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Chapter One

 

 

London

                

“It’s late. I’d like to go,” Alex said.

He avoided large events like this. He attended tonight out of obligation to a couple of his music clients who were part of the entertainment. Their performances over, he wanted to leave.

“Please, let’s stay awhile longer. Please,” Annabelle pleaded.

Next to him, she noted all the celebrities in the room. A former girlfriend, his interest in the voluptuous blonde waned months ago, but she’d badgered him into bringing her to the star-studded event. At first, he said no. She assured him she understood it wasn’t a date. She only needed an escort. He gave in. Now, he wished he hadn’t. 

Flame undulated and shimmered in Alex's peripheral vision.  He turned. A column of coppery silk came closer, stopping just beyond his reach. In a sea of sequined black dresses and flaunted cleavage, the lustrous dress was a burning match head in a vacuum.

The material clung and swayed with the movements of the wearer. Curiosity aroused, he scanned the lady from the tip of her matching high heels to her raven colored hair. Devoid of embellishment, the elegant gown’s straight-cut neckline revealed only the woman's collarbone and the curve of her shoulders. A slit on one side ended mid-thigh where a slender leg periodically peeked out, then retreated into the shadows of the skirt. 

The official photographer for the ball snapped shot after shot of various attendees, but not the lady in the fiery gown. Good, Alex thought, she's not a VIP's wife. He shifted his chair and tried to get a better view of her face. Twice, when she greeted someone, he caught her profile. Then, she continued on her path. She moved farther from sight, leaving him to guess if she was as lovely as he wanted her to be.

While Annabelle nattered away, he continued to track the mysterious lady in copper. 

She stopped and spoke with an older man he’d seen before but didn’t know. They exchanged a European style kiss and her lips brushed his cheeks. After a short conversation, she gave the man a quick hug and Alex finally saw her face.

Strong, high cheekbones and a firm jaw line balanced the full mouth and drew attention away from a long, narrow nose. Darker complected than most women in the room with a natural looking tawny color to her skin, Alex wondered if she was Arabian. What words described her? Exotic? Alluring? Both.

Her gaze slid from the man to the rest of the room. Light eyes surrounded by thick black lashes fixed on him as though she’d read his thoughts and sought the author.

Heat. Instantaneous and powerful, almost tangible, Alex smiled, savoring the feeling, the rush. The women in his life, came and went, some quicker than others. All held appeal for a time. None had this meteoric effect. 

Annabelle interrupted his enjoyment. She’d seen a popular footballer at another table she wanted to chat up. If things went well, “who knows,” she said with a demure shrug and left.

The orchestra played the first few notes of Unchained Melody. This might be his only chance to get the extraordinary woman alone. He made his way to where she stood with her back to him. 

“May I have this dance?”

She turned and smiled. “Yes.”

A stranger to her, etiquette dictated a mere touch of his palm to hers. He preferred to set his own standards. He wrapped her hand in his and pressed her palm to his chest. Her brows lifted a fraction but she allowed it. Her icy fingers were a marked contrast to the heat radiating through the silk of her gown. 

Stray tendrils of her hair hung in soft waves around her face and tickled his cheek and jaw. Her perfume teased the senses, faint and suggestive. He fantasized where on her body it was strongest. Had she sprayed a fine mist and walked through, or had she dabbed it behind her knees, her ears? Did she dot tiny drops along her navel and lower? He imagined those chilly fingers touching warm breasts as they left a circle of scent. 

The song was half over and they still hadn’t spoken. Time was the enemy. In haste, his usually glib tongue failed him and he said the first thing that came to mind. 

“Your perfume...what is it?” Alex gave himself a mental kick. He’d wanted her name not the name of some silly perfume.

“Intuition.”

An appropriate name if her intuition suggested something more than dancing with him.

Beneath the crystal chandelier, she arched a little and looked up with silvery-grey eyes. The faux candlelight formed a luminescent bead in the center of her bottom lip. On impulse, he lowered his head and brushed her mouth with a soft kiss. The kiss and the song ended simultaneously. She pulled away, studying him with an unreadable expression. Alex bent to kiss her again. 

With gentle but firm pressure of her palm on his chest, she stopped him. She ran the pad of her thumb over his mouth, removing the traces of her lipstick. 

“Don’t get yourself in trouble, Mr. Lancaster.”

Her eyes looked to a point beyond his shoulder. He twisted and saw Annabelle coming towards them. Before they were parted he turned to ask the mystery woman her name. She’d gone.  

She knew him, not surprising since his picture often appeared in social and financial columns. Who was she? Intrigued, Alex determined he'd find out before the night was over. 

Two hours passed and Alex had caught only a few glimpses of her as she talked to different people. Numerous times he tried to edge his way through the crush. Whenever he started to get close, she faded into the throng again. On several occasions, he was certain she'd seen him approach. The unsettling suspicion she was avoiding him flared, but he dismissed the possibility.

Earlier, Alex spotted Hassan Al-Ahmed, a Saudi business acquaintance. Hassan attended many charity events. If anyone knew her name, he would.

Alex found Hassan deep in conversation with a group of businessmen. He tapped him on the shoulder. 

“Hassan, please excuse the interruption, may I have a moment, in private, please?” 

They moved to a corner of the room. 

“What can I do for you my friend?” Hassan asked.

“There’s a lady in a copper dress here tonight, tall with black hair, looks a bit Middle Eastern--” Alex glanced around the room. “I don’t see her at the moment.”

“I know the woman you mean.”

“Do you know her name by chance?”

Hassan shook his head. “Sorry. She attends these affairs on occasion but we’ve never been introduced."

"Didn't she tell you her name when you danced?"

"I didn't ask her when I had the chance." Hassan arched a you must be losing your touch, brow. Alex had no desire to go into a lengthy explanation. "Stupid. I know." 

"I can tell you this. She always comes alone to these functions and always leaves close to midnight, rather like your Cinderella, yes?" 

Alex nodded. "Except I'm not going to rely on her losing a shoe. I intend to catch the lady before she leaves."

"She’s an elusive creature. You might find it easier to catch the wind. I wish you luck."  

It was almost midnight. The crowd had thinned to clusters of small groups near the dais. Alex scouted the best location to watch for his mystery woman. The end of the bar offered a view of the exit doors so he positioned himself in a shadowed area. On cue, the lady made her way towards the doors and into his line of sight.

He made his move. Half way to the exit, Arthur Snoad, a musician's agent, intercepted him. "Alex, we need to talk."

While Arthur rambled on about bad distribution policies, the doors opened briefly to reveal the lady standing at the curb.

Alex dodged more of Arthur’s tedious questions and suggestions. "I'll consider your ideas. Call me Monday," he offered before he broke off and shot out the exit. He caught a whiff of Intuition and a flash of shiny skirt as the door to the limousine closed. Had she seen him? The darkened windows made it impossible to tell.

Who are you?

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 


 


“You have to meet Ian’s best friend, Alex,” Miranda said.

“I’d rather not,” Shakira said.

“Why? He’s smart, witty and dishy. You two would get on famously.”

“Alex Lancaster and I already met, sort of. Once was enough.”

“When did you meet?” Miranda couldn’t believe Shakira hadn’t mentioned it sooner. “What do you mean, once was enough?”

“It’s not important.”

“Tell me what happened.”

“Forget it. We met. I didn’t like him. I find him offensive. End of story. All that matters is, he’s nice to you and you like him. My opinion is personal and has no bearing on your feelings toward the man.”

“Shake, I know him. If he offended you, I guarantee it wasn’t intentional.”

“Can we talk about something else? Are you and Ian coming to our show this weekend?” Shakira asked.

“Of course, but I’m not finished talking about Alex. Whatever he did, you should let him explain. He and Ian are due back anytime now.”

“That’s my cue to go,” Shakira stood and gathered her shopping bags.

Miranda continued, “You’re making a mistake not giving him a chance to explain.”

“Duly noted.”

They talked more about the show on the way to Shakira’s car. Miranda heard the loud engine of Ian’s Lotus and stalled for time. The misunderstanding between Alex and Shakira needed sorting out. In her heart, Miranda knew the two of them were perfect for each other. 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

Summer in the Norfolk countryside meant flower boxes overflowing with fat geraniums and vines laden with blooms. It meant a warm breeze from the Midlands and the rare few weeks English drivers with convertibles rode with the tops down. Unfortunately, Ian’s Lotus didn’t have a soft top. Alex pushed his sunglasses up and rolled down the passenger window. He stuck his head out, chin to the sun to catch a few rays while Ian opened the wrought iron gates.  

The July sun beat down too hard for comfort. Sweat quickly beaded on Alex’s forehead and down his hairline. “Forget this.” He pulled his head back into the car and turned the air conditioner vents so they blew on his face.

 “For God’s sake, install electric gates,” Alex called out as Ian battled a rusted hinge with brute force. A suggestion he made every time Ian went through the same fight with his gates. 

A black Jaguar convertible parked farther up the drive drew Alex’s attention. A V-12 model XKE, the classic sports car looked in mint condition. The body’s mirror finish and chrome wheels glinted in the sunlight.   

Miranda, Ian's wife, stepped off the porch and waved at him. Alex waved back as a dark haired woman in jeans and tee shirt came out carrying several large shopping bags. She put the group in her right hand down on the ground while she opened the trunk lid. One-by-one, she tried various ways to load the huge bags into the Jag’s tiny trunk. She finally gave up and stacked them onto the passenger seat. 

He guessed the car to be at least thirty years old and the woman a few years younger. The long-legged driver looked as well taken care of as the vehicle, like a prized thoroughbred. Her casual clothes hugged her body without being tight. Blue-black hair hung to the middle of her back, the ends cut razor straight, only a few strands dared to lift in the breeze. Even with the oversized sunglasses that shielded part of her face, she appeared attractive...and familiar. And, he knew why.

Alex hopped out of the Lotus and squeezed through the partially open gate. 

Ian looked up. "What are you doing?"

Walking backwards, Alex started to answer when a car door slammed. The Jag’s engine roared to life behind him followed by the crunch of gravel. He spun around in time to see the car exit the far side of the driveway. 

He jogged up to Miranda. "Who’s your friend?" 

Miranda continued toward the house. "My girlfriend, Shakira, you know the one I tried to introduce you to.”

“That’s Shake?”

Miranda nodded.

“Shakira what?”

“Shakira Constantine, the one who plays in a band on weekends. I believe you called it a...” frowning, she tapped her finger against her chin. “I want to get the quote right. Ah yes, ‘a grubby little band’ you didn’t want anything to do with.”

Shakira Constantine. At last, he had a name for the mysterious lady he danced with at the charity ball, a brief encounter regrettably interrupted. 

“Why do you ask?” Miranda said in a sugary sweet voice, feigning innocence.

Alex gave her his most charming grin. “Perhaps, I was a bit hasty. When and where is her band playing next?”

"Tomorrow night. Want to join us?"

"Wouldn’t miss it."

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

On stage Shakira went over the playlist and watched the entrance for Ian and Miranda. She saw them as soon as they arrived. All three of them. Her eyes widened.

Bloody hell! They’d brought Alex Lancaster. Miranda and her damn matchmaking, I’m going to kill her. 

Shakira ducked behind the stage curtain. She flattened herself against the wall and closed her eyes. Memories of the night she met Alex burst to life again. She’d relived their dance a hundred times in her head, how handsome he was and how well they moved together. The daydream always returned to the kiss, not a real kiss, not really, in truth, a brush of his lips across hers. She hated the fact she dwelled on it, but that didn’t stop her. The kiss had made her breath catch in her throat and a little light-headed. Air turbulence of the brain brought on by an exquisite man. So wonderful and so disillusioning, she thought with a sad sigh. He’d kissed her when he was there with another woman. Inexcusable. 

She pulled the fringed edge of the curtain back and peered out with one eye. The cocktail waitress chatted with them, her empty tray resting on her hip. Alex said something and everyone at the table laughed. The waitress tossed her hair over her shoulder and touched his hand whenever she spoke. Blatant flirtation Shakira thought as she watched the interaction—not that she gave a whit. 

A party in the next booth signaled the waitress and she moved to take their order. “’Bout time,” Shakira muttered. She let go of the curtain and flattened herself against the wall again. What was she going to do? She couldn’t ignore them.

This sticky situation was all Miranda’s fault. Since her teens she talked about the big wedding she wanted. Does she have that wedding? No! She elopes. If she’d had the traditional one, as planned, Shakira and Alex would’ve met then. When they saw each other at the charity ball, there’d have been no dance, no kiss, and no awkward moment. He’d never have been so rude and insensitive to his date knowing Shakira might tell Miranda how badly he behaved. 

Shakira sighed and touched her lips. There’d have been no kiss.

She eased the curtain back again for another peek and almost bumped noses with the band’s lead guitarist, Jack. “Ack!” She jumped, shaking the velvet drape as she dropped the edge. Dust motes by the hundreds flew out from the material and hung suspended. “You scared the life out of me,” she said, waving her hand in front of her face. “What are you doing?”

“What am I doing?” Jack repeated. “What are you doing? You’re bobbing back and forth behind the curtain, slinking around.”

“I’m not slinking. I am...just...checking the attendance.”

“Yeah, right.” 

She used him as a shield to watch Alex. Jack followed her gaze. “Isn’t that--”

“Yes,” she snapped.

Jack’s brows lifted a fraction. “Know him, do you?”

“It’s a long story.”

“This is some chick thing, isn’t it? Spare me the details. We’re on in fifteen. I’m grabbing a beer.” He shot another glance at Alex. “Be careful of that one. If you were my sister I’d lock you in the closet whenever he came over. But, having said that, I’m very grateful you’re not my sister.” Jack slipped his index finger into the front of her bustier and tugged on the lace to sneak a peek.

She slapped his hand away. “Stop it.”

“Yeah, very grateful you’re not my sister.” He chuckled and walked towards the bar where a clutch of groupies swarmed him.

She’d played second lead guitar with Beltane for a year. The band attracted a wild fan base of women-some appallingly brazen. Understandable. 

The lead singer, Tristan, had sandy brown hair, sorrowful deep-set eyes and a heartbreaking baritone voice. Whenever he sang a sad love song women believed it was a personal plea. Females surrounded him and nurtured him with their own brand of sympathy at the session breaks. Tristan always included at least two or three love songs in the show. 

At 6’6", Dermot, the drummer, a dedicated body builder bulged with muscles. He kept his head and chest shaved and performed shirtless. Better to show off the enraged dragon tattooed on his well-defined pectorals, he claimed. The creature's pointed wing tips began at his shoulders and ran the length of his arms. The dragon's angry head and body covered his torso. The creature’s fiery breath flamed toward his groin. None of the women who flocked around Dermot were interested in nurturing him, which suited him just fine.

The keyboardist, Paul, the self-styled thinking woman's hero wore horn-rimmed glasses. They made his bright, green eyes appear large and limpid. On the quiet side, women liked his shyness and foolishly assumed him sweet. 

Lastly, Jack Stone, the lead guitarist and the most popular member of the band had fans that followed him from club to club. At 6'2 and broad shouldered, Jack conjured up visions of Viking conquerors. His light blonde hair flowed in waves down to the middle of his back. Deep blue eyes and a brilliant toothpaste ad smile drew women like chocolate. 

If he sailed up to a sandy beach standing at the prow of a Norse longboat, no woman with eyes in her head would ask, "What's a Viking doing in the 21st century?" She'd be far more inclined to find out if Jack took female slaves.

By mutual agreement, Shakira and the dishy musicians kept their relationship platonic. However, the bargain didn’t keep them from teasing each other, and especially her, unmercifully, sexual innuendo being the root of most of their jokes. 

She’d procrastinated long enough. She had to greet Miranda and Ian. Maybe Alex wouldn’t recognize her. Lord knew how many women crossed his path since they met. Reassured, she took a bracing breath, smiled, and went over to the table.

"Hi, I'm so glad you came." Shakira kissed Ian and then Miranda on the cheek. 

Without hesitation and wanting to hurry through the next few minutes, she turned to Alex and held out her hand. "Good evening...Mr. Lancaster," using his name when she saw the recognition in his eyes. "How nice to see you again, I'm Shakira Constantine." 

"It's nice to see you again and finally find out your name. I tried like the devil to get back to you the other night. You seemed to disappear every time I came close. If I didn't know better, I'd say you were avoiding me." 

Shakira knew a baited question when she heard one. She asked them all the time in depositions. The person under examination must either admit the truth or lie. One lie led to another, until the person painted themselves into a corner. Rather than make the same mistake, she kept the polite smile pasted in place and tried not to act guilty.

"Were you?"

"Was I what?" 

"Avoiding me? Was my kiss so repugnant?" Alex brought his hand to his chest, and mocked a knife to his heart.

"You kissed?" Miranda interjected. 

"We danced."  

"We danced and then we kissed," Alex corrected her. "Had I been given another second we'd have kissed again." His intense gaze challenged her to deny the truth. 

"Perhaps,” she conceded and then added, “but I doubt it, since you were there with your girlfriend."

Alex relaxed against the cushion of the booth. "If you're referring to Annabelle, she's an ex-girlfriend. She likes celebrity events. I was invited. She wasn’t. I merely acted as her escort so she could get into the ball. As a matter of fact, she left with a footballer. I take it you considered me quite the cad and avoided me for that reason?" 

Three pair of eyes watched her like a bug under a microscope. No doubt they found perverse delight in the situation and Alex wasn't going to let her off the hook. 

Shakira contemplated an evasive answer and dismissed the idea. "Yes, I thought you a bounder” A wickedly sexy one. “And yes, I avoided you because of it."   

On the edge of the seat, a too gleeful Miranda leaned her elbows on the table. "I want to hear more about the kissing. If you figured he was a bounder, why did you kiss him?" Her lips twitched with amusement, ignoring the murderous look Shakira aimed at her.  

A grin of self-satisfaction crept across Alex's face at the nosy question. "Yes, why let me kiss you?"

“I didn’t kiss you. You kissed me. I was caught by surprise." On stage, Jack noodled around with some chords, which offered her an avenue of escape from the uncomfortable questions. "I have to get ready. I'll see you at the break."

"Am I exonerated then?" Alex called after her.

"For now," she said without breaking stride.

Shakira smiled to herself. A woman knows when she looks good. Tonight she looked hot. The soft red leather outfit hugged her in all the right places, the pants like a second skin. Underneath a lacy, sexy white bustier squeezed and pushed her into a pseudo well-endowed bust that made her eyes widen in appreciation. 

Monday through Friday, she conformed to the law firm’s ideal persona, business suits, a conservative hairdo, and modest heels. The weekends belonged to her and she glowed. She wore her hair down, teased, so it framed her face in wild disarray. Her high heels were red patent leather. She’d meticulously blended black shadow and kohl liner around her eyes to give them a smoky appearance and intensify their color. 

She sensed Alex watching. She felt his gaze the way she felt it the night of the charity ball. The heat, the irresistible pull from across the room that made her seek the source. There'd been a jolt, an internal shock, when their eyes locked on each other. 

When they'd danced she knew he'd experienced the same jolt. A charged current ran between them, atmospheric electricity, sexual St. Elmo's fire. It radiated off him and rolled over her in waves. She dismissed the reaction as weird science, the right combination of pheromones. It happens. It was the first time for her though. 

Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t have said no to dancing with him. In spite of seeing the blonde at his side earlier, she wanted him to kiss her. Her instinctual reaction to him was a double-edged sword, exciting in an elemental, primitive way that ate at her control. She deplored losing control. Whatever happens, I've got to keep my wits about this man, she told herself and slid the guitar strap over her head.

 

Although the band was adept at covering a variety of different popular songs, Alex's attention remained on Shakira. 

"Do you see the way she holds the body of the guitar against her inner thigh? Look at her hands slide along the frets, stroking the neck like a giant phallus,” Alex said. 

Miranda whispered, "I told you he’d like her," and stuck her tongue out at her husband. 

"I'll admit her performance reflects a deep emotional, rather sexual connection to the music," Ian observed in an offhand tone. "But, it's not making me salivate either. I prefer to drool over my wife."

"Good answer, darling." Miranda laid a scorching kiss on him.  

Absorbed with Shakira, Alex paid little notice. "The melody rises from her center and pours out. She lets the music make love to her and she returns the passion. I'm thinking that passion is misplaced." He turned to Ian and Miranda and smiled so wolfishly, even Miranda took a deep breath. 

When Beltane broke, Shakira stepped through the haze of smoke and joined her friends. Alex, Ian, and Miranda decided when the show ended they’d go to a favorite piano bar with a panoramic view of the Thames. After confirming her leather outfit was acceptable attire, Shakira agreed to go. 

His interest sincere, Alex inquired about a slow, Eastern arrangement of White Rabbit she'd sung. Instead of the powerful rendition popularized by Grace Slick, Shakira sang a unique interpretation, slower, hypnotic and repetitious. She seduced the audience with an exotic performance. She transported them to places that conjured images of finger cymbals, temples filled with incense and painted elephants. Tonight, the song belonged to her and not Jefferson Airplane.

“The arrangement you used for White Rabbit, is it an original by your band or taken from another source?” Alex asked her.

“I put it together,” Shakira said.

“Really.”

“I experiment at home with different songs I like just to see where I can take them. This was the latest.”

“Well done,” he told her, impressed and sincere.

A young woman carrying something soft and white in her hand interrupted their conversation. "Will you give these to Jack Stone for me?" she asked and reached across Alex to hand the object to Shakira. "I’m not able to get near him."

Shakira glanced toward the stage. Women crowded around Jack, who was trying to extricate himself from the pack. 

"What is it?"   

"Panties." The groupie opened her hand revealing the item more fully.

Shakira recoiled with a grimace. "Eww, no. I'll let him know you're interested, but I'm not touching your underwear." 

"They're clean." 

"I don’t care if they’re the Queen’s own."

Everyone at the table, except Shakira fell out laughing. Alex laughed the hardest. 

"Bitch." The groupie said and stormed off.

"I'm glad all of you find this so hysterical." Shakira glared at Alex but couldn’t hold the huffy expression of mock annoyance. "It's disgusting. This happens all the time. These women have no shame." 

Alex wiped his watery eyes as he looked out across the room. The other guitarist, the one she called Jack stared at Shakira. He stood at the bar with the drummer, talking and drinking a beer, but his hungry focus was fixed on Shakira. Jack’s gaze shifted to Alex. Neither man blinked until Dermot tapped Jack on the shoulder and pointed to his watch. 

***

Paul stopped Shakira as she hurried to pack her two guitars. "Jack twisted his knee and needs a ride home. Can you take him?" 

Alex heard part of the conversation and approached them straining to hear what else was said.

"How bad?" she asked. "I wasn't going straight home. I made plans with my friends."   

"He can’t put pressure on it. His car’s a stick and he can't use the clutch. I'd drive him, but it’s out of the way for me and on the way to your house." Paul turned pleading eyes first to her, then to Jack, and back to Shakira. 

"I’ll do it," she sighed.  

"You’ll do what? Is there a problem? You’re still going with us, aren't you?" Alex asked, suspicious.  

"I'm sorry. I'll have to take a rain check. Jack hurt his knee and can't drive. I'm the only one who lives in the same direction." 

Jack limped up and angled himself so Shakira didn’t see the lopsided smirk he aimed at Alex, before turning to her.  "I don't want to spoil your plans. Go with your friends. I’ll call a cab." He hobbled to a nearby chair and pulled his cell phone out. 

Alex read Shakira’s guilty expression when Jack suggested she "go with her friends,” but he couldn’t say anything without sounding unsympathetic.  

"No, I'll drive you." Shakira looked apologetic at Alex and shrugged. "Sorry." 

"Not a problem, take your friend home. It’s obvious the pain is too much for him to endure," Alex said, straight faced. "Miranda tells me you're an attorney. If you have time on your schedule, I’ll come by your office late Monday afternoon. I have a legal matter to discuss with you. We’ll go to dinner afterward." He slid his fingers up and down the length of hers in slow, soft strokes. 

Shakira leaned closer. "Monday afternoon is fine."  

"Till then." Alex brushed his lips along the back of her knuckles and smiled against her warm skin. "Allow me to assist your friend to the car. Fortunately, I am blessed with both good health and strength." He extended his hand to Jack and said in a solicitous voice, "You can lean on me."

"I can make it to the car on my own," Jack snapped, and stood. He took three steps before remembering to limp.

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 


 


Four o'clock and Alex hadn't arrived. Shakira scrutinized the male pedestrians on the street below. She was not watching for Alex but people watching. 

The three outfit changes that morning didn’t have anything to do with him either. She’d discarded the combination of tailored navy blue suit and standard oxford shirt. “Too masculine and too conservative,” she said, consulting with her reflection. Next came the black double-breasted suit with the high necked, white silk blouse. “I look like a penguin.” The fact she’d worn the suit a dozen times and never been compared to a penguin made little difference. 

Finally, she went with an elegant khaki green suit with a Mandarin collar. The edge of her pale gold blouse peeked out over the collar's stiff top. The color dulled the peaches and cream complexion of most English women. The difficult shade enhanced Shakira’s olive skin. Why not exploit the advantage? 

She wore her hair in her usual French braid. Except today, she'd nestled two ornate faux tortoise combs on the sides. She was rearranging them again when her secretary, Kristin, flew into the room.

Kristin shut the door and hurried over to Shakira’s desk. “Guess who’s here to see you?”

“Al--” 

"Alex Lancaster, the same Alex Lancaster who’s in Hello Magazine all the time. I hope he signs on with the firm.” Kristin patted her hair, touched her stomach, and licked her lips in quick succession. "I wouldn't mind seeing more of him and in more ways than one." Her brows lifted high as she shared a meaningful woman-to-woman look. 

The firm specialized in entertainment law. Over the years, Kristen saw dozens of famous people. It wasn’t like her to be overly impressed with anyone. 

"Show him in..." Shakira made a flipping motion with her hand in Kristen’s direction. "And for heaven's sake compose yourself. He's a music producer, not some movie star," Shakira said, smoothing her hair.

"Oh, he could star in a movie with me anytime." Kristen muttered as she opened the door. "Please come in, Mr. Lancaster."

He took three strides, stopped, and looked Shakira up and down. "You're quite the chameleon. Every time I see you, you have a different appearance." 

"Which do you prefer?" 

"I don't know. I haven't seen you naked yet."  

Flattered and thrilled by the bold remark, she opened her mouth. No words came. There’s an entry for Mr. Guinness’s book, an attorney rendered speechless.

"Please sit," she said, when she found her voice and gestured to a small sofa. "What would you like? Except for the naked part, I believe I have anything you desire." She took two china cups and saucers from inside a burled wood credenza and set them by a small coffee maker.  

"I won’t dwell on the world of innuendo that last comment generates," he said. "I’ll take a coffee, black, please.”  

She poured two coffees and joined him. "Saturday night you mentioned discussing a legal matter."

"Getting to the meat of things, straight away, are we?" he asked in a somber tone. 

She’d put a foot wrong, already. “I thought to dispense with business first but we can talk about whatever you like,” she said in an effort to compensate.   

Alex blew on the coffee. She pretended interest in her own cup while peering at him from under her lashes. He wore a charcoal grey suit and white shirt with stripes in the same shade of grey. The shirt had a white collar and cuffs. A nice detail. A blood red tie brought out the color in his face. He had a ruddy complexion as though wind burned. Faint lines marked the corners of his eyes in the bright sunlight of her office. She dropped her gaze to his cufflinks. Ornate, they were ruby set in gold with an unusual intaglio of a swan.

She liked his ponytail. The rock-and-roller in her favored long hair, she guessed loose it was past his shoulders.  

Alex settled back and related the facts of a recently filed lawsuit against him for sexual harassment.

"Sexual harassment," she repeated and tried not to show her surprise at the accusation.  

He nodded. "The girl’s a former employee. She worked for me a short time and left almost a year ago. I was astounded when they served me. I needed to see her personnel file to remind me who she was." 

"What's the exact allegation?"

The color on Alex's cheeks deepened. Sexual harassment complaints ran the gamut, from the mere overhearing of a dirty joke to coerced sex. Based on his reaction, Shakira feared the latter. 

"The girl claims I threatened to fire her if she didn't perform oral sex on me. This all happened over the past week. I’ve only discussed the matter with Ian, Miranda, and my human resource director. In a day or two the story will hit the news. I wanted the opportunity to explain things before you read a reporter’s jaded version. Do some damage control."

“No damage control necessary.” 

"I’m interested. As a woman and a lawyer, what’s your opinion? Are these cases winnable?" 

She’d love to offer a more optimistic outcome than the one he faced. In his situation, that wasn’t possible. 

“It’s a legal minefield,” she said. “These complaints require a specific plan of defense and strong counterattack. The long term effects of the false accusation are unavoidable. Even when a defendant is acquitted, his name remains forever blackened. Once made, a portion of the public will always believe the worst.” 

Alex was innocent, no question in her mind. Analysis of the situation supported her conviction. If he were the type to take advantage of female employees it would’ve happened sooner. He’d have previous actions filed against him. The logical deduction helped explain some of her instinctive reaction. What she felt in her heart, the powerful certainty of his innocence defied logical interpretation. 

Alex lowered his cup. "You’ve gone very quiet. Should I take that as a bad sign?" 

"No." 

When Alex mentioned a legal matter at the club, Shakira figured he’d run a general question by her, nothing this serious. He hadn't asked yet, but she suspected the real reason he brought up the lawsuit was to enlist her legal services.

"I assume you want my opinion because you’d like me to represent you?" 

A hint of surprise lit his eyes then disappeared a second later. He straightened his already straight tie.

"Ah..." 

From his hesitation, she worried she jumped the gun and assumed wrong. “In fairness, you should know I’ve never handled this type of suit. I can refer you to other attorneys in the firm with expertise in these matters,” she said, offering him a way to decline gracefully.

“Does the nature of my case trouble you?”

“Not at all.”

“I get the impression you’d rather refer it out.”

The answer made her situation worse. She was torn. Part of her, the personal part, hoped he’d instruct her to hand the case off. That choice allowed her to see him socially, which she’d love to do. The professional part of her, the attorney wanted to keep it. She wanted to win the case for him. A tough decision.

Pride won. 

“No, I don’t. You have a choice in who represents you. But in spite of my inexperience, I believe I can win this.”

"You haven't asked me if I did it." 

"I know you didn't." 

A boyish smile she didn’t think he possessed crossed his face. He appeared both pleased and surprised. He probably expected something more non-committal with a qualifier.

His expression changed to one of skepticism. "Do you?"

She considered how much to say. The easiest answer was basic logic. Then there was complete honesty. She gave him the whole truth. "I know in my mind." She placed a hand to her chest, "And, I know in here."

"What makes you so sure?"

"A number of reasons. For one, you're not the type of man who has to force a woman to do your sexual bidding. You're a darling of the tabloids. Every week there's a picture of you with a different gorgeous female." With a soft laugh she added, "You're a bloody lodestone for hot chicks. Two, there wouldn’t be one isolated complaint. Rumors of other hushed up incidents would’ve leaked. The entertainment industry is rife with gossip. Everyone knows which actors are notorious for compelling minor female cast members to have sex with them or lose the part, or in some cases, male cast members." 

Alex reached over and laid his hand near her heart. "What does this place tell you?"

"There are no words to explain how I feel in my heart. I just know that you didn't do it."  

"Such unflagging belief in my innocence, I'm not sure what to say. Thank you." He lifted her hand and kissed her fingers. “I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have represent me."

"You realize part of my preparation entails interviewing your past girlfriends?" The prospect only occurred to her a moment earlier and stirred mixed feelings. The attorney in her recognized the legal necessity. The woman in her wanted to both know, and not know, the details of his relationships, however long past. 

"I'll...the questions, I mean--" She wasn’t one to stumble for words. She took a deep breath and started again. "Personal questions about your sex life have to be asked. Aspects of your private life might be brought up in court. We need to cover our bases, contradict and answer any kind of wild statements the plaintiff makes."  

"Do what you have to do.” 

“Once the story breaks, the press will dog your every step. I’d suggest you limit your attendance at public events.” 

"Not a problem. I’m invited to so many publicity and charity functions, I decline most. I have neither the time, nor the inclination to attend. I went the other night because my clients were performing and the preservation of wildlife habitat is a cause I support."

"How nice, a conservationist. Me too." She studied him for a minute and then, too curious not to, asked, "I have a question for you. Why did you agree to Miranda's matchmaking? You don't need to meet women via blind dates." 

He kissed the palm of her hand then rubbed feather light circles on the spot he kissed as he talked. "It wasn’t a blind date. I saw you again after the ball."

The simple action drove her to distraction. From the kiss at the ball to this, the man was walking sensuality. She forced her attention back to the conversation.

"When? Where?"

"This past weekend at Miranda and Ian's but you pulled away before I could introduce myself." His fingers moved to her wrist and began the slow, erotic circles there.   

"How foolish of me," she said behind a guilty soft laugh. Little did he know, she’d left in a hurry to avoid him. 

“I planned on asking you to dinner that night.”

The sobering reminder ended her moment of flirtatious fun. They couldn’t date.

She should pull her hand back. She should, but didn’t. She should remember to not sit so close next meeting. She should move farther away even now. She should, but didn’t.  

"You have a lovely laugh. I shall endeavor to make you do it more often." The circles on her wrist stopped. "You look concerned. What's got you worried?"

"Nothing. I’ll tell Kristen to draw up the contract first thing in the morning."

"Good, I'll come by tomorrow and sign the docs. For dinner I thought we'd go to a little place nearby with the best Italian food in the city...if you can get past the multi-colored gondolier table lamps."  

"Gaudy lamps I’m fine with. Its singing waiters I can't stand." She paused. "Unfortunately, it’s a moot point since I must decline."

"What? Why?" 

She stacked the cups and saucers and stood. "I don't date my clients."  

He got up when she did and took the cups from her and set them by the coffee pot.

"All clients?" Alex folded his arms and propped his hip against the sideboard, "Or just me? I understand if you have nagging doubts about my innocence. I thought your uncompromising belief in me was too good to be true." 

He tried to cover the fact he was offended. But the insult was there in the subtle tightening around his mouth, the hard edge to his tone. She didn’t anticipate this reaction. She expected him to balk, to argue over dating, not to doubt her trust in him, in his honesty.   

"I didn't lie. I do believe you're innocent. That's not the issue. I don't date any of my clients." With an open-handed gesture of supplication, she explained, "Think about it. If things go wrong, I lose a beau and a client. Plus, I’m on shaky ground ethically...conflict of interest and all that."

The tight line of his mouth relaxed. "Be advised counselor, I'm going to be the exception to your policy,” he warned with a smile.

“You have my permission to try. Don’t feel bad when you fail.”

“The game’s afoot. Now, about dinner—” He raised a hand to stop her from protesting. “This isn’t a date. It’s just a meal and you have to eat. If it makes you more comfortable, we’ll discuss the case. You can be attorneyish, and I’ll stare at your lips and think things my defense counselor wouldn’t approve of.” 

“You’re sure the waiters don’t sing?”

“Positive.”

“All right. I’ll go...this once.”

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 


 


Alex checked his watch and then the speedometer again. Any other time, he’d be at Ian’s by now. Today, traffic on the motorway from London moved at glacial speed. City dwellers escaping the stifling heat wave clogged the roads. Any motorway that led to a beach with a cool breeze off the water became an artery to weekend relief. The road to Norfolk was no exception.

Alex was stuck behind a Volvo moving at a slower speed than the rest of the traffic. Boxed in by a guard rail on one side and an ancient Vauxhall on the other, he fantasized demonic scenarios. Like a knight on a warhorse splitting an enemy cavalry line, he’d plow through the jam of cars. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Vauxhall drop back. The move left open a narrow slice of road. A daring driver with a fast car could maneuver through the small window of opportunity. 

