain contorted his face. His
right hand grabbed at the metal over his breast.

“Mother!” Diana cried out in warning as
her father began to fall.

Ursula pushed Minna aside and leapt to
help Diana lower Marcellus to the floor. His whole body was
contorting with pain.

“The armor! Get it off!” Ursula
ordered.

Diana worked frantically on the old
leather buckles, her fingers trembling and unwieldy.

Shockingly, the door to the dining room
shuddered under an almighty blow.

Ursula looked up, her eyes wide with
fear.

“Lucilla!” Minna screamed.

Diana whirled around to Lucilla. Her
sister had Marcellus’ sword and as Diana turned, Lucilla pushed the
sword deep into her body and sagged to the floor. “I go to join
Ambrosius,” Lucilla whispered weakly. “They will not reach me
there.”

Minna screamed again, a wordless cry of
protest.

Another blow on the door dislodged the
bolt and the door quivered aside. Diana leapt to her feet and
backed away from the doorway, away from the warriors with metal
helmets who stood on the other side with their bloody battle axes
glinting in the rays of the rising sun.

They boiled into the room, dozens of
them and the smell of hot blood came with them. The women and
children, all who were alive in the room, shrieked and fell
back.

From between their ranks stepped the
tallest of them all. He was a huge man with a dirty beard which
curled over his thick belt. He looked around, sizing up the
room.

Diana looked to her mother for it was
Ursula’s place to stand before their attackers. Her mother lay
across her husband’s body, her eyes glazed and empty. From beneath
her glinted the handle of her husband’s sword.

Diana held back her cry of dismay and
horror. They had deserted her and the younger ones—all of them had
escaped and left her alone to face her fate.

She glanced at Minna, who held Lucilla’s
three boys and Titus and Marcus. They were shivering, watching
her.

If Diana had ever doubted how
insignificant her place was in the family—her place and the place
of those trusting children she looked at now—then she doubted it no
longer.

She barely hesitated. With a cry that
sounded like an animal in pain, a cry she would never have thought
herself capable of sounding, she spun and rushed at the Saxons. She
had no idea what she intended.

The leader dealt with her with an ease
that astonished her. She was flung across the room to smash against
the wall with a solidness that stopped her breath and made her
groan. Knowing there was no other choice, she turned and rushed
back at him again.

He grabbed her arm and she froze as his
knife pushed against her throat. He laughed, showing foul teeth
amid the hairy lips.

He spoke a badly accented Latin. “Peace,
woman. Dead I do not want you yet. There is fun to be had first.”
Again he roared with laughter, his men laughing with him. As he
laughed, his glance took in Minna and the boys and his laugh grew
louder.

Fear grabbed Diana’s throat and clenched
her stomach. But cold reason whispered to her. I am alive. I’m
alive and while I breathe still I will do whatever I must to keep
us all alive. I, Diana, swear this by whoever listens.

From the corner of her eye she saw the
old wall fresco of the moon goddess, Diana, smiling upon her.

 



Chapter Two

470, one year later

The knife bit deeply into the sheep’s
throat and blood gushed from the wound. Sosia pulled the knife out,
her hand moving in a practiced sweep and let the animal’s head go.
She stepped back. As the sheep’s kicks weakened, the blood flowed
onto the earth and formed a large round pool.

Diana felt her stomach and heart were
about to seize. She wanted to cover her eyes and turn away but
everyone was watching her so she used the hand she had raised to
her mouth to rub at her chin thoughtfully. Hot beads of sweat
sprang out at her temples and the need to bathe was almost
irresistible.

Thank god she’d had the foresight to
send Minna back to the threshing! If she had seen this…

Sosia crossed her arms, the hand holding
the bloody knife on top and glanced at Diana for approval. She
stood a head and shoulders higher than Diana and there was more
dignity in her round, protruding cheekbones and squared shoulders,
more wisdom in her odd blue eyes and unwavering stare than Diana
could ever aspire to—for all that Sosia’s people had been conquered
and enslaved three generations ago.

“Thank you, Sosia. Can you slaughter all
the sheep that I picked out? Or do you want someone to help
you?”

“This, I can do.” She stooped down to
peer into Diana’s face. “They will feed us throughout winter. You
know that.”

Diana nodded. The knowledge was burned
into her mind from endless worry.

“Diana!” Marcus appeared from around the
corner of the barn, his tattered cloak flapping. “They want you at
the thresher for counting!”

“I will come now.” She looked at Sosia
and the other women standing around the pen. Some of them looked a
little pale too—the women who had not been farmers’ wives, who had
spent their days indoors.

Well, we’re all forced to learn new
skills these days. She straightened her spine. “Once Sosia has
finished, you will need to hang the carcasses for draining,” she
told the women. “Then Sosia will show you how to skin them.”

Diana took Marcus’ hand and walked
slowly, heading for the gates of the villa. She hoped her pace
looked dignified but in truth her legs were unsteady. It wasn’t
until they turned the corner of the villa wall that she could draw
a proper breath.

Once around the corner she stopped and
leaned against the wall, her head hanging.

“Diana? Are you ill?” Marcus asked.
“Should I get Sosia?”

Diana forced herself to breathe
steadily. “I’m fine,” she assured the boy and tried to smile. When
she could, she straightened and started to walk again.

She checked the fields as she walked.
They were laid out between the villa walls and the old Roman road
that ran as straight as an arrow down the middle of the dale,
heading for Lindum. Ermine Street, it was called.

The fields were harvested—a giant
achievement. There had been virtually no grain for sowing. Diana
had spent days sweeping out the furthest corners of the grain
stores, picking up fallen seed one forgotten grain at a time. They
had planted less than half the usual fields. But they had grown and
the summer harvest would give them a slight surplus for seed.

Marcus tugged her hand when they reached
the yawning gateway, drawing her inside. The gates lay to one side,
a pile of broken beams and iron. Every time she saw them, Diana
reminded herself to have new gates built. But in a whole year she’d
had no time to think beyond the need to provide food for the
thirty-one people who were depending upon her to keep them from
starving.

Besides, there was no one here with the
strength to hew the trees or the skill to make the gates. Perhaps
after Christmas she could go to Eboracum to search for a woodsmith.
But first they must put aside food enough to survive the
winter.

Women had been threshing grain for
generations, so this task Diana knew she could leave unsupervised.
The small sacks of grain were piled against the wall in rows ready
for her to count and record before it was stored, just as it had
been all her life. The rows were pitifully few.

She approached the waiting women.
“You’ve finished? Good.”

They gathered around her, pleased with
her approval. “No thanks to Alfie’s help!” one jested, pushing at a
red-headed woman amongst them.

The red-head laughed, pushing back. “I
did my share.”

Then came a cry that chilled Diana to
the marrow and stopped her heart.

“Saxons!”

Diana whirled to face the gateway,
trying to speak and failing.

Sosia’s son, a boy of ten, stood on the
top of the wall. He pointed toward the Roman road. “Armed horsemen!
Lots of them!”

Someone behind her screamed and the
sound released Diana’s own fear. Her gaze fell on the sacks of
wheat. Dear Lord! The food for winter—if that were stolen they
would not survive the year.

“Quickly!” she told the women. “Take one
sack of wheat between two and one child and head for the old beacon
at the top of the hill.”

“They’re heading this way!” yelled
Sosia’s son.

Marcus tugged her hand. “What about the
women in the barn?”

“Alfie, go by way of the barn and warn
them.” Quickly, Diana sent messengers to the scattered pockets of
people around the estate. She sent Sosia’s son into the forest to
gather the children picking nuts, to keep them hidden among the
trees.

Diana grabbed a sack of wheat and raced
through the house for the postern gate that led out onto the
hillside behind the villa. She was outside among the trees before a
thought bought her to a skidding halt.

Minna!

* * * * *

“There was definitely a child standing
on the wall, sir.”

Alaric nodded. “Yes.”

“And the fields have been tilled
recently,” Griffin added.

“Badly,” added Rhys, ever the cynic.
“Look at those rows! I could plow a straighter furrow blind drunk
with a poxy bull in front of me.”

“You know that from experience, of
course.” Griffin grinned.

Rhys swiped at him with his fist but
Griffin had already moved his horse out of the older man’s
reach.

Alaric smiled at their banter, then
turned his concentration upon the villa ahead and the hill behind.
The peak was a rocky plateau thrusting out of the tree line. It was
perfect for his needs.

He looked back at the villa. He’d have
to cajole the owner into cooperating.

Rhys pushed his horse level with
Alaric’s and nodded toward the villa. “Looks Roman.”

“Yes.”

“Course, round these parts you couldn’t
throw a stone without hitting a Roman.”

“True.”

“You want to explain to me what Arthur
had in mind, sending you of all people in among the thickest
congregation of Romans in Britain? Mithras!”

“Arthur knows what he’s doing. He
doesn’t explain himself to me.” Alaric looked straight into Rhys’
eyes. “And that’s the last time I allow you the freedom to question
Arthur’s orders. Clear?”

Rhys looked away. After a moment he
nodded his grizzled head. “Clear,” he said roughly. “I
apologize.”

Alaric clapped him on the back. “Good
man.”

They reached the gateway. “They aren’t
afraid of much. No gates!” Griffin commented.

“They had gates all right,” Rhys said
dryly, “and they’ve had their share of trouble too.” He spat on a
pile of discarded timber and iron as they passed by. “Those gates
were breached by a battering ram or I’m the son of Lucifer.”

Their horses’ hooves echoed flatly in
the deserted yard. As the rest of the company filed in, Alaric
looked around. The courtyard was about a hundred and fifty paces a
side. An ancient gnarled oak skulked in the front corner. In summer
it would spread welcome shade but now it hunched darkly against the
iron-gray sky, dripping tears from an earlier shower.

“Sir!” Griffin whispered, drawing
Alaric’s attention. The boy nodded toward the house proper, lining
half of the yard. Ten paces from the graceful columns bordering the
tile verandah stood a young girl. Her huge eyes were wide with
shock.

“She looks ready to bolt at the
slightest noise,” Rhys said quietly.

“Where is everyone else?” Griffin asked,
puzzled.

“Scattered,” Alaric replied. “If they’ve
had trouble before, they’ll be wary about armed men approaching
them.” He looked behind him. “Stay here,” he told his men. “If we
panic her we’ll never find the rest of the household. Griffin,
Rhys, come with me.”

He slid down from his horse and threw
the reins to one of the men. Griffin and Rhys followed him.

Alaric moved toward the girl. Closer, he
saw that fear kept her pinned down—pure terror. There was no
curiosity at all.

“We mean you no harm,” he called out as
he reached her. He lowered his voice. “Where are your kin,
child?”

She gave no answer. From between her
legs urine trickled and puddled at her feet.

Rhys gave a snort of disgust. “For
Mithras’ sake, we’re not going to eat you, girl!”

At the sound of Rhys’ gruff
battle-roughened voice, the girl’s eyes rolled up and she fell to
the ground in a tired, boneless heap.

“Dear god!” Griffin whispered,
horrified. “You’ve killed her!”

Rhys cleared his throat. “I did no such
thing!”

“It’s all right. She’s simply fainted or
some such thing.” Alaric pushed his sword aside and crouched down
to check the girl was still breathing. In repose her face was
irresistibly beautiful. Flawless, as only a child’s could be before
life stamped its lines and markers. Before his reaching hand made
contact there came a piercing, alarming cry from inside the house.
It was a war cry.

Alaric leapt to his feet as Rhys and
Griffin both drew their swords.

From the far corner of the verandah came
a tiny man in trews and tunic, a knife in his upheld hand, his face
contorted with rage. He raced along the verandah, leapt onto the
dirt and ran toward them. Alaric knew he was protecting the
child—he thought they meant the girl harm.

He was almost upon them before Alaric
thought to draw a weapon, so astonishing was the idea that this
little person would attempt to attack fully armed soldiers.

Griffin and Rhys stepped in front of
him. When the man leapt, Griffin, the taller, caught his knife hand
and Rhys, the heavier, buried his elbow in the man’s stomach,
snapping him over and pushing the wind from him.

And a long tightly bound skein of hair
swung over and brushed the dirt.

“Hell’s hounds…it’s a woman!” Rhys gaped
at the woman hanging between Rhys’ and Griffin’s grip on her arms.
She was trying to draw in air with temporarily stunned muscles, her
head hanging down.

Rhys and Griffin looked accusingly at
Alaric, their expressions both guilty and defiant at once. Alaric
knew what they were thinking. How could you let us hurt a woman
like this?

Alaric pondered on what to do. The woman
had plainly meant him harm and she had been armed too. As he
wavered, she breathed in noisy jerks and that decided him.

“Rhys, sit her on the ground. Griffin,
move the little one out of the damp air.”

Rhys lowered the woman until she was
seated while Griffin picked up the unconscious child and took her
under the verandah roof.

Alaric crouched in front of the woman.
She leaned on one hand, holding the other to her chest. Prudently,
he kept his hand on his knife hilt.

“Don’t fight to breathe,” he told her.
“Relax, and it will come. If you fight, it will take longer.”

She understood, for her shoulders
lowered as she followed his instructions. Her breath immediately
eased. It shallowed but drew easily.

“Stay seated,” he advised her. “You’ll
be dizzy for a moment or two.”

She nodded, keeping her head
lowered.

“We’re friend, not foe…you
understand?”

Again, the nod.

“Where is everyone else?”

“Hiding,” she said, her voice low.

“I need to speak to the head of the
household. Who owns this estate? What is his name?”

“The owner’s name is Diana, daughter of
the late Marcellus Aurelius.” She looked up then. She had eyes the
same deep blue hue as the sky late in the evening, the blue rimmed
with black. Eyes startling in their strange coloring. She looked
straight into his. “You speak to me.”

* * * * *

Rhys turned his back so the woman and
all those ranked behind her would not hear. “Sir,” he addressed
Alaric. “You can’t deal with a woman over a matter like this!”

“Why not?”

Rhys looked surprised. “She’s a woman!”
he said, as if that was explanation enough.

Alaric suppressed a smile. “You heard
her as well as I. Her father is dead and there are no older
brothers. She is clearly in control of the people here. So it is
she I must deal with.”

Rhys’ craggy face looked troubled.

Alaric shrugged. “Do you wish to return
to Caer Leon? Will you explain to Arthur that you failed to follow
his orders because you would not deal with a woman?”

“There are other hills!” Rhys
protested

“Not on the direct line from Eboracum
that we need. This one is perfect.”

Rhys’ unhappiness deepened and Alaric
patted his shoulder. “Cheer up!”

“It’s not right,” Rhys grumbled.

Alaric moved around Rhys to where the
woman stood waiting, her arms crossed tightly. “My lady,” he
acknowledged.

“Diana will do,” she said coolly,
lifting the sharp chin to look at him. She was tiny. Her head
barely reached his breast and the people who stood behind her were
all taller than her, yet she was clearly their leader.

Her defiance was surely bravado. She
seemed too delicate to defend herself. Her figure under the manlike
garb was small and her face was finely proportioned. The lifted
chin and high well-defined cheekbones emphasized narrow, hollow
cheeks and a high forehead. She was all bone. The impression of
fragility was increased by her hair— pulled back tightly behind her
head so that no locks strayed and the shape of her small head was
clearly outlined.

But her intelligent expression and the
gleam of quick thought in her odd eyes gave lie to her less than
substantial appearance. She had no trouble looking him straight in
the eye. Her own eyes had dark smudges underneath them. That was
the product of long-term exhaustion and lack of sleep, he judged.
But she had her full wits about her.

Behind her, the reassembled members of
her household stood watching his every move, suspicion and wariness
emanating from them like a wave of heat.

Romans. Alaric gave a mental sigh.

“What do you want here?” she demanded,
surprising him.

“My name is Alaric,” he began,
attempting to ease her into a more cooperative frame of mind. “I am
an officer in the army of Arthur, the Pendragon.” He meant simply
to establish his identity but the effect was the same as if he had
said he was a barbarian from the east. Her face grew stony, the
nostrils flared and her jaw rippled under the tightly drawn skin.
For a moment hurt flickered in her eyes before it was washed away
in a flood of fury.

“Then you have no business here.” Her
voice was low, controlled.

“On the contrary. Arthur charged me with
establishing a line of signal beacons between Lindum and Aberach
and—”

“Aberach? You mean Eboracum?”

Alaric mentally cursed. Merlin had
warned him the Romans were apt to take offense at the British
version of their city’s name.

“My apologies—I do mean Eboracum. I am
here to set up beacons and to establish a cavalry outpost in this
area.”

“What have I to do with your orders?”
When she was not controlling her tone, her voice was naturally low
pitched and mellow. It was surprisingly pleasant to his ear.

“I have set the beacons from Lindum to
here. I have one last beacon to set before Eboracum itself. The
hill behind this villa is the hill I need.”

“No.” Her response was quick, without
consideration.

“There are no other suitable summits in
the area. This hill has a clear line of sight to the next
beacon.”

From behind Diana a tall, deeply tanned
middle-aged woman carrying a suckling infant stepped up close to
Diana’s shoulder. “There has been a beacon atop the hill since
Constantine’s time,” she said, her voice slow, placid. Deceptively
placid, Alaric realized. The woman’s eyes were shrewd.

Diana shook her head. “No.”

Puzzled, he tried again. “We would not
interfere with the day-to-day workings of the estate. It is only
the summit we need. There would be two men there at all times—”

“I said no!”

At her exclamation, Alaric’s men’s heads
lifted from the tight circle they had gathered into. They’d started
a dice game.

He turned back to Diana. There were two
angry lines slashing between the arched brows and her jaw was
tight. She would not prove easy to coax.

He wanted that hill! The beacon was
strategically vital. There was no other way to send an alarm across
Britain in a matter of moments. They had learned in the last four
years of campaigning against the Saxon invaders that mobility and
speed were their crucial advantages.

One last time. He gathered his patience.
“We must have the hill, my lady. It is important to Arthur’s
campaign against—”

“I don’t care,” Diana interrupted. “Why
should I?”

“He fights for all of Britain,” he said
truthfully.

“Then where was he when we needed that
force?” Diana’s mouth twisted with bitterness. “Your Pendragon is
good at calling men to his banner but he takes them from where they
are needed most. Find yourself another hill, warrior. You are not
welcome here.”

Alaric stared at her, flummoxed.
“Romans,” he said at last, with a snort of disgust. They were
impossible to reason with.

Her face tightened even more, the eyes
narrowing. The people behind her stirred, muttered.

“Leave here at once,” she said. Her tiny
frame was vibrating with anger. She glanced down at his waist then
drew herself up straight, in direct challenge. Behind her the tall,
tanned woman stepped another protective pace closer.

Alaric realized that he was convulsively
clutching the hilt of his sword. He forced his hand to loosen and
drop to his side. Taking the hill by force was against every tenet
that Arthur fought for. They would be no better than the Saxons
they were trying to rid from the land. Or the Romans who had taken
what they wanted at the point of a sword too.

He took a step back, placating, then
turned and strode back to his horse and calling for Rhys and
Griffin to gather the men. He climbed onto his horse and wheeled
its head for the gate, careful not to look back.

Romans! He growled under his breath.
Damn her!

* * * * *

Diana did not move while the soldiers
filed through the gateway.

“Was that wise, Diana?” Sosia asked from
her place just behind Diana’s shoulder. “They could provide a
little protection for us while they man their beacon.”

“The Pendragon’s men?” Diana recalled
the moment when they had learned that Verus had deserted them
during the night to go to his precious Arthur, leaving them alone
and helpless. “They don’t deserve our cooperation.”

“Where do you think they’ll go now?”

“Eboracum.” Diana felt a laugh squeeze
itself past her anger and let it out. It felt good. “Eboracum,” she
repeated, amused. “He’ll find even less joy there.”

The thought was deeply satisfying.


Chapter Three

Aberach. Eboracum, Alaric
corrected himself. He hated it already.

He leaned back on his horse so that when
he stretched his head back he could look straight up the sides of
the high walls to the overcast sky above. If he looked to the left,
the wall stretched unbroken except for the south gate and the
bridge over the river Ouse. To the right ran the same unscalable
expanse of brick and mortar, then the east gate and bridge over the
Fosse.

Not a person was to be seen. They had
panicked and locked themselves inside at the first sight of
Alaric’s company.

Alaric and his lieutenants had been
waiting at the main gate ever since. Alaric had been polite, and
had given his credentials to the quailing gatekeeper, including a
signed letter from Arthur with the rampant dragon seal. Word had
gone all the way to the Bishop’s house. Then all the way back
again, with a demand to know their business.

Alaric had resisted pointing out that
the transaction would go much more quickly if the Bishop himself
came to the gate. Instead he cited his business as the concern of
the Bishop alone.

That was some time ago and they were
still waiting. Despite a brief shower of rain and a cold wind that
whistled down the river valley, none of Alaric’s men had broken
ranks. They sat two abreast in tight formation, spread out across
the bridge and onto the road serving it. For their discipline,
Alaric was grateful. They were good men, mostly, and far from
home—they sensed their welcome here was dubious.

At last the inspection hatch opened once
more.

“Would you please come close to the
hatch?” issued a high man’s voice.

“I’m as close as I can get.” His horse’s
nose was blowing steam against the ancient beams of the gates.

“On foot, please.”

Alaric bit back a curse. What was this
foolishness? Wordlessly he got off and walked to the inspection
hatch.

“Closer, please.”

“Closer?”

“I wish to see your face.”

Alaric stooped to peer through the woven
iron grille. He could see nothing on the other side but thick
darkness.

“If I could have your antecedents,” the
bodiless voice spoke.

“The gods preserve us!” Alaric swore.
“Who are you?”

“I assure you, you do not know me. Your
father’s name?”

“Ulric, of Mariddunum in Guent.”

“His occupation?”

“He’s dead,” Alaric said sharply. After
a moment he added “He was a solider in Uther’s army and died in the
same battle as Uther.”

“And your mother?”

“Lynn, princess and granddaughter of
Ban, the King of Guent.”

“Yes, those Celtic kings are rather
numerous, aren’t they?” the voice commented dryly.

Alaric smothered his response by
gritting his teeth.

“And your wife’s name?” the voice
asked.

The blood thudding in his temples seemed
to swell to the thunder of an army of horses beating across the
plain of his mind. This is what she’d most likely gone through,
that night. The questions, the disdain and finally, the turning
away.

“Ygraine,” Alaric said. Through the
booming in his head, his voice sounded thick and almost slurred.
“Her name was Ygraine.” He took a deep breath. Another. The beating
in his mind retreated a little.

Under the hand he had rested against the
wood for support, he felt the gate shift. He hadn’t heard the locks
turning or any sound of movement on the other side but the gate was
now unlocked and opening.

“You may enter,” the voice said.

“My men, too?”

“We will let them in.”

Alaric tugged on his horse’s reins and
stepped through the gate. It was dark in the vestibule, a
deliberate ploy designed to blind newcomers until they could be
inspected.

“Your sword—you will leave it here.”

Alaric blinked, forcing his eyes to
adjust as rapidly as possible. There was a slim man in front of
him, wearing a tunic that was whiter than any garment Alaric had
seen before. His face was slim and his chin sloped away to nothing.
Alaric didn’t know him.

“Your name?” Alaric demanded
roughly.

“Publius Theophilus, late of
Luguvallium.”

Theophilus. Of Luguvallium. Under the
spurt of blind fury, Alaric found his hand reaching for his sword
of its own will.

Publius scurried backward, his hands
raised. “I am unarmed, warrior!” he squeaked. “Your identity had to
be established conclusively! I alone know your face and your
history. It was the most convenient means of confirming you were
who you said you were.”

Alaric enjoyed the thought of what it
would feel like to run his sword through the man, armed or not. It
was a sweet idea.

“The Bishop awaits you,” Publius added
hastily. He swallowed convulsively. “You would not want to
disappoint the Bishop or your leader by failing to deliver your
message, would you?”

Deliberately or accidentally, the man
had hit upon the one reminder that was enough to overcome Alaric’s
need for bloodshed. Arthur’s orders had been explicit. Maintain
peace. Merlin’s had been more detailed and at the time,
mysterious. Merlin might be a cousin but he kept his own council.
Alaric hadn’t understood the man’s heavy emphasis on avoiding
bloodshed until this moment.

Alaric suspected that Merlin had seen
into the future in the way he did and had known all along that
Alaric would meet one of his wife’s murderers.

* * * * *

The Bishop held Arthur’s letter between
thumb and forefinger as if more substantial contact with the
parchment would contaminate him. It was all the answer Alaric
needed but he remained standing, knowing he had to play out the
formalities.

The Bishop was almost entirely bald. His
irregularly shaped fat head sat atop a corpulent body swaddled in
layers of dirty toga and tunics. He moved very little, as if
restlessness was too much effort. He waved the letter, the rings on
his pudgy fingers catching the light from the oil lamp hanging on
the wall next to them. One of the rings held an enormous pale
yellow stone and in the light it seemed to stare at Alaric with a
baleful, fevered eye. Alaric found his gaze drawing back to the
ring again and again.

“If I am to understand this man
properly,” Eboracus said at last, “he wants me to quarter your men
for the winter.” He spoke Latin. Badly. From his accent, Alaric
judged the man’s mother tongue to be Celtic. He had begun the
interview in Latin to cow Alaric and to force him to request they
speak Celtic. When Alaric had replied fluently, surprise had
flitted across the man’s round face. Forced to continue in Latin,
Eboracus had betrayed himself.

Alaric shook his head in response to the
Bishop’s interpretation of the letter. “It is a proposal for you to
provide garrison quarters, Your Excellency in exchange for the
protection my men and I can give you. We are a trained and fully
armed fighting force.”

Eboracus cleared his throat noisily.
“And this beacon business?”

“That is an idea we borrowed from the
Roman legions—a line of signal fires running the length of the
country, so that word of the Saxons may reach Arthur no matter
where he is. We will need to set up one here in Eboracum. Of
course, anyone may use the beacon, Your Excellency.”

Eboracus pursed his lips and
frowned.

Alaric let the silence grow. He found
his gaze drawn back to the ring again and he watched it wink at
him. It was compelling, like the measuring stare of a predatory
creature.

“Explain to me why I need a garrison of
heathens in my city.”

Alaric’s attention jerked back to
Eboracus. “There are Christians in my company, Your
Excellency.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“You do not feel that Eboracum would
benefit from the presence of a garrison of armed men?”

“In winter? With the seaways
closed?”

“There are other threats besides the
Saxons.”

“And we have good strong walls that have
never been breached.”

Alaric frowned. “Then you decline the
invitation?”

Eboracus got to his feet and settled his
toga properly. “Decline? I’m insulted that you and your Pendragon
thought I would entertain the notion at all. By what authority does
that Celtic bastard claim control of Britain?”

“Since Rome deserted us.”

“Rome did not desert us!” Eboracus
roared. “Britain is still a part of the Roman Empire and until he
dispenses our independence, our allegiance is to the Emperor of
Rome.”

Alaric could not resist the temptation.
“You mean the heathen emperor, Theodoric the Barbarian?”

Eboracus’ face turned an interesting
combination of red and gray-white. “Get out!” he spluttered. “Get
out of my city! Go back to the Pendragon and that pagan minister of
his and tell them that I would sooner rot in hell than let them
step foot inside Eboracum.”

Alaric picked up Arthur’s letter. “You
may live to regret your words when the Saxons are at your gates,”
he said mildly, although the singing tension was back in his head.
Keep the peace, Arthur’s words whispered to him. Keep the
peace. Alaric crossed to the door.

“Rome has stood for hundreds of years
and will still be standing a hundred years after Arthur is gone and
forgotten! His ambition is greater than he will ever be!”

Alaric spun to face the Bishop. He could
not let the insult to Arthur rest unchallenged.

Eboracus smiled. “Yes, strike me down,”
he coaxed. “Let Arthur’s hand strike the representative of Christ
and I will have every Christian from Hadrian’s Wall to Totnes
revile him for the pagan interloper he is!”

Alaric clenched his fists tightly. This
was not what Arthur wanted or Merlin intended. There were other
ways of completing his work. Other ways, he repeated to
himself.

“Your insult to Arthur is unforgivable
and one day I will call you out upon it,” Alaric said slowly,
measuring out his words so that he could control his anger. “People
like you have sat around for fifty years bemoaning the loss of the
crutch of Rome in your nasal Latin. You’ve had time to do something
and you chose not to. Now it is Arthur’s time. Arthur will see
Britain united and the Saxons rebuffed, despite you.”

Alaric stalked from the room, pounding
out his anger with each jarring stride.

The Bishop’s voice followed him, “I will
live to see you and your kind thrown out of Britain, Celt!”

There are other ways, Alaric reminded
himself. Arthur said in or around Eboracum. So find another
way.

* * * * *

“You jest, don’t you?” Rhys looked
horrified.

“You would rather stay here in
Eboracum?” Alaric waved his hand at the leaking, drafty hut they
had been given as shelter from the rain.

“But…there must be something better than
returning to that woman, cap in hand.”

“We could roam the valleys looking for
another hill until the snow buries us. I won’t do that. I want us
settled in by the solstice.”

“She’s already rebuffed you once, sir.
You’re willing to be humiliated again?” Griffin asked quietly.

Alaric moved his hand in a flat negating
motion. “I’ve had all the insults and Roman superiority I can
stomach.”

Rhys looked hopeful. “So…no more
pandering to a woman?”

“I want her hill. I promise you, Rhys,
she will cooperate,” he said grimly. “She is only a woman, after
all.”

Rhys rubbed his hands together in
anticipation. “Then let’s get out of this accursed city.”

* * * * *

The child Sosia sent after Diana was
afraid of the forest. While his eyes rolled in an attempt to spot
any spirits before they saw him, he mumbled out a garbled
message.

“I’m wanted back at the villa? Why?”
Diana repeated, shifting the heavy basket on her arm to ease the
load.

The lad was already edging backward.

“Wait!” Diana called but at her sharp
command the boy turned tail and ran back the way he’d come.

Diana turned to Ambrose, Sosia’s son, a
weed-thin tall lad of eleven and the only child on the estate
capable of carrying any responsibility. “I’ll go ahead. Will you
bring them back? We’ve got enough nuts for now.”

“Yes, my lady.” He took her basket, his
tendons straining as he took the weight.

Diana pulled her cloak closer for it was
dank under the trees. She headed for the villa. When she reached
the rough track that led from the road to the villa gates, she saw
through the gaping gateway a number of riderless horses grazing on
the sparse tough grass that grew inside the courtyard.

Horses. Diana instantly thought of the
soldiers who had arrived yesterday and began to run. Why would they
be back? What had they been doing while she was not there?

She ran through the gateway and down the
worn path that led straight to the house, pushing through the
milling horses. They weren’t steaming so they must have been here
for a while. What had that captain done in her absence?

Along the verandah stood the soldiers of
yesterday. Worse, each held a cup while Florentina and her
daughters filled them. Florentina was wasting their precious
reserves of wine!

“Florentina!” Diana called. The old
woman scurried over. “Why are you wasting wine on these men?”

Florentina looked puzzled. “I couldn’t
give them water. Not these men.”

“Why? Because they are men or because
they are soldiers?”

Florentina continued to look perplexed
and Diana shook her head. “Never mind. One cup each and that is
all. Where is their leader?”

“In the triclinium.” Relief spread
across her face.

Diana groped for the man’s name as she
walked to the dining room. Alanic? Alaric? Alaric. Of Mariddunum.
She entered to find him standing with one foot on the low table,
arm resting on his knee, her father’s bronze goblet in his hand.
His cloak had been thrown over her mother’s dining chair, the heavy
round shield on top.

He had been studying the patterns formed
by the tiles on the floor but his head came up as she entered. His
gaze ran over her, sizing her up. He was a tall man and broad at
the shoulders. His arms were rounded, large as only a soldier’s
could be and in the dim light of the dining room the flesh gleamed
with good health and a summer tan from endless hours spent in the
sun. His neck rose from the tunic, wide and strong. His black hair
was short. It was commonly kept that way, Verus had told Diana, for
comfort beneath a war helmet. In every way he was a typical
soldier—even the intractable square chin and wide jaw spoke of
dogged, unimaginative persistence and strength. That was a
soldier’s value, after all—obedience. But the eyes betrayed
him.

They were the deep black of a Celt and
the thick dark brows over them added to the general impression of
darkness that had earned the Celts their reputation for black
humors and ferocious tempers. There was feeling there, buried
deep.

He was a captain of his own cavalry. If
Verus had spoken truly, it took a gifted man to lead and control
his own troop away from the influence of Arthur’s discipline. She
could not afford to underestimate him.

Diana took off her damp cloak and pushed
at the loose curlicues of hair that had escaped their ties. “You
have made yourself comfortable, I see.” She dropped her cloak over
the back of the divan.

He lowered his sandaled foot to the
floor, put the goblet on the table and straightened. “Your women,
in your absence, were generous.”

“So I see,” Diana responded dryly. “I
presume you have returned because you found your welcome at
Eboracum less than warm and you now wish to renew your request to
place a beacon on my hill?”

“No,” he said flatly. “My business at
Eboracum is finished. I have returned to tell you I am taking your
hill for my beacon.”

Diana felt her mouth begin to open.
“Taking?” she repeated. “By whose authority? This is my estate and
that includes the hill.”

He dug into a pouch at his waist and
removed a rolled letter. “By authority of Arthur.” He put it on the
table and folded his arms.

Diana made no move to pick up the
letter. “I do not recognize his sovereignty. We live under Roman
law here.”

“If that is the case, then under Roman
law you should know that it is illegal for a woman to own
property.”

Diana felt a chill run down her spine.
Something was different this time—whatever had forced him to
concede to her before was gone. There was a look in his eyes under
the thick brows that was part anger, part impatience. She could
read his readiness for battle in every stiff line of his body.

“How do you come to know Roman law?” she
asked.

“We have lived with it for over four
hundred years,” he said dryly.

“And your own laws permit you
to…manipulate a woman in this way?”

“My lady, you are the one hiding behind
the shield of laws. I am merely following the set of rules that you
selected. It is your people’s custom to sequester maiden women
without a male protector in the nearest convent, is it not?”

Fright tore through her. “You wouldn’t.”
The room was too hot. He was taking up too much space—he was so
large! He towered over her…

“Is that not the way of things here?” He
was utterly without sympathy.

“All for the sake of a beacon?”

“It isn’t just the beacon I want,
anymore. I want your villa too.”

Diana caught at her chest as it clamped
down on her breathing the way it had when Alaric’s two lieutenants
had dealt with her so easily yesterday. “No…”

“I have been charged by Arthur to
establish an outpost in this area. The villa is perfect for my
needs. I can house the men here and maintain the beacon. The road
to hand is the swiftest way to travel anywhere.”

“My family has lived on this estate for
generations,” Diana began, her voice barely stronger than a
whisper. “You can’t…”

“My lady, I can do anything I want to. I
have thirty men and weapons at my disposal.”

Diana wanted to sit down for her legs
were shaking but she couldn’t get her feet to work. She was unable
to tear her gaze away from his face. It seemed to loom over her—the
dark eyes and brows on the tanned skin.

“You would turn out everyone here? The
women, the children?” she whispered.

“You will do that by not cooperating.”
His teeth seemed very white in the darkened room. Outside, thunder
rumbled. Daylight was fading.

“Cooperate?” she repeated, her heart
starting to beat again. If he was speaking of cooperation then
maybe he was only threatening her when he spoke of the convent.

“My men and I will need quarters, food
and room in the barn for our horses. We are thirty in number.”

Thirty men! Diana could barely feed the
people already here. But if she did not accept, he would put her in
the convent and turn the others out…

“For someone in your circumstances, my
lady, I would consider this a bargain. You will be gaining the
protection of my men.”

He had been merely threatening her! The
realization angered her and pushed away her fear. “I will feed and
quarter your men for you, on the proviso that I remain in charge of
the estate,” she said.

He shrugged. “I care nothing for the
estate itself. It is the shelter it affords and its strategic
location that I value.”

“That and the fact that I could be
forced into this. The Bishop wouldn’t bend to your might, would
he?”

An expression crossed his face too
swiftly for Diana to name. It was as if she had seen past an
internal shield. Astonished, she tried to name it. Pain? Hurt?
Anger?

“Just agree, woman and let us get on
with this,” he growled.

“Agree? What choice do I have?” Diana
was bitter. “Why are you doing this to me?”

He grimaced and it felt like an apology.
“For reasons that are more important than anything you or I could
ever possibly hold dear.” He picked up his shield and cloak. “You
can show me where my room is, now.”

 



Chapter Four

It was the winter solstice and the
morning repast was gruel, as it had been every day for the past two
weeks. As had the noon meal and every second evening meal.

Alaric lifted the spoon, let the thin
unappetizing liquid trickle over the lip and dropped it back into
the bowl. It splashed across the desk. He sighed heavily.

“Is there something wrong?” The woman
who’d brought the meal to his room seemed genuinely concerned.

“Do you know what is being served
tonight?”

“I don’t work in the kitchen. I was
passing and they asked me to bring this to you.” Her eyes were
troubled. “If it is not to your liking, I will take it back.” She
reached for the bowl.

Alaric waved her away. “Leave it.”

She stood there, puzzled.

“What is your name?” he asked, making
his tone gentle. It wasn’t her fault. He knew right enough where
the fault lay and taking out his temper on this woman wouldn’t
garner any sympathy from Diana.

“Evadne,” the woman replied shyly.

Alaric eyed the woman’s statuesque form.
Full in hip and breast, clear skinned, dark hair and eyes but the
skin was pure and white. “You’re Celtic,” he guessed. “How did you
come to be here?”

“I was married to a soldier and when he
was injured he returned to Eboracum. Marcellus offered him a tenant
plot here.”

“He was Roman?”

“Yes but he was a good man.” She ducked
her head and looked at him from the corner of her eye. “He died
four years ago.”

Alaric found his body reacting to her
subtle interest despite the unexpectedness of it. He tried to
ignore the pleasant tightening of his nerves, the familiar call.
“They kept you on here, anyway?”

She nodded. “I am the best weaver and
seamstress.” She smiled. “I have a place in the workrooms…next to
the baths.”

“I will remember that.”

“That would please me.” She smiled again
and left.

Alaric stared at the closed door.
Perhaps the solstice would not be as bleak as he had supposed. He
picked up the spoon to eat but ended up pushing it around the bowl,
thinking of feminine delights. He was interrupted by a loud
thumping on the door.

“Enter!” he called.

Rhys pushed inside and shut the door
with a thud. He shivered inside his cloak, his whole tree-like body
quivering like a nervous colt. “We’ll have snow before the day’s
out, more than likely.”

“Good morning to you too.”

“Is it?” Rhys jabbed a finger at
Alaric’s breakfast bowl. “It’s the same pap they’ve been serving
since we got here.”

“True.”

“How’s a man to keep up his strength
with food like this? It’s not good enough, sir. We need meat!
Bread! This sort of stuff will have our teeth rotting and our blood
like water inside a month!”

“True,” Alaric agreed again.

“And it’s the solstice!” Rhys shook his
head, doleful. “Griffin’s likely to burst into tears if he cannot
have his feast.”

“Why don’t you select a handful of men
and go hunt down something for Griffin’s feast, then?”

“We can?” Rhys asked hopefully.

Alaric nodded. The day wasn’t only
significant to the Christians among them. There were a number of
worshippers of Mithras among his men, although they kept the fact
close to their chests. Alaric knew that tonight was also a special
night for them and if he did not give a dispensation they would
steal away from their posts. “We can skip drills for today,” he
told Rhys. “Although duty at the beacon still holds and any man who
neglects his roster will pay the consequences.”

Rhys smiled his slow, rare smile. “That
sounds fair, sir.” He left to tell the men, still smiling.

Alaric wished all problems could be
solved as simply. He pushed away the offensive breakfast bowl and
stood. Just past dawn and already he had been handed problems to
deal with.

He reached for his cloak and threw it
around his shoulders before opening the door. The gusts of air both
visitors had brought in had chilled the room despite the hot air
that rose from the hypocaust vents in the floors and walls. Diana
had the furnace burning night and day. Wood, it appeared, was
plentiful. But the heated air could not compete with the chill.
That and Rhys’ prediction of snow were warning enough. Alaric
dressed warmly.

Outside, the air was indeed crisp but
refreshing. He had intended to start his search for Diana in the
kitchen where he would be guaranteed to find someone, but he took
his time, enjoying the air. His room was on the west wing of the
house and the kitchen was tucked away in the north east corner,
between private rooms and the closed doors of the public
ones—including the splintered door of the dining room.

Alaric had learned within a day of their
arrival that the villa had been raided by Saxons, which was why
there were no men on the estate. Given that the estate was being
run by women, it was a well-ordered and organized place. That was
Diana’s doing.

The fiery woman possessed an amazing
ability to oversee every aspect of the running of the estate—she
kept every strand of command tight in her tiny fist. Alaric
wondered where she drew her energy from for she seemed too small to
contain the heat and fury that constantly emanated from her.

She would unexpectedly appear among a
group of workers, dressed in the short tunic and trews. She would
glance around once, take in every detail, then correct their
progress. Talking volubly, her hands would sketch out details in
the air. Then she would depart. She expected precision and speed
from everyone and invariably, unexpectedly, got just that.

Alaric had never seen her smile. He had
never, in fact, seen her anything but angry or hostile. It made
every contact with her draining. Alaric kept communication with her
to the barest minimum and without fail walked away from any contact
with his temper stirred and a determination that he would not deal
with her again.

It wasn’t right for a woman to be that
way. She should be malleable, gentle. Diana was a feral kitten with
sharp claws and teeth who could scratch, her fur constantly raised,
the back arched…one approached such a creature with extreme
wariness, if at all.

Alaric pushed the curtain covering the
kitchen doorway aside and stepped inside. It was hot. On the stone
hearth, kettles and pots were bubbling. At the table Sosia stood
mixing some sort of dough. Minna was at her side.

Smells of stewing meat and fresh hot
bread made Alaric’s mouth water and his stomach clamp with an empty
pang. Was this what the rest of the household ate while his men
were served food fit for babes and the infirm?

Sosia inclined her head toward him in
acknowledgment and went on mixing her dough, the hands moving
skillfully. Sosia may have been born a slave but the proud carriage
and fine features said that in her ancestry were a mighty people.
Sosia’s fierce loyalty to Diana was, to Alaric’s mind, admirable of
the woman but puzzling when one considered the subject of her
loyalty.

“Good morning, Sosia,” he murmured.

“Yes, it is,” she agreed.

Alaric looked at Minna. “Good
morning.”

Minna stared, her eyes huge. He had
discovered that the child was mute. He was mildly surprised to find
her away from Diana’s side. Usually she followed Diana around like
a shadow. The appearance of one of his men would send her behind
Diana, a hand clutching her elder sister’s tunic with a grip that
whitened her knuckles.

It occurred to Alaric that Minna was the
only person to whom Diana showed any overt gentleness. He had seen
her kneel before the girl and explain in soft tones what she wanted
Minna to do, her face kind and her patience endless.

“Do you know where Diana is, Minna?”
Alaric asked the girl, even though he expected no answer. The
child, despite her disability, was intelligent and she could always
point out a direction to follow.

Sosia looked down at Minna, waiting for
her to respond. Minna slipped behind Sosia, out of Alaric’s
sight.

“You’ll find the mistress in the
bibliothedra,” Sosia said.

“The library? Where is it?”

“It’s the last room in the west wing,
two doors up from yours.”

* * * * *

Diana buried her face in her hands with
a heavy sigh. It was only a little time beyond dawn and already she
had been presented with problems to solve. This last one made her
feel angry and sick at once. Sosia had arrived with Diana’s morning
bowl of gruel and the news that someone had been stealing food from
the store.

Diana knew that everyone blamed her for
the inadequate food—and Diana hated gruel as much as anyone! She
wanted to explain that even though the food was there on the
shelves, they could not simply eat their fill. The supplies had to
last them the winter. It made her angry that the thief believed
they were exempt from the rationing, yet she felt guilty that
someone was hungry enough to stoop to thievery.

Diana sighed and unrolled the curling
edges of the book she had been reading to learn how to deal with
the problems of household management, but her father’s cramped
Latin spoke only of bountiful harvests and so-and-so many fatted
cows slaughtered and an incredible number of wine barrels stored.
If ever he dealt with theft and unhappy people, he had not seen fit
to record it in these dry volumes. She let the book roll up
again.

She would dearly like to gather everyone
together and explain the facts as she had scribed them in her own
records. There was barely one-fifth the amount of stored supplies
than her father had ever had to deal with, and she now had thirty
extra mouths to feed, with Alaric’s men. There was no surplus seed
for the coming spring sowing. Whatever they ate between now and
Easter would not be available for planting to ward off starvation
in the next winter.

It was tempting to reveal everything to
them—to place the problems in their laps and let them deal with it,
so that she could go back to being just another unnoticed person
about the villa. It would be nice to let someone else try to think
up solutions. It would be a heaven-sent blessing to not have to
deal with the unknown thief.

But her instincts told her that
explaining herself and appealing to everyone for understanding
would be wrong. If she laid out all her problems, then people would
be able to think up ideas and ways of dealing with them and they
would start to work on them without Diana’s input. She would be
forced to listen to them, to perhaps do what they said. Soon, she
would be back to obeying everyone’s whim and wish. She would have
to abide by their plans, instead of thinking up her own.

She would have her life shaped and
directed by someone else.

The idea made Diana’s heart thud with an
erratic, painful beat. Sweat gathered at her temples, dizziness
gripped her head and her vision swirled.

To be totally at the mercy of
someone….

The red cloud swept into her mind. With
it came sounds and half-glimpsed scenes. Minna screaming Diana’s
name. The smell of a foul, wine-ladened breath fanning her face. A
heaviness that blanketed her entire body, so that even her hands
could not lift. Deep male laughter. Finally, as always before the
red cloud lifted from her, the feel of ice-cold water rushing past
her, numbing her skin and its chill seeping into her bones,
stiffening her joints, while the soft sound of Minna crying went on
and on.

The cloud dispersed, releasing her.
Diana staggered from her stool, holding her cramping stomach and
sagged against the wall next to the hypocaust vent. The hot air
swept unpleasantly against the perspiration on her temples and
forehead but Diana stayed at the vent, shivering. The red cloud
always did this to her but it had been ages since the last
occasion. Diana had hoped it wouldn’t happen again.

It was the idea of dealing with the
thief that had brought it upon her this time. No, the consequences
of not dealing with the thief, of asking for help. Of losing
control.

For a moment the red haze threatened
again. Diana clutched the chest next to her, readying herself for
it. The cloud retreated and let her be. She stayed by the vent
until the sickness eased and her heart returned to a steady, slow
beat. Her head ached. It boomed with each movement.

Slowly, she went back to the book table
and eased herself onto the stool. There was a pitcher of watered
wine on the table. She poured herself a cupful and sipped. Her hand
trembled.

Think of something else, she
commanded herself. It’s solstice. Think of the food you’ve asked
Sosia to prepare as a surprise for everyone. But the idea of food
made her stomach roll.

There was a knock on the door and Diana
looked up gratefully. “Come in!”

Alaric stepped around the door and shut
it. Instantly the room grew smaller. Cramped. The cold air he
brought in with him billowed across her feet. Diana put her cup
down, her pleasure over the interruption gone.

He was scowling as usual. “My lady,” he
acknowledged. He looked around the room, at the cupboard on the
wall, the shelves of carefully rolled and stacked books, the
reading table, the stools and the chests against the back wall.
“You come here for solitude?” he asked.

“For knowledge,” Diana said more sharply
than she intended.

He raised his brow. “You can read, my
lady?” His tone was conciliatory. He was attempting to be pleasant,
then. It loosened a tiny thread of the tension in her.

“Yes, I can read.” Diana tried to match
his tone.

“Your family paid for your education?”
he asked, surprised. He held out a calming hand as if he could
sense offense. “I mean…it is unusual for a family to educate girls.
There is no need for the expense.”

“Which is true in my family too,” Diana
admitted. “Even if my father had thought it reasonable to educate a
female, that honor would have fallen to the oldest girl, my sister
Lucilla.”

“Then how is it you can read?” Alaric
shed his cloak and moved closer to the table.

“My brother Verus. He went to school in
Eboracum and whatever he learned, he taught me.” Diana recalled
long summer evenings she and Verus had spent on the banks of the
river, Verus drawing letters and diagrams in the wet sand as he
explained and her own poor copies…which had grown steadily more
proficient as time went on.

The memory dissolved into the swift
anger Diana felt these days whenever she thought of Verus. She saw
Alaric was watching her closely and turned her anger upon herself.
She had been sharing her life with him, feeding on his empathy and
that was too dangerous a luxury. This man had the power to take her
carefully held control. If she was to lower her defenses too
far…

“Did your brother die in the raid?”

“He deserted us, the night the Saxons
raided. He left us to go back to Arthur’s army.”

Alaric’s brow lifted. “He fights with
Arthur? I have not met any Verus. But it is a big army.”

“He calls himself Bedivere.” The thought
of Verus off on his glorious campaign, totally ignorant and
uncaring of her own plight, fed her anger. She had been tempted at
times to send word to him but had always aborted the idea. If Verus
came back, then she would lose the estate. He would legally be able
to do whatever he wanted with her. Verus’ loyalty was with Arthur
and his army. He would not care about the fate of those back home.
He’d not cared enough to save her when the Saxons had come.

“Bedivere?” Alaric said sharply, jolting
Diana from her preoccupation.

“You know him?”

“I knew him once,” Alaric said, his
voice thick with loathing. “If it is the same man, then I am not
surprised to find out that he was Roman, after all. Bedivere slunk
out of the camp over a year ago and never came back.” He looked
Diana squarely in the eye. “He is a deserter.”

“No! Verus would never desert. He wasn’t
like that.” Diana began and halted. Hadn’t he deserted her?

“He was my height,” Alaric said. “Dark,
like me and he had a scar here—” He touched his bare arm, where the
curve of the biceps dipped down to the tendon and made a sharp
hollow in his skin.

Diana gasped. Verus did have such a
scar! She had seen it in the moonlight by the spring.

“I know, because I stitched that wound
myself. He had an unusual knife, a bronze one with jewels in the
hilt—an ornamental thing. It wasn’t a fighting man’s knife.”

Diana lowered her head. “That is Verus.
I cannot believe that he deserted. He was going back. He left here
with a great many men.”

“I am not lying, my lady,” Alaric said
quietly.

Diana closed her eyes. “Neither am I,”
she whispered. What had happened to Verus?

She heard Alaric move and something
scraped on the table next to her. She opened her eyes and found
that Alaric had lifted her breakfast bowl and was examining the
contents. He seemed puzzled.

“You eat this?” he asked.

“Not today,” Diana admitted.

“But every other day?”

“Well…yes.” She shrugged, puzzled.

“Then who eats the meat I saw cooking in
the kitchen?”

“That’s for tonight.”

“For whom?”

“For everyone, of course.”

Alaric looked skeptical.

“It’s the solstice,” Diana
explained.

“Yes, I’m acquainted with the custom of
a winter solstice feast,” Alaric said dryly. “One of my brothers is
a priest.”

“Oh!”

At her startled tone Alaric’s face grew
even stonier. “It is not only Romans who follow the ‘true faith’ my
lady,” he said.

“I’m sorry. It’s just that ....”

“What? All Celts are barbarians?”

“No!” Diana cried, unwilling to admit
that she had made such an assumption. But in truth, she had.
Somehow she had learned that Celts were pagans and Romans were
Christians and that was that. It had never occurred to her that a
Celt could be a Christian.

Alaric was eyeing her, his expression
cynical and Diana felt an overpowering need to tear her gaze away
from his face. She forced herself to stillness. It was important
that she never retreat from this man, for she knew she would never
gain the ground she would lose if she did. “You are a Christian?”
she asked.

“No.”

“A follower of Mithras, then? The
soldiers’ god?”

If anything, his expression grew even
sourer. “There’s enough bloodshed in the army—I don’t need more of
it to feel shriven.”

“Then, what god do you follow?”

“Is it necessary that I must follow a
god?”

Diana felt her jaw dropping open. “You
don’t? But…”

He lifted an eyebrow. It was a
challenge. She realized he was enjoying her discomfort.

“How can you tell right from wrong,
without a god to guide you?” she asked.

“I know in here.” He touched his chest
with one big thumb, then straightened from his lean against the
table and put her bowl down. “I came to speak to you about the food
you have been providing.”

Diana’s heart sank. She had been
expecting this confrontation for some time now but wished it was
not right now that she must deal with it. “I have provided you with
adequate shelter and food besides. That was the extent of our
bargain.”

“Gruel and broth is not sufficient for a
fighting man,” he growled. “We need meat, bread at the very least
and in adequate amounts. It takes much food to keep a soldier
strong enough to fight on the battlefield for an entire day.”