He gunned the 631 horse-power Lamborghini. He shot in front of the Vauxhall, around the Volvo, past a BMW whose driver gunned his car and tried to block him. Alex down-shifted and let the BMW come parallel with him. The two men eyed one another. They exchanged a mutual nod of understanding and floored their cars. The Lamborghini left the BMW in the dust. 

The Beamer driver gave Alex a one-finger salute as he pulled ahead. Alex laughed and waved goodbye.

To the Vauxhall and Volvo, the silver Lamborghini would look like a low flying fighter jet. It was the reason he chose the titanium metallic finish. Specs claim the car topped out at over two hundred miles-per-hour. He never tested the statistic. He didn’t know of a safe road to try it. One day though. Once he left Ian’s and entered the backroads to his country cottage he planned to open the car up. She’d reach sixty miles-per-hour in 3.2 seconds, and he’d only be in third gear. 

First things first, he needed answers from the Lady of Badger Manor, Miranda. 

***

The door opened. "Alex, this is a surprise." Ian stepped back to let him in and then shut the door. "How are you?" 

"It's been an interesting week. Is your wife around? There's something I want to ask her."  

"She’s on the deck. Go on out, I'll grab a couple of Wadsworths and join you in a second."  

Miranda looked up and smiled as Alex stepped through the French doors. She wore a red and white checked blouse tied at the waist and cut-off shorts as she worked at a flower cart. Her skin glistened with a light sheen of sweat and escaped strands from her ponytail stuck to her neck. He adored her as much for herself as the happiness she brought Ian. 

"Hi, how’s it going with you and Shakira?" she asked and went back to planting. She worked the edge of a clay pot, pressing the soil down around the flower. "Did you see her at the office Monday? She hasn't called and I'm dying of curiosity." 

Alex sat and stretched his legs out. "Funny you should ask. I did." Ian came from the kitchen and set a beer on the table in front of Alex. "Did you know she doesn’t date clients?" He brought the bottle to his lips but didn't drink.  

"I don't know anything about her policy regarding clients," Miranda said, matter-of-factly. "Why? What difference does it make? She’s not your solicitor." She removed the garden gloves, brought her tall drink and sat at the table. Her eyes widened with sudden insight. "Did you hire her? What happened? I thought you were going to dinner.”

"Originally I planned to take her to dinner and discuss the case a bit. One minute I was explaining the suit so she’d hear the truth from my side and the next I agreed to her representing me."

“How? It’s not like you to let things spin out of control.” Ian said. 

Alex shook his head. "The scenario in my head morphed into something completely different. I told her about the lawsuit and asked her opinion. I was curious. She’s a lawyer and a woman, I’ll get another perspective. That’s where it went to hell. She assumed I inquired because I wanted her to represent me.” 

He slumped back in the chair and drew lines with his fingers in the sweat of the cold beer bottle. "It’s water under the bridge now, anyway."

"Once she told you she didn’t date clients, couldn’t you have asked out of the agreement? Explained you’d rather see her socially than professionally?" Ian asked.

"By the time I found out, she’d already given me the option of using a more experienced attorney in the field and I declined. I was afraid changing my mind would hurt her feelings.” He couldn’t tell someone with blind faith in him their faith wasn’t reciprocated. “She’d interpret my reversal as a lack of confidence in her abilities."

Miranda placed a hand on his arm. "I know Shakira’s interested in you. Once your case is settled everything will work out."

"She’s worried about an ethics issue. Do you think she'll stick to her guns on this?"

Miranda took a long swallow from her drink and seemed to give the question some thought before she answered. "I’d be surprised if she didn’t."

"You sound pretty sure."

“Her career is important to her,” Miranda explained. “Influential law firms, like Wickersham and Longleat, only recruit the top one percent of law school graduates. She knew she wanted the Cambridge name behind her. She knew where she had to be by graduation and burned up the books to make the top group.”

“She’s achieved her goal. I don’t understand how that affects the current situation,” Alex said. 

"The firm might be the fly in the ointment. How big a fly I don’t know," Miranda said.

"What do you mean?”

"The senior partners are pretty puritanical, like--stick up bum, puritanical. All the employees are required to sign a contract with a Morals Clause."

"Sounds Dickensian. What are the specifics?"

Miranda shrugged. "I’m not sure.” 

“I’m not asking to be her pimp.”

“I understand. My point is there may be a prohibition against consortion between their employees and clients outside of professional contact."

"We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. I have to get her to go out with me first."

"Be patient."

Ian added his take on the matter. "I suspect if you give Shakira time, she'll come around soon enough. You’ve a persuasive tongue.”   

"An empirical test, should be interesting," Alex said and finished his drink.  

   

                                                      

 

Chapter Seven

 


 


Shakira clapped her hands in silent applause as she viewed the DVD and website information. After weeks of interviews and depositions, she had a decent break in Alex’s case. At her suggestion, he’d agreed to use the private investigator her firm kept on retainer. She worked with the detective on two prior cases. She never delved too deep into how he obtained his information. She’d heard rumors. The most exciting and least credible had him as a former MI-5 agent, who resigned in lieu of termination due to scandal. The second and most likely to be true had him as a medically retired Inspector from London Metropolitan Police. Either way, his resources were numerous and his results remarkable.

                                                                           ***

           Alex closed the office door and walked over to the coffee tray. "Mind?" 

      "Feel free."

      He lifted a cup her way and Shakira nodded. She sat on the edge of the small couch, jiggling a leg while she waited for him to join her.

      "Okay, what's the good news? It is good news isn't it?" He set her cup on the table. 

      "It's not bad news. Our investigator discovered a low-budget pornography site on the internet. It’s our plaintiff lap dancing in an outfit smaller than a postage stamp." Alex opened his mouth. She waved her hand to keep him from interrupting. "Let me talk. There's more, it shows her taking money and going down on her boyfriend and his friends."

      "Do you have actual documentation or just what was posted via the site?"

      "Oh, we have a physical DVD. Her boyfriend is selling copies on the website."

      "This has to be great for my case, right?" Alex sat up and put his coffee down. "It has to be. You did it, darling."

He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her till she broke away and gasped for air.

      "How long do you think it’ll be before they withdraw the suit once her solicitors see the DVD?" 

The anticipated but dreaded question, she hated to throw a wet blanket on his hopes. "The material is very helpful," she cautioned. "But I doubt there’s enough to get them to recant or for us to move for dismissal." 

"Only very helpful?" Disappointment replaced excitement.

      "The DVD is a good tool for impeachment, but it doesn't take you off the hook. We need witnesses to the conspiracy, which is what I believe this is. She and her boyfriend have hatched a simplistic scheme to extort money from you. They’re not expecting you to fight the accusation. I’m banking on finding an independent wit. These types of low grade criminals usually like to brag." 

      Alex drank another swallow of coffee and seemed to mull over what she said. "What if no one comes forward, then where are we?"

      Shakira laid her hand on his arm to reassure him. "We're exploring other angles too. I asked the investigator to look into a past pattern of accusations and possible payoffs. Don't lose heart. It's not over until it's over."

      A thin smile touched his lips. She felt terrible. Maybe she should've referred him to another attorney. What if she lost this case? Would he be so disappointed she’d never see him again? She refused to go further along that train of thought.

Alex said something and she missed it. "Sorry?"

      "I said I have every confidence we'll win." He ran his finger down her cheek. Goose bumps raised the length of her arms. "Let's change the subject, shall we? I have a proposition." 

      Those brown eyes softened and she knew whatever he proposed would probably be wonderful and probably require her to say no. 

      "I'd like to take you to Deauville for a couple of days. With August almost over most of the tourists are gone, just a few Americans and Italians still about." Alex sat forward and put his cup down next to her untouched coffee. "I know a charming hotel you’d love. It’s a converted old Norman tavern on the outskirts of town, steps from a quaint bistro. The locals come every night. They sing opera arias, or show tunes, some dance.” His finger slid along her jaw and stopped under her chin. "Say yes."

      The romantic picture he painted filled her head. She imagined the rough-hewn stones of the inn and an archway the coaches passed under over the centuries. She saw them dancing, playing in the surf, perhaps even renting one of those small sailboats. They’d walk on the beach. They’d kiss on the beach. In her mini fantasy, he kissed her until she turned to liquid fire and poured herself over him. In her version, he, Alex Lancaster, begged her for mercy. The voice of temptation screamed. Agree. Take his offer. You may never get another. The voice of professionalism fell to a whisper. Then, the tiny voice of reality whispered two words in her ear, tourist camera. One British tourist with a camera, one celebrity stalking paparazzi snapping a photo of Alex with her-- 

      "Shakira?"

      "Yes." She blinked, and the daydream dissolved.

      "Yes, you'll go?"

      "No," she said. "No. I-I'd love to, but I can't."

      "Why? It's nowhere near London, and not posh enough to attract any of your toffee-nosed senior partners."

      "One photo, Alex. If one tourist recognizes you and the picture gets out--well, you can imagine the result. The tabloids sell copy by any means necessary. Who knows what ugly spin they’d put to the picture."

      He rose and brought her up with him. "I won’t argue right now. But, know this, I've watched as the music took you away, as you gave yourself to the song. I share your passion for music. There are other passions to share. Sooner or later, you’ll say yes. I'm working on sooner."

He kissed her. The teasing touch turned heated. Her lips parted and he sucked the air from her lungs. His hands slid to her waist to press her against him while his thumbs worked circles of magic on her hipbones. He kissed the corner of her mouth and along her jaw to her ear. "Come with me." Warm breath caressed her cheek.

"I can’t." She made no move to step away.

"You will, one day." Alex straightened and released her. 

Wits muddled, she stood anchored, savoring the coffee tinged taste of him that lingered. She still felt the seductive skim of his mouth on her skin after he winked and dashed out.   

 Giddy and a little dazed, Shakira hit the play button on the portable CD player. After fast-forwarding, Bobby Hatfield of The Righteous Brothers came on with the opening bar of Unchained Melody. She hummed along and watched the driveway of the building’s carpark from her second floor window, uncertain what he drove. A lustrous Lamborghini Murcielago the color of mercury stopped at the apron of the exit. Shakira knew the model. The exotic car dealership on Park Lane displayed a dark blue version in the showroom. She admired the elegant car every time she walked past on her way to the office from the Underground. 

The door to the Lamborghini opened and Alex stepped out. He propped one leg on the bottom of the doorframe. He looked up and made a grand show of bowing like she was the Queen. She should be embarrassed he knew she’d be at her window but she wasn’t. She smiled and waved back like a royal, with the funny flipping hand motion they use. He blew her a kiss and then climbed in the car and pulled into traffic.

She kept him in sight and thought about Deauville. Her favorite fictional character was a polo player in a book series she read years earlier. The story went into elaborate detail about the Deauville, the polo matches and the parties. She'd read those stories over and over. She’d visualized the horseman in every detail. Miranda mentioned Alex played polo, and the face of her fictional horseman became his.

Kristen knocked and came in. "Keeping an eye on Himself?"

      "Guilty."

      She sat on the corner of Shakira’s desk. "I know you’re worried about conflict of interest. But maybe, just once, you should worry less and do what you want. It’s painfully apparent you’re all googly about him."

      Shakira shot a glance over her shoulder at Kristen then turned back to the window. "That obvious?" She slid a few feet to the right, trying to keep the Lamborghini in view.

      “Who can blame you? He’s dishy.”

      “It’s not that—well, it is that, but he’s more than a handsome face. He’s not full of himself. He’s confident without being obnoxious. He doesn’t talk about how important he is, like some of the men here who walk around like puffed-up pigeons. He’s...” Shakira searched for the right adjective. Pleasant sounded dull. Cheerful sounded too BBC talk showish. “He’s upbeat, in spite of the negative press he’s received over the lawsuit.”

      “I retract my earlier description. You’re beyond googly,” Kristen said.

      "He invited me to Deauville."

      "You turned him down, didn’t you?" Kristen huffed. "I can tell from the tone of your voice."

      "Yes. I’m afraid I’d spoil the weekend fretting over someone here finding out." Shakira’s forehead bumped the glass with a dull thud as his car turned out of sight.

      "Every Monday, after a club appearance," Kristin poked the air with her finger, "you sit here on pins and needles afraid old man Wickersham is going to sack you. God forbid you dare to have fun, dare to have a life outside this place. For the sake of argument, let’s say he sacked you. With your credentials other firms would snap you up. I say, live a little. Be free." 

      "Maybe, down the road," Shakira said, on top of a long sigh.

      "It wouldn’t hurt to see other men until that day, some nice distraction to pass the time."

      She’d already tried the distraction route. "I have gone out with a couple of different fellows recently."

      "Really? Who? Anyone we’ve discussed in the past?"

      "Yes and no. Costas, the owner of that Greek restaurant you like.” Kristin’s eyes widened with interest. She’d been pushing Shakira to go out with him for weeks. "And a clerk from the Exchequer’s Office you don’t know."

      "Sooo, how was Costas? Or as I like to think of him, tall, dark, and sure to look good lying on the beach in Mykonos."

      "Lying on the beach or lying on you?"

      "Whatever." 

      Shakira chuckled and plopped into her desk chair. "Good luck. Swim suits have no place for a cell phone and he’s quite attached to his. He took three calls before our dinner entrée." 

      "How rude."

      "My feeling exactly," she said, still irked. "At least the Exchequer clerk put his cell away."

      "What went wrong with the clerk?" 

      "Nothing, just no chemistry. 

      "You must meet men in the clubs where your band plays?"

      "You’d think. I’m not good at chatting up men at parties, let alone strangers in clubs. I never know what to say.”            Kristen leaned palms down on the desk, "Looks like we’re back to my original suggestion. It’s time to put your worries aside and give Himself a chance to rock your world."

      He already has.

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 


   


      An excited smile tugged at Alex’s lips. Shakira finally agreed to join him for a relaxed ride in the countryside. She’d see his beautiful land from atop horses bred from his stable. Her acceptance came with the expected admonishment. “This is not a date-date. We’re two friends out for a lovely ride.” Of course, he said he understood, compliance being mandatory.  

      She started as a challenge, then, as he grew to know her that changed. He enjoyed talking to her and looked forward to their meetings. He liked making her laugh. He respected her strength of character. She set a goal for herself and worked hard to achieve it. She’d been honest about her lack of experience regarding his case. How refreshing her candor was for someone in his business. The entertainment industry was rife with liars and prevaricators. The one thing he always came back to was honor. She saw the quality in him, believed he possessed it without tangible proof. Honor, what greater compliment can a woman give a man?

She invaded his thoughts at the oddest times. In the company of another woman, he’d catch himself comparing the two. Invariably, he found the woman he was with lacking.

      He and Shakira were a good match. The idea of a long term affair had never appealed to him. Now he conceded it might be a nice change. It was time to kick the relationship up a gear. He shifted the Murcielago into overdrive. The low-slung car hugged the carriageway as he sped toward her house. 

                                                      #          


“Bloody hell.” His excellent navigational skills had abandoned him. He made another u-turn and drove back down the country road at a near crawl. The small stone marker would've gone unseen, again, if a rabbit hadn't darted out and stopped next to it. Bambury Lane. He eyed the winding road no wider than a carriage. 

Shakira’s car sat parked alongside the tiny mock Tudor house. Alex parked next to her Jag and walked up the path. Large round stepping stones dotted the walkway. Roses and geraniums in various shades of pink bordered the tidy lawn. A double set of arched leaded windows graced the front. Under them, flowers spilled from window boxes where a couple of butterflies fluttered, unaffected by Alex’s appearance.   

Loud rock music blared from the house. After knocking several times, he tried the knob and found it unlocked. He paused in the open doorway and looked around. Shakira was nowhere in sight. Alex called out twice then stopped. He doubted she’d hear him over the music. He stepped inside and went in search of her.

A combination drawing room and dining area with a galley style kitchen made up the lower portion of the ground floor. The sedate earth tones of the drawing room weren’t colors he’d associate with Shakira. He wanted bold and bright. 

The music came from the loft above. He walked around and couldn’t find the stairs to the second level. Two steps up from the living area, etched sliding glass doors led to a room he guessed was the bedroom. The loft stairs had to be off the bedroom. He slid the unusual doors open, and a visual feast greeted him.  

Gold silk with a bronze-colored scrollwork pattern covered the bed. Large matching pillows were at the top. More tasseled pillows of beaded velvet lay scattered. Sunlight streamed through gauzy interior panels behind draperies the exact blue-red of claret wine. The bed’s soft cover flowed into a wall of the shirred silk. The diaphanous cloth was such a close shade it was difficult to tell where one or the other began and ended. No stranger to ladies bedrooms, he’d never seen one that used such fine material on a wall.

This was the room he wanted her to have, this maharani’s private chamber. The opulence could have overpowered the senses but didn’t.  Instead, the luxurious fabrics invited touch. He ran his fingers over a length of the bed cover. It was cool and sleek, like her skin might be on a fall day. He held a plump pillow to his nose and inhaled the faint scent of her perfume.

The plush material caressed his hand. He envisioned her lying nude and imagined his palm grazing the downy softness of her abdomen. He fantasized her cold fingers skimming her warm breasts, trailing downward to her thighs, the heat between them a welcome contradiction. Did he want her to beckon to him or lay positioned in simple suggestion, knowing he’d join her? Undecided, he let each fantasy play out.

A change in music and volume brought him back from his musings. He resumed his search and found the stairs tucked away, to the inside right of the bedroom.

The floor vibrated beneath him as the first few bars of Queen’s, We Will Rock You, blasted. He stepped into the doorframe of the home gym. Her back to him, Shakira slipped the pin under a short stack of weight plates.

"Shakira."

Without answering, she swung her leg over and straddled the padded bench. He came up behind her. "Shakira," he said and laid a hand on her shoulder.

She jumped and screamed. Her hand flew to her chest as she twisted around and blinked several times then smacked him on the arm. "You scared me to death. Are you crazy, sneaking up like that?"  

"Sorry.” Alex chuckled and knelt down on one knee in front of her. "I knocked several times and came in when I heard the music. I called out." 

She took a deep breath. "Don't apologize. I shouldn't have snapped. Obviously, I didn't hear you come in. I thought you said 11:00, it's only 10:00 now."

"I couldn’t wait."

Shakira’s eyes drifted over him, more than once. He appreciated her flattering attention but not as much as the scanty exercise outfit she wore. The tantalizing midriff tee shirt over spandex shorts hugged and clung in all the right places. Sweat marked the shirt at her cleavage, and her skin was damp and flushed. Stray strands of hair escaped her ponytail and stuck to her cheeks and neck. 

He pressed the spot between her breasts with his fingers and dabbed at the area the perspiration had rolled down.

"I know a number of better ways to make you work up a sweat."

Alex's breath tickled her cheek as his lips hovered inches from hers. His nearness lit a firestorm from her center outward to the tips of her fingers, down to her toes. A most unprofessional flame. The rational, but growing ever smaller part of her brain reminded--he's your client. He's your client. He's your client. Her double-crossing body turned a deaf ear. 

"After interviewing your collection of women, I'm sure you could. I imagine you know how to bring a sweat to an Eskimo in January." 

She needed to move away from his reach and the sexual heat that radiated off him. "I'll just run down and make a pot of coffee. I only have a couple more exercises. The coffee will be ready when I'm done." 

"I'll make the coffee." Alex gave her thigh a light squeeze and his large hand slid up an inch with the offer. Another inch and she might fling herself at the man and have her way with him. "I can find my way around your kitchen while you finish. I've something to discuss with you."

Shakira breathed a sigh of relief as he rose and left the room. Every time she saw him, her resolve disintegrated a little more. She pulled the Lat bar down behind her neck. With each repetition, she tried to recount all the reasons why it was poor policy to date a client. 

"Are you still on that same machine?" Alex came in with two cups of coffee.

She’d lost track of the time and repetitions after one. "Ah...no...I'm done now." She blotted the perspiration from her face, draped the towel around her neck, and took the coffee. 

Alex relaxed on the floor with one knee up and leaned back against the wall. Shakira joined him. "What did you want to discuss?" She assumed it regarded the case. 

"I'm going to ask you something, but..." he raised a hand to cut off any premature objections, "let me finish before you answer." 

Shakira peered at him over the rim of the cup. Her left brain went into red alert mode, whatever it is, say no. However, her right brain whispered, hear the man out.

Tentative, she said, "All right, go on." 

"I want you to spend the weekend with me." Alex winced at her sudden intake of breath. "Remember, you agreed to let me finish."

She stifled a protest and nodded.

"I have a small, rather humble cottage close to my horse farm in Gloucestershire. Instead of driving back and forth, why not stay there? It will be fun. We can fiddle around with some musical arrangements, go riding tomorrow too.”

“Sounds like a date.”

“No, it’s two people sharing a love of music and the country.  If you agree, I do have one caveat. There’ll be no talk of the case."

Shakira forced herself to keep her topsy-turvy emotions from showing. She maintained a bland expression while she weighed the options. One was the proper thing to do. The other was what she wanted to do. She was acquainted with a number of criminal attorneys who made a fortune defending people who did what they wanted to do. That should have been answer enough. Still, she waffled. Maybe Kristen was right. Some risks are worth taking.    

"Usually, I have no trouble reading a woman's mood or mind,” Alex said, a quizzical air to his look. “You're not making it easy. However, I shall press on. I promise to be a complete gentleman, everything strictly platonic. I won’t lie. I’d be ecstatic if you chose to make it more, but I’m happy with the pleasure of your company alone. This is between the two of us. No one else need know. Even my groundskeeper lives a good five-minute walk down the road." 

"I don't know, Alex." Indecision plagued her. "Can't we do this when the case is over?" 

"We could, but why should we? I only ask for us to spend a simple weekend together." She arched a skeptical brow. "There aren't many women a man can be himself with, have fun with, for the sake of having fun, without mind games." He ran his index finger down the length of her nose. "You're a rarity.” His finger dipped into the well above her upper lip then traced the outline of her mouth. "Say yes." 

"Some people are sent guardian angels to help them be good. You, on the other hand, are a charming demon sent to bedevil and tempt me. I wonder why that is?" She tilted her head back and blew out a puff of air and groaned.

"I've been called worse." He bent so his mouth touched the shell of her ear. "So, is that a yes or no?"

"It's a yes."

                                          

 

 

Chapter Nine

 


 


      Eager to show Shakira his land, Alex called ahead to the stable. He wanted both horses tacked and ready when they arrived. 

Thor, his seventeen-hand grey Percheron stood groomed and saddled. Shakira scowled as the groom led out the dark bay thoroughbred Alex ordered for her. 

"Why isn’t my mount a Percheron too? I thought you bred them."

"I do. But I wasn’t sure of your skill level. I thought you might be more comfortable on this horse,” he said and gave her a leg up.

"I’m an accomplished rider. You needn’t worry."

"Good.” He patted her booted calf. “Tomorrow, I’ll saddle one of the Percheron geldings for you."  

They rode west. At the top of the steep hill, Shakira halted her horse. "This shire is known for the stunning landscape. You said the countryside around your cottage was exceptionally pretty for the area. I’m not sure your description does it justice," she said as Alex sidled up. They sat quiet, taking in the panoramic view. "This is incredible. Isn’t that where the Vales of Berkeley and Gloucester come together?" She pointed to the lush valley below, a checkerboard of variegated greens. 

"Yes and the slash of silver is the Severn River."

"The shimmer of a Celtic warrior’s torque," Shakira said. “It steals your breath away.”

"Every time I see it." 

"Wouldn’t you love to have this view to yourself?" 

"I do. This is my land. I own a thousand acres. At harvest time, you can stand on my western boundary and smell the apple orchards." She didn’t say anything other than "wow," but she said it several times, which pleased him. "Shall we ride on?" He turned his stallion and headed down another trail.

"Why do you want so much acreage? You’re not a farmer." 

"The land is my buffer against the tourists who swarm this part of the shire. My substantial property keeps me isolated from their usual route. Thank God." The cottage was his place of solace, ‘far from the madding crowd.’  

"With that much land, I imagine so." Shakira trotted up next to him, "Off the subject, the long grassy field abutting your stables, is it for polo?"

"Yes and no. Some of the riders who board with me and play practice there on occasion. Why, do you like polo?" 

"Oh, yes." She stretched the words, sounding a bit breathless, as if she were saying "oh, yes" to something else entirely.

Alex swallowed hard.

"Such an exciting sport to watch, the speed, the heavy sound of galloping horses, manes and tails flying. The riders hanging off the sides of their mounts, mallets swinging as they drive the ball. I especially like those mini melees when the players crash into each other. Very cool. They remind me of jousting knights, if that makes any sense." 

"I can see where you could relate the two." Encouraged, by this romantic side of her, he pursued the subject. "I can arrange a demonstration of a joust when we get back, if you'd like."

"I’d love that." Her smile brightened. "Funny, but I had a feeling you knew how to joust." She looked sideways, a coy tilt to her chin, and in a low, sultry voice said, "You know what I'd really love?" 

Alex knew exactly or thought he did. "To see it done with knights in armor and you in a medieval dress. And of course, you'd want to give one of them a favor of yours to carry," he added, confident in his answer. 

Shakira wrinkled her nose. "Yes, but that wasn’t what I had in mind. What I'd really like is to try it a couple of times myself." She batted her lashes and said, "I bet you could show me."

"Cunning woman, you led me right into that." Tempted to lean over and kiss her, a hairsbreadth from doing so, he stopped himself. Don’t rush.  

They rode for awhile discussing the nuances of the joust and other tournament events then moved on to more personal talk. She asked how often he came to the cottage.

"Whenever my schedule allows," he told her. "This place is my reprieve from the chaos of the entertainment industry. Here, I’m simply Alex, part-time neighbor and horse breeder, rotten-to-mediocre darts player, depending on what local pub I’m in, and who, today, happens to be out for a ride with his lady."  

She nodded and seemed to understand his desire for peace. "I’ve noticed an odd phenomenon with your mistresses," she commented in an abrupt change of topic. 

He groaned. "I see we're back to talking about the lawsuit." 

Shakira’s cheeks flushed hot pink at his censure. She stammered an apology. "I’m sorry. I-I forgot. Please, forget I mentioned anything." 

"Don’t worry, ask your question."

Her eyes stayed fixed on the path ahead as she shook her head, "No. It’s not important."

"Ask your question."  

She let out a long sigh, and reined in her horse. "Fine, fine, fine, I'll ask and then we'll talk about something else. Agreed?" She waited, refusing to speak until he agreed to her terms.  

"All of your mistresses seem to have, how shall I put this?" She tapped a forefinger to her lips, "An expiration date."

Confused, he shook his head. "What do you mean?"

"They either last three months or six months, but six months appears to be the maximum 'sell-by' date. Why is that?"

Both nudged their horses into a walk. 

"Those seem to be the magic timeframes for women. Most women," he corrected himself. "Some at three months get possessive. Others at six months begin to get marriage minded. They equate longevity with monogamy or a commitment I’ve no intention to make. Please understand, mistresses they may be, exclusive relationships they're not. I don’t make false promises. This is their assumption."

It danced across his mind to tell her she'd be the exception. With her, the relationship would be exclusive for a long time. He started to say as much and changed his mind seeing her expression and how she gaped at him. "Why are you giving me that look?"

"Because I'm astonished by how naïve you are. Do you honestly believe a woman isn't going to see your affair as serious after awhile?" Brows high, one hand rested on her thigh, a loose hold on the reins with her other. 

The saddle creaked under him as his weight shifted. Gossips and ex-girlfriends often labeled him an aloof womanizer, never naive.   

"Alex, all women," Shakira paused, "even the worldly women you know, were little girls once. All little girls are raised on fairy tales where the handsome prince comes along or the knight in shining armor saves the damsel. We're brought up to believe the fairy tale ending will happen to us too. Of course, your mistresses see you as their knight. You're handsome, witty, smart, and successful." She waved a dismissive hand. "You get my drift. They see the happy ending in you and want to grab it."

"You're saying it's my fault these women delude themselves." 

"No, I’m not saying that at all. It's nobody's fault. There’s no blame to be laid. I'm just telling you what is. You say ‘magic time’ like it's premeditated on the part of a woman. I'm saying it's not premeditated, but ingrained."

She didn’t say anything else for a long moment as they rode along. 

"What an awful existence for a woman, being a mistress," she said at last, without acrimony.

Uncomfortable with the remark, he asked, "What makes you think it's so awful?"

"The woman is caught in this netherworld relationship. She's good enough to keep, as long as she's fun and entertaining, but not good enough for a long term commitment. Personally, I'd rather be an occasional lover than any man's mistress."

"Why?" 

"I'd rather enjoy a pleasant evening once in awhile and be free of attachments than be a prisoner of false hope." 

Even his resilient nature felt the sting of the analogy. He wasn't sure what to say. It was an indictment of his lifestyle, a lifestyle she didn't understand. For women like her, the fairytale theory probably applied. She presumed his mistresses had her depth of character and judged him based on her heart, her dreams. He decided to let the matter go. "We change directions here."

"That's it? You're just going to drop the subject? You've nothing more to say?" 

"Yes, yes, and no. Let's move on to other, more fun things." 

Shakira looked like she wanted to say more but didn’t.

The next few hours they kept a relaxed pace. They enjoyed the idyllic surroundings with no further mention of mistresses or the lawsuit. When the stable came within sight, Shakira reminded him about his promise to teach her to joust. 

"No milady, I haven't forgotten. It's my desire to please you in all ways. I mean on having you here, again and again."             She rolled her eyes at the double entendre and spurred her horse into a trot. 

Alex gave the grooms several instructions as he handed them the horses. He led her to a work area adjacent to the stables. "I'll need a tennis ball. There should be some lying around the paddock. The boarder’s dogs play with them. Meet me out back." 

She found two, one nearly new and one badly chewed. "I wasn't sure what you wanted them for so I brought both." 

He sawed several inches off a wooden rod, took the newer ball and a small knife from a toolbox. Without measuring, he cut a circular hole in it and attached the ball to the end of the pole.

"Clever you, thank you for keeping me extra safe."

He chuckled, testing the fit of the ball with a squeeze and a tug. "Actually, this is for my protection." He motioned with his free hand towards the grassy field. "Shall we?" 

As promised, Alex ordered a Percheron brought out for her. The destrier stood a full hand higher than the thoroughbred she'd ridden. His coal black coat glistened, the thick mane and tail fluffy from recent brushing.

Shakira rubbed the back of her fingers against his muzzle letting him sniff, letting him see she wasn’t a predator. She walked around him and stroked his back and flanks, speaking soft words of reassurance to him. He remained still, his erect ears swiveled, listening, as she petted. The gelding's broad head arced and his nostrils flared, when Shakira scratched the indentation at the base of his neck.

"I've got an itch you can scratch." Alex flashed his best wicked grin.

She smiled and tipped her head, her gaze dropped to his lips. Was she considering the invitation? She turned to the horse. "He's beautiful, what's his name?" she asked, squelching Alex’s brief ray of optimism.  

"Eclipse." 

"It fits him."

"He's sensitive to leg cues but has a tough mouth. That's probably a good thing, since you're just learning the jousting basics. In the beginning, there's a tendency to pull back harder than necessary." Alex held Eclipse's reins as Shakira mounted. Once she adjusted to the different saddle, he handed her the lance. 

"I've taped the handle for better grip since this is a makeshift lance. A proper one would have a vamplate to keep your hand from slipping forward." He walked to her right side and tucked the end of the pole under her arm. "Try to keep it firm against you," he instructed. "The lance should lie across your body at a thirty degree angle. Tipping it too far in either direction makes your position in the saddle too precarious. "Ready?"

She nodded and he mounted Thor.  

"The grooms stacked hay bales the length of the field which will serve as our tilt. We'll just walk the first few times until you get the feel of everything. Remember to angle your lance and not the horse, the temptation is to turn the horse towards your opponent. Try to aim for my shield."

"Do I get a shield?" Shakira sounded a little alarmed. "I think I'm very vulnerable without one."

"Not yet. It's too much for you to concentrate on right now. Beside, I'm not using a lance today. I'm only deploying some defensive moves with my shield." 

He grimaced as Shakira and Eclipse walk towards him. Eclipse wasn't bothered in the least by the equipment or the activity. On the other hand, Shakira's lance was everywhere except where it should be. It dipped down hard almost striking one of the bales as she fiddled with the reins. Somehow, she managed to keep Eclipse's head straight, only to send her pole rocketing up to bounce unsteadily for several strides. 

Frustration flickered over her face. He half expected her to swear and complain about the unwieldy instrument. Instead, she stopped to organize herself. She adjusted her position and reaffixed the lance firm along her ribcage and aimed for his shield. 

Not the strongest strike, but she hit her mark. The pole caught the lower edge of the kite-shaped buckler, slid off, and banged his thigh. He’d chosen the triangular shield over a small round style for greater protection. A good choice. The larger size kept his manhood safe from bruising or worse.

Shakira repeated the maneuver numerous times. An apt student, she improved with each pass and got better at keeping the weapon steady. Her confidence grew proportionately and Alex ended the lesson on a positive note while she was doing well.

Shakira jumped down and threw her arms around him as he dismounted. She lingered for a long moment then let go as though the feel of him burned her.

"Can we do this again tomorrow? The joust, I mean."

The joust—no mention of a ride with him. “Love to,” he said, hiding his disappointment.

 

 

 

Chapter Ten 

 


 


On the doorstep, Shakira took a moment to study the white cob cottage. With its well-groomed thatch roof, and big, black shuttered windows, Alex’s getaway was larger than most crofter’s cottages. She thought it might’ve been a small pub once. Over the centuries as the structure settled, the lintels had shifted and dipped. The crooked timbers that framed the door and front windows added a whimsical character to the house, in her opinion.

She’d only been inside for a few minutes earlier in the morning to drop off her overnight bag and guitars. Now, Alex took time to show her the rest of his sanctuary.

Aged, dark oak beams lined the ceilings and were a stark contrast to the creamy magnolia colored textured walls. A small Victorian fireplace with a delft blue-and-white tile surround was inset on one wall of the cozy drawing room. On each side of the fireplace were bookshelves filled to capacity. An overstuffed chair by a leather topped reading table and iron floor lamp occupied one corner. A small sofa sat across from the fireplace. 

An archway connected the area to the kitchen. Built in a time when men were shorter, the top of Alex’s head only cleared the entry by a couple of inches. Dishes stacked on open shelves above a farm style sink and newer looking marble countertops took one wall. A nice stainless refrigerator and very nice, cast iron Aga stove lined another wall. Suspended over the stove, pots and pans hung from hooks attached to a medieval looking metal ring. A modest pine table and two straw-bottomed pine chairs used what space remained.

“Nice Aga,” she said.

“I like to cook. It’s relaxing.”

“I always think of you as eating out.”

“I do, in London. Other than the Aga and the fridge, I live modestly when I'm here. There's no television, radio or phone. It's not barbaric. I don't deny myself the convenience of electricity or the pleasure of hot running water and indoor plumbing." A subtle change, fractionally more serious and curious, tinged Alex’s expression. "Does the lack of many amenities bother you?" 

She shared his desire for tranquility and the simplicity of his little house appealed to her. Sixth sense, intuition, whatever names a person gives gut instinct, she recognized the undercurrent of something else in his question. No matter how casual his tone, if she couldn’t bear the cottage, he’d interpret it as indirect rejection of a part of him.  

"On the contrary, I envy the serenity you have here." 

A broad grin crossed his face and he led her by the hand to his bedroom. A king-sized four poster bed with a blue and green plaid counterpane took up most of the room. A plain steamer trunk sat at the footboard, while an odd, six-sided table with only a brass lamp and clock atop was next to the bed. Old world looking latched door shutters of black oak covered the inside of the window. Everything had a function. A man’s bedroom. 

Shakira laughed. 

Alex frowned. "What's so funny?"  

"Your bedroom, it's so--you," the furrow between his eyes deepened, "so masculine." She pressed her fingertip to the wrinkled spot. "There isn't one bauble or knick-knack. It shouts," she lowered her voice several levels, "I'm a manly man's room," accentuating her point with a guttural grunt.

"Is that a compliment?"

"Yes."

He looked unconvinced. "I don’t give a fig about the décor. It’s always been me alone. You're the first person to visit." 

"Really?" 

"I never wanted to bring anyone here before." He scanned the room. "What would you change?" 

"Nothing, I wouldn't change a thing. Not when it reflects the manner of man you are." Her gaze paused on his eyes and then drifted to his lips. She looked away and stepped back into the hallway. Alex promised her stay would be platonic. He was doing a fine job. Oh, he teased and tested her resistance, but within boundaries, never crossing the line. She was the one making a cake of the agreement. She shoved her hands into the waistband of her pants and turned toward a closed door, "Is this another bedroom?"

"I saved this for last. I think you’ll like what I’ve done." 

Shakira entered into a small but professional music studio. "Wow." She paused to take everything in. An eight-foot mixing board with the latest digital recording equipment filled one wall. Speakers and racks of CD's filled another. "Wow," she repeated and ran her fingers over every piece of equipment. "This is incredible. What exactly do you do here?"

"Remixes of music I like. I noodle around creating different arrangements for various songs. I can’t play an instrument, but I can recreate the sound of most."

Alex moved close and slipped his arms around her as she examined the board. "It's the reason I asked you to bring a guitar. I thought we’d experiment with some tunes and see what we come up with." Against her neck, he whispered, "What do you say? Would you like to fool around with me?" 

Whispering became kissing and nibbling. He found the exact spot that turned her insides to Jell-O and her legs to spaghetti. The man had better radar than a bat.

"We are still talking about music, aren't we?" Shakira managed to ask. 

“If you insist."

She broke away and headed for the door before her mind and resolve changed to mush. "I'm going to change out of these riding clothes and get my guitar."

 

Alex worked the mixing board while she played. He asked about Beltane, curious about how they chose the songs they covered. What stimulated their interest the most, the words or the music? She told him each member brought different songs to rehearsals, the reasons varied.

"Sometimes, the turn of a phrase touches a chord in your psyche or a guitar riff resonates. A lyric in a foreign language can become crystal clear through the poignancy of the singer."    

They stopped after a few hours and listened to the playbacks of the new arrangements. Some were ditched, their favorites they saved.

"Are you tired of electric guitar?" She slipped the strap from her neck and shook her hair out. Without waiting, she started for the door. "I’ll get my acoustic." 

He caught her by the hand and pulled her back into his arms. "Why don’t we take a break? I’ll whip up a light meal. Are you hungry?"

"Ravenous." 

"This won't be an elaborate meal." Alex wiggled an index finger in front of her nose. "A French chef, I'm not. I make simple fare that's filling and tasty, period."

"Sounds good. I’ll be your sous chef."  

"I’d prefer you be under the chef, rather than my under
chef." He chuckled, amused with his play on words.

"Male humor is so sophomoric."

 Alex shrugged and chuckled some more. "We are easily amused. It’s a gender flaw. Can you make a salad my sexy sous chef?"

"Of course." She thought for the span of a heartbeat. "Do you actually know someone who can’t make salad?"

"Yes." Alex spun her around and sent her off with a pat on the butt. "Meet you in the kitchen in five minutes."

***

      Shakira came out of the bathroom. Alex had tucked the sheet into the sofa and about to spread the blanket out.

"I can finish this," she said. 

"I only need a pillow from the other bed and I’m done. The bedroom is yours."

"Don’t be silly. You can’t sleep here. The sofa is way too short. You’ll never get comfortable."

"You’re my guest. I’m not-"

"Stop," Shakira folded her arms across her chest. "I either sleep on the sofa or at home. Your call."

"You know, there’s a way we both-"

"-Can enjoy the comfort of the bed."

"You read my mind."

"Oh--what an opening." Laughing, she leaned into him to kiss his cheek. “Sofa’s fine.”

He turned and cut her off with a kiss on the lips. One of those hot, no coming up for air, toe curling kisses. His hands slid up her sides, his thumbs grazed her ribs and skimmed across her nipples with a faint brush. As the last vestige of resistance began to fade, she flattened her palms against him as a halting gesture, she told herself. Her hands lingered on his waist instead and then progressed up his chest. Every indentation, every muscle, the cushion of hair under his shirt, every tactile change registered beneath her touch. Her thumbs teased his erect nipples. She smiled against his warm lips, pleased when he groaned.

He broke the kiss first. His hands caressed the length of her spine and then anchored at her waist. "Good night, Rocky." His lips skimmed hers, no tongues, no stealing of each others air, just the hint of heat, the warm pleasure of a steady tropical breeze rather than a hurricane’s humid tempest.

"Rocky?"

"Short for rock star, my personal rock and roller, the others are just clients I produce."

"I like it. Good night."

                                                                     

Alex opened the bedroom windows and breathed deep the night air. He ignored the little shiver that traveled over him as he undressed. It was only early September, yet a biting wind from the Bristol Channel drove its way inland. The wind signaled the onset of an early winter and the memory of the last winter Alex had spent at his family holding, Elysian Fields. One of the cottage's attractions was its close proximity to the ruins of the ancient stone fortress. 

He shivered again and thought about the frosty season before he left on that last campaign. In spite of a constant blazing fire in the hearth and the glass he'd installed in the windows, the great hall stayed cold. Such a long, long time ago.
He was still intrigued how some memories endured, how the images remained as vivid today as the day they occurred. Too vivid. Alex shut the window and lay down.

Sleep eluded him. He lay awake evaluating what Shakira said about not becoming a mistress. What would it take to change her mind? She already had him considering a monogamous relationship, a concept dangerously close to being married.

Marriage. The idea drifted over him. He forced himself away from the notion. No. No marriage. What if...what if things went horribly wrong again? The haunting images flared.

Alex’s heart pounded and knife sharp pain radiated up from his jaw to his cheekbone, a side effect the recollection always brought. He concentrated on a circle of light the moon’s reflection made on the wall. The specter of mother and child from another age evaporated. His heart slowed and the physical pain stopped as fast as it came upon him. Mercifully, the visions crept up on him less and less over time.  

He rubbed the heel of his hand over his chest and turned his thoughts to Shakira and bringing her to the cottage. He'd had more fun with her than he ever experienced with a woman out of bed. In another time and place, his friends would've said she bewitched him. Maybe she had. 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 


 


“What a handsome boy you are,” Shakira hugged Eclipse, cooing honeyed words. 

"When you’re done making love to the horse we can get on our way," Alex said, swinging his leg over Thor’s saddle and adjusting the stirrups.

She stuck out her tongue and mounted. "You sound jealous." 

"He hasn’t anything I’m envious of. Wanna see?" Alex wiggled his brows.

"What an intriguing offer. Sadly, since you seem to be in a hurry, I’ll have to decline," she said and faked a sad face. "Ready when you are."  

They took a different path than the previous day. This one led into a hilly area surrounded by a dense wood.

Thunder rumbled and lightning flashed in horizontal shockwaves in the distance. Above them, fluffy clouds passed in an otherwise blue sky, leaving a trail of wispy streaks.  

"Think there’s a storm en-route this way?" 

"I doubt it," Alex said.

"Good. I’d hate to cut our ride short." She scrutinized the rough terrain that bordered the road. "What a perfect place to lie in wait. If this were a hundred years ago, a highwayman would be a fat rat in no time." 

Alex gave the woods a cursory scan. "To a stranger I guess the area seems pokey, lots of places to lurk. I know my land. A person would have to be pretty clever to go undiscovered by me." 

“I bet I can hide where you won’t find me,” she challenged. “Close your eyes. Give me five minutes lead time and I’ll give you five minutes to search." 

Alex’s brows lifted a notch, "Really?" He shifted and leaned closer. "What do I get when I find you, and I will find you?"

"I'll make dinner for you tonight." 

"Not good enough. How about, if I win, you spend the rest of the week here, with me." She hadn’t anticipated the bold counter. He prodded further. "Or, are you afraid of losing?"

Tempted to take the bet and lose, she considered the pros and cons. A week with him here or anywhere to her besotted mind was a major pro. If she stayed, forget keeping things platonic. She’d live her Alex centric fantasy. But, Alex never indicated he wanted more than a short term affair, her logical self cautioned. Besides the obvious professional con, therein lay the other big con. If he dumped her afterward, she’d be crushed.

The low, constant growl of thunder continued and scarlet tinged the eastern sky. On the horizon, miles away, a lightning bolt crackled and exploded downward. The purplish streamer was almost white against the ruddy background. Smaller bolts branched out then faded.

She watched the display of nature’s power and continued to weigh her options. Her mind swam with the wager’s possibilities while Alex patiently waited for an answer. She chose the safe route and decided to blame her work, which served her well in the past. Today, the decision gave her no comfort.

"I'm not afraid of losing. But, on the off chance I do, I couldn't stay here. What about my job?" 

"Tell them your client is demanding your full attention. After all, mine is a high profile case."

She ignored Alex’s “tic, tic, tic,” as she vacillated. If she thought about it too long, she'd make herself crazy. 

Alex stopped his ticking. "Well, yes or no, no or yes? You did throw the gauntlet down first." 

"All right, and when I win, you give me six more jousting lessons, in addition to todays."

"Agreed. Your five minutes starts now." He grinned and closed his eyes. 

Out of sight and earshot, she crossed a small stream and descended a modest slope. Eyes on the ground, she picked a path over the wettest leaves so the damp cushion muffled her course.

The trunk of a large oak concealed her while she dismounted. His ears pricked high, Eclipse snorted in a rapid series, the heavy puffs interspersed with loud nickers. 

"Shh," she scratched his withers and edged forward. She planned on using the natural cover of the forest to find the best spot to track Alex. She tugged on Eclipse’s reins. He snorted louder and refused to budge. She gritted her teeth and tugged again. He still wouldn’t obey. Instead, the big gelding jerked and tried to dance away. She shortened the reins and in the name of expediency used the bridle as a control technique. She slid the fingers of one hand under his cheek piece and pulled. Poor horsemanship she knew but at the moment didn’t care. 

Eclipse obliged. They’d taken only a couple of steps when she cut off her reflexive scream. What would’ve been a horrified screech turned into a sad, high-pitched whimper. The strangled sound had no effect on the mottled brown and yellow grass snake that slithered over the toe of her boot.

"Ugh!" 

The snake wriggled away, but Shakira’s thumping heart continued to race. She glanced up as one doe followed closely by another broke from a thicket. They ran past in the same direction as the snake and out of sight.

"Jeez, is there an ark parked nearby or what?" 

Eclipse answered with a hard yank on the reins, resisting her attempts to force him forward. His front legs stamped in unison and he tossed his head and sought release. He pitched back harder and pulled her off balance. With one hand caught inside his bridle, he dragged her several feet before she managed to dig her heels in and regained control.

"Whoa, whoa, easy boy, easy, what has you so spooked?"

He struggled for another minute and then suddenly calmed. 

She stroked his muzzle and tried to figure out what frightened him. She guessed the snake. Alex told her he rode all his horses on the trails as part of their training. Deer were abundant in these woods. Eclipse had to have seen them. That left the snake, although, he should’ve encountered them before too. She reached up to pick a leaf from his forelock and noticed ribbons of pink wove their way into the blue sky above her. A pretty mix.  

She led Eclipse farther into the trees, and then doubled back, a trick she’d seen in an old western movie. They crossed a short rise and stopped behind a rock formation situated below the road. The boulder gave her a partial view of the start point. Secreted, she watched Alex set off. 

He cantered the direction she’d taken. She lost sight of him when turned toward the brook, as she had. Where did he go afterward? While Eclipse grazed, she crept to the side and poked her head over a jagged cut in the outcropping. 

She shivered in surprised delight when Alex’s warm lips touched her neck. He and Thor managed to sneak up without her hearing either’s footfall on the cushion of leaves.  

"I carry nothing of value, Sir Highwayman," she whispered as he moved to her nape. 

"I'm not that kind of highwayman. And you do have something I value." 

He caressed her arms in long, sensuous strokes. One hand journeyed over the bend of her hip and slid along the curve of her belly. 

She turned in his arms and closed her eyes loving the hardness of his thighs pressed to hers. His hair tickled her chin as he nuzzled the soft flesh of her jaw line. A whiff of cedar, the hint of bergamot, the dry scent of his aftershave, Paco Rabanne, teased her nose.  

A hot breeze gusted, whooshed through the trees and stirred a whirlwind of fallen leaves. One of the horses neighed. Her eyes fluttered open. Both animals raised their heads as a flock of birds burst from their shelter. Thor’s ears swiveled in different directions. Eclipse, true to his herd nature, followed the dominant stallion’s behavior and remained alert but quiet. 

Alex ignored the blast of heat and wind. The oddity brushed across Shakira’s consciousness only to evaporate as fast as it came, vanquished by the silken feel of his kisses on her throat. Everywhere his mouth touched electrified her skin. She tilted her head back relishing each new sensation, her gaze lazily drifted upward. Orange streaks lined the now blood red sky.

"Alex, look," she pointed. 

"I’d rather look at you." He eased her onto a grassy patch. His body covered hers as his hands and lips caressed her.

Thor whinnied long and loud. Shakira moaned and turned her head to the side. Thor danced a semi-circle around the tree he was tied to while his whinnies came non-stop. Eclipse followed suit.

"Alex..."  

Lightning brightened the sky overhead in waves of blue-white flashes. A strange weightlessness filled her, the same disconcertion experienced when an elevator stops short.

The horses quieted, yet their ears remained pricked forward.

Alex propped himself on his right elbow and studied the forest around them. A little swimmy, Shakira sat up, resting her weight on both hands.

"Ugh, I’m salivating like a Pavlov dog. My mouth hasn’t watered like this since I got tinfoil stuck on a filling. I need one of those dentist’s suction whatnots." She swallowed hard.

"I feel a bit juicy myself."

"Did you get a weird sensation too?" She dabbed away the excess moisture that lingered at the corners of her mouth. Alex continued to scan the immediate area. 

"Yeah—curious." Alex ran his hand along the side of her head. "Your hair is sticking out in all directions." They both jerked at the small shock when his finger touched her ear. Undaunted, he smoothed her bangs. 

"Yours too,” she said and did the same with the stray strands that lifted from his ponytail. “How strange, like the air has been charged with static electricity."

When she stood, the ground appeared to move as though her depth perception was off. She didn’t see how it could be and stepped forward. Like dream-walking, her foot found air rather than ground. Alex leapt up and caught her as she started to fall.

“Ooh,” she said.

Alex leaned against the rock and held onto her. “Wait, my bearings aren’t right yet either.”

After a minute, he took a test step with no problem. “You should be fine now.”

She laid her hand in his when he reached out to her.

“Let’s get out of the woods onto the open road," he said, brushing the twigs and leaves from the back of her shirt and britches. "The lightning is too close, I don’t want to take any...," his voice trailed off. A dull, rhythmic pounding sounded in the distance.

Shakira wasn’t interested in the sound; her attention drawn upward. "The sky, it’s blue again." 

Alex dropped his chin and cocked his head. “Listen.” The thudding became more distinct as it came closer.

"Horses," he said casually, but moved her behind him with a firm touch. "Probably just folks out riding who don't know they’re trespassing. However, it might be fox hunters, and they can be unpleasant. I don’t allow hunters to cross my land. Some of the local gentry see me as the enemy." Alex watched the road as the horses came into sight. 

Three riders approached wearing mail and armor with swords at their sides, like medieval knights. Actors? Out here? Were
they shooting a movie on Alex's land without his knowledge? She stepped next to him.

Alex stiffened. For a split second he appeared bewildered. “No,” he whispered under his breath. Wide-eyed, unblinking shock replaced his puzzled expression. “No,” he repeated. He turned and said, "Whatever you hear, don't say a word. Say nothing. No matter what, let me do the talking." 

Shakira nodded, alarmed at the urgency in Alex’s tone. He shoved her behind him again.

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 


  


Shakira peered around Alex’s shoulder. The riders stopped in front of them. A ginger-haired, costumed man with a well-trimmed beard bent forward.

"Guy? How is it that you are here? We thought you in Wales on the King's business." He took a long moment to survey Alex. "What manner of clothes are those? Were you set upon and robbed?"

He’s mistaken Alex for someone named Guy. Why was he talking like this was medieval England? Probably some kind of method actor, one of those New York types who believes in immersing himself in the role. What was he doing on private property? Don’t the studios have location people to watch over the cast and keep them out of the path of residents? For a moment, she considered mentioning trespassing laws. Per Alex’s instruction, she kept silent and listened to the bizarre conversation. 

Ginger hair, the one she figured for the leader of the group regarded her clothing without comment. His cool, detached study slipped to fleeting disdain when he fixed on her riding pants. His nostrils flared for a fraction of a second and his lips thinned into a sneer. Their eyes locked, but he didn’t acknowledge her in any way. He simply stared.   

"Simon," Alex greeted the man by name.

Maybe this "Simon" was an Oxford history professor and the other two students. The university wouldn’t allow this type of field exercise without obtaining permission to cross private property. A land use agreement explained Alex’s acquaintance with the man. It still didn’t explain why this Simon called Alex Guy, or why Alex answered to the name or his initial response when he saw the riders. 

Goosebumps rose on the back of Shakira’s neck, and an involuntary shudder ran down her spine. Her mother always said "someone just walked across my grave," whenever she experienced one of those weird chills. 

Another rider, a sandy-haired, handsome man with rosy cheeks, who appeared a few years younger than the others, nudged his horse closer to Shakira. He didn’t greet her or introduce himself as he inspected her, head to toe, with a puzzled expression. She returned the stare with an equally steady gaze. 

"The lad wears strange attire too, although he looks a bit long in the tooth to be addressed as such." He glanced at Alex. "Was he robbed also?"  

His language, the unusual pattern of speech, sounded similar to Simon’s. Stuffy verbiage aside, she bristled at the comment. Not overly endowed she may be, but she was hardly boyish or long in the tooth. Vanity prevailed over prudence. She moved from behind Alex, tugged the ribbon from her ponytail, and shook her hair loose.

"I am not old, or a lad, stupid git," she snapped and then turned to Alex. "Who are these guys?”  

“Don’t say another word,” Alex growled and dragged her to his side.    

"We were both robbed,” he told the knight who insulted her. “This is the Lady Shakira. I am taking her to Elysian Fields. I only need to gather our horses." Alex jerked his chin in the direction of the two Percherons.

The handsome knight stared down his thin nose with distaste that pricked her ire even more. "She has a tart tongue. Does she belong to you?"

"Yes Stephen, she does. I'm afraid the excitement of the robbery has addled her wits."

She couldn’t believe she heard Alex right. “Addled my wits? What are you talking about?”

“Quiet.” His hold on her wrist turned painful. She winced but shut up.

She didn’t know what to make of his strange behavior.  Who were these guys? Why would actors or historians provoke such a strong reaction in him? Something was terribly, terribly wrong. Maybe they’re escaped lunatics from a nearby asylum and Alex knows it and is trying to placate them. Where would nutters find such fine horses? They wouldn’t. She resurrected the assumption the knights were actors or Oxford academicians. It made her glad she’d gone to Cambridge.  

Once Alex claimed her, Stephen averted his eyes and wheeled his horse around. The one called Simon remained rigid in the saddle. Stiff-necked, he tipped his chin down a notch and eyeballed her. She stared back in what she considered a contest of wills. He never blinked, merely shifted his gaze away and picked up his conversation with Alex.

"Haughty dickhead," she muttered. 

A firm hand on her lower spine urged her toward Eclipse. "Alex, what is going on?" she asked in a frenzied whisper.  

"Shh." After they mounted, Alex sidled over, so close their boots touched. "We're riding into a very perilous situation. I’ll explain everything when we’re alone. Your life, my life," he stressed, "depends on you being quiet till then. Do you think that's possible, because you haven’t done real well so far?" He angled a tight lipped, sidelong glance her way.

Confused, it took a few seconds before she nodded yes.

"No matter what, remember what I told you," he warned and trotted ahead to chat with Simon.

All ignored her.

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 


 


Where did an Elysian Fields exist in England? Shakira knew of its origins in Greek mythology, but not anywhere else. Shortly into the ride, the answer loomed before her as a large Norman castle of Cotswold stone appeared. A crenellated curtain wall twenty-feet high and lined with evenly spaced arrow loop windows surrounded the structure. Towers stood at the gated entrance and armed men patrolled the palisades. One shouted from a corner flanking tower announcing their approach. 

Alex dropped back to her side. “Remember, not a word.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know.”

“Give me your watch.”

“Why?” It was her favorite Movado, part of their Museum Collection.

“Just do it.”

She unfastened her watch and handed it to him. He slipped his off and put both in the pocket of his breeches. At the edge of the moat, he took her reins and led Eclipse over a wooden drawbridge. They crossed through a raised portcullis and into a vaulted passage on into the castle’s bailey.

This had to be a movie set she assumed as they entered. She was familiar with the landmark buildings in the area. A fortress this size she’d have heard of or at least seen pictures of in books.

She scrutinized everything they passed for sound or camera hookups. Meutrieres were cut into the stone on each side of the archway they entered. The "murder holes" allowed the castle's defenders to pour all manner of materials, from boiling oil to sewage, onto attackers. The stonework throughout the passage looked aged and the details accurate. The set designers did an excellent job. 

A three-story cylindrical Keep, like the Round Tower at Windsor, dominated the bailey. A wide stone staircase led up to massive oak doors on the second level. On the first level, broad barn style doors with iron locks stood on each side of the stairs. Typical features for a Norman castle. The production company must’ve spent a fortune on the construction, unless it was a facade. She’d yet to see technical equipment anywhere.

Their arrival stirred a flurry of activity and drew a group of men who also addressed Alex as Sir Guy. He dismounted and handed his horse to a young man who’d jogged up. Alex laid Eclipse’s reins over the horse’s neck and then gave Shakira’s hand a light pat, "Stay here."

She had a million questions she didn’t get the chance to ask before he rejoined the men they rode in with.  

While he chatted with the others, she viewed the area with an eye out for reflection from the lens of a hidden camera. Everyone dressed in medieval fashion. They spoke in the same archaic way the knights did, using language straight out of Canterbury Tales.

A few of the people who came to greet Alex stayed gathered around. The acrid smell of sweat and animal urine burned her nostrils. The people standing near Eclipse reeked of body odor. The knights hadn’t stunk and she’d been downwind of them. Her eyes watered as the odor wafted up and she resorted to breathing through her mouth. Whether the people were students or actors, stinking like they did took realism way too far. 

In front of a three-sided booth, a stout, muscular man with a bushy salt-and-pepper beard hunched over a horse’s hoof he held between his legs. Smoke rose as he fitted a hot shoe to a mare. After a few seconds, he dropped the mare’s foot and set the shoe on an anvil, where he began to hammer and shape the metal. When he finished, the blacksmith dipped the glowing iron into a bucket of water. After the steam and sizzle subsided, he fit the shoe against the mare’s hoof again.

A half-dozen similar structures lined the same wall. The stalls were reminiscent of carnival booths. Their work spaces were enveloped on three sides by heavy canvas flaps or in this case flimsy looking wood boards. Two men in the work areas next to the smithy huddled over something she couldn’t see. On the opposite side of the bailey, school-age boys tended to horses and animals by a stable and pens.

She mulled over the possibility this wasn’t a movie set but a re-enactment group that prides itself on realism. Tourists, especially Americans, love to feel they’re experiencing the real thing.    

No modern conveniences were visible, no electric tools, no hairdryers, or motorized vehicles. Understandable for a strict re-enactment group, some are rabid about "living the part." Where were the tour buses and the public restrooms? Surely the health requirements insisted on some type of toilet facilities. She scanned the area again. Only she and Alex wore modern clothes. Where were the tourists?

Nothing made sense. Whether it was a crazy university project, a period movie, or re-enactors too into their roles, she didn’t care. This was not the weekend she envisioned. She wanted to leave. The atmosphere, the people, and the looks they gave her made her uneasy. She didn't know what was going on with Alex. Why did they keep calling him Guy? Why
did he know everyone? Why had his manner suddenly grown so stiff and imperious? Why about this place made it so dangerous for them? She closed her eyes and tried to relax.

Someone clutched her left leg. Shakira squeaked and looked down. A grey-haired woman with pale rheumy eyes mumbled gibberish and stroked the boot.

"Where the deuce did you come from?"

The crone squeezed her calf then tugged on the boot.

"Stop it," Shakira whispered, violating Alex’s order to stay silent. The woman continued to pester her, handling the boot, pressing her face against the leather upper. "Let go," Shakira barked in a low voice. She shoved her foot deep into the stirrup and tried to jerk her leg out of the woman’s hands. Her heel banged against Eclipse who danced to the right. The crone followed, tightened her grip, and laughed exposing toothless black gums. Shakira pushed down harder on the metal foot rest and locked her ankle. 

The knight Alex called Stephen broke from the group of men and came over. He efficiently, if unchivalrously, hooked a gauntleted hand under the old woman’s upper arm and yanked hard. The woman yelped and released her hold as Stephen gave her a forceful shove away. The crone ranted at him, and then sneered at Shakira. She made a weird sign with her fingers, spit, and tottered off. Shakira had no idea what the hell that was about. Had the hag put some kind of curse on her or was it a ward against evil? 

"Nutter," she mumbled. 

Stephen walked on before she could inquire about the old lady’s odd behavior. 

She had enough.   

Alex must’ve sensed her anxiety. He interrupted his conversation and was at her side in a matter of seconds. 

"I’ll help you dismount." He took the reins from her firm grip and lifted her down to the ground. "Come." He offered his arm and tucked her hand in the crook of his elbow.

“No.” She refused to move. “I want to go home.”

He looked ill, green around the gills, like he was sea-sick.

“You can’t.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 


 


Shakira took a cautious sniff as Alex led her into the Keep. New floor rushes filled the hall with the fresh scent of cut grass. An underlying odor smelled vaguely like rosemary with a hint of residual smoke. An odd combination, but at least it didn't burn her nose to breathe.

A woman dressed as a servant approached Alex. 

While she spoke to him about the evening meal, Shakira studied the hall’s decorations. Three rectangular leaded glass windows were installed in the eastern and western walls. Smartly positioned, a surprising amount of natural light streamed into the room which was augmented by torches. A fireplace a man could stand inside was built beneath the eastern windows. Two large tapestries hung on the far wall. One depicted a clash between knights on horseback wearing surcoats of red, orange, and black. The second was unusual. Instead of the standard square cut, the top was half-moon shaped and depicted knights and ladies out hawking in muted tones of blue, gold, and green. Other than several tables and benches pushed to the side, the room had no furniture. 

Alex ordered drink sent to "his chamber” from the servant woman, who bobbed her head once and left. 

Interesting reference, his chamber, if this was a movie set, wouldn’t he say his dressing room? Things were getting weirder and weirder. 

“Alex--” Shakira said.

“We’ll talk upstairs.”   

They climbed a torch-lit spiral staircase with arrow loop windows inset into the exterior wall every tenth step. Shakira peeked out of one. She was impressed. The strategic placement gave archers a view of the bailey with no blind spots. A clever design feature, were this an authentic Norman castle. 

The design of the staircase was a different matter. It troubled her that the steps were true stone and had wear depressions. Why bother with such realism? Why not build stairs from cement or plywood painted to look like stone with no indents? 

They passed a couple of closed doors on the interior side of the corridor. No sound came from behind them and she wondered if they lead to actual rooms.

As the staircase continued to bend clockwise, following the curve of the Keep, arrow windows no longer lined the wall. The stairs intersected with a broad corridor and another floor which in olden times was the family living quarters.

Alex stopped at the center and pushed on a wooden door with black iron hinges. "My chamber," he said.

Shakira stepped inside and turned. Irritated and fed-up, she wanted immediate answers. “Alex--”

He dropped a heavy wooden bar into metal brackets attached to the door frame. “Give me a minute,” he said, cutting her off. 

He crossed the room to a mahogany chest. The chest was the same size as the steamer trunk at his cottage but more ornate, with a hunt scene carved into the lid. He dug through the contents and pulled out a long-sleeved shirt, a tunic, hose, and knee-high, soft leather boots. It took him less than two minutes to strip down to his low cut briefs and change. Everything else aside, Shakira admired his ability to dress so fast. 

She eyeballed the room while he changed. The rustic chamber was similar in ways to his cottage bedroom. The bed here had a dark green down comforter and dark blue velvet draperies hung from a rail on the frame to enclose it. The colors matched those in his home counterpane. This room had a larger simple pine table and chairs. Other than a bench and stanchions in each corner with tiered rows of candles, the chamber was on the plain side, like the cottage. She’d ask Alex about the similarities between the two places if she wasn’t so peeved with him.

The servant knocked. He tossed his riding clothes and their watches into the trunk, closed the lid, and then opened the door. 

The maid set a silver ewer of wine, two goblets, and a plate of food on the table. He thanked her and barred the door again after she left. 

Shakira threw her riding gloves onto the table and folded her arms over her chest. "What the hell’s going on?"

“Please, sit with me.”

“I can stand and listen.” She ignored his extended hand.

“Some news is best heard seated.”

Not what she wanted to hear, especially since he hadn’t lost the green-around-the-gills look. She thought about her options, stay and listen, or go. She deserved an explanation. He deserved a chance to be heard. She hesitated a moment longer, then put her hand in his, and he led her to the bed.

"Where shall I begin?"

In her experience, that opening is often followed by something you definitely don’t want to hear.

She waited. 

Tiny tension lines fanned over the bridge of his nose and at the corners of his eyes. The silence stretched. Finally he said, "The explanation is extraordinary and impossible to believe—”

“I knew it.”
 “What?”


“Impossible is a euphemism for I’m going to hate it.”


“Please, just hear me out before you pass judgment.”


Curiosity overrode wariness. "All right." 


"I was born in 1330." 

Her brows lifted high. "Pardon?"

His hand shot up. "Allow me to finish. I was born Guy Guiscard in 1330. I inherited a barony which included the holding you’re in, Elysian Fields. Like my father, I served King Edward the Third, and later his son, Edward of Woodstock, the Black Prince. I died in battle, at Poitiers."

She didn’t know what to say. Who would? She eyed the barred entry, the only visible avenue of escape. Who was crazier, Alex for repeating a lunatic’s tale or her for listening instead of running for the door? 

"Shakira--" 

She shrank away, shunning the madman who reached to take her hand. She wanted Alex back. She wanted the man she started the day with, even as this man who had his face, his voice, and who looked so sad at her reaction tore at her heart.

"Don’t be afraid, please. I need you to trust me, if only a little bit." He laid a light hand on hers. "I'm not crazy. Really, I'm not."

"Madmen rarely recognize the quality in themselves."

The corner of his mouth quirked up, "An apt observation," he said in a flat tone. Sighing, he asked, "Can I go on?"

She wavered. Logic and deep misgivings battled with her desire to trust him. Trust won a tenuous victory. Doubt wouldn't be completely quashed, even as the warmth from his hand traveled up her arm. Dead men aren't warm. Crazy men are though. The thought weighed on her heart. And yet, part of her wanted to hear him out, wanted to hear some reasonable explanation for the bizarre turn of events.

"I'm listening," she said.  

"I rode to the aid of a friend trapped and at the mercy of an enemy knight. En route, I was surrounded and dragged from my horse. Both my friend and I were cut down. Apparently, it wasn't my time to die. For reasons I can't explain, our fates became entwined. As a result, we were doomed to have our spirits roam for many centuries. His fate, or destiny, if you prefer, was to remain earthbound until he learned to love. After a very long time, he fell in love with a mortal woman and she with him and his spirit was freed. In turn, mine was too."    

She still didn’t know what to say. The story sounded plausible, if you acknowledge the possibility ghosts exist. The paranormal never interested her. She didn’t believe in ghosts or disbelieve, and didn’t care to make an immediate decision. 

"Shakira?"

Her mind searched for some scrap of normalcy to cling to, anything to stave off her rising hysteria. "Where are they now?" she asked, breaking her silence.  

"Happily married, the details aren’t important." He wrapped strong fingers around her wrists. “Look at me. I never expected to reveal my past. I’m compelled to tell you because our lives are at risk. You-must-listen-to-me," he stressed each word of the command. "We've stumbled into a nightmare beyond imagination."

She compared what he said against the few clues at hand. When he dressed, he tied the hose around his waist with a drawstring, no elastic or zippers were visible on any of the pieces he wore. She scrutinized the room for electric sockets or wiring hidden in the crevice where the wall met the ceiling.

Nothing a modernized building possessed was visible.  

“You’re saying we’ve returned to your past,” she said, feeling green-around-the-gills herself.

“Yes. If we’re to survive, you’ve got to understand the situation.”

"What do you want from me?" The upheaval of emotions she'd suppressed poured out. "I'm confused, and this tale is so outlandish." 

"I know. Believe me, I know," he said and hugged her. "Are you up to hearing the rest?"

She nodded yes. How much weirder could the story get?  

"When our spirits were freed, we were given the opportunity to come back, a chance to live out our lives anew. The man you know as Alex Lancaster is my second chance."

Her fingers slid over his chest to his heart. She verified the rhythm of his heart matched hers before lowering her hand.

"I'm quite alive, if that's what you're confirming, very much a flesh and blood mortal." 

"You're saying you've been reincarnated, that you lived before and can remember it all," she said. "I don't have any feelings one way or the other about reincarnation. From what I’ve read, a person isn’t supposed to recall everything from a past life. Yet you do."

"I never used the term reincarnation. I said I was given a second chance at life. Do you want the details?"

She shook her head and stood. She needed space. 

He sounded so rational.

She was in chaos.

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 


 


One side of the chamber’s leaded window was open to let in fresh air. Shakira leaned against the window’s mullion and watched the activity in the bailey below.

“I never heard of Elysian Fields...this one, I mean.”

“It was destroyed in 1645 by Cromwell’s Army. Maybe if you let me explain more you'd understand."

"I’m afraid that’s beyond me at the moment," she said. "I'm absolutely boggled. How can I understand? What's anyone supposed to say when a person--" She reached for the words to describe how she felt about him without admitting her strong emotions, "they have a deep affection for," she cringed inwardly as affection popped out. It was one of those insipid words she avoided using. "Claims to be a living ghost, how does any logical person understand?" 

She wasn't sure what she wished to hear. Maybe he had a sick sense of humor and thought this was funny. The twisted possibility was better than the others running through her mind, like maybe he’s just plain daft. She didn't want to love a crazy man. One final and terrible prospect remained. Everything he said was true.   

Years ago, she slipped on a patch of ice. For a few seconds her body hung horizontal to the pavement. Then, she hit the ground with a thud that knocked the wind out of her. In a panic, she struggled for breath, oblivious to all else. The same blind frenzy threatened again.

“Alex, if this is a joke--” 

"I swear to you I had nothing to do with this."

"Dear God." She slumped under the impact of his words and pressed her forehead against the stone mullion. The horror of the situation was too much to handle. Her world was orderly, methodical. This new reality shattered that world. "I'm sorry. The last thing you need right now is for me to fall apart. Please, give me a minute to pull myself together." 

Instead, she began to shake. Alex came up behind her and slid his hands down her arms. "I think the term living ghost is an oxymoron."

The lighthearted quip meant to tease her into relaxing a bit, failed. For his sake, she wished she could fake it, smile a little and let him think the attempt worked. She felt like a shit, but she didn’t have it in her to give him the tiny victory.

"I guess you're not in the mood to quibble over semantics. I’m a living man who happens to remember my prior earthly life.” 