“You’re not on the battlefield.”

“It is our duty to remain battle-ready,
so that Arthur might call on us at a moment’s notice.”

Diana sighed. “I cannot give you
more.”

He looked surprised. “You won’t?”

“I cannot. You eat what we all eat.”

“But you have meat, flour for bread. I
have seen it. Are you forcing me to take it from you?”

“You have that power,” she agreed. “But
we would all starve while your men eat.”

“Why? Is your management of this place
so inadequate that you have failed to make the necessary provisions
for winter? Perhaps it would be best if I were to take over here
after all.”

Diana bounced to her feet. “How can I
provide what is not there in the first place? How much plainer do I
need to make myself, soldier? There is very little food left! The
Saxons took it all! They left us with barely a sack of grain!” Her
anger was making her tremble, so immense did it seem.

“I know of the Saxon raid,” he said at
last. “I had assumed it was simply Saxons bent on mischief, on
their way to another destination. They took everything? How long
were they here?”

“Three days.”

“So…” Alaric crossed his arms. “They
came in December, didn’t they? They must have been in dire need to
risk a winter crossing.”

“It was a mild winter last year.”

“Why have you not been able to recover
in that time?” he asked. “You have had a growing season since
then.”

Diana’s anger still simmered but it had
subsided enough for her to recognize that once they started
discussing her failings as provider, it would be the first step in
handing over some of her power to Alaric. “Our bargain does not
include discussing my business with you.”

“Our bargain was that you would provide
adequate food, which you are failing to do. You are breaking the
agreement.” Alaric rested both hands on the edge of the table and
leaned toward her. “Need I remind you I can simply take this place
by force?”

Diana felt her anger chill into a lump
of ice sitting in the middle of her chest.

“If I were to take the estate, the rules
of conquest would apply. That would make me the rightful owner,” he
added.

“You’re bluffing.”

“I’m threatening, woman!” he roared.

Diana almost cringed—almost. She gripped
the edge of the table, her heart skittering.

“You are not providing your side of the
bargain,” Alaric continued, “and that threatens the duties assigned
to me by Arthur. I take that seriously. If the only way I can
ensure my work is done is to take over this miserable estate and
run it myself, then that is exactly what I will do.” His face was
barely a hand’s span from hers. Diana willed herself not to move
back. “Do you understand?” He spoke very quietly.

Briefly, Diana hated him. The hate
surged through her, making her head sing and her body tense with
the need to lash out at him, to see his face show a hurt like the
pain she felt.

A thread of reason stopped her—the
knowledge that if she made any physical move at all, he would
defeat her in moments and would have an excuse to take over the
estate.

“You make yourself perfectly clear.” Her
voice was level but ringing with loathing. She was surprised Alaric
did not recognize it and immediately take offense but he merely
nodded and straightened up to his full height.

“Why were the fields not fully planted?”
he demanded.

“There are thirty-one people here and
twelve of them are children, including four infants barely three
months old,” Diana said. “All the adults are women, some of whom
are too frail to work the fields. During spring planting, four of
the women were with child.”

“They could do other duties.”

“I assigned them other household tasks.
Every other woman does the work of men, here. We’re few and we
started out with no experience.”

“How did you learn what to do?”

Diana waved her hand around the library.
“From my father’s records. And there is an old man in Eboracum who
remembers things. He has been helpful when these books fail
me.”

Alaric stood a long time, weighing her
words. His anger had gone. “Where did you get the grain to plant
the fields, if the Saxons took everything?”

“I swept the barn and sifted through the
dirt at the base of the oak tree, where the sacks of grain are
stacked each year for planting and threshing. We threshed the hay
in the barn the Saxons didn’t burn…” Diana shrugged. “We gained
some seed.”

“But not enough,” Alaric said dryly.

Diana forced her answer out. “No.”

Alaric lifted his hand to his chin,
thoughtful. The thumb bracketed his mouth. “You say you’ve been
keeping records?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Comparison with previous years seemed
like the only way to measure how much food we needed to
survive.”

“Show me. I want to see exactly what the
situation is.” He stepped around the table to her side.

Diana stiffened. Show him? Reveal just
how badly off the estate was? It would give him the excuse he
needed to take over the estate. Rules of conquest! Against women
they would barely have to raise their swords.

He had noticed her hesitation. “I don’t
have to remind you again that cooperation with me is the only way
you will maintain control of your estate?”

Diana spoke through clenched teeth. “I
wish you to hell.”

He laughed. “You are not the first
person who has wished me there and if I can survive the curses of
the Bishop of Eboracum, then yours will do me no harm.” He tapped
the table. “The records. Show me.”


Chapter Five

Roasted lamb, with hot thick gravy
ladled on top. Tangy salted beef strips. Yams, cooked until their
skin crackled and the flesh inside was tender and steaming. Fresh
mushrooms fried with garlic and parsley and drizzled with lemon
juice while they still sizzled. Nuts, picked from the forest and
salted, roasted and served warm. Dried fruit slowly cooked into a
thick stew and served piping hot with aromatic herbs and spices.
Round slim loaves of bread, so fresh from the oven that they were
too hot to handle, with a thick crusty shell that sounded hollow
when tapped but when broken open, soft fluffy bread was revealed.
Wine, mixed with spices and warmed with a hot poker.

For Alaric’s men, the food, with its
heavy emphasis on herbs and spices, was odd but deeply
satisfying.

“Strangers to the tongue,” Rhys had
labeled it, after his first suspicious mouthful. However, as a
solstice feast it was more than adequate. Alaric could see it on
the men’s faces.

They had entered the triclinium in the
hour before sunset, washed and presentable—Rhys had seen to that,
with curses and pummels. They shuffled in like milling sheep, their
eyes wide. It was the first time any of them had stepped inside the
public rooms of the villa. The large dining room with its beautiful
mosaics, patterned walls and graceful columns, was daunting. They
were used to rough round rooms with roaring hearths in the
middle.

Tough battle-scarred men they were, but
they had sunk down onto the waiting divans like cowed adolescents,
while Diana’s women had stood silently waiting to serve them, as
was proper.

The food had overcome that barrier. As
the meal progressed, the wine began to work. Alaric saw their
unease fade and their normal jovial manner return. The more forward
of them risked an awkward comment, which was shyly returned.
Hesitantly, the conversation had started up.

Now the feast was almost over. The room
was loud with merriment. Raucous laughter, banter…it was remarkably
similar to feasts at home, except for their surroundings and the
appearance of the women, with their graceful long pleated tunics
and mantles and their elaborately arranged hair.

One other exception escaped Alaric until
Griffin, with the soul of a bard, had pointed it out. “All we need
is Merlin at the top table with his harp, plucking out a melody
that leaves you weeping, to make the night complete.” He sighed.
“It has been too long since I heard music.”

It had been too long since they’d had
the luxury of time to feast and afterward, to listen to the singers
with their harps and melodic tales of wonder. Even Merlin, who was
a master harpist, had been too busy as Arthur’s adviser to
entertain the soldiers at night.

But the absence of music was a minor
omission. Replete and contented, Alaric leaned back against the
pleasantly warm wall with a sigh. His gaze fell upon Diana at the
head of the main table.

She lay propped on the large divan
there, her figure covering barely half the divan’s length. As was
her custom, she wore the short tunic and the pants bound the length
of her calves with crossed thongs. Her bound hair trailed along the
divan.

Diana had made no attempt to celebrate
the feast. She was silent among the talk. Unsmiling among the
laughter. She had spent most of the meal watching everyone eat,
while she herself had eaten very little. It seemed to Alaric that
she begrudged every mouthful of food that had been swallowed.

It occurred to him that the table
tonight would not have been so handsomely provided if they’d not
discussed food this morning. He recalled again the pitiful state of
affairs that Diana’s records had outlined in bold cursive script.
She had hated revealing the truth to him—it had swept off her in
furious waves each time she had moved to open a new book or to show
him another record.

As a soldier, Alaric knew much about
survival against the odds. He had seen desperate conditions the
length of Britain—people working against time, famine, fever and
the ever present threat of Saxon invasion to provide enough food to
keep going for one more harvest. Diana’s story was not new to
him.

Her records had shown him an
indisputable truth, however. Diana’s household could not support
his men for the rest of winter. There simply was not enough
food.

Alaric reached impatiently for his
goblet and gulped down the remains of the warmed wine in a
convulsive swallow, trying to rid himself of the uneasy wash of
guilt. He had forced his way onto the estate and demanded Diana
provide for them. It had never occurred to him that such a large
estate, bereft of men with their big appetites, would be unable to
sustain them. She might have told him, he reasoned with himself.
She had spoken not a single word of the Saxon raid.

You didn’t give her the chance.

Alaric sat up again and reached for the
wine pitcher, trying to push away the voice. He focused instead on
the problem—there was not enough food to last the winter.

Moving on was unthinkable. Winter had
closed in now. The ground was covered in a thin layer of snow and
it was still falling in slow, silent, fat flakes. By morning they
would have to break ice off the well water.

The beacon was here too – and the road,
with its ready access to Eboracum and the fast, easy route
south.

They had adequate quarters here, too,
now the men had opened up the roof of the unheated slaves’ quarters
and built a hearth in the middle of the room as they were used
to.

In all matters except for the problem of
food, Diana’s estate was ideal. If he was to carry out Arthur’s
assignment successfully, he had to find a way of supplementing the
food.

So.

Alaric let his gaze linger on Diana’s
unhappy face, his mind working, as he sipped the new cup of wine
more slowly. When he finished the wine, he refilled the cup and
leaned over to tap Rhys on the shoulder. He gained Griffin’s
attention and signaled for them to move closer.

“It was a good feast,” he remarked.

Griffin’s young flushed face lit up. “It
was wonderful!”

Rhys looked sour. “It’s rich stuff. My
stomach protests already.”

Alaric, through seventeen summers’ hard
campaigning and living off the land, had seen Rhys chew his way
through food even hungry wolves had left untouched. He smiled. The
man was not happy if he didn’t have something to complain about.
“Enjoy it, my friends. It may be the last such meal for a long
while.”

Rhys looked dismayed and Griffin’s
joyful expression faded. “Sir?” Griffin prompted.

“They’ve strained their stores to
provide this meal. The Saxons who raided here weren’t soldiers on a
campaign. They were simply looking to fill their own barns.
Remember Merlin warned us that the Saxons had suffered two lean
years and would be meaner for it?”

“Aye, the fighting last summer was
brutal,” Rhys added.

“How does the lady propose to last the
winter then? And quarter us as well? We can’t move now.” Griffin
had leapt ahead to the consequences. It was because of this trait
that Alaric had promoted Griffin to his lieutenant so young. He was
a dreamer but army life had a way of stamping out any of the
gentler tendencies in a man.

Alaric watched Rhys, waiting for the
older man to see the dilemma of their position. Rhys nodded his
head slowly. “That’s true. Winter’s on us…and the beacon’s close by
here.”

“We could always go back to Eboracum,”
Alaric pointed out.

Rhys’ expression grew even more sour and
even Griffin frowned. “You’re jesting, surely, sir!” Rhys said.

“It is an alternative,” Alaric pointed
out.

“An alternative to what?” Griffin
asked.

“Staying here and paying our way.”

“Paying?” Rhys snorted. “There’d be less
than a full bag of coins in Arthur’s entire coffer…and it’s
probably not a coin she’d accept, either.” He jerked his
head in Diana’s direction.

Again, Griffin’s mind was working
faster. “Sir, we already pay our way. They have our protection
while we’re here.”

“Protection from what?” Alaric asked.
“The seaways are closed and it’s winter.” He realized his words
echoed the Bishop of Eboracum’s withering tones when he had offered
him the same deal and Alaric winced at the comparison. He hurried
on before either of his lieutenants could accuse him of hypocrisy.
“Normally, protection for shelter is a fair bargain. But if we are
to do what we came here for then we have to help these people get
through the winter. Protection isn’t enough.”

“Hunting?” Rhys suggested hopefully. He
had failed to catch anything today for Griffin’s feast but he did
enjoy the hunt.

“Hunting will help in the short term,
but we need to think farther ahead. We can’t live on meat
alone.”

Griffin was thoughtful. “Farming. You
intend we take over where their menfolk left off.”

“It’s not simply a matter of picking up
the reins,” Alaric warned. “We’ll have more than enough ground to
catch up. The Saxon raid left them with virtually nothing. Diana
was reduced to sifting the floor of the seed stores for kernels to
plant…and they still couldn’t sow all the fields.”

Both men swiveled their heads to
consider Diana anew in light of Alaric’s revelation. “No wonder
we’ve been eating gruel twice a day,” Griffin murmured.

Annoyed at the admiration in Griffin’s
expression, Alaric dragged their attention back to him. “Then I
have your agreement?”

Rhys turned back to him. “You mean,
mucking about in the fields and feeding animals?”

“And more,” Alaric admitted. “There’s
more work here than these women could possibly cope with on their
own.”

“It’ll be hard work, then?” Rhys
asked.

Alaric suddenly recalled a memory of
Rhys standing knee-deep in mud while rain poured in big fat
stinging drops only when the wind did not thrust it sideways. He
was soaked from head to foot in watery mud—only his eyes and teeth
showed white in the dim light that seemed more night than day. A
wagon carrying granite stones as big across as a man’s shoulders
and as high as his knee, had been mired in the mud. Rhys, as strong
as the bullocks that pulled the cart, had thrust a pole beneath the
wheel and was attempting to push the cart out of the mud
single-handedly. He had been reeling with exhaustion but when
Alaric ordered him to rest, Rhys gave his huge belly laugh and
waved Alaric away. He’d been enjoying himself too much to stop.

“Yes, it’ll be hard work,” Alaric
admitted now.

Rhys grinned. “Good.”

“It seems equitable,” Griffin added.
“It’s not like we’ll be working in the coal mines.” That particular
venture, among the many exotic types of work Arthur’s men had
turned their hands to in between battles, had given Griffin
nightmares for months.

“We could start with those gates of
theirs,” Rhys suggested.

“Yes, that’s a place to start,” Alaric
agreed. “I’ll speak to Diana about it.” He stood.

Rhys eyed the unsmiling woman at the end
of the table. “Better you than me,” he muttered and drank
hastily.

* * * * *

Diana tried to ignore the three men
huddled against the wall, especially after she caught them looking
at her. They were talking about her and the knowledge made her want
to squirm. She was still smarting from the indignity of handing
over to Alaric all the information about the estate. She had seen
the disgust on his face when he left the library. It was a
condemnation of her.

That condemnation had forced her to put
more food on tonight’s table than she had intended. She had watched
the feast disappear with an unsteady pulse. She had no idea how she
would make up for the shortfall the meal would create. No idea at
all. It was the complete lack of ideas that scared her the
most.

The happy people here didn’t know. She
was glad she had not shared the problems with them as she had
longed to do.

Alaric’s demand for a status report this
morning had crystallized the situation. They were doomed and all
that was left now was to let their doom run its course. Even if
Alaric and his men left tomorrow morning, Diana didn’t have enough
food left to last the winter. Not anymore. The soldiers had eaten
into their reserves enough to make that impossible. Before Alaric
had arrived they stood a fighting chance but that chance was gone
now.

“Are your thoughts as bleak as your
face, my lady?”

Diana jumped. She had been so occupied
with her gloomy analysis that she had failed to see Alaric’s
approach. He stood at the foot of her divan, goblet in hand. He was
a tall man but his large frame made him seem shorter, yet lanky
Griffin, who seemed to scrape the sky with his red hair, stood no
taller than Alaric.

“My thoughts are my own,” Diana
answered.

Alaric lowered himself and Diana
realized he was going to sit on the end of her divan. She jerked
her feet up out of his way, even though they were in no danger of
being sat upon. The reflex drew her upright and she remained there,
her legs curled up against her.

He waved his cup toward the wine pitcher
closest to Diana. “May I pour you some wine?”

Diana bit her lip against the laugh that
formed at the ridiculous idea of a man serving a woman wine.
Keeping her jaw clamped, she shook her head.

He put his cup down. “I want to propose
a bargain.”

“Another one?” She was surprised. “Yet
you complain that I am not keeping the bargain we have already
struck.”

“I am a simple soldier,” Alaric replied,
with a shrug. “Barter is not my best skill.”

A simple soldier? Diana knew that
“simple” was a lie. No man who chose to trust in his own judgment
before a god’s could ever be simple. So she ignored his gambit.
“Name your bargain,” she said.

“I have spoken to my men and they agree
to provide your household with all the help necessary in exchange
for adequate food.”

So he’d told them how she had mismanaged
the estate, then. Diana glanced toward the lad and the grizzled old
man who served as his lieutenants. Rhys was whispering earnestly to
Octavia, making her blush. None of them were taking any notice of
the conversation their commander was having with her.

Diana tried to let her stomach muscles
unclench enough to allow her to draw a full breath. She looked
Alaric in the eye. “Adequate in your terms,” she amended, waving
her hand across the table spread with the remains of the costly
meal.

“No man expects to eat as richly as this
every day,” Alaric replied. “But no man can survive on gruel every
day, either.”

“What help are you proposing?”

“Hunting, fishing, trapping…they will
keep the household supplied with fresh meat.”

“In winter?”

“We will find enough. Rhys is a superior
hunter.”

Diana shook her head. “It won’t be
enough,” she said. “Fresh meat, yes. That will help all of us,
right now. But the farming cycle spreads over two years, just like
the grapes that provide the wine in your cup, soldier. For one
year, the fields have not produced enough surplus for seeds to
replace those taken by the Saxons. At the end of this year, I
judge, it will all come to an end.” Diana smiled bitterly. “The
damage has already been done and there is little you can do to
reverse it.”

“We can plant the rest of the
fields.”

“With what?”

“We can buy seeds. From Eboracum.”

“There is no coin here.”

“Barter, then.”

“Barter what?”

“The wine, perhaps. Or some of the fresh
meat we will catch.”

“It might work, if only there is seed to
be bought.” Diana grimaced. “The people in this riding have been
struggling for many years.”

“Then we move farther afield. Someone
will want meat over grain. I have men to spare that you do not, to
travel in search of trade.”

Diana shook her head again, slowly. “No,
you don’t understand. There is nothing you can do to stop it.”

His hand came down on the tabletop,
flat, with a smack that sounded sharp and loud. “No! It is you who
does not understand!” he said in a low growl. “There is always a
way. You just have to find it.” He reached out abruptly,
shockingly. Before Diana could pull herself backward, he grasped
her chin and forced her head up so she was looking straight into
his dark eyes.

“What you do not understand, my lady, is
that Arthur charged me with certain duties and has given me his
trust that I will complete those duties without excuses. That is
exactly what I will do.”

“Arthur,” Diana said with a tired sigh.
Again, Arthur.

His fingers against the corners of her
lower jaw shifted a little in reaction. “Yes, Arthur,” he said
levelly. “He has shown me and every man, woman and child who serves
under him that there is always another way of doing things.” His
eyes were blazing. How could she have thought them dark? Black, yes
but alight with an energy, fire, something that glowed there and
seemed to call out to her with a song that was almost familiar.

Verus! He had looked like this. But no,
it was not the same. It did not have the same power. Verus had not
touched her the way the blaze in Alaric’s eyes did.

“Do you understand?” Alaric repeated and
Diana blinked. She felt as though she had returned to herself from
some distant way. She began to notice the noise in the room again.
The laughter. The touch of Alaric’s will had changed her
perceptions. Suddenly she saw things that until she had looked into
Alaric’s eyes had been invisible to her. She recognized that even
among strangers, the old mating patterns were at work—in the
women’s coy giggles, the grandiose gestures of the men, the
collision of gazes…and the subtle formation of couples.

Diana found she was trembling.

Alaric let her chin go. His fingers left
a burning imprint on her skin. “There is always a way and we will
find it.”

“Yes,” Diana agreed almost soundlessly,
her lips barely moving. But her agreement was complete. She now
understood what Alaric meant—the will to keep moving, to keep
fighting. To never give up—which she had almost allowed herself to
do.

Alaric straightened and reached for his
cup and the moment was gone. “Tomorrow we will hunt for meat and
start on repairs to the villa gates.”

He was taking over! Diana sat bolt
upright. No! She couldn’t allow this! Scrambling for a way of
turning back the decision, she said haltingly. “Not the gates. The
barns must be tended to. The animals. And nuts. We need more. And
the bee hives. We want honey.”

He studied her for a moment, one brow
lifted. Then finally he nodded. “All right. Barns, honey, nuts.” He
smiled. “Anything else?”

She shook her head. She felt like she
had just barely managed to avert disaster.

He stood, stretched and picked up his
cup. “Then I will wish you a good night.”

“Good night,” Diana murmured, barely
able to formulate her words for the shaking in her body.

He turned and walked away and only then
did Diana feel it was safe to reach out for her cup. She grasped it
tightly and sipped her wine. None of the facts had changed yet
somehow, incredibly, he had given her hope. The estate was still
hers, her life was still her own. It was a gift. A solstice
blessing.

Diana watched Alaric, enjoying her small
private pleasure, as he leaned down low to whisper in Evadne’s ear.
The woman nodded. He picked up her hand and she rose and followed
him from the room with an anticipatory smile.

Suddenly, all Diana’s warmth and
pleasure congealed and turned to ice. She pushed her cup away. The
wine suddenly tasted sour, despite the spices.

The natural processes of pairing and
mating that she had only just perceived had abruptly taken on more
ominous overtones. Alaric and his men had taken a foothold on her
people and her estate. In agreeing to Alaric’s new bargain, she had
just pushed the door open wide for them.

 



Chapter Six

Diana spent the next six days trying to
reverse the encroachment of Alaric’s men into her household. Every
morning she would give Alaric tasks that kept his men outside, away
from the estate if possible, or confined to one small area. She
organized the rest of the household so that there was little
contact between the two and she extended no further invitations for
the men to join them at the nightly dinner table.

If she caught any of the women chatting
with soldiers, Diana would send her back to her duties with a sharp
word and forbid her further contact with them. She would work into
the night, planning how best to keep the men at a distance on the
morrow, trying to outguess human nature.

Every day Alaric suggested that even a
handful of men start repairing the gates. Every day Diana curtly
refused, citing a dozen other more urgent tasks. It gave Alaric no
say in the running of the estate. It kept him out.

Even if she had been able to see ahead
to the Day of the Dead and the forest clearing, it would not have
deterred her from scheming. It would have made her double her
efforts to keep Alaric and his men as strangers. On the death of
the old year, however, the fact of their presence became
inescapable.

Sosia kept a sharp eye on the level of
current supplies, leaving Diana free to worry about finding more.
On the last day of the year Sosia brought Diana’s morning bowl of
gruel, carrying the bowl in one hand and holding her new babe on
her other hip. She also bought news that the supply of wood for the
furnaces had nearly all gone. The furnaces provided hot water and
generated the heated air that circulated through the hypocaust to
keep the villa warm.

“All of it? But there was so much.”
Diana recalled the tall stacks of wood they had carefully stored
undercover before winter. “How could we have gone through so much,
even with the furnaces running night and day?”

Diana had insisted upon that luxury and
had seen to it that adequate supplies of wood were always to hand.
The breath-robbing cold of a winter morning when the furnaces had
been allowed to dwindle during the night was too closely related to
that other cold—the chill that came with the red cloud. So Diana
kept the furnaces always burning, often stoking them herself in the
still hours before dawn when the household slept.

Sosia shifted the blond-haired babe on
her hip to a more comfortable position. “Since the soldiers built
their hearth, it has melted away like ice in the sun.”

Irritation touched Diana at the reminder
of the hearth in the slaves’ quarters. She couldn’t fault the
soldiers for wanting to stay warm and the quarters had been unused
for years because they were not served by the hypocaust. It was the
high-handed way they had gone about fixing the quarters to suit
their needs that made Diana clench her teeth together. They had not
seen fit to ask her if they could punch a hole in the roof! Yet she
had remained silent on the matter.

But to use all her wood to the point
where the furnaces were in danger of dying out…

Diana stood and reached for her cloak.
“We’ll just have to go wood gathering today, Sosia, and so help me,
they will too! Even if I have to drive them into the woods at the
point of their own swords.”

Sosia’s head moved silently from side to
side.

“What?” Diana asked, fastening her cloak
with swift, angry movements.

“It’s not a day for wood gathering, my
lady.”

“I don’t care. We’re gathering wood and
his men are going to gather wood with us. If they’re going to use
so much, they can replace it. I want at least two wagonloads.” She
skirted Sosia, already preparing the words she would use to inform
Alaric of the day’s agenda. She pushed the door open, stepped onto
the verandah and gasped.

It was cold. Colder than Diana could
ever remember. She pulled her short cloak around her tightly as the
raw air touched her face. A breeze eddied around the semi-enclosed
courtyard and her skin tightened. It had been snowing during the
night. Fresh, powdery mounds piled up against the columns and
spilled onto the verandah. The courtyard lay beneath the cold
blanket, marked by the trails of early risers.

“Heaven save us!” Diana murmured.
“Winter is taking its vengeance upon us this year. It’s too soon
for snow like this!”

“Yet we have it.”

Sosia’s stoic acceptance steadied her.
Diana shrugged. “A little snow won’t stop the wagon. We are going
wood gathering.” She looked back at Sosia, standing in the open
doorway of the library. “Gather everyone who can be spared.”

Sosia inclined her head and walked
toward the kitchen.

Diana stepped over a tendril of snow,
walked down the west wing and rapped sharply on Alaric’s door.

“Come!” The reply was barked.

Diana opened the door and stepped
in.

Alaric was standing in front of his
chair, foot on the seat, strapping the lower leg of his pants. He
looked up as Diana entered and frowned.

“You’re about early today.”

Diana didn’t have time for pleasantries.
The fuel supply was far more urgent. “I’ve just learned that your
men have used all the wood supplies meant for the furnaces to keep
their own fires.”

The furrow between his brows deepened.
He lowered his foot to the floor. “You would prefer they use
none?”

He was attempting to trap her into
admitting she’d rather they froze and dismissed the attempt with a
wave of her hand, too impatient to deal with it verbally. “I want
you and your men to replace what you have used. Today. Now. The
wagon is being hitched as we speak.”

He was still for a long moment,
considering her. “Agreed,” he said unexpectedly. “Who replaces what
you have used?”

“We do, naturally,” Diana said.

From outside came the low murmur of
voices. The household was gathering in the courtyard. Good.

Alaric was reaching for his cloak,
apparently ready to leave at once. Diana watched him, stunned. She
had been prepared to fight to get her way. Alaric’s ready agreement
left her floundering. She grasped for a familiar theme. “You
surprise me.” She made her tone dry.

“That is a likely possibility.”

“You’ve failed to suggest we repair the
gates, instead.”

Alaric smiled. It was a full,
unrestrained expression and Diana knew he was laughing at her.
“That would explain your sour expression.”

Her chilled cheeks were starting to warm
in the heated room. The reminder of the cold outside gave her a
moment of pleasure, as she ran her gaze over Alaric’s single layer
of tunic and trews. “We will await you and your men in the
courtyard,” she said and left to add a few extra layers to her own
clothes.

Let him freeze. It would teach him the
price of warmth engineered by the Romans he disdained.

* * * * *

A wind blew across the fields, whistling
between the wheels of the empty wagon as it creaked along the
track. Diana followed the wagon. The snow compacted under her feet.
With each step a fine puff of snow kicked up and was whisked away
by the wind.

Around her walked almost every adult on
the estate and all the children. They were hunched into their
cloaks, hoods pulled far forward, faces muffled to the eyes. They
braced themselves against the wind, withdrawn and silent. Diana was
alone with her thoughts. Her mood was as bleak as the iron-gray
sky.

The wind sang around them in stinging
arias. Diana’s ears were already without feeling and her cheekbones
ached with the chill that had crept into them. She had changed her
short cloak for her best cloak—once kept only for the most special
of occasions. It was long and made of thick, warm wool, sturdily
woven. Underneath she wore several layers of tunics. Despite them
the cold was starting to bite into her body.

If not for the threat of the furnaces
dying out she would have abandoned the expedition as soon as they
had passed beyond the gates of the estate, but the thought of
suffering this coldness inside the house was enough to drive her
onward. She did not look up to see how far away the edge of the
forest was. She didn’t want to see the brooding black carpet of
endless treetops that lay over the land for as far as the eye could
see.

She did not allow her thoughts to linger
on the fact that it was the Day of the Dead and she was sending
everyone into the shadowed world among the trees where spirits of
the dead were said to roam. She was not superstitious, she told
herself firmly, and never, even if she were put to branding irons,
would she admit she was glad of the company of Alaric’s capable
men.

* * * * *

The absence of the wind made it seem
warmer amongst the trees—warmer than she had felt since stepping
outside the house this morning. Diana threw her hood back.

Everyone was stretching and
straightening up. They began to talk, but in whispers, for the
silence of the forest demanded it. It was dark under the ancient
trees. They grew tall and thick and the ground was nearly bare of
snow. The leaf litter was thick and warm to the foot.

They split up into foraging parties.
Alaric’s men went in search of the larger deadfalls, taking axes
with them. The task of the women and children was to load the wagon
with what the men cut and to salvage any deadwood. These were
familiar tasks to all. They moved deep into the trees before
searching. The edges of the forest would be stripped bare of
deadwood by the poorer farmers in the area, who lived from hand to
mouth and would not dare disturb the spirits that lived deeper
inside.

There was a trace of a path for the
wagon to follow and they spread out on either side of it, moving
out through the trees, looking for fallen branches. Diana forged
well ahead, occasionally pushing off the path to collect a branch,
which she dropped at the edges of the trail for others to lift into
the wagon as it passed by. Gradually the sounds of people pushing
through the trees to either side of her fell away and silence
closed in.

It was very far from the estate and the
problems that plagued her there. The forest was like the Otherworld
that it was rumored the pagan moon priestesses came from. Diana’s
problems evaporated, here. There was only the sound of her
breathing, slow and steady, and the almost silent fall of her
feet.

It was very easy to recall her life
before the Saxon raid, here among the trees—easy to pretend that
her mother and father were at home and Verus too. Lucilla, caring
for her boys. It was almost possible to pretend she was the
woman—no, the girl—who had believed that life could not change for
her, that it was cast in bronze. That girl had been cradled in
perfect security, ignorant of how the world could touch her.

As she walked on, though, even the
memories of a lost life drained away. Soon all Diana was aware of
was the forest itself and the muffled quiet. Her mind rested. She
was alive to the world around her. She inhaled the pleasant musky
smells that drifted up as she disturbed rotting leaves, heard the
rub of branches against each other, and enjoyed the hues of green,
brown, gray, black and the shadows that hid the deeper parts of the
forest from her gaze.

Diana paused to gaze at a natural
clearing off to her right. It was open to the sky and snow had
fallen on the ground there. Since they had entered the forest the
sun had come out, for now it shone down on the undisturbed snow,
which shimmered and dazzled her. Surrounded by the deep shadows of
the forest, the clearing glowed. It beckoned.

Diana moved off the trail, ducking
branches and trunks, stepping over saplings and fallen boughs. A
branch snagged the thongs in her hair, loosening them with a
painful pull. With impatient tugs, Diana removed them completely
and tucked them into her belt. She stepped into the small clearing
and paused at the edge of the snow. She didn’t want to disturb the
flawless cover. She looked up.

Sunlight streamed through the break in
the canopy. She wanted to feel it on her face. She stepped onto the
snow, moved to the center of the clearing and turned her face
up.

The sun was weak but without the wind it
touched her face warmly. Off to the side was a pale sliver of
white. The moon. The hour was growing late and the moon would soon
be lost to the day sky but Diana was pleased to see it there. The
moon was hers, after all. The old Roman goddess Diana was both a
hunter and the moon goddess.

It was like standing inside a
down-turned glass. Diana could see out but nothing could touch her
here. No thoughts of the real world beyond the trees troubled her.
She sighed a deep sigh of pure contentment. A smile touched her
lips, tugging the corners. She kept her face turned up to the
sun.

Time stood still.

* * * * *

Alaric ranged far from the wagon trail
in search of the larger, heavier deadfalls that would provide the
longer burning logs. He took ten men with him. Each time they found
a decent cache of wood, Alaric left one or two men to deal with it
and pushed on.

Eventually alone, he found a large
fallen branch, as thick as a man’s waist, which he decided to come
back to. But first he wanted to explore a little.

It was pleasantly warm under the canopy,
away from the biting wind. Forests did not frighten Alaric as they
did the poorer, superstitious folk. He had grown up under the
shadow of a great forest and played among the ancient boles as a
child. This one reminded him of home.

A yearning to be home struck him with
unexpected force. He wanted to hear familiar accents, to see the
huge Great Hall with its massive stone hearth roaring and all the
dear faces that would be gathered there. The women of his people
were famed for their natural beauty and he longed to see a woman
with white skin and long flowing hair, a welcoming smile, gentle
manners and perhaps a harp which she would play for him while he
looked out the windows of the Great Hall and watched the sea throw
itself against the unscalable cliffs that protected his family’s
ancient home. He could almost smell the sharp salt of the sea.

He shook his head to clear it of such
nonsense. All he could smell was the rot of leaf litter and green
growing things. It had been a while since he had heard the fall of
a distant axe or the sound of voices or movement through the trees.
He turned reluctantly and headed back.

He had a job to do here before he could
allow himself the indulgence of returning to the Great Hall in
Wales. He had learned how to dismiss memories of home from his
mind. Only in the moment before battle was joined, when he could
see the eyes of the enemy and hear their war cries, would he let
the memories swell and feel the rush of fierce anger because the
enemy wished to take those memories away from him, from all
Britons.

But the memories would not fade as
obediently in this green and dark forest as they normally did, so
when he saw the woman in the clearing ahead, for a moment he
believed she was a vision stolen from his heart.

She was standing perfectly still in the
middle of the clearing, surrounded by dazzling snow and bathed in
pure light. Her face was lifted up toward the sun in joyous
supplication. From Alaric’s angle, he could see nothing more of her
than the sharp angle of her cheeks and the long folds of a cloak
that trailed the ground. Spilling out over the back of the cloak
was the most wondrous tumble of hair—the ebony of a Celtic woman,
shiny and rippling with a life of its own, reaching more than
halfway down the cloak.

Alaric stayed perfectly still lest he
disturb her. His hand itched to bury itself in the thick shiny
curls of her hair and his soul sighed with pleasure. The picture
she made eased his heart.

From the opposite side of the clearing
came distant voices, calling. The woman dropped her chin and turned
her head a little, questing. Perhaps because she was in a clearing,
the sounds bounced off the trees and she couldn’t locate the
source. She swiveled slowly, her head cocked, listening.

Turn to face me, Alaric coaxed
silently.

Finally, she turned to face his
direction, her features lit with the radiant light.

Diana.

The fact slammed into his brain and the
impact echoed in his heart. Alaric gasped. He was too far away for
her to hear the tiny sound, especially now the voices were growing
louder.

Despite his shock, or perhaps because of
it, Alaric found himself unable to tear his gaze away from Diana.
It wasn’t until he recognized the note of alarm in the voices
drifting toward them that the spell was broken.

* * * * *

Diana kept turning in a slow circle,
searching for the direction of the cries. She heard panic in the
voices. She stopped and listened, trying to make out words. The
speakers were drawing closer. Soon she could hear them pushing
through the trees. There were a number of them and she recognized
Rhys’ distinctive growl.

Closer still, someone crashed noisily
through the undergrowth noisily, hurriedly. They were very
close.

“Get around it, I said! Cut it off! Use
the axe, for the love of Mithras! He’ll go straight through that
puny blade!” It was Rhys again, bawling orders at the top of his
lungs.

A prickle of apprehension brushed her.
What was “it”?

The lead person had nearly broken
through into the clearing. Bracken waved and saplings leaned but
she could not see the man who bent them.

Far behind, Diana glimpsed Rhys. He saw
her and lifted a hand and waved it to one side. “Get out of the
way! It’s a wild boar. He’s injured!”

Now she knew the reason for the
snuffling progress of the “person” crashing toward her. She froze.
What direction would take her out of the way of the marauding
boar?

“Diana! Hurry!” It was Alaric’s voice.
She heard him push into the clearing behind her. She spun around to
find him already at her side. He dropped the long axe he carried,
scooped her up and ran straight toward a gnarled old oak.

“Hold on,” he commanded. Shockingly, she
was boosted up—thrown, in fact—toward a thick branch jutting out
higher than his head. The power of his throw was enough for Diana
to land on her knees on the broad platform. She threw her arms
around the trunk of the tree to prevent herself from falling right
off over the other side and looked back.

He had already spun away from the tree
and was striding out into the center of the clearing, pulling out
his knife. As he reached the snow, the boar pushed out into the
clearing. Alaric snatched up the axe.

By the long tusks and his huge size,
Diana judge the boar was old and probably a fierce fighter to have
lived so long. His red eyes glowed ferociously. Under one eye a
deep gouge bled freely. The scent of blood, even his own, would be
driving him mad. He was looking for an enemy, driven to attack.
Alaric stood in the boar’s path. His knife was clenched between his
teeth and the axe was lifted, ready to strike down.

The boar saw Alaric and screamed. The
sound echoed through the forest and Diana shivered. The boar
changed his direction, charging straight for Alaric. The man kept
his gaze on the creature, his face was still. There was no worry
there, or fear. He was totally absorbed in the task at hand.

Diana could not guess what Alaric
planned to do. He would be mad to try to stop the boar simply by
bringing the axe down and hoping it would hit the creature heavily
enough to halt it. No man was quick enough or strong enough to stop
a charging boar with one blow.

The boar’s mouth opened, showing yellow
teeth. Saliva flowed from the corner. He was a spear length away
from Alaric’s legs. Alaric lifted his arms high over his head,
holding the axe at the apex of a swing. His cloak fell back and
Diana saw the muscles in his arms bunch, gathering power.

At the very last second, just before the
boar’s snout touched his leg, Alaric swung to one side. As the
squealing beast charged past, his jaws snapping together, Alaric
bought the axe down on the back of the boar’s neck. His whole body
bowed with the effort of the blow.

The squeal turned into a high endless
scream but the boar kept moving with the axe buried deep into one
shoulder. Alaric hung on, transferring his grip to one hand. With
the other he took his knife. The boar began to buck at the end of
the axe.

Rhys and half a dozen other men burst
into the clearing.

Alaric lowered the axe handle to the
ground, forcing the boar down and put his weight on the handle,
trying to keep the thrashing boar pinned down. He walked along the
handle until he was close enough to drop on top of the boar. His
arms went around its neck, behind the powerful gnashing jaws. The
boar’s scream intensified and he began to buck against Alaric’s
trunk and thighs. Alaric worked his knife up against its throat and
slashed sideways.

The squealing abruptly ceased.

Diana shut her eyes so that she would
not see the gush of blood. She rested her head against the tree.
Her heart was skittering along with a speed that hurt and made her
dizzy.

“Well I’m glad you were there. The
creature would have got clean away, otherwise!” Rhys sounded calm
again.

“Plenty of meat for supper, I’m
thinking.” That was Griffin’s light tones.

“A bit tough, I think.” Alaric did not
sound at all ruffled. “This one was a clever old man. But he’ll
provide a meal’s worth and more besides. Rhys, do you want to
organize getting the carcass home?”

“Aye, sir.” Rhys bawled out orders to
the other men and the clearing was filled with the bustle of
activity and many voices.

Diana kept her eyes closed and continued
to hug the tree, her mind calming, her body recovering. Suddenly
she yearned for the fanciful Otherworld she had been ripped from by
the appearance of the boar. It had been a pleasant haven, free of
worry. The serenity had been intoxicating.

“Diana.”

She opened her eyes. Alaric stood below
her perch. The clearing was empty once more, the boar gone, leaving
a scarlet patch in the scuffled snow.

“Ready to come down?”

Diana nodded, not sure that she could
find her voice. She untucked her legs and found her knees and hips
were stiff. She had been in that position too long. Her shins ached
where they had been pressed against the rough tree trunk. She sat
on the branch, lowered her legs toward the ground and found there
was still quite a drop. Propping her weight on her hands, she
lowered her hips over the edge of the branch. All at once her
strength gave out and she slithered to the ground. Her legs
wouldn’t hold her and she sank down until she was sitting on the
ground at the base of the tree, her cloak billowing around her.

She looked up quickly to check his
reaction to her weakness. She was prepared to see condescension
there. But his face was impassive. He held out a hand. “Here.”

The absence of scorn allowed her to
grasp the offered hand. She was lifted up to her feet. The speed
and smoothness of the lift spoke of untaxed power. She found
herself standing barely a hand’s width from him and had to lift her
chin up to look him in the eye.

“Thank you,” she told him.

It happened then. Diana felt something
shift. The clearing became again that enclosed Otherworld. She
heard the muffled silence of the forest, the remote singing of the
wind far above their heads.

She saw Alaric with the eyes of a
stranger. She saw the powerful soldier’s body. She recalled the
skill and experience that he had used to deal with the boar and her
gaze fell upon his thick, muscled shoulders and arms. She
remembered how the muscles had flexed as he had fought the
boar.

He was lifting his hand, bringing it
toward her and Diana held her breath. What was he going to do?

He did something simple and unexpected.
His big hand slid with surprising grace and gentleness under the
curtain of hair that hung down the front of her cloak and lifted it
up and back over her shoulder to let it run over the back of his
hand and fall away. His gaze came back to her face.

Diana could see the familiar markings of
the warrior who had been plaguing her life—the heavy brows that
rushed together all too often, the eyes that gleamed with scorn or
amusement. But the two aspects would not combine to show her the
face that she was familiar with. Instead she saw only a stranger,
whose motives were unknown and whose actions were
unpredictable.

She noticed small lines at the corners
of his eyes from being constantly narrowed in concentration or
laughter. There were lines that ran from nose to chin, skirting the
corners of his mouth—lines that his thumb often bracketed when he
was thinking, while the rest of his hand propped up the strong chin
and curled around to touch his throat. The skin over his cheeks
looked soft, even tender.

She became aware of his scent—musky,
warm. It created an impulse to sway closer to him to breathe in
more.

He was looking at her in a way that she
had never seen before. It was as if all the fire in his eyes had
been banked, ’til only glowing white coals were left—the fiercely
hot coals that could melt iron if it was thrust deep inside
them.

The hand that brushed her hair back
hovered next to her cheek, so close she could feel the warmth of
his skin. As clear as a shout, the knowledge came to Diana that he
wanted to slide his hand back into her hair and to touch her skin
with his fingertips. But he did not move.

They might have stayed balanced at that
exquisite moment forever, for Diana could no more move than he
could. Her whole body willed him to touch her.

Alaric’s chest lifted with a long breath
and he withdrew his hand. He stepped back from her, breaking the
balance.

There came the sound of quick light
steps and Diana looked to her left. Minna was rushing toward her,
her face contorted with a jumble of fear, relief and the need for
comfort. Her slight body slammed into Diana’s and her thin arms
wrapped tightly around Diana’s waist. Her face buried into her
midriff. Diana patted her back.

“I’m fine. It’s all right,” she soothed.
She pushed her hair out of the way impatiently.

* * * * *

Alaric watched the two sisters, cursing
himself for indulging in fantasies. He saw Diana push her hair
aside as she crooned reassurances to Minna. Her hand crept to her
belt and withdrew a bundle of thongs. With quick automatic
movements, she pulled her hair back and wrapped the thongs along
its length, then she coaxed the girl toward the wagon trail.

Just as they reached the edge of the
clearing, Minna looked back at Alaric. Her face was passive but
Alaric was suddenly sure that Minna had seen him standing next to
Diana, his hand in her hair.

Moving slowly, he picked up the axe and
cleaned it with a handful of leaves. It was barely midmorning and
they still had a wagonload of wood to find and cut, yet he already
felt a tiredness as if he had been fighting Saxons for a full
day.


Chapter Seven

“Damn it! Alaric! Catch that strap!”

The alarm in Rhys’ voice snapped
Alaric’s attention back to what he was doing, just in time for him
to see the strap holding the heavy bundle of logs give way. He
snatched at the end of the leather but missed.

With a heavy creak and groan the ends of
the logs fanned out onto the frozen earth. The strain was too much
for the binding at the other end of the logs and it broke with a
wet snap. The fifteen or so logs—each as big as his thigh—spilled
out onto the ground, jostling each other. Alaric threw himself
backward to avoid having his feet crushed.

He hit the ground with a thud that
jarred up through his elbows and rear. “Son of a whore!” he
muttered, sitting up.

Rhys threw the reins of the horses to
Griffin and strode over to Alaric. “For Mithras’ sake! Why didn’t
you catch the damn thing before it gave way?”

Alaric gingerly felt his elbows.
“Sorry.” He glanced at Griffin. The lad stood patiently at the
horses’ heads, watching curiously. He apparently did not share
Rhys’ choler.

At Alaric’s simple apology, Rhys sighed
and ran his hand through his grizzled hair. “Are you injured, sir?”
he said awkwardly.

“No.” Alaric held out his hand and Rhys
helped him to his feet. Alaric brushed off snow and dirt. “Although
by rights I should be. I wasn’t watching.”

“Aye, I’ve noticed you not watching,”
Rhys muttered. He began to pick up the logs and restack them.
Alaric helped.

They were about two hundred paces from
the wall of the villa. It had taken them most of the morning to
walk to the forest, pick suitable trees and chop them down. Now
they were nearly done.

They would have been closer to done if
only Alaric had kept his mind on the work at hand. Since the
wood-gathering expedition, he had been incapable of remaining
focused on a task. Instead, he would find his mind somewhere far
away. Often, it was thoughts of home. Just as often, he would find
himself recalling the odd events in the clearing three days
ago.

He knew why he kept puzzling over the
latter. He wanted to understand why people had acted as they did.
It didn’t make sense to him. Minna’s face when she had stared at
him over Diana’s comforting arm troubled him. There was something
at work that he could not see.

Alaric grimaced as he lifted another log
and dropped it carefully onto the rebuilt stack. Mysteries bothered
him. He was sure it was something in his blood that drove him to
uncover the rhymes and reasons of man. This trait he shared with
his cousin. Merlin understood what drove men to do the things they
did and could anticipate what a man might do. That was what
helped make Merlin so powerful. His ability to see the future was a
unique gift but only one of many talents that gave Merlin the
inaccurate title of sorcerer.

Alaric had no desire to see the future
but knowing what drove a man helped him shape his troop into a
smooth fighting force, one of the best in the army. He needed to
use that hard-won skill to solve the mystery of the clearing—and
solve it before his distraction cost him a crushed foot, or
worse.

They finished tying the bundle of logs
together and Rhys checked the horses’ harnesses again. Then Griffin
moved the horses on with a soft click of his tongue. They dug in
their hooves and the bundle of logs was slowly dragged closer to
the villa. Alaric followed behind, watching for potential
snags.

His distraction had not been alleviated
by hard work, either. For three days Diana had not issued her usual
list of duties, so beyond the routine of beacon duty, Alaric and
his men had remained idle. For three days, Alaric had not seen
Diana at all, so this morning he’d taken matters into his own
hands.

* * * * *

Diana wondered if she would ever be warm
again. She had not ventured outside for three days. Despite the new
wood supplies keeping the furnaces roaring, she still found the
library cold. The idea of stepping out and feeling the breath of
snow was abhorrent.

But even while she shivered inside the
blanket wrapped around her, Diana knew the cold was not the real
reason she could not force herself outside. The real reason hovered
on the edges of her mind. She let it linger there, not willing to
face it. Even as she turned from it, an image insinuated itself
into her mind—Alaric standing before her, his hand a whisper’s
distance from her face. She saw again the puzzled shadow in his
eyes. He was out there. That was why she would not risk going
outside this room.

Diana considered the unpalatable truth.
She was afraid to face him. She was afraid he had seen inside her
and knew she had wanted his touch.

His touch.

Away from the protective spell of the
clearing, the idea of a man touching her swept a wave of nausea
over Diana and left her racked with cold shivers.

The red cloud threatened, as it had
dozens of times these last few days. Diana clutched the edge of the
desk and gritted her teeth, waiting for the cloud to either take
her or pass. It was like a sickness, attacking her in the same way
the nausea did whenever she thought of how she had wanted Alaric to
touch her.

She touched the beads of sweat at her
temples and wiped them away distastefully. Her body was strumming
with conflicting waves of hot and cold. The room seemed suddenly
too confined. She pushed herself off the high stool and almost
staggered over to the door. She pulled it open a hand’s width and
stood in front, feeling the cold air rush in to join the hot.

The library was tucked away in the
north-west corner of the house and because of the angle she could
see through the gateway to the fields that lay beyond. Her view
also took in the discarded pile of timber and metal that was once
the massive gates to the villa. There were men picking through the
remains.

She saw one pick up one of the heavy
hinges. The hinges were unique in this area. Verus had told Diana
once that they had been cast and formed by the great smith Welland
himself. The soldier put the hinge aside, next to another two.

Beyond the men, Diana saw Griffin at the
head of two plodding horses and behind him, Rhys shepherding a
large bundle of tree trunks. They were heading for the villa. She
straightened up quickly and her head thumped in reaction. She
pushed the door aside and stared out, unable to believe her guess
could possibly be right.

They were rebuilding the gates.

Diana whirled around and picked up her
cloak and threw it on. She hurried out and shut the door behind
her, managing to slam her fingers in it. Shaking the injured
fingers, she strode across the verandah and onto the courtyard,
heading for the gateway. She could feel her anger pushing her
along, pumping her arms and legs and was pleased. He would not see
past her fury, so she could deal with this infraction immediately
without fear he would see the truth beneath.

She marched up to the men sorting
through the timber. “Where is he?” she demanded.

They looked at each other uneasily, then
back at her. Their expressions were wary.

Diana realized her hands were on her
hips and left them there. “Where is your captain?” she demanded
again, her voice louder.

Behind the soldiers, the pair of horses
hauling the logs came to a gentle stop, Griffin at their head.
Alaric stepped around them—he had been hidden by the angle of their
approach. “There is a problem, my lady?” he asked politely.

His inquiring tone, his courteous
attitude, set fire to mental kindling. Diana’s anger wanted to want
to engulf her whole. Barely maintaining an even tone, she
responded, “Yes. If you will step over here?” She gave him no time
to answer. Instead, she turned on one heel and walked over to the
wall on the other side of the gate, away from the men. She knew she
was striding heavily for every step jarred the length of her legs
but was helpless to prevent it and frankly did not want to.

She could hear him following her and
when she reached the wall and turned around to face him, she
crossed her arms and waited for him to catch up.

He did not wait for her to speak,
however. He began speaking before he halted, his voice low. “My
lady, if you are about to tell me that you don’t want the gates
repaired then I would advise you to save yourself the effort.” His
eyes were narrowed, his face stiff. The force behind his words gave
each of them the weight and impact of lead. He was furious. “You
could have spoken at any time during these three days past but you
chose not to. You have forfeited any right to protest.”

Her surprise dissipated much of her
anger. Why was he angry? Because he is right. She brushed
aside the mental voice. “I have no right to protest? When I have
repeatedly stated that there are more important tasks than
rebuilding a pair of gates? Is the absence of a mere three days’
worth of repetition enough to cause you to forget?”

“There is meat aplenty and wood has been
collected. We have increased supplies as much as we can right now.
It’s time to concentrate on the defense of this place. Firewood
does not stave off Saxons.”

“What Saxon would bother with us? We
have nothing for them here.”

“They will not see that. This is a big
villa and the fields have been tended.”

“Your preoccupation with defense is
understandable but misplaced—”

“Damn it! My lady, you know what the
Saxon are like from hard experience, so why do you fight me on
this?”

Diana’s breathing was ragged and quick.
She could feel the heavy thumping of her heart. She couldn’t reveal
that she fought to keep control of the estate in her hands.

“What did they do here?” he asked, his
tone more reasonable.

The cloud. The red cloud was coming.
Diana let her mouth open a little, sucking in greedy gasps of air,
trying to fight the cloud off. Not here! Please not here in front
of him! She knew she ought to put a hand against the wall to keep
herself steady but didn’t dare for it would tell Alaric far too
much.

The threat passed and Diana could focus
on the present moment. She blinked and refocused on Alaric’s face.
Had he seen? He was watching her and the faint puzzled expression
was back in his eyes.

Diana swallowed. “We had gates. It did
not stop the Saxons.” Her voice was even, for which she was
grateful and the low tone Alaric might mistake as controlled
fury.

“The gates I will build will be but the
beginning.” He waved toward the thick roughly dressed trees that
his men were laying out on the ground next to each other. “They
will be ugly but they will be more than adequate.”

“Why are you doing this? Building up the
fortifications of this estate isn’t part of our agreement. It isn’t
necessary.”

“Why is adequate defense not
necessary?”

“This is not one of your hill forts,
warrior. No matter what you do, a Saxon horde would eventually find
its way in.”

He waved a hand impatiently. “Yes but
any fortifications we make will slow them down. That may make the
crucial difference between surviving and perishing. You have to
slow them down long enough.”

“Long enough for what?”

He looked surprised. “For help to
arrive.”

“Help?” Her spontaneous twinge of
laughter emerged as a twisted, dry exhalation of disbelief. “Who
will help us here?”

He lifted up his hand, indicating
something behind her head. The beacon on the hill. “Arthur,” he
said simply.

Always it was Arthur. “Your Arthur may
well rush from his warm quarters to save a city but you cannot tell
me that he would heed the cry of a single estate.”

“You are free to believe what you will,
my lady. I know the truth.”

“Is that why you do this? Because Arthur
would come at your call?”

“Or yours.”

Diana shook her head. “No, I don’t
believe you.”

She waited for his customary shrug. She
had grown used to his indifference. But he did not shrug. For a
long moment he stared over her shoulder, his gaze distant. The
absence of a reaction sent a shiver of worry over her. She had
spoken ill of Arthur. Had she pushed over some invisible line of
tolerance? Was he girding himself for retribution?

Finally his gaze settled upon her face
once more. He crossed his arms, the big muscles bunching into hard
mounds. It was easy to imagine those hands wielding weapons with
deadly force. For a fraction of a heartbeat, Diana recalled the
tableau in the forest—Alaric facing the charging boar, arms up
high, the axe poised to strike. The total concentration on his
face.

“Let me tell you a story,” Alaric said,
his voice mellow.

Diana blinked. “A story?”

“About a woman—a Celtic woman, called
Ygraine.”

“Ygraine?” She tasted the name.

“You don’t like the name? I can change
it.”

“It’s a fine name.”

“Ygraine lived in a cot near a village
just outside a great Roman town—”

“Which one?” Diana asked. “Not Eboracum,
surely?”

Alaric frowned a little, then said
shortly, “Luguvallium. It’s to the north, by the Wall—”

“I know where Luguvallium is,” Diana
said.

He paused to gather his thoughts.
“Ygraine was alone for much of the time for her husband travelled
far away. She was not lonely, for she made friends of many of the
people that lived nearby. Soon she had a child. She looked forward
to presenting her husband with his new son and in the meantime she
cared for her child. She was content.” His gaze slid away from her,
as he focused on telling the story.

“One day the Saxons came. Thousands of
them poured over the wall from the north and word of their coming
rolled like a wave in front of them. The woman gathered up her son
and a few belongings. She had no horse, so she carried the child
toward Luguvallium, intending to shelter behind the walls of the
town. Midway there she heard cries and the clamor of fighting. She
knew she would not reach Luguvallium, so she turned off the road
and made her way to a villa nearby.”

He was not telling the story to her,
now. He was relating it for himself. Diana could tell by his
farseeing inward gaze that he had almost forgotten she was
there.

“She reached the villa gates just as the
sun set and hammered on the door, calling for help. The household
hid behind their walls, for by now the ground itself trembled with
the coming of the Saxons and the air was thick with their war
cries. They were destroying everything in their path and the stink
of their razing fires and the blood they spilled carried in the
wind before them.” His voice was thick with loathing. He was
somehow reliving the tale. Had he been there? Diana watched his
hands curl up into tight fists and the knuckles whiten as he
spoke.

“Ygraine called for help. They came and
held up a light to her. She asked for shelter for her and the babe,
for just one night. But they saw she was not Roman, like them.” He
paused. When he spoke again, his voice was deep and shadowed by
damnation. “They turned her away.”

Diana drew in a sharp breath, shocked.
“But—”

“They turned her away,” he continued,
“and told her that the Saxons would not move farther that
night—that she should skirt around their camp and go on to
Luguvallium. So Ygraine tried to work her way past the Saxons but
she was untried and afraid. She must have walked into a sentry, or
a small wing of scouts, for they caught her.” His voice broke and
he paused again.

Diana could feel her own body tight with
sick tension and her breath was coming in short pants. This was no
story. This was truth. Alaric’s truth.

“They caught her. They used her. Then
they left her body lying on the ground next to the bawling child
and moved on. The child could only have lasted a day at the most
without help and there was a frost that night…” He closed his eyes
and turned his head away in private grief.

His wife. Ygraine must have been his
wife. Diana swallowed on a throat gone dry. Why had he told her
such a dreadful tale? Why had he shared it with her?

“For too long Britain has been an island
of groups of little people.” Alaric brought his gaze back to her
and his voice had a snap in it. “Britons, Celts, Romans. The Saxon
Shore. For generations we have squabbled over land, customs, gods,
waterways, market places, grain, and forest rights. We’ve argued
over whose island this is. But we have all lived here for
centuries. Your family originally came from Rome but it has been
here since Constantine, two hundred years ago. You’re as much a
native of Britain as I am, as is every Roman family here today. But
we continue to fight amongst ourselves and while we are busy
fighting the Saxons will walk in and take this land away from
us.”

Why had she not seen this before? It
made sense, this way.

“That is why I fight for Arthur,” Alaric
said, his voice low and intense. “He wants Romans to stand with
Celts and Celts with Britons and slave and master to stand
together, all against the Saxons, to beat them from our shores, for
if we do not, we will all be lost.” The snap, the drive, suddenly
drained from him. “Just as Ygraine was lost,” he added, his voice
quiet. “For Arthur intends that no man shall return home to the
bodies of his wife and child, as I—as Ygraine’s husband did.”

It was true. It had been his wife.

Into the silence came the heavy clatter
of logs against logs, low talking, the odd laugh or curse. The
industrious thud of a hammer hitting solid timber bounced off the
wall behind Diana in a flat short echo. Women’s chatter floated
over the wall from near the bathhouse. Children called to each
other from among the oak tree’s branches. All good sounds of
home.

All will be lost.

Alaric was watching her. His temple
throbbed and his breath was still fast from the telling of his
tale.

“’Tis small wonder you hate Romans so
much.” She was surprised to hear her voice emerge as a whisper.
“How is it that you fight for a man who orders you to work among
us?”

“Because all people—Celts, Romans,
whatever tribe you care to name—we have only ever focused on the
past. We have fought to regain land that was lost, or pride that
was hurt, or family that were wronged. Arthur—he fights for the
future, for something that lies ahead of us.”

“A dream.”

“Yes, a dream, but Arthur will make it
happen. I know that as surely as I know the hilt of my sword. It is
because he looks to the future and makes me look there too, that
means I don’t have to look back on the past.”

“You’re speaking of hope.”

He considered it. “You’re right,” he
repeated and for a moment Diana thought it was admiration coloring
his tone, before dismissing the suspicion as ridiculous. But he was
smiling. It was a joyful, happy smile.

Diana found herself smiling a little
too. It occurred to her almost as a surprise that it would be very
easy to like this man. “So, despite hating Romans, you build gates
and strengthen defenses for a Roman family because facing toward
the future means you won’t see the past.”

A bleak expression crossed his face,
like a cloud eclipsing the sun. A small crease formed between his
brows. “Yes, that is why I build gates,” he said but his voice was
distant, as if his mind was busy dealing with another problem.

“If you insist on doing this, then I
will not prevent you,” Diana said and it occurred to her that even
if she wanted to, there was nothing she could do to prevent him
from doing what he liked. Quickly, before Alaric could point out
that fact aloud, she added, “But I do not have the faith in your
Arthur that you do.”

“You think Rome will come to your
rescue?”

“No,” she admitted reluctantly. “I don’t
think the legions will ever return. Rome has its own problems.
We’re on our own.”

“Not if we all work together.”

“Romans and Celts? It is a nice story
but I cannot see it coming to pass. I know Romans who would not
give your Arthur the time of day. The Bishop of Eboracum, for
instance.”

Alaric threw his head back and laughed.
It was unexpected and Diana watched Alaric, puzzled. Finally he
ceased laughing but a smile lingered. “You might be right.”

Diana turned to face the wall of the
villa. “Do you intend to dig a pit?” she asked.

“A pit?”

“For defense. A long pit, deeper than a
man and lined with sharpened poles, buried point upward and covered
with leaves…isn’t that the old way of doing it?”

A puzzled frown replaced his amusement.
“Where did you learn about that?”

She shrugged. “The old man in Eboracum
of whom I told you. He has a long memory.”

“Long indeed. It has been many years
since Celts used those defenses. Certainly not in my lifetime.
They’ve followed the Roman way of building walls of stone.”

“But the old ways worked, didn’t
they?”

“They worked well.”

Diana shrugged. “So?”

Alaric looked at the wall, then back at
her. He nodded. “So. We dig a pit.”

* * * * *

It was the ninth day after the solstice
and Rhys’ boar had been dressed and butchered. The rest of the
animal would be salted, cured and stored for use throughout the
winter—nearly every part of a boar was useful, right down to its
feet.

That night Diana arranged that some of
the boar be the central course of the evening meal. She invited
Alaric’s men to join the household in the big dining room.

It was then Diana discovered the damage
caused by that morning’s conversation with Alaric. Throughout the
meal her gaze kept straying toward him, where he sat on a divan.
She had never seen him recline to eat his meal as was customary. He
always sat upright and used both hands, like the younger children
and women of Diana’s family did.

He sat at one of the other tables, out
of speaking distance, yet it felt like there was a connection
between them. Diana puzzled over it as she ate a handful of
nuts.

Alaric happened to glance her way. His
expression was neutral and she could not guess at his thoughts but
she knew he was recalling their conversation that morning, just as
she was remembering his tale. Diana could still hear his voice and
the musical phrases. It was a bond between them—something they
shared that effectively excluded everyone else in the room. It was
as if she knew him better than anyone and he was acknowledging that
fact. It was a strange sensation.

Then he smiled. Smiled at her. Diana
caught her breath in a shocked little intake. He looked away then,
leaving Diana alone with her thoughts once more. She ate, oblivious
to what she was putting in her mouth and drank, not tasting the
wine. Instead, she was lost on a sea of novel feelings of belonging
and acceptance.

The novelty lasted until Alaric went
over to Evadne and her small group of giggling women, including the
Saxon-born Rowena, with her thick blonde braids. At his approach
the women fell silent. Alaric leaned over Evadne and spoke quietly
by her ear. Evadne nodded took the hand he offered and rose from
her bench. The two walked toward the door.

Deep in Diana’s stomach, a chill set in.
Wretchedness made her tremble. How could he go with Evadne? Evadne
did not know the story of his wife, or that he followed no god but
his own instincts, or—

Or did she?

The clear voice stilled Diana’s
trembling. She had been a fool to believe she alone shared that
camaraderie with Alaric. Only a child would believe even for a
moment that Alaric would have any unique feelings about her. She
drove him to anger more often than not. She never giggled or
blushed or fawned.

“Fool!” Diana clutched her goblet
desperately. Deep embarrassment prickled through her, making her
squirm. The discomfort did not assuage the embarrassment,
either.

How could she have allowed herself to
feel any sort of connection with him at all? This was the man who
held the power to take away from her all that she had. How could
she have forgotten that? She had even begun to like him.

Diana wished that the earth could open
up beneath her and swallow her whole.

* * * * *

Alaric lay on his back, staring at a
patch of light on the daub ceiling. It was moonlight, reflected off
the snow in the courtyard to shine through the window over his
bed.

Next to him, Evadne stirred and rolled
over onto her side. The fur cover slid down her trunk to reveal her
breast, ghostly white in the moonlight. Alaric eyed the full lush
globe. Its richness did not stir him.

His thoughts returned instead to Diana,
her face turned up to look at him. “So, despite hating Romans,
you build gates and strengthen defenses for a Roman family because
facing toward the future means you can’t see the past,” she’d
said.

He recalled the response that had very
nearly spilled out of him. “No, I do it for a Roman woman who would
spit in my face if she knew. I do it because…

Because what? Until that moment he
hadn’t realized that the drive to fortify the villa came from a
desire to protect Diana. No, not to protect her. To let her have
what she wanted. The villa, the estate, her life. Her freedom.

He recalled her standing in the clearing
again. The way her whole body had tried to reach up into the light.
That had been a person who longed for escape.

When had he begun to work toward Diana’s
wishes and not his own? His life until now had been simple. He had
dedicated himself to working and fighting for Arthur’s ideals. He
believed Arthur and Merlin’s plans for Britain were the only
possible way Britain and all her diverse people would weather the
coming Saxon storm. He believed that so strongly that nothing he
had done for the last five years had been for anything more than
the simple reason that Arthur had wished it so. Until today.

The realization had shaken him to the
core.

Diana. A Roman woman of little charm and
questionable beauty. But he had sat there tonight at the dinner
table and watched her eat, her face thoughtful. He had wanted to
know what scheme she was busy dreaming up now. He had wanted to run
his hand through her hair and feel the slippery warmth of it once
more. The giggles of Evadne, the Saxon woman and the others had
been an irritating contrast.

He’d found himself smiling at Diana
simply because he had enjoyed her quick intelligence that morning.
She had surprised him with her knowledge of the old hill forts his
people had once built to ward off marauding tribes. When her gaze
had caught his, he’d known instantly she was thinking of Ygraine.
The dusty harper’s storytelling skills he’d learned from Merlin had
not fooled her.

He’d not missed the startled, accusatory
glance Diana had sent his way when he’d led Evadne from the room.
There had been a quality there, something familiar. Alaric groped
for the reminder and came up with the answer. Minna had sent him a
similar look, as she had walked from the clearing.

Minna. What was the connection there?
The Saxons? Tomorrow, he would ask some casual questions and find
out more.

No. It wouldn’t serve him—it wouldn’t
serve Arthur—to go looking for answers to that mystery. Today he’d
learned he could be distracted from his duty to the Pendragon. He
would have to be careful from now on to ensure that his motives
remained pure.

Evadne stirred and sat up. “You cannot
sleep, my lord?” Her hair swung forward and covered her breasts. It
was coarse hair, rough textured.

“Soon,” he assured her. “Tell me about
Minna. What happened to the little one when the Saxons raided this
place?”

Evadne frowned. “I don’t know. They kept
the family apart from us. We were locked in the slaves’ quarters
unless one of them wanted us. Why do you ask about Minna?”

Alaric shrugged. “I wondered why she was
mute. Sosia told me she was not born that way, that she spoke as a
normal child does up until the Saxon raid.”

The answer seemed to satisfy Evadne but
Alaric knew he had not answered her at all. He silently justified
his probing to himself, Diana stands between me and all I must
achieve here in the north. Learning more about Diana will help me
deal with her better and that will let me complete the duties
Arthur gave me.

He didn’t have the chance to consider
the hollowness of the argument, for Evadne reached under the covers
and slid her hand down to his groin. “Come, my lord. I know what
will help you sleep.”

Alaric was already stirring and rising
in her experienced hand. He pushed her hair aside and cupped the
heavy breasts in his hands. At least his body was not betraying him
the way his mind was. He let the delicious surge of sexual need
take his mind away from the thoughts—the woman—who plagued him.

 



Chapter Eight

The next morning Alaric was too
impatient to start the day to deal with Evadne’s sluggish demands,
or to wait for the rest of the household to stir itself. He took
his bowl of gruel from Sosia’s hands, stalked to the end of the
verandah and rapped on the library door before pushing his way
in—the first of what would become a daily occurrence and eventually
transmute into custom.

* * * * *

Alaric walked into the room almost at
the same time as he knocked. Diana put her breakfast bowl aside,
her appetite gone. He looked rested and energetic, which made her
feel even more of a pale shadow than her sleepless night warranted.
He had not bothered with a cloak and he didn’t look cold.

“You are here, then. Good.” He pulled
the tall stool up to the opposite side of the reading table and sat
down.

“Please. Take a seat.”

“The fortifications,” he began.

Diana reached for the plans she had
spent most of the night pouring over. “I’ve been thinking about
them too.” She pushed the roll toward him. “I went through some of
the older books here. I think they may be from Rome itself—”

“You didn’t know that?”

Diana looked up from the book she was
unrolling. “Why?”

“This is your family’s library.”

“Only men were permitted in here.”

He ate a mouthful of gruel. Diana
watched his throat work as he swallowed. He dropped the spoon back
with a grimace and put the bowl on the desk. His arm stretched taut
at the movement and even his thigh tightened, keeping him
balanced—Diana watched the muscle move under the trews, which were
pulled smooth by the spread of his knee and hip.

“My apologies, my lady. I interrupted
you.”

Diana clawed her thoughts together. Her
gaze moved to the sharp dip in the brown flesh of his upper
arm.

“Diana?”

“Did you enjoy yourself last night?” It
was the first thought to come to her.

His black eyes, under the dark brows,
grew wary. Suddenly the room was too warm, the air too thick to
breathe. Could he see what was happening to her? That she was
breathing faster?

“The fortifications…” Alaric began.

Diana cleared her throat. She touched
the roll. “I was thinking…platforms. Behind the walls.” She dragged
her gaze up to Alaric’s face. He was not thinking about walls. Was
he remembering their conversation yesterday? He was looking at her
the same way as he had then, when he had been smiling. She thought
she might see into his mind through his eyes, if she let herself
sink deep into his gaze.

Last night. It was like last night when
they had shared that private moment of mutual warmth.

No! She could not allow this!

Diana shook herself. She stood, picked
up the roll and smoothed it out with her hands. She would not twice
deceive herself by imagining a unique understanding with him. The
notion would quickly lead her into dangerous complications. She had
to remember that this man held the fate of the estate in his
hands.

She stared down at the book. What had
she been thinking of? Walls? Platforms! “A platform,” she said,
speaking clearly and decisively. “If we build a platform behind the
walls, then we can fight off anyone who manages to reach the
top.”

Alaric’s big hand dropped onto the roll,
covering her scratchy diagrams. The fingers were long and could
move with unexpected grace. Heavy blue veins shadowed the back of
the hand and a dusting of hair arrowed toward the little
finger.

“Let me see.” He turned it around,
looked at it. “Where did you get this idea?”

“From Hadrian’s Wall.”

“That’s a double wall, with a
rampart.”

“We only need to defend one side of our
wall. It was the idea of a rampart—a platform—that I borrowed. It’s
higher than the people below and the higher ground is always
better.”

He was staring at her again.

“That’s right, isn’t it?” She was
suddenly unsure. “You are the soldier here.”

“And your assumption is right.” He
glanced at the diagram, then nodded. “It is a good idea.”

Five words. Diana knew it was Alaric’s
highest form of praise. Warm contentedness burst through her and
she found herself smiling. “Thank you.”

Alaric stood up abruptly. “I’ll see to
it,” he said and he was gone.

Diana watched the cloud of cold air
billow around the door he shut behind him. What…?

* * * * *

Alaric strode toward the slaves’
quarters, seething. So much for keeping his motives pure! Barely a
day had past and already he was testing his resolve.

Her idea about the platforms was
ingenious. He had seen such fortifications before, of course, and
had heard Merlin describe the advanced engineering he had seen on
his travels in the East. But Diana had not and had little to no
experience with fighting off an enemy. She was clever, for a
woman.

He tried to settle into the day’s work,
mentally delegating tasks to Rhys and Griffin, as he walked to the
slaves’ quarters. It was an attempt to keep his thoughts where they
should be.

What was it that pushed that haunted
look into her eyes?

* * * * *

Shortly after the solstice feast days
were officially over, plowing and preparation for the summer crops
must be started. Diana declared that all the fields, fallow or not,
should be planted while the labor was to hand. Most of the men
working on the pits and platforms were reassigned to the fields and
Alaric was left with five to carry on with the fortifications.

Alaric spent a lot of time perched atop
the villa walls, hauling up timber. He had an uninterrupted view of
the fields from the wall, down the gentle slope to border the old
Roman road nearly three hundred paces away.

Diana had unearthed every plowshare that
might once have turned sods and it had been a rusty and dull
collection indeed. She had challenged Griffin to build plows for
them all and Alaric had watched the construction with simmering
curiosity. Where was Diana going to find bullocks enough to drive
all the plows? Or did she plan on pulling them herself? But he had
remained silent. Diana did not welcome questions.

The plows were made and the shares
sharpened as much as the old metals would withstand. Diana rounded
up every beast of burden on the estate, including the soldiers’
horses and now Alaric watched the astonishing sight of war horses
pulling plows behind them, heads down and hooves digging in. Their
drivers were just as inexperienced and the furrows were a sight to
behold. Alaric found his lips twitching every time he glanced that
way.

Even Diana struggled behind her own
plow. Alaric could see her close to the last fields, a small figure
in white tunic and trews, her dark cloak furled back over her
shoulders, struggling to steer an obviously recalcitrant plow and
horse.

It wasn’t just a matter of strength.
Alaric’s men were all strong of arm and chest—they had to be to
withstand a day of hand-to-hand combat and sword play and the
shields they carried were not light. Yet the men were creating some
of the more interesting furrows. Their cursing was no less
creative. Alaric caught snatches of it in the small breeze.

He was proud of them, nevertheless. Of
all the odd work that they’d turned their hands to over the years,
this was possibly the oddest. The use of their horses might well be
construed as demeaning but Alaric had heard not a single complaint.
Raised eyebrows and flabbergasted faces, to begin. Curses aplenty,
even some of them directed toward their diminutive, irregular
taskmaster, but not a single moan about the work itself.

The blonde woman, whom Alaric had seen
often in the company of Evadne, emerged from the kitchen with skins
of watered wine slung over her shoulders. She crossed the courtyard
through the new gates and walked down the track. Alaric watched the
sway of the woman’s wide hips from behind, while mentally reaching
for her name. She was large-breasted, with sleepy small blue eyes
and a well fleshed frame, unusual in this time of need. It wasn’t
just her blonde braids that told him she was Saxon, for she spoke
with a strong accent—the very sound of it made Alaric’s skin crawl
and his sword hand twitch. He had heard that thick accent bawling
insults and challenges too many times on the battlefield to ever
listen to it with equanimity.

Rowena. That was her name. She was
heading directly for Diana. He turned to deal with the next log and
when he looked again, Rowena was with another worker, handing the
woman a waterskin while Diana trudged toward the villa. Behind, her
horse stood with reins trailing, the plow handles heeled over.

When Diana was within hailing distance,
Alaric lifted his voice. “You plow a pretty row, my lady!”

“No worse than your men!” She came over
to where Alaric perched on the wall and stood with her hands on her
hips, just below the thick belt that wrapped twice around her
waist. It looked like something salvaged from a man’s clothes
chest. “I hope they cut a straighter swathe through a Saxon
host.”

“That they do.”

“That is a comfort to me.”

Alaric laughed at her dry tone. “If you
insist on turning out every able-bodied person to the plowshare,
then you must suffer the consequences.”

“But it is being done. That is all I ask
of anyone.”

Alaric stopped pretending to work. “Why
so many, my lady? It is for men to tend to plowing, after all. By
my reckoning, three men could handle all these fields, perhaps
more.”

“Perhaps. An experienced man can cover
half to one acre a day, on a good day. If there is rain or snow,
that is one acre not plowed and a smaller crop come harvest time.
My father’s records go back nearly forty years and they tell me
there has been rain on at least ten days every February. Winter
will tarry this year, so the ground will be harder to break up.”
She shook her head. “I cannot afford the risk of having anything
less than every cleared field planted by Easter.”

“And let nothing else be done
instead?”

Her voice was very gentle but her eyes
blazed. “If we do not get all the planting done, then there will be
no need for anything else.”

That blaze in her eyes was pure
determination. He had planted it there at solstice by offering her
hope, yet it felt like he had slammed up against a shield he had
expected to be merely hide and wood, found it to be bronze-lined
and winded himself. She had taken his offering and used it to build
something beyond his expectations.

“It will work.” He could hear the
defensive note in her voice, challenging him to disagree with
her.

Alaric looked out over the fields,
sprinkled with people and beasts struggling to break the ground. “I
have no doubt that it will work.”

* * * * *

Sometime after Diana had returned to the
house, Rowena reached the wall below Alaric. Her waterskins were
nearly all flat. “A drink, sir?”

“I’ll come down.” He climbed down, took
the offered waterskin and drank gladly. As he drank, Diana walked
through the gates, heading back to her plow. Minna accompanied her
this time. They bypassed Alaric and Rowena, Diana examining the
progress of the plowing with a critical eye. Minna glanced at him,
the same neutral expression on her face that he had seen in the
forest clearing.

He handed the waterskin back to Rowena.
She had seen where his gaze had been drawn. “Tell me. You were here
when the Saxons raided this place?” He kept his tone pleasant.

“My parents told me to hide in the
forest. They got me out of the house in time.”

“They were killed?”

“Yes.” She stared at Alaric
unblinkingly.

“Because they were defending this
place?”

Her chin lifted. “They were once slaves.
They were loyal to their master and mistress.” Stubborn pride
squared her shoulders.

“When the Saxons left you did not want
to go with them? To return to your homeland?”

“I live here.”

“Among people who hate Saxons.”

“As you hate Saxons?”

“Yes,” he said flatly. He forbore from
softening it, for he did hate Saxons and would gladly spend his
dying breath on the work of defeating them.

Rowena nodded, untroubled. “My people
are very proud. My parents were captured and didn’t die in battle.
If I were to return…” She shrugged. “I would be less than a slave
there.”

Alaric understood perfectly. To Saxons,
being captured and enslaved was an ignoble end for a warrior
expected to return victorious or perish in battle. If her parents
had not died defending the villa, they’d have been killed by their
own people shortly after. Rowena had made a wise choice. Her life
here, even as a hated Saxon, was more than she would find at
home.

Alaric pointed toward Minna and Diana,
who were nearly to Diana’s abandoned field. “If you were hiding in
the forest, then you don’t know what happened to Minna during that
time.”

“Sosia knows. She takes care of Minna
sometimes when Diana cannot. I have seen her watching Minna too.
She looks like one who pities…you know?”

“Yes, I know.”

“She has never told me but I see her
looking and I know that she does.”

Alaric looked back at the house through
the open gates. He could just see the kitchen door behind which
Sosia was probably working, her babe at her feet.

* * * * *

Sosia was not in the kitchen where he
first looked but in the large storeroom next to it. Alaric found
her by following the cheerful sound of a baby’s gurgles and low
murmured responses.

He stepped in. The shelves of the outer
storeroom were mute testimony to the pitiful state of the estate’s
supplies. They were mostly empty.

The door of the inner larder stood open
and the flicker of an oil lamp told him Sosia was there. Her child
lay on a fur in the doorway, hammering at the frame with an old,
hollow bone. The bone gave off a reverberating “bong” with each
inexpertly wielded blow and the child laughed, showing all four
teeth.

“Who is there?” came Sosia’s sharp call.
She emerged from the larder, bringing the oil lamp with her. When
she saw who was there, she relaxed. “My lord,” she acknowledged and
doused the lamp. “Is there something you need?”

“Who did you think I was?”

“It is of no matter, my lord.”

“Indulge me.”

She shook her head. “I cannot.”

“Why not?”

“It is not my place to tell you of
matters of the estate.”

He would have to ask Diana.

Sosia shifted her baby out of the way,
shut the larder door, then astonished Alaric by picking up an old
padlock and sliding it through the bolt on the larder door and
locking it.

The lock was typical of those used on
chests that contained valuables—jewels, coin, the stuff of barter
and trade. Locks were rare items indeed. Only the most skilled
artisans could build them and men of that level of expertise were
few and growing fewer with each Saxon incursion. Consequently, the
price of a lock meant that they were only used to guard the most
precious of hoards.

What were they guarding the food
against? It could only be other people…but there were no enemies
here and the lock would not stop a determined assault, anyway. It
had to be someone who preferred to work secretly. A thief,
then.

Alaric frowned. “How much has the thief
taken?”

Sosia looked startled but remained
silent.

“Come, Sosia, I have guessed aright.
Tell me the rest. Did the thief take much?”

She picked up the tow-headed child and
sat him on her hip. He waved the bone around happily. Sosia
regarded Alaric, then appeared to make up her mind. “Not much, not
little. Not enough to warrant greater measures than these.”

“Not all at once, perhaps but over
time?”

Sosia nodded. “Over time, the sum no
doubt would be great but I am not sure.” She glanced away. “I did
not notice at first that anything was missing.”

“Has the lock stopped the thievery?”

“Of the supplies inside the larder, yes.
But we cannot protect it all. One day the thief will make a mistake
and be caught.” Her face grew stony. “One day, we will know who it
is who presumes to take food from the children.”

On that day, there would be no
compassion in Sosia’s heart. He could not condemn her for that.
Stealing food when there was so little of it spoke of a soul beyond
redemption. Compassion would be wasted.

Was it one of his men? No, it couldn’t
be. He knew all of them, had trusted all of them with his life at
least once. They were battle-tried companions. He knew none of them
so little he could not judge if they would stoop to thievery but
the possibility set up a sickly feeling in his stomach.

“Is this the matter you would not speak
of?” he asked Sosia.

She nodded.

“You thought I might be the thief?”

Again, the regal nod.

“Diana knows of this thievery, then?
What has she done about it?” he asked. He could feel Sosia’s
offense despite her silence. He lifted an appeasing hand. “I only
ask. If you would prefer I bother Diana…”

“Perhaps you should, my lord.”

Blocked, Alaric tried another approach.
“Where did you get the lock?”

The baby whimpered and Sosia began to
rock, soothing him. “My lady bought the lock from a man in
Eboracum.”

“Bought? What with?”

“Some possessions of hers that the
Saxons did not find. A clasp, some jewelry that has been in the
family since the Emperor Claudius bestowed it, in Rome. Her belt—it
had a brass inlay on the buckle. There were other things but those
I remember.”

Alaric recalled the belt Diana was
wearing now. Battered leather, an undistinguished copper
buckle.

“You came in search of me, my lord?”
Sosia asked.

Alaric pushed his hand through his hair
and tried to phrase a gentle question but could not. “I was told
that you know what happened to Minna during the Saxon raid, that
you know why she does not speak.”

“Why would you want to know that,
soldier?”

“I want to know what happened.”

Sosia’s direct gaze did not waver.

Alaric tried again. “There is a silence
about that time. No one speaks of it, yet it has left its mark so
deeply that everywhere I turn I see it. It would help me, help all
of us, if we knew what it was that you have hidden away from
us.”

Sosia ran her spare hand over the head
of the fretful baby on her hip in a soothing gesture. “We cannot
hide all of it.”

Then he saw what had been there for all
to see, all along. “The child is a Saxon bastard…” Alaric stared at
the fine blond hair, measuring the babe’s age, subtracting dates.
There were perhaps another three babies on the estate who were the
right age too. What had Diana said? During the last planting, there
had been four women with child.

Saxon bastards all.

Alaric heard Evadne’s voice from just
last night. “We were locked in the slaves’ quarters unless one of
them wanted us.”

“All of you?” Alaric asked. “They used
all of you?”

“All who were reckoned women. By their
reckoning, not even the innocent girls among us were spared. Only
the youngest children.” Sosia’s mouth turned down in a grimace.
“Even the children the Saxons watched with a hungry eye.”

“Diana too? Minna? Is that why Minna
does not speak?”

Sosia rocked the child for a moment. She
sighed. “I don’t know, my lord. The leader of the Saxons, a great
monster of a man, with hair clear to his waist and a great
helmet—he had the run of the house for three days and we were kept
in the slaves’ quarters. All except the family. My old master was
already dead when they broke in and Lucilla and Ursula too, god
rest their gentle souls. Diana and Minna and the two boys and
Lucilla’s children still lived.” Sosia’s gaze was far away. “Those
poor sweet babes. Their faces…so full of fear.”

“What do you think happened?”

Sosia did not answer for a long moment
and when she finally spoke, her voice was low and bodiless.
“Terrible things.” Sosia’s gaze drew back to Alaric and she looked
at him squarely. “Diana speaks not a word of it, not even to me, so
I do not ask.”

“Then only Diana knows what
happened.”

“There is one other.”

“Who?”

“Minna.”

* * * * *

When Evadne approached him that night
with coy whispers and knowing hands, Alaric turned her away. He
told himself he could not stand her hypocrisy but found instead he
was recalling how coarse her hair felt under his hand and the
heaviness of her body when it lay upon his.

He woke the next morning not remembering
if he dreamed, yet shadowy Saxons and terrified screams of women
and children invaded his thoughts as he scraped his chin of
yesterday’s growth.

He was almost glad to go to the library
and clash his will against Diana’s. She would argue for more men to
work in the fields and in the scramble to hold his diminishing
workforce together he would forget the disturbing images.

He strode to the library, knocked and
walked in. Diana was stretching, caught in mid-yawn. Hands above
her head, fists clenched, back stretched like a cat—

A feral kitten, with sharp claws and
teeth that could scratch—

The tunic pulled against her, flattening
breasts that looked full and nicely rounded despite their small
size.

His breath caught.

“Good morning,” Diana murmured and
dropped her hands to her hips. They rested just below the
ridiculous belt.

“Good morning,” he remembered to
respond. That waist. It was so small his hands would fit around it
perfectly. He could lift her without effort. He’d easily tossed her
into the tree that day in the clearing. She was light, slim.

He sank down onto stool, watching her
place his breakfast bowl in front of him, sit and pick up her own.
Small movements, contained, controlled. Inherently graceful.
Soft.

She was staring at him. The dark brows
were drawn closer together by a puzzled frown but otherwise her
face was smooth, the skin so clear it seemed transparent. He wanted
to take her small face in his hands, to feel if it was as soft as
her hair.

That was when he realized that he wanted
her.

 



Chapter Nine

Diana let her horse rest and tried to
pretend that her own arms and back were not aching. When she
straightened, her back spasmed. She stayed very still until the
pain diminished, then carefully straightened up. It was a relief
just to lower her hands to her sides and they throbbed at the ends
of her lead-heavy arms.

Minna’s hand touched Diana’s forearm.
Diana looked at the girl’s concerned face. “I’m just a little
tired.”

Minna smiled encouragingly.

“Do you think we’ll get it all finished
today?”

Minna considered then shook her
head.

“Neither do I.” Diana sighed and glanced
around. Despite the number of plows, most of the fields stood
untouched and this was the third day of plowing.

There was a shout from the villa and
Diana looked up in time to see one of the barely dressed logs fall
and land with a thud that reached Diana through the ground itself.
Then she heard the faint echo of its fall. Alaric, distinguishable
by his height and wide shoulders, stood to one side of the fallen
log. It had missed him but he would be angry about the carelessness
involved. As others came running, he spoke to the men at the top of
the wall.

From the corner of the villa wall that
led to the barns and stables, a woman came running. She ran right
up to Alaric and put a hand on his arm, looking up at him. There
was no mistaking the short sallow-skinned girl. Helena, one of
Florentina’s two grown daughters and Alaric’s latest…companion.

Diana picked up the handles to the plow
and the reins and snapped the horse back into action with a sharp
word.

Why had Evadne fallen into disfavor?
What did Alaric like about little Helena? She was a complainer and
stupid besides. Evadne at least was…mature.

But even as Diana catalogued Evadne’s
good points, she grew aware of a deeply submerged satisfaction over
Evadne’s rejection. Surprised, she examined it closer and decided
uneasily that it must be because she was glad that Alaric had seen
Evadne’s less than desirable qualities.

She knew there was another possible
reason for the contented glow but pushed the knowledge away,
unexamined. It was ridiculous to even consider that it might be
jealousy.

* * * * *

Only after seven reassurances that he
was unhurt would Helena return to the barns. Alaric was relieved
when she did. He wished the girl no ill-will but her desire to
linger at his side at all times was cloying. He regretted
encouraging her shy overtures. If he had known that she was still
too young to understand the subtleties of an adult relationship, he
wouldn’t have responded.

But he should have known—he should have
seen this about Helena from the beginning. The trouble is you
weren’t thinking. All you saw was a small woman with long dark hair
that smelt good.

Alaric put his hands around the useless
fallen log.

“One…two…three!”

The men hefted the log up between them
and moved toward the gates. The cradle and winch were on the other
side of the wall. The log would have to be returned there to be
lifted up again.

He glanced over his shoulder toward the
road. Diana was struggling along, her back to the villa. She
probably hadn’t even heard the log fall. She certainly hadn’t come
running to him as Helena had.

Which was as it should be, he hastened
to tell himself.

* * * * *

The next day the weather conspired to
offer Alaric the chance he had been waiting for. The wind picked up
during the night and by morning it was whistling around eaves and
corners, singing a high solo that stole into his bones and made
them ache.

Diana regretfully declared a day of
rest, for nothing could be done while the wind blew so fiercely.
Out in the unprotected fields it would chill their skin right
through their clothing. So the household meandered in unaccustomed
idleness.

Alaric indulged himself with a long
bath. He might detest Romans for their arrogance and their
parochial attitudes but he could not begrudge them their superior
engineering and ideas when it came to luxurious living—like the
bathhouse.

The beautifully tiled room, unlike the
public bathhouses in the big Roman towns, was segregated for the
sexes. Both sides had a deep, big bath that could be filled with
water heated by the same furnaces that supplied air to the
hypocaust. The women had a way with herbs and fats, producing a
pleasant soap and aromatic oils.

Alaric liked to sink into the bath up to
his chin, close his eyes and let his mind drift. On this day, with
the wind making his jaw and ears ache, the chance to soak in hot
water and forget the chill outside was irresistible.

But he had overlooked Diana’s ability to
haunt his thoughts. Closing his eyes made it worse. His mind began
to build visions of Diana in his arms, in his bed, her body moving
against his, straining for the same pleasure…

Alaric realized that his own body was
tensing up in the water, responding to the images with the
overpowering urge for release that he remembered from when he had
just grown to manhood. He let his head drop back onto the tiles at
the side of the bath.

“Damn.”

Where he came from, customs were
different. If a woman was willing, then alliances outside of
marriage were permitted. Purity was not the prize the Roman church
deemed it. Even here, however, dalliances occurred. Evadne was no
innocent and even Helena, sweet girl, had known exactly what it was
she offered thanks to her rough education in the hands of the
Saxons. Her mother, the addled Florentina, had turned a blind eye,
seeing a chase to perhaps marry off her defiled daughter.

Alaric’s knowledge of Roman ways and
mores was growing steadily more sophisticated the longer he was
among them. He knew that it was different for Diana. She had grown
up under the protection of a powerful family, who had actively
ensured the purity of their daughters. She would never come to him
of her own will as had Evadne and Helena.

So, what to do? Approach her?

Again, the question of the Saxon raid
raised itself. What had happened during those three days? The
reminder set off a cascade of images in his mind—dark unpleasant
ones.

With a curse, Alaric got to his feet and
stepped out of the bath. There would be no dreamless doze here for
him today.

* * * * *

Cloak pulled tight and hood up, Alaric
hurried along the verandah to his room on the other side of the
house. His skin was still hot from the bath and he wanted to return
to the warmth of his heated room before the wind took that
away.

The dining room door was shut tight as
usual but the next door along banged freely open and shut, caught
by the unpredictable eddies swirling around the courtyard. Trying
to catch the flapping door was a boy of four or five years. One of
Diana’s brothers or nephews—his glossy black hair and the shape of
his eyes were the same as hers.

Alaric grabbed the door and held it
steady. “Here.” He gave the child the handle and let go. Instantly,
it whipped back, pulling the handle out of the boy’s weak grip.

Alaric caught the door again and this
time stepped into the room with the boy and pulled the door
properly shut. Then he saw what the problem was. “You couldn’t shut
this, young master?”

The boy nodded, his eyes wide.

Alaric dropped down on one knee and
looked at the latch. Part of the door mounting had been bent out of
shape and was pressed in on the latch itself, preventing the latch
from sliding freely into the other mounting on the doorframe. He
worked the latch handle back and forth, loosening it.

“What is your name?” he asked the
boy.

“Marcus.”

“You are named for Marcus Aurelius?”

Marcus nodded.

“He was a great man. A strong
Caesar.”

The boy grinned, the first Alaric had
seen from him. “So will I be!” he declared, jabbing his thumb into
his chest. His smile was infectious.

Alaric freed the bolt and worked it back
and forth a few times. “See this lump?” he told Marcus. “If you
pull the bolt back too far, it catches on the mounting. If you pull
it back just enough to open the door, it won’t stick. You see?”

The boy pushed in next to Alaric and
looked closely at the latch as Alaric demonstrated his point.

Alaric got to his feet. “I’ll see what I
can do about getting it fixed properly,” he said. “Maybe better
mountings than those copper ones—they bend too easily.”

Something light hit him squarely in the
small of the back. Alaric spun around and saw a small cloth ball
lying at his feet.

Minna sat on a low, backless chair in
the corner of the room. She and Marcus were alone. The room was
small, one of the family’s main rooms, for it had more of the
exquisite mosaic floor tiles like those in the dining room.
Beautiful carpets hung on the walls. There was little else in the
way of furnishing to give a hint of the room’s purpose.

Minna stared at Alaric unwaveringly.

Alaric bent down and picked up the ball.
“Did you throw this?” he asked Minna.

After a few moments, she nodded.

“I see.” Alaric moved toward her,
walking slowly to avoid startling her. He held the ball out for her
to take.

She sat perfectly still, her gaze on his
face.

A little disappointed, Alaric dropped
the ball into her lap and moved back to the door.

The ball hit his back again.

He turned to face her once more,
peripherally aware of Marcus to his right, playing in the other
corner. Minna was motionless again. It was as if she had not moved,
yet the oddly shaped ball lay at his feet.

Alaric picked up the ball again,
excitement stirring. He gently tossed the ball toward Minna. She
made no move to catch it and it dropped into her lap.

Alaric stayed still.

After a dozen heartbeats, Minna’s hand
stirred. She picked up the ball and threw it back to him.

Alaric caught the ball automatically,
his mind racing. Should he treat this as a sign that she was no
longer hostile toward him? She wasn’t hiding behind Diana, or
cowering behind the nearest cover.

He tossed the ball back. This time she
tried to catch it but she made the decision too late and the ball
dropped untouched into her lap. But she picked it up instantly and
threw it back.

Alaric caught the ball in his left hand
and moved back to her. He lowered himself to her height.
“Hello.”

Minna held her hand out for the
ball.

He gave it to her. “You like playing
with the ball?”

She hefted the ball, caught it.

“It’s more fun than working?”

A slow nod.

“You’re not scared of me anymore, are
you?”

Another dozen heartbeats went by. Then
she slowly shook her head.

Alaric was surprised by the pleasure
that simple motion caused in him. He smiled at her. “Thank
you.”

She nodded.

“You don’t like soldiers, do you?”

A shadow crossed her face. Her head
shake this time was emphatic.

“Is that because of the soldiers who
came here and hurt your family?”

Minna simply looked at him, her eyes
wide.

“The soldiers with the long hair and the
axes.”

Minna shrank back in her chair, drawing
her legs up.

Minna knows. Alaric could feel
his heart beating rapidly in his chest and echoing in his temple.
“Minna? The Saxons…did they hurt you?”

A rapid shake of the head. But the girl
was trembling violently, making the chair rattle. If they didn’t
hurt her, then what…

With the suddenness and surprise of a
thunderclap, clues fell into place and showed the bigger picture.
The fact that Minna feared soldiers, her closeness to Diana and
overlooked until now—when Minna had sent that searing glance
Alaric’s way he, a soldier, had been in Minna’s eyes too close to
Diana.

Alaric leapt ahead to the conclusion. He
gripped the outward curled arms of Minna’s chair. “Minna, they hurt
Diana, didn’t they? You saw them attack her—”

Minna clapped her hands over her ears
and hid her face in her drawn up knees and screamed and screamed
and screamed.

Alaric drew back quickly, horrified. The
inarticulate cry sounded like the voice of a tortured soul.

In the corner, Marcus whimpered and from
outside came shocked words.

“What is that?”

“What’s happened?”

“Is someone hurt?”

Alaric lifted a hand to comfort the
screaming girl but aborted the movement. He suspected his touch
would send her over the edge into madness. Helpless, he hovered
over her, appalled at what he had done.

The door behind him crashed open.
“Minna!” It was Diana’s voice.

Alaric felt a deep wave of relief. He
stepped out of the way and turned to face her.

Diana rushed over and scooped Minna up,
showing unexpected strength. She perched on the edge of the chair
and began to rock Minna in a steady monotonous motion, patting her
back and smoothing her hair. Minna’s screaming turned into a harsh
exhausting cry that emerged with each ragged exhalation.

The sound was agonizing. What had Minna
seen that caused this pain?

Diana continued the rocking, back and
forth. She didn’t glance away from Minna. Others were crowding into
the room and Marcus in his corner began to cry in small bewildered
hiccups. Alaric, feeling useless, picked the boy up and held him,
letting him feel the security of an adult touch.

Sosia sailed into the room and sized up
the situation. Quietly, she shepherded everyone out and followed
them, shutting the door behind her.

And still Minna’s terrified cries went
on.

An endless age later the sound began to
diminish. Marcus had stopped crying long before and had become a
heavy, totally relaxed weight in Alaric’s arm. Alaric guessed he
had fallen asleep. The screams tailed off into silence and still
Diana did not stop rocking. Alaric heard her whispering quietly
that all was well, Minna was safe, Diana was here, over and over
again. She had probably been whispering all along but her voice had
been blanketed by Minna’s screams.

Finally, Diana slowed her rocking,
bringing herself to a gentle halt. Minna was a loose ball in her
sister’s arms. Her eyes were shut and her hands were curled against
her chest. It looked like she was asleep. Diana stood up, lifting
her.

Finally, her gaze lifted to look
directly at Alaric. Her blue eyes blazed. “Stay here.” Her voice
was flat.

She walked to the door, pushed the latch
aside and let the wind pull the door open. She stepped out. A few
moments later, Sosia appeared, silently took the sleeping child
from Alaric’s arms and carried him away.

Alaric was left alone in the room. He
shut the door and sat down on the chair. He realized that he was
trembling. The silence was blessed.

Diana returned and Alaric braced
himself. She stood in front of him, hands on her hips. Her fury was
almost tangible, it washed over him like a furnace’s heat.

“What did you do to her?”

Alaric couldn’t look her in the eyes. He
looked instead at the carpet on the wall, at the colors and
patterns. “I asked her what happened when the Saxons were
here.”

Diana was silent.

Alaric looked back. She was staring. Not
at him but straight through him. Her eyes were wide, seeing far
beyond the walls of the room. Her throat worked. As he watched, her
face drained of color and turned the sickly gray of whey.

Alarmed, he stood up. “Diana?”

Dots of perspiration gathered on her
brow as he looked.

“Diana!”

She came back to herself with a sharp
in-drawn breath. She lifted a hand to her brow and wiped at the
moisture. Her hand was trembling so badly that she couldn’t
coordinate her fingers. She let her hand drop again and looked up
at Alaric. “You will never ask Minna about that time again. Nor me.
Nor anyone else here.” Her voice was low, deliberately pitched that
way, Alaric suspected, to control it properly and disguise any
tremor. “Do you understand?”

Alaric clenched his hands into tight
fists, fighting the desire to gather her into his arms and give her
the same comfort he had just given Marcus. He knew she would recoil
from his touch as she would from the touch of a white-hot
poker.

“Do you understand?” she insisted.

“I understand perfectly.”

“Good.” She turned and walked toward the
door, her back stiff. A pace or two from the door her knees seemed
to give out on her without warning. She thrust out her foot and
recovered quickly. Then she straightened up, squared her shoulders
and without looking back at Alaric, left the room.

Alaric remained standing, taking
stock.

He didn’t have confirmation of his
suspicions but he didn’t need it, now. Had she been untouched
before that raid? Yes, without a doubt.

Had Merlin had foreseen this? Here he
was, a man who had every reason to hate Romans, living on the
estate of an old patrician family that reckoned its ancestors all
the way back to Claudius and beyond. Worse, he was obsessed with
the need to have Diana to the point where he was forgetting his
duty to Arthur.

And now he knew that no matter how much
he wanted Diana, he could never have her, for she would not come to
him.

He had been proud to have been nominated
by Arthur to do his bidding so far away. Now he wished he was back
in winter quarters, bored beyond belief and reduced to dice and
women as his only distractions. Life had been infinitely simpler
then.

 


 



Chapter Ten

Diana hoped Alaric would lack the
courage to face her the next morning at breakfast. Then she
wouldn’t have to remember he had seen her caught in the dark spell
of the red cloud. She tackled her bowl of gruel with the
determination of a Spartan, so that she could move onto the rest of
her day before Alaric appeared.

She was nearly through when the knock
she had been dreading sounded and Alaric walked in. Diana tried to
swallow her mouthful. It slid down her throat like a granite
rock.

Alaric sat on his stool and reached for
the bowl Sosia had left for him. His eyes seemed to have faint
shadows beneath them and he moved slowly, as if every move was an
effort. But his gaze when it settled on her was sharp, missing
nothing. “Good morning.” His voice seemed to rumble in his
chest.

“It is.” Her own voice was devoid of
substance in comparison. She felt the room shrink around her and
the air become thick and warm. Her breath labored. What was this
strange feeling? Her skin prickled as if summer heat bathed it. It
felt as if the world was holding its breath.

He looked away and Diana found she could
breathe again. She shook her head, trying to clear it of the
miasmic sludge that slowed her thoughts.

Their breakfast planning went smoothly
but the feeling of something about to happen intensified every time
she looked up and found Alaric watching her. By the time he left to
start his day, her body was stretched drum-tight with tension. Yet
his departure was not the relief she expected it to be. It was, in
fact, a disappointment.

What on earth was going on?

Minna had woken at sunset yesterday
apparently unharmed. She had eaten a hearty meal and mixed with the
household in her normal silent way. Alaric had not eaten with them,
which suited Diana. It seemed unwise to put Alaric and Minna
together so soon after Alaric’s unforgivable probing. Minna avoided
the soldiers with more precision than usual but that was the only
change.

Today, again, Minna seemed to be
herself. Occasionally Diana would notice Minna watching her
closely. Once, Diana paused from the task of pouring oil into a
decanter and lifted her brow. “What is it? Why do you watch me
so?”

Minna merely shook her head and
smiled.

By the time the sun was lowering in the
sky, Diana felt an exhaustion like that she had suffered those
first few bleak days after the Saxon raid, when she had physically
worked herself to the point of dropping. Back then her sickened
mind and soul, still reeling from the nightmare of the Saxons, had
given her no rest.

She hurried through her ablutions
quickly. She was tired of endlessly probing at unsolvable mysteries
and being alone provided no distraction for her thoughts. She
wanted the company of the dining room. Since the solstice, Alaric’s
men had been sharing their evening meal and the dining room was a
happy place.

She threw her cloak around her shoulders
and hurried out of the bathhouse into the abrupt darkness of a
winter evening, straight into a darker shape that loomed over her
with frightening suddenness.

“Watch out!” It was Alaric’s voice, the
words a snapped military imperative.

It was too late. She collided with him
and it was like running into a mountainside. The impact of her full
weight didn’t move him a hair’s breadth and Diana bounced off him.
Her cloak fell away with a flutter.

“Aaaah…damn it!” His arm slapped around
her waist and she was lifted off her feet and spun around, as she
heard the sound of heavy logs hitting the verandah tiles in a
reverberating shower. He had obviously been carrying an armful and
she had made him drop them all. Surprise and delayed fright circled
through her.

She was pulled up tight against him, her
back touching him from shoulder to knee, his forearm running
diagonally down from under her left breast, which was pushed up by
his arm, across her stomach. His hand curved over her hip.

“Are you unhurt?” he asked and she could
feel his voice against her back. His whole body was hot, hotter
than her own, so newly emerged from the bath.

Diana had to clear her throat. “I’m
fine.”

He was leaning over her a little and she
was bent forward over his arm. His hand on her hip was hot too. She
felt the hand move against her tunic, each individual finger
sliding restlessly against the fine soft wool.

The air thickened. It caught at her
chest, worked its way along her skin and underneath it. She closed
her eyes. Something was going to happen. She held her breath,
waiting for it, wanting to know what it was.

Suddenly she was back on her feet,
pushed away. She staggered a little, regained her balance and
picked up her cloak. She could see nothing of his face. She tugged
at her cloak and a couple of the fallen logs shifted and rolled
away. She put the cloak around her shoulders. “I’m sorry,” she said
at last, not sure why she was apologizing. She knew she had somehow
been at fault, though.

“I’m to blame.” He spoke shortly.

“Are you angry?” Diana asked, surprised
at his shortness.

He ran a hand through his hair and
sighed. “No.”

She fastened her cloak.

“Are you wearing that tunic to supper
tonight?” he asked.

Diana looked down at the white tunic
half visible under her cloak. It was once Verus’ best, made of soft
wool so fine Diana could see the shape of her hand when she held it
beneath. The tunic neck was too wide and revealed most of one
shoulder but that was safely hidden beneath the cloak.

“Well…yes,” she said. “Why?”

“It’s of no matter.” He crouched and
picked up the logs.