He moved next to her and leaned on the window embrasure. “By a quirk of the fates, or by their design, I also remember the centuries where I drifted between worlds. Caught in a place where I could hear and see the descendents of my bloodline, but unable to do more than watch the events of their lives unfold. Unable to..."

He closed his eyes and when he opened them again, he stared off into a distant place, locked on another time, reliving memories. 

Her tremors subsided as she watched him, engrossed. “Unable to do what?” she asked, laying a hand on the linen sleeve of his shirt.   

His bicep jerked beneath her palm and he turned. "It’s not important,” he said, the sorrow of the past in his eyes. “Déjà vu is just an eerie feeling for most people but my reality. Given a choice, I'd choose to remember nothing."

"Please go ahead with..." she gestured palms out, "how you came to be given this life."

"My nephew, many generations removed, fell into a coma following a traffic accident. Each day his spirit died a little. As the light from his energy failed, I was granted his form."

"What happened to his spirit?"  

"I haven't a clue."

"Did you ask?" The question unintentionally sounded condescending and clinical.

Alex walked away. "No, I believe that information is on a need to know basis, and I never assumed I was on the need to know list." He kept his back to her and filled the goblets with wine. "Why do I feel like I'm on the witness stand? You want me to defend a circumstance where I had no control other than to agree or not."

"Sorry, force of habit." Such a weak apology, empathy for the trauma of his experience entered her conscience as an afterthought. "Blame my curiosity, but don’t despise me for it."

He handed her a goblet. "I don’t despise you. I doubt I ever could. Go on with your questions."

"When did this exchange take place?"

"Five years ago. He was twenty-five, almost twenty-six, my approximate age at Poitiers."

"Those knights and the people here think you’re the same man you were six-hundred years ago. They see Guy when they look at you. How? Why? I’m not sure what the correct question is." 

"My nephew bore a remarkable resemblance to me, extraordinary considering the lapse of time between our lives."

"It is indeed." 

Religion wasn’t her strong suit. She preferred to sleep in on Sundays, rather than attend church. But, Alex’s experience raised questions. 

“You’re awareness of both your mortal and immortal life indicates the existence of a soul.”

He nodded. “I’d like to think there was more than mere memory.”

“Then you, Alex, are in possession of that soul.”

He nodded again.

“If there’s but one soul per person, what about Guy, the Guy Guiscard from this place, how can the two of you be?”

“I don’t believe we can exist on the same plane at the same time. He’s not in Wales. He’s me, and I’m here.”

Shakira sipped her wine, thinking in a strange way that was good news. “Its better, isn’t it? I mean, we don’t have to worry about him riding into the bailey. Seriously, explaining the phenomena of the two of you to these superstitious folks wouldn’t end well.”

“The terms pitchforks and torches come to mind.”

"Can you tell what year this is?"  

"Yes, it’s early September, 1355, when I went to Wales. Simon told me I've been away about a week. I wasn't expected to return yet, which is why Simon and Stephen were so surprised to see, me or as they believe, Guy."

He rocked back and forth as they talked. The repetitive motion soothed her frayed nerves. "Poitiers was in September, 1356. At least we have a year to keep trying," she said.  

The gentle swaying stopped. "No, we don’t." He pointed out the window to a stall next to the blacksmith’s. "See that man?"

A thin man in a leather apron stoked a forge with a length of flat metal, a sword. When the steel glowed red, he pulled the sword from the fire, held it aloft then laid it down onto an anvil. A small group of knights and garrison soldiers crowded around as he fashioned the blade. 

"Yes."

"That’s the sword smith. On his left is our armourer. They work from sunup into the night so every soldier from Elysian Fields will have a weapon of some kind and protection. You see, we don't have a year. The army sails for France right after Yuletide this year."

"What are you saying?"

"Baron Guy Guiscard sailed with them. If we don’t find a way back to the twenty-first century, I, as Guy, will be expected to go--”

“To certain death for the man you are now, Alex Lancaster, to die on the battlefield.” The shrill female voice wasn’t recognizable to her. It came from a terrified woman deep within that she’d never had to face.

“Calm down.”

“Don’t you dare tell me to calm down.” 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 


 


Shakira twisted away. "You’ve lost your mind. You can’t go. What will happen to me?"

He opened his mouth to answer, but she waved her hand to silence him. "Don’t say a word. I listened while you told me one fantastic thing after another. Now you," she pointed a steely finger, "will listen to me. You cannot go. Period. If this place--this timeframe, is what you say, then you have to find a way out of sailing with the army," she said, pacing. "What can the king do if you don’t go, confiscate your property, strip you of your title?"  


  
"Would you hold still?" He made a grab for her. 

"No, moving helps me think," she said and dodged out of reach. 

"In answer to your question, yes, he’d do all those things you mentioned and more. I’d be labeled a coward and my family name disgraced forever." 

She stopped midstep. "What do you care? You know the truth."  

"I care. In this time and place a man’s honor is everything.”

She threw her hands in the air.

“That’s not all. I’d be hunted down. If he didn’t find me, Edward could order my sister and mother arrested and questioned. My mother’s mind is fragile. She lives a sedate life with the holy sisters. She’d never survive incarceration. My sister has a little boy. He’d take them all." 

"Imprisoning a child serves no purpose."

"He’d want to know my whereabouts. What better way to get information from my sister?"

Anger flashed in his eyes. A harsh set to his muscular jaw, his features hardened. Any second, he’d explode.

Where was the warm and sympathetic man who a short time ago had held her so tenderly? When did he change into this medieval man who spoke of honor at the risk of his own life? She braced.

The heated words didn’t come. He poured another goblet of wine and returned to the window. Silent, a white-knuckled grip on the casement, he watched the activity below.

She needed him to see things from her side and that perhaps he was over-estimating the king’s reaction. "You’re speculating," she ventured.

"Am I?" His attention on her again, he said, “He’s a Plantagenet."

Good point. Edward’s grandfather, Longshanks-the Hammer of the Scots, didn’t spare woman or child. Some historians allege, Edward’s mother, the "She-Wolf of France," although a Plantagenet by marriage, and her lover murdered his father--ran a hot poker up his rectum, so there’d be no marks of foul play. Once he took the throne, Edward exacted swift revenge against them for his father’s murder. Between genetics and politics, the king was no stranger to violence. 

Alex snorted and sipped the wine. "We have been at war for over a decade. Edward can ill afford to let one of his Barons get away with refusing to serve his cause. What better example to set for the other nobles than kill my family?"

The very real threat of barbarity she'd only read about washed over her in a nauseating wave. 

"There’s another issue with my sister’s child." 

"What?"

"If the child dies, there will be no modern day nephew and body for me to inhabit. He’s descended from my sister’s son. Either way, I’m screwed."

Shakira filled a goblet and drained it, refilled her cup and proceeded to drink half of that. "Let me make sure I understand. If you go with the army, you’ll die at Poitiers. If you don’t go, your family is at risk, which puts your descendents at risk, along with your current existence?"

He nodded.

"Fan-fucking-tastic." She finished off the wine.

"Watch your language here. You’re a lady, not a Welsh bowman."

"Yes, milord," she drawled with an exaggerated curtsy. "Your wish is my command." He stared back impassively as she fantasized hurling the goblet at him and storming out.

“Go ahead, throw it,” he said.  

“How’d you...?”

“You’ve the worst poker face on the planet.”

She resumed pacing. "Let’s think this out. There’s a logical answer to every problem. Everything that’s happened to you is the ripple effect stemming from a single event, Guy’s defining moment. The answer is to break the problem down to the one action or reaction."  

She snapped her fingers and quit pacing. "Got it."  

He looked puzzled. 

"If you must go battle, don’t ride to save your friend. It’s your defining moment, the moment--”

“Turn my back on a friend?”

“Your rush to help didn’t prevent his death. It only changed your life.”

“No.”

“You said it yourself. You weren’t supposed to die that day. If you hadn’t ridden to his aid, your fate wouldn’t have gotten entwined with his. You’d have lived."

"Just because I wasn’t supposed to die then doesn’t stop me from dying the day after or the week after. Which is irrelevant. We can’t alter what occurs, no matter what I do differently. One way or another, things will work out the same. You can’t change history."

"Why not?"

"The battle and its results are an entity with a fixed place in time and space. The events aren’t flexible. We’re the mobile components in the equation."

"That’s all theory. One life spared is such a small thing from a historical standpoint," she said. 

"Small in your opinion doesn’t make it so."

"If history can't be changed then your sister and nephew aren't at risk. They weren't taken the first time." 

"I personally don't think you can change what happened. For the sake of argument, say it’s possible. Then, I have to consider all the worst case scenarios, my family imprisoned or executed."

"God, Alex. I won’t survive." She sank down onto the foot of the bed. He sat next to her and she pressed her head to his shoulder. “How did this happen? How did we wind up here?”

“No idea. Maybe we were caught in some kind of wormhole. Whatever the cause, I’m staying optimistic. If there’s a way back in time there must be a way forward.”

“You’d think,” she said.

“Tomorrow we’ll ride to the same spot. Maybe we can figure it out.”

“I’m so scared, Alex.”

“I know. Let me reassure you, I have no intention of dying, not for a long time anyway." He tipped her chin up and kissed her forehead. "If events go against us, I’ll figure a way to work things out. On my honor, on my soul, I won’t abandon you."

There was a knock. Alex straightened his tunic and answered. The person whispered to him and Alex nodded. "Thank you," he said and shut the door.  

"I hate to leave you when you’re upset, but I have to greet a party of knights from Roger Fulke’s holding. They’re on their way to court and spending the night here. I'll return as soon as I can. I’ll send a seamstress and a cobbler up. Pick out several bolts of cloth. Be sure to include some silk and velvet."  He tugged the sheet off the mattress. "Get undressed and wrap yourself in this. Hide your clothes in the trunk, the fewer people who see our strange garments the better." 

She laid the sheet on the bed. "We hope to leave. Why do I need dresses made of silk or velvet?" She struggled to remove a riding boot.

Alex bent to help. "Everyone thinks you're my mistress. They'll expect you to look the part," he said.

Another bombshell of information and a logical presumption, she hadn’t given much thought to. "Is that what you meant when you said I belonged to you?" She’d assumed he meant she was with him as in a date, nothing as intimate as lover. 

Alex loosened the laces and pulled off the boot with irritating ease and dropped it on the floor. "Yes. You're a lovely woman. If my knights thought you were available, they wouldn't leave you alone." He started unlacing the second boot.

"I thought this was the Age of Chivalry." She gave his fingers a squeeze. "I can get this one."  

"There’s a romantic notion associated with the Age of Chivalry reality doesn’t always bear out. My men aren’t going to force themselves on you, but you’d be fair game for their attentions."

She ruminated over what he said, a little flustered. The sexual duties of a mistress were obvious. She didn’t need additional illumination in the matter. How independent were medieval mistresses? In this less enlightened time, nothing could be taken for granted. "I’m kind of in the dark. I’m not sure what protocol is involved. What are my limitations? Do I wait for you to escort me, or am I allowed the freedom to walk around the castle on my own? Does it send the wrong message?"

"You don’t need my permission to leave the chamber. You’re not a prisoner. Obviously, for tonight stay here until you can get other clothes."

"I assumed that much. Maybe I’m not asking the right questions. Everything is so different."

 "The questions will be there when I come back." A corner of his mouth turned up in a lopsided grin. "Listen, nothing would please me more than for you to want to be my mistress in all ways. You don’t have to decide right now. Think about it, and we'll discuss the possibility more when I return."

***

       The seamstress and cobbler came and went. Both were curious about the Lord's new lady. Shakira kept her answers ambiguous. In turn, she baited them with a couple of contemporary terms, trying to trip them up. She mentioned hearing a car horn to the seamstress, who said Shakira was mistaken. Carts do not have horns, milady. She told the cobbler she’d love a cup of tea.

“Sorry milady, I am unfamiliar with this drink” he said, before his mouth fell open at the sight of her red toenails. 

Witchery. He didn’t say it. He didn’t need to, his expression said it all. Thinking fast, she made up a bullshit story about admiring Celtic body art and experimenting with artist’s paint on her toes first. He finished in a hurry and left, to her relief, which she suspected wasn’t as great as his. 

After what seemed an interminable amount of time, Alex still hadn’t returned. She cut a wedge of the cheese, sniffed it, and then tentatively took a bite. The color of Camembert but not as creamy or pungent, she expected the same potent flavor. Instead, the cheese tasted similar to mild cheddar. She broke off a chunk of bread, cut another hunk of cheese, and stuck it in the bread’s soft center wishing she had some butter too. One bite and she spit the mouthful into her hand. She ran her tongue over her teeth, and then picked the gritty bits of bread off the tip of her tongue. She inspected a slice of bread and then another. All had tiny particles of a sandy substance as though the grain hadn’t been properly ground.

Disgusted, she swished a swallow of wine around her mouth. In all the excitement, she hadn’t noticed earlier how flavorful the wine was. She took another swallow and let it sit on her tongue for a few seconds. It had a deep quality to it, a heartiness, and some kind of berry was the base flavor, cherry or blackberry perhaps. Kristen, the wine buff would describe the overall taste as earthy. Kristen. Would she ever see her friend and co-worker again? 

She grabbed an apple and her goblet and sat by the window watching the people below. She stayed there until the sun started to set and the breeze turned chilly, hoping to see a sign of modern life and seeing none.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 


 


Alex excused himself and left his knights and Fulke’s men to entertain themselves. Alone on the stairs, he practiced what he’d say to Shakira. He’d stress his attraction and feelings for her went beyond the physical. He’d remind her no conflict of interest existed here. Her low opinion of a mistress’s situation remained a sticky wicket. He’d have to play that part by ear. First and foremost, he’d assure her she had a choice.  

His hand on the latch of the chamber door, he reviewed his game plan. He’d pour them a goblet of wine. He’d sit her in a chair across from him but within reach, a nice, neutral spot. He’d take both her hands in his and kiss the back of her fingers. Women loved the chivalrous gesture. Then, he’d take his time and present the advantages of agreeing to be his mistress. Pleased with his strategy, he went inside.  

He stood in the doorway and listened. Shakira sang the old Chambers Brothers song, Time Has Come Today, and puttered with the fire. He would’ve commented on the perversity of her choice in music had his mouth not gone dry at the sight of her.

She glanced up, the firelight danced in her eyes, and a tiny smile touched her lips. "You were gone a long time."

Alex took his eyes off her only for the seconds he needed to bar the door and then turned his attention back. She smoothed the front of her outfit and padded barefoot over to him. In his absence, she'd acquired a length of scarlet silk and draped it sarong style. It clung in all the places a man wants a sarong to cling and stopped several inches short of her knees. She’d tucked a corner of the material into the bust line so the hem lifted to form an inverted vee at the top of one thigh.  

He filled a goblet from a nearby flagon of wine and drained it. "Nice outfit." More complex sentences hovered out of reach as his brain concentrated on the split and journeyed upward.

"Thank you. I purloined it from the seamstress. I kept tripping over the sheet. Besides, I hoped you might find this more to your liking." She took his goblet, refilled it, and poured one for herself. "The wine is better than I expected."

"It's from Bordeaux. The province is under Edward’s control." Wine was the last thing on Alex’s mind. "Rocky..."

"Alex..."

"We need to talk." They said in unison. 

"If you don’t mind, I’d like to go first," Shakira said.

Alex agreed, but he didn’t like it, anxious to execute his strategy. 

"I’ve given the mistress issue a lot of thought."

She sounded serious, too contractual. His heart sank. He’d stayed too long meeting with the knights. She’d had too much time to dwell on her negative ideas. "Rock--"

"Shh, don’t interrupt me."

He steeled himself for the litany of excuses why she couldn't accept.

"We’re not attorney-client here. There are no Wickersham and Longleat colleagues looking over my shoulder or paparazzi to worry about. I can’t think of a reason in the world to say no."

Alex blinked, he wasn’t sure he heard right. "Did you just agree to be my mistress?" 

"Yes." 

He let that resonate for a few seconds and debated whether he still needed to give her an out clause. He did. He wouldn’t dishonor either of them with misconceptions.  

"You don’t have to do this. What happens in this chamber is between us." Alex sipped from the chalice not really tasting the wine. The rush of something far more complicated than lust possessed him. He wanted desire to dictate her agreement, not circumstances.

She set her wine on the table and wound her arms around his neck. "I know, to both statements." She tugged the leather tie from his queue. "I’m doing what I’ve wanted to do for so long," she confessed in a throaty, sultry tone.

Without looking, he reached back to set his goblet down, fumbling several attempts in a sudden bout of clumsiness before he found the mantle.

 Her nipples pebbled beneath the thin material as she rubbed against his chest and grazed his cheek with her lips.

"I've always wanted to see you with your hair loose." Warm, moist breath teased his earlobe.

"You only needed to ask. I'd have gladly obliged," he groaned.

"I wanted to do it myself." She pulled his head down and kissed him with surprising force. She stole his breath and gave him hers in exchange. She plunged deeper, sucking, probing, demanding. 

He cupped her buttocks. They tensed beneath his palms as he rocked his hips and made his rhythm hers, swallowing her moan when he pushed his hardness into the softer flesh of her belly. Her buttocks tightened more as his fingers skimmed the valley in between. She rose on tiptoes and tilted her hips as though to take his full erection through the slash of cloth she wore. 

She broke the kiss with a choked cry and buried her face in his neck. Anticipation? Hunger? He walked her backwards towards the bed. He dipped his fingers into the shadowed hollow between her breasts, knuckles grazing their peaks. He loosened the tucked silk and ripped the scarlet barrier off. 

Her fingers fluttered nervously from his temple to his jaw and into his hair. He brought her hands to his lips and kissed the palms. Keeping a light contact with her fingertips, he stepped back.

"Indulge me."

The candlelight gave her olive skin a burnished glow. He allowed himself the luxury of time with her nakedness, his eyes traveling to the places he’d touch first with his hands, then his tongue. She blushed under his scrutiny when his eyes dropped to the dark, fluffy vee between her legs. Shyness had no place here in their chamber. He’d see that quashed.

Her hair had fallen forward and draped over the tops of her breasts. The black sheet shielded her nipples from his view. 

"Move your hair."

She flipped the offending locks over her shoulder but tipped her face to avert his gaze.

"Look at me." She paused, and then raised her eyes. "Tell me what you want, Rocky."

She shook her head. "I can’t."

"Yes, you can. There’s nothing you desire you should be embarrassed to ask for or do."

"I’m not bold. Besides, you know what women like."

"I know what other women like. Not you." Alex thought for a moment how to break down her inhibitions. "Undress me." He expected crimson to betray her self-consciousness and a few bumbled tries before she’d accomplish the task.

Her color high, she removed his tunic with little effort and laid it carefully over the back of the chair. She knelt to remove his boots, bumping his erection through his hose with her cheek as she worked the leather down inch by inch. His balls tightened at the erotic contact. She looked up and clasped the sides of his hose and dragged those down slower. She tossed the garment and slid her hands up his thighs. She wrapped her warm hand around him and licked his full length then rubbed the tip over her lips and kissed away its seminal tear. 

"Bloody hell." Air rushed through his flared nostrils. His fingers tangled in her hair as he pulled her up and kissed her roughly. Any thoughts of sweet seduction disintegrated. His mouth swept a fevered path from her lips, over her throat where her pale blue vein pulsed and thrummed beneath his lips. He nuzzled the soft skin under her ear. She’d washed her hair at the cottage. He inhaled the clean, sharp scent of his tea tree oil shampoo. He inched lower. The faint odor of her perfume clung to her collarbone. The sugary taste of the wine on her tongue, the feel of her pliant, responsive body under his palms filled his senses. 

Her breath came in small pants. She clutched him, her fingers pressing deep into his skin. He loved her quick intake of air when he cradled her ribcage. He fought the powerful need to immediately bury himself in her. 

A log in the fire popped and hissed. In a hush, the wood crumbled through the grate. 

Alex nipped the fleshy part of her shoulder. "Tell me what you want."

"I can’t," she repeated through kiss-swollen lips.

"Then I will do things to you until you can."

He kissed her without urgency. A gentle exploration, he licked the seam of her mouth parting her lips, granting him entry. Methodical and patient, he ran the tip of his tongue along the inside of her upper lip. Taking her bottom lip between his teeth, he alternately nipped and sucked. 

His hands worked magic elsewhere. Small circles on the side of her breasts teased goose bumps from her. He avoided her nipples to trail his fingertips along their underside, his touch feathery strokes under her arms. He kissed her again, slow. She drew his tongue in farther while he slid his palms down her spine in increments, letting her feel his heat. Her kiss gentled to a heady sigh as the pads of his fingers danced over the dimples above her buttocks. He bent and suckled each breast and when their pale color blushed bright pink he moved on. His hands caressed her thighs, her ribcage, and her spine with long strokes. He thumbed her hipbone as he palmed the bend of her hip. She gasped. It was the tiniest of sounds, like the whisper of silk falling to the floor. Her pulse quickened under his touch. Alex nuzzled her temple so she couldn’t see his grin.

"Tell me."

Several seconds passed before she spoke. "I-I want you to heat my flesh, inside and out. I want you deep within me, buried to the point I cry out." Her eyes wide with excitement locked onto his. "Make me forget time and danger. Make me burn."  

As one, they tumbled down on the bed. Whatever the next day brought, whether they remained here or returned, tonight she was his.

She became the seducer, moving, arching, and writhing. Those silvery eyes dilated into black pools and she matched him nip for nip, stroke for stroke. Whether driven by fear or bottled-up desire, she gave herself over to the fervor of pure passion, potent and raw. She possessed none of the finesse of his previous lovers, and he didn’t give a whit.  

She set the pace. He obliged every demand her eager body made. He kissed her hip bone and smiled against her skin as she pressed herself against him. He spread her legs and kissed behind her knees and the soft flesh of her inner thighs. He slid a finger inside her. Her readiness wasn’t in doubt. He wanted to drive her mad, to cry for release, to know desire without hesitation, without boundaries. She moaned as he circled the swollen nub and pressed, arching when he slipped a second finger in, then out, then in again, swirling, taunting, making her body weep. 

"Alex, please."

"Not yet." He lifted her leg over his shoulder thrusting a third finger inside. Her muscles clenched around his fingers, released only to clamp harder. He withdrew. He toyed with her curls, and then skimmed his fingers along her slick folds as he lowered his head and blew warm breath over the damp nest. 

Shakira threw her head back, raising her hips high, she pushed against his fingers. "Please."

"Please what?"

"Oh, God. Please Alex, now," she pleaded, nails digging into his shoulders.

He moved her hands above her head and secured both wrists in his large hand. "Not yet darling. Not yet." He thrust three fingers back into her. The contractions came intense and fast, her body searching for fulfillment. She throbbed and pulsed. His fingers pressed on the ready flesh and brought her to the edge. Then, he stopped. She cried out at the sudden desolation. Her hands flexed and fought his restraining hold.

"Do you burn?"

"Yes. Yes." She wrapped her legs around him tight.

He released her hands and a slipped one hand under her hips to take him deep. Angled for ultimate penetration, no fingers now, it was all him. 

***

      She slept curled next to him, her leg stretched across his thighs, her fingers twitching against his chest. They’d done their best to exhaust each other.  

He eased from under her onto his side. He traced the curve of her cheek and wondered if she’d accept this relationship once they returned. Will her opinion of mistresses change? Or, will she eventually want marriage? Ever so lightly, he ran his finger along the seam of her mouth. She smiled in her sleep but didn’t wake.

Marriage. Centuries ago she’s precisely what he; Guy Guiscard would’ve sought in a wife. Centuries ago.


Alex Lancaster will never take a wife, never marry. 

He closed his eyes and dozed off.

 

Cannons roar. Sections of the ramparts collapse, the formidable stone pounded into submission under the relentless assault. The garrison survivors who’d retreated from the outer curtain wall are now cut off. Archers, knights, and foot soldiers have fallen back to reform on the perimeters of the bailey. Squires run along the lines with orders from the Captain of the Guard. Archers scramble to find higher ground to fire down on the enemy as they rush the
breech.

The holding’s villeins, men and women, any who aren’t too young, or too old, or too infirm, armed with axes, pitchforks, hoes, some with only sticks stand ready to fill the gaps where soldiers fall. Barring a miracle, after this day, Elysian Fields would be no more.

Unseen, he walks among Cromwell’s New Model Army, his enemy’s lines. A grimy sheen of black powder and sweat coats the arms and faces of the men who work the heavy guns. White flashes momentarily obliterate the features of the artillerymen as they detonate the cannons again. 

"No!" Alex bolted upright, heart pounding. He swung his legs to the floor and pressed the heel of his hand hard to his chest.  

 Shakira scrambled up and wiped sleep from her eyes. "What’s wrong? You yelled." 

"Everything is fine." 

"You’re not fine." She scooted to his side. "What’s wrong?"

"Nothing, an old nightmare returned."

"Do you want to talk about it?"

He shook his head. Sudden, acute pain stabbed through his cheek. Alex turned so she wouldn’t see him wince. "Thank you for the offer." He forced a smile and faced her. "Go back to sleep, please. I’m fine."

She looked unconvinced but said, "Goodnight," and lay down again. After a few minutes her breathing evened into a deep, rhythmic pattern.  

The faces in his dream melted away. His body calmed. Alex untangled the sheet that bunched at the foot of the bed from their earlier lovemaking. "I can never be more than your lover, darling. I hope you understand when the time comes," he said and spread the sheet over the sleeping Shakira so she wouldn’t catch a chill.

"Never." 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 


 


Shakira cracked open one eye. If she was very, very lucky, this would be Alex's cottage. If she was very, very unlucky, she’d see the walls of an old Keep. Rough cut, honey colored stone confirmed the worst. She closed her eyes and tried to convince herself she still slept and this was part of a horrible nightmare. She refused to acknowledge the noises that drifted up sounded too authentic for a dream. 

Gates creaked, doors slammed, dogs barked, horses whinnied, geese honked, one after another. Women shouted orders. Young voices answered, followed by the sound of running feet. The sun hadn't fully appeared on the horizon yet, but castle folk see no reason to be quiet. Their daily life begins when the first bright streaks show themselves.  

"Rocky?" Alex patted her shoulder. "Rocky, we need to get up." 

Torn, she lay curled and silent. She didn’t want to face waking in 1355, but she definitely didn’t want to believe she dreamt making love to Alex either.  

A vigorous shake and a smack on the butt ended any pretense of sleep. "Rise and shine, my lovely," Alex said, a bit too energized for her tastes. He threw the sheet off and sat on the edge of the bed. 

She rolled over with a groan. "What time is it?"

"Around five, I’d guess." Alex ran his hand along his cheeks and jaw scratching at the stubble. "I’d like to get going soon. Would you mind if I didn’t shave?" 

"I don’t mind. You look kind of sexy, kind of dangerous with your ten o’clock shadow even if it is only five o’clock. She wriggled her butt deeper into the mattress snuggling under her half of the covers. 
            He lay down again. With his weight on one elbow, he poked his head under the sheet and kissed her belly. "I find you pretty sexy too, even if you do snore."

"I don’t."

"Oh darling, I’ve slept on the ground with exhausted knights for months on end. You’d do any one of them proud."

"What is that supposed to mean?" He tried to pick the sheet up again, but she held it tight to her sides.

"Don’t get your knickers in a knot. I just never heard a woman snore like a hibernating bear," he said and attempted to loosen her fingers.

She closed her fists. 

"I take it morning sex is out."

"There are a couple of ways to wake a bear with a poke. Sadly for you, you picked the wrong stick." 

Alex laughed and got to his feet. He filled the basin with water from a pitcher brought the night before and washed. 

She sat up, tucked the sheet under her arms, and watched as he splashed his face and neck, then toweled off. Unconcerned with his nakedness, he opened the bailey-side window, looked down, and threw out the dirty water from the bowl. How much can someone standing on the ground see from that angle? She made a mental note to check.

He walked back and refilled the basin. Wetting a square of cloth, he dipped it into a small bowl and rubbed his teeth.

"What are you cleaning your teeth with?"

"Salt. It's disgusting but better than nothing." He tugged the sheet and pulled her to the foot of the bed. "When you're done, we'll eat and ride out." Another tug and she was on her feet. She gathered the sheet and loosely draped it around her like a makeshift toga. 

"How can we ride out, I don't have anything to wear?"

"By the time you're finished the seamstress will have one of your dresses here. She'd better. She and her assistants were paid handsomely to have one ready this morning." With a pat on her bottom, he urged her in the direction of the chamber pot behind the screen. 

She couldn’t move. The idea of taking care of such personal needs while he was in the room mortified her. He tapped her bottom again before she shuffled over to the chamber pot. She’d held off going to the toilet since he returned last night. Now, she really had to go. She huddled behind the screen, dancing from foot to foot. 

"Rocky, are you all right? You’re awfully quiet back there."

"I’m fine." She crossed her legs and tried to sound casual. "Is the maid bringing a tray of food, or are you going to the kitchen? Maybe you should go down and ask?"

"You want me out of the room, don't you?" Alex chuckled. "I’m guessing you’re reluctant to use the pot while I’m in earshot?"

"Well...yes."

"I'll go so you have a few minutes to yourself." 

The door closed. Relieved, she maneuvered herself as fast as possible over the medieval answer to a water closet. "Barbaric, like peeing in a tea kettle," she muttered. 

She finished fast, hesitated, but ultimately used the sponge on the dish by the pot to clean herself. She felt sorry for the servant who had sponge cleaning detail. She washed her hands and face and fixed her hair, a difficult job with only a small hand mirror. She used the same cloth Alex did to clean her teeth. The salt residue clung to her tongue and gums. The sharp aftertaste reminded her of childhood trips to Brighton where she always seemed to swallow gallons of salt water playing in the surf.   

Someone kicked at the door as she rinsed her mouth for the third time. "Coming," she called, grabbing the discarded sheet. She clutched the cloth to her chest and opened the door a few inches to peek out. Alex stood there with a tray of food, a dress slung over his arm, and his foot poised to kick the door again. Oblivious to the food, she snatched the dress from him the moment he put the tray on the table. 

The seamstress had worked wonders. Shakira forgot her nudity as she laid the dress onto the bed. A hunter's green robe of finely woven wool lined in cream silk made up the outer garment. Deep cut sleeves exposed a kirtle underneath of contrasting gold with tiny buttons. The woman even included a chemise of thin muslin tied at the top with a ribbon. She slipped the layers over her head. 

Alex held a chunk of bread between his teeth while he threaded and tied the laces of the robe, which ran the length of her spine. He wolfed down the bread and cut himself another slice as she took over looping the dozen or so buttons.

"The cobbler won’t be able to deliver shoes until later today," he said between bites. "I didn’t think to see about a head-dress for you."

"I’ll just have to wear my boots." She sat on the bed and gathered her skirt around her knees. "As to the head-dress, don’t bother,” she said, tugging a boot on. “I’ve seen them in museums. I am not sticking one of those on my head. They’re lame."

She stood when she finished putting the boots on and held her skirt up. They both laughed at the odd combination of period dress with the tall, black field boots. 

"Thank God, no one can see under this skirt. Your servants would really have something to talk about."

"Think of yourself as fashion forward." He beckoned her as he opened the door. "Come along milady, the horses should be saddled by now."

She stopped on each stair to kick the skirt out of her way so the boots didn't catch at the hem. "This long dress is a total pain in the arse," she said with a frustrated sigh as they entered the hall. "I refuse to ride side saddle too." 

"Don't worry. I told the stable boy to use the same horses and saddles we rode in on yesterday."

He greeted everyone they passed with a polite nod, stopping to talk to none. With a firm grasp on her elbow, he led her to the door as fast as the dress allowed her to walk.

***

They took the identical route as the day before. The early hour cast a lavender shadow over much of the landscape. Before long the steel grey boulder where the time shift occurred loomed ahead. Neither dismounted immediately, instead they rode close together and circled the outcropping in vain for any clues. When nothing came of the search, they got off and walked the area. Everything seemed ordinary and common to a hundred similar places in Southern England.

“I’m sorry, I got you into this mess,” Alex said.

“It’s not your fault.”

“If I hadn’t pushed you into staying at the cottage, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“We’d have gone riding the second day, no matter where I stayed. We’d have found ourselves in the area again,” she said.

Dejected, they sat on a grassy patch and chatted. Alex drew a knee up and picked a handful of pebbles from the ground around him, throwing them one by one, at the boulder.

"What are you thinking about?" Shakira playfully bumped her shoulder against his. "You're a million miles away. Tell me, you’re devising another way back to our own time." 

"Sorry darling, but I haven’t a clue as to alternatives. It’s the rock or nothing," he said. "I'm mentally organizing what I need to do if we don't return home within the next few days." He tossed the remaining stones at their granite nemesis and then lay back and folded his arms behind his head.

"Like what?" She stretched out on her stomach next to him propped on her elbows.

"I have to settle a problem in Abergavenny."

"Wales?"

He nodded.

"Why?" He couldn’t take off and leave her. He couldn’t.

"It’s my responsibility. I’m the closest English baron."

More fourteenth century foolishness, she suspected. "Is this another honor thing with you or do you legitimately have to go or else?"

"I have to go."

"You know this how? You haven’t been here twenty-four hours yet."  

"You think I’m lying?"

She shrugged. "I don’t know what to think."

"One of Fulke’s men asked me last evening what action I took to resolve the matter. Roger received a message about the trouble late last month. He assumed word reached me also and that I, meaning Guy, dealt with it already. I told him I hadn’t heard but would return and handle the situation."

"What happens if you ignore the problem? No one will know right away. The communication system here isn’t exactly advanced.”

"Fulke is as unscrupulous as he is ambitious. He acts as the king’s eyes and ears in this area and has spies everywhere. He’d know, trust me."

"Do you take orders from him?"
 "No, but he loves to make himself look better at the expense of others. He’s a formidable enemy, whose attention I’d rather have focused on someone else." Alex blew out a long breath. "Look, we need to stay under the radar to stay safe,” he said in a clipped, no nonsense tone. "Which means we do things by the book as much as possible."

She still wasn’t convinced avoiding the risk of Fulke’s harsh scrutiny warranted the dangerous alternative. 

"Will this business take long? Because every day you’re there, you’re not here trying to get us back to our time."

"I’m well aware of that."

"Are you? I wonder. You certainly seem to be very caught up in all these obligations that have nothing to do with us and our problem. I resent it Alex. I resent it a lot." 

"Rocky, please try to understand. I have to walk a fine line here. I can’t help either of us if I’m in the king’s dungeon or worse."

"You think worse can’t happen to you while you’re gallivanting around Wales?"

"Rocky..."

Her eyes locked on his. "Don’t. It’s clear what I think is of no consequence. You’re going to do what you want to do, regardless." She turned away and laid her head on her arms too angry with Alex, the king, and their situation to listen anymore. 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 


 


They rode out the next three mornings, only to return to Elysian Fields. Shakira wasn’t superstitious, and she doubted Alex was, but the failures were never discussed, as though giving voice to their misfortune made it permanent.

      In the meantime, Alex prepared for his trip. He'd given specific instructions to Richard, the castle steward, to assist Shakira if she needed help. The servants were to treat her with the respect due the lady of the castle. 

To her, he gave strict instructions not to leave the grounds. "I know you hate being cooped up, but it’s for your own safety."  

"Don’t worry. I’ve no intention of wandering past the gates." How could he leave her behind with a group of strangers? "You know, if you took me along you wouldn’t have to worry at all."  

"We discussed this. It's too dangerous. The rabble-rouser is preaching insurrection and has the local population stirred up. If things turn violent, I’ll need to snuff out the trouble before it spreads. I can’t do that and watch over you. 

"Normally it’s two days there and back, but in order to catch this troublemaker, I’ll need the element of surprise. I plan to avoid the main road and travel rougher terrain, which is slower. Allowing for that delay, I should return in about three days."

"The element of surprise," she repeated, her grip on his surcoat tightened, twisting the material. Fear for herself faded as fear for Alex filled her. 

"Rocky, I have no choice."

"I know." She laid her palms flat on his chest. His last sight of her would not be of a weepy, clinging woman. He’d see a durable lady. One who could tease a smile from him and give him a pleasant memory to travel on.

She ran a finger around the end of his nose where the knife he shaved with chafed the sensitive area. "Three things; don’t you dare take any unnecessary risks, hurry back, and stay away from those Welsh tavern wenches. I’ll be checking you for love bites."  

"I look forward to your examination." He gave her a long, toe curling kiss. “You can open your eyes now,” he said, breaking it off.

“Oh, bugger. I was so enjoying myself.”

“Me too, but I have to get going.” He offered his arm and they walked down to the bailey together.    

Simon and Stephan greeted her with a polite nod and approached Alex. She lingered in the background and eavesdropped. While Alex checked his equipment, the two knights each took a side and implored him to take one, if not both of them along. "You have your orders," he reminded.

Shakira felt Simon’s eyes on her as Stephen continued to argue his case. When she glanced Simon’s way, he averted his bitter glare but not fast enough to go unnoticed. 

Finished, Alex winked at her as he put his helm on and mounted and then waved the party forward. 

She ran to the top of the curtain wall indifferent to the filth the hem of her gown attracted on the rampart frequented only by men. She fitted herself into a corner crenel and stayed there until he rode out of sight.

What a terrible void his absence left.  

"Please God, if you won't help us to return in time, at least bring
him back to me."

***

Stony blue eyes followed Shakira’s descent from the wall and toward the Keep.

“You don’t like her," Stephen said.

Simon’s scrutiny continued as she hurried past. "She's an odd one, and no, I don't much care for her. Her strange English and mysterious origins trouble me." He tracked his charge’s every move. "The woman is beneath Guy’s station. I mislike this assignment to keep watch over the comings and goings of the harlot." 

"That’s a bit harsh, considering you’ve warmed your hands between the thighs of a number of harlots," Stephen said as they trailed behind her at a discreet distance. 

Simon glared at his friend. "I have a man's needs, yes, but I don't dress bawds in the finery of a noblewoman." His attention returned to the subject of his enmity. "Nor do I bring them to my holding and ensconce them there like highborn ladies."

"A moot point, since you don't own a holding.”

“Still, I’ll be glad to hand this duty to you at midday.”

“Besides, your hostility is wasted. It’s rumored at court the king wants to see Guy wed to Blanche Holland." Stephen slapped Simon on the shoulder, the sound muffled by the older knight’s padded tunic.

Stephen went on cheerfully, "The king plans on gathering his noblemen to court for a final strategy session before the campaign. Guy will take the Lady Shakira to Westminster with him. Once there, she is comely enough to provide a temporary diversion for the king while he works on a match between Guy and Blanche. Edward might even plant a Plantagenet bastard in her belly."

"If the prince doesn't do it first," Simon said with a short, cynical laugh. 

"And," Stephen continued, "I’ve been given to understand it won't be long until the king calls the nobles to court." 

Simon cocked a quizzical brow. "When?"

"My sister heard Michaelmas. The prince and his advisors plan to leave for France with a small contingent after the feast day."

      "That soon?" 

      Stephen nodded.

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

 

Shakira returned to the chamber and made a list of improvements. When troubled, she kept her mind occupied with busy work. Under the circumstances, the bigger the distraction, the better, and chose the most difficult task.  

The smithy agreed to assist her with a project, which entailed him doing all the labor and her overseeing the job, offering suggestions. 

“Milady, if you wish me to finish in a timely manner, ‘tis best if I work alone,” he said after an hour.

“Right—well, I’ll leave you to it then.” She moved onto the next item on her list and headed for the kitchens. She hadn’t forgotten the gritty bread issue and asked what she thought were pertinent questions. Shortly after her arrival the cook disappeared, only to reappear with Richard by her side. He was pleasant and diplomatic as he escorted Shakira from the room. 

She got the not so subtle drift and retreated to the chamber where she spent hours each day noodling on a borrowed lute. At least once daily, she visited the stables and talked to the horses or played with the hounds in the kennel. Like a sentinel, she sat for long stretches of time by the window, her attention glued to the wooded hills. 

"Where are you?" she asked, more than once.

Early attempts to interrogate Simon and Stephen, who always lingered near, proved futile. Her questions about the dangers Alex might encounter were met with evasive answers by Stephen. Extracting information from the sullen Simon was impossible.

“Ass with ears,” she muttered to his departing back the last time he blew her off. But to his credit, the man's loyalty to Alex seemed above reproach. 

The third day, she remained in their chamber all morning, fretting, her nerves raw and frayed. The day wore on and fretting became dread. Why hadn’t he returned? What if he’d been set upon by cutthroats and left bleeding and dying on a back road somewhere?

The morning of the fourth day, Margaret, one of the maids, left a basket of sewing supplies and suggested Shakira might pass the time embroidering.

“Embroidery,” she said over a sigh and poked through the contents with her finger. She’d never sewn anything in her life. She wouldn’t know an embroidery needle from Cleopatra’s Needle. Out of desperation, she finally sat with the cloth, stymied as to how to begin. Clamor from the bailey offered a welcome excuse to drop the bundle and rush to the window. She saw the cloud of dust first, then Alex and Thor, followed by his party of men.  

Without a care for the disgraceful display of ankles and calves, she lifted her skirts and raced down the corridor. Alex met her at the bottom of the staircase. Covered in mud with three days of scruffy beard and hair that stuck to his scalp from sweat, he looked like Adonis.

"Milord." She threw her arms around his neck. He cut her off before she kissed him. 

"Not here in front of half the castle. Tongues will wag." He spun her around and ushered her back to their chamber. "Come here," he said, shutting the door. "Kiss me all you want, now."

She hugged him hard and covered his face in a flurry of relieved kisses. "I missed you like crazy." She smiled bright and expectant. "I wondered where you were, what you were doing. I worried for your safety."

She waited for him to return the sentiment, to confess he missed her as much. He’d occupied all her waking hours. She wanted to think she occupied his, at least a little.

He patted her on the butt and stepped away to remove his muddy cloak, and set his baldric and sword onto the table.

Her smile dimmed a fraction. 

"Help me with this mail," he said and bent so she could pull the hauberk over his head. 

She was careful the links didn’t tangle on his hair as she slid it off. When she finished, she started to set the metal tunic on the table, but he took the mail from her. 

"Thanks." He laid it straight on the window bench, paying more attention to the job than it required.

The awkward silence stretched when a soft knock mercifully broke the quiet. From the corridor, a servant announced the first of numerous buckets of hot water for Alex's bath. 

"I'll get the door," Shakira said.

"Rocky."

"Yes?" 

"I...I did hurry back." 

***

Shakira put aside her disappointment. They spent a playful afternoon in and out of the tub and bed. A peach hue radiated off the stone as the last rays of the setting sun lit one wall and they relaxed with a tray of food.

"You haven’t said much about your trip. Did you find the troublemaker?" She nestled her bare bum deeper into the cushiony material of the velvet robe.

Alex cut a wedge of apple and ate it off the blade’s edge. "Yes. The seditious devil whipped up quite a following. The area was rife with malcontents," he said and finished the apple.

"This is delicious. Try a bite." He sliced off a wedge and leaned across the table and offered it to her on the point of his knife. "As I was saying--" He cut another piece of the fruit. "We caught the traitor in the act, railing against Edward and the war."

A Technicolor vision of William Wallace’s brutal end in the movie Braveheart flared. She swallowed the half-chewed piece of apple. "Oh my God, did you draw and quarter him, burn his entrails before his eyes?" 

He looked surprised by the question. Then, the corner of his mouth tipped up in a half grin. "No, my bloodthirsty damsel. I conscripted him, gave him a choice. Go to France and make arrows for our archers, or go to London and be tried for treason and executed."

"Why bother with a trial if the outcome’s already been decided?" 

"Looks good in the history books." Alex shrugged. "He knew the consequences when he preached insurrection. The bugger’s lucky he’s a fletcher and useful to the king." 

"The line’s blurring for you, isn’t it?"

"What do you mean?"

"The demarcation that separates your two lives. You seem to be adapting rather well to your old life."

"I liked my old life. The people who served me were loyal and decent. My land was productive. I wasn’t the richest man in England, but I didn’t want for anything. Except for the French slicing me like a brick of cheese at Poitiers, things were good. My new life is wonderful. I’ve no complaints. It’s different, and I’ve adjusted. But don’t forget, I spent many more years in this world. Where did you get the tub liner?" he asked, changing the subject without a pause.

"You are going to be so impressed. This is more than a simple liner. I had some plumbing work done too." She stood and went over to the tub. "Come see."

"What kind of plumbing work?"


Shakira pushed the sleeve of her robe up and reached into the bath water. She did something he couldn’t see and the water began to drain. 

He tossed the apple core into the fireplace and joined her for a closer inspection. Once the tub emptied, he saw a hole had been bored into one side at the bottom and a capped pipe inserted.

"Where does this pipe drain?" he asked with his palm over his sternum.

"You’re rubbing your chest. Why?"

"Your idea of creative plumbing, that’s why. Organic napalm has seared a path from my stomach to my esophagus. A fiery pool is forming around my heart as we speak."

The sizzle of the burning apple core added a nice touch to his comment.

"What a sucky attitude."

"Forget my agony for the moment. Just tell me what kind of mischief you’ve gotten up to?"

“This is clever, if I do say so myself.”

He hung his head and breathed deep, trying to stay calm. 

"The pipe leads to a hole I ordered cut through the stone-”

“You cut a hole in my wall?”

She raised a warning finger. “Before you freak out, let me explain. The water drains down the outside of the wall. This way the servants only have to haul the water up. When you’re finished, whoosh, tub drained, garden watered. “Doubly efficient," she said with a victorious toss of her head. 

He knelt to check the damage. "Rocky, if I find some huge gash in this wall, I swear I'm going to turn you over my knee."

"You must think I'm an idiot." 

He bit back the answer rather than offend her without proof, which he’d certainly find. She might be the smartest lady lawyer in London, but he doubted she knew the difference between a plug and a washer. And, she cut a hole in his wall for God’s sake. 

She huffed. "You think, oh, stupid female, cut a great hole in the wall so the north wind will blow through all winter. Without a man to guide me, how could I possibly have the ordinary sense to mortar around the pipe?"

The tirade earned her a grunt for an apology as his fingers found the tight seal where the pipe joined the wall. Satisfied, he stood. "Who made this?"

"The blacksmith." Still in a huff, she folded her arms and stuck an indignant chin in the air. 

He ran his hand over the edge, noting the fine fit where the lip curved over the tub’s rim. "Nice work, what did Archie charge you?"

"Two marks, a bargain," she said, proud of herself judging from her expression.

"Two marks! Do you know how much that is?" He dared her to come up with the right answer.

"No. But I checked with Richard and he said you can afford it. It’s a fair price. After all, this was a rush job."

"I don't mind paying. I do mind getting swindled. For two marks that tub ought to sing and dance." He brushed past her and headed for the door.

"Where are you going?" she asked, hot on his heels.

"To have a chat with Archie," Alex said and jerked the door open.

His squire, Jared, stood in the corridor fist raised, ready to knock.

"Al...umm...Guy," she quickly corrected herself. She grabbed a handful of Alex’s sleeve and moved close, her mouth to his ear. "Don’t you dare yell at Archie. He’ll never work for me again."   

Alex turned to Jared. "What is it? I have business to attend to with the smithy." 

The squire showed no sign he interrupted a squabble between the lord and lady and delivered his message with stiff professionalism. "Milord, an envoy from the king has arrived and awaits you in the great hall." 

"I'll be down momentarily." Alex closed the door. "Shit."

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 


 


Shakira paced a nervous grid pattern the length and width of the chamber. Whatever the king’s news, if it worried Alex, it was bound to make her nauseous. 

A solemn Alex returned and went straight for the flagon of wine. He filled a goblet and handed it to her and then filled one to the brim for himself. 

He took a deep swallow and said, "We have to go to court."

"We?” The blood drained from her head. “No, no, no, I can't possibly go," she said, stunned into dizzying denial. "There’ll be questions, all sorts of questions. How can I explain my sudden appearance, here?" She shook her head no and repeated her refusal.
“There's no way, Alex. Your own people believe I'm weird. I hear their whispers when I pass. What will the king think?"

“I guess we’ll find out,” he said. 

She’d be on display at court, like a circus animal chained in an iron cage, the new addition to the royal menagerie. She slumped into a nearby chair.  

"Wait a minute." She sprang up. "You told me history can’t be changed. If that’s true, then you needn’t go. You didn’t the first time. You were in Wales. But if you go now, history is changed. You can’t have it both ways." She took a sip of the Bordeaux and sat again.

Checkmate.

"A meeting about tactics is a small occurrence.”

“You’ve no idea what will result from the meeting.”

“I realize there’s a risk,” Alex said.

“There’s an understatement.”

His narrow view of which actions were worth taking a risk for drove her mad. She’d given a lot of thought to why the time shift brought them to this place and year. She was convinced he wasn’t seeing the whole picture. 

“What if the king orders you to stay? I’ve got a bad feeling that’s what will happen and then you’ll absolutely end up in the battle.”

“You’re overreacting. It’s just a tactical meeting.”

“These ‘small occurrences’ which do disturb the past are serving some purpose. Has it occurred to you the choices of what chances you’ll risk taking are leading to a much bigger one? There’s a specific reason why we wound up here, right now.”

“And, you think you know the reason?”

“Yes, I do. Our first day here, you said given a choice, you’d choose not to remember your existence after Poitiers.”

“So?”

“Perhaps this entity we call fate is offering you a second chance, a means to undo those centuries, by not repeating the mistake of riding to Basil. If you—”

“Stop,” he said and set his wine down. “Yes, my going to Abergavenny and London may have some effect. But those acts aren’t as significant as the battle. Poitiers was a major event, attending this meeting doesn’t compare. You are asking me—again,” his voice iron hard as he stressed again, “--to alter my participation in the battle.”

"You’re—"

"I’m not finished." Arms crossed over his chest, he leaned his butt against the table edge and assumed his casual but adversarial posture. “In answer to your first question, yes, it’s occurred to me there could be a grand design behind our presence here. Could be, being the operative phrase.”

“Listen to yourself. You’re pissed with me for presenting a distinct possibility, a valid theory,” Shakira said.

“Which makes you what in this theory, collateral damage?”

“So it appears, but at least I’m trying to be objective.”

“And I’m trying to keep us alive.”

She opened her mouth to plead her case. Alex interrupted.

"Maybe history can be altered, maybe not. I don’t know. I’m not bloody Stephen Hawking. I’ll tell you once more, and let this be the end of it.” He slammed his palm on the table, the surface of his wine rippling with the vibration. “The end of it. I won’t refuse to aid a comrade. I won’t jeopardize my family. Most importantly, I won’t leave you deserted. I will find a solution to our predicament. In the meantime, we must comply with the king’s demand." 

His words might as well have been carved in stone. He might as well be carved in stone.

"Why is my attendance required? I’m of no importance to him." she asked in a quiet voice.

Alex’s anger passed and he said, "Fulke’s men no doubt told Edward about my mistress. He’ll want to meet you. He's always interested in his noble’s activities and who they’re consorting with. Trust isn’t the strong suit of any monarch." With a heavy sigh of resignation, Alex sank into the chair next to her. "We'll need a plausible story for how we met." 

In the firelight, his face showed his weariness. The feathery lines that touched the corners of his eyes when they’d met had deepened. Faint, but new lines creased the area between his brows. Worry had taken its toll on him. 

"You have enough on your mind. Let me come up with a logical story." She stroked his cheek and temples unsure what else to do.  

Alex covered her hand with his warm, firm one. Rough in some places, smooth in others, not unlike the man himself, the strong fingers laced with hers. "Think of the upside," he said, "you'll get to meet Edward the Third." 

"Don't forget the Black Prince. I assume he'll be there too," she said with false optimism.

He groaned. "Oh yes." Alex brushed her fingers with his lips. "Be careful around him. There's nothing Edward of Woodstock loves more than a new conquest with a pretty face."

"As opposed to a boot faced one?" They shared a smile over the small jest.

The comment raised disturbing questions. Was Alex worried about protecting her if she caught the prince’s eye? Would Edward use his position to take advantage of a woman over her objections? The grim answer was obvious. Princes get perks.

"You said my status as your mistress is known."

"True, which makes you an even bigger challenge."

She rested her head against the back of the chair and stared at the ceiling. "I really, really wish I didn't have to go. I have a horrible premonition this will be a bigger nightmare than getting caught in a time warp."

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 


 


Shakira’s mood spiraled downward after their latest failure. The trip to court was inevitable. On the road to London, Alex talked about the different people she’d meet and tried to give funny anecdotes about them in an attempt to keep her spirits up. Sometimes the stories worked, sometimes they didn’t, but she appreciated the effort.

Shakira, Alex, Stephen, Simon, and Jared, had traveled for three days when Westminster Palace came into view. At the initial shock of the alien sight, her worries about the visit were forgotten. She halted Eclipse seeing the building that now held the Houses of Parliament without the trappings of modern London. No Big Ben, no double-decker red buses, no tour guides with microphones, only the magnificent abbey and St. Margaret’s Church kept the palace company. 

She hadn’t visited the popular tourist site in years. The first time was with Miranda in their grade school days. The class came for the opening of Parliament. The building’s stern docent had partnered the children off two-by-two. He’d made them hold hands lest they get separated and admonished the group to stay together. "Once inside, a labyrinth of passages totaling over three kilometers connects the rooms. It would take us hours to find a child."

She and Miranda whispered the way little girls do. Neither knew what a kilometer meant, but they knew labyrinths were filled with dragons and other magical creatures. Their noisy chatter got them relegated to the back of the line and under the teacher’s watchful eye. 

This visit to Westminster carried none of the whimsy as the one from her school days. Two-legged dragons roamed the halls now, their bite very real and very lethal.

Once they entered the great hall, she stayed glued to Alex's side. She spoke only when necessary and gave silent “thanks” when the maid showed them to a well appointed chamber. 

"What now?" Shakira asked, sitting on the bed.

In a perfect world, she’d hide in their chamber for the duration of the visit. Numerous courtiers saw her and could report Alex dutifully brought her. Once the king finalized his campaign plans, they’d return to Elysian Fields, none the worse for the mandatory appearance. 

"Stay here for now. If anyone invites you someplace, it’s perfectly acceptable to decline. Use me as an excuse. Just say I ordered you to remain here until I return. A lady is expected to obey her master." Alex kept a straight face. However, his lower lip twitched, and his shoulders shook, as he found something of great interest under his fingernails.

"How convenient for the master."  

"Not everything about the middle ages was bad." He kissed her nose before she could retort. "I’ll be back soon. This initial meeting won’t last too long," he said. "Tonight’s banquet will be the worst. You’re the new face at court. Bored, gossipy courtiers are a curious lot. I don’t know if Basil’s arrived. If he has, you remember what I said? Don’t stare."

He’d filled her in on the details of the ‘happily married’ couple he’d referred to when telling the story of his past. Ian was Basil’s promised new chance at life. A secret Miranda should’ve shared with Shakira. Prior to her time travel experience would she have believed her friend? Probably not, but none the less, Miranda should’ve told her. 

"Yes, my lord, I know. I’m not an idiot."  

"Sorry. I don’t mean to insult your intelligence. This visit is bad enough without the Basil-Ian thing too. You’ll be fine. We’ll both be fine," he said and left.

Shakira spent her time alone trying on different dresses. There’d be no escape from the catty beehive of females or the prying questions disguised as polite conversation. For Alex’s sake, and though she was loath to admit it, her ego’s sake, she wanted to make an impression on the ladies of court, but not too much of an impression on either Edward...king or prince. Who knew what the "royal prerogative" might entail with those two?

She settled on a dress of ruby velvet with floor length sleeves lined in a red and cream tapestry. The jewel tone favored her complexion, jewel colors always had. Her stick-straight hair presented a new problem. Twice, she attempted to loop braids around her ears. The latest fashion, from the women she’d seen in the hall. She didn’t have the knack required to make her hair behave and the braids refused to stay. She left it loose under a circlet of gold wire interwoven with red ribbon.

Alex returned as she finished arranging the delicate headpiece. “Don’t you look enchanting?” he said. “Stand-up, let me see.” A low whistle accompanied his perusal of her as she stood and twirled like a ballerina. “I'll be the envy of every man at court."

***

"Guy, join us." The king indicated empty seats at the dais.

The boost of courage Alex's compliment gave Shakira nosedived at warp speed. She expected they’d sit at one of the perimeter tables with Alex’s men and not at the king’s.

A small group of women clustered at the far end of the long head table. They reminded her of a flock of magpies huddled together on a blustery day. God awful birds. God awful women. In unison, they lifted their heads and studied her from head to toe, evaluating. One female did not. 

A petite blonde of about twenty, shot a cursory glance at Shakira but stared unabashedly at Alex. Shakira pretended not to notice but from the corner of her eye snuck a peek at the blonde. It was enough to see the woman defined the word stunning. She was a cameo come to life with her big eyes, oval face, and pink and white complexion.

When the blonde turned to talk to one of the magpies, Shakira took a better look. Strands of pearls were woven into her golden hair which wound around her ears in flawless braids. Cameo Face wore a dress of palest blue, trimmed with ribbons of gold and silver lace. A wide, embroidered band fit snug over the middle of the dress and emphasized a waist small enough for a man Alex’s size to span with his hands. As far as Shakira was concerned, a waist that tiny was unnatural. Probably indicative of her miniscule brain, like a man’s hands are indicative of certain endowments. 

Shakira refused to be intimidated by the bold scrutiny and whispers of the magpies. She answered their interest with cool detachment. Instead, she turned her attention on the royal party. Queen Philippa chatted with a woman seated next to her. The two wore cylindrical headpieces, pointy on the ends, which were idiotic on display in museums. On a person, they looked worse, like someone had plunked a birdcage on their heads. 

“Your Highnesses,” Alex bowed to the royal couple.

Shakira followed his lead and repeated the greeting with a curtsy. The queen smiled and the king acknowledged with a single nod and Shakira and Alex continued on.    

Shakira scanned the table in vain for a chair that put the greatest distance between her, and both, the prince and the king. She tried to take the empty seat two places removed from Prince Edward so Alex provided a buffer between her and the Edwards.

“Lady Shakira, do me the honor,” the prince said and tugged her down into the spot next to him. 

“Certainly, my prince,” she said, plastering a smile on her face. 

Between his parents, the prince bore a stronger resemblance to his mother. His brown hair was several shades darker than his father’s and only slightly lighter than Philippa’s. He had neither the king’s substantial nose, nor his heavy jaw and wide cheekbones. By contrast, the square-jawed prince's high cheekbones were fine boned, like the queen’s, and his narrow nose less prominent. The heir's patrician features exuded noble genetic stock before those attributes were lost to inbreeding in later generations. The aristocratic Edward of Woodstock was the fairy tale prince little girls envisioned.

 The prince nibbled a gravy soaked morsel of meat on an etched, gold handled knife. “I understand this is your first trip to London. Such a winsome lady, ‘tis a pity we’ve not made your acquaintance sooner, a loss for our Court.”

Clear blue eyes, the color of a cloudless summer sky fixed hawkishly on her. Merry eyes at first inspection, a few minutes of conversation had her re-evaluating. For beyond the amused glint, lay a sang-froid quality, analytical, and dispassionate. 

“Try the mutton. It’s quite good.” The prince stabbed a chunk and held the piece out to her on his knife tip. 

Shakira had tasted quality lamb in different dishes and disliked it every time. She’d never eaten mutton and never wanted to but didn’t have a choice. 

“Thank you.” She bit into the meat.

“You’re not English,” the prince said.

She shook her head and made a half-hearted effort to chew the tough mutton before washing it down with a swallow of wine.

All the while, his eyes moved over her face, taking in her darker complexion and more ethnic appearance. Who’d believe she was native to England? To them, her English was funny and she spoke with a strange accent. Not to mention, she was taller than every woman in the room and most of the men.  

“Tell me about yourself, I’m intrigued. Guy’s never been so taken with any woman enough to make her his mistress, let alone a foreign one. Where are you from?” 

She was barely into the colorful portion of her tale when Alex sucked in his breath. In her opinion, the story sounded pretty credible. When the prince inquired about her homeland, she’d told him, Lapland. His interest didn’t abate with the simple answer and she added a bit.

“I was a foundling raised in a convent.”

The second time Alex sucked in air she gave him a shot to the ribs with her elbow.

They’d discussed possible explanations during the trip to London, but hadn’t agreed on one yet. While he met with the king and council earlier, she invented a flawless story. She never got the chance to tell him the basics. On the way to dinner she tried to, but Alex interrupted her and called Simon over to ask if he’d seen Basil. Simon had grinned and said he’d overheard one of Basil’s ladies say he’d arrive the next day. Simon gave Alex a wink when he said ‘ladies.’ It was the first time she’d ever seen sourpuss Simon crack a smile. At the entrance to the hall, she attempted once more to discuss her idea. Alex waved her off. He said he wasn’t worried. He said he trusted her judgment. 

It didn’t take him long to go from Mr. I trust you to Mr.
Uptight. What did he expect her to say? She couldn’t pick a place someone might’ve visited or someplace England trades with on a regular basis. She couldn’t risk the off chance someone might speak to her in a language she didn’t know. She guessed right. No one ever heard of Lapland and attributed her weird English to her foreign upbringing. 

Those within earshot became convinced of her Lap origins and she couldn’t resist the temptation to embellish. She thought the added elements gave the story a certain verisimilitude. Shakira told a tragic tale of how, as a novice, she’d been en route to a convent in Anglesey. 

“Our ship went down in a storm, not far offshore. I and several crew members managed to make it to land. Sadly, the other nuns and novices didn’t. We were taken to the village where Alex happened to be spending the night. We met and well...”

She cut the story short to pound on Alex’s back after he choked on a piece of mutton. 

While the other magpies found seats at nearby tables, Cameo Face remained, talking first to two knights and then to Philippa and the king. Shakira hoped she was married to one of the knights, or engaged, or a powerful man's mistress.

“The blonde is comfortable speaking with the king and queen. She must be a familiar face here. Is she married to one of the courtiers?” Shakira asked the prince.

"The comely lady is Blanche Holland. Her brother, Sir John, is our household steward. They're both held in high esteem by my family." The prince cast an assessing gaze at Blanche. "My father will see she marries well. One of his favorite barons, I should think. One whose station he plans to raise after the campaign in France." 

Edward's gaze slid in Alex's direction. As if on cue, Blanche’s discussion with the king and queen ended. She drifted past Shakira and the prince towards Alex. All the seats at the table were occupied. A horrified Shakira looked on as the gentleman next to Alex vacated the spot for Cameo Face. 

The overactive imagination Alex accused her of possessing ran rampant with desperate scenarios--hideous imaginings of the king ordering Alex to marry Blanche. How could he say no? To the king, Shakira was nothing, just one more discarded mistress. What would happen to her? Would she be compelled to service the prince? Then what? What happens when the prince tires of a woman? Does the lady get handed off to another nobleman, passed around like a bottle of brandy? She’d probably survive that torment, women usually did. How would she survive losing Alex? 

She took a deep breath and counted to ten. While the prince conversed with his father, she observed Alex. The other men attacked the platters. They tore chunks of meat from the bone and ripped hunks from the bread like a pack of lions over a gazelle. His manners were polite and refined as he shared his trencher. He patiently cut Blanche’s meat into bite size pieces and pulled the bread apart with genteel grace.    

If she could choose any man to share the fourteenth century with, it would be Alex. If she could choose any man to share any century with, wherever fortune took them, it would be Alex.   

"You've lovely tresses, black as night and thick as silk rope." Her attention snapped back to the prince. Edward separated a lock out, and twisted it around his finger. "They say when one door closes another opens." His gaze shifted from the lock and settled on Alex and his dinner companion. "Do you think there’s any truth to the sentiment?" 

Afraid the innuendo would turn to invitation, she focused on her goblet of wine and answered with legal logic. "No. The observation assumes facts not in evidence.”

The prince eyed her for a long moment. His expression unreadable. “You speak like a barrister,” he said at last. “Not the language one expects from a former novice.”

Shakira held a panicked breath, thinking fast as she tried to find a reason a novice might’ve learned it. 

The prince didn’t pursue the topic. He looked past her to Alex. "We leave at daybreak for the hunt. I assume you plan to join us?”

“Of course,” Alex said. 

Shakira sighed in relief. She’d be more careful of how she phrased things in the future.

The prince continued toying with her hair as they discussed their hunt plans. Edward's ministrations turned to a slow caress down her arm. Alex looked unconcerned by the gesture.

His indifference struck a painful nerve. Caught up in her hurt, the gist of their conversation didn’t sink in right away. When it did, new worry alarms went off. A hunting party that included Alex left her in perilous territory, alone, without protection.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 


 


      Alex hustled Shakira to their chamber right after the meal. 

"You and Edward had a jolly time together. The two of you had hardly a word for anyone else at the table," he said, packing his saddlebag for the hunt. "I never saw you as the flirtatious or fawning type. It appears I was wrong." 

Stunned by the bizarre accusation, Shakira stared at him speechless. His words reverberated in her head. Fawning?
Flirtatious? How could he believe that?

How dare he suggest it? 

"What was I supposed to do? Ignore the prince? Pretend I'm a deaf mute? What? You tell me," she said, ready to counter with Alex and Blanche’s intimate conversation that excluded their fellow dinner companions.

She managed "Oof," as she was pressed to the stone wall, by Alex's swift response to her sarcastic challenge. His weight strategically spread, he kept her pinned and immobile.

With his arms on either side of her head, he pushed against the upraised palms on his chest, her instinctual response. She met opposition from both sides. Hard stone poked through the layers of clothing and into her back. Hard planes of his flexed chest muscles resisted her defense from the front.  

"What's wrong with you?" she asked.

Alex skimmed a hand behind her neck and up into her hair. His fingers twined and turned strands, tighter and tighter.

“You’re hurting me.”

He angled her head and eased the pressure without releasing his hold.

"Nothing changes. Modern women are no different from medieval women. The slightest flirtation from a prince of the realm and you all fall on your knees." Anger, different than she’d seen in him before, raw and uncivilized, sparked in his eyes.

She opened her mouth to argue. Her parted lips silenced by his brutish kiss, a savage assault of dominance. As fast as he'd fisted a hand in her hair, he let go. 

Pressed to the wall, she couldn’t move as his hands slid under the heavy skirt to grasp her buttocks. With little effort he lifted her and wrapped her legs around his waist. 

He nibbled a path the length of her throat, the nips falling just short of painful. Cool air touched upon the moist places he left behind as he continued further down. He knew all her secret spots, all the ways to drive her crazy. In the far recesses of her mind, she was aware he'd loosened his hose, dropping the barrier between them. One arm supported her while he slipped his other hand up, cupping and rubbing her sensitive mound, his fingers burrowing inside her.

"You're wet. I wonder who for?" His warm breath was deceptively sensual and a cruel contrast to the ugliness of the whispered words.

"Let me go." She writhed against his iron hold. 

"Not yet. We've unfinished business."

Knowledgeable hands teased her charged flesh.

"Don't...don't take me in anger," she said under a sigh as his fingers delved deeper, the objection pathetic and weak.

"Do you imagine Edward knows to kiss you here?" He ran his tongue lightly over an erotic spot on her throat, "Or here?"

His lips brushed back and forth over the juncture between her neck and shoulder, dipping into the hollow above her collarbone. Beard stubble burned her soft skin. She’d have a raspberry mark the next day.

"Say you don’t want this. Tell me no, and I’ll stop," he said, and bit here and there along her jaw. “Tell me to stop.”

Protest turned to compliance, the rough, cold masonry digging into her spine, forgotten. Flush with the heat of passion, she clasped Alex's shoulders. 

He took her against the wall, fast and intense. 

"Remember who brought you to this soiree," he said, finished and breathing hard. He lowered her onto rubbery legs. 

“What a medieval bastard you are. In case you've forgotten, I asked to stay behind."  

      A myriad of dark emotions played across his face, suspicion, jealousy, others not easy to interpret. All left Shakira confused. Then, his expression softened and he kissed her sweetly, adding to her confusion. Each gentle touch of his lips paid detailed homage to a new place on her mouth with an inordinate amount of time spent on her lower lip. For the second time since they entered the chamber coherent thought abandoned her.

"You've no idea how medieval I can get, especially with what's mine," he whispered against her lips. He lifted his head and turned from her.

      She reached out to grab his arm and pull him back. Her fingers closed around air. She missed him by inches as he stepped away, dismissing the emotion, dismissing her.

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 


 


      Loud thumps woke Shakira. Chimes rang out from close by. Westminster Abbey. The ringing stopped and a single bell tolled seven o'clock. The thumps started again. Her sleepy mind took a moment to focus and realize the sound was knocking. Who the devil pounded on the door this early?

"Alex, someone's at the door." She rolled over to shake him awake. The sheets on his side of the bed were cold. He'd left and hadn't bothered to wake her or kiss her goodbye.

The door swung open and a male servant entered. Startled, she burrowed under the covers until only her nose up remained exposed. He scanned the commoner mistress of Baron Guiscard with the blatant repugnance reserved for a hound in the kitchen. 

      "The king requests your presence." His terse tone carried an insolent edge. With Alex gone, the servant felt no need to hide his scorn. "I will be outside." He waved Enid, the maid, into the chamber. Before he left, he shot a beady-eyed warning glance at her, "'tis best not to keep the king waiting." 

***

The advisement wasn’t necessary. Only a fool try’s a king’s patience. Preoccupied with reasons for the king’s request, she rushed through her morning routine, dressing in the first gown Enid pulled from the trunk. 

 “Will there be anything else, milady?” the maid asked as she finished tying the gown’s laces.

“No, you may go.”

Shakira stepped out of the chamber and was met by the surly servant who acted as her escort. He turned down a cold, dim passageway that intersected with the main corridor. The pathway ran perpendicular to the one she and Alex used the prior evening. Only the servant's torch lit their way. She thought they changed directions after a couple of minutes, but the bend, if it existed, was subtle. 

She couldn't see the floor, or her surroundings, only flashes of stone where the servant's torchlight touched. Even his shadow was lost to the gloom.

The dark began to prey on her imagination and played tricks with her logic. The void tightened. The walls pressed closer. The air lacked oxygen. 

She struggled to function in the vacuum-like atmosphere. Disoriented, she lost her balance and stumbled. She never suffered from claustrophobia and understood in some corner of her mind that her panic was self-induced. She stopped, bent and grasped her knees, and tried to take deep breaths. 

"You delay while the king waits," the servant warned. 

"Yes, yes, I know. I need a moment." This wasn't the way to the hall. Where was he really taking her? Perhaps Edward didn't await her at all. He had no real reason to speak to her. Perhaps this was a ruse to lure her to some dank dungeon or worse. A place the king put people meant to be forgotten, an oubliette, a hollow where madness or death is the only relief from the agonizing torture of starvation and thirst. She reached out a shaky hand seeking the support of the stone wall as she fought hysteria.

She recoiled as her fingers touched on a patch of damp slime. She straightened and took several slow steps toward the servant who started down the passage again. Faint light from a window appeared ahead and a breeze reeking of fish. It meant they traveled along the Thames side of the palace.

The river air brought thoughts of escape. How many stories up were they? The chamber where she and Alex slept was on the fourth floor. Had this passage taken a downward turn? She couldn't tell. She'd lost her bearings early. If it had angled down, she might be able to make a run for freedom and leap into the river. The desperate idea faded swiftly. She’d never survive. She wasn’t a strong enough swimmer to fight the fast currents, not to mention the heavy clothing she wore dragging her down. In spite of that reality, for a moment, she considered the option. It had to be better than a prolonged and horrible death. The idea faded too. Logically, before she met a watery end, men on cargo boats would retrieve her. They’d turn her over to the king. 