“Here, let me help.” Diana picked up the
two that had pinned down her cloak.

“No!”

She straightened up quickly.

He added more quietly. “I will see to
this. You go to your supper. Look, Sosia is heading for the dining
room now.”

Diana looked over her shoulder. Sosia
was indeed heading for the dining room, a heavy tray in her hands
and another four women similarly burdened behind her. “It is later
than I thought.”

“Then go.”

Troubled, Diana walked toward the dining
room. Behind her she could hear Alaric stacking the logs.

By the time Diana had finished her meal,
Alaric still had not appeared for supper. She tried to dismiss her
worry. It was not the first time he had failed to appear for the
evening meal. This time, however, the fault lay with her. Not
knowing what she had done wrong was irritating and Alaric’s empty
chair was an accusing finger pointed right at her.

* * * * *

So far Alaric had cleaned out every
stall in the stables, fed every horse and brushed down all the
horses bar his own. He was working on Raven now, using long firm
strokes. His arms and shoulders ached but he did not dare stop yet.
Every time he let up on his concentration, unwanted thoughts
swamped his mind.

The softness of her body. He could still
feel the weight of her breast against his arm and the unexpected
roundness of her hip. He hadn’t seen a hint of that totally
feminine curve under her tunic and trews. Above all, her scent.
Dear god in heaven and Mithras with the sun, her clean, fresh scent
had slipped into his senses and wreathed around them like the
trailing fingers of a mist in the treetops.

Alaric realized he had ceased brushing,
that he was standing still, his eyes unfocused, his arm resting on
Raven’s back. She had stolen the present moment from him once more.
Angry, Alaric began brushing again and Raven gave a startled snort.
Alaric gentled his strokes and concentrated on what his hand was
doing. Lift up, brush back, again the lift and again the long
stroke down the horse’s back.

What would her back be like? Would it
have that same long gentle curve down to the sharp dip at the waist
that most women shared? When she lay on her stomach, would the
curve become more pronounced? He saw the delightful soaring slope
down to the buttocks and mentally let his hand rest on the valley
of the waist, then slide upward. In response she would roll over
and his hand would follow the sinuous curve around her midriff,
still traveling up toward the breasts and her breath would catch in
anticipation…

Alaric expelled his breath sharply. He
had been holding it. He blinked and focused on Raven’s back. He’d
done it again, and now his body was throbbing painfully in response
to his thoughts.

With a curse, Alaric closed his
eyes.

Again, his mind returned to that moment
on the verandah, earlier. The unexpected softness of her body
against his arm. But what had he expected? Had he somehow fooled
himself into believing that her body, like her mind, would be a
hard, unforgiving rock?

The worst of it was that he could have
avoided the entire incident. Outside the bathhouse there had been a
splinter of a moment when he’d realized he was going to collide
with her. He could tell himself forever that he hadn’t had time to
avoid the collision, that he wouldn’t have been able to think or
act fast enough but he would never be able to explain away the
little spark of pleasurable anticipation that had flared in that
moment. It was the anticipation that had locked his mind and let
his body flow forward into the collision.

The tunic had slid off her shoulder,
revealing one rounded shoulder and her upper arm. Her skin glowed
in the ambient light. He’d seen the prominent collarbone and the
beginning of the valley between her arm and side. Her scent had
wafted up to him and in his mind he’d seen his hand reach up to
slide the tunic farther down her arm, then slip under the edges,
burrowing deeper, searching for the peak of her breast.

Alaric rested his forehead against
Raven’s back and growled under his breath. He had been so close to
doing just that. If he had not pushed her away from him…

“My lord?”

Alaric jerked upright and spun toward
the corridor running between the stalls. It was Evadne. She looked
ready to bolt.

Alaric tried to rein in his raging
thoughts and shut down his body. He reached for civility as a prop.
“Good evening.” His voice emerged low but comprehensible.

“Then…you are not angry?”

“No. Why would I be?”

“You have not wanted me these ten days
past.”

Alaric suppressed a deep sigh. Not this.
Not now.

“I came looking for you. I
thought…perhaps I could change your mind.” Her head was lowered and
she was looking up at him from under her brow. He may have once
thought it coyness but he knew her better now.

“Don’t play falsely with me,
Evadne.”

She considered him. “All right, then,”
she agreed, all coyness evaporating. She picked up his hand and
laid it against her breast, over the top of her tunic. The large
swell of her breast and the distended nipple rubbed against his
palm.

Alaric swallowed dryly. He tried to pull
his hand away but her fingers were around his wrist and she
defeated his feeble movement. “Evadne…”

“This is what you want.” Her other hand
was fumbling at the junction of his thighs, under his tunic. She
found the thick congestion there and smiled. “Yes,” she cooed.
“Yes, this is what you want.”

He shook his head. “No.” But his denial
contained no conviction, for her hand was around him and his
thoughts were disintegrating. His will was draining away with
them.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I know what you
like.” She let loose his wrist, reached up to the neck of her tunic
and gave it a sharp tug. The front ripped and fell away, revealing
one breast. The other was still covered by his hand and the remains
of her tunic.

Alaric took a deep breath and tried to
steady himself.

“Take me, my lord.” Her knowing gaze
measured his responses, while her hand worked around him.

His will lost, Alaric pushed her back
into an empty stall and lowered her to the fresh straw.

* * * * *

Diana stood in the middle of the stable
corridor, her feet iced to the spot. She had come looking for
Alaric and had been drawn in by small murmured sounds. Now her
gaze, her mind and her entire body were held captive by the
intimate scene taking place in the stall. The couple in the straw
had merely to look around and she would be seen but she could no
more move than fly.

They were pleasuring each
other.

The realization unlocked an entire room
of understanding. Clues matched up to others and revealed patterns
of meaning. She watched Alaric’s body moving against the woman’s,
the muscles straining and Evadne’s own earthy responses.

She likes it. Diana had never
known that mating could be enjoyable.

Her gaze kept straying back to Alaric
and her body’s responses began to correspond with his. She was
caught up in the rhythm. She recognized the primeval beat of her
blood and that too, taught her another lesson about buried, ancient
drives and inevitable needs.

Soon her thoughts fluttered away and she
became a purely sensory creature. The couple in the straw strained
for release and Diana too, yearned for it. She recognized with her
newly awakened senses when that moment was near. When Evadne arched
up with a cry and Alaric thrust against her with a groan that
seemed to be ripped from deep inside him, Diana’s body halted.

The moment passed.

Diana gathered her wits together. Moving
silently, she withdrew from the stable. Outside, she scrambled back
around the outside walls of the villa, skirting the edges of the
pits. She slipped through the gates and hurried toward the house
but slowed when she heard the merriment coming from the dining
room. She couldn’t return there. Not now. They would take one look
at her and know something had happened.

She moved toward the bathhouse, leaned
against the cold wall and let her head rest back. Her heart was
almost hurting with the speed of its beat. Tension sang in her
blood but it was beginning to subside and turn sour from lack of
fulfillment. She closed her eyes and tried to calm her
breathing.

Now she could put a name to mysteries
that had puzzled her of late—the heavy air of expectancy and her
distraction. Why hadn’t she guessed? How could she have been so
blind? She wasn’t ignorant of the ways of men and women, after all.
There were plenty of rutting animals and spring births for her
education, even if Lucilla had not enlightened her on the ways of
men and the practices of the marriage bed.

Why hadn’t she seen what was happening
to her? Because the red cloud obscured everything.

Diana had only to acknowledge that
colored specter for it to move closer. She could feel it hovering
and tried to ignore it. She looked up at the waxing moon and willed
herself to concentrate, to solve it.

She could scarcely believe that the
activity she associated with cows and marriage beds could
apparently bring so much pleasure. Her own responses to Alaric, now
that she recognized them for what they were, hinted at a
fulfillment that she could only guess at.

Oh, it explained so much!

There were Alaric’s odd reactions too.
Tonight he had pushed her from him. Was it distaste? Was that it?
For his hand had moved against her just before he had thrust her
away. Did he not like what he had felt? After all, he had gone
straight from there to Evadne’s arms.

Diana recognized where her thoughts were
leading. Did she want Alaric to come to her?

Unbidden, a picture formed in her mind.
Alaric, his body pressed against hers, his hands smoothing their
way along her thighs. His body would be hot as it had been tonight
and his movements urgent.

Diana gasped in a breath, trying to push
the picture away. No, she could not allow this! It was impossible.
Alaric was—

A man.

A Celt—

A man who would know much about pleasing
women.

—who served Arthur.

He would be amenable to a casual
alliance.

He had the power to take away from her
everything that she had worked for.

She wanted him.

“Diana?”

Diana jumped and her breath escaped in a
squeak. Sosia stood at the end of the verandah. Diana could just
make out her silhouette in the poor moonlight. “Sosia!” She lifted
a hand to her forehead to wipe at the sudden moisture there. Her
hands were trembling and her heart thundering in an unpleasantly
hollow way.

“You are well, my lady?” Sosia asked. “I
saw you come back to the villa but you did not enter.”

“I’m fine. I’ll come inside now.”

Sosia merely nodded. Her departure was
as silent as her arrival. Diana stood up. She felt cold and
ill-used and she longed for the warmth of the library.

She might want Alaric because of some
ancient base instinct but she must never let him know. She would
continue to treat him exactly as she always had and she would avoid
being alone with him as she had been tonight on the verandah.

Diana was almost to the library when a
thought brought her to a horrified standstill. Tomorrow morning and
every morning after that, she would be alone with him in the
library. He came to her. There was no way to avoid him.

It was a long while before Diana
remembered to start walking again.

 



Chapter Eleven

For the second morning, Diana hurried to
finish her breakfast before Alaric appeared. She rushed about
fastening her shoes, tying her hair back, all while listening for
the knock that heralded Alaric’s arrival.

She almost made it. She was fastening
her belt when the brief quiet knock sounded at the door. In the
heartbeat between the door opening and Alaric stepping into the
room, Diana wished with fanatical fervor that it would be anyone
else but him. Sosia, Minna, or any of a dozen people who might need
to confer with her. But even as she wished, she knew it was
him.

His gaze settled on her.

Diana let the belt drop unfastened. Her
heart had begun to patter again.

“Good morning,” Alaric murmured.

“Good morrow.”

He was sitting down, picking up his
breakfast as if all was normal but nothing was normal anymore. In
the space of a few stolen moments in a stable, everything had
changed.

How can he simply sit there?

But he doesn’t know how things have
changed.

Diana fastened her belt, trying to act
as she always had, but she couldn’t remember how she used to
behave. All she could focus on was her newfound knowledge.

“I-I cannot linger.” She picked up her
cloak. “I have plans that demand I leave as early as possible.”

“What are your plans?”

“They are nothing to you.”

“Perhaps. But I can think of only two
things that require you to leave early. One of them is to start in
the fields to catch up on the work that you have sacrificed these
two days past.”

“Then the wind has failed?”

“If you are not aware of that, then you
are not about to work in the fields. That means you are going to
Eboracum.”

“Perhaps, but that has no bearing on
your day.”

“On the contrary, it bears greatly on my
day. Why are you going to Eboracum?”

“It is market day today.”

“You have purchases to make?”

If she said yes, the natural question
would be where she had found the money to buy anything. Alaric knew
there was not a single coin on the estate. “I go to see Felecius,
the old man who is wise in the ways of farming and running an
estate.”

She’d hesitated for too long. Alaric
spotted the lie, she could see the recognition in his eyes.
Exposed, she waited for his retribution.

“Then I will come with you,” Alaric told
her.

“But—”

His brow lifted in silent query.

But I go to get away from you!
She swallowed back the protest, dismayed. A whole day in his
company? No, this was not what she had intended at all. “Why must
you come with me? There is nothing in Eboracum for you.”

“There is not,” he agreed, “but hunger
makes a man desperate and the demands of a hungry family will make
him vicious. At this time of year, there are many hungry men
roaming the byways.”

“I have been to Eboracum and back over a
dozen times in the last year and I was always alone.”

“Then you are more foolish than I gave
you credit for.” Alaric stood up. “If you insist on going to
Eboracum today, then I will accompany you.” A small smile played on
his lips. “Unless you have suddenly realized that your visit to
Felecius is not as urgent as you thought?”

Diana recognized the challenge as
clearly as the call of a battle horn. If she declared she would
remain on the estate today, then he would know that she had been
bluffing all along.

She went to the door. “You’d better
hurry with your meal. I’m leaving immediately.”

* * * * *

For over four hundred years Eboracum had
been the military capital of Roman Britain and the headquarters of
both the Sixth Victorious Legion and the ill-fated Ninth Legion
that disappeared without a trace during a routine patrol north of
Hadrian’s Wall.

Diana’s great-great-grandfather had been
a centurion in the Sixth Legion. That was before he’d become a
lawyer with offices in the Basilica of Eboracum and made his
fortune using army discipline to work long and hard, while his wife
put aside every coin he made. With that fortune, he had bought the
estate less than half a day’s ride south of the city.

The walls still stood but Eboracum now
lived in the evening shadows of its former greatness. No more plays
or pageants were held in the forum and the public baths were
falling into disrepair. Sophisticated villas stood empty and
crumbled from neglect and the extremes of weather. Nearly everyone
who lived in Eboracum was Roman, yet the old ways were
disappearing.

The markets were part of the old ways
but they brought people and resources together and were necessary.
When Rome was forgotten and Eboracum called by another name, there
would still be a market here, Diana suspected.

She remembered walking through the
markets when she was quite young. If a ship had arrived from the
mainland, bringing exotic overseas goods, Diana’s mother would
bring Diana and her sisters to Eboracum on a special outing, always
accompanied by an armed slave or freedman. There would be
treats—sweetmeats, fruit and once, figs from Rome itself. It had
always been a place of strange sights and excitement and that held
true even today.

Diana breathed in the many aromas,
listened to the babble of merchants and buyers and almost smiled.
Even the grumbling protest of her empty stomach in response to the
smell of cooking meat did not take away her pleasure.

“You like all this, don’t you?” Alaric
asked.

It was the first time he’d spoken
voluntarily since their departure from the estate. While she had
been caught up in memories of childhood, she’d actually forgotten
he was there. The uncomplicated happiness her memories evoked
drained away at his reminder.

“Like this?” What an odd question. “I
don’t know if I like it but it reminds me of when I was young.” She
looked around. “The market is much better in summer, though. There
are more people and much more for sale.”

She saw Alaric grimace.

“You don’t like people?”

“I don’t like this many people. Not all
in one place.”

“You do not have many more people drawn
together during battle?”

“That is different.”

“How?”

He frowned. “There is only one purpose
on the battlefield. Here there are many purposes, many people about
their business. One can be alone here, even among people.”

“You don’t have markets where you come
from? Guent?”

“No.”

“How do you acquire things?”

“We make what we need.”

“And those things that you cannot make,
that come from afar?”

“We do without.”

“Oh.” It was another odd idea, doing
without. Although she’d had to do without in one sense for well
over a year now, that was induced by lack of money. She had taken
for granted that, given funds, she could acquire just about
anything she cared to name. “In that respect, we Romans do better
than you, don’t we?”

“In that respect,” Alaric agreed
evenly.

She cast about for something else to say
but could find nothing. Besides, she didn’t want to talk to him in
the first place. She didn’t want him here. Why didn’t he have the
decency to realize that and remain silent like a guard should?

He was taking his guard duties
seriously. His sword was strapped to his waist—a huge thing with a
plain hilt and burnished cross-guard, nestled inside a flat,
unadorned and well-worn leather scabbard. Tucked into his belt was
a long, slim knife with a wicked point. Although he carried no
shield and wore no helmet, he walked differently. It was a fluid,
easy gait, as if every muscle in his body was fully relaxed,
conserving strength, so he would be ready if called upon.

The same wariness emanated from him that
came from wild creatures Diana had disturbed in the forest on
occasion. His presence by her side eliminated the jostling from
passersby that Diana had grown used to. She noticed quick, startled
glances many of the stallholders and customers sent him and some
would hastily step out of his way. Perhaps it was his
ready-to-spring alertness that frightened them. He seemed to be
watching everyone, instantly judging them friend or foe, threat or
not.

Yet he could still spare enough
attention to talk to her.

“Does my presence grate on you so much?”
he asked.

Startled, Diana mis-stepped and nearly
put her foot into a gutter. She glanced up at him. His expression
was without rancor.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she
lied.

He smiled a little. “You don’t want me
here.”

Diana took a deep breath for courage.
“No.” Now he would ask why.

He stepped around a woman who had backed
into his path and walked on, barely missing one long step. “My
presence is unavoidable, so why not pretend my company is at least
agreeable?”

Agreeable? Diana took another deep
breath, this one to suppress yet again the abrupt intrusion of the
memory of the stables. She pushed it from her as she had done so
many times since awakening.

“You cannot do that much, my lady?”

“It is difficult…” Diana tried to
begin.

“Then at least pretend my company is not
disagreeable.”

Diana bit her lip. He had misunderstood
her.

Alaric’s long strides were nearly two of
Diana’s and she had to hurry to keep up with him. They came to the
junction of two streets and Diana waved to the left. “This
way.”

The side street was narrow and there
were less people. This street held no market stalls, only a long
row of shops. In these open-sided rooms, artisans, artists and
craftsmen of all types plied their trade. They passed displays of
pottery and ceramics, a tanner’s pile of skins and hides, a
fuller’s deep pools of steaming water, filled with fabrics being
cleaned and prepared and a dyer’s colorful bolts of cloth. The last
in the row was a tiler’s shop and it was at this one that Diana
halted.

Sitting on a high stool behind a large
table sat a wizened old man. He bent over the table, his
age-wearied eyes close to his work and tapped away at something
with a small tool.

Diana stepped into the shop.
Apprehension gripped her, making her stomach tighten, for it had
occurred to her only now that Alaric would see Felecius as the rest
of the world did. But it was too late to turn him away. She glanced
over her shoulder. His face impassive but his gaze roamed, rapidly
sizing up the place.

Diana pulled out the stool that stood
opposite the old man’s bench and sat. “Good morning, Felecius.” She
spoke clearly and a little more loudly than usual. Even then, the
old man did not respond. She had to reach over to rest her hand on
his shriveled forearm before he looked up.

He blinked at her. His eyes were rheumy
and bloodshot and thick long hair jutted over them, shadowing his
eyes and giving him a sleepy, sad expression that reflected his
habit of slipping back into the past.

“Hello, Felecius,” Diana said again.

“My Lady Lucilla!” Felecius’ voice
quavered.

“Diana.” It was always this way.

“Diana?” He frowned. “But Diana is a
slip of a girl.”

“Not any longer, Felecius,” she
replied.

He looked puzzled. “My apologies, my
lady.” He shook his head. “Sometimes my mind wanders.”

“Yes, I know, Felecius. I am not
offended.”

“Oh good, good,” he murmured. He looked
up at Alaric standing at her shoulder.

Diana knew she could not put it off any
longer. With a mental sigh, she lifted her hand, palm up, toward
Alaric. “This is Alaric, son of Ulric, of Guent.”

“Good day to you, warrior.”

“Good day, Felecius.”

Felecius frowned, staring down at his
tabletop and the pile of small blue square tiles he was creating.
“Ulric of Guent…” he whispered.

Alaric glanced at her and Diana lifted
her hand up, trying to indicate that he should be both silent and
patient. He did not speak.

She turned back to Felecius. He was
whispering to himself. “...and he rose up and smacked a mighty
blow. The sword fell asunder and there was none who could withstand
his might…”

Uncomfortable, Diana measured Alaric’s
reaction to the old man’s rambling. Alaric had his head cocked to
one side, listening intently.

Partly reassured, Diana turned back to
Felecius again.

“When he drew his sword to hand it to
his bastard son, it was broken. The assembled men all fell back,
afraid, for they knew it was a sign. But the son of Ambrosius, the
one they called Mirddyn of the Cave, just smiled and called upon
the Lady…” Felecius nodded to himself. He was caught up in
memories.

“Felecius,” she began, intending to draw
him back to the present but Alaric’s hand clamped on her
shoulder.

“No, wait,” he murmured, so softly Diana
wasn’t sure she hadn’t imagined it.

Felecius’ head was rocking gently in
time to some unheard rhythm.

Alaric spoke, his voice melodious. “And
Merlin called upon the Lady of the Lake, who brought forth a
sword—”

Felecius spoke along with him, “A
magnificent sword wrought of metal that came not from this
earth.”

Alaric fell silent again, while Felecius
continued. “None dared touch the magical weapon, save for the
bastard son of Uther. Arturos laughed and drew the sword from its
sheath and held it up high for all to see. And they saw too, that
Arturos was the one who would lead them from the darkness covering
the land…”

Felecius’ voice trailed off again. Diana
stared at him, astonished. Arturos was the Roman name for
Arthur.

“Were you there, Felecius?” Alaric asked
quietly.

But there was no answer.

“It happens this way,” she explained
quietly. “He just…fades away for a while.”

“For how long?”

Diana shrugged. “He may stay that way
for the rest of the day. If the day draws to a close and he is
still lost, his friends in the adjoining stores will walk him home
to his granddaughter’s house.”

“How would he know about these events he
speaks of?”

“I don’t know. There are many who come
and talk to him about the old ways. Perhaps he heard the tale from
someone who was there.”

Alaric nodded. “Perhaps. Merlin made a
ballad of that day. Felecius might have heard it. He knew some of
the words.” But the answer did not satisfy him.

“Ulric. Captain to Uther,” Felecius said
suddenly, his voice clear and strong. Diana stifled a little gasp.
He was looking at Alaric, his eyes bright and clear.

“He died with Uther, didn’t he, lad?
Along with one of his sons. They died slaughtering Saxons. Arthur
rallied together what was left of them that day and forged a
victory out of defeat.”

“Yes, they did,” Alaric replied calmly.
Diana realized they were talking about the death of Alaric’s father
and brother.

“Ulric,” Felecius mused. “He married a
Princess, one of Ban’s lot, I recall. Same King that begot the
mother of that heathen harper of yours. Merlin.”

“My cousin, yes,” Alaric agreed.

Cousin? Diana blinked, trying to
assemble the fast flow of facts about Alaric’s heritage.

Felecius was nodding again but this time
it was the preoccupied nod of someone who is receiving
confirmation.

“You knew my father?” Alaric asked.

“I was born in Isca Silurum, that you
pagans call Caer Leon.” Felecius cackled—an old man’s wheezy
laughter. “Many, many years ago now, that was. But even in the
north, I listen and hear much of that land.”

“You were there when the Roman legions
still marched the roads?”

“Ayah. And we were hated there like your
sort is hated here. The legions, despite their might, never did get
more than a toehold on that wild land of yours, did they?”

“No.” Alaric was smiling. “Were you
there the day Uther acknowledged Arthur?”

Felecius was smiling too. “No, but a lad
you might know well was there and he is good about pausing to tell
me the tales as he passes through here on his way back home.”

“His name?”

“Gawain. Of Strathclyde, in the wilds
north of the wall.”

“Gawain.” Alaric spoke the name as if a
guess had been confirmed. His smile broadened. “Your informants are
wide, old man. It would not surprise me if you have learned of my
doings too.”

“Ayah. And also your brush with that
ferret Theophilus.”

Alaric threw his head back and laughed.
“Ferret,” he repeated. “Yes, that fits.”

The two men looked at each other and it
was as if an unspoken message passed between them. Mutual respect
and liking dawned in their faces. She relaxed.

“You must come again, pagan and we’ll
talk of home,” Felecius said. He looked at Diana. “And you too,
child. How did your harvest fare with the early scything I
recommended?”

Diana smiled, pleased that he had
remembered and that she could report good news. “You were right,
Felecius. We harvested early and there was a wind three days later
that would have laid flat all our fields if they had still been
standing.”

“Gales of the equinox. They blew hard
last year.” He frowned and Diana watched his eyes glaze over.
“Equinox. We ignore the old gods…Constantine and his worship of
Christ—the old rhythms are lost…”

His chin sank down to his chest and it
would be easy for a passing stranger to assume he was asleep. Diana
stood up. “Come,” she whispered to Alaric. “Let’s leave him to his
memories.”

Alaric nodded, his gaze on the old
man.

They headed back toward the market
roads. “Were you there too, that day Felecius spoke of?” she
asked.

“Yes.”

His tone made her glance up. He was
wearing a faraway expression similar to Felecius’.

“Was the day as magical as Felecius
speaks of it?”

“Magical?” Alaric gave a snort. “There
was nothing magic about it. The magic and wonder are ingredients
Merlin and the bards wove into the tale to make it something no man
would forget. That day was probably one of the bloodiest, most
desperate days in Britain’s history. We were so close to being
taken under by the Saxon host.” He shook his head. “It was sheer
fortitude and courage that won that day, not magic. When Uther fell
on the battlefield, the few men who were left lost their courage
and the Saxons knew it. It was only Arthur’s relentlessness that
saw us through. He fed his determination into every man there. He
drove them to pick up their swords and shields and fight again with
renewed strength. To this day I don’t know how he did it. We had
given up.” Alaric glanced at her, to see if she was following him.
“I was sixteen,” he added. “It was my first battle.”

“Oh,” Diana murmured inadequately. She
could think of nothing appropriate to say. Platitudes aplenty
sprang to mind, along with the sound of her mother’s dry voice as
she had oft repeated them but Diana rather doubted that Alaric
wanted to be told that even the most miraculous occurrence was
simply Christ ensuring his intentions were met.

Alaric shrugged. “I apologize, my lady.
I forgot for a moment that talk of Arthur does not sit well with
you.”

Diana wanted to protest this was not so
but couldn’t. For it was true that talk of Arthur usually irritated
her like a bur under the saddle but that hadn’t been the case this
time. Felecius—a Roman who fiercely maintained the old ways—had
been reciting the story of Arthur’s ascendancy with a voice ringing
with pride. While she had not known who it was that Felecius spoke
of, Diana had been drawn into the tale, fascinated by the words of
power, courage and victory. It might have been any one of dozens of
Legion victories that Felecius had been speaking of, save that they
did not usually involve magic, or talk of defeating Saxons. The
name Arturos had come as a shock to her.

They turned into the street where the
market stalls were and Alaric looked around, searching for
something.

“What are you looking for?”

“Someone who sells food. I am
hungry.”

“I don’t eat until I get home. The stall
owners here usually demand money rather than bartered goods.”

Alaric smiled. “Don’t worry about that.
Which is the best food stall? Show me.”

“Why?”

“So we can eat.”

“At the most expensive stall?” Her
frugal instincts were offended. “Do you have coins?”

His smile broadened. “That is of no
concern. Let’s indulge ourselves, just this once. I saw you
sniffing the aromas and swallowing, when we came this way
before.”

“Why would you want to do this?”

“Because your leanness offends me, if
you must have an excuse, my lady. Will that do?”

Diana stopped and faced him. He gazed
just as steadily back at her and crossed his arms. It felt like a
challenge. She could see nothing in his eyes that would give her a
clue as to his real intention.

“All right,” she agreed at last.

“Good. Now, hurry and show me the best
stall. I was not jesting when I said I am hungry.” He growled the
words out irritably, as if she was causing him a large
inconvenience. Yet as he turned away, Diana caught a glint in his
eyes that she thought might be self-satisfied pleasure.

She moved off down the street looking
for the Greek’s stall, feeling her own genuine pleasure at the idea
of sharing a meal with the man who strode next to her without
having the rest of the household sitting at their elbows.

Anything might happen.

 



Chapter Twelve

Alaric drank from the wineskin and
glanced idly around the forum as he passed the skin back to Diana.
There were a few people in the dilapidated old square but they were
merely passing through. Diana and he were the only ones who were
actually sitting on the crumbling tiers that formed one side of the
forum, in a sunny corner protected from the wind by the buildings
that butted up next to the tiers. He had taken his cloak off long
before.

They’d come here after purchasing food
from a great brown man with a dazzling white smile and a raucous
laugh—olives, crusty bread and a soft white cheese. Wine. A handful
of thin slices of pink meat shaved from a cured side of pork and
another handful each of dried apricots.

The meal was refreshingly different,
lacking the herbs and spices that Romans adored and used
extensively. The wine was much older than Alaric had ever tasted
and headier than he was used to. They’d eaten well and were now
munching on the remaining apricots and sharing the wine.

Diana had been a pleasant companion and
the lack of opposition allowed Alaric to relax. He suspected it was
because she was not on the estate and surrounded by her concerns
that she could lower her guard in this way. He should have brought
her to Eboracum a month ago.

He shifted uncomfortably against the
hard stone seat and stood up, stretching his legs. Diana held up
the wineskin for him to take and left her face turned up into the
sun. Her legs were curled up next to her on the tier. She looked
like a cat lying and soaking up the sun, as cats were wont to do.
No sign of claws and teeth today.

It made him uneasy.

He pushed his thoughts away from the
dangerous activity of speculating about Diana’s thoughts, moods, or
needs and instead gazed about the square.

A group of women accompanied by three
armed men crossed the square in a tight formation. The men were
slaves or freedman, judging by their features and clothing. One of
the women was obviously a senior matron for she sailed ahead of the
rest with the regal bearing of one who was used to being obeyed.
Behind her came three maidens.

All of them were dressed in the very
formal Roman attire that was common in Eboracum—mantles and veils,
long finely pleated tunics that trailed on the ground, ornate
jewelry and makeup and elaborate hairstyles. They were alien.
Exotic. They moved in such a different world from his they would
not be able to communicate, for they had nothing in common with him
from which he could draw useful references. What would such
pampered creatures know of Saxons, battles, the fate of all
Britain? Did they even know that Britain was fighting for its
life?

He turned away from them, marveling that
people could live such insulated lives and his gaze fell upon
Diana.

She was one of them but was so unlike
them that it took conscious effort to remember that she was a Roman
too. The frankly tied hair, the workman’s clothes, the ridiculous
belt. She wore no jewelry, no makeup. Her finely drawn skin glowed
with the touch of the sun and that was all. Even her full lips,
bare of any reddening ochre, seemed moist and…

Alaric straightened up abruptly and
thrust the wineskin at her. “Tell me,” he said quickly. “How is it
that a Roman maiden should not go anywhere unaccompanied, or
without an armed guard, yet you do just that?”

She seemed to laugh up at him, or
perhaps it was just that her smile was so rare it seemed more
joyous when it appeared.

“I am accompanied by an armed guard. You
appointed yourself my protector, remember?”

“Yes but you do not dress as they do.”
He pointed to the tight little group on the far side of the forum,
heading away from the markets. They were probably returning home to
rest for the afternoon, a common practice among city dwellers.

Diana’s smile faded. “I have moved far
beyond that.”

“Why?”

She stared after the women but Alaric
suspected that she was no longer consciously studying them. He
thought she wasn’t going to answer his impulsive question but then
she began to speak, her voice quiet.

“All they have to look forward to is
life as a married woman, or cloistered in a nunnery somewhere when
they pass beyond a marriageable age. A year ago, that was all I had
to look forward to too.” She looked up at him then. “Then the
Saxons came and suddenly there were no men and no women more senior
than me who were fit to take charge of the estate.”

“So you did,” Alaric finished.

“I had to. Apart from being the oldest
surviving member of the family, in the beginning it seemed like I
was the only one who could put together two related thoughts. And
too, I was the only one who could read and find answers to puzzles
from my father’s books.” She looked away, with a sigh.

“Was it as bad as I’ve heard?” Alaric
asked softly.

“It was bad. We lost three people to
hunger that winter. Two of them children and the other one of the
oldest among us.”

He knew she took full blame for those
deaths. It was a trait that all leaders shared.

“If it was so hard, why do you fight to
keep control of the estate?” he asked. “By rights your
brother—”

“My brother deserted us, just as he
deserted you,” Diana snapped. She shook her head. “He no longer has
fair claim on the estate. Besides—” She bit her lip. Horror and
surprise flitted across her face. Quickly, she looked away.

“Besides?”

She remained silent.

“Diana? What is it?”

She sighed again and turned to look at
him. “Besides, Verus once told me that if…if Britain is to survive,
we must examine all the old ways of doing things. Something like
that. He said if marriage, or the nunnery, was not for me, then I
should find my own place in the world.”

“This is it? This is your place?”

“Yes…yes, I think it is.”

“There are happier places,” Alaric
pointed out. “More comfortable places,” he added.

“Perhaps. But I would not be in charge
of my own fate in those places. I would have to obey another.”

“Ahhhhh,” Alaric breathed, as the
information shifted and fell into a new pattern.

At his soft exclamation, Diana dropped
her head and poked a twig at a crack in the stones by her hip,
concentrating fiercely on the small task.

Clearly she had not intended to reveal
so much to him and now regretted it. Alaric understood why too. The
idea of autonomy for a woman was scandalous among Romans. It was
also illegal under Roman law, he suspected, but would be careful
not to inquire into that side of it in the future.

He kept his voice casual. “My
great-grandmother on my father’s side was a great matriarch too.
She controlled the reins of the family with an unforgiving
fist—literally, more often than not. Her reputation as a shrewd
trader and tough leader was known throughout Wales.”

Diana’s head came up quickly and he was
pinned by her direct, interrogating gaze. “Your ancestress led her
family?”

“Certainly.”

Confusion shadowed her face.

“Besides, you have surely heard the
legends of Boadiccea?”

“Whispers only,” Diana admitted. “My
mother would not allow repetition of those stories. She said that
Boadiccea was wicked and a sinner in the eyes of god.”

“I think your mother was probably more
concerned with Boadiccea’s long line of companions, and her
death—which is not sanctified by your god.” Alaric suppressed the
grin that wanted to form at the idea of Boadiccea being considered
“wicked”. She had been a heroine in most people’s eyes.

Diana looked up at him, her frown
deepening with suspicion. Then the frown cleared and she added
casually, “Of course it had nothing to do with the fact that she
led a revolution against us Romans.”

It took Alaric a moment to realize that
Diana was teasing him. Teasing him.

Hastily, he took another swallow of
wine, before his astonishment revealed itself. His reaction under
control, he responded with the same casualness as Diana.

“I wouldn’t know. Vanquished foes are
quickly forgotten.”

Diana’s jaw sagged a little. “What?” she
breathed. “But…”

Alaric lifted his brow in query.

Her eyes narrowed speculatively. “Of
course, in the end the Roman legions were victorious. Or we would
not be in this place at this time, resting upon structures well
over one hundred years old. Structures built by Romans.”

He nodded agreement and lifted one foot
to lean it on the step above—the step Diana sat upon. He rested his
forearm upon his knee, learning down a little.

“In the country to the south stands a
monument built by Britons…nearly four hundred years ago. It will
still be standing when these buildings are naught but dust.”

Diana smiled. “You mean the standing
stones by Amesbury?”

“Yes.”

“The ones that Merlin was forced to
rebuild because they had collapsed?” she asked sweetly.

“Where did you hear about that?”

She laughed. “You had not planned on me
knowing that.”

“I had assumed that Merlin’s feats, even
those that use nothing more outlandish than clever engineering,
would not be a common subject. Merlin is only slightly less loved
than Arthur here.”

“If they speak his name at all, it is
usually preceded by a curse.”

“So how do you know about the hanging
stones? Did Felecius tell you?”

“Rhys did. He worked on them, did you
know? Just after Ambrosius died.”

“No, I didn’t know,” Alaric admitted. He
studied her, surprised. “And Rhys told you?”

“You are one of only a few who detest
Romans so much you cannot bear to talk to them.”

“Rhys counts among those few.”

“No longer,” she responded. “Not since
he took Octavia to his bed, unless he counts hypocrisy among his
sins?”

“Not Rhys,” Alaric countered
automatically, his mind busy with this news. He didn’t know Octavia
but suspected it was the gentle woman with large eyes and quiet
manners he had seen serving watered wine to the men in the
field.

Why hadn’t he heard of this before? Why
had he learned of it from Diana, of all people?

The answer supplied itself. Because
Diana was a natural leader and ensured she knew a little about her
people’s private affairs. It was strategically useful in dealing
with trouble as it brewed. She had spent mealtimes watching and
listening. If he had done the same, he might have seen those things
Diana had seen.

“You seek to point out my inadequacies
as a leader, woman?” he growled and was surprised that his anger
was only partly in jest.

“You read insult into the acquisition of
knowledge, warrior?” Diana’s brows rushed together. “If the
collecting of information is such a crime, it is no wonder that
your people have remained the vanquished foe!”

“Vanquished, perhaps. But we have not
been forgotten!”

Diana scrambled up onto her feet. “Only
because Romans can read and record their victories, instead of
spinning them into tales of magic and marvels only children care to
repeat.”

“Songs that will pass on down through
the generations long after your precious books have turned to
dust,” Alaric responded, stung to the quick by her sharp
observations. It didn’t help that her words had the ring of truth.
“It may be that our songs and stories are the only word that will
survive.”

Diana stood with her feet planted apart
and her hands on her hips. Her chest was heaving rapidly. She was
unmistakably furious. “Don’t be utterly ridiculous!” she
responded.

Abruptly, Alaric knew he wanted to kiss
her. Standing on the higher step, her head only just reached above
his and he could see every plane of her face, could see it work
with anger. Her breasts were rising and falling with each panted
breath. The feral kitten had returned.

“You can do better than that,” he said
softly, deliberately baiting her. He clenched his fists against the
almost overwhelming urge to slide a hand behind her head and draw
her face down to his.

“I would expend the effort for anyone
else but you, warrior,” Diana responded and her voice was husky
with anger.

Or was it anger at all?

He studied her anew, exploring the
possibility that it was something other than anger that distorted
her voice in such a way. He could feel the reverberations down his
spine, all the way to the base, where it started a familiar
throb.

There were no obvious signs. She was
genuinely angry. But was her face was more flushed than usual?

His heart began to beat a little harder
in anticipation and he cautioned himself to be very sure he was not
projecting his own needs onto her. Was there something in her eyes?
Had something changed? Her awareness?

God and Mithras combined…let it be
so, Alaric pleaded silently to deities in the off-chance they
were listening.

* * * * *

Diana could barely breathe. Anger was
stealing much of the air from her lungs but the fast, furious rush
of energy the anger was injecting was blanketed by a more powerful
lethargy that stole into her senses and slowed her mind while it
sensitized her body.

She was keenly aware of Alaric’s knee
thrust horizontally next to her own. She had only to lift her hand
a little and she would be able to rest it against his thigh. If she
swayed to the right she would push up against it.

The very idea was intoxicating. She
could think of nothing else but the attraction of feeling his thigh
against her. It would press against her body and perhaps relieve
the unusual sensations.

She was restless and knew now that the
restlessness could only be cured by the man standing before her.
But he was furious. His eyes were glittering with his fury and as
she watched with hushed breath and heart, his hand snaked up to
capture her head against the palm of his hand.

“You…” he growled, drawing her head down
so their eyes were level. She could feel the warmth of his breath
on her skin. Suddenly too, a wash of his scent rolled over her.
Male smells. Good ones. Clean, appealing—she had no idea how she
knew the difference, or why his scent was good, except that it
seemed to move something deep inside her she had never experienced
before. It rolled over, she could feel it move. A whole range of
new feelings struck her. She could not sort them out—not now—but
they felt wonderful. They forced a tiny gasp from her—little more
than a quickly in-drawn breath. They drained her of strength. She
reached out to steady herself against his shoulders.

His skin was hot under the tunic. His
shoulders were wider than Diana had known, her hands were miniscule
against them. The urge to move her hands, to feel more, was
strong.

He was watching every emotion appear on
her face. At the sound of her gasp, his anger drained from his face
just as her own strength had drained away.

“You…” he whispered again. His gaze fell
to her lips.

Diana could not speak. His hand still
held her head. Was he going to kiss her? Please—her mind
whispered. Please, do what you will with me. Do it now. Now!
Her entire body tried to reach toward him, to will him to take the
kiss he was contemplating and more. Even her heart stopped.

Please, she silently begged.

“Is this man bothering you, my
dear?”

The voice intruded loudly and there was
enough familiarity about it for Diana to drag her focus back to the
present moment, an internal alarm alerting her.

Alaric released his hold on her and
Diana found herself falling back a step in reaction to the sudden
cessation of pressure. Had he been drawing her closer still?

While trying to overcome the physical
wrench the interruption caused, Diana stepped to one side so that
she could see beyond Alaric’s bulk down to the lower tiers.

Alaric had already whirled to face the
intruder. Diana suspected his speed of response was a result of his
fighting skills. His hand was actually resting on the hilt of his
knife.

Standing two tiers below Alaric was the
Bishop of Eboracum. His face held a pleasant, inquiring smile,
emphasized by almost non-existent brows drawn high upon the
hairless dome of his head. His protruding eyes grew rounder when
his gaze fell upon Diana.

“Why, Mistress Diana. My lady, I would
not have recognized you from farther away. You have…” His gaze
swept across her attire. “Changed,” he concluded, his voice
dry.

“Thank you,” she replied. She merely
intended to annoy the Bishop but then she realized how little she
truly cared for his good opinion of her.

But the Bishop was turning to face
Alaric, Diana’s presence already forgotten. The speed of his
dismissal told her that the Bishop had wanted all along to confront
Alaric. Perhaps his surprise at seeing her had even been genuine.
Perhaps he had seen Alaric from afar and crossed the forum to this
sunny deserted end to deal with him.

Eboracus had picked poor ground, though.
He stood an arm’s length lower than Alaric and even the two armed
guards that flanked him did not offset the advantage of height
their relative positions gave Alaric.

“Well, well,” Eboracus said pleasantly,
his voice smooth and polite. “The Celt. The Pendragon’s man.”

“Eboracus,” Alaric acknowledge
briefly.

To a man like Eboracus, used to the
trappings and formalities of the church, the absence of rank or
title in Alaric’s acknowledgment was like a slap in the face.
Eboracus’ eyes narrowed. He did not like it. “You are not welcome
here, remember?”

The Bishop’s steadiness in the face of
opposition was renowned. What had happened between these two men in
the past that could drive Eboracus to the attack so fast?

“Alaric came to the city as my escort,”
Diana told the Bishop.

His glance barely strayed in her
direction. Had he even heard her?

Her body, already shaky from the sudden
halt to the flow of energy that had been surging through her
seconds ago, now began to cramp down into itself. There was nothing
pleasant or exciting about this tension.

Eboracus smiled at Alaric, a smile full
of perverted pleasure. “So, a hired hand.” He almost drooled. “You
break your allegiance to your beloved Pendragon so easily,
Celt?”

Diana noticed how tightly Alaric’s
shoulder muscles were flexed. He was clenching his fist. As she
looked, the muscles rippled again.

“I know where my loyalty lies,
Christian. I do what I must.” Alaric’s tone implied that Eboracus
did not push his duty as far.

“You do what you must? Tarrying in
dalliance with a Roman woman?”

“He was not—” Diana began hotly,
starting to step around Alaric. But she halted, Alaric’s hand
against her legs like a barring gate. Her astonishment was enough
to silence her. Alaric didn’t glance at her.

Eboracus’ penetrating gaze settled on
Diana. “It has apparently been far too long since I paid my
respects to your family, my lady. Far, far too long. I was saddened
to hear of the death of your father.”

He made no mention of the deaths of
Diana’s mother and sister. Diana knew that even if he had heard of
their passing it would have meant less than nothing to him because
they were women. The thought caused a tight sad congestion in her
chest. Had their lives meant so little to others too?

“You must pass on my compliments to your
brother Verus. Tell him that I look forward to his visit to my
chambers. Will you do that for me?”

Responses sprang to her mind. I
can’t. I won’t. I will. Go away. She stared at him, wondering
what she should say. Uppermost in her mind was pure annoyance, a
product of her sadness and an infant sense of her own power that
had been incubated over the last year and born just moments before.
It was really nothing to do with Eboracus that her brother was no
longer at the estate.

But caution stayed her tongue. This was
the Bishop of Eboracum and his influence in this town was
extensive. She had heard whispers about the fate of those who
opposed him too openly.

“Yes, your Excellency,” Diana said
stiffly. “I will pass on your message when next I see him.”

Eboracus’ eyes narrowed a little. “Good,
good,” he murmured thoughtfully.

“My lady, the hour grows late,” Alaric
said.

Diana nodded. “Yes. I must leave now, or
it will be dark before I arrive home.”

“Then I will delay you not,” the Bishop
agreed jovially and stepped down to the last tier. “Good day to you
both.” He climbed down to the forum floor and walked away, his
guards bracketing him perfectly. He didn’t look back but that did
not reassure Diana.

She shivered. It was as if the sun had
slipped behind a cloud. All the good feelings of the day had
evaporated, leaving her achy and empty. There was a niggling sense
of impending doom.

“I want to go home,” she said, staring
after the Bishop.

“Yes,” Alaric agreed, his voice flat.
“It’s well past time we left.”

* * * * *

They walked back to the stable where
they had left their horses for the day, barely exchanging a word.
That suited Alaric completely.

He had been about to kiss Diana when
Eboracus had appeared. He didn’t know if he should thank fate for
that timely interruption, or not.

Eboracus was a dangerous man and Alaric
disliked him for more than his Roman heritage but he could not deny
Eboracus’ observations had been accurate.

“You break your allegiance to your
beloved Pendragon so easily, Celt?…Tarrying in dalliance with a
Roman woman?”

It was an unappetizing truth.

How had he strayed so far from his
simple task of doing Arthur’s bidding? It had started with a
solitary step, a simple desire to help Diana and had ended—had
nearly ended—in disaster.

Having Diana and remaining loyal to
Arthur were conflicting ambitions. He could see that now. The
closer he got to Diana, the farther he moved from his duty to
Arthur. Choosing between them was not possible, for Alaric had
already sworn his allegiance, his life, to making Arthur’s future a
fact.

Eboracus’ observation had been a cold
bucket of water to his good sense. Alaric felt as if he had been
roused and snatched from a seductive, dangerous dream. He was awake
now. He would not let his sight drift away from his duty again.

 



Chapter Thirteen

Diana had assumed that the compulsion to
go home stemmed from a desire to escape the unpleasant situation in
the forum, to get away from the Bishop’s domain of influence. She
hadn’t dreamed that there might really be something seriously amiss
at the estate, yet there was.

Diana and Alaric heard the strident
voices as they rode into the courtyard and by unspoken consent they
dismounted and tethered the horses to a low branch of the oak tree
and hurried to the dining room, from where the voices issued.

It was not yet supper time and no food
stood upon the tables, yet every person on the estate had assembled
in the room. They were all standing, facing toward the large family
table at the end of the room, where Diana usually sat. Diana could
see nothing but broad backs when she entered and she pushed her way
through.

“Let me pass.”

They stepped aside and made room for
her. The voices fell to a murmur. Diana could at last see the big
table. Sosia, Griffin and Rhys stood there, along with Rowena and
Evadne.

Everyone was angry, Diana realized.
Everyone except Rowena.

The flaxen-haired woman had been crying.
Her face was marred by unpretty red blotches and her eyes were pink
and swollen. She sat at the table, surrounded by the others and as
Diana’s glance fell upon her, Rowena’s chin quivered, heralding
more tears.

Rhys was armed.

Diana pushed her way to the table and
the room fell silent. “What goes on here?” she demanded.

Alaric silently took up place beside
Rhys and crossed his arms.

Evadne spoke. “Sosia caught Rowena
stealing food from the supply room.”

Rowena was the thief? Diana turned to
the Saxon woman, whose eyes filled with tears as she watched. “God
above, why?” Diana breathed. “What little food there is was shared
fairly among us all. You were not being deprived.”

“You would not understand,” Rowena
whispered.

“No, I don’t.”

Sosia waved her hand in dismissal. “We
have asked her a dozen times and that is all the explanation she
offers.”

Diana nodded, still staring at Rowena.
The tears, she was suddenly sure, had naught to do with repentance.
It was fear of the consequences that were causing them, for the
atmosphere in the room promised violence. They were all justifiably
furious that someone had stolen food from their mouths and the
mouths of their children.

“Aye and it’s a piddling excuse to my
mind,” Rhys ventured. “We cannot understand what she does not
volunteer.”

“Turn her out, I say,” Evadne spat. “Let
her take her chances without a homestead to call her own. She could
put her thieving skills to better use out there!”

Diana recalled that Evadne had a child
of her own.

There was a low murmur of agreement from
the assembled adults and Diana felt her spirits sink. Turn Rowena
out? Could she do that? She glanced at Alaric. His face was
impassive but she thought she could see empathy there. Had he faced
this sort of decision before?

Diana looked to Rowena once more. “Tell
me why,” she demanded. “If you explain it to me, I can deal with
you fairly. If you don’t…” She shrugged.

“Fairly? Fair?” Rowena repeated and
sniffed mightily. “A Roman speaks of fairness?” She tried to laugh
dryly but could not manage it. “You, all of you, your arrogance
lets you believe that you have invented justice but you know
nothing of real justice. Fairness is for Romans. Anyone else is
trampled under your arrogant heel, put to slavery, or worse.”
Rowena pointed to Alaric. “Those who you have attempted to
subjugate, they understand that fairness doesn’t exist. It’s just a
pretty idea that keeps idle minds occupied while the real world
struggles for survival.”

“That is what you believe this is?”
Alaric asked. “You think you have been threatened here?”

Rowena lifted her chin to look at him
squarely. “You spoke it best when you said that you hate Saxons,
warrior. You were closest to the truth that day. None of these
others here can see that clearly. They hide behind words like
‘fairness’.”

Diana felt a sudden spurt of anger. “You
have never been treated with anything less than respect here! We
gave you shelter, food, warmth. Everything that we had, we shared
with you.”

“But you did not give her acceptance,”
Alaric said.

Diana was stunned. “You steal food from
babies because we do not like you?”

“I told you that you would not
understand.”

“Throw her to the wolves!” someone
hissed from toward the back of the room and there was a low growl
of agreement.

Diana felt an enormous anger and knew
that at that moment she was fully capable of doing just what they
wanted. With her bare hands if necessary. The charged atmosphere in
the room was intoxicating.

“I want everyone to leave,” Diana said,
lifting her voice a little so that all would hear her. “A decision
of this nature cannot be discussed in open forum. All of you except
Sosia, Alaric, Griffin, please go back to your quarters. I will
deal with this matter immediately.”

Reluctantly, the people began to file
out of the room.

“Rhys?” Diana hailed the big man.

He jerked his chin in
acknowledgment.

“There is a padlock on the pantry door
in the supply room. Take the padlock and lock Rowena into the last
room before the bathhouse. It has a door. Sosia, please give him
the key.”

Sosia handed over the key. Rhys gripped
Rowena’s upper arm and hauled her to her feet. “Come, Saxon,” he
growled and marched Rowena out of the room.

The room was empty except for the four
of them. Diana gave a silent sigh of relief. Now she could begin to
think properly.

“Sosia, what happened?”

“I believe the woman thought that with
you gone she could be more daring. I walked into the supply room to
find her stuffing a sack full of meal and what was left of the lamb
that was slaughtered the other day.” Sosia shook her head. “She
made no apology and no attempt to hide her sins. She is proud of
her resourcefulness.”

“Yes, I saw that.”

“My lady, you cannot allow her to remain
here,” Sosia said. “She will not change, not ever.”

“Sosia understands her well,” Alaric
agreed, surprising her. “Rowena sees the world a different way from
us. She cannot repent of something that she considers right and
just.”

“You are advocating that I banish her?
Turn her out?”

“Rowena’s acts were treacherous. They
had a direct bearing upon me and my men. In Arthur’s army, a man
committing such an offense against his fellow soldiers forfeits his
life.”

“You want me to kill her?”

“It is called execution, ma’am,” Griffin
said quietly.

“It is still murder…and you condone
this?” Diana asked the young man.

“Rowena has declared herself our enemy.”
Griffin looked uncomfortable but determined. “It is not I who
defines her actions as treacherous. She does that by pitting
herself against us.”

“If she was with child and wanted the
food for her baby,” Alaric added, “or sick and needed extra
sustenance, or any of a dozen other justifiable reasons for needing
extra food, then it would not be treachery and executions that we
speak of. Rowena chose this battleground for herself.”

“We are not at war here!” Diana
cried.

“No?” Alaric asked. His brow lifted
questioningly.

The aching tiredness Diana had felt
since setting out for home from Eboracum congealed into a
fully-fledged exhaustion. She closed her eyes for a brief moment of
respite. “I cannot kill someone, even one who fights against us in
an undisguised battle of survival.” She opened her eyes again.

This time she had no trouble identifying
the sad empathy in Alaric’s eyes. “You have to make a decision,
Diana. You and you alone, must choose.”

She looked at the others. They were
watching her with stony faces, looking to her for justice.

“Sosia, get supper on the table. Let
everyone eat well and try to put this behind them. At least now we
will not suffer any more unexpected deprivations.”

“Yes, my lady,” Sosia murmured and moved
to the door.

“Diana?” Alaric asked.