She tamped down her growing fears and told herself the meeting was a big nothing. The king intended to chitchat with her and not secretly imprison her. The part of her that hysteria held onto whispered, what could the king possibly have to chat with you about? Whatever the king’s purpose, she had to believe Alex would find a way to prevent anything terrible happening to her. 

***

 Taken to a smoky, windowless antechamber, the servant told her to wait, the king was busy. Good. Her eyes burned and watered from the haze the fireplace generated but she’d be ecstatic to wait all day. Maybe Edward would forget about her.

When the abbey bells tolled eight o’clock, the same servant returned and led her to the well lit council chamber. It was a sea of wood: a floor of oak planks, walls of floor to ceiling mahogany panels interspersed with gilded rosettes, and a tray ceiling of various inlaid woods. If she hadn’t seen the room and someone described it to her, she’d have thought it tedious. She actually found it on the pretty side.

“You may approach, Lady Shakira,” the king said.

On a raised wooden platform, the creator of the Order of the Garter, the Victor of Crecy, and fingers-crossed not the Tormentor of Shakira, sat in a high-backed chair. A fox carved in beautiful detail and painted red decorated the top of the frame. The creature looked just like the one on the Fox and Hounds pub sign near her house.

“Your Highness.” Her curtsy brought her eye level with the upholstered arms of the chair. The hand rests were carved like animal paws, claws extended. An interesting feature if the piece was in a museum and not where it was at the moment. 

"Rise," Edward replied.

At dinner, she estimated his height to be about six-foot, tall for the time, nothing to gush about. However, when a subject is not a favored courtier and ordered to appear before one's monarch, six-foot looms like seven-foot, even when seated. 

Tense and anxious, she clasped her trembling hands in front of her.

Another man stood near the king, mute and arrow straight. He could be a councilor or a servant, she'd no idea. A third man stepped from a darkened alcove and stopped parallel to her, facing the king. His close presence cut off the fresh air on that side. A heavy dose of lavender drifted over but with an underlying musty scent of clothes not completely clean. 

“Thomas Dankworth, milady,” the king said and inclined his head toward the man next to her. "Thomas, may I present my ward, Lady Shakira."  

My ward. Her stomach lurched and a horrible sense of foreboding filled her. Denial exploded in her brain, nearly burst from her lips as a sick, dark image of what was about to occur formed. No. Please, no. The silent, terrified scream reverberated between her ears. 

The king smiled in an impassive, humorless way. "It is our wish for you to spend the next few days at Thomas’s home."

Dankworth offered his hand palm up.

She stared. Her eyes darted from his face to his hand and back, not fully making the connection she was expected to offer her hand to him. Dankworth waited to execute a chivalrous greeting. His hand hung in the air prepared to take hers in his. When the penny did drop, she held out a white knuckled, clenched fist instead. Cool fingers clamped around her knuckles.

“Lady Shakira,” he said and bowed. 

Waxy yellow, his skin had an unhealthy tint but was unmarred by the pox scars that ravaged the faces of many courtiers. Neither ugly nor handsome, he attempted in a contrived way to be more attractive. The effect, however, was smarmy and affectated. He stood about two inches taller than her with reddish-brown hair, curled pageboy style at the weak jaw line. From the sheen and strong woody scent, he used musk oil on his meticulous goatee and mustache. Instead of appearing debonair, which she assumed was the intent; the combination drew attention to his pencil thin lips and broad nose.

Dankworth’s flamboyant clothes brought organ grinder’s monkey costumes to mind. Forest green with an elaborate branch pattern embroidered on the hem, his cloak was on the feminine side but not bad. Shakira zeroed in on the gaudy gem brooch he used to fasten the cloak to the garment beneath. Her granny, who favored ostentatious jewelry, would’ve consigned the purple, red, and blue brooch to the white elephant bin in a blink.

Under the cloak he wore a fitted, thigh-length, cote-hardi of apple green velvet with a gold colored hip belt. Its tight sleeves were embellished with a row of gold buttons and extended past his wrists. Alex wore a plain, quilted black one the night before. He hated them. They’re hot, uncomfortable, and silly looking.


Her mind flashed to the guys in her band. What a mockery they'd make of his frou-frou ensemble. The brief respite mentally laughing at Dankworth faded and the fear returned.  

She needed to stay focused and look for a way to get a message to Alex. Maybe the maid could be trusted to tell him where she was, or maybe not. More than likely, she'd run to the king with any message left in her possession.     

Edward continued rattling off Thomas’s pedigree. "He is the queen's favorite wool merchant. I am sure you will find him an amusing and worthy gentleman to help pass the hours while Sir Guy is busy with duties here."

Busy with duties or Blanche Holland? Shakira wondered bitterly. 

 The king raised two fingers and the quiet statue man moved from his place and poured three goblets of wine.

"Your Highness, I am, of course, very pleased you would concern yourself with the routine of a lowly subject such as me," she said. Be submissive and humble, don't offend either man. Her mind worked away, spinning like a crazed, whirling Dervish. "However, it is my belief Sir Guy would not approve of me being in the company of another man, alone."

The excuse was a shot in the dark at best. To all and sundry, she was the Baron Guiscard's foreign mistress, a glorified hooker of limited means and a more limited future.

"Do you defy us with this challenge milady?" 

She hadn’t anticipated such a strong negative response and chose her words with great care. "No, Your Highness. I’d never presume to question your decisions. But, I am curious as to how I might advise Sir Guy of my whereabouts."

"He is aware you will be with Thomas for awhile."

Her world spun out of control. ‘Aware?’ ‘He’s aware?’ ‘Be with Thomas awhile?’

"Did you say he knows I am to accompany Milord Dankworth?" The king nodded. "When was he told?"

"He has known since you first arrived."

The king lied. No way he knew. Her heart in her throat, she struggled to keep panic at bay. Royal minions could make up any story they wanted about her disappearance. She had little faith Alex would be told the truth. At least, not until the king got the results he wanted, at this point, she wasn't sure what his goal was. Did the king want her dispensed with forever so he could order a marriage between Alex and Blanche? He didn't have to send her away to accomplish such an arrangement, but it would be more convenient. Or, was he truly trying to find a compromise and hoped she and Thomas would hit it off? 

It didn’t make any difference if they lied to Alex, he’d have no idea where to look for her. If she escaped, where would she go? The castle wasn’t safe.

Enid entered with the chest that held Shakira’s clothes. 

"For your journey," the king said, indicating the chest.

"Milady, are you all right?"

"Hmmm?" Dankworth’s solicitous voice penetrated her thoughts. "Yes. Yes," she mumbled. She had to find a reason to return to their chamber and write Alex a note. "Your Highness, I have the need to take care of..." she made her tone as self-conscious as possible, "a personal feminine matter in the privacy of my chamber." 

The king gestured with two fingers and the statue man stepped forward again. "Manfred will show you to the garderobe." He nodded to the maid, "You will attend to any needs Lady Shakira has."

Shit.

Shakira heart sank. They’d give her no chance to leave word for Alex. If that wasn’t bad enough, she'd have to feign being busy in some hideous garderobe. She'd avoided using them. So far, every time nature called she held it or hurried back to their chamber. Now, she'd have to endure one of the filthy, medieval toilets with her long skirts dragging through God only knew what. She gathered the hem of her dress up and followed Manfred to the end of the corridor.

“Ugh.” The noxious smell nearly knocked her over as she stepped inside the well used privy. “My life has become one giant garderobe,” she lamented.

 

 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Five

 


                                                 


Shakira dawdled as long as she dared in the garderobe. After she returned to the council chamber, she dawdled over the goblet of wine the attendant poured earlier. Unable to delay further, she, Dankworth, and four of the king's guards finally left Westminster. 

The sun stayed hidden behind ominous dark clouds that threatened to drench the city. Her armpits were slick with nervous sweat and the wool gown itched like crazy. She fidgeted and dug at herself trying for a satisfactory scratch, an impossible task through the heavy garments.

At the same time, she did her best to keep track of where they were. Little resembled the London she knew. She used what resources she had—observing landmarks and tradesman’s signs to commit the journey to memory, in case running away became the final option. 

Their route was straight. They kept the Thames in sight and always on their right, which meant they’d traveled east from the palace. Green fields dotted with wild flowers and brambles covered the opposite bank-Lambeth Moor, when it was still a moor. She wished herself there. Better alone on a moor and possible prey for a highwayman, than in the clutches of an oily merchant. She shot a sideways glance at Dankworth. He hadn’t said or done anything inappropriate. He simply gave her the creeps.   

They hadn’t ridden long when Dankworth and their escort turned onto a busy road that bordered the river. Elms lined the banks, a rarity from what she’d seen on the ride. Most of the lanes had been denuded of trees to make way for cramped houses. They stopped in front of a wood and stone building, the largest private home on the street.

London Bridge was visible, but far off. She calculated the landmark’s distance, factored in travel time, and estimated their location was near Temple Church. The old Knights Templar headquarters was about a mile-in-a-half from Westminster. Running distance? Yes. She’d have no trouble physically. With no money, weapons, or protector, safety was a major concern until she got word to Alex. How she’d get word to him was a whole other can of worms. Under different circumstances, she’d write off her fears as wild paranoia. But the way things went down, the prince’s convenient hunting trip, the king’s lies, the secrecy, and her worst worries were well grounded. 

Dankworth dismounted while a stable boy helped her.

"Welcome to my home," Dankworth said.

She smiled and pretended interest in his house. By the standards of the time, it was exceptional. The lower floor had one high arched double door entry of black oak with an attached covered passage. She scanned the exterior as Dankworth issued orders, possible escape plans not far from her mind. There were no windows on this level--storerooms, no doubt. They’d be locked tight both front and back, unless in use. Escape through here was impossible. 

Gothic style leaded windows lined the second story. For a private residence to have glazed windows reflected his wealth. The third floor had much smaller, glassless windows. Servant’s rooms, she guessed.

Dankworth finished, and the young man took the horses and their escort to the rear stables.  

Dankworth led her inside to the drawing room where servants removed their cloaks and a well dressed woman greeted him. "May I present my mother, Cybill Dankworth," Dankworth made a compact gesture her direction. 

Small boned and parrot-faced, his mother stood silent to the side. With her pointed chin and a beak for a nose, she was a shorter, homelier version of him. Shakira curtsied, uncertain what else to do. 

His mother made no pretext of courtesy. When Shakira straightened, Cybill stepped close and rubbed the lace on the sleeve of Shakira's dress between her fingers. Then, she lifted the gown’s skirt and peered at Shakira’s undergarments, which were few, but pretty and soft.

"What are you doing?" She grabbed Cybill’s wrist. 

Stars exploded before Shakira’s eyes and her feet went out from under her. She remembered reaching for a chair as she tried to break her fall. Sprawled on the floor, her cheek throbbed as she tried to figure out what just happened. She saw the chair on its side and the answer became evident. Dankworth struck her and sent her flying into the wall.  

"Get up whore." A painful jerk on her hair accompanied the order.

She struggled to her feet, while she tried to ease her braid from his fist. 

"Never question or touch my mother again." Dankworth turned to the servants who lingered at the edge of the room. "See to the king's guards and bring me a flagon of wine." 

He pulled down hard on her braid. "You probably did not notice us last evening, my mother and I. Courtesans rarely notice merchants, even rich ones."

Dankworth ran his hand up under her skirt. She wore no panties, only a chemise, her stockings and garters. He shoved a finger inside her. She yelped at the sudden invasion.

"How dry you are now. I imagine you creamed nicely for the prince during dinner and even more so for the Baron Guiscard afterward."

A second finger was shoved high inside her. She winced and bit her cheek to keep from crying out again. He’d enjoy hearing her whimper. 

The voices of the guards carried into the drawing room as they entered the kitchen. In a rush of hope, her eyes darted toward in the direction of the loud talk. 

"Make a sound and I’ll claim you attacked my mother and I was forced to subdue you,” Dankworth said. “Who do you think the king's lackeys will believe?"

"I am under the king's protection." The words strained against the taut skin of her throat as he held the braid in a vise-like grip.

Dankworth slid his fingers out and lifted the tips to his nose and sniffed, then released her. 

The servant set the wine on a corner table and left. Dankworth poured himself a goblet and then picked up the riding crop he'd laid on the table earlier. His contemptuous examination started at her ankles and worked its way up, violating her by inches. He struck his leg with the crop in a slow rhythm while he sipped the wine. Each swat connected with a pop. Each snap of the leather meant to send a message. Pain. The beginnings of an erection pushed outward. He was a sadist for whom pain and pleasure were one entity equally enjoyed. The self-flagellation was just another twisted turn-on.

Disgusted, yet mesmerized, Shakira followed the steady motion, like the gaze of a mouse follows the snake who shares the cage. 

The tip of the crop snagged on his hose. When the tip unhooked she saw the tiny metal spike no longer than her fingernail. Wrapped around the sharp end were two long white hairs, no doubt from the mane or tail of his grey mount. She’d seen the scars and welts on the stallion’s flanks. Cruelties his horse had endured would be hers. Her mouth watered with the salty taste of bile that rose in the back of her throat. 

Dankworth stared at her over the rim of the goblet. "You claim the king’s protection. Do you really believe he gives a whit for you? I assure he does not, and neither does your precious baron."

He swallowed a mouthful of wine and refilled the cup.  "No one wanted a scene, especially one by a castoff lover. Women are such fools for the nobility, even minor nobility, like Guiscard. Your beloved needn’t have gone with the prince. He wanted to be away--away from you." His lips twisted into an arrogant sneer. 

More lies.

One of the servants interrupted Dankworth’s compulsive self-flogging. "The king’s men drank a tankard of ale apiece and are ready to leave."

"Tell them I am grateful for their diligence and will report as much." He turned his attention back to Shakira. "Go to your chamber and disrobe. Give your dress to the maid."

"Disrobe? Are you sending the rest of my things up?"

"Your things? Nothing of yours is here. Anything you left with was intended as a gift for my mother." He looked her over, his hungry gaze boldest on her breasts and between her legs. "Your chemise too, I could not help but notice the fineness of the cloth. The maid will find you another."

A different servant led her from the room. At the foot of the staircase, she glanced back to see Cybill rummaging through the trunk of clothes. 

Survive and escape. Survive and escape. The silent mantra buoyed her courage as she climbed the stairs. She was certain Dankworth's intentions went beyond rape. He couldn’t let her return and report his abuse to Alex and the king. Somewhere down the road, when he tired of her, he'd kill her. He’d probably beat her to death, and then lie about her disappearance. Her best hope was escape. Her immediate threat minimized the specter of the unknown dangers lurking between Dankworth’s and the palace. Whoever said, "Better the devil you know," never met Thomas Dankworth. If escape proved impossible, she’d fight like a lion. She'd lose any physical battle to his superior strength, but he'd damn well know he'd been in a fight.

A male servant and a maid led her to the top floor and stopped in front of the last door. The girl pulled a black metal ring of skeleton keys from her pocket. Seven keys. Household keys. Shakira eyed them, gauging her options. Grab the ring and run, or just run? If she simply ran, she’d have to dash down the stairs and across the drawing room and into the street before Dankworth had a change to stop her. If she couldn’t make the entry door, then she’d have to cut through the kitchen and past several servants. Either door might be locked. In that event, she’d need the keys, but there’d be no time for her to find the right one.

She paid little attention to the man as he moved behind her. She stumbled into the room, surprised more than hurt by the blow between her shoulder blades. It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the poor lighting. Only thin lines of light seeped through the slats of the barred window. For a brief moment, she imagined she had the strength to rip the boards from the frame. She rejected the crazy notion. Even without the wooden crossbars, no adult could get through the opening. In her desperation, she gave no thought to the twenty-foot fall. The drop to the ground frightened her least of all.

The male servant left. The maid remained, not bothering to shut the door. Fingers laced together, she stood expressionless and patient. When Shakira made no move to undress, the sallow-skinned girl stepped forward and plucked at the ties of the gown.

Shakira slapped her hands away. "Why are you doing this? You must know what he plans. If you help me get out of here, I swear the Baron Guiscard will find employment for you. He’s a friend to the prince. You won't be sorry." She searched the girl's face for some sign of sympathy, some sign of agreement. "Please."

The maid cocked her head as though listening to another voice. "No." 

"Why?"

"While he mounts you, I will have peace."

The girl’s mouth was full, flush with youth’s natural color. Her face was smooth-skinned and chubby with unshed baby fat. 

"How old are you?" 

"I am ten and two."

"How long have you worked for Dankworth?" She wanted to keep her talking. Maybe she could win the girl's trust. 

"He bought me when I was ten summers."

"Where was your mother?"

"My mother was a whore. Like you. I heard him call you so. She sold me to him, in Marseilles." The maid circled around Shakira. "It will hurt,” she said, smiling, enjoying her moment of superiority, comfortably making the transition from victim to tormentor. “He likes it to hurt."

"What is your name?" 

"I am called Marguerite, but I will speak to you no more of the master." The girl tugged on the back of the dress. "Hurry and give me your clothing." 

"We can be friends," Shakira said in a smooth voice she used to reassure clients. She had to ingratiate herself with Marguerite and sway the girl to her side.  

 Vacuous brown eyes stared back. "Our shared pain does not make us friends." She pulled at the dress again, popping several buttons. "Merde."

“If you are not my ally, then you are my enemy.” Shakira gave the smaller girl a rough push into the wall. “Lay a hand on me again, and you’ll get more than a push.” 

The corners of Marguerite’s mouth dipped and her lips narrowed into a pink slash. She glared at Shakira then spun around. Her rough hide boots stirred the dust on the filthy floor as she stomped to the door and called out. A short, hefty woman about forty came in wiping beads of sweat from her face on a grimy apron. Marguerite spoke too low for Shakira to hear what was said. She didn’t need to hear to know the gist. She braced for the attack.

The older woman nodded and positioned herself behind the resistant Shakira, as Marguerite approached from the other direction to box her in. Shakira tried to spin away. The older woman moved with unexpected agility and looped an arm around her neck and jerked hard. Shakira quickly kicked backwards. Her heel smashed into the woman’s shin. Grunting, the woman reflexively loosened her grasp. Shakira used the brief reprieve to shift so she could face her attackers. The woman swung her fists wildly as they struggled, some blows connected, some Shakira blocked and parried with counter strikes.

Marguerite yelled a man’s name and then slammed into Shakira from the side. Knocked off balance and defenseless for a few seconds, the woman punched Shakira hard in the stomach. Marguerite called out again, and the man who served the king’s escort rushed through the doorway. Shakira’s sore belly ached with each exertion, but she fought. Three opponents proved too much. They wrestled her to the floor and made quick work of removing the dress and chemise.

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Six

 


 


A stag leaped from the thicket, three hundred pounds of exposed shoulder, ribs, and flank. A clear and easy bow shot for Alex. The royal hounds barked and scrambled for purchase on the soft ground and gave chase. The hunting party joined their pursuit, all except Alex, who gazed towards the eastern sky. 

The clouds had grown darker as the day wore on. Rain striated the distant horizon, a faded barcode on the skyline. A storm gave him reason to go back. He needed to make amends for treating Shakira abominably the night before. She hadn’t deserved his wrath. He planned on apologizing this morning before he left but she slept so peacefully he couldn’t bring himself to wake her. He’d buy her a nice piece of jewelry here in London, a pretty bracelet or earrings. It was inadequate, but hopefully it opened the door to forgiveness.   

"God’s teeth, Guy, where is your head? The stag made good his escape while you failed to even raise your bow."

The prince reined in his horse, halting the excited animal in front of Alex and Thor. "He was a fine one too. At least a twelve-pointer, I’d say. Gone now," he said with disgust. 

"Sorry, my mind was elsewhere," Alex said. "I’m concerned about the weather. The temperature has dropped. I believe the storm," he tipped his head to the east, "is headed our way. Perhaps, we should return to the palace."

Edward looked skyward at the black clouds and off toward the distant rain. "You may have the right of it." He turned to Alex and took a pull of wine from a leather flask. "I would’ve preferred returning with a fresh kill," he said and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

Alex made no further apology and the prince let the matter go. The rest of their party gathered together. "The weather conspires against us. We’ll return to the palace."

The group wheeled their mounts around and headed towards Westminster.

"Ride next to me, Guy." The prince let the rest of the party gain several strides on them before following. "The French rain is a constant plague to our troops. You know this from our time fighting at Crecy.” Edward stuck the wine into a saddle bag and continued, "No better way for a man to earn his spurs than on a victorious field of blood and mud."

"I recall the terrible damp," Alex replied, curious at the direction of the conversation. 

"We’ll suffer more of the same on my campaign. Let us hope your sensitivity to the cold and wet has been banished by then." 

Offended by the insinuation, Alex checked his temper and said, "If you must know, it is not the inclement weather that troubles me as worry about milady. She is a stranger, alone, in a strange place, while I am away."

"Ah, I thought there was more to your distraction. She is fine, I’m sure. What harm could befall her at the palace?" 

***

Shakira wanted to rip the chemise from her body. The coarse weave of the shabby muslin rubbed her nipples raw. How many hours passed since Marguerite threw the scratchy garment at her and left? What time was it? From the gloomy grey outside, she guessed late afternoon, uncertain if the dwindling light resulted from the weather or the hour. The corners of the room were already dark.    

She sat hunched on the floor by the tiny window, hugging her knees. The draft from the outside was a taste of freedom and she drank in what little fresh air came through. Freedom. She closed her eyes and pressed her nose to the gap in the boards and inhaled deeply. The air was cool now, heavy with the damp of the coming storm. She breathed deep again, but a shift in the wind brought corruption. The malodorous scent of sewage, human and animal, and all the rotted flotsam and jetsam wafted in from the nearby river. With a low grunt, she buried her nose in the fleshy crook of her elbow. 

The shadow of someone’s feet appeared in the corridor outside her chamber. Keys jingled in the lock and the door creaked open. The man who’d help wrestle her to the floor stepped inside. She blinked and held her hand over her eyes as torchlight lit the room.

"The master wants you." The man jerked her up by the elbow. 

She snatched her arm away and straightened so she stood tall, taller than the servant. "Don’t touch me." Her voice never wavered in spite of her consummate fear.

The man spit at her feet and grabbed her again. He dug his fingers into her upper arm, the nails biting painfully into her as he pulled her along. 

One flight down he stopped and tapped on the door with a couple of cursory knocks. Without waiting for a permission to enter, he opened it, shoved her into Dankworth's chamber, then left, shutting the door.

The pungent smell of onion and mutton filled her nostrils. Her mouth watered and her stomach growled in natural response. Her last meal was dinner with the prince and Alex. Regardless of her sense’s physical reaction, she felt no hunger.

She remained just to the inside of the doorway and scanned the room for anything useable as a weapon. No food sat on the table. Dankworth must’ve finished the meal prior to her arrival and put away his eating dagger. Nothing sharp or heavy lay anywhere handy. The iron poker for the fire was the best tool that could be wielded as a weapon. Unfortunately, the hearth was closer to Dankworth than her. He’d reach it first. Still, she kept the possibility of getting her hands on the poker in the back of her mind. 

"Remove your garment and come here." The candlelight cast long shadows over the bed and onto the floor. It illuminated enough of the already half undressed Dankworth to reveal his aroused state. 

She didn't move. "Like a lamb to the slaughter? I don't think so." She readied for the fight of her life. She wasn’t weak. She worked out. A kick with guts behind it should put a crimp in his rape plans. All she needed was a bit of luck. 

His face darkened with rage and he covered the distance between them in three strides. She flinched as he stopped within inches. He didn’t touch her, but barred the door. She cursed her hesitation as he moved to the bed, out of reach.

"I will not tell you again. Come here," he said, removing the rest of his clothing. Spittle sprayed out and for a fraction of a second hung, suspended in the candle glow, then fell. 

“Come and get me.” 

He’d come for her. When he did, she’d drive his nuts up to his ears. She missed one opportunity. A mistake she wouldn’t repeat.

Dankworth lunged, knocking her backward, pinning her against the wall. She'd kicked but missed the mark and connected with his thigh instead. He grabbed the front of the chemise and yanked her onto her toes. She flailed and tried to knee him in the balls, failing as sharp pain surged through her cheek and behind her eye. 

She struggled to bring a hand up to ward off another strike. She saw the flash of his raised fist and ducked her face away from the blow. He was faster. This one found her mouth and spotted his knuckles with her blood. She’d suspected earlier he intended to kill her. Now she knew he would whether he raped her first or not.

She wrenched out of his grasp and swept her foot around his ankle, tripping him. He seized her arm and took her to the floor too. Savage hands tore at her hair and finding a handful, he banged her head against the hard wood. She twisted against him. The sting from a clump of hair ripped out by the roots gave her false hope she’d escaped his hold.

Instead, he gripped the tender flesh of her neck. Unable to swallow, saliva gathered in the back of her throat, choking her. She tried to breathe through her nose but couldn’t get enough air. Nothing found its way to her lungs. Her ability to differentiate colors waned. Shades of grey tinged the edges of her peripheral vision. A thousand pinpricks of light danced before her as she bucked beneath him.

His fingers tightened on her windpipe. She scratched his cheeks and clawed at his eyes. He released her throat and attempted to seize her wrists as she tried to ram the heel of her hand into his nose.

They battled until a blunt force blow dazed her. The side of her face from jaw to eye pounded from his backhand. Her left ear ached with a dull whir like the ocean’s roar through a conch shell.

Dankworth only needed a moment to completely overpower her. He attempted to straddle her, opening himself up for a split second. Shakira jammed her knee into his testicles with all the force adrenaline can produce. His eyes rolled upward until only the whites showed as he held himself, cursing and panting. 

Unable to open one eye, aching, she managed to clamber up the wall, stagger to the door and lift the bar. Pulled away by her hair, she was hurled several feet. Her ribs caught the side of a table and something from the top crashed by her head as it tipped over. Dankworth spat an epithet she couldn’t understand through the muffled ringing in her ear. Then, he kicked her in the ribs and drew his foot back to kick her again.   

She clutched her side and rolled onto her stomach. Panicked he’d kick her to death she pushed up from the floor. With her forearm tucked tight to her ribcage, she used her free arm to drag herself. The rough plank floor scraped raw spots on her knees and elbows as she crawled, desperate to be out of his reach, desperate to escape the punishing blows. Dankworth's heavy foot landed on the small of her back. She shifted her weight and twisted to the side, trying to see what he was doing.

He loomed above her, half doubled over, a string of drool leaked from the corner of his mouth. He stretched to pick up the riding crop that had spilled from the table.

"No whore denies me." He ripped the chemise almost in two. "Whether you suffer me cock or my whip, it matters not to me."

The boniness of his cheeks lost their distinction. The angular outline of other facial features blurred. Through vision clouded by a fog of pain, she squinted and tipped her chin high.

"Go to hell."

 

                                                

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 


 


Shakira drifted in and out of sleep. The cold of the floor seeped into her bones. She shivered and vaguely remembered flashes of bright light as she was dragged away. Pain induced hallucinations saw them as headlights from cars. Cars from the modern world that signaled hope this was a nightmare. Then a kernel of rationality prevailed, and she remembered they were torches. 

How many times had he whipped her? A dozen? More? The leather knot at the end of the lash had stung while the tiny spike tore her skin. 

A deep, sharp pain pierced her side as she tried to sit up. She sucked in breath and slapped her hand against the floor until the agony subsided. She released the air in a slow stream over her swollen and bruised lips and collapsed back down. One place didn’t hurt. One place hadn’t been violated. The smile that knowledge brought hurt her mouth, but she relished the torment. The beast hadn’t been able to rape her.

Outside, rain fell in steady taps on the windowsill. She let the rhythm lull her. They reminded her of a morning she and Alex made love to the sound of a soft shower. Alex.  

She cried. She cried until exhaustion and sleep took over again.

***

Alex entered the chamber unsure of his greeting after his poor behavior.

"Rocky?" She wasn’t by the window watching for him or attending to her appearance as he expected. He checked behind the screen that shielded the chamber pot. "Rocky?"

She had to be on the grounds. She wouldn’t venture far. He walked the corridors stopping anyone who might’ve seen her. He questioned the kitchen servants. None that day served her meals. No one had seen her since the previous night’s banquet.  

Philippa and her ladies crossed his path as he searched the chapel. They told the same story, "last night."

Alex returned to their chamber afraid something terrible happened. Worse, he had no idea who else to ask. A chill breeze blew through the window and whipped at his cloak. Shakira wouldn’t leave the window open in this weather. Wherever she disappeared to, she left in a hurry. As he crossed the room to close the window, he noticed her clothing trunk was missing. She didn’t disappear on her own. Someone knew what happened. He rushed from the room determined to get the answer. 

He stalked the halls searching for Enid, the maid. She almost collided with him as she exited another chamber.

He hooked her by the elbow as she attempted to re-enter the chamber. “I want answers, now.” 

The maid’s eyes darted back and forth, from one wall to the other, under his intense interrogation. She admitted the king ordered her to deliver Shakira’s trunk to the council chamber. She mentioned the gentleman present. The skittish servant swore she didn’t know his name and tried to go. Alex blocked her escape and demanded more information. She pointed out the manservant who escorted Shakira to the king.

The servant, who was busy lighting torches glanced over in time to see Alex’s brisk approach and dashed down the corridor.

"Where is she?" Alex caught up and spun him around by the shoulder. 

"Who, sir? I know nothing of the comings and goings of guests,” he said, looking everywhere but at Alex.

"You’re lying. Where’s Lady Shakira?"

"I do not know."

He C-clamped the man’s throat and drove him into the wall. "Where is she? Say I don’t know again and I’ll snap your neck."

"The home of the queen’s wool merchant."

"Where does he live?"

"I swear, I do not know," he said, raspy voiced. "Sir John, ask Sir John."

Alex found Stephen and Simon on their way to the great hall. "Find Basil and tell him to meet us in the stables. Saddle our horses. I’ll explain on the way."

John Holland relaxed at his desk. Imperturbable as his sister Blanche was lovely, he never blinked when Alex’s stormy presence filled the doorframe.

"You have been in the Welsh Marches too long, Guy. Here, in England, we still knock before entering someone’s chamber."

"Apologies, but this is urgent. The wool merchant...where does he live?"

"Dankworth--" Holland’s lip curled in disgust, "--dreadful man. Is this about your lady?"

Alex nodded.

"I saw them leave together hours ago."

"Not by her choice."

"No. The king ordered it, but you did not hear that from me. You will find Dankworth on Bouverie Street, near the river. You cannot miss his house, ‘tis the finest on the block."

"Thanks." Alex raced out the door.

 

 


 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 


 


Alex’s eyes adjusted to the dim light of the upper floor. Unlike the main floor, where Simon and Stephen watched over Dankworth and his mother, few torches lit this level. He took one from its holder and searched from room to room. He threw the door of the last one open. If she wasn’t here, he’d flay Dankworth alive until the bastard revealed her whereabouts.

A fat wharf rat scurried along the baseboard under the window as Alex waved the torch back and forth. He hated the filthy things. A low, scratchy noise came from the shadowed corner the rat left. The nest. He readied to stomp on the vermin home when the torch flame flickered on what appeared to be a bit of pale shoulder poking through a bundle of rags. 

He moved with care and held the light high to illuminate the area better. "Shakira!” He shoved the torch into Basil’s hand and dropped to his knees. 

Curled in a fetal position, lash marks marred her arms and legs, her matted and mussed hair shielded her face. He gently rolled her over and her hair fell away, exposing her injured face. He ran his fingers down her icy cheeks and along her cold lips then felt her neck for a pulse. "She is alive. Shakira..." he said, touching his palm to a swollen cheek. 

One eyelid fluttered open. Her hand patted the air. "Alex?" A violent tremor passed through her body, as she tried to rise, and failed.

"I’m here, darling," he whispered.

 She patted the air again as though verifying his existence. "Alex?" Her hand found his chest and she grasped onto his tunic with chipped and broken fingernails.

"I’m here.” He took her hand in his to reassure her. The fingers of his free hand flexed with unspent anger as he examined the welts on her skin from the knuckles to the wrist. Defensive wounds.

“Alex,” she said and tried to rise again. 

"Don't move. I have you." He slid his hands under her knees and arms, nestling her against him as he lifted her. 

"She calls you by a strange name," Basil said.

"I will explain later. Right now, I need more light." 

Basil raised the torch. "God in his heaven."

The flame cast eerie shadows on the ghostly pallor of her face, the blues and purples of the bruises an intense contrast. Dried blood crusted where the upper lip was split and part of her mouth was puffed to almost twice the normal size. 

The two friends exchanged a brief knowing look. 

"Once we are downstairs, I will take her," Basil said.

Simon kept watch over Dankworth while Alex and Basil had searched the house. Stephen watched over Cybill, who continued her loud protests to their presence in her son’s home. The neutral, if somewhat bored, expressions worn by the two knights transformed to grim accusation at the sight of Shakira’s face. 

Cybill screamed and lunged. Clawlike fingers swiped at Alex who dodged the strike as Stephen jerked her back. 

Alex settled Shakira in Basil’s arms. He removed his cloak and covered her. The damp cape offered some warmth to her clammy coldness. He thought her only half conscious when she opened her eyes, getting her first glimpse of Basil.

"Bloody hell," she croaked. Speckles of fresh blood appeared on her cut lip. Two tentative fingers dabbed at the split skin. "Ow." 

Basil’s brows arched high at the outburst of raw language. His shocked gaze darted from Shakira to Alex.

Time stood still for Alex. In her traumatized state, Shakira might think Basil was Ian. Alex wasn’t sure what she’d do. He mumbled a curse and prayed she didn't blurt out something awkward he'd be forced to explain away. He already needed to explain why she called him by a name other than Guy.

"Shakira--"

She waved him off. A crooked smile played at the uninjured edge of her mouth and she said, "Thank you, Sir Basil."

"Clever girl," Alex said and then turned merciless eyes to Dankworth.

Shakira laid a hand on his bicep. "He's not worth it. The king can judge him. You came. That’s all that matters. You came." She squeezed his arm with weak fingers. "Take me home."

A flicker of hope danced across Dankworth's face then evaporated seeing Alex’s malevolent expression. Alex turned back to Shakira. This was his lady to avenge. In this time, in this world, he was strong, a man to be reckoned with and not an impotent observer. 

"Justice is an iffy thing my darling. I’m making certain at least some gets meted out." He brushed her temple with a kiss, then whispered, "I told you, I can get very medieval protecting what is mine."

Alex removed his sword and handed it to Simon, who along with Stephen, stepped to the side to give him room. 

"I’m tempted to run you through and feed your carcass to stray dogs." He stood within arm’s length of Dankworth, offering himself as a target. Dankworth shrank back. "Death by sword is both too swift, and too honorable, for such as you. Craven bastard, too afraid to fight another man, you brutalize a defenseless woman instead."

"You would kill me?" Dankworth shamelessly pled his case, "Over a worthless whore? Why? She is nothing..." he whimpered to a silent and still Alex. 

A sound like the wet smack of clay landing on the floor bounced off the plastered walls. Dankworth staggered backwards. He wiped a sleeve across his lips and smeared the blood over his jaw. Alex hit him again. Dankworth stumbled trying to escape the blows. Alex seized him by the tunic front and struck again. Dankworth’s head snapped to the side and new blood spewed from his nose and mouth. Alex let go as Dankworth recoiled and one arm whipped the air. More blood dripped from a cut on his eyebrow, while a steady stream of pinkish mucous bubbled and oozed from his nose. 

Dankworth took a feeble roundhouse swing as Alex shook his right hand where the knuckles had already begun to swell from connecting with teeth and bone. He sidestepped the pathetic effort. With his full weight behind him, he buried his fist in Dankworth's stomach and brought his elbow down on the doubled over man, crushing Dankworth’s cheekbone with the blow. 

Alex grabbed a handful of hair and yanked, then backhanded him with a clenched fist. Dankworth careened into the same chair he knocked Shakira into the first time he hit her.

Alex lifted him by the tunic front again, and one-handed, held him in place. He drove his fist hard into Dankworth’s mouth who coughed more blood, spitting out a piece of tooth as he fell onto his knees.

Simon laid a restraining hand on Alex’s shoulder when he reached down and jerked Dankworth up again. "Enough, Guy. Enough. Leave something for the king."

Alex didn’t move. Seconds passed before he finally released Dankworth, who slid down the wall. 

"Simon, you and Stephen tie his hands to the pommel of his horse's saddle," Alex said, taking Shakira from Basil's arms. 

"The devil will likely topple over, tied or no," Simon said with a grunt as he and Stephen dragged the crumpled Dankworth to the door.

Alex shrugged. "Then we’ll take the Thames Road. Let the fish have him if he falls."

"Put me down for a minute." Shakira wiggled and tried to free herself of his hold.

"No, you are too weak."

She squirmed and wiggled more. "Please, just for a minute."

Against his better judgment, Alex eased her to her feet. He watched her square off in front of Cybill. The older woman’s screeching stopped. 

Shakira swayed a few degrees side-to-side before steadying. Alex couldn't imagine what mischief she planned. His jaw dropped when she punched Cybill in the nose. The woman’s feet shot out and even he cringed as the hag landed hard on her tailbone.

He turned to a gaping Basil. "Did she or did she not tell me not to take revenge?"

"Aye, I heard her say Dankworth was not worth the trouble. It seems your display inspired her." Basil patted Alex on the back. "She is a handful, your lady."

Alex thought he heard a note of sympathy in Basil’s light-hearted comment.

"Where are the rest of my clothes you bitch?" Shakira asked through gritted teeth. She resembled a down-on-her-luck pirate with her messy dark hair, one good eye, and clenched jaw. 

Cybill used the edge of a chair to haul herself up. She tapped gingerly at her nose. "How dare you strike me, you--you—“ 

"Shut up. Give me my clothes." Shakira swayed again, but waved Alex away as he tried to take her arm. "That’s mine as well," she pointed to the dress Cybill wore, "take it off." 

"I’m no whore. I will not disrobe in front of these men."

"Don’t make me laugh, it hurts too much. Whore indeed. Men don’t pay women like you. They go to war to get away from women like you. As to disrobing, let's ask." Shakira twisted around, staggering a step as she did. "Gentlemen, how do you feel about seeing Cybill naked?"

"I'd rather pluck out my eyes," Basil said.

"If there is a choice, I say forget the dress. I fear the vision of the crone's nakedness will be burned in my memory until the grave." Alex faked a dramatic shiver for effect. "I say we go."

She shot him a pointed glance. "The dress may be of use later." She confronted Cybill again. "I want your son’s riding crop too." 

"Good idea," Alex said, immediately understanding. "You heard milady, remove the dress and be quick." He helped to speed the process, cutting the buttons off with his dagger.

Cybill stepped out of the gown and shoved it into Shakira’s outstretched arms.

She clutched the dress to her chest, swayed, and then collapsed as her legs buckled.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 


 


      Alex removed what remained of the rough chemise and tossed it into the fire and wrapped Shakira in the velvet robe. While she huddled by the fire, he stripped off his bloody tunic. Basil had ridden ahead and instructed the servants to deliver fresh water and linens to the chamber.

      Alex had her sit on the foot of the bed. He moved the side table with the linens and water and sat on a stool opposite her. 

      "I ordered broth and brandy," he said and dipped a cloth in a basin of warm water. With gentle strokes, he swabbed the blood and dirt from her face.

"I want to clean my teeth," she said in a hoarse whisper.

He handed her a clean square of linen, brought the salt from the dressing table, and set a bowl of water within her reach. She ran the salted cloth over the inside of her mouth, wincing and groaning at the cut area. No fresh blood appeared in the water when she rinsed, which he took as a good sign.

"I fought him. That's why he beat me."

"I know."

"You say you do; only I don't think you realize how hard I fought. He didn't rape me." Alex started to clean her face again. She wrapped her fingers around his wrist and stopped him. "It's important you know the truth. I kicked him hard in the balls before he had the chance."

Her eyes beseeched him to believe her. The brutal evidence on her face and body proved how much she resisted. But a woman’s strength doesn’t compare to a man’s, especially an animal like Dankworth. Her denial wasn’t necessary. He'd never think less of Shakira or any woman who was the victim of sexual assault. He’d tell her later, when her emotions weren't so raw.   

      "I fought,” she said with heat in her voice. “Damn it, I—” 

"Shh, I believe you." He sat next to her on the bed and hugged her close. "Let it out. It's all right to cry."

She rested her head on his shoulder and trembled, but she didn’t cry. “No. I won’t cry. He’d like that.”

“He’s not here.”

“He’s not absent either.” 

Alex rubbed her back. She needed words of solace beyond the superficial phrases the majority of men, men like himself, relied upon. What can you say to a woman who’s just gone through the most horrific experience of her life? Every reassurance seemed inadequate by comparison. He searched his memory for the comforting words his mother used when he and his sister were young. Few came to him. After he repeated himself several times, his words of consolation were reduced to mere soft sounds.

Someone knocked. "That’ll be our food." He answered the door bare-chested. Mousey Enid stayed in the corridor and handed him the tray. She acted the same as when he questioned her, jittery, avoiding eye contact. He back kicked the door shut and laid the tray on the table.  

Shakira moved from the bed to the table no longer trembling. “I’d like a bath,” she said with a queen’s superior dignity.  

"Not until you've eaten. Personally, I’m ravenous. I’ll order the tub filled while we have the broth."  

"How can you stand to eat at the same table with me? I stink like a billy goat."

"You don't stink like a goat." Alex's lips pursed and his brows slashed downward in feigned contemplation. "Well, maybe a small goat," he said, laughing as he dodged the chunk of bread she lobbed at his head. "You don't smell, you only think you do. I've eaten amongst overripe bodies in the company of men who hadn't had a proper wash for weeks. Now, that was smelly."                                                                    #

Shakira ran her fingertips over the surface of the bath water and untied her robe.

"Wait, don’t get in yet. The hot water might shock your system," Alex cautioned. "Give me a moment to finish undressing and I’ll join you." 

"It's a bath, nothing to worry about. I feel a thousand-"

He folded his arms and cleared his throat.

"All right, fifty per cent better," she conceded and tossed her robe onto a chair. "I'll climb in nice and easy.” She swung a leg over, tested the temperature with her foot, and then brought her other leg over. See," she said, lowering herself till the water reached her ribs.

The color drained from her face. She clamped onto the side of the tub. Knuckles white, she bent so her forehead rested on the edge of the bath. Her chest rose and fell in rapid, shallow pants.

"Damn it, Rocky." Alex jumped into the tub. "Relax, take deep breaths."

"I got a little dizzy, but I’m fine now."

"No, you’re not, you’re ashen. I was afraid something like this would happen." He stretched and snagged a pillow from one of the chairs and slipped it under her head. "Keep taking deep breaths while I remove these wet hose."

The soggy material clung to him, but he managed to get them off and threw them across the room. Let the annoying Enid clean it up the puddly mess in the morning. 

He eased Shakira away from the edge and settled her between his knees. "Use my chest as support."

She leaned back, tilted her head and looked up at him. “Will you wash my hair?”  

"Of course. I think I should wash you everywhere and rid you of that barnyard scent," he said, sniffing her neck.

He lost count of the tangles and tried to finger comb them out as he rinsed. The knots only got worse. The more he picked at them the tighter they seemed to get.

“My comb is by the mirror,” Shakira said.

He hopped out, grabbed it, and stopped to add another bucket of hot water to the bath then rejoined her. He worked with painstaking patience to comb out each snarl. His efforts were rewarded with a glossy sheet of inky hair that hung arrow straight. Just like it did the day he saw her in Ian's driveway, eight weeks ago. Eight weeks and centuries ago.

He told Shakira to stand and face him. His soapy fingers worked their way into the crevices between her toes, up her calves to her thighs. With a slight adjustment, he was auspiciously positioned to her nest of silky curls. She held onto his shoulders for balance as he washed her nether regions. 

"Make love to me Alex."

"No. What sort of barbarian do you take me for?" He stood and poured a bucket of fresh rinse water over her. "You need rest. You need to heal. You need-"

"You," she said, sliding her hand down. She teased him until he grew erect. "Besides, the part I want you to make love to isn't sore."

“Everything else on you is bruised and battered. I’d never forgive myself if I caused you more pain.” He assisted her from the tub conscientious of not banging any of the injured areas. The thin length of linen was a poor excuse for a towel compared the fluffy cotton ones of their modern life. It would do, and he patted, rather than rubbed her dry. 

"You don't understand,” Shakira said. “He’s still with me. I still smell the stink of vinegary wine on his breath." She stared down at Alex wide-eyed. "I still feel his rough fingers with their sharp nails hurting me." New emotions swelled. "He stuck them inside me."  

Alex hugged her as tight as he dared. "It’s over. He'll never harm you again. What you think you smell and feel is your imagination playing a cruel trick on you." He reached for another towel to cover her shoulders as goose bumps dotted her skin. 

"Please make love to me. I want yours to be the touch I fall asleep on, to be the scent on my skin. Please." Her breath teased his ear. "Don’t look at my damaged body. Let me lose myself in you."

He led her to bed, making love to her with the caution reserved for fragile crystal. She protested his gentleness in places she insisted it wasn’t required. In the end, she finessed the lead from him and climbed on top. 

With surprising energy, she had her way with him and then dozed off fast. She slept with the blankets drawn to her waist. She lay on her right side to avoid putting pressure on the worst bruises. Alex relaxed in a chair and propped his feet up on the seat of another. He watched her while he sipped a brandy and replayed his mistakes in his mind. He should’ve found a reason not to go on the hunt. He should’ve left her at Elysian Fields like she wanted and if it irritated the king, so what?

She rolled onto her left side, moaned when her swollen cheek touched the pillow, and rolled back. The blanket slid off. He went over and started to cover her again but paused to stare at the weals from the riding crop. The angry red stripes ran the length of her spine and across her thighs. Pinpricks of dried blood trailed the same path. Rage flared. This must never happen to her again. To protect her, he had no choice. He’d marry her.

The events of the day had caught up. Exhausted, he dropped into his chair and put his feet up again. He yawned and rested his head against the back of the chair. Tomorrow he'd tell her his plan and take care of the details. His eyes watered with the second, bigger yawn. He couldn't go to bed yet, not until he worked out what to tell the king. He closed his eyes intent on getting his second wind after a little catnap. A few minutes rest was all he needed.   

 

Bodies litter the fallen ramparts and the field where the gates of his family home once stood. Blood’s iron odor mixes with the putrid air of eviscerated men and stamps itself on his senses. All battles smell the same.

Deep within the holding, children run from pen to pen and servants run from stall to stall in the barns freeing livestock as the wooden structures ignite. Bleating sheep crowd the narrow rear gates, separated lambs stand rooted, crying in hopes their mothers will find them and lead them to safety. Stable boys struggle with the knight’s destriers. Even the highly trained mounts revert to instinctive animal fear of fire. 

He glances over his shoulder at the deafening noise from behind him. The archway housing the portcullis has fallen. 

Time has come. He makes his way to the Keep to confirm his family made their escape. He passes the barn closest to the round tower and sees her, one of his Guiscard descendents generations removed. She presses a finger to her lips, "shh," she whispers to a little girl and races inside with the child. The young mother has draped her brown cloak over her daughter and moves from one shadowed space to the next until she reaches the ladder. She bends and lifts the child, speaking instructions in her ear. Blonde ringlets bounce against dimpled cheeks as the little girl smiles, excited by the adventure.  

The mother makes herself small as possible, wedging her body into the far corner of the hayloft. The wide-eyed toddler squirms, suddenly frightened by the new round of shrieks from people and animals from the bailey.

He steps from the shadows to warn her. “Run...they’ll burn this building too.” She doesn’t see or hear him. No one does.

Two enemy soldiers saw the mother creep into the barn and
order her out. She ignores their commands and shields the child beneath her. She frantically pulls clumps of hay over them as fast as she can.

The smirking soldiers torch the barn turning it into an inferno within minutes. Mother and child climb down, crawling along the dirt floor through the rear door.

He can do nothing. 

The back of his hand banged the table as he struck out. Alex jerked awake, his feet hitting the floor with a thud. Sharp pain radiated into his wrist where he hit the table's edge. He sat up and alternately flexed and shook his left hand until the pain dissipated. 

The misery the nightmare always brought hovered on the perimeter of his consciousness as he joined Shakira in bed. Propped on his elbow, he smoothed the hair from her battered face. The fate of a mother and child from centuries gone couldn't sway him from a path he never thought to take. 

But, what if?

He refused to give in to the grim emotions. The fate of the woman next to him was all that mattered.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 


 


      Shakira shook off the shock of the unusual decision and started a mental laundry list of facts to present.

"I just heard," Alex said, closing the chamber door. "The king’s consented to let you, a woman," he jiggled his brows, "question Dankworth in front of the whole court."

“I know. John Holland came by after you left and told me to prepare. The case goes before the king in three days. He said the prince suggested I be allowed to question Dankworth.”

“Ah,” Alex said, connecting the dots, “knowing Edward, he finds the idea amusing.”

“I suppose princes must get their laughs where they can,” she said, a little less impressed with the decision now.

Alex poured two goblets of wine and handed her one. "Here's to you, darling. You're about to give the Middle Ages a taste of enlightenment.” He raised his cup in toast.

“I welcome the decision for a public trial. At last, I’ll be in an arena where I have expertise. I’m not following you around like a puppy.” She sipped her wine and for clarification added, “You realize I’m not interested in altering the medieval mindset. It isn’t about bringing enlightenment to the fourteenth century.”

“I was teasing. I know you’re not. You’re not the crusader type. That said maybe one mind will be expanded.”

“I am a little nervous about putting a foot wrong, not being familiar with the nuances of the Plantagenet legal system.”

“I’ve every confidence you’ll do great.”

He drank another mouthful and said in a more serious tone, "The bruises on your ribs are worse this morning. You should’ve told me how badly he kicked you."

"I forgot. I was so grateful to see you all I could think of was getting out of there. Besides, you’d have killed him and probably gotten yourself in royal trouble."

"Maybe not killed him outright, I know how much the king prefers to administer justice as he sees fit. However, I might’ve ridden closer to the river, tied Dankworth’s hands a bit looser. Even the king doesn’t expect anyone to wade into the Thames after a prisoner."  

Alex set the goblet down and dragged a chair around the table. He seated himself across from her, elbows on his thighs, and clasped both her hands between his. "We need to talk."

Never in the course of history did the words "we need to talk" bode well. “I’m listening," she said, prepared for the worst.  

He took a deep breath. "Rocky, I've experienced few failures in my life--lives," Alex corrected. "I considered my good fortune a blessing until I failed you so profoundly. Never have I been at a loss for accurate words, but at the moment, they escape me. I can’t begin to adequately describe how gut-wrenching it is to see your bruises and welts and know I could've prevented this--begged off the hunt."

Relieved, she relaxed. "Don’t torture yourself. This is Dankworth's doing and to a lesser extent the king's. If you hadn’t gone on the hunt, the king would’ve found another way to separate us."

Alex’s unbound hair hung loose over his shoulders the way she loved. She tugged on the end of a long lock. "When I'd given up hope, you burst through the door. You were Sir Galahad, only better. You weren't the fictional knight of legend. You were my very real hero."

"You honor me. Is there a man alive who doesn't want to be someone's hero?” He leaned over and skimmed her forehead with his lips. “The point is this can’t happen again. The best way to protect you is for us to marry."

Marriage to Alex. She fantasized about the possibility but never because he acted out of guilt. 

"Will you--"

"Do you love me?"  

"This isn't about love, Rocky."

"It is to me. I want to be a cherished partner not an obligation." After her ordeal with Dankworth, she figured she wasn't in immediate danger from the king’s machinations. The danger now came from her rescuer. He hadn’t answered. Her heart teetered on a ledge that led to immense joy or soul-searing pain. "Do you love me? It's a simple question."

The question forced Alex to analyze the jumble of emotions she stirred in him. In this world, he had numerous acquaintances but few friends. He counted Stephan and Simon as friends. His most personal thoughts he shared with no one other than Basil but he never considered himself lonely. Shakira’s presence added another element, another layer to his life. The new experience of having someone close each night to share the small things, the funny things, just the events of the day with, was an unexpected pleasure.  

The dark image rolled over him as Alex relived the moment he heard she’d gone to Dankworth's. The fury and frenzy that swept over him at the news was still fresh. The horrible fear he’d come too late seeing Dankworth’s mother in Shakira’s dress. If he’d discovered her murdered, no act of barbarism would've been beyond him.

"Alex?"

“Sorry."

"If you have to think about it, then the answer is no. You don’t love me."

An awkward pause followed. He needed to say something. Several responses came to him, none he managed to speak. 

She cleared her throat. "Well, that’s out of the way. We had quite an elephant in the room for a minute there," she said, her voice a trifle shaky as she gave him a graceful way out. "I’d rather the truth. I don't want you to do something you’ll regret because of a false sense of responsibility."

He didn’t want a graceful way out. This time he wasn’t a shadowy figure, unable to act. 

"I'm not proposing because of a false sense of anything. I'm doing this to protect you, certainly, but it's also out of selfishness. I never want to go through a day or night like that again." Alex kissed her least bruised cheek. "Let me take care of you. Do me the honor of becoming my wife?"

In the morning's sunlight her stormy eyes looked like cold steel. Flat. "I always thought when I married it would be because I’d be in love with a man who loved me in return."

"What a novel concept for this age, how twenty-first century of you," he quipped, buying time. Her reluctance was making a muddle of things. He needed to think through the fix.   

Her statement hung in the air between them.

In the past, a few women claimed they loved him. Shakira hadn’t expressed the same, but he wasn’t blind. He knew she cared for him. That, coupled with the circumstances, he expected her to accept his proposal without question. Love wasn’t required.

As the pause in their conversation dragged on, he reassessed his strategy. "Would you accept my troth if I told you, you’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted as my wife?”

"Really—even when you were a young, dashing knight, the first time I mean?"

"Past and present, you’re the only one." 

She didn’t answer right away and he worried she’d say no. He kissed the back of her knuckles. "Say yes, I promise you won’t regret it." 

"Troth, there’s a word I never thought I’d hear or use.” The uncut corner of her mouth lifted in a crooked smile. “Yes, I accept your troth.”

“Good.” In case she had lingering doubts about her decision, he added, "After all, milady, this isn’t our time. It's not like we're really married." 

The sparkle he’d seen in her eyes when she said yes dulled as though snuffed out by unseen fingers. A pained expression flickered across her face, disappearing as fast as it came. She moved to the foot of the bed and stared out the window.

“What hurts?” he asked, thinking one of her injuries suddenly pained her. 

She lifted her eyes to his and was silent for a long moment before she said, "Nothing that won’t heal eventually."

 

 


 

Chapter Thirty-One

 


 


Alex skipped breakfast and rushed through his morning routine. He planned on arriving in the great hall for Dankworth’s trial well ahead of Shakira. He welcomed the chance to get the hell out of their chamber. Ever since their conversation about marrying, she’d been moody. She wasn't bitchy, but eerily quiet, or dejected. Compliments left her cheerless. His attempts at humor fell flat more than they made her laugh. She acted satisfied with her case preparation and seemed to be recovering well from the trauma of the attack.

He didn’t know what to make of her morose attitude. From her initial happiness when she accepted, his proposal pleased her. Why the subsequent emotional distance? The question ate at him and dominated his thoughts as he shaved. He wiped the soap from his knife and glanced over at her. She sat at the other mirror pinning her hair. It hurt to think she regretted saying yes. His lineage is a proud one. The Conqueror, himself, granted his ancestor the barony. Perhaps he should inform the future Mrs. Guiscard of the fair number of women who’d be delighted to be his wife. Male survival instinct debated the wisdom of that.

Finished and dressed, he bent to kiss her goodbye and missed when she moved. He didn’t try a second time. In the open doorway, he paused and waited for her to say goodbye.

Silent, she continued shaking her braid out.

"You know, some women--" 

Shakira swiveled in the chair. "What? Some women, what?" 

Moodiness had morphed into testiness. She was in a major snit and brushing her hair out for the third or fourth time. He’d lost count. Every attempt to loop her hair around her ears ended with the braids flopped down at different lengths.

"Nothing, it’s just that you’ve been so--"

"If you're going to say frustrated--" she viciously whipped at her unbound hair, "You're right. Don't take this wrong, I appreciate your old self was a warrior and all, especially when you came to my rescue. But right now, I wish you'd been a warrior, slash," Shakira made a downward slicing motion, brush in hand, "hairdresser."

With a strangle hold on the brush handle, she rested fisted hands on her hips. Her hair, now electrified into flying wisps stuck out in all directions. 

"Sorry I interrupted. Go on, some women what?"

Dare he suggest she try to be happier? There was nothing unpleasant about the situation. If she had second thoughts about saying yes, he’d assured her it wasn’t like they were really married. That should’ve put her mind at ease. Confused, he shook his head.  

Perhaps her hormones were messed up. The time travel experience was the most plausible explanation if they were. Except the mood swings should’ve happened sooner. Maybe PMS was the cause. He didn’t know much about PMS, only that it could turn a good woman into the Werewolf of London. 

"Some women what?"

"Nothing, I’ll see you in the hall." Alex shut the door hard behind him and almost bumped into Basil.

"I was coming to get you,” Basil said. “You mentioned you wanted to arrive early for the trial. I thought we’d go together and have a bit of a chinwag on the way."

"A bit of a chinwag," Alex repeated with a grunt. "I suppose you want to talk about my upcoming nuptials?" He anticipated Basil’s disapproval. As the Earl of Ashenwyck, Basil was never given to impetuous behavior or impulsive decisions that might affect one’s social rank or family prestige. Alex expected an earful of cautionary advice two days ago when he’d announced the betrothal.    

Basil fell in step with Alex. "I see you intend on going through with this foolish plan. I hoped you’d recovered your wits if you had a day or two to think on it." 

"My wits were never lost. This is not a rash decision. We will wed at my family's chapel upon our immediate return."

"Why? Do not say this is the only way to protect her. It is not, as well you know. I doubt the king will meddle further in her life, not after he saw her face and damage Dankworth caused."

Alex didn’t answer and didn’t break stride. Like a dog with a bone, Basil wouldn’t leave the matter alone. 

"Think of your future. Please the king. Marry Blanche Holland. Whether you keep Shakira as your mistress or not, you need only to make it known you are her protector and she’ll be safe. The incident does not warrant making her your wife."

“It does to me.”

 Basil pulled Alex into an alcove and lowered his voice. "You will never be more than a baron if you wed Shakira. Because of the circumstances, the king won’t force his choice of bride on you. However, he won’t reward such open disregard for protocol. One does not marry one’s mistress. Have a thought for the future of your heirs."

My heirs. Alex ached seeing the concern and sincerity in Basil’s eyes. There will be no heirs, not for Guy, not for you my friend, only a grave of cold French
mud. Some things no man should know. He pushed the burden of knowledge from his mind. 

"If all I am destined to be is a baron, then so be it," Alex said, wishing he could explain Basil worried for nothing. 

More than his best friend, Basil was the brother Alex never had. As close as they were, he couldn't share the truth. Basil’s rigid view of the world didn't allow for time anomalies. 

Not that Alex had any clue how to broach the subject. Perhaps, "Oh by the way, my friends call me Alex now, not Guy. I have a rollicking good life going for me in the future which I am trying to get back to with Shakira." There’s a good opener, he thought dryly. Then, as a closer, "And, F.Y.I., in about six hundred years, you'll be a lot more open-minded." 

"She’s bedazzled you. Why you should be so smitten is beyond me, 'tis only one more conquest, albeit a lovely one." Basil's brows raised high, "You have never been one to dance to any wench’s tune." 

"Shakira is not a wench. She is a lady and my betrothed."

Basil inclined his head in apology. "I meant no insult. I am sure she is a fine woman, but we have never been less than honest with each other. If my words are harsh, it is because they are the truth."

"I know, and I appreciate your concern, but I won’t give her up. Bear in mind the king has not approached me regarding marriage to anyone. All this speculation stems from gossip alone. For the sake of argument, say it’s true. If I were to marry the king’s choice, let’s assume Blanche, she’d harangue me daily to send Shakira away. She’d make my life a misery."

"Don’t be ridiculous," Basil choked out over a laugh. "She might try, all women try. It’s their nature. You’re her lord and master. You can take whomever you wish for a mistress. Blanche has no say. What complaint can be made? The wife gains the title, runs the household, and receives the best jewelry. Besides, competing with a mistress gives her something to moan about with the other wives when she comes to court.”

“Enough of this, I’m going.” Alex stepped away. 

They re-entered the corridor as a striking brunette walked by and eyed Basil hard. 

"Did you see the beauty we passed? She certainly took a serious accounting of your attributes," Alex said with a smirk, happy to change the subject. "I’ve not seen her before."

Basil glanced over his shoulder. "Cecily de Havilland, Percival’s daughter, she’s new to court."

"From appearances, she’d like to make your acquaintance."

Basil harrumphed the way he always did when someone or something didn’t meet his approval. "Then, she’s bound to be disappointed. I understand she’s a virgin. You know I’ve never had an interest in virgins. Dreary creatures. It takes forever to get them to lift their skirts. Once inside, you have to tiptoe around, and the smallest utterance of flattery afterward is taken as a declaration of love."

They entered the hall. The king hadn’t appeared yet, but was en route. Courtiers were already lined up three deep along the walls. Word had spread the mistress would present her case at the trial.

Bits and pieces of conversation reached Alex. Whether the speakers intended for him to hear or whether their voices carried by accident, it didn't matter. The general reaction was either one of condemnation or disgruntlement. The men did not approve of a foreigner having a say in the trial of an Englishman. However, to Alex's surprise, the women had the cruelest things to say. Instead of seeing the decision as an opportunity for females, a chance to expose the mistreatment they often suffer, the act of granting Shakira the freedom to question the accused was reviled.

"Base born" and "without pride" and "imported whore," were the worst and most common terms used to define Shakira...his Shakira. He resisted the urge to tell them, “She's ten times more a lady than the lot of you bitches.”

He moved toward the worst offenders, prepared to confront them. A hand pulled him back by the tunic sleeve. "They are not worth your anger. If you create a disturbance, you’ll hurt her cause. The king may choose not to let Shakira speak." 

Basil was right. The best Alex could do at the moment was stare the harpies into silence. He noted each shrew in the group. To his disgust, he recognized many of his former lovers. 

Dankworth's case was announced. "Where’s Shakira? She should be here by now." Alex’s alarmed attention moved over the room. "God in his heaven, not again," he uttered, low.

"Calm yourself. No one is so big a fool as to harm her at court, not under the watchful eye of the king’s men."

“True,” Alex acknowledged, but his hand crept to the hilt of his sword and rested there as he watched and waited.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two

 


 


      Shakira checked her face for the tenth time in the poor excuse for a mirror and wondered how bad she really looked. The bruises were wonderful prima facie evidence of her ordeal, but vanity and pride demanded she make as dignified an impression as possible. Her appearance might generate sympathy. While being useful, sympathy is easily swayed. Superior credibility over Dankworth was her best weapon and an absolute necessity. 

In her own time, appearing before court never worried her. There, she acted as someone else’s advocate. Here, self-doubt suddenly gripped her. She was an outsider making allegations against the queen’s favorite merchant. Although technically, she wasn’t the defendant in this matter, anyone with half a brain understood she was on trial as much as Dankworth. 

For the last three days, she’d managed to keep her fears suppressed. They poured from her now as another frightening scenario picked at her frayed nerves with its disturbing underpinning. If Edward found in Dankworth’s favor, would it in essence, indicate she perjured herself? If so, would he pursue a case against her? What was the royal punishment for perjury? Would she suffer through an allegedly fair trial and then be found guilty? Would he send her to the Tower? Banish her? Or, order her burned at the stake?

A rush of panic adrenaline shot through her. She sucked in large gulps of air but still couldn’t manage a breath that reached her lungs. Light-headed, she gripped a chair back to steady herself. 

On top of those hairy questions, add her ignorance regarding the rules of evidence. What if she wasn’t allowed to present evidence beyond her appearance? Without an independent witness to the attack or physical corroboration to contradict any lies Dankworth told to justify his actions, the case boiled down to he said/she said.  

Alex couldn’t offer useful insight. Apologetic, he said the only cases he'd heard in his barony were disputes between locals, over a pig, or payment for a service. Evidence was often dodgy, or in the case with farm animals, ingested.

She forced the negative imaginings from her mind and composed herself. On this battlefield, she was a formidable opponent and damned ready to fight the bastard again. Determined not to show a hint of weakness, she left for the hall. 

 

                                                      ***

 

      The center of everyone’s morbid interest, Alex made his way to the front of the crowd. All stepped aside to allow him a better view of the proceedings. There was a collective gasp and the throng surged forward as the prisoner was brought forth.

      Dankworth looked like he'd been hit by a runaway beer cart. His broken nose sat at an odd angle to his mouth. Both eyes were swollen and shared a variety of unnatural colors. A plum colored bruise ran the length of his jaw on one side, and blue-green skin covered a misshapen cheekbone. He wore the same blood stained clothes from the night he was brought to the palace. Alex ignored the buzz of the crowd and pointed stares of the courtiers who looked first to the prisoner, then to him. 

      Heads turned in unison from Alex toward the door, their attention diverted by Shakira's entrance. She’d left her hair loose and held in place with tortoise shell combs. She’d chosen a conservative slate blue kirtle of fine wool. Over the kirtle, she wore a fitted, darker blue surcoat with cutout sides. A simple design of ivy vines in yellow and light green bordered the hem.

“In law school, I read the color blue conveys trustworthiness and dependability,” she’d told him as she dressed.  

      One side of her mouth remained puffy while the unhealed blackish-red cut bisected her upper lip. The facial swelling had subsided, but her cheeks and jaw bone bore an array of bruises in various combinations of primary colors. A dark mouse still sported one eye. Nasty as her marks were, they didn’t compare to the kaleidoscope of colors on Dankworth’s face.

Alex smiled with pride. In spite of her injuries, his classy Shakira walked down the main aisle with a stately bearing no woman in the room could outrival. Her face lit up as she caught sight of him. For the first time that morning, she smiled. Alex winked back.

      Basil also watched with avid interest. "I see why you are reluctant to let her go. One could almost believe she is noble born,” he said, eyeing her while she took her place in front of the king. "But, regrettably she isn’t. You’re certain you wish to keep her?"

      "Yes. Why?" Alex asked, as Basil's keen gaze swept over every inch of Shakira. 

      "It is possible you’ve seen reason and reconsidered the king's wishes. If so, I could take care of her," Basil said with a lopsided grin. "She’d be safe and finding a place for her in my household is not a problem."

      "Where would that place be--your bedchamber perhaps?"

      "Anything is possible." 

      Alex laughed softly, his eyes on Shakira.

      "What amuses you?" Basil asked.

      "Memories, we have some good ones."

      "Any particular one in mind?"

      "When you broke your nose." 

      Basil’s eyes narrowed. "That’s not a good memory for me. It hurt like the devil and played havoc with my sense of smell." 

      "Yes, it did. So, if you wish to sniff around for a willing lady this eve, I suggest you stop gaping at Shakira like she’s a fresh baked cherry tart." 

      "God's teeth, are you in love with her?"

Alex hesitated. In love? Impossible, he told himself, a little less sure than he ought to be. Granted, he didn’t want another man to touch her, ever. Typical testosterone fueled jealousy. Yes, he missed her when he went to Wales, more than he expected. Missing isn’t loving. And yes, he wanted to kill Dankworth for harming her, such was his bloodlust. But any honorable knight
would seek revenge. All of it added up to what he’d call deep affection.

Fingers snapped in his face.

"What?"

"I asked if you were in love and you went silent." Basil stared at him as though he'd lost his mind. 

"I am not in love. Can we leave off the subject now?"

"Shh, Dankworth is telling his version," the woman next to him whispered.

To someone who didn't know the truth, the lie sounded credible. Dankworth testified he caught Shakira trying to steal. She escaped and ran off. He went in pursuit, dragged her back, and disciplined the "Jezebel," as was "his right."

The man had the gall to act indignant over his incarceration. The outrageous tale rekindled Alex’s anger. 

"I’d love to have five more minutes with the brute." 

A loud, derisive snort from Basil drew the attention of the people standing around. "Careful Guy, he tells a colorful story. Next you know, the blackguard will ask for compensation from you." 

The king silenced Dankworth and gave permission for Shakira to speak. She curtsied and then turned to the defendant. 

"Milord Dankworth, you have alleged I am a thief. What item of jewelry do you say I stole?"

"A ring--" his swollen mouth twisted and he spoke only from one side as he embellished the lie, "an emerald ring of my mother's."

"Describe it for us, please."

"The band is gold filigree. The center is an emerald the size of my thumbnail surrounded by pearls." 

Shakira eased over to Cybill Dankworth and locked a hand around her wrist before the woman could move away.

"You mean this ring?" Shakira forced his mother’s hand up. She took care not to block the king’s view as she removed the ring from the tinier woman’s finger. With great dramatic flair, she lifted her other hand in the air and tried the ring on each finger. When the ring didn’t fit past Shakira’s knuckles of her right, she repeated the action with her left hand.  

"So Milord, you accuse me of stealing a ring I cannot wear. One I knew was too small based on my greater size alone,” she said and gave the ring back to Cybill. “Why would I do such a thing?"

"’Tis obvious--to sell." He glanced around at various members of the audience and up to the king. His expression exuded smug boredom with the question.

"I see. You now infer the Baron Guiscard is unable to give his paramour coin if she desired it."

"I...I..." Dankworth's smirk slipped as a deep furrow of wariness formed between his eyes. "You plant that seed of disrespect. You dissemble and mislead those who would listen." 

"Do I? If I’ve misinterpreted your statement, please enlighten us as to what you actually meant. An allegation of theft must be substantiated by motive. Your accusation I stole for profit suggests I needed money. Is it your intention to imply the Baron’s finances are lacking? If so, I’m certain Baron Guiscard would be interested in hearing how you came upon such information, or in his case, misinformation."

A low grumble traveled through the room. For a tradesman, even one favored by royalty, to cast such aspersions on the reputation of a noble was an affront to every courtier present. The insult usually carried serious ramifications.

 Her face a mask of impassivity, Shakira aligned herself so the king saw Dankworth’s furtive eye movements, his twitches and tics.

"Milord Dankworth, we await your answer."

Silence.

"Milord?"

Silence.

"Moving on, what time do you allege I ran away?" 

"I do not know."

“Afternoon or evening...when?”

“The theft so offended me, I did not mark the time.”

Shakira looked askance at the evasive answer. "Do you often have trouble distinguishing between daylight and moonlight, Milord?"

Everyone, including the king, snickered. Dankworth glared at her. "Dusk, it was dusk."

"Do you recall what gown I wore when I escaped?"

"The same one you left the palace in."

"This one?" She motioned to a guard who brought a bundle over which Shakira unwrapped containing the dress in question.

"Yes."

"You are sure."

"Yes. Your Highness, must I endure this..." Dankworth raked Shakira with insolent eyes, a sneer further distorted his damaged mouth. "This harlot’s questions much more?"

“Proceed,” the king said, turning to Shakira.  