“I can’t make this decision right now,”
Diana told him. “I must think about it.”

“Don’t leave the decision too long
undone,” he said, “For that is a decision in itself.”

* * * * *

They were assembled in the courtyard,
facing the pale sky to the east. It was a cloudless sky overhead
and it was shot blood red, which seemed appropriate to Diana. She
huddled in her cloak.

From the last room on the east wing of
the house came a slow procession—Rhys and Griffin, with Rowena
shackled between them and Alaric leading the way to the large block
of wood that stood on a bare patch of ground between the house and
the oak tree. Rowena wore white and her hair was loose like a
maiden’s. She looked neither left nor right. There was still no
sign of repentance or sorrow. Even her fear had vanished.

The crowd around the block separated,
creating a corridor for the procession to move through. As soon as
the four had passed by the crowd pressed in behind them, eager for
a view.

At the block, Griffin and Rhys
refastened Rowena’s shackles so that her hands were behind her
back. She was pressed to her knees in front of the block.

Alaric appeared unexpectedly at Diana’s
side.

“Here,” he said and thrust a staff into
her hands. Diana looked to the top of the staff. It was a
double-sided axe and the edges were silvery gray and glittered in
the first rays of dawn.

“Me?” Diana said. “I must do this?”

“It was your choice,” he told her.
“Hurry up. We’re all waiting, can’t you see?”

Diana moved toward the block, carrying
the axe with her. Rowena was watching her.

“You have to put your head down,” Diana
told her.

“It is already lower than yours,” Rowena
answered. “Hurry up. I’m waiting.”

“We’re waiting!” everyone echoed.

Diana hefted the axe and turned back to
the block. But Rowena was gone. Now it was Minna kneeling at the
block. Standing over her was a large, frightening shadow.

“Hurry up!” The deep guttural voice
boomed from the middle of the shadow. “I’m waiting.”

Diana felt herself go cold. She knew
this shadow. She had met it before.

“Minna! Hurry up! Come here!” it boomed,
the volume ebbing and rising in waves.

Diana felt herself start to tremble. It
was cold, so cold. From far away came the sound of water running
and running, endlessly running away…

“Diana!”

The hand was on her shoulder and she
could feel his hot breath on her cheek, blowing against it rapidly,
in and out. He was pushing at her.

The fear rose above the edge of
containment. It spilled over her, covering everything, even thought
itself. Her body reacted to the fear, galvanized itself, hitting
out with terror-induced power.

“Diana, no!” came the startled
response.

She was enveloped in warmth and this
time she smelt a familiar scent. Rough wool under her hands. The
eddies of air against her skin. It was then she knew she was
awake.

But it was already too late, she could
feel herself falling, still wrapped in warmth but falling.

She cried out and it was muffled. Then
came the impact. But it was buffeted by the slightly yielding
object beneath her.

There came a breathless groan against
her cheek.

Diana felt her breath catch. Surely
not…

“Diana?” Alaric’s voice.

She was lying on top of him and both of
them were on the floor of the library. She had been dreaming.
Again.

Horrified, Diana tried to pull away, to
get to her feet and she discovered his arms were around her. They
were the warmth that she had felt just after she had begun to wake.
At her movement the arms tightened, keeping her still.

“Diana, are you awake?”

“Yes.” Her voice emerged as a dry
croak.

“You were dreaming,” he said. “You hit
out at me.”

“Yes.” It was all she could manage, for
the cold had settled into her bones now and would sap her of
strength for the next little while. It was too late to hide it from
Alaric.

“You’re shaking!”

Diana clenched her teeth against the
bone-jarring tremors.

“Gods above!” Alaric murmured. She felt
all the muscles she was resting against flex together and she was
lifted up into a sitting position. “Wait,” he told her. Warm wool
was draped around her shoulders, redolent of the scent that was so
uniquely Alaric’s. She clutched at the cloak, drawing it tight
around her.

His hands were rubbing her arms, her
back, imparting their own warmth but it was futile against the
bone-deep chill that racked her.

He cursed under his breath and she heard
a soft sound. Then she was lifted and placed on Alaric’s lap. His
arms were around her, holding her against him, keeping her
warm.

Diana wasn’t sure how long the cold held
its grip on her. All she was aware of was Alaric’s heat stealing
through her body, attacking the tremors one small front at a time,
until finally they departed and she sat quiescent, utterly drained
and resting against his chest.

In all that time Alaric spoke not a
single word.

He seemed to recognize when she had
recovered for he said quietly, “It has let you go now?”

“I’ll get up—’

“Don’t rush,” he said quickly. “Take
what time you need.”

Gratefully, she let herself fall back
against his chest. It was soft and warm, but just underneath the
softness she could feel the solid wall of bone and muscle. As he
moved—little movements—she felt the muscles themselves turn to hard
mounds.

“That must have been quite a dream,” he
remarked.

“Did I hurt you?”

He gave a dry silent laugh that pushed
his chest against Diana’s shoulder. “No, you didn’t hurt me.”

“But I tried to attack you, you
said.”

“You tried but I’ve faced more powerful
enemies than you before now.”

“Oh.”

“Why aren’t you in bed?” he asked.

“Why should I be?”

”It’s late—I was surprised to even find
you here.”

“You came to the library hoping I would
not be here?”

”You were asleep with your head on the
desk. Did you plan to stay there all night?”

“All night?”

“The wick in the lamp is new—it was
changed barely an hour ago. You wouldn’t do that unless you planned
to be here for some time. Were you?”

“I wasn’t sleeping…” Diana began.

“Tonight? Or every night? It seems to me
that you nearly live in this room. If you are not out upon the
estate somewhere I am assured of finding you here.”

“I don’t sleep well,” Diana explained
again.

“Ever?”

“Not lately. Why did you come here, if
you didn’t expect to find me here?”

“Wait.”

Diana felt Alaric’s right shoulder move
and his long hard fingers were under her chin, lifting her face. He
leaned back so that he could meet her gaze. His eyes were as black
as a moonless night and their shadows hid as much as night too.

“Where is your bedchamber?” he asked.
“This wing is on the far side of the villa from the private rooms,
yet I’ve never managed to arrive here earlier than you.”

Diana tried not to drop her gaze beneath
his suspicious stare. “That is certainly no concern of yours.”

“Gods above! You don’t have a bed. You
sleep here.”

“I told you I don’t sleep well.”

“No one would sleep well without a bed,
even one of those high unforgiving platforms that you Romans favor.
You must sleep sometimes. What do you do then? Sleep at the desk as
I found you?”

Diana couldn’t help herself. Her gaze
flicked toward the wide stool placed strategically close to the
hypocaust vent and the folded blanket resting over one of the
outward curving arms.

Alaric swiveled to track the direction
of her look. He stared at the seat. “You sleep on that?”

“I don’t like to sleep too long. I can
curl up on the seat.”

His expression of disbelief unnerved
her. Diana lifted herself from his lap and began to pick up the
books and writing implements that had been scattered across the
tiles by her violent awakening.

“What were you dreaming about?”

A black nameless shadow formed in her
mind, along with the touch of the accompanying coldness. Diana
pushed the thought away. “Rowena,” she told Alaric.

“Yes, I thought you might be.”

“Is that why you came here? To see if I
had come to a decision?” She dumped the books on the desk and
turned to face him.

He crossed his arms. “Or to help you
make one if you hadn’t.”

“How could you advocate execution? You
knew no one had considered Rowena’s sins in that light until you
spoke of it, not even your own men. Now they want her blood and
nothing less. How could you even suggest such a thing?”

At the corner of his jaw, a muscle
jumped. “I was reminded today that my duty lies with Arthur. Rowena
threatened that duty by jeopardizing the survival of my men. I only
suggested what would be summarily delivered in Arthur’s camp.”

The Bishop, Diana thought. The
Bishop had ridiculed him and made light of his allegiance to
Arthur. That was what had caused him to fall back into his
relentless role as commander and trustworthy soldier.

“Executing the daughter of a pair of
Saxon slaves will not assist you in your duties to the Pendragon,”
she pointed out.

“But it will remove any further threat
to my men.”

“So would banishment. You threw your lot
in with us the day your men began to work on the estate. Do you not
think it is a little late to play the unswervingly dutiful
lieutenant?”

Alaric’s jaw clenched tightly. After a
moment he growled, “That is my penance to face. The welfare of my
men comes before my duty.” He moved closer to her. “If any of my
men questioned my duty or decisions, they would be dealt with
severely.”

A cold hand clamped Diana’s stomach. She
tried to ignore the fear. Alaric would not hurt her. Surely not. “I
am not one of your men.” Her voice was a mere whisper compared to
Alaric’s rolling announcement.

He moved closer still. “This is why I
give you a little latitude.” Closer still. Diana swayed backward
and tilted her head back so that she could see his face. “Don’t
ever question my loyalty again.” Each word fell into the silence
between them with perfect clarity.

Diana swallowed. “I was not questioning
your loyalty. I was pointing out that to achieve all you must here
you have had to travel a strange route indeed, especially for one
such as yourself, whose ambitions were once very clear and
simple.”

“My ambitions have not changed.”

“But the path to them is complex and
indirect. You think this has not changed you or your ambitions,
warrior?”

“No,” he said, his voice low and firm
but Diana saw his gaze cut away from her.

“I do not believe you.”

“Believe what you will. It is of no
consequence to me.”

“On the contrary.” Diana smiled. “You
think Minna has not shown me the toy you made for her? Do you think
I haven’t watched you watching all of us, scheming to make the
estate work, hauling wood to the furnaces at night to save the
young boys the task?”

The muscle in the corner of his jaw
flexed mightily. “My lady,” he said and his voice was thick with
anger. “I have indulged you on this subject for too long.”

“Why are you afraid to admit it? What is
wrong with caring about other people?”

“Diana…” It was a low rumbled
warning.

“What is wrong with admitting that you
care about us?”

His hand came down flat on the desk
beside Diana with a sharp crack. “Damn it, Diana—do not pursue
this!”

“Why? There is no crime in it. It does
not diminish your loyalty to Arthur. If anything it—”

“No!” he roared and his hand fell across
her mouth, cutting off her words. Diana stared at him over the top
of his hand, seeing the throbbing in his temple and his flushed
features. Astonishingly, his hand was shaking. He stared into her
eyes.

“That which you wish me to say you will
never hear from my lips. There is no room in my life for anything
but Arthur’s work and everything I have done here has been toward
that end.”

He was lying. Diana was utterly sure of
it. But why was he lying? What was the truth? She knew he cared
enough about the estate and the people on it to work tirelessly for
them.

A tenuous association occurred to her.
She grasped his wrist and pulled his hand away. “Is that why you
wanted me to execute Rowena? For revenge?”

Alaric looked away.

“It has nothing to do with military
demands at all,” Diana breathed. She put her hand on his arm and he
flinched a little. “Tell me,” she coaxed. “I will say nothing of
this, ever.”

“What interest is it to you?”

“If it is revenge you seek, then I must
know that when I make my decision.” Diana realized that she
trembled too. It was the same breathless anticipation she had felt
in the forum today.

“It’s not revenge I need,” he whispered
and the arm resting against the desk curled around Diana’s waist,
drawing her up tightly against him. His long hot fingers framed her
chin, held her head steady and lowered his head and touched his
lips against hers. It was soft, fleeting, yet the gentle touch
sparked off a maelstrom of reactions.

Diana was too confused to think of
protesting, or even speaking. Blood pounded in her temples,
creating a roar that blanketed thoughts, sense and left her
emotions reeling. Above all, she wanted him to kiss her again. She
wanted another touch so that she might savor it properly.

He kissed her again. This time it was
everything she wanted. His lips pressed firmly against hers and she
could taste him. She sighed into his mouth and in reaction his arm
around her tightened again. She could feel every muscle of his
thighs. She could feel…

Abruptly Diana began to struggle. “No!”
she cried, trying to get her arms between them so she could push
him away. “No!”

He let her go with a speed that could be
equated with alacrity. He moved back a step and ran a hand through
his short hair.

“Why ‘no’?”

Diana turned away. “Because I don’t want
this. I can’t…I don’t want it!” she repeated desperately.

Alaric gave a sour, humorless smile.
“Now you understand my position,” he said quietly.

Diana could find no adequate answer. The
effectiveness of his demonstration was too powerful to counter.

Alaric silently bent to pick up his
cloak from the floor where it had landed, unnoticed. He threw it
over his shoulders. Again his mouth stretched in a tight smile
closely related to a grimace.

“You said today that this is the place
you choose to be. You’ve always known the place I choose to be and
now you know the price that comes with my choice. Yours too, comes
at a price. It includes having to make a decision about Rowena and
living with the consequences. It is just the beginning of your
choices.” He touched her cheek with one long finger. He seemed
almost sad. “Good night, Diana.”

And then he was gone.

 



Chapter Fourteen

Alaric broke with custom the next
morning. He took his breakfast bowl to the dining room. Usually
only a dozen or so people broke their fast in the dining room but
today almost everyone was there. He knew what drew them. They
wanted to know what Diana had decided to do about Rowena. He
suspected he was not the only one who’d had an uneasy night.

Alaric’s presence among them subdued
them but he ignored the atmosphere and concentrated on forcing down
his breakfast. He had eaten as much as he could withstand when the
door opened and Diana stepped in.

It looked as if she had slept little, if
at all. Now Alaric was aware of her sleeping habits, he guessed
that the latter was true. On any other day she looked sprightlier
on less sleep than a soldier on a forced march. But today her eyes
were enormous in her drawn face and she seemed to move as if she
would rather creep by unnoticed. But that was impossible. At her
appearance the room fell almost totally silent. All eyes turned to
her. Yes, they were waiting to hear her decision.

Diana stopped by Rhys and spoke quietly
to him.

“At once, my lady.” Rhys pushed his
empty bowl over to Octavia’s side of the table and hurried from the
room, wiping his mouth. Diana crossed to her customary divan and
sat down to wait.

No one else left the room.

Diana remained silent. She did not eat.
She had no bowl in front of her and made no attempt to procure any
food from the steaming kettle on the table in front of her. She was
careful not to let her gaze collide with anyone else’s too.

Apprehension gripped him. Whatever she
had decided, she thought it would not suit the majority of them in
this room.

The door opened and Rowena was pushed
into the room. Rhys followed her in and shut the door with a
dramatic bang, while Rowena brushed herself of imaginary dirt, with
a disdainful flick of her fingers. She looked around the room
slowly. She had no trouble meeting anyone’s gaze.

Rhys pushed her farther into the room,
so that she stood approximately in the middle of the empty floor
space between the door and the closest table. He took up stance
behind her, arms crossed over his massive chest, legs spread.

Diana rose to her feet.

“I know you all are anxious to hear
Rowena’s fate, so I will delay no longer.” Her hands worked
together in front of her. Alaric remembered she had dreamed of this
moment and the power of the dream had propelled her to fight
against him.

“You ask me to choose between banishment
and execution. Very well then.” Her chest rose as she drew in a
deep breath. “I choose neither.”

The silence in the room was absolute.
From outside came the hoot of an insomniac owl, lodged somewhere in
the villa eaves.

“I will not compound Rowena’s sin by
appending murder to the list. Neither will I banish her from the
estate and leave her to wander this countryside, free to steal from
other unsuspecting people. This is our problem and we must deal
with it. Turning her away is not punishment, it is cowardice.”

Diana took another breath and turned to
face Rowena. “You will remain on the estate. You will work—no more
or less than anyone else here is required to work. At night you
will be locked into your room so that you are not free to roam the
villa and take as you see fit.”

“What about during the day?” one of
Alaric’s men called out. “She can take then, can’t she?”

Diana held up her hand. “Perhaps. But
Rowena has shown that she prefers to take while no one is looking.
Now that we know what she is we will all be watching her. Too, she
will be assigned duties where her ways will cause the least
damage.”

“What is to stop her simply climbing
over the wall during the day and running away?” Evadne
demanded.

Diana nodded. “Yes, she can do that but
she is a fool if she does and Rowena is no fool.” She looked at
Rowena. “You understand me, I know. There will be nothing to stop
you walking away from the estate during the day. If you make that
choice, no one will stop you, no one will come looking for you. You
will be free to make your own way in the world. But I know you will
not choose that. Here you have food, warmth and shelter.”

Rowena’s disdainful expression had
vanished. He saw a glimmer of respect in the Saxon woman’s
eyes.

“But that is no punishment!” Evadne
cried. “She took from us, from our children!”

“Rowena will carry her punishment with
her every day,” Diana replied. “Before we learned of her thievery,
we offered her friendship, companionship, an equal share of all
that we had. Now that we know her truly, none of us can do that.
She will be treated for the person she is, now, and that will be
her punishment.”

Evadne sat back, awareness dawning on
her face. She nodded a little. “Yes,” she agreed slowly.

Diana looked to Rowena once more. “By
your actions you have chosen your place here. Do you
understand?”

Rowena’s lip curled in a sneer that made
her ugly and perhaps reflected her true nature. “Yes,” she snarled.
“I understand.”

Diana looked to Rhys. “Rhys?”

He reached for Rowena’s arm and jerked
her back toward the door. “Come, woman,” he growled and escorted
her out.

After a moment, Diana followed. As soon
as the door shut behind her, the room broke out into a roar of
reaction, as everyone tried to speak at once. For a few moments
Alaric listened to the tone of the babble and judged that the
reaction to Diana’s decision was mainly one of cautious approval.
He could sense no outrage there.

Swiftly Alaric rose to his feet and went
after Diana.

He caught up with her as she reached the
gates of the villa. She was struggling with the cumbersome bar and
latch system that secured the gates at night. Alaric reached out
with his left hand and lifted the bar from the slots for her.

“Thank you,” she murmured but didn’t
lift her head to look at him. She grasped the big handle with a
hand that shook and went to pull one side of the gate open but
Alaric rested his hand against it.

“You did it,” he told her.

Diana did look up at him then. “Did
what?”

“It wasn’t what they wanted but you made
them accept your decision anyway. It’s a rare leader who can manage
that.”

“I didn’t make them do anything.
I don’t do that to people. I made a decision that I could live
with. Whether they like it or not is immaterial.”

“So turning Rowena out was not to your
taste, then? I’d have thought, given the drain on food that she
will make, it would have suited you to be rid of her.”

“How could I do that? Turn her out…only
to have her turned away from every door that offers food and
shelter because of her race?” Diana shook her head. “We Romans are
not all alike, Alaric.”

Her words hit him like a blow. She was
talking of Ygraine, equating Ygraine’s fate with Rowena’s if Diana
had expelled her from the estate. It had never occurred to him that
Rowena’s position would be the same as Ygraine’s.

Diana had seen it. She had been able to
see past Rowena’s sins and her unfortunate heritage. Her compassion
was such that she refused to do it.

She tugged on the gate and his hand fell
away. The gates swung open unopposed. Diana slipped through and
Alaric listened to her steps as she made her way toward the barns
and outhouses.

Never in his life had he thought he
would be able to say this of a woman but he deeply admired Diana’s
judgment and leadership. He respected her.

It was a long time before Alaric stirred
from his position at the gate and went back to the dining room to
start the day proper.

It only occurred to him during the
midday meal that Diana hadn’t been seen all morning. A quick search
of the usual places and then a more thorough search of all of the
estate confirmed it. Diana was nowhere to be found.

* * * * *

Diana wandered the streets of Eboracum,
unsure of how much time she spent aimlessly walking. She finally
found herself in the forum and settled on the steps there to watch
the people passing by. It was still late morning. As it was not a
market day there were a number of people meeting in the forum
itself instead of the empty, echoing market streets.

Among them were a fair number of
unmarried women with their escorts and as Diana watched them laugh
among themselves, she realized that she envied them. Their life,
which had once been her life, seemed so simple and carefree. She
could not recall from those times feeling any of the dragging
heaviness of mind that dogged her every step these days.

When she had escaped the dining room
this morning she had felt sick with the agony of choosing Rowena’s
fate. Making and delivering her decision had not diminished the
burden. She knew she would have to live with the consequences
forever and she would be reminded of them every time she saw
Rowena.

Would every major decision carry a
similar burden? She didn’t think she could withstand many more of
them, if they did. She had told Alaric this was the place she chose
for her own. Had her choice been wrong?

She looked again at the chattering women
on the other side of the forum with their pretty clothes and
beautifully arranged hair. She compared them to her own disheveled
appearance—trews muddy from the ride into the city, the oldest
tunics she possessed, mended and stained beyond redemption, her
hair simply tied back. She was sure her face reflected her
sleepless night too. The women’s faces, on the other hand, were
alight with carefree expressions. There was no evidence of
responsibility grinding them down.

Maybe the world had it aright. Maybe
women were not suited to command or leadership. They were not built
right for it. They had neither the stamina nor the mental capacity
to cope with the demands.

Diana sighed. She would gladly swap
places with those women across the square this instant and without
questions.

From the promenade that led up the hill
to the basilica and government buildings emerged a group of men
dressed in the Bishop of Eboracum’s colors. A little man with no
chin led them.

They were scanning the square. She
watched them idly. It odd for a single man to feel four armed
guards were necessary. Even the Bishop, who made enemies every day,
found two guards more than adequate.

They were making their way around the
forum and it seemed to Diana that they were looking for someone.
The little man’s gaze flicked over her and passed on. Then he
jerked his head back to look at her more closely.

Diana felt a tendril of wariness curl
through her.

The little man alerted his guards and
they all began to cross the forum.

Diana realized that her hand was resting
on the handle of her knife and she let it go with a grimace. These
were the Bishop’s men. Did she really think they would try to harm
her here, in the forum, in front of all these people? The Bishop
held no grudge against her. Diana’s father had lined Eboracus’
coffers for many years, so there could be no cause for complaint
there. Diana herself was a woman and therefore beneath the Bishop’s
notice. She held no illusions in this regard. She had seen his
contempt in action too many times to mistake it.

The five men reached her place on the
steps and the little man spoke. “My lady, you are Diana, daughter
of the late Marcellus Aurelius?”

“Yes.”

The little man gave a short sketchy bow.
“My lady, I am Publius Theophilus, secretary to his Excellency, the
Bishop of Eboracum. It would please his Excellency if you would
accompany me to the Basilica.”

“Why?”

“Merely to talk, my lady. The Bishop has
gone too long without expressing his condolences over your
losses.”

Diana bit her lip. The man was lying.
What did the Bishop want with her?

“You came looking for me? How did you
know I was in Eboracum? I am not here every day.”

“Word came to us from the guards at the
gate.”

Her wariness turned to alarm. The Bishop
must have sent word to watch out for her. Why? She looked at the
guards thoughtfully. Four of them. To help the miniscule Publius
should she prove reluctant?

Around the forum, people were glancing
quickly in her direction, then looking away. That reassured Diana.
There were too many people here to witness her being escorted to
the Basilica for Eboracus to risk anything once she was there.

But the guards would ensure that she got
there one way or another.

Diana stood up and brushed pebbles and
dirt from her cloak. “I will come with you,” she said.

Surprise fluttered across Publius’ face.
He had not expected her cooperation, she realized. That frightened
her. Why had she risked coming to Eboracum unescorted?

Publius and the guards led her up the
wide avenue that made way to the public buildings at the top of one
of the gentle hills in the city. It was a silent walk, during which
Diana had time to devise and discard a dozen reasons why Eboracus
would want to speak to her. She strongly suspected that it had
something to do with their conversation in the forum yesterday and
the unspoken enmity between Eboracus and Alaric but she could not
anticipate how Eboracus would use that against her. Or why.

She was shown into the cold, dim stone
antechamber that served Eboracus’ office in the heart of the
Basilica. There were a few clerks milling around, clutching their
papyrus rolls to their chests, but at Publius’ appearance they
scattered. Publius showed her a wooden bench, gave another
quarter-bow and slipped into the inner sanctum. The guards took up
position around the antechamber, two of them close to the door.

Diana waited, trying to keep her courage
afloat with reassurances that the worst Eboracus could do—maim or
kill her—he would not risk here with so many witnesses. He had no
reason to wish her harm. But it did not still her fear.

At last, the door of the Bishop’s office
opened and a number of men came out. Among them was the Bishop,
talking to a tall, thin man with angular cheeks and a short,
well-trimmed beard, which he stroked as he listened. His
watery-eyed gaze fell upon Diana where she sat on the solitary
bench and he halted and glanced at the Bishop.

“That?” he said, with horrified
disbelief.

The Bishop placed a calming hand on the
man’s sleeve. “Now, now, Geta, remember what we said, what I told
you.” He shepherded the man to the door. “Publius will show you to
the rooms we have arranged for you.”

Publius waved a hand through the open
door way. “My lord…” he encouraged.

Scowling, the man called Geta stepped
through and the door was shut behind him.

The Bishop turned on his heel to look at
Diana. He was frowning. “Bring her in,” he told the guards and
stalked to his office.

Two of the guards crossed to Diana,
grasped her arms and almost carried her into Eboracus’ office. They
deposited her on a chair sitting in the middle of the room.

Eboracus waved the guards out. He poured
himself a cup of wine from a flask sitting on a side table and
drank with a heavy sigh. He did not offer Diana a cup. He put the
cup down and turned to her with a bright smile.

“My Lady Diana.”

Diana stretched her mouth into a smile
too. “Your Excellency.”

“These are sad times we move in, are
they not?”

“Your Excellency?” She was puzzled.

“I speak of those troubles we all face.
Some of my predecessors had the most illustrious careers here in
Eboracum. They saw seasons of bounty, their people well fed,
content and fortune amassed everywhere. The land was peaceful. In
their time the gates of this city were open to all. The guards
would greet each visitor with good wishes. It was a joyful time,
then.”

“It was also a time when the legions
were here,” Diana pointed out sweetly. “No one would dare disrupt
the Emperor’s peace with armed soldiers patrolling the city.”

“No, indeed. Rome was at its mightiest,
then. Did you know that there were once nearly twenty thousand
people living here?” He shook his head in awe. “It must have been
quite something to have been the bishop of such a city.”

Diana remained silent. She had learned
long ago that Eboracus took his time getting to the point. She had
no intention of saying anything that might prejudice her position
later on.

Eboracus sighed. “Troubled times,
indeed. Now we examine each person who passes through the gates, we
deal with famine and war and disturbances upon all fronts. There is
no money and Rome is far from here.”

Diana nodded as if she understood but
she had no idea where Eboracus was taking the conversation.

“Rome is not here anymore, so in many
ways it is up to me to be a good example to my people, to show them
the way Rome expects its citizens to behave. To guide them. Did you
know that I held you in my hand when you were but a babe, still in
swaddling cloths? I christened you myself and welcomed you into the
sanctity of Christ’s church.”

Diana bit her lip. Either Eboracus was
lying, or else he had simply mixed up her and her brothers, for of
the three girls in Diana’s family, only Lucilla, the oldest, had
been christened by Eboracus. Diana and Minna had been anointed and
named by traveling priests who happened to call on the estate for a
night’s food and shelter around the time they had been born.

“I have watched you grow up, Diana. With
the passing of your dear mother and father, I feel a measure of
responsibility for your welfare.”

Diana recognized that at last he was
arriving at the reason for this “meeting”. She kept her
silence.

“I have learned since our conversation
yesterday that your brother Verus is no longer living on the
estate. Without your brother’s presence, it means that you and your
sister and infant brothers are essentially unchaperoned. This is
quite unorthodox and not something that I can condone. The matter
is compounded dreadfully by the presence of those pagan ruffians
who are living there.”

“They are professional soldiers and they
are manning beacons in the area.”

“My dear, I am concerned for your
safety, living cheek-by-jowl with such unprincipled and immoral
folk.” Eboracus’ small eyes narrowed and his voice rang. “It will
not do!”

Diana clenched her jaw. She could not
tell the Bishop of Eboracum that her concerns were nothing to do
with him, because he had many ways of ensuring that they did become
part of his affairs. Instead, she tried to appease. “Your
Excellency, the soldiers live quite apart from the womenfolk. They
go about their business and do not interfere with ours. In fact,
they actively assist us. I and my sister are surrounded by older
matrons at all times—”

“I’m sure your conduct has been more
than exemplary,” Eboracus overrode her. “But you reached a
marriageable age some years ago and because of these troubled times
little was done to secure your future. While your father was alive
I had no need to oversee his arrangements for you. Now that he has
gone ahead, it is up to me to ensure that you are taken care of
properly. Anything less would not be Christian.”

Diana felt her heart thud once, heavily.
It hurt. She had no idea what Eboracus had in mind but the
direction of his conversation was enough to warn her.

Eboracus got to his feet. “Actually,
because of my position I believe my arrangements are more
advantageous for you than any your father might have seen fit to
make.”

“Your Excellency?” Diana spoke through
dry lips.

He smiled benevolently. “I have arranged
a marriage for you, my dear.”

She felt as she had when she was nine
and Verus had accidentally pushed her off the open edge of the hay
loft in the biggest barn. She’d plummeted down, with a nauseating
helplessness. It was the same as what she felt now, with no
hay-softened landing at the bottom.

I should have anticipated this.
Eboracus did not bother to deal with women. He dealt with men.
Women he pushed hither and yon as it suited him, as he was pushing
her about now. She recalled the lanky man with the short black
beard who had looked at her disdainfully, out in the antechamber.
Geta.

“To Geta?” Her voice emerged with an
artificial calm.

“Why yes! How perceptive of you. Yes,
Geta has agreed to the arrangement. He is an excellent match. A
fine, strong man, well founded and with good prospects. He’s
healthy, intelligent—”

“Does he have property?” Diana asked,
noticing the single omission.

“Well, no, I don’t believe he does but
his family connections stretch back for generations—”

Diana didn’t hear what else Eboracus had
to say. She focused on what was not said. She knew the law as well
as anyone. Marriage meant her husband would automatically own the
villa and the entire estate. He would be totally free to deal with
both the property and Diana in any way he saw fit.

A short while ago she had wished that
she might trade places with the women in the forum. Now she had her
wish.

“I don’t want it,” she said.

“I beg your pardon?”

She refocused on his shining dome and
mean little eyes. “I said, I refuse. I will not marry this
Geta.”

Eboracus spluttered. “My dear, I would
not be so quick to turn down such a generous arrangement. The man
is far more than one in your position could hope for.”

“Your Excellency, I know my position. I
know it better than you do. I also know I can refuse an arrangement
if it doesn’t suit me. This arrangement does not suit me.”

Eboracus reached behind him, feeling
around for his cup of wine. He brought it to his lips and gulped
noisily. He replaced the cup and spoke quietly, reasonably.

“Diana, you are a woman. A maiden. You
are not fit to judge such things for yourself. In the absence of
your father or an older brother, it behooves you to accept the
council of a male authority. I stand here, sparing my time to
explain this to you carefully when such personal consideration is
not at all necessary. I have gone to much trouble on your behalf
and you dare to throw my efforts back at me.”

His face was a mottled red and white.
Diana felt her stomach clench again. “Your Excellency, I do not
deny you have been more than generous in your thoughts and deeds
but I cannot accept the arrangement. There are other far more
suitable matches Geta can make in this city alone and they would be
more pleasing to his eye, I’m sure. There is no need for him to be
disappointed.”

“A match with you would meet needs of
his that no other match would provide. If you do not agree, he will
be extremely put out.”

Diana stood up. “Then he will have to be
put out,” she responded as evenly as she could.

“You refuse?”

“Yes, Your Excellency, I refuse.” Diana
began to move toward the door, wondering if Eboracus would prevent
her in any way.

“Diana.”

She paused and looked over her
shoulder.

“I will allow you to consider the matter
properly for a day or two.”

“But—” she began, intended to repeat her
refusal.

“No!” He held up his hand. “If you do
not willingly accept this arrangement, I will ensure that you are
brought to the altar with Geta and bedded down before the full
moon, even if I have to have you bound in chains. Do you understand
me?”

Diana swallowed. “Yes.” She understood
him far too well. She knew she would not be the first woman
forcibly married under his countenance.

“You have two days in which to
agree.”

Diana turned and hurried from the room,
from the Basilica, from the city. She rushed toward the sanctuary
of home that she had abandoned so freely this morning. She wished
she had never left.

 



Chapter Fifteen

Alaric was waiting for her when she
returned. His black outline loomed up in the gloaming, detaching
itself from the greater bulk of the stable with silent swiftness.
Diana’s horse reared in reaction and her heart lurched despite
recognizing the shadow. She clung to the horse’s mane.

“Stars above!” Her voice was shaking
just as she was. “What are you doing out here at this time of
night?”

“Waiting for you.” His voice was a
whiplash. “Get down off that horse.” She felt the horse’s nose dip
as Alaric grasped the bridle.

“I need to stable him—”

“No, you need a lesson in commonsense,
before you get yourself killed, or worse. Get down before I drag
you down.” The tone of his voice said he was in the mood to do
precisely that.

She slid to the ground and faced him,
though she regretted the loss of stature the horse had lent her.
“What is the matter?” she asked.

“You go off to Eboracum for an entire
day, alone, without telling a soul and you would not question
this?”

“I left a message for Sosia. I left
instructions for those who needed them. There was something else I
overlooked?”

“You overlooked my instructions that you
not travel without escort these days!”

“Your instructions? Since when am I
obliged to follow your instructions?”

“They were commonsense directions and
they were for your benefit. You choose to ignore them at your
peril. It speaks of recklessness on your part that is close to
madness!”

His condemnation stung, for Diana knew
he spoke truly. She had been reckless. She reacted now too, with
little thought. “You have no power over me, warrior! You are not my
master!”

“Better that I were! I’d put you over my
knee for such flagrant disregard of good advice!”

Diana stared at his silhouette, all her
anger draining with a suddenness that left her limp. “You too?” she
asked tiredly. “Is it that all the world resents my place in
it?”

“You make no sense, woman.”

“No, apparently not. Not to anyone.”
Suddenly, she yearned for bed, a real bed, in which to lay her head
and slide into a sleepy escape from the day.

During her return to the estate, as much
as she had tried to turn away the thought, the possibility that
Alaric would know how to deal with the Bishop’s demands gnawed at
her. That hope was dashed now. He was more than willing to see her
under the care of a man—any man, so long as he forced her to obey
his “instructions”.

“Your concern is misplaced and
unnecessary,” she told him. “As you can see, I have returned safely
once more. Now if you will step out of my way, I want to stable the
horse before he draws a chill.” She tried to inject some sting into
her tone but she was too tired. Her words emerged, instead,
disinterested and bland.

“What happened in Eboracum today?” His
voice was devoid of anger.

“Nothing. You’re still in my way.”

He held the bridle out to her and
stepped aside silently. Diana led the horse into the stable without
looking back.

The next two days were filled with a
peculiar heartache that Diana had never known before. There was no
one else on the estate in whom she could confide so, contrarily,
she now wished nothing more than the release such a confession
would give her. Alaric’s little betrayal hurt all the more because
of it.

She had thought that Alaric of all
people would understand her dilemma, would support her wish to
avoid marriage to the man called Geta but she could not tell him
now. She would not tell him. He thought her a nuisance who would be
better dealt with as if she were an awkward child or wayward
wife.

It meant that his support of the place
in life she had chosen for herself was nothing more than tolerance
for an oddity that was necessary for him to achieve his own ends.
Even their breakfast meetings had become strained, formal sessions
swiftly dealt with and finished.

No, she would not find the surcease that
she needed in Alaric.

On the third day after Diana’s journey
to Eboracum, she arose feeling utterly drained of will. She had
passed Eboracus’ deadline. Despite her bravado, she held a healthy
respect for the Bishop’s sense of retribution. He would not let the
matter lie fallow for long.

All day she crept about the estate,
hovering close by the gates, or a view of the road to Eboracum. She
jumped every time a figure was glimpsed at the gate. She was
absent-minded enough that even Minna—who spent a great deal of time
lost in her own world—found it necessary to tap Diana’s shoulder to
restore her attention to the task at hand.

But Eboracus did not make his move that
day. It was another three long days before something happened.

Diana was at work in the orchard, which
was located behind the house and flanked on its other three sides
by high walls. The trees in the small courtyard were sadly
neglected, although they had dutifully borne fruit the previous
summer. Diana was tending them, pruning them of dead wood before
their spring growth emerged. It was work designed to distract her
mind, just as all the work she had turned her hands to the last few
days had been an attempt to distract herself.

No breeze reached the courtyard and the
day was cloudless, so the sun was warm. Beyond the treetops, the
side of the beacon hill soared up above the walls. It was not a
view that Diana was used to seeing, as the villa was sited to face
south and took in the wide vista that spread from the foot of the
hill.

She worked in solitude, for Sosia was
making bread and Minna always stayed by Sosia’s side for
bread-making, endlessly fascinated by the process.

Muted sounds of industry filtered
through the house to the orchard, reassuring Diana that the
household was operating as it should.

Until she heard the first scream.

The sound froze her to the small ladder
she was using. She stayed motionless, waiting to hear another sound
that would either confirm trouble was on the rise or that she had
misheard and imagined the blood-chilling cry.

Another scream. Diana recognized the
inarticulate voice. It was Minna.

Galvanized, Diana jumped to the ground
and raced around the house wall to the postern door that would give
her access to the house and the courtyard beyond, for Minna’s
screams were coming from there. As Diana hurried, she heard more
screams and cries which sounded like protests. But no words were
clear. There were clearly others there, though.

Diana burst through to the verandah, her
heart pounding and skidded to a halt on the tiles, her arm
clutching one of the columns.

The scene seared itself into her
mind.

A dozen men, all armed, all wearing the
Bishop of Eboracum’s colors. Sosia and other women, held back at
knife point. In the middle of the courtyard, two of the men were
dragging Minna toward an enclosed litter, while Minna bucked
against their grip, screaming her wordless terror.

Her hands were tied.

Astride a huge warhorse sat Geta,
watching the scene with a slightly bored, impatient expression. As
Diana watched, he used the nail of his smallest finger to pick
between his teeth.

“No!” The cry was out of her mouth
before Diana was aware she was going to act. She felt herself
propelled forward into the courtyard proper, heading directly for
Minna. “Leave her alone!”

The two men dragging Minna toward the
litter took no notice of Diana’s protest but Geta sat up
straighter. His bored expression disappeared.

Diana raced to Minna and tried to pry
the men’s fingers from Minna’s arms but utterly failed. She
hammered on their arms with her fists and was rewarded by one of
them planting his hand squarely on her chest and shoving her
backward. The force lifted her off her feet and she sprawled on the
dry dirt. The skin of her hands shredded with a sharp sting.

“It would pay you not to interfere,”
Geta spoke.

“You have no right—”

“I act on behalf of His Excellency, the
Bishop of Eboracum. It is his task to ensure the welfare of his
congregation. I have every right.” Geta smiled a smile that seemed
predatory.

“Where are you taking her?”

“The child is simple-minded. She will be
taken to a sanctuary where she will be cared for properly, among
Christian souls.”

“No!” Diana scrambled to her feet and
raced for Minna again. The men had her to the litter by now and
were trying to pick her up and insert her through the small latched
door that stood open and waiting. But Minna was struggling, kicking
and screaming. Their task was not simple.

Diana launched herself at the men,
slamming into them and had the satisfaction of feeling them stagger
under her impact. Minna wriggled and managed to get her feet back
to the ground. She was almost free. A little more effort and Minna
might manage to escape altogether.

Diana drew out her knife, the bronze
jeweled knife that Verus had once assured her could reach any vital
organ. She had no idea where to aim the thing, or what to do with
it, so she simply stepped up to the closest man and with a fast,
powerful underarm sweep, buried the knife in his side.

With an agonized cry, the man let go of
Minna and grasped at his side. Diana wrenched the knife back out
before he could grasp it, or her.

Geta cursed and gave a crisp order.

Minna was on her feet now and held only
by one arm. The second man snarled at Diana and swung his fist at
her but she merely stepped back out of the way. Her mind was
racing. How to free Minna? She was so close…

Abruptly, hands grasped her arms and
Diana was lifted off her feet. The other soldiers. She had
forgotten them. A fist hit her temple and she fell to the ground,
momentarily blinded by pain. Sparks flittered in front of her eyes
and through her mind. She lost her grip on her knife and heard it
fall to one side. Silently, she stayed on all fours, hanging her
head, waiting for the pain to subside and her sight to recover. She
grew aware that she was panting.

“Really, my lady, you make this much
harder than it has to be,” Geta said congenially.

She gritted her teeth. Willed herself to
climb back to her feet. She looked at him. “We take care of our own
here.”

Geta considered this, then shook his
head regretfully. “The Bishop does not agree with you. He is
concerned that your judgment of what is good for those you care for
is…tainted, shall we say?”

The man she had wounded was staggering
away, holding his bloody side, while the other held fast to Minna’s
arm. Minna had ceased her struggles. She was listening to Geta.

“Tainted?”

“By the presence of those godless
heathens you shelter here.”

That is why he bought a dozen men. Diana
looked around the yard. Alaric and his men were nowhere to be
seen.

“I mean you no personal hardship, my
lady,” Geta continued. “In fact, there may be a way around this
small problem.”

Diana felt a swift, black, salt fury.
She knew already what Geta was about to propose. She stared up at
him, her anger denying her a response.

“I am, of course, simply acting for the
Bishop in this matter but if the circumstances were to change…if,
for instance, you were to change your mind and agree to a marriage
between us, then it is more than likely I would be able to convince
my uncle the child would be taken care of properly. She could
safely remain here.”

“Marriage?” The word was a shocked
whisper emerging from the direction of the grouped women.

Diana’s fury died as she tasted true
helplessness. Finally she understood that what she had thought was
her choice, her place in life, was an illusion. She’d had an
extraordinary year out of time, where she had been left alone by
fate and had been able to fool herself she was choosing her place.
Now events had begun to move, to show her what her true fate was to
be.

Diana felt a searing resentment. She had
been given a sample of what she might have, only to have it
snatched away from her. She looked up at Geta, tasting bitterness.
“You would take an unwilling wife?”

“It is an agreeable bargain,” Geta said
casually, as if the bargain had already been struck. He looked
around as he spoke, sizing up the villa and the people.

“It is not a bargain you will live to
see.”

Alaric’s voice.

Diana wanted to turn to sight him but
her legs were suddenly uncooperative. Her whole body was shaking
with a huge, overwhelming flood of relief. Alaric was here.

Geta looked to Diana’s left, in the
direction of the private wing. “You must be the Celt.”

“Alaric. Of Mariddunum.”

“And you are here to thwart the bargain
I have just struck with the lady of the house.”

“I didn’t hear her agree. Neither will
you. Ever.”

“I think you are mistaken.”

Alaric moved into Diana’s line of sight.
He walked easily, with the loose-muscled gait she recognized from
their excursion to Eboracum. He was unarmed but ready for action.
He crossed to where Minna stood in the grip of the Bishop’s man.
“Tell your man to let the girl go.”

Geta studied Alaric for a moment then
signaled to the man. Abruptly, the man’s knife was out and plunging
toward Alaric.

Diana gasped, trying to cry out a
warning with a voice paralyzed by surprise.

Alaric swayed to one side with a liquid
smoothness, then leaned in toward the man. He buried his fist in
the man’s stomach. It was as if the man was cooperating with
Alaric, for he left himself open to the strike and then tiredly
folded over Alaric’s wrist. The knife fell out of his hand. Alaric
caught it by the hilt with a neat downward flick of his wrist and
hand. He sliced the ropes from Minna’s wrists.

Minna ran across to Diana and threw her
arms around Diana’s waist with a grip that threatened to stop
Diana’s breath. She buried her face in Diana’s middle. Shivers
shook her frame in violent spasms. Diana held onto Minna, her grip
no looser than her sister’s.

Alaric turned to Geta, hefting the
knife, while the man sank down to the ground behind him.

Geta clicked his fingers and ten armed
men stepped up around his horse, drawing their weapons.

Alaric smiled. “Not a wise choice,” he
said.

From all around the courtyard and house
stepped Alaric’s men. Each was unsmiling and fully armed. Griffin
dropped over the wall of the courtyard, landed lightly on his feet
and walked toward the horseman, his hand on his sword hilt and a
hard expression in his eyes. Diana had always thought of Griffin as
a boy barely grown to manhood but she saw a different side to the
gentle man, now.

Alaric crossed his arms, smiling a
little.

Geta frowned.

“Consider well your next action,” Alaric
told him. “You are outnumbered.”

“I can count, pagan,” Geta snapped.

Alaric lifted a single brow. “Then you
have succeeded in surprising me.”

With an impatient click of his tongue,
Geta wheeled the horse around. The horse’s heavy hooves barely
missed the scattering men. As Geta headed for the gate, the men
scurried to catch up. Alaric watched them go.

Diana’s relief amplified tenfold as the
last passed through the gate and Griffin shut and barred the gate
after them.

“Diana!” Sosia called sharply.

Diana looked toward the women. Octavia
had fainted.

* * * * *

Minna would not let Diana go. Her
trembling did not cease. She would respond to no one but her elder
sister.

Remembering the sleep Minna had slipped
into the last time she had been frightened, Diana carried her to
her bed and slipped her under the covers. Minna burrowed deep into
the warmth and closed her eyes but still her hand stayed clasped to
Diana’s. Even when Minna’s breath deepened and slowed with sleep,
when Diana tried to pry her hand loose the fingers tightened around
hers.

Diana resigned herself to the role of
comforter, secretly pleased to be away from the uproar the rest of
the house must be in. At least here in this tiny bedchamber she was
alone with her thoughts and out of reach of any searching
questions.

She sat worrying about the Bishop,
wondering if he had played his last gambit, or if he had other
means at his disposal with which to force her to the altar. While
she sat, the room grew darker and the day died around her. Evening
sounds started up and the aroma of cooking food wafted through the
curtained doorway. Soon it was so dark her hands were pale ghosts
in the dimness.

The curtain fluttered and a shadow
appeared in the doorway, framed by the starry sky visible behind.
Diana knew that shape.

“Diana?” Alaric asked.

“Yes, I’m here.”

“Can I come in?”

“Yes.”

Diana watched his shadow move into the
room, to merge with the darkness in there. She heard him stumble
and breathe a soundless curse.

“Here,” she said, guiding him with her
voice.

She felt him draw closer.

“There is a lamp and flint next to me,
if you care to light it.”

“Do you wish for light?”

“It would be useful,” Diana said. “But I
have only one hand free and cannot light it myself.”

She heard him fumble at the shelf next
to the bed and the sound of flint being struck. He lit the lamp and
the mellow glow danced around the room.

Alaric looked around, saw a flat chest
next to the wall and dragged it closer to the bed. He sat on it and
studied her.

Diana had been expecting this moment but
she wasn’t quite ready for it. She prevaricated. “How is
Octavia?”

“Recovered. It appears she might be with
child.”

“Oh…” That would explain the woman’s
faintness. She realized Alaric was smiling. “Why do you find that
amusing?”

“I find amusing the memory of Rhys’ face
when he learned the news.” His smile broadened.

“Oh,” Diana said again. She felt an
answering smile pulling at her mouth, for she could imagine Rhys’
reaction too. Surprise, horror, then swift-growing pride.

“So, my lady…Diana…are you ready to tell
me about today?”

“You must have this knowledge?”

“I would prefer to know why I am
fighting the most powerful man in the county before I take up the
battle.”

“I do not ask you to fight the Bishop.
It is not your battle.”

Alaric shook his head. “My lady, it
won’t please you to know that I suspect that this is all my battle.
You have been drawn in simply as a useful pawn for the Bishop to
wield against me.”

Diana felt her jaw slacken and open.
“No,” she breathed. “How am I a part of your battle? I don’t
understand…”

“I know. Tell me what you do understand.
This all began the day you went to Eboracum by yourself, didn’t it?
The Bishop spoke to you then. That is what you wouldn’t tell me
that night by the stables.”

“Yes, he spoke to me then. He said I
must marry Geta, that he had arranged it.”

“You refused.”

“He said he would give me two days to
change my mind and after that he would see me married in chains if
necessary.”

“And again you refused.” Alaric leaned
forward, his elbows on his knees. “Why, Diana?”

“It is as you divined that day. This is
the place I chose. If I married Geta, he would have it all and I
would have nothing.”

“No, that is not what I asked.”

Diana felt her heart thump heavily, in
warning, perhaps.

Alaric waved toward Minna’s still shape
under the covers. “Eboracus is clever. He knew Minna would serve as
a tool to turn you to his path. I know that too. I have long known
that Minna represents to you something far greater than the bond of
a young sister. Why, Diana?”

Diana swallowed.

“What happened when the Saxons raided
this place? What happened to you?”

“I asked you not to question me on
this,” Diana whispered, her mouth and throat suddenly dry.

“I have to know. This is my battle
too.”

Could she tell him? Would she be able
to? Should she?

“Diana, if you tell me what it is the
Bishop holds over you, then I can deal with him and make sure he
never bothers you again. For it is me he is trying to defeat and he
is using you to achieve his victory. I’m sorry if you find that
upsetting but it is the truth.”

Diana nodded. It made sense. She was a
woman and the Bishop would not expend so much effort to extract her
cooperation unless there were other stakes involved. Alaric, for
instance. She suspected the Bishop would find Alaric a worthy
opponent. “Yes, you are more than likely right in this.”

“So will you tell me?” It was not a
challenge but a request.

In the dim and flickering lamp light,
with his shadow rearing and dancing high upon the wall behind him,
Alaric seemed taller, larger than ever. He wore no cloak and the
bare flesh of his arms and neck glowed pale gold in the light of
the small flame. His eyes, on the other hand, were dark pools of
shadow lit by small flames deep in the center. He seemed
omnipotent. Yet he asked for her cooperation.

“Tell me why Minna does not speak.”

“I believe Minna does not speak because
what she saw was too horrible for her to comprehend.”

“What did she see?” Alaric pressed and
his shadow climbed even higher up the wall behind him, as the flame
flickered in an errant breeze.

Diana took a deep breath, knowing she
would need every bit of help to speak aloud that which she had
carried inside her for so long. “She saw murder being done.”

She was astonished to see Alaric’s chest
rise and fall quickly, as if he sighed a deep sigh of relief. “Tell
me.”

Diana licked her dry lips. “The Saxons
were here for three days and for those three days, I was locked in
my parent’s bedchamber. Minna was left with me. I was…kept for the
leader of them.”

“He raped you.”

Diana nodded. “Often,” she admitted. “He
was…inexhaustible.” She closed her eyes, feeling the red cloud
hovering, coming closer.

She heard Alaric’s voice from far off.
“Diana?”

The cloud slipped over her. The memories
returned in a cold, paralyzing rush and she was immersed in the sea
of images.

She saw again the man they had taken her
to, the one who had set up his office in her parent’s large and
comfortable bedchamber. His long hair, the black and rotting teeth
and the foul breath that fanned her face when he pinned her to the
bed that night. The sharp pain when he entered her body and the
feel of his rough, cold hands on her breasts.

That first time had not been the worst,
even though the physical agony had been the most acute. The other
times were harder to bear, for she knew what to expect. There were
long hours when he was out overseeing the systematic pillaging of
the villa’s supplies. During those hours she was kept locked in the
room, naked and shivering, when she could not turn her mind away
from the knowledge of what was to come.

Once, when he had been moving on top of
her, she had turned her head away from his face and her rapidly
blurring gaze had fallen on Minna, curled up tightly into the
corner of the room, her teeth buried in the flesh of her hand and
her eyes unblinking as she watched it all.

Despite the inevitable outcome of any
physical struggle between them, Diana tried to fight him off every
time. She knew that to give in would diminish her. So each time she
would be rewarded for her opposition with blows and bruises and the
final nauseating indignity.

He seemed to find her spirited
resistance appealing, yet on the third day Diana knew he was
growing bored with her. His roving eye began to follow Minna about
the spacious room as she moved silently in her allotted role as
servant and waited upon him during his frequent meals.

It was during the next meal that Diana
took and hid the knife that came with the tray. He had grown lax
and complacent by now, for Diana had learned that the only way out
of the room—the door—was barred and guarded. She had made no other
attempt to escape after testing the door. Her only rebellion was
when he used her. Too, the guard at the door had grown just as
careless. Diana had been watching him closely.

The knife she took was the bronzed
jeweled knife that Verus had given her. It had been confiscated
when the Saxons had first taken over the villa and now was reserved
for the Saxon leader’s use. She hid it behind the bed cushions
while he was out.

Later that night he had arrived back in
the room. Diana woke the moment she heard the door being unbarred
and woke Minna from her restless sleep next to her. Minna crept
into the corner.

Diana watched the guard opening the door
for his leader. The guard was staggering and the leader laughed and
spoke in the harsh guttural tongue Diana had learned to hate over
the last two days. The guard wheezed out a laugh himself and reeled
away.

The door swung slowly shut behind him.
Diana did not hear the latch being dropped, or the bar being
replaced.

Her heart thudding painfully, Diana
recovered the knife from under the bed cushion.

He reeked of wine and the sour stink of
it reached Diana from across the room. He staggered blindly and
finally stood swaying while he oriented himself. His gaze fell on
Diana…and passed on. He spied Minna in her dark corner and moved
toward her. She shrank back farther into the corner as he stood
over her, examining her. A long string of spittle fell from the
corner of his mouth.

Diana could have taken him then, from
behind. Instead, she reached up to grasp one massive shoulder and
turned him around to face her.

He blinked slowly at her. Diana didn’t
dare wait any longer. She lifted the knife and plunged the point
into his throat. It bit deep and she heard the sudden suck of air
as he tried to gasp.

His hands came up to grasp at the knife
but there was no strength there and he moved slowly.

Diana had watched the men on the estate
slaughtering animals for meat all her life. She had seen the quick
hard sideways slash that came after the initial plunge and she
deliberately imitated it now.

Blood spurted. She gasped as it covered
her in a thick slow spray of hot liquid—the heat shocked her. Even
her face was not spared the bloody shower and her vision ran
red.

Minna began to scream.

The Saxon dropped to the ground and the
impact jarred through her feet. She dropped the sticky knife and
stumbled toward Minna, sighting her through the red haze. She
covered Minna’s mouth, muffling the scream.

“Shhh! No, Minna. No, no, you must stay
silent. Shhhhh! Silence. Our lives depend on it.”

Diana could feel the young girl’s voice
vibrating against her wet hand but she kept up the pressure,
holding back the noise. One scream might perhaps be mistaken for
the leader’s gaining of his pleasure but too many would alert the
guard no matter how drunk he was. Diana kept up her whispered
entreaties for silence.

Finally, Minna sagged against her, quiet
at last. Diana hugged her closely. She grew aware of her nakedness
and the now-sticky layer of blood that covered her from head to
foot. She remembered the unbarred door and the drunken guard next
to it.

She gathered up a skin from the bed. Her
clothes had been taken away. “We’re leaving, Minna. Can you find
the knife? I might need it again.”

Minna did not move.

“Minna,” Diana prompted.

The girl roused a little.

“Find the knife for me,” Diana
whispered.

Minna let go of Diana’s waist. Diana
wrapped the soft hide around herself. It provided little protection
but it would have to do.

Diana felt the hilt of the knife being
pressed into her hand and she took a firm grip of it. With the
other she took Minna’s hand.

“I think the guard outside might be
asleep,” she told Minna. “I hope so.”

Minna’s hand squeezed hers.

They crept to the door and Diana pushed
it slowly open. No protest sounded and nothing barred the door.

They slid out through the barely opened
door into a thick black night. Even the moon had disappeared. The
silence was broken by the sound of steady snoring. The guard lay on
the verandah tiles by the open door, asleep.

Diana led Minna to the postern doorway
and they slipped through into freedom. She saw the dark bulk of the
beacon hill, oriented herself and pulled Minna along into the
night, heading for the river. It was a fair distance but they made
it there without incidence and in total silence. By the time they
reached the fast flowing water, dawn was nigh. The sky in the east
had lightened to a pale white and red streaked across to the
west.

At the river, Diana shucked off her
immodest covering, peeling it away in the places where it had
become glued to her skin. She stepped into the river, then sank
down beneath the fast-flowing water. The water chilled her
immediately, robbing her of breath but she stayed submerged as long
as she could. The water around her, lit by the dawn sky, turned a
cloudy red as the blood washed away.

Diana let her head emerge enough to take
another breath, then sank back down into the cloudy red water, a
process she repeated again and again and again…

“We went back a day later and found the
Saxons had gone. Once they found their leader dead, I think they
lost their courage. They weren’t soldiers. They took what they
could carry and retreated. We let the other women out, took stock
of our situation and began the work of gathering more food. There
were the bodies of the menfolk to deal with, too.”

“And the leader?”

Diana licked her lips. Her throat was
dry from talking. “We burned him, Minna and I. The others never
knew.”

Alaric sat silently for a long moment.
“Bedivere did not return?” he said at last.

“Verus? No.” Diana saw a shadow cross
Alaric’s face. “You still believe he deserted your army?”

“No.”

“Then you think he is dead, don’t
you?”

Again, Alaric paused for a long moment
before answering. He seemed to be studying her, measuring her
courage perhaps. Then he said, “I think he is either dead, or
enslaved. If there were Saxons abroad that night, he may have
encountered them. He was the only seasoned soldier in the group
which left the villa. They would have stood no chance at all
against armed and desperate men.”

It was the voicing of fears Diana had
long held but never spoken aloud. While she kept her suspicions to
herself, she thought perhaps there was a chance she could be wrong.
But Alaric’s words only confirmed them. Diana felt her eyes sting
with tears. “I hope he is dead,” she whispered.

“No man deserves slavery.” Alaric’s
voice was harsh.

Two hot tears slipped down her face and
Diana wiped them away quickly.

Alaric sat back on his temporary bench
and looked toward Minna and the hand that grasped Diana’s even in
sleep. “Now I understand,” he said. Diana thought he was talking
more to himself.

“Does knowing this tell you how to deal
with the Bishop?”

His gaze swung back to her face. “Yes,”
he said shortly. An expression crossed his eyes too quickly for
Diana to study. She was left with an impression of fury. Hatred.
Passion. Even though it was not directed at her, she shivered with
a latent fear. Is that what soldiers who faced Alaric on the
battlefield saw?

“Yes, I shall deal with him,” Alaric
added. He stood up quickly and looked down at her. “Look for me
come sunset. I will be gone ’til then.”

And then he was gone and the breeze of
his departure fluttered the aging flame of the lamp. The room grew
colder and larger.

 



Chapter Sixteen

When he reached the gates of the villa
Alaric was surprised to find he had time in hand. The ride from
Eboracum had seemed longer, for his thoughts had been far from
easy.

He hammered on the gates with the hilt
of his knife to gain the attention of the nominal guard and
demanded entry. The guard unbarred the gates and Alaric rode
through.

Diana emerged from the library, alerted
by his knocking.

Alaric dismounted, tied the horse to the
mounting post, and strode to her. “My lady, I will speak with you
in the library.” He continued straight on toward the library door.
Inside, he stripped off his cloak. Underneath, he wore a royal
purple toga, a pristine white tunic and all the trappings and
jewelry of a rich city Roman. With his dark hair, Alaric knew he
was easily mistaken for a Roman, for he had been successfully
posing as one all day.

Diana paused with her hand on the door
latch, staring at him, startled. Alaric knew it was the toga that
surprised her. Only Romans of royal birth were supposed to wear the
purple.

He removed the toga with grimace.
“Romans will only talk freely to fellow Romans. It is an old wisdom
I learned from Merlin, to blend in with my surroundings when I
don’t wish to be noticed.”

“You didn’t want to be noticed today?”
she asked.

“I had much to learn.”

“You were successful in your quest?”

Alaric sat on the stool. “Oh, yes,” he
said with heartfelt emphasis.

Diana walked to her own customary seat
and perched on it.

“How is Minna?” he asked.

“She is well. She rose this morning the
same as every other morning. She seems none the worse for her
ordeal.”

Alaric was pleased. That was one small
victory at least.

Diana laced her fingers together in her
lap. “And your day?”

“I wanted to find out why Eboracus was
using his nephew—” Alaric began.

“His nephew?”

“Geta referred to Eboracus as his
uncle.”

“I did not notice the reference.”

“It was only once and I think it was a
mistake on Geta’s behalf,” Alaric replied. “I went into Eboracum
and wandered the markets. I asked a lot of questions and I learned
much.”

Diana did not prompt him this time.
Instead she sat still, waiting for him to continue.

Alaric took a deep breath. “I have
talked to lawyers, matrons, land owners, rich city businessmen,
traders…” It was going to be harder than he had thought it might
be. He quickly reviewed the careful chain of reasoning and facts he
had assembled on the journey back to the estate, reconfirming his
final decision yet again before continuing. “Geta is in all
likelihood Eboracus’ son, not his nephew.”

Diana blinked but that was all the
surprise she showed. “As a powerful church leader, I can understand
why Eboracus would want that to remain a secret. But it does not
explain why he is so keen to have me marry the man.”

“Once I found that out, the rest became
easier to piece together,” Alaric told her. “I learned that
Eboracus has no family estate.”

Diana’s mind was quick. Alaric could see
her putting the facts together as he spoke. “He wants my estate for
himself?” she asked.

“It’s very likely.”

“But why this one? There are others,
better found, more productive…”

“But none that offer the unique
opportunities yours does,” Alaric explained. “I am afraid it is my
fault the Bishop’s attention turned to your villa. He saw a chance
to be rid of me and to gain himself a family home, all in one
stroke. There are no male members of age in the family left to
claim ownership of the estate and the female who controls it is an
unmarried woman. To Eboracus, you must have appeared a peach ripe
for plucking.”

Diana winced.

“By having Geta marry you and thereby
gain control of the estate, he has the legal means of throwing me
and my men off the estate and effectively out of the county.”
Alaric spread his hands. “He would have won. He would have
fulfilled his promise to me.”

“Why does he wish you gone?”

“I am Arthur’s man and do not
acknowledge Roman authority, so Eboracus cannot control me. He has
lived in a position of power and privilege all his life and I
represent a threat to that power.”

“If Arthur is successful in driving the
Saxons from Britain,” Diana said, “then he will become the
authority here. Not Rome.”

“You understand.”

She nodded. “But what can we do to stop
Eboracus from carrying out his plan?”

“Is that what you want, Diana? To thwart
the Bishop? You were about to agree to the bargain, yesterday.”

“Only to save Minna.” She shivered. “You
know my feelings on this. I have chosen my place here. If I can in
any way preserve it…”

“Eboracus won’t stop until he sees you
wed. I also heard stories today of other strategically advantageous
marriages that he has arranged. I don’t believe those brides were
any more willing than you.”

“I’m quite sure they were not,” Diana
said, and shivered. “But what to do? He has the higher ground right
now. Legally, I cannot hold my claim to this place. If I somehow
manage to avoid marriage to Geta, Eboracus is quite within his
rights to have me cloistered within one of his tightly controlled
nunneries. Unlike you, Eboracus will not content himself with mere
threat.”

It was Alaric’s turn to wince. The
reminder of that cruel bluff was uncomfortable. But there had been
a few short moments when he had meant it. Quickly, he laid out the
next stage of his reasoning, moving on.

“Eboracus will want to ensure his claim
to this place is irrevocably legal, so he is limited to those two
means of taking the estate from you. Diana, neither of those
methods would work if you were already married.” He paused to watch
her reaction, to judge how she might respond to the final step in
his plan.

She sat as still as stone, her eyes
distant. Even her flesh took on the cold chiseled whiteness of
alabaster. For a long moment she sat that way, then through lips
that barely seemed to move, she said softly. “You are not speaking
of marriage to Geta.”

“No.”

A small breath escaped her, whistling
through her lips. “Then you are speaking of marriage to
yourself.”

He should have known she would leap
ahead of him. “Yes,” he admitted quietly.

She turned her head a fraction to look
at him and her eyes were a deep, deep blue—endless blue, like the
late evening sky. He could read nothing of her thoughts there.
“Marriage is marriage. I would still lose legal control.”

“Celtic laws are different. It is
acceptable for a woman to own property.”

“You would not find that…demeaning to
your manhood?”

Alaric shook his head. “Why would I? I
have no need of a Roman estate.”

“Or the authority it conveys?”

“You forget. My priorities lie with
Arthur. Nothing else is of any importance to me.”

“If that is true, then why do you
propose marriage? It does not benefit you.”

“On the contrary, it is the only way I
will be able to keep my men here and the beacon operational.”

She blinked. “You rate your duty to
Arthur so highly that you would marry a Roman to see that duty
done?”

There was no way to soften the truth and
anything less than the truth would be a disservice to her. “Yes, I
rate my duty that highly.” He spoke without undue emphasis.

Her stillness remained. Alaric knew her
mind would be racing but the rigidness of her posture was
deceptive. She was letting none of her feelings show.

“It is a fair bargain,” she said, her
voice remote.

“It is a solution to both our
problems.”

Again, the perfect stillness. Finally,
she sighed, stirred and looked at him. Her skin was still white but
her eyes had lost their distance and were alight with an intensity
Alaric could not name. He thought perhaps it might be a reflection
of her will.

“Once again you have provided me with a
solution where none seemed possible. I thank you for that.”

“Then you accept?”

“Yes, I accept.”

Alaric was surprised at the sudden deep
relief that circled through him. It was the same powerful rush of
joy that he felt whenever a battle drew to a close and victory was
achieved. He was almost dizzy with it.

He stood abruptly. “Supper is close. I
must talk to Rhys and Griffin and ensure the day went
smoothly.”

Diana reached out a hand to signal he
should wait. “Under the circumstances, I doubt that there is a
priest in the county who would defy the Bishop by marrying us.”

Alaric took a deep breath. “There are no
Celtic rites available to us, either. Not here.”

Diana frowned.

“Leave it to me,” Alaric told her, a
germ of an idea occurring to him.

Her frown smoothed away. “I will.”

Alaric picked up his cloak and toga,
spun on his heel and walked out onto the verandah. He breathed in
the cold air, enjoying it. He was tempted to pause at one of the
columns and lean against it, to give himself time to sort out all
that had happened to him in the library just then but there were
too many people wandering about the courtyard. He was forced to
move on, toward his quarters.

He’d thought his reasons for suggesting
the marriage were grounded in commonsense and reason. Now he was
not so sure. True, he had lusted for Diana and wanted her in his
bed, but that was crude appetite and easily diverted. Wasn’t
it?

It had to be, he decided. For the
possibility that he had latched onto the first solution that had
occurred to him and discarded all others because this answer also
happened to give him exactly what he yearned for…that was…well, it
was foolish. Marry a woman simply to get her into his bed?

He couldn’t be so addled.

* * * * *

Diana remained sitting long after Alaric
had left.

Marriage. To Alaric. A Celt and Arthur’s
man.

I want this.

It was a sensible solution, especially
as—

He will be my husband.

—Alaric would allow her to retain
control of the estate. Nothing would change—

I will share his bed.

—for even now, Alaric had the power to
take the estate from her but didn’t. She would be safe from
Eboracus’ greed.

Diana knew she had not agreed to marry
him because of the inherent practical reasons. Her heart had leapt
high as soon as she had sensed where Alaric was leading the
conversation. It had begun to pound with hope, excitement, even
joy.

Marry Alaric? Once she had been assured
control of the estate would remain with her, the idea had taken her
breath away. Never had she thought that out of such a terrible
dilemma would come such a solution.

Unbidden, she saw again in her mind the
two people entwined together in the hay. By now their faces had
blurred in her memory and she was left with the impression of pure
sensuousness.

Her breathing ceased and her body began
to tingle in a way she had learned to associate with those moments
when Alaric was nearby. She reached for her wine goblet at the top
of the desk and found her hand was shaking. She drained the
cup.

It was nearly time for supper. Would
Alaric be there?

She brushed back strands of hair that
lay on her heated brow and paused. Her hair! She could not attend
supper dressed like a sheep herd or goose girl!

Galvanized, Diana leapt from her
stool.

“Sosia!”

* * * * *

At supper Alaric sat in his usual place
on the next table from Diana’s. Diana was late, her couch empty and
the food stood cooling on the tables. Her arrival sent a murmur
around the room.

Griffin’s elbow push into his ribs and
he turned to follow the collective gaze of the room. Diana was
settling onto her couch.

Alaric stared at her, stunned. He barely
recognized her. Her hair was finely braided, twisted and piled upon
her head in intricate swirls. Her usual short tunic and trews were
gone. In their place she wore a white full-length pleated tunic.
Delicate sandals peeped out from beneath the hem. Over the top,
draped over one shoulder, was a dark blue mantle secured by a belt
at the waist. The belt was not her usual doubled and tucked
workman’s monstrosity. The whole ensemble was finished by a subtle
emphasis of her lips. Red ochre, Alaric concluded.

She looked regal. She looked Roman to
her fingertips.

She is Roman.

Around Alaric, the occupants of his
table hurried to serve themselves of the cooling food while Alaric
watched Diana reach languidly for a dried apple. An unpalatable
truth circled his mind. He had agreed to marriage with
this…creature.

Diana did not once look his way.
Shyness?

Disdain, an inner voice
whispered.

“Alaric.”

Alaric turned his attention back to his
own table and to Griffin.

“You’d best claim your share, sir,”
Griffin said. “Or ’twill be gone.”

Alaric pointed to one of a few ewers
standing on the table. “Is that watered wine?”

Griffin reached for it. “Yes.”

“Which one holds undiluted wine?”

Griffin’s hand dropped. “The pitcher by
your left elbow,” he said.

Alaric grasped the tall flask and poured
himself a full cup of the jewel red liquid.

It was a good time to get drunk.


Chapter Seventeen

There was no official announcement of
their coming marriage.

Diana confessed to Sosia the morning
after her agreement, knowing she would need the older woman’s
wisdom, but that was the only person she told. Alaric’s omission of
a formal declaration made her reluctant to speak of it to anyone
else. It seemed he wished to keep the entire affair as contained as
possible.

Alaric did not appear in the library
that morning, or the next, leaving Diana alone with her thoughts
and a trepidation that grew in leaps and bounds as word of her
wedding passed among the members of the household. Each of them
took time to speak to her about her future with Alaric, wishing her
good fortune with faces that held a hint of concern.

Florentina alone was outspoken.

“He’s a Celt, child! Have you remembered
that? Or have you been dazzled by his charming looks?”

“There are good reasons for this
marriage, Florentina,” Diana said as calmly as she could.

Florentina sniffed. “Well as maybe,” she
said, her voice full of doom. “But your mother will be turning in
her grave. Marrying a Celt is one thing but marrying outside the
church?”

“My mother would understand why I do
this.”

“Would she?”

Doubt made Diana’s tone sharper than she
intended. “I’ll thank you to remember who it is that provides the
food you eat and the bed you sleep on!”

With an injured air, Florentina picked
up her skirt and swept out of the room.

It was one more niggling doubt added to
the pyre of Diana’s confidence in her decision.

Sosia took charge of the women of the
household. For two days, the normal estate duties were given over
to wedding preparations, for which Sosia would allow Diana no input
or guidance. The older woman brooked no protest from her,
either.

“A woman’s marriage is too significant
to be dealt with in the off-hand manner you intend. You cannot hope
to have it creep by unnoticed. How will you know you are properly
married if it is not celebrated?”

Diana felt her whole body ripple in
response to the thoughts Sosia prompted. “I will know.”

Sosia smiled. “Your body, perhaps. But
your mind must know. And so too, must we all share in your
passage.”

In this matter Sosia would not be
brooked, despite Diana’s demands that she at least oversee the
arrangements. Diana retired, defeated in the face of a tradition
far older than Sosia and one for which she had no direct experience
to gainsay Sosia’s implacable decisions.

She spent her time in the library. The
time alone meant her thoughts were free to germinate and grow in
the fertile soil of her doubts and imagination.

Alaric abruptly reappeared two days
later, shortly after breakfast, weary and unkempt. Diana was
traversing the colonnade when he returned. He strode up to her,
every line of his body speaking of haste and stood over her.
Despite the public place they stood in and the ordinary
circumstances, Diana felt her heart quicken a little at his
nearness and the way his size seemed to make her feel smaller and
weaker.

“I have made arrangements for the
ceremony,” he told her shortly. “Meet me in the courtyard here at
sunset.”

“We marry today?”

“Tonight.”

“Should I bring an attendant?”

“Only yourself. All will be provided for
you. You need bring nothing.”

“Not even my wedding garments?”

His jaw rippled as if he clenched his
jaw. “No,” he growled.

Diana thought of the traditional
flame-colored veil and yellow cloak the more nimble seamstresses in
the villa had been working on. “There will be an outcry about
that.”

Alaric seemed to properly hear and
consider her words for the first time. He frowned and his thumb
bracketed his mouth, rasping across his unshaved chin. Finally he
responded, “Do not concern yourself with it. You will be here?”

“At sunset? Yes.”

He nodded. “I have tasks that cannot
wait longer. ’Til sunset, my lady.” He turned and with long strides
moved down the colonnade to his room and disappeared inside.

Diana stared after him, the flames of
doubt and worry leaping up to consume the last shred of pleasure in
the idea of marrying Alaric of Mariddunum.

* * * * *

At sunset, Diana stood upon the
verandah, as requested.

She wore her tunic and trews and the
long black cloak that had once been her best. The cloak was stained
about the hem and bore rents here and there for she had worn it all
winter long, while plowing, chopping wood, climbing and pruning
fruit trees and all the other tasks she had turned her
inexperienced hand to this last year. Her hair was bound back in
its usual ties.

She had made absolutely no preparations.
She had deliberately omitted them and she presented herself upon
the verandah, her mood defiant. She had not seen Alaric since his
arrival that morning and she told herself that she did not
care.

As the sun dipped below the new barbs at
the top of the villa’s wall and the long shadows slowly turned
black and melded with the night, there was a murmur from the
soldier’s quarters and the door opened.

Alaric stepped out, murmuring a parting
comment over his shoulder as he did so. He strode across the
courtyard to where Diana stood at the edge of the verandah, close
by one of the columns. He had shaved and bathed since she had seen
him last. “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” Diana lied.

He held out his hand. “Come with
me.”

Diana slid her hand into his, feeling
the hard calluses along the inner edge of his hand. Soldier’s
calluses, caused by long hours spent wielding a sword and knife.
But the rest of the hand was surprisingly soft. And warm.

She stepped off the verandah and Alaric
put her on his left side so his sword hand would be free and led
her toward the villa gates.

No one saw their departure. No one
emerged to bid Diana farewell or god speed. She was alone in this
venture. Alone with Alaric.

His pace was greater than hers and his
hand tugged on hers, pulling her along. It felt as impatient and
harried as Alaric had been over the last few days.

Her heart was reluctant and heavy as she
moved beyond the rough-dressed timbers of the gate into the
darkening night.

Griffin stood waiting just beyond the
gates, holding the reins of Alaric’s horse. Alaric took the reins
and climbed up onto the horse. He held out his arm to Diana. “You
will ride behind me,” he told her.

“But…to where do we travel?”

“The hour grows late, my lady.”

Griffin smiled reassuring at Diana.
“I’ll help you up,” he murmured, lacing his fingers together for a
makeshift step.

Muffling further protest, she slipped
her foot onto the platform Griffin made of his fingers and he
boosted her up so she could slide onto the horse behind Alaric.
Alaric’s hand reached back to catch at her waist, steadying
her.

“Until then.” Griffin touched his finger
to his brow in a subtle salute. He walked back inside the villa and
shut the gates behind him. They closed with a heavy thud.

Diana swallowed on a throat gone dry.
Panic was nestling inside her, growing swiftly with every passing
minute. She was afraid of the man before her, of the rushing
approach of a ceremony that would change her life forever. She
feared that she was being taken somewhere unknown and would have
neither family nor friend by her.

She had acknowledged she would be
marrying into a culture that was strange to her but until this
moment it had borne no significance.

Alaric pressed the horse into a fast
gallop, heading south and Diana clutched at him quickly lest she be
thrown off. There was no comfort in the grip. She could feel his
body working under her arms—he was fully involved in controlling
the horse and spared her no attention.

They rode as the dusk faded into full,
deep, black night and the first of the stars appeared. Protected
behind Alaric’s back, Diana felt no chill. Indeed, as time passed
on, she felt Alaric grow warmer under her arms and against her
chest and knew it was the heat of exertion.

Finally, after what seemed to be several
hours to Diana, perched blindly as she was, but was probably only a
short while, she felt Alaric straighten and the horse slow as he
pulled on the reins. The horse halted and Alaric threw his leg over
and slid down to the ground.

Somewhere to their left, Diana could
hear flowing water.

“Hurry,” Alaric said quietly, reaching
up to help her. His hands slid around her waist and she was lifted
and set down on the ground. He tied his horse to a nearby tree.
There were many hereabouts, Diana realized. Their shapes were black
silhouettes in the night sky.

He fumbled at the carrier straps for a
moment, then sought her hand again. This time his grip seemed a
little more familiar. “This way.” He hurried into the trees,
heading for the water.

After a few dozen paces they found
themselves on a path worn smooth by many feet, yet the trees and
bushes crowded close to the edges and lifted up high on either side
of them. Even during daylight one could stand within a pace or two
of the path and still not suspect its existence. It was a secret
byway, used by mysterious people for strange purposes.

The path sloped gently downward and came
to a halt at the edge of a swift-flowing stream. Alaric paused on
the brink and looked upriver. He made a sound of approval and
turned to her.

“Go with them. They will take care of
you and help you prepare.”

“Who?”

“They.” Alaric waved toward the
stream.

Edging carefully toward them through the
swiftly flowing water was a small, fragile boat. There were two
dark shadows in it, one tall and handling the single oar and the
other sitting at the prow. The oarsman reached out for an
overhanging tree branch—a temporary tether—and the boat swung
around neatly in the flow and bumped broadside against the bank.
Alaric grasped the bow, steadying it.

“Hurry,” he encouraged Diana.

“Who are they?” Her voice trembled. The
panic was very close to the surface now.

From the figure in the prow of the boat
came a low, startling beautiful woman’s voice. “You need not fear
us, Diana. We are here to help you prepare for your wedding.”

“Who sent you? Where do you come
from?”

“Alaric spoke to me late yesterday. He
requested our help.”

“Our?”

Diana glimpsed the pale shape of a hand
stretched out toward her. The fingers were long, slender and
graceful. “We would never harm anyone who goes by a name such as
yours. Come.”

The slender, gentle hands and the
woman’s soothing voice reassured Diana a little.

“They will care for you,” Alaric
repeated, his voice low. “But you must hurry.”

“Yes, the time draws nigh,” the woman
agreed.

Diana allowed herself to be assisted
aboard the craft. Alaric thrust the neck of a small bag into her
hand. “This is to redress the deprivation I forced upon you as a
result of my plans.”

He was gone before Diana could form
either question or protest. Even as she opened her mouth to speak,
she realized the boat was already loose and beginning to move down
the stream.

“Sit, Diana,” the woman invited. Diana
felt her slender hand on her wrist, guiding her to a small low
seat.

“Who are you?” Diana seated herself.

“Much will be explained to you later but
for now silence is our form of discretion. Sound carries too well
even on water as swift as this.”

Deprived of explanation, Diana looked
out at the passing land for other clues. The moon had not yet risen
and the starlight revealed only vague dark shapes on the water’s
edge. She had at first thought this to be the river Derwent but it
was too small and too swift for that water. A minor tributary,
perhaps.

She remembered the small sack she was
clutching in her lap. It held something heavy. Curiously, she
opened the bag and laid the contents out on her lap—a small loaf
only the size of her hand, a handful of dried apricots and raisins,
strips of the aromatic meat Sosia cured with the smoke from herb
stems and twigs. The heaviest item was a small, carefully sealed
flask. From the gurgle and sloshing she guessed it held wine.
Everything was wrapped in a snowy white napkin.

She had overlooked supper but Alaric had
remembered. His thoughtfulness in the face of two day’s frantic
preparations helped diminish Diana’s fear. He would hardly send her
into peril with such careful attention to her smallest needs.

“There is something wrong, my lady?” the
woman in the bow asked, her voice very low.

Diana shook her head. She picked up the
apricots and began to eat, suddenly ravenous.

The wine gave her a warm glow that
offset the chill of the river air. She finished everything and was
almost content when the silent oarsman began to fight against the
river to bring the boat to shore. The boat halted next to a level
piece of land similar to that from which they had departed. The
woman climbed out carefully and held the bow steady just as Alaric
had done.

Diana stepped back onto dry land. Her
fear swooped back. Where were they?

The woman released the bow. With a
strong push with his oar, the oarsman thrust the boat back into the
stream and was pulled swiftly away.

The woman laid her hand on Diana’s
shoulder. “This way,” she murmured. Diana followed her along
another narrow, nearly invisible path. The air was warm away from
the water and the bushes they brushed past let out a woodsy, fresh
smell that invigorated.

The path followed a tortuous route that
took time to traverse. Eventually, the path ended at a clearing.
Diana’s eyes were accustomed to the low light under the trees now
and she saw the outline of a building on the far side of the
clearing. The woman was leading her toward it.

Closer to the building, Diana realized
that the wall facing them held no window, nor door but the woman
moved confidently toward it. The woman tapped on the wall with her
knuckles. It was a door—a very low, small door. A postern, built
flush with the wall and covered with the same rough stone finish to
disguise it.

At the woman’s knock the door pushed
open immediately. The speed of the response meant someone had been
waiting for the summons.

The woman motioned Diana through the
door and stepped aside. Diana stepped over the low sill, ducked
under the portal and moved inside past a cloaked and hooded figure
holding the door aside and straightened up. Behind her the woman
did the same and the cloaked figure shut the door and barred it
with a stout log.

They stood in a small room with an earth
floor and a low ceiling that seemed to press down upon Diana. It
was cold and empty of furniture save for a small stool by the
portal.

“You’re late!” the hooded doorkeeper
hissed. “She’s waiting for you.”

The woman from the boat took Diana’s arm
in her hand. “Come,” she murmured, tugging on Diana’s arm, forcing
her across the room to a hide-covered doorway. Even inside she
still did not lower her hood and all Diana could see was a narrow
chin and a wide mouth.

Through the door was a long, dark and
narrow room, with long tables and benches and the same packed
earthen floor. The only light was provided by a stone hearth in the
middle of the room, burning low. This room was empty but warmer
than the last. The tables and benches spoke of humans, many of them
and the ghosts of their presence hung in the air, speaking of
companionship.

The woman hurried Diana down the length
of the room, toward another door at the end. This one had no hide
cover but led out into another small room that served solely as
access to a handful of doors that gave onto it. One of those doors
was stout and strongly barred. This well-protected door would lead
outside.

The woman turned her toward another
doorway on the left and took her through to another tiny chamber.
The floor was stone and there were two young women sitting on low
stools, wrapped in dark cloaks. Both girls stood when they entered.
One stepped toward a door, knocked and pushed the door open. A real
door.

The woman from the boat stepped back.
“Go,” she murmured and nodded toward the door.

Despite the woman being a stranger, she
had abruptly acquired the patina of the familiar, now that Diana
was being asked to go on alone. Diana hesitated.

“Go!” the woman insisted.

Diana recalled the meal Alaric had
provided for her and his reassurance that all would be well. She
had to trust him. She turned and moved into the inner room and
heard the door shut behind her.

It was lighter in the room. Torches
burning a scent-filled wood flickered against all four rough walls
and a small brazier stood in the middle in the room. Beyond the
brazier, on a large carved wooden chair with a high back, sat the
most beautiful woman Diana had ever seen. She could not guess her
age—the woman seemed both old and young at once. No lines marred
her face, yet ancient wisdom gleamed in her dark, dark eyes. She
sat very still, with trained patience.

She spoke and her voice resounded in the
empty chamber, ringing with untaxed power. “Come closer.”

Diana moved to the brazier and halted.
The flames warmed her.

The woman gazed fixedly at her and Diana
shifted uncomfortably. “Who are you and why do you study me
so?”

The woman did not hurry to answer. After
a moment she said, “Diana. Those whom you reckon your ancestors
named She of the moon by that name.”

The other woman on the boat had also
referred to her name, hinting that it gave Diana a peculiar
protection. Diana put the clues together. These women were moon
priestesses. This building was one of their sanctuaries, secreted
away and accessible only to those they allowed within. No wonder
folk murmured that they lived on islands that could disappear and
reappear at will.

Diana was named after their goddess.

Moon priestesses! Alaric had let her be
taken into their lair? They were to prepare her for her
marriage?

“Diana was also a hunter,” Diana pointed
out, hoping to show she was not cowed by her surroundings.

“Which do you go by?” the woman asked
quickly.

The question felt like a test. Was she
the hunter? The old Roman religious tradition did not suit her
circumstances. Diana had been the prey of starvation too long to
claim the huntress for her own. Besides, she had turned her back on
Roman tradition when she’d chosen her own place in the world. Yet
if she claimed the moon goddess as hers, she would be aligning
herself with these women of myth and dark rumor. Witches was
the kindest insult ascribed to them.

“I choose my own place,” Diana answered
firmly and felt her chin lift defiantly.

The woman smiled. “Well chosen,” she
said, her voice warm. “Your answer reassures me. I came to see for
myself this Roman woman who must carry the flame of Arthur’s vision
here in the north and I have not been disappointed.”

“A-a-arthur?” Diana spluttered,
astonished. “You serve Arthur?”

“Serve? No. But upon his success rides
the fate of all Britain. We—I—have seen this in the stars and in
visions brought to us by the goddess. It is fated that our paths
and Arthur’s will meet and travel together for a while.”

“You will fight for him?”

“We will deal with him after the
fighting is over. After Camlann.”

Camlann? Diana frowned. She had not
heard the name before. But before she could voice a question, the
woman on the tall chair spoke again, her tone practical.

“We must prepare you for your marriage.
I have agreed to perform the ceremony and it takes time to reach
the tor from here.”

There were too many things for Diana to
assimilate, too many assumptions and unknown facts that left her
stumbling along behind this woman’s words, clumsily trying to make
sense of it all. She grasped for coherency. “You? You will marry
us? A moon priestess?”

The woman smiled again. “You object to
this?”

“Is it…would it be legal?
Sanctified?”

She threw her head back and laughed. “My
poor child, you have soaked up too many of your people’s
prejudices. Your concern for legality labels you Roman for all to
see.” The woman shook her head and sighed.

“You advocate flouting the law? No
wonder your sisterhood is vilified.”

The woman’s smile faded. “We are
vilified because we are women and men of little vision fear our
power. Fearing us, they react like men, like humans—they hunt us
and call us witches.”

“Aren’t you?”

“No more than you, Diana the strong. We,
like you, simply choose our own place and willingly pay the price
that it demands.”

“I am not like you.”

The woman smiled. “I have traveled from
far in the south, a journey of many days, to reach here in time.
The hardships have been well worth the opportunity to meet you, my
child. I am willing to perform the ceremony.”

It seemed she was bestowing an
honor.

Diana frowned. “You have traveled for
many days? We only agreed to marry two days ago.”

“Your intentions are merely the tide of
fate flowing through you.”

“Fate, visions…you disguise ordinariness
with mysticism. Is that the source of your power?”

“You forget,” the lady said gently. “I
knew of your marriage before you did.”

Diana remained silent, quenched.

Behind her the door opened again and
Diana turned to see a black-cloaked acolyte slip silently into the
room and hover near the door.

The lady said, “Marriage is marriage, if
two souls are united. You do not need legalities, Diana. You marry
Alaric of your own free will?”

“Yes.”

“And you intend that the marriage be
true?”

“Yes, of course. We agreed.”

“Then a thousand laws could be written
to gainsay your marriage and would fail to remove the knowledge
that you have made a marriage pact and in your soul you are,
indeed, married.”

“But the law—”

“I assure you the gods will be appeased.
Even your god will see into your heart and understand.” The woman
looked at her closely. “Have your Roman laws served you so well
that you insist on loyalty to them above all else?”

Diana hung her head. “No.” The
admission, aloud and to a stranger, took effort.

“Then in this you must find your own
place too.”

Diana sighed. The woman spoke truly.

“Go now with Gwendalon. She will help
you prepare.” The woman’s voice was kind and warm. “I will see you
on the barge.”

The acolyte stepped forward and took
Diana’s hand. “This way.” She smiled and the smile was bright and
pretty. Normal.

Diana allowed herself to be led from the
room, once more into the unknown.

* * * * *

The barge was a wide, flat, low-prowed
vessel that carried the Lady and her entourage across the lakes and
waters of Britain. Now it carried Diana toward her wedding.

The Lady sat on a platform raised a
little above the barge itself, with two senior priestesses to hand.
One of them was the woman who had accompanied her on the first leg
of her strange journey, for when she spoke the musical lilt of her
voice was unmistakable.

Other junior acolytes lined both edges
of the barge, standing still and silent. Between them stood a dozen
braziers, burning brightly in the still night and between those
stood Diana.

Her position was near the prow of the
boat. She had been placed there by the attending acolytes and the
folds and fall of her dress arranged just so.

A little time before the same acolytes
had laughed and joked as they had bathed Diana in a sweet-smelling
water and dressed her in a dress styled nothing like the tunics she
was accustomed to. It was white, yes and made of wool but the
weaving was the finest Diana had ever seen. The cloth was soft,
light and smooth against her fingers. The garment held no pleats
and was cut across the gain, so that the material stretched and
smoothed itself over the curves of the body. It clung to her
shoulders, breasts and hips, hugged her waist and then flared out
abruptly, so that when she turned, the fullness of the skirt made
it spread. Around her waist and hanging low in the front, was a
girdle stitched and decorated with symbols and patterns that Diana
did not recognize. The threads had a luster that glowed in the
firelight.

The hem of the dress just touched the
ground at her toes and lengthened a little at the back. The dress
might have been made for her but Diana was too unnerved by the
Lady’s earlier precognition to ask if the preciseness of the fit
was another of her insights, too.

Over the top was draped a cloak of
marvelous lightness and warmth. It too, was white. It had no hood
and Diana was given no veil. Instead her hair was unbound and
combed until it shone and the curls bounced and lifted with a life
of their own. Around her hair a gold fillet was placed and over the
top of that, a circle of white winter flowers. A bouquet of the
same flowers was placed in her hands and she was led from the
sanctuary back along the path to the river, where the barge
waited.

The acolytes had ceased their chatter
when outside the sanctuary. They almost scurried along the secret
path to the river, hunched and silent. Their spirits were dampened
when they emerged into a world that shunned them. However, now they
stood at proud attention as the barge floated down the river into
the night.

Ahead of them Diana could make out by
starlight and the flames that illuminated the barge where the river
they were on merged with another broader and slower water. That was
the Derwent, then.

Before the barge reached that junction,
though, the four oarsmen dug in their oars and steered the barge
toward the shore. They had arrived. But where?

Diana looked toward the shore. In the
darkness no details showed except for a shapeless, high hillock
that erupted on the very end of the promontory between the two
rivers. Its flat-topped silhouette blanked out the stars and it
reminded Diana a little of the beacon hill at home, only smaller
and less regular. This, then, must be the tor that the lady spoke
of.

The barge came to the bank and rested.
The acolytes and priestesses filed off, making a double line
between which the Lady walked. An acolyte stepped to Diana’s side
and indicated that she was to follow the Lady. Diana slipped in
between the files.

The procession moved along a well-worn
path. This one had not been disguised or hidden. It lay bare to the
night and led directly up to the top of the tor, climbing the
hillside by a series of steps cut into the rock and earth.

At the top, the earth blazed with light.
Hidden by the summit of the Tor, the moon had risen over the land.
The huge pale disc hung low over the horizon, bathing everything in
a serene, milky light. After the dark of the night, the moonlight
was dazzling.

But only for a moment. Diana’s vision
quickly adjusted to the welcome light and the sight before her was
astonishing. On a flat terrace just below the wide summit of the
tor stood a vast assembly of people. Diana saw a tall head above
the crowd and recognized Griffin and next to him, Sosia.

Abruptly, Diana was being turned away
and led toward where the Lady had taken up a position at the very
top of the tor and she saw no more of the people, for she had
finally sighted Alaric.

He was staring at her, watching her walk
toward him and for a moment Diana found herself staring at Alaric
too. He seemed different and she could not fathom why. Then she
began to notice details. His clothing was good quality, something
that only the very richest of families could afford and nothing
like the work-a-day tunics that he wore about the estate. He wore
no cloak and although he had a belt, he carried no sword or
knife.

There was a circlet around his brow and
around his neck hung a strangely shaped necklet, the ends of which
curled in on themselves with an interesting symmetry. Diana
remembered the significance of the circlet. It was the mark of a
Celtic prince.

Prince?

She recalled that Alaric was cousin to
Merlin and that Merlin was, among other things, a prince. Verus had
told her once, when he had been trying to convince her of Arthur’s
credentials before he had run away and taken the choice from her,
that Merlin was the bastard son of a royal Roman general and
grandson of a Celtic king.

That king would be Alaric’s grandfather
too.

She was bewildered. Events were moving
too fast. Each successive moment revealed another part of a picture
that spread across a canvass far larger than her own petty concerns
of the estate and she had no time to absorb the knowledge before
another revelation appeared.

The Lady had spoken of her carrying the
flame of Arthur’s vision. There was the realization that there were
other women in the world who felt as Diana did, who had found their
own place. Alaric’s royal status. The hint of Arthur’s future held
in that one strange word, Camlann.

Diana dismissed all the fearful
speculations and clung to the simple knowledge that she had agreed
to marry Alaric. She reminded herself of all the reasons why she
had agreed. She tried to invoke the secret pleasure she had enjoy
only a few short days before at the idea of being married to this
man. She tried and failed.

* * * * *

Alaric stared. He could not help
himself. He knew it was Diana coming toward him, flanked by a dozen
acolyte attendants, for her diminutive height and the square set of
her shoulders told him it was her, but he would have been forgiven
for mistaking her, otherwise.

All signs of her Roman heritage had
gone. This was a creature of air and light. A wood-sprite, perhaps.
She seemed to float along just above the ground. The moonlight
bathed her in an aura of light. Her dress and the flowers that
bound her hair glowed with a life of their own. The belt around her
waist shone strangely too. It was as if the patterns themselves
shed light.

It was the first time Alaric had seen
more than a hint of Diana’s figure. She hid behind no oversized
tunic and trews now. The dress seemed to emphasize each curve and
he found he was running his gaze over all of them, astonishment
warring with a tightening of his body he had no trouble
recognizing.

Her face too, lacked its usual scowl. It
was serene. Even beautiful.

Yes, she was exquisite…a delicate,
ethereal beauty, he realized, his astonishment growing. Where had
this woman been hiding?

She came to a halt a pace away from him.
While the attendants arranged themselves to one side, she gazed at
him calmly, steadily. Her eyes seemed enormous in the tiny face,
surrounded by the glorious abundance of her hair. Her neck seemed
too slender to hold that mass and her shoulders too frail. His gaze
drifted lower, skimming over the well-rounded breasts to the tiny
waist and hips framed nicely by the belt. Such perfect
proportions…

The Lady began to speak the words of the
ceremony, which Alaric barely heard.

It was a trick of the light, he decided.
The moon women had arranged the setting to bedazzle him and awe the
people watching below. Nothing more. He did not question the basic
flaw of his reasoning—that even the greatest of powers would be
unable to change Diana’s body. Instead he dismissed it as an
effect, a vision.

But that did not stop his body from
responding. His thoughts glided toward the planned end of this
night—the wedding bed—and there they hovered like a hawk over
prey.

 



Chapter Eighteen

Traveling alone was insanity itself
these days but Alaric risked it for they were not traveling far and
the hour was so late potential thieves were probably sleeping off
their night’s plunder. Besides, nobody would dare touch the remote
creature riding beside him.

Diana was astride the white horse Alaric
had given her as a wedding gift. She had barely spoken since the
completion of the ceremony and when she did she was reserved.

Her restrained manner seemed entirely
appropriate given her new appearance. The moon had lifted high
above them now but still bathed her in the milky light that changed
her to an apparition. Upon the white horse, with her hair unbound
except for the royal filet and streaming out behind her as they
rode, Diana would incite panic in any would-be thieves who were
still abroad.

Alaric’s gaze continually drew back to
her. He found it hard to distinguish the Diana he knew from this
stranger beside him, yet it was Diana. That this marvelous woman of
light and majesty was the feral kitten and driven leader of his
acquaintance was astonishing…and pleasing.

She was his wife.

Unbidden, his gaze drew back to her
pleasing figure once more. This was the reason for his haste. Even
as he hurried, he silently mocked himself for allowing such a small
thing as bedding a woman to drive his actions but the
acknowledgment made no difference.

They reached the inn a few hours before
dawn. The low thatched building sat next to a grand stone bridge
that spanned the canal there, serving an old Roman road that had
long since been claimed by time. The broken bricks were scattered
but the road still served as an unmistakable guide for travelers
not familiar with the area, so the inn managed to survive.

Alaric climbed down from his horse and
turned to help Diana down from hers. He had never performed that
service for her before and even as he grasped her waist, he knew
that she would notice and possibly comment.

He lifted her down. Her weight was
nothing and his fingers met over the indentation of her spine,
which he could feel through the fine fabric of her dress. His
fingertips registered heat and softness…an incredible softness.
What would such soft skin feel like, bereft of clothing?

She stepped back out of his hands the
moment her feet touched the ground. Her chin lifted. “Thank you,”
she said, her voice pitched low.

Alaric knew he deserved no more and had
anticipated no less, yet he was still disappointed to loose contact
with that marvelous sensation. He turned toward the inn. “They are
expecting us—”

“At this hour?” Alaric heard
disbelief.

“The innkeeper has been well compensated
for his efforts. Besides, he is trading still.” Alaric pointed to
the slack-hipped horse tied up at the door and the low murmur and
light that came from the single window on this side of the
building. He headed for the door.

“We could not have returned home this
night?” Diana asked from behind. Her voice was cold.

“We could.” Alaric turned back to face
her. “But my bed does not comfortably hold two, you have no bed at
all and every other bed on the estate has a prior claimant. Where
do you suggest we might spend this night? I would not fit on that
chair of yours. I do not have your capacity for curling up like a
cat.”

She gazed at him and her face did not
reveal a single reaction. Her lack of response riled Alaric into a
rare impatience.

“If this is not to your satisfaction, my
lady, we can return,” he said sharply. “There are always the
stables. The heavens know it is not the first time I have slept
upon straw.”

She flinched.

“The heavens prevent me from
discommoding you,” she retorted, her voice very low and very even.
She picked up her skirt. “Let us go in, then.” She headed for the
door.

Alaric sighed and strode to catch up
with her.

Inside, the public room was almost
empty. A fire still burned in the central hearth and looked as
though it had been recently stoked. A man dozed on a bench drawn up
to the stone fireplace, while at a small table in a dark corner,
three men sprawled around a pitcher and cups. Each appeared well
drunk.

The rest of the room was neat and tidy.
Each table had been cleaned and the stools settled neatly beneath.
The floor was clear of rubbish and spillage.

From a doorway at the back of the room
came the aroma of baking bread. The mouth-watering smell jogged
Alaric’s memory. “Are you hungry?” he asked Diana.

She shook her head.

The man at the hearth stirred at the
sound of Alaric’s voice, stood up with a mighty stretch and crossed
to them. “My lord, my lady. Everything is ready. I trust you
arrived without incident?”

“Yes, thank you, Ban,” Alaric assured
him. “The lady…my wife. Can you show her to the room immediately?
It is late.”

“To the hour I can vouch,” Ban agreed.
“This way, my lady.” And he lifted a hand toward the door at the
back.

Diana looked up at Alaric and a single
brow lifted in inquiry.

“I will wait here until you’re ready,”
he told her.

She seemed to consider this for a
moment, then turned and followed the innkeeper without a word.
Alaric watched her cross the room with a mingling of wonder and
growing appreciation. She walked with regal grace but nothing could
hide the subtle sway of her hips. The distance from hip to floor
spoke of proportionately long legs too.

She left the room without a backward
glance. The lack of need for a reassuring glance back toward him
ruffled him, yet provoked admiration.

He began to pace the floor between the
hearth and the nearest table. Three paces back and forth.

After a moment, the innkeeper returned
with a new pitcher and two cups. “To celebrate my lord’s marriage,”
he explained, pouring.

To stop and sit, to drink and share
platitudes and conversation were the last things Alaric wished to
do. But the innkeeper had so far provided exemplary service—well
above even those high recommendations that had brought Alaric here
in the first place. It would be churlish to refuse the man this
simple act.

So Alaric accepted the cup and sat to
share a dry dialogue with Ban and all the while he found his
thoughts were with Diana. What was she doing in that room he would
soon go to? At the idea that she might be undressing, beads of
sweat formed on his brow and his impatience grew tenfold. The
desire to leave tugged at him like a wild horse at tether.

Finally, finally, Ban stood, stretched
again and collected the pitcher and cups into his arms. He took the
wares out, then returned to show Alaric to the hewn oak door that
was the entrance to his room. With a murmured good night, the man
left Alaric at the door.

Alaric grasped the latch, lifted it and
entered the room.

Diana stood by the window. She was still
dressed in the magical white dress but she had removed the filet
from her hair. It streamed down either side of her face, spilling
across her shoulders and curling around her elbows, shining in the
shower of moonlight falling through the windowpane. The light had
captured her perfectly in the frame of the window and again lit up
her dress with the same wonderful glow as before.

She turned to look at Alaric and he
found his breath catching. This was the woman from the forest
clearing, the one who had appeared just when he had been yearning
for the glimpse of a woman from home, the vision that had brought
him to a standstill. This was the woman who had melted against him
with a single touch, telling him of a potential for passion that he
had unconsciously been searching for signs of ever since but until
now had not realized it.

She was here, now, and she was his.

Alaric wasn’t aware of crossing the room
but he found himself standing next to her. She gazed up at him
calmly, her eyes in the moonlight the only thing about her that
remained unlit. It made her seem wise beyond her years.

Alaric reached out to her and saw his
hands were trembling. He slowly slid them around her waist once
more, marveling at the pliant warmth of her skin and the inadequate
span of her waist. At his touch, he saw her breasts lift, as if she
had drawn in a quick shallow breath. But she remained very still,
challenging him just as she had challenged him all through this
long night.

Giving into a long-held desire, Alaric
lowered his head and gently tasted her warm naked flesh just above
the bodice of her dress, on the upper slope of her breast. Ah,
ambrosia! He both felt and heard her heart thudding frantically and
the sound encouraged him.

His hands moved of their own accord,
pulling her against him. He slid one hand down to the back of her
hips, liking the feel of the curve there. He pressed her against
him with that hand, feeling the pressure of her against his already
inflamed body and exalting in it. It was a sweeter sensation than
he had ever imagined it might be.

The internal rhythm, the drive to hurry,
increased. Alaric recognized and was surprised by the realization
that his body was responding too fast, too soon. He was too close
to the edge.

His hands were working of their own
accord now, moving ahead of his mind, anticipating his desires. One
pushed the shoulder and sleeve of her dress down over her upper
arm, revealing for the second time the tender flesh of her shoulder
and the delicate crease between arm and chest, where the breast
began. His lips tasted her skin again.

He slowly drew her toward the bed,
bringing her with him, not willing to give up a moment of having
her pressed against him. With his thighs against the bed, his hands
gathered up bunches of the dress, lifting it, preparing to draw it
over her head and off her body. The need to have her free of
encumbrances spoke loudly. He wanted to see and stroke her skin, to
marvel over it and taste it, to see her respond to his touch.

Suddenly she gave a cry of abject
protest, twisted away from him and was gone, leaving him with only
the memory of her touch. She reeled across to the far corner of the
room.

Alaric followed her, unsure of what was
wrong but trying to stay close.

She came to a stop up against the wall,
one shoulder pressed against it and her other hand splayed flat
against the daub, as if she wanted to push right through the wall
into the space beyond.

He grasped her arm but she wrenched it
out of his grip. “Don’t!” The word was gasped out. He saw that she
was trembling. Shuddering.

She feared him.

The realization jolted Alaric back a
pace. She feared him?

“Diana?”

She groaned. “I can’t,” she whispered.
“I thought…with you it would be all right but I can’t forget him.
His hands on me.” She turned her face in toward the wall but not
before Alaric saw a small tear drop from her lashes.

A deep wave of disgust washed over him,
wiping out the lingering dregs of physical need. Why hadn’t he
anticipated this possibility? He’d walked in here with no more
consideration than his own driving desires. It hadn’t even occurred
to him…

Fear wasn’t a feeling that sprang fully
formed from a single moment. Diana must have been battling the
growth of it for some time. Yes, she had been fighting fear—only he
had confused it for something else. Dazzled by her appearance and
the spell of the moonlight, he had thought her bearing and demeanor
proud and regal, while in truth she had been nearly rigid with
fear.

He recalled her step backward out of his
hands when they had arrived here and saw it for what it was—she had
been avoiding his touch.

He remembered what he had done to her
since entering the room. Saw it from her perspective. The knowledge
was a condemnation. He had acted no better than the Saxon bastard
who had conceived this fear in her in the first place.

His disgust turned to a sickening,
raging contempt. He could think of no words to justify his actions,
or soothe her fears. So he settled for removing the immediate
source of her terror. Wordlessly, he left the room.

* * * * *

“No, I will not consider it!” Diana
pushed away the gilded mantle Florentina held out for her
inspection. “I wear neither mantle nor ornament. Nothing. I don’t
want my hair pinned up either.” She pulled a handful of her hair
from Octavia’s capable hands. “I will do nothing to please my
master, do you hear?”

The quartet of women standing around her
stared with slack-jawed amazement. Diana could truly tolerate no
more of their fluttering ministrations. “Where are my tunic and
trews?” she demanded.

They all shifted uneasily and glanced at
Sosia, standing by the door.

“We burned them,” Sosia replied
calmly.

“You burned good cloth?”

“You are a matron now. You have a
position to uphold.”

But she wasn’t a matron. Not yet. Not
ever, if she could manage it.

Sosia’s calm facade goaded her. “Out!
All of you! I refuse to pander to this idea that I have somehow
changed. I have not and neither does anything else. Out, I
say!”

For a moment Diana thought they would
not leave. Then Florentina dropped the mantle she was holding and
tugged silently on Octavia’s arm, all the while shooting Diana
sidelong glances. The four women left. Only Sosia remained.

“You can leave too.”

“A maiden does not go through her
wedding night without changing, my lady. You should have too. Don’t
you want to please your husband?”

Anger shot through Diana, coming from
nowhere, driving her to her feet. “Stars above, Sosia! You dare
question me? I said to leave. I won’t say it again.”

Sosia’s gaze was level. She nodded.
“There are final preparations for the feast. I will go and complete
them.”

She shut the door behind her, leaving
Diana alone for the first time since she had awoken in the large,
much too comfortable bed at the inn that morning.

Diana focused on Sosia’s departing
words. Feast. They were preparing a wedding feast.

She sighed. Would this nonsense never
end? She felt like an impostor. Did all women emerge from their
wedding night with a profoundly changed outlook upon life? How
could she possibly tell anyone she had not? They would all of them
be shocked to the core. They would condemn her and their
condemnation would be just.

She was not a real woman. She did not
find the ways of men and women joyful. She had made a mistake the
size of which she would still be measuring on her deathbed.

She had woken to pale dawn light coming
from an unfamiliar window and lying in her solitary bed, knowing
she had earned the disgust she had seen cross Alaric’s face that
night, just as she deserved the denunciation of the women if they
knew of her failure. She lacked the courage to face that final
censure. She already felt bowed over by the weight of disapproval
coming from Alaric.

He had spoken barely a word to her all
day. She had emerged from the room, dressed and ready for the
journey back to the estate, to find a late breakfast waiting for
her in the main room. Alaric had already eaten and gone to see to
the horses. He had returned just as she was finishing her meager
meal, shaking fat water drops from his hair and shoulders.

“Are you ready?”

Diana nodded.

“I have dealt with the innkeeper. We’re
free to leave. Let us leave now.”

Throughout the slow, cold journey home
Alaric spoke not a single word. He remained withdrawn behind his
cloak and hood. Diana spent the journey trying to accustom herself
to Alaric’s disapproval. She missed his normal companionship and
knew it was another toll she paid for her foolishness the night
before.

They arrived back at the estate late in
the afternoon and at the sight of the sturdy, ugly gates, Diana
could have wept with relief. She longed for the sanctuary of her
library, where she could bar the door and curl up next to the air
vent and be alone.

But she was denied that comfort. As soon
as they entered the villa, she was surrounded by people calling
greetings and congratulations. They stood around her, babbling
words that Diana could not fathom, so great was her surprise.

She hadn’t expected the household
members to be so happy about her wedding. She hadn’t expected they
would want to celebrate something she wanted quietly buried.
Confused, she had been escorted inside by an entourage of women,
who had begun the preparations that she had just terminated.

She hadn’t seen Alaric since.

Diana heard herself sigh again. She rose
and gathered up the beautifully sewn tunic she was expected to wear
tonight. For lack of any other garment, she would wear it but that
was all.

Now, where was her old belt? And her
hair thongs?

* * * * *

The toll for her mistake rose steadily
after that.

Alaric tapped on the door just on
sunset. When Diana opened it, he stepped back and ran his gaze over
her. His jaw rippled as he clenched his jaw.

Diana resisted the temptation to drop
her gaze from his direct one. She had best get used to whatever
looks he sent her way as quickly as possible.

“It is time for supper,” he said.

“Yes, I know.” Diana was puzzled. Why
was he here?

Alaric sighed and ran his fingers
through his hair. “It is a wedding feast. They will expect us to
arrive together.”

Of course. Diana felt a sigh building in
her too. “Then we had better arrive together,” she said
stiffly.

Their entrance was loudly hailed by the
assembled household. Sosia, as manager of her household supplies,
and Rhys, as Alaric’s second, stood waiting at the doorway to
escort them to their seats.

Diana was too distracted by the
abundance laid out upon the tables to notice where Sosia was
leading her but when Sosia pulled out the chair at the bottom end
of the main table and waited for her to sit, she stopped short.

Here?

Diana looked over the table toward her
customary couch, the one that had been her father’s.

Alaric was stretching himself out
awkwardly along its length, as Rhys slapped his captain’s arm in
encouragement.

A white-hot poker thrust into her chest.
Diana’s heart seized.

To please your master, they’d
told her. Alaric was her master now. The head of the table was his
rightful place. Her role was to obey him in all things and to
concede to his wishes.

Diana had to will her body to draw in
another breath. The air she breathed was hot, miasmic. She had
known that this would be part of it and had bargained with Alaric
to alleviate herself of that price but she had not reckoned with
the rest of the world. The household, the law, everything, for the
rest of her life, would enforce this insidious hierarchy upon
her.

“My lady, they await you,” Sosia
whispered.

The entire room stood waiting for her to
seat herself before they could do the same. She could not demand
her couch back now, in front of them all. That would be declaring
herself for the impostor she was and she was too much the coward to
face the consequences. Silently, she sat.

With a relieved murmur, everyone
followed her example and the meal began.

Diana found herself unable to look
directly toward Alaric. She was afraid to learn what his reaction
would be if he could see into her eyes and recognize her anger and
misery. There was a chance that he would gloat and Diana knew she
could withstand anything but that. So she ate tasteless morsels and
kept her gaze cast down at the table, barely stirring to answer
anyone who spoke to her.

Finally, the room drank to their good
fortune, calling upon a dozen different gods for blessings of
health, longevity and fertility, among sly grins and winks and
wine-sodden laughter. Diana felt her stomach clamp tightly in
protest against the little food she had eaten and her spirits sink
another notch or two.

Immediately after the toasts, Sosia and
Florentina appeared beside Diana. “It is time, my lady,” Sosia
said, while Florentina smiled broadly.

“Time?”

“For you to retire.”

Diana knew the ritual from her sister’s
wedding and others that had taken place in this house. After the
feast, the bride was escorted to the bedchamber, to await her
husband, who would be back at the feast drinking and laughing with
the other men about the joys to come.

“I had forgotten,” she said by way of
apology and stood up.

As they walked from the room into the
cool night air, numbness took hold of her. She could prevent none
of this. She would do better to simply accept everything and let it
pass on. Then life would return to normal. The numbness stayed with
her until they reached their destination.

Diana stared at the door, horror
bursting through the numbness, as Sosia pushed open the door to her
parent’s bedchamber with a smile. “Here?”

Florentina laughed. “We turned out the
other occupants. Don’t worry, we found them beds. Alaric’s men have
worked all day building frames and the women stuffing mattresses
and preparing the chamber for you.” She sounded pleased.

Sosia took her arm to draw her into the
room and Diana resisted, digging in her feet. She could see into
the room, see the place where the Saxon lay after she had killed
him. The doorframe where Florentina rested her hand was where the
drunken guard had rested his head.

Sosia frowned. “My lady?”

“Is something wrong?” Florentina
asked.

“This was my parent’s chamber.” She
forced her lips to form the words.

“It is right and proper that you and the
master use it, now. You’re a married woman, after all.” Florentina
beamed.

Sosia was much taller and heavier than
Diana and her tug on Diana’s arm sent Diana staggering into the
room. “You will not offend the ghosts of your parents, my lady. To
spurn this gift would, however.” Her voice was sharp.

Surprised at Sosia’s rare disapproval,
Diana allowed herself to be drawn farther into the room. The bed
was as Diana last saw it. The covers were straightened. There was
no blood on the floor.

I can pass through this.

Her body began to tremble. The two women
were stripping off her clothes, lifting her arms, shifting her
head.

“Mother of god!” Florentina murmured
breathlessly. “I’ve heard of reluctant brides but this…”

Sosia’s hands were in Diana’s hair,
removing the thongs, loosening it. Diana was naked now.

I will get through this. I will get
through this.

“She’s freezing! Get her under the
covers, quickly. This room was always too far from the furnace for
my liking.”

She was being pushed toward the bed. The
covers were pulled aside and she was cajoled onto the high bed. The
covers were settled over her. The women left.

I will. I will see the morning, just
like before.

Her head fell to one side and she found
her gaze on a part of the wall, a section of the multicolored
mural, where the red was brighter than all the rest. Perhaps it had
been repainted since the others but it caught the eye for part of
the red paint had run and a small permanent drip hung from the
bottom of the curve.

This was the mistake that she had
focused on during those moments when he had been on top of her.
Diana’s breath stopped.

From outside, she heard Alaric’s voice.
He was coming.

Working entirely by instinct, Diana
found strength enough to surge out of the bed, lunge across the
room and lift the thick timber bar and drop it into the catches in
what felt like one smooth movement.

She rested with her back against the
cold wall next to the door, feeling in her mind the galloping
approach of the red cloud.

“What room is this?” Alaric’s voice
again. “I thought there was no room to spare?”

“This is the great chamber, my lord.”
Octavia.

The door was tested, thumping up hard
against the barring beam and Diana staggered away, sliding the
length of the wall. The corner she reached was the corner that
Minna had curled up in, hiding her face, her hands over her
ears.

Diana felt her own knees give way. She
slid down the wall until she was folded up in the corner. The
images were pressing in, the memory of those nights. She needed
only to look up to see the room where it all happened.

She hugged her knees to her chest,
feeling the bone-ache of deep cold, yet the sweat that fell from
her temples was hot.

She saw again the hot, salty blood that
leaped out from his neck and smeared her sight in red and the cloud
of blood washing away in the river…coldness…

Outside, she heard Alaric shouting. The
words did not register in her mind, only the depth of his
anger.

And the relentless images continued to
play.

 



Chapter Nineteen

The furnace died in the early hours,
while the villa slept. Diana rose stiffly from the cold corner of
the great chamber, moving as slowly and carefully as an old woman
and dressed in the wedding feast clothes. She made her silent way
through the moonlit villa to the furnace, her feet finding their
own way as they had countless times before. She began stoking the
fires, her limbs gradually loosening as she worked.

Once the fires were burning fiercely
again, Diana crept back to the library. There was no one in the
room—it was too crowded with stacks of books to allow a bed.

Diana found a set of her brother’s tunic
and trews tucked away in the chest next to her comfortable chair
and changed into them, shrugging off the long tunic for the last
time. Then she curled up in the chair and rested her head on her
arm on the curved wooden frame. She wondered if she would sleep,
for the images had not let her be the entire time she had been in
the great chamber. They had played themselves out, over and over
again and her body thrummed from the constant surges of fear and
horror that swept through her in response.

So wondering, she slept.

* * * * *

Alaric pushed open the library door with
the toe of his boot, relieved to find the way not barred to him.
Juggling the piping hot bowls of gruel, he pushed the slowing
swinging door farther aside with his elbow and looked inside.

Diana lay curled up on the chair, a
blanket over her. She was deeply asleep. She had returned to the
place he had anticipated. Satisfied, he placed the bowls on the
desk and then deliberately slammed the door.

Diana woke with a jump and looked up
with bleary eyes.

“You are lax, my lady. I have been up
and about for some time yet you sleep still.”

He could see her throwing off the
effects of sleep, her mind racing to assimilate, to remember.
Suddenly, her eyes opened wide. She scrambled to her feet, staring
at him with an expression that held horror and fear.

Alaric kept his tone brisk. “Come, eat.
I am in a hurry this morning and have things to do.”

A tiny frown marred her forehead.

Encouraged, Alaric added, “Haste would
be appropriate, woman.”

The frown became a fully-fledged scowl,
erasing the fear. She glared at him but came toward the desk anyway
and sat down. He pushed her bowl toward her. “Eat.”

She was pulling her hair back, twisting
it and tying it with the customary thongs. “Why such haste?” Her
head stayed down as her hands worked.

“I have plans of my own. And you wanted
the pruning of the vines started today, did you not?”

Her head came up sharply. “Yes.” The
frown lengthened, signaling a deep suspicion.

“Then we have work ahead of us, don’t
we?”

“Yes.” She bit her lip suddenly. “Last
night—”

“Hurry up and eat,” he overrode.

Again, she scowled but it quickly
reverted back to suspicion. She finished tying her hair and picked
up her spoon.

Alaric watched her eat, watched the
interplay of irritation and mistrust on her face and was contrarily
happy. There was nothing of the visionary beauty about her this
morning. Dressed in her tunic and trews and with the fear wiped
from her face, this was the Diana he knew. He realized that this
was the Diana he would prefer take to his bed, rather than be under
a spell that made him act oddly and without thought.

She was eating thoughtfully, her head
cocked, listening. “What is all that noise?”

The busy banging and other odd sounds
were penetrating through the inner walls of the villa. Alaric
suppressed a grin. “I told you I had work to do. Those sounds are
my work. So eat. I grow impatient to be back there.”

Her scowl deepened and she sent him a
irritated glance.

Absurdly pleased, Alaric picked up his
spoon and ate the detestable gruel with relish.

* * * * *

Diana had no time to dwell on the events
of the previous night, or even to consider Alaric’s mysterious
tasks, for her mind was fully occupied in wonder. The day began as
any other and was extraordinary for its ordinariness. It was as if
a spell had been cast and everything had returned to what it had
been before she had climbed upon the back of Alaric’s horse and
ridden off to marry him.

No one referred to the night before. No
sidelong glances were cast her way, no whispering. It was as if
nothing had happened.

Although the puzzle bothered her, Diana
found the lack of questions, the customary tasks and events of the
day, worked a subtle healing on her. She could feel the troubling
weight lighten throughout the day. But she still had the evening
meal to navigate through. Surely they would not insist on this kind
charade throughout the meal too?

Defiantly, Diana wore her usual clean
but work-worn tunic and trews to supper, too. No more would she
dress to please another.

Alaric awaited her at the door of the
dining room. “Good evening,” he murmured and took her arm. He led
her to her couch, the one he had occupied the previous evening.
Diana knew that if she sat there and forced Alaric to sit
elsewhere, the household’s censure would be complete.

“My lord…”

“Sit,” he told her shortly.

“But—”

“Sit.” His gaze was steady,
implacable.

Diana lowered herself to the couch,
apprehension crawling through her. She glanced around at the rest
of the room. They were on their feet, waiting politely.

“No, don’t lie down,” Alaric said.
“Sit.”

She swiveled her legs back around and
placed her feet on the ground and sat up, confused.

Alaric sat next to her. The couch,
originally made to accommodate her father’s long length,
comfortably seated both of them.

“This is more appropriate, yes?” Alaric
said in an undertone.

Diana felt a smile tug at her lips.
“Yes,” she agreed quietly. “It is.”

Alaric grinned and leaned forward to
pick up a pitcher of wine. “A drink, my lady?”

* * * * *

Diana ate more than she had consumed in
total over the last three days. Her hunger seemed ferocious and
Alaric kept her plate filled with tempting pieces throughout the
meal. She would have finished her supper with a rare feeling of
content, except that finishing her meal signaled the time for
retiring had arrived.

Would she be taken to that dreadful
chamber again?

Diana’s appetite faltered and she forced
herself to swallow the morsel that had suddenly turned to dust in
her mouth.

“More wine, Diana?”

Startled, she jumped a little, for
Alaric’s voice seemed to breeze past her ear. She looked to him and
his eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

“Something is troubling you.” He spoke
quietly. So quietly, Diana suspected that no one but her could hear
his words. They whispered across the space between them, an unseen
connection.

“It is nothing,” she replied. “A passing
thought.”

He continued to study her thoughtfully
and then, unexpectedly, he smiled. “I see.”

Did he really see her thoughts so
clearly? Had he seen her dismay? Did he understand the reason for
it? With horror, she remembered that he was cousin to Merlin, the
great magician who could tell a man’s very thoughts and feelings
and could predict how he would next act. “You can see my thoughts?”
Diana breathed.

Alaric looked surprised. Then he laughed
a little. “Your thoughts are your own, my lady. But a man can
guess, given the moment, the path ahead where your thoughts may
naturally wander.”

He was talking of the marriage bed. He
had assumed she was thinking of the carnal acts of a man and
wife.

Swiftly, with the same unexpectedness as
always, the memory of that day in the barn rose to the forefront of
her thoughts, blanketing all else, even her sight and hearing,
pulling her into the scene. The two figures, flesh against flesh,
moving together in a slow dance that ignited souls…

“Is there a deeper secret you keep from
me, my lady?” Alaric murmured.

Startled, Diana refocused upon Alaric’s
face, wrenched out of the memory. “S s secret?”

He was studying her again. This was the
man she had seen entwined with another woman. Giving that woman
discernible pleasure. She swallowed dryly.

“You wore a look of pure sensuousness.
Yet no earlier than two nights ago you turned away from me in fear.
I do not understand how these two spirits can be the same woman,
unless you are hiding something from me.”

His gaze seemed to be drawing her toward
him, bringing her closer. Diana could feel heat radiating between
them, crackling along her skin, heating the air that she breathed
so it scorched her lips and throat.

She dragged her gaze away from him,
wrenching her attention back to her plate before she voluntarily
confessed her guilty secret and the sudden revelation it had
delivered—that just like that other woman, Diana too, might perhaps
be able to enjoy Alaric’s company. Would he give her the same
pleasure as Evadne?

“Let me give you more than that,” Alaric
murmured.

Diana gasped and turned her head sharply
to look at him. “What?”

He waved one hand toward her plate. “You
appeared to have cut yourself a poor slice indeed.”

She looked down at the plate. She had
partaken of the hard cheese that was passing around the table and
blindly shaved off a piece that would barely feed an ant.

She looked up at Alaric again. He was
smiling.

“Do you cast spells upon me?” she
whispered.

“I?” His smile faded. “No more magic
than mortal man could spin.”

Diana shook her head to clear the
confused jumble of thoughts and feelings from her mind and pushed
her plate away. Her appetite had faded beyond even the pretense of
hunger.

“You have finished, my lady?” Alaric
asked.

Diana could not bring herself to look at
him. “Yes.”

Alaric stood and lifted her to her feet
by her hand captured in his. The calluses on his hand felt
familiar, this time. The big hand made her own tingle and she
fought the compulsion to pull her hand away.

“I’ve something to show you,” he
said.

With no ceremony or explanation, Alaric
led her to the door and opened it. No one came running to take her
away, or fuss over her. As far as Diana could tell, the usual
post-prandial socializing carried on without a hiccup.

Alaric was leading her down the
colonnade. To where? He said he had something to show her. What?
Was it pleasurable?

Realizing where her mind was again
wandering, Diana spoke quickly. “What did you do to everyone? Did
you threaten them?”

“I? Threaten?” Yet Diana could hear
amusement in his voice.

“It must have been you. They would not
obey anyone else. They are all behaving…”

“Normally?”

“Yes!” She glanced at him, feeling an
unexpected shyness. “You did tell them something, didn’t you?”

“Apart from the fact that I was tired of
all the fuss over a simple marriage? No.”

But his tone was too casual. Diana was
peripherally surprised that she recognized his prevarication so
easily but chiefly, she was curious. “Why did you do that?”

“Here.” He stopped by a door and reached
for the handle.

Diana looked at the door. It served the
room that stood next to the library and housed two or three women
of the household. “Here?”

He pushed the door open and stepped
aside, waving Diana forward.

There was a lamp already alight in the
room. Diana moved in, automatically obedient and curious, too.

Now she knew the source of the banging
that morning, for the walls on opposite sides of the room had been
punched through and framed to create doorways. One gave onto the
library and the other, after a moment of thought, Diana realized
gave onto Alaric’s office, for through the opening she saw his
small desk and the lamp that stood upon it.

The room in the middle was dominated by
a bed, a huge bed that looked as if it could comfortably
accommodate three or four people. It was covered in furs. Diana’s
chest stood against one wall and there were cupboards and shelves
holding both hers and Alaric’s personal possessions.

On the tessellated floor at the foot of
the bed a sturdy rug was spread. The rug would keep bare feet warm
and added an element of comfort to the room. It was an odd idea but
she liked it, she decided.

Her gaze returned once more to the bed.
Its scale rivaled that other bed in her parents’ bedchamber. Such
grand proportions were designed for two people. This bed had been
made specifically for her and Alaric. For their enjoyment?

“This is the work you were in such haste
to complete?” she asked, forcing her voice to perfect
levelness.

“Yes.”

She turned to look at him, where he
stood by the doorway with spread feet, both hands on his hips,
studying the room.

“Why?”

His eyes were unreadable. “I know why
you barred the chamber door last night.”

She swallowed on a throat gone suddenly
dry. “You know? All of it?”

“Enough to guess the rest.”

She let her gaze sweep the room again,
finding his direct one discomforting. Again her gaze was drawn to
the bed. “You were angry, last night.” It was easy to say the words
while she did not look at him.

“Angry does not adequately describe how
I felt.”

“But you have since come to understand,”
she concluded.

“I understood immediately.”

“But…” She frowned, looking back toward
him. “That means…you were not angry with me?”

His hands dropped from his hips, as if
surprised. “No, not last night. Nor the night before. Did you
think…” He shook his head in amazement. “You thought my rage was
for you.”

“Yes.”

“My anger was directed toward myself,
although I had the bad grace to act it out upon everyone else last
night.”

Alaric’s shouted words. She had heard
his voice but not the words themselves. “Then you are the
cause for this excessive dose of normality today.”

He cleared his throat. “Yes, I am,” he
said, as if the admission was not an easy one.

“What did you say to them?”

“I will tell you that some other time.
For now, we have another issue to discuss.”

Diana couldn’t help herself. She looked
back toward the bed.

“Yes, that’s right,” Alaric murmured,
his voice low. “Diana, look at me.”

She found it difficult to comply. What
would be the expression in his eyes?

“Diana.”

She lifted her head slowly and finally
allowed her eyes to lift and her gaze to travel to his face.

“I see fear in your face again. Why is
that? A while ago, you were deep in thought and there was no fear
there then. Where were you traveling in that moment?”

She shook her head. She could not
possibly answer him.

He moved a half step toward her, leaning
to look at her more closely in the dim, moving light from the lamp.
“You have reddened in the face.”

Diana tried to banish the memory of the
barn but it swooped around her like swallows in spring, plaguing
her. She attempted to keep her gaze steady upon Alaric’s face, to
hide whatever signs he had detected earlier.

“Whatever it is, you can tell me. You
have confessed to no less than murder before now.”

“Stop insisting!” Diana physically
turned herself away from him, only to find herself facing the bed,
a mere pace from the foot of the fur-covered mattress. She
gasped.

“I insist because I am curious to know
who or what it is that can elicit from you such ardor, when I
plainly cannot. I’m surprised that anything has reached past the
fear that binds you. Delightfully surprised.”

“Delightfully?” She carefully kept her
head averted from him.

“Yes, Diana, delightfully.” His voice
was flat with sincerity and Diana knew she had to believe him in
this. “Delighted and yet I confess I am less than pleased too.”

Despite her resolve, Diana found her
gaze swinging back to his face. “But why?”

“Because it is not I who creates that
blind sensuality I saw in your face tonight.” He seemed to grind
the words out reluctantly.

“But it is you who—” The initial words
were spoken before Diana could prevent them. Sickened by her
indiscretion, she turned away.

“I?”

She closed her eyes. It was too late.
Too late.

“Diana?”

She shook her head again, mute.

“You may as well tell me all of it now,
for I will not leave you in peace until you do.”

Again, she shook her head but she knew
that Alaric would settle for nothing short of the truth. She knew
too, that he would continue to question her until he got that
truth. Her stomach clamped tightly at the thought of speaking the
words aloud.

“How can it be I who creates that
expression in your face when you fear my touch so much?” he
coaxed.

Keeping her eyes shut, more for courage
than fear, Diana said, “I saw you and Evadne…one day.” She took a
deep breath. “In the barn,” she added, pushing the words out, then
covered her mouth with her hand, appalled at herself and fearful of
Alaric’s wrath. She braced herself for his reaction.

When nothing happened, Diana looked back
over her shoulder toward him.

Alaric was watching her with a
half-smile. “So, it was you.”

“You knew?”

“Evadne thought that someone had been
there for a while.”

Shamed, Diana turned away from him
again.

“So that is where you go when your face
takes on a rapture…” She heard him move toward her.

“No, don’t!” she cried, bringing up her
hand to halt him. “Don’t come any closer!”

“I’ll stay here for the moment,” he
agreed, his tone light. “Is it, Diana, that when you recall what
you saw, that you wish to experience that for yourself?”

Diana groaned. He had guessed the final,
awful truth.

“I want you to listen to me. Will you do
that? Simply listen?”

She turned to look at him, surprised and
suspicious.

“Don’t turn around,” he said. “There is
no need to face me. All I ask is that you listen. That is all.”

Diana presented her back to him again.
“I will listen.”

“Did you know that kisses can be sweeter
than wine?” he asked. “A true kiss, given properly, can intoxicate
faster than mead and the effects linger far longer than the
morrow.” His voice was gentle, lilting. “Does that sound intriguing
to you? Would you like to experience such a kiss?”

She swallowed dryly. “Yes.” Her voice
was just above a whisper.

“When I kiss you…that is what you will
feel, what you will discover. Do you believe me?”

“Yes.” She did believe him. Utterly. She
looked forward to that moment. “Now?” she asked.

“No. Not yet.”

A miniscule thread of disappointment
darted through her.

“For now, just listen to me.”

Diana realized that his voice sounded a
little closer.

“Can you hear me getting closer to
you?”

“Yes.”

“When I reach you, what do you think I
am going to do to you?”

“Kiss me?”

“Think about what you saw that day in
the barn. What is it that you saw that you wish for yourself?”

Diana sighed. “The words…are difficult
to speak.”

“You can say anything you wish here. You
know that.”

True. “I want…her pleasure.” There. She
had spoken it aloud.

“Wouldn’t you wish for more than
that?”

“Is that possible?”

“Oh yes…it is indeed possible.” His tone
was deep and the words seemed to come from just behind her,
breathed into her ear. “I can show you all the possibilities. All
you need do is be willing to learn.”

Diana closed her eyes. Was he standing
right behind her now? It sounded as if he was and she fancied she
could feel the warmth of his body, so close to hers that they were
nearly touching.

But he did not touch her.

“Imagine that the woman you saw in the
barn was you.” His voice whispered by her ear. She could hear
something in his tone, a thickness, that deepened and roughened his
voice. “Imagine us on this bed together.”

Diana opened her eyes and looked at the
bed. An image of them both lying there did arise. She saw Alaric’s
hands smoothing their way along her flesh.

“Imagine my hands and mouth on your
skin. What do you think it will feel like?”

“Hot…”

“Yes and you will like it, for my hands
will be working to bring you the pleasure you wish. They will move
only where you desire them to move. They will be yours to
command.”

A shiver racked her body, almost violent
in its power.

“You will be in control,” he murmured
and this time, his warm breath touched the skin at the back of her
neck. Tremors ran beneath her skin, up and down her body, radiating
from that point.

She felt his fingers on her hair,
tugging at the thongs. “Let me,” she murmured, lifting her
hands.

“No, I will do it all,” he said quietly.
Even as she dropped her hands again, she felt the thongs loosen and
fall away. His fingers slid deeply into her hair, spreading it,
smoothing it. She felt it fall over her back, warming it.

Next, she felt him tackle the ties
around the lower legs of her trews. They fell away and his hands
loosened and removed her shoes. Now she stood in trews, tunic and
belt. She heard him stand up again and felt the warmth of his body
just behind her.

“Take off your belt.”

With trembling hands, she slowly
unbuckled the worn belt and her tunic loosened and fell straight
from her shoulders. She felt the trews beneath slip lower down her
hips and settle.

His hands were in her hair, gathering
it, drawing it aside, exposing her neck. One hand drew the tunic
over the edge of her shoulder. It dropped down her arm, revealing
the upper slope of her breast and her upper arm.

His head brushed past her ear and Diana
knew he was going to touch his lips to her skin. Her breath caught
in her throat. But for a moment he did not touch her. He hovered,
his hot breath radiating against her shoulder, sending a series of
little shivers down her back.

Diana bit her lip.

Then he laid his mouth against her skin
and it was indeed hot. Moist. What she had not expected was the
tingling jolt that ran down her body. It seemed to arrow in to the
tips of her breasts and deep in the pit of her stomach, where it
curled and grew.

His hands were working on the ties of
her tunic and they gave away suddenly. The tunic slid down her arms
and puddled around her feet. Except for the trews riding low down
on her hips, she was naked. For a brief moment she felt exposed,
until his hands came to rest around her waist, the fingertips
sliding over her hips and across her abdomen. Her concern for her
nakedness fluttered away.

The flesh beneath his fingers quivered,
again sending echoes of the jolt into the pit of her stomach, which
seemed to roll over slowly. Pleasurably.

“Tell me what you want.” His voice was a
rough shadow of itself.

Diana frowned. “I do not know. How could
I?”

“Yes, you do know. Listen to your body.
What is it telling you? What do you crave?”

She knew. She wet her lips with her
tongue and whispered, “Up.”

“Move my hands up?”

“Yes.”

With intolerable slowness, his hands
smoothed over her skin, sending little ripples out over her body,
so that even her fingers tingled. His hands drew up toward her
breasts and Diana found she was drawing in her breath slowly,
anticipating his touch, yearning for it.

At last his hands cupped the breasts
themselves and Diana gasped.

“Is this what you want?”

“Yes.” She frowned. “No.”

“Ah, then this is what you want—” and
his fingers slid a fraction higher and caught at her nipples,
sliding over the top of them, rubbing them.

Sweet, singing pleasure! Ah!
Involuntarily, Diana’s back arched sharply and her head fell back.
From a distance she heard a groan, a woman’s groan and realized
that it was her making that uninhibited sound. She had fallen back
against him. His body was hot against hers. She could feel his
heart thundering but then his hands moved again, sending shooting
spasms of shock through her and Diana could only focus on her body,
on the rolling waves of delight. She wanted more.

“More,” she said, her voice husky.

She was startled to hear Alaric groan, a
deep sound that reverberated against her shoulders. His hands grew
still, then dropped away from her breasts.

“Ohh…” she breathed, disappointed.

He was turning her around to face him.
She did not resist him, despite her nakedness and did not try to
hide herself from his gaze.

“Say that again,” he demanded.

It was then Diana realized that she was
having an effect on Alaric too, although she had not touched him at
all. His eyes seemed drowsy, yet his body seemed taut beneath his
clothes. His voice was not his own.

It was then she understood that the
power ran both ways. “Kiss me,” she told him.

He cupped her face with his big hands
and studied her lips for a moment. Then slowly he brought his mouth
toward hers. The first touch was light, featherweight. Enough to
feel heat, moisture but no more.

The next touch was more substantial. She
felt his lips firm against her own and it was as sweet as he had
promised. Diana felt herself falling under the spell of the kiss,
lost in a world of feelings. Touch, taste and even scents, bathed
her.

This was the spell that mere mortal man
could spin, then. This was the spell that Alaric had spoken of at
supper.

Diana found her arms were around his
neck. If his arms had not been around her waist, his hands against
her back, she suspected that she would not be able to stand
properly.

He caught her face in his hand and
lifted her chin to look at her properly. “Rapture,” he breathed and
seemed pleased. “Do you want more, my feral kitten?”

“Yes.”

“Then you’d best lie down before your
senses steal the choice from you.”

“Yes,” she breathed again.

He laughed and scooped her up in his
arms. He was going to place her on the bed but now she felt no
fear. Her longings made her bold, for when Alaric laid her down
upon the covers, she reached for and grasped his tunic. “Your
clothes. Take them off.”

His answer was a slow smile. “At once,
my lady.” He did move at once to obey her command but his movements
were just as slow as his smile. First the belt and tunic, revealing
well-muscled arms and a chest grown strong from controlling sword,
shield and high-fettled warhorse on the battlefield. As he threw
away the tunic, the muscles moved under his skin in a way that
mesmerized her.

Next, the lower thongs and boots. Then
he straightened and his hands fell to the ties of his trews. He
looked at her and kept her gaze while he loosened and lowered the
trews and stepped out of them.

Diana sat up, staring at him. He jutted
out proudly. The rest of his body was as finely honed as the upper
half. He was no scrawny farmer. Her gaze drew back to the proud
flesh once more.

“Your turn.” Alaric indicated her own
loose pants.

Diana understood then why he had not
removed them himself. It was for her to strip away the last piece
of clothing from her body, to show willingness.

Diana loosened the inadequate ties and
slipped the trews from her. Suddenly shy, she curled up her legs
beneath her.

Alaric sat on the bed in front of her
and brushed back errant hair from her shoulder, letting it cascade
over the back of his hand as he had done once in the forest
clearing. Then his hand settled at the back of her neck.

“Tell me what you want.”

Diana took a deep breath. She knew now
where this would end. She was able to draw on her crude and cruel
education at the hands of the Saxon leader, although the memory
itself had no power over her here. But the education spoke of pain
and discomfort.

“Don’t be afraid,” Alaric said. “Tell me
what you want. What does your body tell you?”

Her body was aching for his touch. She
reached for his hand and lifted it to her breast. She gasped at his
touch. “I want this.”

“I can do better than this,” he told her
and lowered her back to the covers. Then, surprising her, he took
her nipple in his mouth and she felt his tongue and teeth play with
it. She gasped hard at the sharp thrill that speared through her
and continued to echo itself in slowly increasing waves. Her hips
arched hard and she felt an answering pressure, for Alaric’s thigh
lay across her hips. His body was pushed up against hers.

It was like the Saxon but at the same
time not like that at all. Here, Alaric was giving her pleasure.
Not taking it. And she was here willingly. The last of her fear
swept away, as Alaric moved restlessly against her, his hands and
mouth continuing to weave the spell of mortal man. Diana joined
him, learning rapidly, a willing student.

When finally he rested over her and
between her thighs, Diana was ready—she could feel an empty ache
inside her that cried out in need and knew that Alaric’s entry
would be welcomed and would feel right.

His first thrust was slow, so slow that
Diana writhed and cried out in frustration. But Alaric’s caution
was needed, for despite her readiness, Diana found his intrusion
caused a little pain. He paused, then thrust a little more and slid
into her completely and Diana felt a fierce joy, for it did feel
right.

After a moment Alaric withdrew a little,
then thrust again. This time there was no discomfort and her body
folded around him with pleasure.

The rhythm became clear to her and Diana
gladly joined it, letting her body catch the stream and be swept
along with Alaric’s. She grew aware of a mounting tension in her,
an excitement that seemed to be building to…something. Curiously
she allowed herself to be pulled along by the demands of the
excitement and it gradually grew to a point that seemed feverish.
Diana felt that she would snap with the tension if it did not stop
and it didn’t, for Alaric’s body against her own was creating it
and his thrusting had increased. She could feel the excitement
press her body into a taut bow. Her breath caught and hitched,
caught and hitched, until she thought that she would never breathe
again.

She was right on the verge…and then
suddenly, she felt the tension snap and tremendous, powerful waves
of primal pleasure surged through her, battering her with
exquisite, torturous delight.

Alaric’s body, too, tightened against
her with locked joints and straining muscles and she reveled in the
pride that knowing she had brought him to that point.

Now I am a married woman.

* * * * *

Diana woke at the sound of a door being
opened and for a moment she lay warm and content, watching a watery
light play over the painted daub.

This is not the library.

She felt movement beside her and
remembered. A hand settled on her bare hip beneath the covers, then
swooped the length of her torso, to cup her breast. At the same
time she felt a warm pair of lips against the back of her shoulder.
Both hand and lips stirred her.

She snuggled back against him, feeling
the heat he generated along the length of her body. Too, she could
feel him stiffening against her and contained a secret smile.

Alaric’s mouth moved to the top of her
shoulder, then kissed her neck. “Time for work,” he murmured.

“Work?”

“You have an estate to run, remember?
Besides, your breakfast is growing cool.”

Diana realized that she was hungry and
was astonished.

“What breakfast?”

Alaric groaned. “What else? Gruel.”

Diana looked around. “But…where?”

“Where else? In the library. Come on.
Up. Up.” He pushed her toward the edge of the bed.

Diana scrambled out of the bed, before
his unceremonious pushing landed her on the cold floor and shivered
at the chill touch of the tiles on her soles. She scurried into her
clothing, aware that Alaric had risen and was also dressing.

Diana pushed past the hide that covered
the doorway to the library and saw that she had not imagined the
sound of a door closing. For standing on the table, as always, were
the two bowls of gruel. As an extra surprise, though, was a platter
of steaming honey bannocks, a recipe that one of the soldiers had
taught Sosia.

Diana sat on her usual chair. Alaric
appeared and took his place on the other side. Diana was already
halfway through her first bannock.

“What are the tasks for today?” Alaric
asked, reaching for a bannock.

Diana had to organize her thoughts and
find the current list, before she could give him an answer. They
fell to planning the day ahead in exactly the same way they had
planned any other day before. It was so much like any other day,
that Diana felt a moment of wonder. Had she imagined the previous
night?

When Alaric yawned, arms high, body
stretched taut and motionless, Diana paused to watch, her breath
catching. The tension in his body was similar to another tension,
one that she had witnessed several times the previous night. She
knew then that she had imagined none of it—how could her
imagination possibly have invented such a scenario?

The reminder set her body to tingling
again. When Alaric finished his yawn, he glanced at her and his
eyes narrowed. “There is no need to ask where your mind wanders, my
lady,” he growled.

Diana looked away quickly, embarrassed.
“You may lay the blame for that at your own door,” she countered.
“If you had not taken such pains to educate me, then I would not
have such a path for my mind to wander.”

“Aye and I’d be the poorer for it too,”
Alaric drawled.

She glanced at him and found he was not
laughing at her. She turned to face him properly again. “Why did
you do it?”

His expression sobered. “Why do you
ask?”

“We both know that you did not have to
go to such great effort. Now I am your wife you are free to take
what you will—”

“As the Saxon bastard did?”

Diana frowned. “They are not the
same.”

“No? To you, they would have been.”

“That would have made no difference to
you. A woman’s pleasure is of no concern to a man.”

Alaric smiled. “After last night, do you
believe that I am not a man?”

Diana felt her face growing warm. “I do
not mean…” She shook her head. “I do not intend to slight you. But
any other man—”

“Would not have married you in the first
place, my feral kitten.”

“Oh.” Diana nodded. “Of course. You
married me to help keep your word to Arthur.”

“And are you not glad it was so?”

“It was a mutually beneficial
arrangement,” Diana agreed. “But that does not influence—or
explain…this,” and she waved a hand toward the bedchamber behind
Alaric. “Or seating me beside you last night at supper.”

Alaric nodded. “You are right. Those
were prompted by different reasons.” He crossed his arms. “You have
fought hard to keep the place you chose for yourself in the world,
have you not?”

“Yes.”

“You agreed to marriage to preserve that
place, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Then how can we maintain the bargain if
the marriage itself forces you from your chosen place?”

“Only in the eyes of others. We agreed
beforehand that between ourselves—”

“An agreement that is held only between
the two of us is of no use to you. The rest of the world must
acknowledge it too. I merely enforced our agreement.”

“And last night?”

He shrugged. “I’ve learned that I do not
like false subservience from you. I prefer you the way you have
always been.” His gaze settled on her, his eyes narrowing a little.
“Even in the marriage bed,” he added, his voice suddenly thick.
Diana had no trouble recognizing that thickness for what it was.
Excitement. Her own body was responding.

“Come here,” Alaric ordered.

Diana stood and walked around the table
to stand before him. Alaric grasped her waist and pulled her
between his thighs, holding her up against him. She could feel him
stirring.

Listening to her body, as he had taught
her, Diana followed her instincts, letting her hands explore where
they wished.

“So, do we have a bargain, still?”
Alaric asked.

“Is last night and today the way you
intend things to be from now on?”

“Yes.” He gasped a little as her fingers
caressed his small hard nipples under the tunic.

“Then it is a bargain I will happily
keep,” Diana assured him.

He caught her hand as it began to move
below his waist and stood up, picking her up around the waist. He
moved toward the other room, carrying her.

“Where are you taking me?”

“To the bed.”

“But…the plans. The day…”

“Will start later and will be better
served by me if I begin it without distractions.”

Diana smiled as he placed her on the
bed, then rapidly stripped his clothes away, his gaze never leaving
her. He lowered himself to the bed beside her, his hands fumbling
at her own clothes. “Let us put the seal on our bargain,” he
said.

It was a moment that Diana would
remember. For the first time since she had stood and faced the
Saxons, her sister and mother dying beside her, Diana could see the
future, the way ahead, clear and straight. There was hard work to
be had and difficulties but they were known quantities.

Even if some unforeseen problem arose,
with Alaric at her side and working with her, she knew that she
could face and overcome anything.

It never occurred to her that Alaric
would not always be by her side.

 



Chapter Twenty

Late March 471

When he reached the end of the row,
Alaric straightened and eyed the uneven parade of seedlings and
sighed deeply. It was enough, he decided, to celebrate that the row
was planted at all.

He felt a tap on his leg and looked
around. Minna was standing at the end of the next row, looking
proud. Alaric stepped over to gauge the straightness of her row.
Not a seedling was out of line by so much as a finger width. He
laughed. “Maybe it’s something that is bred into you, Minna. That
would explain why your roads are so straight.”

She looked puzzled and indicated her row
again.

Alaric touched her shoulder
reassuringly. “It is well done,” he told her.

Minna smiled radiantly and picked up her
basket and headed toward the barrow that stood at the edge of the
field to get more seedlings.

Alaric looked toward his next empty row
and scowled.

“Captain!”

Gratefully, Alaric turned to see who
hailed him. Griffin walked along the rows toward him, his long legs
striding out. He nodded toward Alaric’s just finished row when he
reached the end and smiled. “You do better with soldiers.”

“What do you want?” Alaric demanded,
with mock anger.

Griffin’s smile broadened. “Remind
yourself that there is only another day of planting left.”

“Two. Diana will want the field by the
stream planted too.”

Griffin groaned. “No…surely she has
enough?”

Alaric shook his head. He knew without
questioning her that Diana intended every flat piece of earth that
would bear seed to be planted. This spring sowing and the summer
harvest that followed was the critical point of the year. If the
harvest was good, they would be past the worst of the food shortage
and they would be able to lay down a good reserve for the next
winter. But if the harvest was poor…

Alaric shuddered. It didn’t bear
thinking about. Without reserves to fall back on and already
weakened from over a year of famine, a poor summer harvest would
ensure that many of the people on the estate would perish—the
weaker ones, the frail, older women. Children.

He glanced at Minna, already busy with
the next row. No. It didn’t bear thinking about. “Two days at
least,” he told Griffin.

Griffin, perhaps catching a glimpse of
Alaric’s thoughts from his face, nodded solemnly.

“So, what was it you wanted?”

Griffin frowned. “I’d come to say that
we’ve finished the back fields but my guess is wrong, it
seems.”

“What guess?” It was Diana’s voice.

Griffin stepped aside, to allow Diana to
join the conversation. She was carrying the head of a hoe and
looked sweaty, hot and frustrated. Alaric tried to suppress a grin.
Dressed in the tunic and trews, with dirt on her hands and smeared
on her face, she looked more like a child on the verge of a tantrum
than Minna ever had.

Despite the dirt and scowl, Alaric was
still able to trace the subtle signs of her figure, following
curves he had come to know well and to see the determined angle of
her chin and the small line that appeared on her forehead whenever
she was angry or when she was at the peak of enjoyment when they
were together at night.

“Griffin had assumed that the back
fields would be the last planted,” Alaric told her, answering her
question.

Diana scowled. “Not at all! There is
still the field by the stream and I was thinking too, that while
this good weather holds we should turn over the virgin ground
behind the orchard wall where the ground only slopes a little. We
could get another half-acre in there.”

Alaric laughed aloud at the dismay on
Griffin’s face. “I tried to warn you, did I not?”

“Aye, you did indeed,” Griffin said
sourly. “Another half-acre it is, then, and the field by the
stream.” He touched his hand to his brow, a subtle salute to Diana.
“My lady.”

“A moment of your time, first, Griffin.”
She hefted the hoe in her hands. “The earth around the grape vines
has not been turned for two years…it is like chipping at stone. The
hoes break under our hands. Is there some way of strengthening them
so that we can break the earth instead?”

She handed Griffin the hoe and he
straightened from his subdued slouch, considering the intriguing
problem. This was something for which he had a gift—it was he who
Diana turned to for engineering feats. “It is a petty problem, my
lady,” he assured her. “I will tend to it now, if you like.”

“Please,” Diana said gratefully.

Griffin turned to go but was halted by a
cry.

“Rider approaches!” The shouted herald
was distant, from the fields by the old Roman road.

Griffin narrowed his farseeing eyes. His
face lit up with joy. “Pendragon colors!” he shouted and began to
run toward the lone horseman riding along the dusty villa
track.

The colors were seen and recognized by
others, for men dropped tools and began leaping rows, heading for
the road and the horseman, over a dozen of them streaming toward
the villa walls.

Alaric looked at Diana, where she stood
with her hands on her hips, watching the spectacle. “Shall we find
out what news the messenger brings?”

Diana frowned. “Yes,” she agreed, her
voice distant. She began walking toward the villa.

The men reached the horseman well before
Alaric did and crowded around the man as he dismounted. Then the
whole group, plus the trailing, curious women, turned and headed
back to meet Alaric and Diana in the middle of the fields, the
messenger among them.

As they drew closer, Alaric recognized
the gangly young man as one of Gawain’s restless troop. Enoch, of
Strathclyde, to the north of the Wall. It made sense for Arthur to
send such a man—or rather, it would have been Merlin’s gift for
calculating the strengths and weaknesses of a man that had led to
Enoch’s selection—for Enoch would know the area around Eboracum
well enough to find his way and he was known to Alaric.

Enoch saluted Alaric, grinning. “You’ve
led me a merry chase, sir. Two days sniffing around that cursed
stone city looking for a trace of you before I ran into the old
tiler.”

“The Bishop knows where I am.”

“He does, does he? Then he’s a lying
Christian, for he swore he’d never laid eyes on another Celtic
bastard besides myself, before he sent me from his sight.”

“I see,” Alaric said evenly.

“I gather there’s no love lost there,
then.” Enoch grinned. “Never liked the man, myself. Too Roman for
my tastes and you know what they say about Roman tastes…” He
trailed off, suddenly realizing where he was and actually seeing
the people who stood silently around him listening carefully to his
every word. Enoch turned redder than the tiles on the villa
roof.

Alaric spared him further embarrassment.
“You have a message for me?”

Enoch took a deep breath and nodded
energetically, burrowing into the pouch at his waist. “Both a
verbal message and this, sir,” and he handed Alaric a sealed
letter.

“The verbal message?”

“Here, sir?” Enoch asked, glancing
around at the gathering of women, children and
soldiers-turned-farmers. He seemed confused.

“Here is as good as anywhere else.”

Enoch pulled himself together with
visible effort and came to a shambling attention. “The branch has
gone out, sir. You’re wanted back with the main host. You’re to
leave at once. You and all your men.”

Griffin let out a yell of sheer
exuberance and it seemed that every man there broke out into
simultaneous cheers and inane babbling. For a moment pandemonium
reigned and Enoch stood with a large grin on his face, happy to be
the bearer of such well-received news.

Alaric felt as if he’d been kicked by a
warhorse. For a moment even the happy noises around him faded and
swelled, as he struggled to cope with the news. Time to leave. Time
to leave others behind. Again. He tried to get his chest to work,
to draw in breath, while even his sight began to fade.

“Alaric?” Diana’s voice. Soft. Gentle.
The way he loved it best, from those times they had together, when
she dropped all pretense and came to him unguarded.

Diana.

He forced himself to breathe, so that he
could focus on her, see her. She was by his side, concerned. Then
Rhys was there, with a smile wider than Alaric had seen for months.
“Back to war! Tomorrow we leave, yes?”

Alaric tried to form words but could
not. It was beyond him. He looked at Diana—

I will go and leave her here,
defenseless, alone?

—at her white, still face and her eyes,
wide with alarm.

Say something!

Drawing on a depth of will he didn’t
know he possessed, Alaric made himself smile at Rhys. “Yes,
tomorrow we return.”

He pushed himself into a walk, one step
at a time, away from the merry throng. He had no reason to partake
in their joy.

* * * * *

Around the hour of the evening meal,
Alaric returned to their bedchamber. Diana heard the door shut from
her seat in the library and put aside the sheet of her father’s
perfectly formed and almost illegible handwriting that she had been
pretending to read and went through to the middle room.

Alaric was washing his face in the bowl
of water standing on the shelf by the bed. He looked up as she
entered and Diana’s step faltered a little, for he wore the shadows
of an old man.

The fear that had been riding on her
shoulder all afternoon reached around to grab at her throat. But
she spoke with perfectly calm tones, for she had been practicing
them all afternoon too. “You’re just in time for supper. It will be
a happy meal tonight.”

It was as if he had not heard her. He
dried his face with a cloth and put it aside. Then he took her
hand.

“Come with me.”

“Where?”

“I would like to walk.”

“Now?”

“Yes.”

Diana thought of the supper that was
about to be served. She knew she would not be able to eat a
mouthful of it. She rather doubted anyone would notice that the
chair at the head of the table was empty. Not tonight.

“I will come with you.”

* * * * *

At first Diana thought Alaric was
leading her to the spring that was the source of the stream that
ran past the villa but he branched off from the main path to follow
a narrower one that Diana hadn’t seen there before.

The trail led a winding route up the
side of the hill. They were following the path that each pair of
watchmen used to travel to and from the beacon at the top of the
hill. The climb at the top was sharp and hard but at the very
crest, steps had been carved into the hillside and they stepped up
onto the flat top of the hill together.

Almost immediately, one of Alaric’s men
appeared, sword in hand, wearing a helmet and shield. “Sir.” He
glanced at Diana and she saw puzzlement in the glance but he was
well trained and did not voice or otherwise show it.

Alaric nodded acknowledgment. “Give me
your sword and shield and both of you can go.”

“Sir?” Puzzled now.

“You heard me. You’re relieved.”

“Yes sir!” The man held out his sword,
hilt first and then his shield as Alaric took them. Then he
whistled a sharp, piercing shrill and a second armed man appeared
from among the long grass on the hill. Both men turned and climbed
down the steps.

Alaric took Diana’s hand once more and
walked across the long grass to the middle of the tor. The crest of
the hill was many paces wide. Sitting approximately in the middle
was a tall pile of timber. It reached the height of six or seven
men and was almost as wide at the base as it was high. Draped over
it were old sails. The mixture of wax and sheep fat rubbed into the
cloth made the sails virtually waterproof and well able to shield
the timber beneath from all but the worst weather.

Diana turned and looked across the
broad, shallow valley that lay at the foot of the hill. Across the
other side, over acres of forest and a little cultivated land, was
another hill, similar to this one. It too, had a pair of soldiers
upon it and a tall beacon pyre. And beyond that would be another
hill, just the same.

She looked back at the beacon she stood
next to. It must have taken many days to build it. This was the
beacon Alaric had married her to preserve.

Alaric walked right up to the pile, laid
down the shield and sword and rested his hand against the fabric
cover.

“When I was sixteen I swore an oath of
allegiance to a boy no older than I, who on that day had fought his
first battle, rallied every petty king and leader in Britain to his
side and turned certain defeat to victory. I was young and it was
my first battle, too, but I have never once since that time ever
regretted that allegiance, or the oath I took that day.”

Until now. Diana almost spoke the
words aloud but bit her lip, instead and tried to dam back the
panic inside her. She knew she must hear and understand all that
Alaric said here, for later she would need whatever crumbs of
comfort she could find in his words.

Alaric reached inside his tunic and
pulled out the letter from Arthur. It was crumpled, now and cracked
from having been laid flat. Alaric offered it to her.

Diana took it and opened it.

Kinsman—

Diana frowned. Then different facts
connected up. Merlin and Alaric were cousins. Merlin and Arthur
were first cousins. So there was a connection there. Enough to
justify the salutation. She continued to read the letter.

I have had information from Brittany
about our old foes. Winter has been brutal, it seems. Both
starvation and Hengest’s brother, Octa, have stirred the Saxons to
all-out, total war.

“There are reports of hundreds of
ships preparing to sail. This may be the first stage in our final
victory—the victory we have dreamed of these last twelve
years.

“Come at once. I need you
here.

--Arturos

Diana lowered the letter and let it roll
up again. “You cannot think of not answering his summons.”

“Yet all I seem to be able to recall is
his warning. All-out, total war. Hundreds of ships.” Alaric turned
to face her. “There will be thousands of Saxons pouring into
Britain from every safe landing they can find. They will spread
over the country like a plague.”

“That makes Arthur’s summons
irresistible.”

“You don’t understand. When I leave
tomorrow, every man in the villa rides with me. You will be totally
defenseless.”

Then she did understand. “It’s not as
though I’ve never been in that position before,” she said
gently.

“But now it’s different.”

“Why? Because I am your wife?”

Alaric looked startled and Diana knew
she had touched the truth. Lowering her voice, she said, “I am not
Ygraine. I have a villa to shelter behind—a villa with extra
defenses that you built.”

“Those defenses will not withstand a
full, determined attack—not for long. This is a country villa, not
Tintagel!”

“I can take care of everyone left here.
I’ve done it before.”

“That is exactly what I don’t want you
to do.” Alaric once more rested his hand against the beacon pyre.
“If trouble comes, I want you to call for me. Send word and I will
come.”

“Send word?” She looked at the hand that
rested on the pyre. “You mean, light the beacon?”

“Yes.”

“But…that is to call Arthur—to give him
warning of a Saxon incursion in the north.”

“They are one and the same. Where Arthur
goes, so do I. If trouble finds you, it will be Saxons at the root
of it.”

Diana shook her head. “If I am to truly
control the estate, I cannot call for help at the first need. I
must provide for them. I must be the one who shelters them. I will
not call to your Arthur for help.”

Alaric caught her shoulders in his hands
and Diana believed he would shake her for emphasis but he merely
held her tightly.

“He is not only my Arthur. He fights for
all Britain and that includes you too. I know you’ve never believed
that of Arthur, or trusted that his intentions are good. But it
doesn’t matter what you believe, for he knows, as do I, that the
only way Britain will survive the next few years is if we all help
each other. We have to stand together.”

Diana stared at him. She was touched by
wonder, for Alaric’s features had changed from the familiar to some
strange, driven creature. Haunted.

It was then she realized with
extraordinary clarity that she loved him, with a fierce passion
that matched his own. It was a love unlike anything else she had
ever heard of or experienced. It was, quite simply, everything she
was. It transformed her.

“Promise me you will send word if there
is trouble. Promise me,” Alaric demanded and this time he did shake
her a little.

With the new clarity of her vision came
inevitable knowledge. Alaric needed her promise to be able to
leave. Arthur and Britain was his sworn allegiance and it was that
loyalty that made him the man that she loved, but he was torn in
two by the dilemma of leaving her behind.

She had to release him.

“I promise,” she whispered, for her
voice would carry no more power. The words wrenched at her.

Alaric closed his eyes and sighed, then
gathered her up against him. Diana listened to the frantic thud of
his heart and saw again the deep relief she had glimpsed in his
eyes. For that reaction, she was glad she had given him her word.
Yet her word allowed him to leave. Perhaps he would be like Verus
and never come home again.

* * * * *

There was a mist. The dawn light
filtered through weakly and from the colonnade Alaric could not see
the villa gates. The mist clung to everything, soaking it with damp
fingers.

The entire household was there to see
them off. The murmuring of their voices was subdued, sodden from
the mist.

A few paces away, Rhys stood by Octavia,
who was weeping quietly and continuously. He looked less than
happy. Alaric was well acquainted with that bad humor. He had been
companion to it since Enoch had made his announcement.

Octavia’s tears were churning up what
little peace Alaric had achieved during the night, so he picked up
his bags and pouches and carried them to where his horse stood,
already harnessed and slung them over Raven’s back.

He glanced back to where Diana stood
immobile on the verandah, holding Minna’s hand. She wore the long
black cloak, for the morning was cold. Because he had been unable
to let her go this morning, she’d had no chance to tie her hair up
and it spilled unchecked over her back and shoulders.

This was the woman, neither Roman, nor
Celt, that he had searched so hard to find again once he’d lost her
in the forest. She had been there all the time, hidden away. He’d
had to uncover her in slow layers. It had been a worthy quest.

Alaric recognized the mortal tinge to
his thoughts and accepted it. He’d pledged his life to Arthur and
in war, a lifetime could be very short.

Just not this time.

He wanted to be able to return, to wipe
away the fear in Diana’s face…and maybe see it light up with
happiness at his arrival.

He knew the price Diana had paid in
giving him her word last night. She had gone against her own
judgment and placed her future in the hands of someone she did not
trust, for his sake. He hoped he would prove worthy of her
extraordinary courage.

Rhys detached himself from Octavia and
signaled to the troop. The men all walked to their horses and
Alaric climbed onto his. He settled himself into position for the
long ride ahead.

“No! S-s-sstay!” The voice was strange,
odd.

Alaric looked up from his reins. The
woman were murmuring, shocked.

“No!” Minna was tugging at Diana’s hand,
wrenching at it, pulling away and shouting. Shouting real
words.

Diana’s grip broke and Minna pelted
across the earth to Alaric’s horse. With an astonishing agility she
climbed up using his foot and the horse’s harness for leverage. She
threw herself across him and clung to him, her arms around his
waist. She was trembling. She spouted a flood of words, her face
against him.

“No! Alaric stay! Stay…here…stay…no!”
Her voice was cracked, her words hesitant and ill-formed but her
grip around his waist was unmistakable.

Alaric put a gentle hand on her
shoulder. “Minna, I have to go now. You must let go.”

“No! Stay!” Her arms tightened.

Alaric gripped her frail arms and tried
to remove them but her hold on him was ferocious and if he exerted
his full strength he would hurt her.

“Minna, I have to leave now, but I
promise you I will return. Minna?”

She pushed her hot face into his
midriff, her arms tightening even more. She was panting and beneath
the pants he could hear a low cry. He tried to lever her arms away
from him again but the only effect was his fingers digging into her
skin to the point of feeling every bone and tendon beneath.
Hastily, he released her.

He felt sick with the weight of what he
had to do and knew that he would not be able to do it alone. He
looked to Diana for help.

She was still standing motionless on the
very edge of the verandah and her face had drained of all color and
life. Her eyes were enormous and childlike in their hint of
bewildered hurt.

Alaric had to take several breaths
before he could voice the words. “Diana, please…”

Moving stiffly, she stepped down to the
ground and walked to Alaric’s side. She reached up high and gripped
Minna’s wrist. “Minna, let go. Come with me. I will take care of
you.”

“No!”

Alaric swallowed dryly. Reluctantly, he
reached around for Minna’s other wrist and began to pull it away
from him.

“Minna, please let go,” Diana continued.
“Alaric and his men must fulfill their duty. We have to let them go
now. Come with me, Minna.”

They had pried her forearms loose now
and Alaric could feel Minna’s strength beginning to fade. Sensing
her battle was doomed, she began to scream—a gut-wrenching,
incoherent cry that plunged a knife into his heart.

Wordlessly, Alaric forced himself to
continue levering her loose, while Diana worked on the other arm.
Sosia stepped to Diana’s side and contained Minna’s kicking,
struggling body, as they worked on the arms. Finally, Alaric was
free and Sosia held Minna tightly against her, blanketing the
child’s screams against her shoulder.

Octavia stood with her hand clamped over
her mouth, a look of horror in her eyes. Alaric looked away, only
to find his gaze upon Rhys and Griffin. Griffin sat clearing his
throat continuously. Tears rolled frankly down the older man’s
face, unchecked.

Diana spoke expressionlessly. “Sosia,
could you please care for her? I will be there in a moment or two.”
She looked up at Alaric, then.

There was nothing else for them to say.
All had been said the previous night. What was left unsaid must
remain so. “If there is the opportunity, I will send word when I
can,” he said.

She nodded.

“Until winter…”

He saw her draw a deep breath. A sigh.
“Until winter, then,” she whispered.

He turned the horse and walked it toward
the gates. The other men followed his lead. But with every step, a
weight was added to his soul. After a dozen steps, Alaric could
withstand it no more. He halted the horse and looked back toward
her. “Diana.”

She knew what he wanted. She ran to him.
Alaric leaned down and pulled her up into his lap and held onto her
tightly, feeling her tremble in his arms. He closed his eyes,
trying to hold on to the feel of her, so that he would be able to
take it with him and remember it.

He kissed her one last time and looked
into her eyes. He wanted so badly to tell her of all that lay in
his heart but remained silent. She did not deserve to be burdened
with his feelings on top of all he was leaving her alone to cope
with.

Slowly, reluctantly, he lowered her to
the ground. Their hands were the last to lose contact and for a
moment Alaric did not know if he would be able to let go. Her touch
seemed so very precious and he felt that if he could just hold on
long enough, it would soothe the ache in his heart.

Diana lifted her free hand and gently
unclasped his hand from hers. “Go,” she told him.

Alaric kicked the horse into a canter
and rode away before his resolve was completely destroyed. He
couldn’t help but look back, but when he turned to look over his
shoulder she was gone. The mist had taken her.

He was alone.

 



Chapter Twenty-One

“Look, Minna! Figs. Fresh figs!” Diana
sliced the fruit open with her knife and spread the succulent flesh
for Minna to see.

Minna merely continued to sit and stare
at her lap.

Diana cut a piece of the fruit and
pushed it into Minna’s mouth. Minna began to chew but her gaze did
not waver. Diana did not allow herself to feel any discouragement.
Since Alaric had left, Minna had turned in on herself and was now
as disconnected with life as she had been after the Saxon attack.
But she had recovered enough from that to speak actual words and
Diana clung to that knowledge for it gave her hope. What happened
once might happen again, if she was patient enough.

Diana sat back and ate the rest of the
fig herself and looked around the market stalls. It was a hot late
spring day and the market was doing a thriving business. Diana had
hoped that the life and bustle of the markets might act upon Minna
but that hope had been in vain.

They had walked here in the predawn
cool, for there were no horses to spare now that Alaric’s men had
taken their war-mounts. Safety was paramount, so Diana pressed
Sosia and her son, plus one or two other women, into traveling with
them. It had been over a year at least since anyone but Diana dared
venture to Eboracum and they were about the market now, enjoying
themselves enormously despite all the grumbling Diana’s enforced
march had generated.

Diana felt herself sigh again and
grimaced. It was quiet moments like these when thoughts of Alaric
surfaced and began to plague her. At home, with the estate to run
and too many tasks to complete, she could banish the thoughts more
easily. Besides, she worked even harder these days because her work
would ultimately benefit Alaric.

She saw Octavia scurrying along among
the crowd and waved. Octavia saw her and rushed over, her face one
of pure terror.

“Heaven help us! Have you heard? The
Saxons are coming!”

A cold hand gripped Diana’s heart.
“Saxons? Here?”

Octavia nodded frantically. “They’re
coming down the river! We must leave! Now!”

Diana grasped Octavia’s arm. “This is a
walled city. We have a few minutes to compose ourselves at the very
least. Tell me all. Where did you hear this? Did you see them
yourself?”

Behind Octavia a cry went up. “Saxons!
Saxons are coming!”

Minna whimpered, a small sound in the
back of her throat, but remained still.

Diana stood, picked up Minna’s hand and
thrust it into Octavia’s. “Find the others, gather them in the
forum and wait for me there. I will find out more.”

She took off at a run, knowing that if
Saxons truly were approaching the city, then time would be
critical. She couldn’t afford to be trapped in the city when the
siege gates were shut.

She needed to find someone with solid
information or else she needed to find a high vantage point where
she could look out over the walls and see for herself. Eboracus’
house was one of the highest in the city. It sat atop the hill, a
grand place that had once belonged to an emperor’s nephew. Eboracus
would know as soon as anyone what the truth was.

* * * * *

Breathless, Diana walked into the
vestibule of Eboracus’ house to find the place in uproar. No one
prevented her from entering or questioned who she was and she made
her way to the main chamber without hindrance.

She needed to find a place with a view
for it was plain that she would find no one here calm enough to
speak to her. She headed for the inner courtyard. From the cavedium
she could gain access to the roof, where she was sure a good view
down the river would be possible.

She was not the first to think of the
possibility, for she found a ladder propped against the roof. She
climbed it and headed for the south-east corner of the house,
crossing the fragile, rounded tiles carefully. Now was not the time
to twist an ankle.

There were others already there. Among
them were Eboracus and his little secretary. When they heard her
noisy approach across the tiles they turned, startled and Eboracus’
eyes widened comically.

“You dare shadow my doorway!” he
cried.

“Now is not the time for theater,” Diana
snapped. “Is it true? Are there Saxons coming?”

Eboracus blinked and his jaw dropped
open.

In the time since she had married
Alaric, Eboracus had lost all his power over her. Now his
time-wasting merely annoyed her. “Does anyone know the truth?” she
demanded.

The little secretary cleared his throat.
“We heard that there are over a hundred ships, traveling up the
Ouse with the tide.”

“How did you hear that?” It was
important to establish what was rumor and what was solid
information. Who had taught her that? Alaric, she remembered. An
army could confuse an enemy with rumor but must have facts to plan
an effective campaign.

“A runner, a lad, was sent from a
coastal farm at dawn when they were sighted on the Arbus.”

“You spoke to this lad?”

“I spoke to the guard who spoke to him.
I believed him.” The secretary grimaced.

Diana turned to look down the river.
There was no sign of sails. “If you believe him then why do you
stand here, looking for sign? Why are you not making
preparations?”

All the men there shuffled uneasily.

“You don’t believe him so completely,
then.”

A tall man, stout and gray around the
chin, cleared his throat. “If they’re sailing upriver with the
tide, then we will see signs of them momentarily. The tide turns
just after dawn at this time of year and the wind is against
them.”

“It didn’t occur to you to send a more
reliable scout downriver to check?”

Again, the uneasy scuffle of feet. One
of the men sent Diana a look filled with resentment.

“How can you decide what to do if you do
not know what is happening?” Diana asked them.

“Heaven help us. Sails!” Eboracus
groaned.

Diana spun toward the river, as did all
the others. Where the river curved out of sight around a small
hill, sails were appearing. Diana began to count the big square
sails. A dozen, eighteen, twenty…

“There are not a hundred ships!” the
secretary sneered.

“Thirty-five of them,” Graybeard
intoned. “Each will be brimming with armed men.”

“A war host,” Diana whispered. Arthur
was expecting them to land on the Saxon Shore, much farther south.
“How long will it take them to reach the city?”

“They’ll be here by sunset.”

She turned to Eboracus. “What will you
do?”

“Why, prepare for siege, of course.”

Diana shook her head. “Siege is not the
answer. You need an army!”

“We cannot fight them. We have no
standing army since the legions returned to Rome.”

“Then light a beacon! There is at least
one army you can call on. Arthur is in Lindum—they can be here in a
day.”

Eboracus spluttered. “Arthur? You’re
addled, woman. Call on Arthur? Why?”

“Because it seems to me that you face a
choice of death, or joining forces with Arthur. I have heard news
of these Saxons. They are prepared for total war. They will spare
no one.”

“This city has withstood generations of
pagan attack and it will withstand one more.”

“This city,” Diana raged back at him,
“drew its strength from the legions and they are here no longer and
they will never come back to Britain. Rome has deserted us,
Eboracus. When are you going to admit that? There is no more Roman
empire. Not here. Even the tallest walls can be scaled if there is
no opposition to the climb. You’ll lose your city and you will only
have your pride to blame, for there is a man and an army out there
who will fight for you if you only have the courage to ask.”

“What army is this that you speak of?”
one of the others asked.

“Arthur,” murmured another. “The Celt
who has been skirmishing with the Saxons these last years.”

“I heard he came from up this way. Count
Ector had the rearing of him—”

“Shut up!” Eboracus shouted. They fell
into a confused silence. He looked at Diana and his expression was
one of distaste. “I will not consider it.”

“But Eboracus, if he has an army to
hand…”

“No! I will not be beholden to a Celtic
bastard who threatens Rome itself with his propaganda!”

Diana nodded. “Then I will leave you to
fend for yourself, Eboracus, for you are a fool.” She nodded to the
others and scrambled back over the roof again to the ladder. She
had to get back home.

* * * * *

Octavia had gathered the others just as
Diana had requested and they stood huddled in one corner of the
forum, looking frightened. Even Sosia’s face sagged with relief
when she saw Diana and she held out her hand. “They are
coming?”

Diana nodded. “Yes. They come. Many of
them and we have until sunset to get as far away from the city as
we can. Sosia, you must get them home. Can you do that?”

“Yes. And you?”

“I must get home faster than we can all
travel in a group. I must light the beacon.”

Sosia looked thoughtful. “Eboracus would
not?”

“No.”

“Light Arthur’s beacon?” Octavia asked,
horrified.

Diana ignored her. “Sosia, if they
spread out into the countryside, they will come to the estate. They
won’t bypass us this time. With the crops and the rebuilt barns,
they will not let such an opportunity go by.”

“I will make preparations.”

“By the time you are home, I should be
back, too.”

“How do you plan to go ahead?” Sosia
asked.

“I have no choice. I must run.” Diana
turned to go.

“Diana?” Sosia called.

She looked back.

“Steal a horse.”

* * * * *

Diana would have stolen a horse if she
had found one unattended but it seemed the entire city was locking
itself up tight. The people had scattered, even the market stalls
had disappeared.

She slipped out through the gates
unnoticed, crossed the bridge already jogging and began the long
run home. She used short cuts and crossed through belts of forest
that barred her direct route and wherever possible kept herself to
a steady loping run.

For the last stage she used the roman
road, Ermine Street, as a guide, running on the soft grass that
bordered the old bricks. She continued running past the villa
itself and began the climb to the top of the beacon hill, her speed
slowing to a slow trot, then to a tired walk.

At the top of the tor, she found the
young soldier who Alaric had left behind to keep vigil at the
beacon. The boy came out of the small shelter at her approach.

“Hurry! We must light the beacon!”

“Light the beacon?”

“There are Saxons, many of them and they
will be at Eboracum by now!” She looked at the last reddish light
in the sky. “Nightfall. They will have made landing. Where is the
flint?”

“No need!” the boy cried, running back
toward the shelter. “I have a fire going already.” He pulled from
the fire a large log, already well alight at one end and gave it to
Diana. Then he ran for the beacon and began untying and dragging
down the coverings.

Diana followed. When the covers had all
been removed, she thrust the burning log into the piled timbers.
There was plenty of kindling and straw at the bottom and it caught
quickly and blazed up in flames that began to climb toward the top.
Diana moved around the base and thrust the log into the pile again
and again.

By the time she met up with the boy, the
fire was so intense they both had to step well back from the
flames. The boy turned to the south and stared into the gathering
night. “There!” he cried.

Far away, a pinprick of light flickered.
Diana watched it grow in size and intensity, until that beacon too,
burned brightly.

The boy tapped her arm and pointed
beyond the next beacon. “See? On the horizon?”

She narrowed her eyes, concentrating.
She saw a third beacon, far away, begin to burn.

“And so it will go until word reaches
Arthur,” the boy told her.

She nodded. The boy had lit the beacon
for Arthur. She had lit the beacon for Alaric. It was Alaric’s
trust in Arthur that she was depending upon now.

“Go swiftly,” she whispered, watching
the distant beacon shine.

* * * * *

The battle had not gone well. Griffin
was stitching up a sword slash on Rhys’ arm, while the other men of
Alaric’s troop lay around the campfire, eating and recovering. It
was fully dark now and the fighting had ceased for the night.

They had met the Saxons on a wide plain
south of Lindum, just where Arthur had predicted but the Saxons had
been far fewer in number than they had been led to expect.

Even outnumbered nearly two to one, the
Saxons still fought with vicious determination. Perhaps desperation
lent them strength, for they had dealt a blow to Arthur’s army this
day and would in all likelihood do the same on the morrow.

Alaric pushed his bowl of food aside. It
was terrible fare and was the cause of some jokes about the villa
and the meals they had first eaten there. Compared to Sosia’s
highly seasoned cooking, this meal and most others that they had
scrounged for since joining up with the main army were bland and
unappetizing.

“The beacon!” Rhys shouted, sitting up.
His food spilled into the grass and Griffin’s hand was jerked
forward as the needle he held was pulled away.

Alaric spun to look over his shoulder.
The nearest beacon was alight. Far off, another was burning
brightly. As they watched, the next beacon to the south sprang up
in reaction.

Word from the north.

Diana.

Rhys was at his side. “Sir, it’s from
the north.”

Alaric nodded. “Make preparations. I’ll
talk to Arthur.” He walked into the dark, heading for the slight
knoll where Arthur’s tent was pitched.

There was light aplenty around the tent
and men worked busily around it but none went in or out. There was
a guard at the opening but the flap was shut.

Alaric approached directly and nodded to
the guard. The guard dropped his spear across Alaric’s path.
“They’re not to be disturbed, sir.”

“‘They’? Is Merlin there?”

The guard just stared stoically at
him.

Alaric called on a form of power he
seldom used. “Do you know who I am?”

“An officer in Arthur’s army, sir.”

“And cousin to Merlin.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I need to speak with my cousin. You
dare bar me from seeing my own family?”

“Sir, Prince Merlin gave the order
himself.”

“Then I’ll answer to him.” Alaric pushed
up the spear and tried to duck under it but the guard was too
quick. Alaric felt a fist slam into his temple and he saw a brief
shower of falling stars. The sting was minor but it was the last in
a long day of bruises and blows and it whipped across the surface
of his temper, enough to stir it into life. Frustration of all
sorts he could withstand in a normal day but not now when every
moment wasted kept him from reaching Diana. Even now she might be
fighting for her life and this soldier was delaying him.

So Alaric vented his anger, with a quick
flurry of movements that ended with the guard down on the ground
with a bloody mouth, clutching his stomach and noisily sucking in
air.

Alaric stood over him, already
regretting his actions. He looked up to find Merlin standing at the
now open flap. Tall and with the typical Celtic color, Merlin’s
black hair and black eyes were replicas of Alaric’s. What
distinguished the two cousins was the air of reserve and
watchfulness about Merlin. His eyes were farseeing and because he
knew the future, Merlin’s reactions were not always
predictable.

With an injured guard at his feet and
bloody knuckles, Alaric should by rights be thrown in chains and
flogged, for breaking of discipline in Arthur’s army was not
treated lightly. Yet Merlin merely looked at the guard then up at
Alaric and raised a single brow.

“You’d better come in, then.” He turned
back into the tent.

Alaric wiped his hand clean and followed
Merlin in.

Arthur was frowning over a map, his
red-gold hair catching every flicker of the lamp flames. He looked
up as Alaric approached and glanced at Merlin. Then, shrugging, he
smiled at Alaric. “You’re abroad late. You wanted to see me?”

“You’ve not heard then? The beacon has
been lit. Word has come from the north.”

Again, Arthur glanced at Merlin, then
shook his head. “We’ve been closeted in here for hours. Why is it
that you bring me this news and not the messenger?”

“Sir, the beacons from the north are
lit. If they began in Eboracum, then they are not merely reporting
a small incursion. It must mean that there is a major invasion of
Saxons to the north…it would explain the small numbers here. We
must leave at once.”

Arthur straightened and pointed to a
stool opposite him. “Sit, soldier and explain yourself. Why must it
necessarily be numbers on the scale that you predict? Report.”

The order to report steadied Alaric a
little. A report must be logical, orderly and free of speculation.
A compilation of facts.

“Sir, if the beacon line originated from
Eboracum, then there is only one person who would have lit the
beacon there—”

“Only one? In an entire city?” Arthur
was smiling.

“Sir, Eboracum is a Roman city and
you…are Celtic.”

“My cousin is trying to explain
delicately that you are not loved in Eboracum,” Merlin added.

Arthur laughed. “Romans hating me?
That’s hardly news. But is their hatred so strong they would rather
perish than be saved by the bastard Pendragon?”

“The Bishop would, sir and he controls
the city,” Alaric replied.

Arthur’s smile faded. “I see. Continue.
This one man who does not hate me…”

“She—”

“She?” Arthur’s brow lifted.

“Yes sir. She would not have sent word
of anything other than overwhelming numbers.”

“Why not?” His question was sharp but
Arthur’s expression was one of speculative interest, not
cynicism.

“She would not willingly send word at
all, unless she was in mortal danger. Sir, she had no great love
for you, either.”

“Another Roman?”

“Yes, sir.”

“But she would overcome her prejudice to
send word if the circumstances were dire enough. Is that it?”

“Sir, I suspect that she, like the
Bishop, would hesitate to send word at all if I had not extracted
her promise in this matter.”

Arthur’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “I
see,” he murmured.

“Sir, I know you must deal with the host
here, tomorrow but allow me to take a troop north. If there is a
war host near Eboracum, the city will stand for a day or so but
there are estates and farms and undefended villages…the Saxons will
raze the land from the wall to here and be free to join up with
these Saxons and continue on their way.”

“This is exactly why I must deal with
this host here.”

“Then can I go north? All I need is
forty men…”

Arthur was already shaking his head. “If
the numbers are as great as you reason, then sending forty men
against that army would be a rashness I cannot justify.”

“We don’t have to engage the entire
army, sir, merely help defend some of the outlying farms and
villages.”

“You don’t know for certain that the
message originated from Eboracum. It could have begun farther
south.”

“Sir, the Arbus is a natural beachhead
and leads directly to the largest city in the north. Where else
would they attack first?”

“Here,” Arthur responded dryly.

“Sir—”

“No, Alaric,” he said quietly but with a
whiplash in his tone that Alaric recognized. Arthur had made up his
mind. “We must deal with the enemy to hand first, and the only
advantage we have over them is numbers. The gods know that even our
greater numbers are barely enough. You are asking me to cut those
numbers down by forty and deprive myself of one of my most capable
lieutenants. It would be just as foolish as sending forty men
against an army on the rampage.” Arthur stood up, signaling the end
of the interview. “We will face this enemy first, together, and
then we will ride north to deal with your Saxon horde. As you said,
Eboracum will withstand the assault for a day or two.”

Alaric stared at his hands, unable to
look Arthur in the eye. He did not want Arthur to see his despair.
“Sir…she is my wife.”

There was a little silence, enough to
make Alaric to look up. Arthur was staring at him, startled.
Merlin’s face was without expression but Alaric suspected that he
was not surprised.

Arthur sank back onto his chair. “You
were wed?”

“By the Lady of the Lake.”

Arthur’s brow rose farther. “I see. And
your lady’s name?”

“Diana, daughter of Marcellus Aurelius,
deceased.”

“Roman, you say?”

“Yes.”

Arthur laughed a little. “Merlin told me
that there was good reason for sending one who hated Romans as much
as you into the heart of the old Roman colony and I didn’t believe
him. You would think after all this time I would have learned to
trust his intuition.”

Merlin remained silent, as was his
way.

“Sir, let me go north.”

Arthur was grave. “No. I’m sorry,
Alaric. I understand your concern but it’s a concern we all have in
common and each of us must deal with it as best we can. The day
after tomorrow, perhaps, we can ride north.” He stood again.

“Sir, she sent word at sunset tonight.
It will take a day to ride there. She will not last another three
days.”

Arthur nodded. “I understand. But I must
still refuse.” His gaze locked onto Alaric’s. “Is that clear,
Alaric?”

Alaric looked into the eyes of the
leader he had followed faithfully for over ten years. “It is clear,
sir.”

“I want your word, Alaric. You will not
go rushing off to the north alone.”

Alaric saw Diana in his mind, standing
behind the villa wall, while Saxons poured over the top in
bloodthirsty droves.

“I would view any such act by you as
treason,” Arthur added. “Give me your word.”

Alaric took a deep breath. “I will stay
here.”

The words tasted like ashes in his
mouth.

 



Chapter Twenty-Two

Late the next day, a steady trickle of
people began knocking on the villa gates. Farmers, cot-holders,
herders, artisans, people who lived between Eboracum and the
estate. All sought refuge and with them came news of the Saxons.
The greater part of the host had laid siege to the city. The rest,
many hundreds of them, were spreading out into the countryside,
attacking any settlement they came across, laying torches to them
all.

The news grew steadily worse as the
night lengthened. The Saxons were pushing south along Ermine
Street, slowly but steadily.

At this news, fear leapt tenfold in the
household and people began to speak of moving on, taking their
chances in the forest. Diana rounded on Florentina, who dared
mention the notion within her hearing.

“We stay here! We stand a better chance
if we stay behind the fortifications. We can hold out until help
arrives.”

“Help? From whom?”

“Arthur! Word has been sent. It is up to
us now to wait.”

Florentina sniffed. “Since when did you
change your allegiance to that Celtic—”

“Florentina!” Sosia interrupted
sharply.

Diana shook her head. “That Celtic
bastard is our only hope, Florentina. There is no Roman legion to
come to our rescue. There is no one else.”

“Why would the Pendragon come to our
rescue?”

“He will,” Diana muttered, although her
faith on this point was as shaky as Florentina’s.

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Then we are truly on our own. But until
that time, we do what we can…and we stay.”

“We’d be better waiting for help to
arrive in the forest.”

“If we do that, then the Saxons will
ride through the land completely unhindered. No. We stay and we
fight as best we can and we slow them down as much as possible
until Arthur gets here.”

“Us? Fight? We’re not soldiers!”

“Half the Saxon army are not soldiers,
either. They’re farmers, like us. All they have is determination
and we have that, too. With a decent defensive shield, we can bring
them to a standstill.”

Sosia lifted her chin. “My lord Alaric
told you that?”

“Yes.”

Florentina frowned. “You really believe
Arthur will come and save us?”

Diana sighed. “I believe Alaric and he
believes in Arthur.” She looked around at the rest of the room, at
the dawning hope in their faces. “So let us prepare ourselves as
best we can. I want those kettles ready by supper!”

They turned back to their allotted
tasks. Even the strangers who had come for shelter had been given
work to do and the children had been busy for most of the day
collecting stones.

Diana turned back to her own
task—sharpening her father’s short sword—with a heart more troubled
than anyone else’s in the room.

Sosia leaned closer to her. “They may
bypass the villa because the defenses will cause them too much
trouble and you won’t have slowed them down at all.”

“They won’t pass us by,” Diana assured
her. “They will assume that such a large villa will be full of
riches.” Her mouth turned down. “Or full of food.”

* * * * *

By morning, they could see distant smoke
that spoke of the Saxon approach. There was a collective shiver of
apprehension throughout the villa but no more was spoken of running
and hiding. Grimly, they turned back to their tasks.

Minna dogged Diana’s heels throughout
the day, as Diana kept busy finding work for newcomers. Minna was
aware in some distant way of the threat of the Saxons and she did
not attempt to find the girl an occupation as she normally would.
Instead she allowed Minna to help her devise makeshift weapons for
those who were capable of fighting.

Diana found herself constantly looking
to the gate whenever someone else was admitted, to see if the new
arrival was a dark haired soldier. She knew her hope was foolish,
for even if Alaric set out immediately he had seen the beacon, he
could not possibly arrive earlier than the morrow.

One small hope lay in the fall of night.
If the Saxons halted their progress to feast and sleep throughout
the night, then their chances were good that Alaric, and help,
would arrive at the villa gates before the Saxons did.

But as the sun began its slow climb down
the western sky, the smell of wood smoke became stronger and the
rising smoke columns drew closer. When Diana paused to listen, she
fancied she could hear horns and war-cries.

Toward sunset, it was no longer in doubt
that the Saxons were on their way. The sound of them, at first a
subdued murmur, grew steadily louder. Diana eyed the lowering sun
and looked toward the north anxiously. If the Saxons did not
progress far enough to see the estate, they might settle down for
the night where they found themselves. The villa would be
relatively safe for another night. If the sun did not set quickly
enough, then they would come upon the villa and then Diana and the
household would have to battle until nightfall, or longer, if the
Saxons were bloody-minded enough.

Diana stood upon the roughly dressed
wooden planking of the rampart, watching the road to the north,
waiting and listening. Minna stood by her, her hand clutching
Diana’s tunic. They were silent.

Below them, the last of the people
slipped into the villa.

Then Diana saw the Saxons. Peaked metal
helmets, long flowing hair and beards, it seemed there were a
hundred or more of them and each carried a sword, or axe or spear
that glinted red in the sunset.

Blood.

“Shut the gates!” Diana shouted.

“Bar the gates! Shut them! Shut them!”
came the echoing cry and Diana felt the wall vibrate beneath her
feet as the gates were slammed shut and the bars dropped down over
them.

Diana realized that she was trembling.
Now that the moment was here, all she could feel was a fear that
threatened to overwhelm her and take away all her senses. She
picked up Minna’s hand and clutched it. “God help us, Minna. Have I
made the right decision?” For the hundredth time, for the last
time, she reminded herself that she trusted Alaric. Help would
come.

She watched as the Saxons saw the estate
and veered off the road onto the track that led to the villa. Their
march seemed to speed up a little. Eagerness? Diana shivered at the
thought.

“You were right, my lady. They cannot
resist a ripe plum,” Sosia said from beside her, making Diana
jump.

“What are you doing here?” Diana
snapped. “Go and tend the fire pit!”

“I will go soon enough,” Sosia replied
calmly. “How long must we hold out until the Pendragon comes?”

“We can’t look for them until tomorrow
at least. So we must hold out until full dark.”

Sosia nodded toward the approaching
Saxons. “Do you think darkness will stop them?”

Diana bit her lip. “They’ve had a full
day of raiding and murder. They’ll want to fill their bellies and
sleep, soon. If we’re not as easy to pluck as they think, then they
might leave us until the full light of day.”

“So we must show them our thorns,” Sosia
murmured and turned and made her way back to the ladder.

The Saxons were halfway to the villa
now. They were marching past the fields Diana and her people had
spent days planting and tending. Just ahead of them the track made
a sharp curve around the fields to approach the gates. When the
leading warriors reached that point, a horn was lifted and blown
and the blast of sound made her jump. In unison they all lifted
their shields and weapons and cried aloud in their native tongue.
They began to run toward the villa, straight across the well-tilled
fields and the ground trembled under their feet. The noise of their
rush was thunderous.

Diana pulled Minna to her and held her
tightly, holding her breath. All along the rampart, others were
standing and watching too.

The leading warriors were twenty paces
from the wall when the ground collapsed, sending a good many of
them tumbling down into the pits beneath. The pits were lined with
thick, sharpened stakes that had been driven into the ground point
up and had been covered with a thin lacing of timber and disguised
with sods of earth and weeds.

The first Saxons to fall into the pits,
if they did not die at once, died when they were driven farther
onto the stakes by those who lost their footing and fell in on top
of their companions.

The rest fell back, confused.

A cheer went up from the wall and Diana
found she could draw breath. The first terrifying rush had been
halted.

There were perhaps a dozen warriors who
had by luck found themselves on the actual road that led directly
to the gate, which had not collapsed beneath them. They began
hammering on the gates, looking for weaknesses and some of those
who had not fallen circled the pits and headed for the gates
too.

Diana waited until no more could squeeze
onto the narrow strip of land. “Now!” she called.

From inside the gate, a dozen willing
hands pulled out the main supports holding up the “bridge” on the
other side of the gate.

There were outraged cries as the
remaining timbers cracked and fell away, sending more of them into
the pit waiting below.

Those left unscathed pulled back from
the pits and regrouped. They stood around one of the tallest
warriors there, a huge man with a long shield and a sword. The
leader.

“What will they do now, my lady?”
someone asked her.

“I don’t know. But if it were me, I
would try the other walls, to see if there is an easier way
in.”

A few moments later two groups of
warriors jogged around to the ends of the pits and began prying
farther along the ground with their spears, while a dozen others
moved off down the road to the nearest stand of trees.

Diana watched the groups testing the
ground near the corners of the walls.

“What are they going into the trees
for?” another asked.

“A good-sized tree to use as a bridge
and another for a battering ram,” Diana murmured. The men testing
the ground had discovered the pits went around the corners and were
gradually working their way down the side walls.

Diana slowly walked the length of the
rampart, following the progress of the group on the west wall,
until she came up against the end wall of the house itself. She
watched the soldiers out of sight, then called to Sosia’s son,
Ambrose, where he sat on the apex of the roof. “Are the other
observers in place?”

He nodded and turned his head back to
watch the soldiers.

“Let me know if they try anything.”

“Yes, my lady!” he called.

Diana went back to the front wall. Sosia
had returned and was watching. Diana took up a place next to
her.

The soldiers who had gone into the trees
had returned, loaded with timber, which they dumped onto the ground
in the middle of the nearest field.

“What are they doing?” Diana
murmured.

Sosia shook her head. “Building a fire,
it looks like.”

It was, indeed, a simple fire. Diana
watched as more timber was bought and more fires lit, until the
fields in front of the villa glowed with more light than the
almost-set sun. To one side, more long tree trunks were laid side
by side.

“Light, fire and timber for a bridge,”
Sosia murmured. “I believe they mean to break our defenses even if
it takes all night, my lady.”

Diana nodded. “So it seems.” She
suddenly felt extremely tired. She walked to the ladder and climbed
down and made her way to the verandah, weaving through the families
and groups who sat on the ground, around small campfires, huddled
fearfully together for warmth and comfort. She went into the
library and picked up her father’s sword and belt from the desk
where she had laid it that afternoon and when she turned around,
found that Sosia and Minna had followed her.

“It may go on all night,” Diana said.
“We have to be prepared for anything.”

Sosia nodded slowly, her eyes grave and
Minna grasped her skirt, her eyes wide, as Diana strapped the belt
around her waist.

* * * * *

Diana busied herself. At first, the
heavy sword at her waist was cumbersome and kept getting in her
way, a constant reminder of the enemy outside the gate. But after a
while she grew used to the weight and learned to move so that it
would not swing and bang her knees, or trip her and she forgot that
she was wearing it.

She was given frequent reports of the
Saxons’ activities. Not long after she relinquished her post on the
rampart, the groups exploring the back of the villa attempted to
scale the walls and roof. After the gates, this was the most
vulnerable part of the defenses. The children on the roof gave the
alarm immediately and dozens of people scrambled to the roof and
threw a deadly rain of rocks upon the exposed warriors. The Saxons
were pushed back to the ground and forced to take cover.

Darkness fell. The Saxons’ fires
continued to burn brightly and they were busy with the timber they
had taken, banging, burning and carving.

A little while later, their mysterious
purpose was revealed. Diana heard her name being called from the
ramparts and scaled the ladder quickly, rushed to the wall and
looked out.

“Something’s happening,” she was
told.

The Saxons were grouped together, busy
with something in their midst. Then they arranged themselves and in
an organized phalanx began a rush toward the gates, carrying a long
flat object between them.

“A bridge,” Diana murmured. “Dear god,
they have built that fast.”

“Practice,” someone added.

The bridge was lowered across the
yawning pit. Now they had access to the gates.

“We cannot simply let them walk up to
the gates,” Sosia said from behind Diana.

“What do we do now, my lady?”

Diana bit her lip. What would Alaric do?
Fight them.

She could not fight them. Retreat was
out of the question.

“Get rocks,” she said quickly. “Bring
them up here. We can throw them.”

“It won’t stop them.”

“It will slow them down,” she responded.
“All we can do is slow them down and wait.”

The rocks were brought and distributed
and more called for.

The Saxons had regrouped at the edge of
the light given by their campfires and now they charged again and
this time they carried between them a single tree, shaped at the
front end to a blunt point and burned to make it harder. It was a
battering ram.

Diana felt tension coil in her stomach.
The Saxons had worked far more quickly than she had anticipated.
With unexpected speed they had explored all the defenses, tested a
weak point and been turned back and now were concentrating all
their efforts on the quickest way through the wall.

Practice, indeed.

As soon as the Saxons were in range, the
people on the rampart pelted them with stones, aiming for their
heads and chests. They were rewarded by seeing two of the warriors
fall away and lie still but their places were taken by others and
still the ram came on.

The impact against the gates made the
entire wall shiver and the rampart vibrate beneath Diana’s
feet.

Fear curled through her body like a
blinding mist. She could taste the coppery flood of it in her
mouth. She rushed to the ladder, climbed down and crossed to the
gates. Others there were staring at it with horrified fascination.
As she arrived, another ramming shook the timbers.

Diana examined the crossbars. They were
thick and well fastened. Alaric had built them well. But already
there were cracks in the support beams and as the gate shuddered
under the next impact, dust and particles from the wall floated
down to the ground.

“Bring more stones!” someone cried.

“There are none!” came the answer.

Her fear swelled.

She stood and watched the steady
deterioration of the gates under the constant ramming, trying to
think of what to do but no answer came to her.

Sosia appeared next to her. “What now,
my lady?”

Diana shook her head. “I don’t know. I-I
wasn’t prepared for such speed and determination. I thought help
would arrive long before we reached this point.” She looked at
Sosia. The woman’s face was calm as always but in her eyes was a
look Diana had never seen before. Hope, despair and utter trust
that Diana would come up with a solution that would save them
all.

The gates shuddered again and this time
there was a subdued crack.

“The crossbars are going!” one of the
nearest women called.

Diana gasped, her breath pushed out by
fear exploding through her. She turned to Sosia. “It’s time to run
and hide,” she said. “Hurry! You lead them—through the postern
gate, around the beacon hill and to the river. Follow the river
until you reach the forest and then find a place deep in the
forest.”

Sosia nodded and hurried away. Diana
relaxed a little, knowing that Sosia would do her bidding.

Diana turned to the nearest people.
“Time to go. Follow Sosia. Now! Hurry!” She moved on, passing the
word, urging them all to hurry, hurry. The refugees who had come
there for shelter were the quickest to move, having less to linger
for. The householders that Diana knew as the most responsible she
put in charge of rounding up others and getting them through the
postern gate and away.

The courtyard was almost empty when
there was a dry, splintering crack and solid thumping. Diana
whirled to see the first crossbar roll across the ground, in two
splintered pieces. There was now only one crossbar holding the gate
shut and that was cracked and bowing under the pressure of the
ramming. Another blow to the gates pushed them apart a
little—enough for Diana to see the helmets beyond. She swallowed a
convulsive shriek of horror, clapping her hand over her mouth and
ran to the first door on the verandah. She would leave no one for
them to find.

She had reached the dining room when the
last crossbar broke and the gates quivered slowly open. There was a
roar of victory and the Saxons began to pour through the gates.

Diana rushed for the kitchen and the way
to the postern gate, her fear lending her speed.

“No! Go away!” It was Minna’s voice.

Diana halted, slipping on the tiles and
almost falling and looked back.

Minna was running across the courtyard,
heading for the leader. Her arm was up high, holding Verus’ curved
knife and her face was pulled back in a feral grimace. A growl, an
unearthly, inhuman cry, came from her as she drew closer, the knife
swinging.

“No!” Diana tried to shout the warning
but it emerged as a weak whisper. She started toward Minna but her
feet wouldn’t move fast enough.

The Saxons had halted, astonished at the
sight of a mere child launching a solitary attack and some of them
even smiled. The leader cocked his head, curious.

Minna reached him and swung her knife
and the blade sliced across the shield he dropped in front of his
stomach. He raised the sword, reversed, so that the hilt projected
out from the bottom of his fist and slammed it into Minna’s head.
She crumpled to the ground.

Unhurried, the warrior turned his sword
around and drove it down into her. Then he stepped over the
lifeless body and started again for the house.

Diana cried out wordlessly and clutched
the column she stood next to for support. For a moment her vision
swam and she felt herself sinking to the tiles.

Then she heard the leader chuckle.

Rage bought her to her feet and she
stepped out into the courtyard and drew the sword at her waist and
held it at the ready. She knew she was about to lose everything,
including her life, but turning and running was impossible now. She
would not die a helpless woman at the mercy of everyone in her
life. She would die fighting for what was hers.

The leader was smiling broadly and he
stepped up his pace, heading directly toward her, his war axe
already swinging back for a death blow. But Diana had lost all
fear. Her only thought was a keening regret that she would not see
Alaric before she died.

The axe started to swing down again,
aimed directly for her neck.

There was a flicker of movement at the
corner of her eye, a blinding glitter and the descending axe jarred
to a halt with an echoing ring, blocked from completing its swing
by a long sword.

“Step back, Diana.”

Alaric, here and a day ahead of her best
expectations.

Dazed, Diana stepped back, her eyes
never leaving the leader’s suddenly furious face. Her legs were
weak and she knew she must sit or fall. She backed up until she
reached the verandah again and sank down onto the tiles. Now she
could see Alaric and spreading out to either side of him were
dozens of men, pouring over the roof of the villa, coming from
behind.

Alaric stood with his sword locked
beneath the head of the Saxon’s axe, his gaze unwavering. He looked
disheveled and dirty and Diana had never seen a more welcome
sight.

The Saxon growled and lifted the axe.
Alaric moved, the sword swinging up, to block the axe again. It
acted like a catalyst, for suddenly, the courtyard was full of
fighting men.

Diana shrank back against her post,
watching a small version of what full scale war must be like, for
no quarter was given. Alaric’s men fought steadily and well and the
Saxons fell to their swords but they were obviously outnumbered.
Diana estimated that there were barely forty or so men with Alaric.
He had come alone, then. There was no army to back him up.

The Saxons continued to pour in through
the gate. Only the size of the courtyard and the house itself
prevented the Saxons from flanking them and taking them from
behind.

From a distance came the sound of a
horn—not a Saxon war horn but a cleaner, lighter sound. Griffin,
even while his sword was locked with the flat blade of a Saxon,
lifted his other hand and pumped it in a victorious motion.
“Arthur! Arthur comes!”

The horn sounded again, closer.

The Saxons checked, stumbled and paused.
Some glanced over their shoulders. Fear showed on their faces.

“Arthur?” Diana whispered
wonderingly.

Alaric and his men pushed forward,
energized and the Saxons for the first time fell back.

From right outside the wall of the villa
came another blast of the horn and Diana heard the dismayed cries
of the Saxons still out there and the clash of weapons.

Alaric and Arthur too, had come at her
call, just as Alaric had promised. Her trust in him had been
repaid.

* * * * *

It wasn’t until the last of the Saxons
had been routed that Diana found the opportunity to speak to
Alaric. She busied herself with tending the wounded soldiers, until
more of the household returned to take over the task.

Then Diana steeled herself for a duty
that was hers alone. Picking her way through the dead and dying
Saxons, she searched for and found Minna’s small body and lifted it
out of the carnage. She carried Minna to the bed that they had once
shared and laid her to rest. Diana sank onto the stool beside the
bed and allowed herself the luxury of a few bitter tears.

Alaric found her there. He stood at the
bed and looked down upon Minna. “I saw it happen and could do
nothing,” he said and his voice was uneven. “I was too far away.”
He looked at her then. “I’m sorry, Diana.” He took her in his arms
and held her.

For a long while they remained together,
mourning Minna’s passing. The night was growing old when Diana
could stir herself once more.

“You came,” she told Alaric. “You came
back.”

“I was almost too late. It was so close.
So close,” and his arms tightened around her.

“I love you,” Diana whispered.

He loosened his hold enough to pull back
and look at her face. “You love me?” He seemed shocked.

Shyness forced her gaze to drop. “I know
it wasn’t part of our bargain—”

Alaric laughed and she looked at him
again, surprised. “Why do you laugh? Is it that you find it amusing
that a Roman woman could love a Celt?”

He shook his head, his laughter
subsiding and cupped her face. “I laugh, because that is the reward
I least expected for defying Arthur’s orders, yet it is the
sweetest to me.”

“You defied Arthur?”

“Yes, or I would not be here. I killed
two horses under me, getting here and rode through the night…and
still I was almost too late.” He touched his lips to hers, a gentle
kiss.

“But…to defy Arthur…” Diana shook her
head. “Your loyalty to Arthur—how could you break your oath? It
meant everything to you.”

“Not as much as you do, my lady. Now my
love has been rewarded.” He took a deep breath. “We may only have a
short time to enjoy it, Diana. I have yet to face Arthur and the
charge is treason.”

* * * * *

Most signs of battle had gone. During
the night Arthur’s men had taken the bodies away and dealt with
their injured. Now dawn light filled the courtyard, giving the
people assembled there long shadows.

Alaric presented Diana’s hand. “Sire,
allow me to present my wife, Diana.”

The big man with the red-gold hair took
her hand and kissed it. Diana was confused. Wasn’t she supposed to
be the one who made obeisance? She looked up at Alaric for guidance
but he shook his head, puzzled.

Arthur lifted his head and she looked up
into the startling blue eyes. They held a wisdom that only old men
acquired, yet his face was unlined and youthful.

“To you, my lady, all of Britain owes
its gratitude.”

“I don’t understand.”

Arthur lowered her hand and smiled. “By
lighting the beacon and sending word, you have managed to set off a
chain of events that have prevented me from making a mistake. When
I make mistakes, my lady, the consequences are disastrous, so you
understand that I try to make as few as possible.”

Diana couldn’t help herself. She found
herself smiling with him. She shook her head, still not
understanding.

Arthur laughed, a full-bodied, joyous
sound and clapped Alaric on the shoulder. “When your beacon was
seen, Alaric here was not the only one who roused at the alarm. As
soon as Alaric left my quarters, he must have hurried straight to
his horse.”

“I stopped to gather the men, first,
sir,” Alaric confessed.

Arthur waved his hand, dismissing the
confession. He pointed to a tall dark-haired man with the same
black-on-black eyes as Alaric. “As soon as Alaric’s back was
turned, Merlin here insisted I send a scout to check the Saxons
camped over the next rise. He was so emphatic about it I sent one
immediately. Guess what he found?”

Diana shook her head.

“The Saxons were decamping and stealing
away into the night. I had forgotten that ours were not the only
eyes to see the beacon flare.”

Arthur turned to Alaric. “I owe you an
apology. It seems that the puny numbers we were facing were indeed
significant. They were a decoy to keep me occupied in the south
while the main army pushed through from the north, free to move as
far and as fast as they could march.” He held out his hand.

Alaric took it and they shook.

“As soon as I realized what was
happening, we took to our horses and followed you. You’ve given us
a ride we’ll not forget. We left everything but our swords and
shields behind in an effort to catch you but could not.” He looked
around. “I’m glad we made the speed we did.”

Arthur turned back to Diana. “Thanks to
your courage, my lady, you have managed to hold the Saxons at bay
and allowed me to contain them to this area. If you had not sent
word, they may well have marched until they came up on me from
behind. As it is, tomorrow we can deal with the host laying siege
to Eboracum and the rest of the battle will be simply sweeping out
the detritus left behind.”

“Sir, it was not you I sent word to,”
Diana confessed, knowing she could not let him think otherwise.

Arthur nodded. “I know. But my
responsibility stretches to all of Britain’s people, regardless of
their feelings for me. I have always gone where I am needed and you
needed me here tonight.”

For the first time, Merlin spoke. “For
if Britain is to have any chance at peace, we must all learn to
stand together, Roman, Celt and Briton, just as Alaric has learned.
You, Diana and Alaric, will be the key that unlocks the north and
brings understanding to all those who look to you. You will show
them their future. When peace comes, you will enjoy long lives
together—”

“Wait,” Arthur said, holding up his
hand. “Before you set my best lieutenant’s future in clay, Merlin,
I must still deal with the matter of his disobedience.” He looked
at Alaric. “You deliberately went against my direct order.”

Alaric’s chest lifted as he took a deep
breath. “Yes, sir.”

Arthur glanced at Merlin. “You say his
future is here, among these Romans that he has no love for, save
one?”

Merlin smiled. “He has learned much in
his time here. He has forgotten the past. But yes, he will have a
role in your success here in the north.”

Arthur nodded and looked back at Alaric.
“Then your punishment will be to stay here and maintain the cavalry
outpost for Eboracum and the area.”

Alaric sought for and grasped Diana’s
hand. “I am not to fight with you, sir?”

“No. But your task here will be a heroic
one. It seems I can trust you to guard my back and you will need to
think for me, so that I am free to deal with the rest of Britain.
In this matter I know I can trust you utterly, for you have truly
learned the secret to the future of Britain.” Arthur reached for
and held up their clasped hands. “Her people.”

Arthur let their hands go and turned
away, picking up the bloody shield and Excalibur, his magnificent
sword. “I must reach Eboracum soon, or they’ll be forewarned. I’d
rather surprise them.” He grinned. In that moment he looked
terribly young and Diana realized that with that engaging grin he
had won her complete loyalty. He walked toward the gates, Merlin
beside him. At the gates he turned. “Don’t forget! If you light the
beacon, I will come.” Then he stepped through and was gone.

Alaric turned to her. “The only
consolation for my punishment is that I will be here with you.”

“Forgive me if I find that no punishment
at all.”

“You heard Merlin. You heard the roles
we have been assigned. Can you bear the idea of working for
Arthur?”

“So long as you are with me, I can bear
anything.”

“It is a bargain, then?”

“A bargain,” she agreed.

They sealed the bargain with a kiss, the
first of many more in their lives.
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