She shook the dress out and displayed it for the king. "Baron Guiscard informed me the prince’s hunting party returned early from the hunt due to an incoming storm. That storm started mid-afternoon here in London."

An intentional tactic, she referenced the prince and used Alex’s title rather than the simpler Sir Guy. The politics of the class distinction between a noble and tradesman offended her but served her purpose. To this king and court, the distinction was justified. 

"Notice, Your Highness, there is no mud, or dirt, or watermarks on the material. I could not have gone into the street at dusk without soaking my gown." She laid the bottom of the gown across the back of her hand. Underneath, she splayed her fingers and held the hem up for the king’s perusal. 

The king raised questioning brows at Dankworth who offered no response and refused to look the monarch in the eye. 

"I’d like to point out this repaired spot is sewn with thread which does not match that of the original seamstresses’. The dress ripped when Milord Dankworth’s maid stripped it from my body."  

Shakira folded the gown over her arm and confronted Dankworth. "Do you deny your mother intended to rob me of my clothes for inclusion in her own wardrobe?"

"You slander a God-fearing woman. I will not answer your scurrilous question."

"I believe the evidence speaks for you."

Shakira returned to stand before the king and held the dress against her. “You can see the sleeves and hem are shortened. Alterations made to fit a much smaller woman. 

"Lady Dankworth was wearing my gown when the baron and earl arrived. After my rescue, the baron used his dagger to sever the buttons in order to facilitate the removal." She arrayed the gown to exhibit the bodice’s missing buttons. "I would ask Your Highness to take into consideration this man and his mother are more acquainted with thievery than I."

Shakira set the dress aside, ignoring the shout of protest from Dankworth's mother. The woman’s screams continued as guards led her from the hall.

"Do you have any other questions for the accused?" The king’s dry monotone concerned her. Was he bored with her female blather? She wavered and then mumbled a nervous, "yes." The king cocked a brow. "Yes, Your
Highness."

She worried the stitches on her surcoat with anxious fingers then hid her hands in the folds of her dress. She faced off with Dankworth again.

"You admitted to beating me. Do you deny you used a riding crop to whip me when I fought off your attempted rape? Do you deny confessing pain gives you as much pleasure as fornication before you flogged me?" 

"You lie. I struck you for stealing. I never whipped you or tried to force myself on you. I cannot account for any lash marks. Who knows what sinful things a whore, like you, does for coin?" 

“Guard, the crop please,” she said. The same man who brought the dress brought her the whip.

Shakira held the riding crop high and pulled several long, black hairs from the knotted tip. "Do you deny these strands of hair were yanked from my head when your whip snagged them? I would remind you, you’ve sworn an oath of truth before your king. To perjure yourself is to break that oath, an act of disloyalty.” 

She walked to both sides of the hall showing the black silky strands to the spectators and then to the prince. "Your horse is a grey, as all here know. Again, I ask you, do you admit to whipping me?" She spun and pointed an accusatory finger at Dankworth. "Whipping me..." her voice heated with condemnation, as she stalked toward her abuser, "when I was under the protection of King Edward as his ward."

When no answer came, she addressed the courtiers who clustered near the king. Her manner solemn, her height imposing, an aura of confidence radiated from her.

She dropped the pitch of her voice a fraction lower. The change barely discernible, the added authority in the modulation was a subtle courtroom tact she liked to employ. “Is not a betrayal of one’s sovereign’s trust tantamount to treason?” She directed the question to the prince.

Edward made no acknowledgement but studied Dankworth who refused to look his way.

She reiterated the facts, employing those nervous hands to emphasize and express. Admiration filled Alex. Her summation aimed not just at the Royal Judge but for all her would-be detractors and critics. It was a court of a different nature than she trained for, but his beautiful barrister held her own.  

She finished her closing argument and curtsied before the king. Dankworth had no opportunity to explain or deny before the prince ordered him taken away.

A long silence followed as the two Edwards, king and prince, whispered. Shakira, who hadn’t been dismissed, remained a few yards from the throne. Her eyes widened into saucers when the guards brought Dankworth back. Hands pinned to her sides, she clutched the wool of her surcoat and shot a terrified, deer in the crosshairs, glance at Alex.

The prince nodded once to John Holland. The steward came forth to receive hushed instructions. After a moment, Holland stood at attention and announced the decision. 

“Thomas Dankworth, you have been found guilty of perjury, violating the king's trust, and criminal intent against a subject under his direct protection. Your manor and all movable property are hereby forfeit to the crown. You're remanded to the Tower where you'll remain while the charge of treason is considered."

The king left the hall, no apology, no words of regret to Shakira for forcing her to go with Dankworth.

Alex rushed to her and offered a supportive arm while his lips brushed her temple. Surrounded by Basil, Simon, and Stephen, her relieved expression turned to alert as Prince Edward approached the raucous group.

He greeted the men and kissed her hand. "Lady Shakira, the king offers you the property of your choice from Dankworth’s assets. Whatever you desire, I will see it delivered prior to your departure?"

"Nothing, I want nothing of his."

"You are certain?"

"Yes. I thank the king for his generosity but wish nothing from Dankworth."

"As you wish." The prince bowed and turned to leave.

"Wait."

Edward pivoted smoothly to face her again. "Yes, milady?"

"I would like his grey stallion."

"It is done."

Shakira smiled at Alex. "The poor animal suffered a brutal existence and deserves the fine treatment of your stable. Do you mind?"

Alex shook his head. 

***

The prince sent several bottles of wine to Alex. Two were vanquished with remarkable speed, even for his friends. Shakira alone downed two goblets before he was halfway finished with his first. The rapid consumption didn't seem to faze her. 

When the others left, Alex told her they'd leave the following morning, unless she wanted something special from the London purveyors. If so, he’d delay their departure until the day after.

He'd never known a female to shun a shopping opportunity or to pack with such alacrity. 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Three

 

 


      To Shakira, the faster they got away from king and court the better. She tried to convince Alex she’d be fine traveling at a quicker pace. He wouldn’t hear of it. He worried about aggravating her injuries and insisted on a slower speed. They plodded along at a snail’s pace to everyone else’s annoyance. The normally three day journey from London to Elysian Fields stretched to five. 

"I've never been so grateful to see a place in my life. There's only one place I'd be happier to see," Shakira said.

Fatigue from their ride home vaporized as the high Keep of Elysian Fields came into view. She refrained from galloping ahead like a madwoman. It wouldn't do for the lord's mistress to go flying into the bailey but her anxiety was catchy. Eclipse danced in anticipation as their party exited the surrounding woods. A fine mist blew out his nose as he snorted, dropped his head, and broke into an extended canter. 

When they crossed the drawbridge, she slowed him to a trot and drew the hood of her cloak up to shield her still discolored face. Inside the bailey, while servants gathered around Alex, she pulled Stephen aside. 

“Please keep the circumstances of my captivity confidential. If anyone asks, simply say I was robbed.” If people knew the details they’d assume she was violated, an intolerable prospect for her. Stephen said he understood and would relay her wishes to Simon and Jared.

The handsome knight was set upon by several flirty young ladies as he walked to the barracks. Stephen possessed a fine sense of humor, a quick mind, and strong a code of ethics. She watched the bubbly females with amusement and appreciation. They knew a good catch when they saw one. 

"What did you and Stephen have your heads together over?" Alex rubbed his dripping hair with a length of clean cloth. He’d stuck his head in the water of the horse trough alongside a thirsty Thor. 

"I asked him not to mention what happened with Dankworth and to ask the same of Simon,” she said, smoothing his hair. "You have cow licks. Why'd you stick your head in the trough anyway?"

"My head gets hot and sticky under my helm. It itches to death after awhile and the cool water feels great." He threw the wet cloth to Jared and slipped her hand through his elbow. "Shall we go upstairs and discuss our wedding?"

"I wasn't sure if we were still on. You haven't mentioned it since the day you proposed," she said, scared he changed his mind. Understandable if he did. She’d been shitty to him, punishing him for saying, it’s not like we’re really married.  

"You’ve been so quiet, I thought you preoccupied with the trial. I didn't think you wanted to be distracted by talk of marriage plans."

Shakira stared in both relief and disbelief. Relieved she didn’t have to explain her bad mood in London and astonished by his deduction. "With all the women you've dated, how is it the only knowledge you've acquired is carnal?" she asked, amusing herself by putting him on the defensive. 

"What? What did I say that's wrong?"

"Alex, there isn't a woman alive who doesn’t want to talk about her wedding plans, no matter what else is going with her."

"How was I to know?"

"My point exactly."

"Women. Let's go upstairs and work out the details."

Really married or not, Shakira beamed as they entered the Keep.

***

Their chamber hadn't had a fire since they left, and Richard didn't have advance word of their arrival to start one. Shakira sat on the bed wrapped in her cloak and the velvet counterpane. In spite of the layers of material, she shivered fitfully in the damp and unseasonably cold October weather.  

Alex got the fire going in minutes. "Is there anything special you’d like for the ceremony? Remember time is short. The affair can't be elaborate." He continued to poke the logs until yellow and orange flames flared. 

"I have several gowns I haven't worn. I'm sure one will suit. I’d like to use Eclipse and carry a bouquet, even if it’s only wildflowers." 

"I'm sure we can muster up some chrysanthemums and asters." 

She unlaced and toed her short boots off and shed the quilt and cloak. She moved a chair in front of the fire and stretched her legs so her feet were only inches away. "When is the wedding, you never said?"  

"Day after tomorrow, nice and quick. I’m taking no chances, in case the king gets a wild hair up his bum and orders me to delay the marriage.” Alex dragged his chair to the fire and settled her feet in his lap, rubbing them between his warm hands. “What did you plan to do with Eclipse?"

"I don’t have anything specific in mind yet. He's so magnificent with his shiny black coat and—ooh," she squealed. "You deliberately tickled my foot."

"I'll find a use for Eclipse," he said behind a mischievous smile. 

His hands slid along the back of her calves, their touch as light as silk. He pulled her chair closer. Those magic hands moved further up and his fingers danced an erotic tattoo behind her knees. They continued to circle and swirl as he pushed her skirts out of the way and trailed his lips from her knee to her thigh. Shakira gripped the side of the chair and spread her legs wider in invitation. 

"What do you think darling, should I order us a bath?" His breath warmed her cool skin.  

She bounded from the chair and straddled him. One hand held his head steady as her marauding lips sought every bit of exposed flesh from brow to collar. The other hand fumbled but ultimately succeeded in undoing the drawstring of his hose. "I take it you want to postpone the bath."

"You talk too much Mr. Lancaster." 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Four

 

 

“I don’t see why you’re in such a tizzy about this,” Alex said. He’d have thought after their pleasant romp in bed and a hot bath she’d be pretty mellow. Guessed wrong there.

"When were you going to tell me your sister was coming?" 

He’d sent a rider to his sister’s with the invitation before they left London. "What difference does it make?" Alex asked as Shakira crossed back and forth in front of him. "I wish you’d sit down. I feel like a Wimbledon judge."

 "When are they due?" 

 "Midday tomorrow. Why are you upset?"

She stopped pacing and brought her hands within inches of his throat and threatened him with strangulation. "Could you be denser? It's your family and I want to make a good impression. I could’ve worked on menus while we rode home, if I’d had some advance notice." 

"Everything will be fine. Richard’s handling the details." Alex snatched a handful of skirt and reeled Shakira in. "Don't worry, she'll adore you. Madeline’s been trying to marry me off for ages."

"Does she know what I am to you?"

"I doubt she's heard. Her husband, Hugh, has a small barony in Somerset. Neither goes to court often so gossip takes awhile to reach them. Regardless, my sister will be happy for me. She's not like those vipers at court."

"Good, that makes me feel better."

“Oh, there'll be one other guest I forgot to mention."

Her grey eyes sharpened into raptorish slits. "Let me guess, the King of Prussia, or the Archbishop of Canterbury, perhaps?"

"Such sauce." He hooked a chair with his foot and brought it over. "Sit."

She plopped down. "Who?"

"Basil." 

"Ooh, that reminds me," she said with sudden animation and perched on the edge of her seat. "I meant to ask you about him days ago. Jeez, there I was, beaten to a pulp, and who do I see but Miranda's husband. I thought I was delusional. Why didn’t you warn me about the strong resemblance between him and Ian?"

"Once we saw our new selves, we didn’t dwell on each other’s looks afterward. That would fall into the realm of poofs."

"Warning me about the similarity in their looks is not gay.”

"You knew not to call Basil Ian, that’s the important part. 

"Back to the guest list, what about the rest of your family?"

"There's only my mother. I sent word to her as a courtesy. But, she won’t leave the convent."

"Is your mother a nun?"

"No, she chooses to live with the holy sisters at Hailes Abbey, a few miles from here. After my father’s death, she withdrew into herself and retreated to the abbey. It was as though her spirit died with him. The vibrant woman I knew disappeared." He paused, remembering the mother he adored as she once was.

"Are you all right?"

"Yes. I was just wool gathering for a moment." 

Shakira didn't look fooled but let the matter drop. "What's your sister like?"

"Sweetness and light in public, and half she-wolf, half dragon in private, if her blood is stirred." The corners of his mouth tipped in a wicked grin as he scratched at the week’s growth of beard. "I hoped she and Basil would marry. What a fiery match they’d have been. Madeline mooned over him from the time she was small. She showed her affection in a variety of irritating ways--irritating to Basil, highly amusing to the rest of us."

"Like what?"

"Eels in his boots when he was a squire, frogs in his saddle bags, that sort of thing. Very inventive, she did the Guiscard name proud. Overnight, she went from being a skinny little brat to a lovely young woman. Basil's attitude changed in a hurry."

"Why didn’t they marry?"

"By then, Hugh de Sable began to call and she lost her heart to him. You'll like her. She's full of sauce too. Let me shave and we'll have a look at the chapel."

***

Shakira intended to investigate the interior of the chapel but never managed. She imagined it contained a crypt filled with generations of stone sarcophagi or tombs with Guiscard knights carved onto the lids.  

Alex unlocked the double-door entry and told her to wait while he lit the torches. A minute later he escorted her inside. He pointed to the lintel above the interior entryway with his family crest. There, carved in stone, a swan carried a banner in its mouth with the motto, Fortiter et Fideliter. "Boldly and faithfully," he translated.  

The modest chapel didn’t have a single old coffin, stone or otherwise, or even a vault. When she asked where his family was buried he pointed to a rear archway. He said his Norman ancestors had torn down a Saxon church. They had the plot of land over the spot consecrated for a cemetery.

High windows of leaded glass shed some natural light onto the center aisle but allowed little elsewhere. The torches lit only their immediate areas.

"The lighting is awful," she said. Larger churches had massive overhead fixtures with tiers of candles. This had none. "We need lots of stanchions with candles. Do you have enough?" 

"Don’t worry." 

"I trust you know."

She walked around fascinated by the workmanship. Classic fluted pillars lined the nave up to the chancel. Stone statues of saints carved in intricate detail stood in the four corners.  Fine, chiseled cuts delineated the hairs of their beards and the knuckles of their fingers were defined with realistic creases. A lacelike relief ran the length of the veined marble altar rails. She never expected such beauty in a family chapel. Impressive wooden plaques representing the Stations of the Cross hung on one wall. She gravitated to the elaborate relics inlaid with mother of pearl and gold leaf. The vibrant paint added depth and when observed from a few feet away appeared three dimensional.

"Are these new or family heirlooms?” 

“Heirlooms handed down from my grandparents.”

“They’re wonderful. Have you considered bringing them back with you, us?" 

"I'll be ecstatic if the two of us make it back.”  

"What happened to these?"

"Cromwell's soldiers camped here during the Civil War. They burned them for fuel," he said flatly and walked away. 

"You can't leave them behind to get destroyed."

“But, I am.”

“Why? You should try to save them.”

He turned. “Did it occur to you I don’t want them? They’re a memory I wish to forget.”

“I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”

"Do you think it’s easy for me? Easy to see all I grew up with again and knowing nothing will survive?”

She was quiet, letting him vent his anger and pain.

“Do you think I can forget watching everything--everything of my family’s history destroyed?" He grabbed one plaque from the wall. "What Cromwell’s men couldn’t carry they killed or burned, goats, sheep, a litter of puppies.” He stared down at the treasure, rubbing the gilded border with his thumb. “Women...children,” he said, sad and low.

"You dream about the attack don’t you? The first night we were here, you yelled in your sleep. You had a nightmare about the destruction of Elysian Fields, didn’t you?"

"Yes." 

"Tell me the dream."

A long moment passed before he shook his head and asked, "Would you hear the horror retold?"

"Yes."

Alex was quiet for so long she thought he decided against telling her. Then the details poured from him. He told her of how he walked behind the enemy lines, smelled the gunpowder, smelled death. He told her how ash and embers fell like rain and how his family home was reduced to rubble. He told her of the young mother and child hiding in the barn. At their mention, he went silent and his eyes fixed on that distant place. 

"Talk to me, Alex."

"Cromwell’s men torched the barn. Mother and child crawled out under the haze of smoke. The soldiers were waiting. They’d seen them go in, you see, and thought to have some sport. They ripped the terrified toddler from the mother. One soldier dangled her at arm’s length in front of the mother while the other ran her through. Then they dragged the mother off. They ripped her gown off and took turns raping her. When the first two were done they called their companions over. She screamed for a long time. Finally, the cries turned to whimpers and then they stopped altogether. I could do nothing. Me, a knight, a warrior, condemned to watch, helpless, a shadow of the living man I was."

The defeat and devastation in his eyes broke her heart.  

"I’m so sorry, Alex, so very sorry. But you can’t keep torturing yourself for something out of your control." She had an arsenal of words, none were sufficient to ease his painful memories.

"This wasn’t some invading army. These were Englishmen committing atrocities on fellow countrymen and their families. Many unspeakable things are done in the name of war. I have done terrible things to other men, men who wished me dead. Never did I harm the defenseless." His vehemence grew with each declaration. "Never that. Neither Basil, nor I, allowed the knights, or men, who served us to brutalize women and children. Never. Plunder, oh yes, they pillaged and plundered. ‘To the victor go the spoils,’ as they say. This is a soldier’s reward." 

"You needn’t explain, not to me. I know your honor. What happened was horrible, but some must’ve escaped; you're here, in your descendant’s body."

"A few made their way to Wales." He brushed the dust from the plaque with his sleeve and hung it up. For a long moment, he stared at the icon as though memorizing the sight of Jesus falling for the first time. Then, he looked down at her with eloquent hardness.

"I still hear her screams. I hear them both." 

 


 


 


 


Chapter Thirty-Five

 


 


Shakira and Alex enjoyed the midday meal while they discussed the final details of the wedding. She wasn’t Catholic and clueless about how a wedding mass was conducted. She’d heard from friends it involved a lot of kneeling, standing, sitting, and repeating of whatever the priest instructed. They devised a simple system of signals to help her through the ceremony involving finger taps to the back of her hand. She asked about using Eclipse again. Alex said her request was being handled, but he refused to say more in spite of her prodding. 

Richard joined them and engaged Alex in whispered conversation that excluded Shakira. After a failed attempt to eavesdrop, she gave up and went back to nibbling at her meal. The cook’s daughter made the most delicious sheep’s milk cheese. Shakira slathered butter on a hunk of bread and stuffed a wedge of the cheese inside to help disguise the poor taste, which she still found borderline unacceptable. She wondered again why it was so grainy.  

"Milord, your sister has arrived," Jared announced.

More nervous than excited, Shakira quickly brushed the crumbs from her dress. With her arm tucked tight through Alex's, they left the hall to greet Madeline and her husband, Hugh.

"Please don't let her have heard I'm your penniless mistress," she muttered with crossed fingers. 

"I told you, she won’t judge you. You weren't this worried speaking before the whole court."

"Only the king’s opinion truly mattered. The courtiers' opinions meant little to me. Your sister is someone special to you and therefore special to me. What she thinks matters."

Alex stopped on the steps. “Look at me. You are my bride. Everyone, including my sister, should be doing their best to impress you."

After introducing Shakira to Madeline and Hugh, Alex introduced their son, “my nephew, Geoffrey.” 

Geoffrey glanced up at his mother. Madeline waggled her fingers and he shuffled a few inches forward. With a locked chubby-fisted forearm to his waist, he bowed to Shakira.

“Good tidings, milady.”

Shakira curtsied in return. “Good tidings, to you.”  

The important little boy had inherited his father’s fair hair and rosebud cheeks. His height clearly came from Guiscard side of the family. Not quite four years old, he was tall as a five year old. Guy was 6’2 as is Alex. At 5’5, Madeline stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Hugh. 

But, it was his eyes that Shakira took the greatest notice of. She knelt on one knee so she was level with him. His eyes were the same shade of warm brown as his Madeline and Alex’s. Passed down for centuries, she marveled at the strength of genetics. Geoffrey’s descendent many generations in the future, the relative who gave Alex his second chance at life, also gave him these brown eyes.

“What a handsome boy you are,” Shakira said. 

He smiled, scurried back and then buried his face in his mother’s skirts. Shakira imagined one day that smile would grow to look just like Alex’s.  

***

Shakira declined the seamstress's offer to make her a new gown in cream silk and velvet. Instead, she chose a vibrant red dress with the cuffs and hem embroidered in shimmery grey brocade. Guiscard colors. Whether Alex peeked or inquired from her maid about what she planned to wear, Shakira never knew. But on the morning of the ceremony, a crimson velvet band with a veil of silver netting woven fine and light as a spider’s web arrived. 

      Richard walked her with slow dignity from the Keep to the chapel. Elegant as an oil painting, Alex’s scarlet tunic bore the swan device. On his boots, he wore the etched golden spurs she’d seen in his trunk, and at his side was his polished sword.

He stepped down from the altar and met her halfway. “Milady,” he said, taking her from Richard’s arm.

      Gallantry sparkled in his eyes. In that gaze, she believed all things possible. The problems of their situation were forgotten. Whatever the future held, if she lived to be a hundred and couldn't remember her middle name, she'd remember how he looked at this moment. She'd forever have this magical moment. 

At the altar, he turned her toward the entry. Stephen, on Eclipse, led five more knights mounted on black horses into the chapel. Firelight bounced off their gleaming armor as each man lit a torch. In the glint, they were illuminated characters from a medieval manuscript come to life. Then, in a single motion, their mounts executed a perfect pirouette and rode out.

"Oh, Alex," was all she said, struck by the magnificence of what he’d put together. 

      The ceremony went on and on. Alex warned her. But God Almighty, this was waiting for an empty London cab in the rain long. Thanks to their secret code she knew what to do during the Latin Mass.  

      It was time for the ring. There hadn't been a spare minute for Alex to obtain one. She hoped an old ring of his mother's might be around, although, she had her doubts about the fit. 

Alex slipped a perfectly fitted ring on her finger. The cabochon ruby set in gold with an intaglio of a swan was identical to his. She thought of the day he came to her office. His cufflinks bore the same design. Amazed, she stared at the ring and then up at her husband. Who was this man she had married? This man who was a blend of old world and new, who ordered a special ring, arranged for knights on horseback to perform, who made sure she had an enchanting veil to wear.

He held her close and led her down the aisle to the waiting villagers. After what felt like hours of dispensing pennies, and wine, and meat pies, and tarts, they bid farewell to the crowd in the bailey.

"I have one more surprise to show you before we go into the feast," he said, looking devilishly pleased with himself. "It’s in our chamber."

"A honeymoon surprise...in our chamber..." Her eyes dropped to his manhood and up again. "You haven’t gotten yourself pierced, or tattooed, or something weird have you?"

"The very idea is disgusting. If some perve came at me with a cock ring or tattoo needle in his hand, he’d best have a sword in the other."

She laughed knowing he meant it. "Sorry, but my choices were limited. I thought we’ve explored most of your private chamber surprises."

"Just come along, wife of mine."

***

Alex went to the locked wooden trunk where he stored their modern clothes. She sat at the table as he dug through the chest. From the bottom, he removed a bundle covered in sheepskin and laid the parcel in front of her.

"Open it."

She untied the four corners and there protected by the fleecy underside lay two ornate pewter chalices.

"My God, they’re extraordinary." 

Each had a famous legend sculpted onto the cup with jeweled accents. On the first, a knight fought a fierce dragon. Gold filament highlighted the flames that licked at the knight’s lance. Emeralds set off the monster’s eyes and inset in the stem was a ruby the size of the nail on her little finger.

"Saint George?"

Alex nodded.

She set the goblet aside and picked up the second. A woman, head bent as in prayer, clasped a sword and rose from a body of water made of pave sapphires. Gold filaments highlighted the sword’s hilt and imbedded into the stem was a grey pearl. Shakira ran the tip of her fingers across the jeweled water, "The Lady of the Lake, from the Arthurian Legends?" 

Alex nodded again. "They were a wedding gift to my parents from Basil’s father and mother. Do you like them?”

"I love them." She stroked them and started to rewrap them in their protective fleece. 

"Leave them out. We'll have a private toast later." 

She pressed her cheek to his. "Thank you for a wedding beautiful beyond my imagination."  

"I wanted to please you.” Alex extended his hand. “Come, they’ll be missing us.” 

They joined the rest of the guests at the steps of the Keep. “Welcome to the family, dear sister.” Feminine arms hugged her as they entered the banquet.  

      Shakira let Madeline lead her along as she watched Alex walk ahead, flanked by Basil and Hugh. He may not love her yet, but he would. She’d make him love her, no matter where they were in time. 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Six

 


 


"Uh-oh," Stephen pointed a wet arm toward the center of the bailey. "I think your lady wife is in need of a rescue." 

"What?" Alex flipped his damp hair back and continued to rub himself dry. Drenched in sweat after practice in the lists and immune to the bite of crisp fall air, both men had dumped a bucket of water over themselves. 

"See for yourself. That ham-fisted miller, Butterfield, has her engaged in a heated argument." Stephen slung the drying cloth over his shoulder. "Should I see what the trouble is?" 

"Wait," Alex said, amused as Shakira gave Butterfield an earful. "I have every confidence in my wife. About now, he's probably wishing he never said anything but ‘yes milady.’ In fact, I'll place a wager on her."

"I don’t know. The old windbag can talk the bark from a tree if he thinks it is to his advantage."

"You were in court the day she challenged Dankworth's testimony. Do you think a dim-witted knave like Butterfield can best her?"

"His words aren’t worrisome, but he hates to be gainsaid. You know the fool’s temper." 

"As long as he remains on the cart and she's on the ground he can't get to her, not before I kill him anyway." Alex threw the offhand comment out, but watched the activity with a sharp eye. "Will you wager or no?"

Stephen shook his head no.

Shakira pointed to a sack on the ground and then to some spilled flour on the cart. She grabbed a handful from the sack by her feet and held it up to Butterfield before flinging the powder away. 

Alex and Stephen exchanged a humorous glance. "Not looking good for the miller," Alex said and added, "She's battle ready now. Hands on the hips, feet planted." 

"And giving him a litany of her grievances from appearances," Stephen said.  

Butterfield stirred a flurry of flour into the air as he stomped closer to Shakira. 

Alex raced over as she grasped the edge of the cart and tried to scramble up, her effort hampered by her heavy skirts. 

"Shakira..." He hooked an arm around her waist and hauled her out of harms way. "Stay off there. What is this about?" 

"He--" She pointed an accusatory finger in the miller's direction. "He's been selling us this...this, bug infested, gritty meal and charging us for the best," she said and pointed to the bag on the ground. Her head snapped back around, narrowed, angry eyes raked the offender, "Bloody, buggery, bastard."

Alex burst out laughing.

"It’s not funny. He’s a crook and I'll prove it. Richard, bring the account books, please." The steward's bemused grin evidence he enjoyed the drama as much as everyone else.

"See." She flipped through several pages of kitchen records, the order and payment figures. "He charges us top price but delivers this, this, stuff, that's comparable to mortar. As it happened, Richard and I were here waiting for him, all set to complain about our bread tasting like sand. While the buffoon delivered the usual rubbish to us today, he accidentally knocked over a sack of the good flour. Anybody with eyes can see the difference in texture."

Alex walked to the bag on the ground and rubbed the powder between his fingers. Then, he hopped into the cart and repeated the action with the spilled meal. 

"Milord?" The miller retreated to the wagon's far corner, his stricken face at the fraud's discovery.

"What do you think is a suitable punishment?" Alex kept his back to Butterfield and ignored the miller’s feeble attempts to interrupt him. Shakira would decide the cheat's fate. He brought her into the decision process to publicly reaffirm her position as chatelaine and authority in household matters. 

"For one year we should receive the quality flour at the lowest rate. Plus, a free sack is to be given to each family in the village at the Yuletide and Easter."

The crowd cheered.

"'Tis an outrage!" Butterfield stepped away from the corner as he sputtered his protest. "One year of my best for a pittance and so many free sacks to the village? The woman would make a pauper of me."

"Perhaps, you're right. There is another option. I can try you as a thief and from the evidence find you guilty. You are aware conviction means eviction from my land." Alex circled the offender. "I hear the miller from Harescombe was burned out and needs work." The threat silenced any counter argument.

"One more thing--" Alex jumped down, taking the linen Jared offered to wipe his boots. "Be warned Butterfield, my wife is Lady Shakira, not 'the woman’. Remember your place."

The miller surrendered the bags of better flour and loaded the rejected sacks onto the wagon. He rumbled out of the bailey to the jeers and stones from several young boys.

Alex took Shakira aside. "Has anyone ever told you how sexy you are when you’re in high dudgeon?" He tapped the end of her nose, playfully. "That said, arguing with a fool like Butterfield is one thing. Climbing onto his cart and within arm’s reach is another. His sort has no qualms about hitting a woman. Only here, he wouldn’t be assaulting my mistress or the king’s ward. He’d be abusing my wife. Here, I am both judge and jury. His punishment is mine to decide and administer. Enough said?"

She nodded. 

"Now, come with me." Alex slid an arm around her waist.

"I like your description of my mood, high dudgeon. It's cool, in an old world kind of way. Where are we going?"

"I’ll send for a clean shirt and your cloak. We're going to ride to the rock. I've a feeling, call it a sixth sense, this is our lucky day."

"I'd never imagined you buying into any sort of woo-woo type of sentiment. Have you experienced ESP before?"

"Once."

"When?"

"At Poitiers."

"How interesting."

"Not really. I apparently suffered temporary psychic dyslexia interpreting it."

"What happened?"

"I had the distinct feeling I would survive." He tried to keep a straight face and couldn't.

"You are so unfunny."

The cook, delighted with the outcome of the flour incident, insisted on packing a light meal for their ride. Shakira utilized the basket filled with cheese and apples to hold some seasonal wildflowers she gathered on the way. 

They tied the horses and sat propped against the stone, snacking and talking about everything except the portal. Superstition wasn't part of either's makeup. But in this one area, they mutually agreed to keep negative comments out of their conversation for fear of jinxing their chances. 

"Did you hear that thunder?" Shakira turned in the direction of the low rumble. 

"I heard. Let’s go before the storm catches up to us."

Alex stood and offered her a hand. She didn’t move but continued to watch the horizon.

"What are you looking for?"

"Lightning or some red in the sky."

"I don’t see either, just the usual grey clouds. If lightning does start, we shouldn’t be out here. Come on, tomorrow's another day."

“Wait,” Shakira said, after they rode a short distance. “I forgot my basket of flowers, they’re the last of the season.”

“Forget the flowers. Lightning has started and the storm’s headed for us,” Alex said.

“I’ll only take a minute.”

“Are you trying to get incinerated? Let’s go.”

High up, lightning flashed in rapid bursts and then suddenly stopped.  

“It’ll be okay. There’s a break in the lightning and I’ll only be a moment.” She ignored his irritated expression and rode off before he could protest further.

“I couldn’t find the basket,” she said, cantering back over to Alex.  

“The wind probably blew it away.”

“I searched all around.”

“No loss, let’s leave before we’re drenched,” Alex said.

***

They found the bailey a hive of activity when they returned. Now what? Alex wondered with mild irritation as strange knights in the king’s livery handed their horses off to the stable boys. In the background, kitchen staff yelled orders to servants who darted back and forth from various storage sheds. 

He dismounted and handed Thor’s reins to one of the older stable boys. “What’s this?” he asked Richard who’d rushed over.

"Milord, John Holland, his sister, and a score of knights, are staying the evening. They’re bound for Chester on king’s business. Why the sister came, I’ve no idea."  He cocked an annoyed brow at the hustle and bustle of people. Richard considered anyone who didn't live at Elysian Fields and spent the night a nuisance. They disrupted his meticulous routine. 

"Is that all?" From his steward’s pinched expression, Alex figured there was more.

 "The Lady Blanche has asked to use your chamber. I suspect this will be troublesome for Lady Shakira." His expression said he knew troublesome was an understatement.

"You’ve the right of it there."

 Detained by the cook, Shakira joined them at the tail end of the conversation. "What will be troublesome for me?" 

Alex dismissed the stressed steward. "Blanche Holland is here with her brother and wants to use our chamber--" 

"What--no, absolutely not," Shakira snapped with a determined shake of her head. "I know her type. She wants to snoop through our things. I'm sure she's peeved you didn't marry her." Shakira’s anxious tone grew heated. "Who knows how vengeful she is? She can turn a small find into a big deal." 

"The chest is locked. It doesn’t matter if she snoops. John's an important personage. Protocol dictates he’s entitled to our finest chamber. A courtesy we should extend to his sister, to keep him happy." 

"I hate the idea of her sleeping in our bed."

"One night," he said and walked his testy wife into the hall, "what harm can she do in a night?"                                  

                                                

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Seven

 

 

"This is the reason you wanted to use our chamber, the bathing tub?" Shakira raised a skeptical brow. "A tub is a tub."

"No, this one has a liner. Guy mentioned it to John when you came to court. He said he had your smithy build a liner that retained the heat and didn't leak." 

"Guy said he had the blacksmith make this?" 

"Hmmm...hmmm." Blanche eased into the tub with an almost sexual moan as she immersed herself all the way. "Oh yes, this is much better than sitting on rough wood."

Shakira excused herself and started to leave.

Blanche angled her head Shakira’s direction and looked up and down. "Forgive me if I stare. I’m perplexed. You’re not beautiful, and I’m sure you’re older than me by at least five summers. Guy gave up so much to marry you. I'm trying to understand why."

The comment stopped Shakira mid-stride. The time for extended courtesy to a guest just expired. Assessing grey eyes met sly green ones. "Let me guess. You're the 'so much' he gave up when we married?"    

"Yes. I've many friends at court, marrying me would’ve benefited him well. Plus, I have an excellent dowry. More to the point, our union wouldn't have put him at risk."  

"Are you suggesting our marriage is a threat to him in some way? How?"

"I can't believe you're asking that question. Of course, his safety is in jeopardy now." Blanche's scrutiny no longer held jealous snobbishness. This time it was inquisitive, searching. "You don't know, do you? Guy didn't tell you. Always the gallant, he spared you the ugly truth." 

Shakira speculated how much of the statement, if any, was true, or if the Blanche was simply baiting her. The attorney in her rarely accepted such bold declarations as valid. She wanted to dismiss the comment as bluff and bluster and leave. But if Alex was in danger because of their marriage, she needed to know.

"Why don't you tell me? Clearly, you're desperate to."

Blanche lathered her arms and legs with soap she’d brought from London. With minor effort, her soap worked up a much better froth than what Shakira and Alex used. It was one more thing about Blanche that grated on Shakira’s nerves.

"If Guy married me, the king would've put him in charge of the Southern Welsh Border and the Bristol Channel. He'd remain here for the duration of the campaign. Since he insisted on marrying you, the king will give the border protection to another favorite. He’ll order Guy to accompany the army." 

With a cat that ate the cream smile, Blanche turned her attention to rinsing off. "My brother says the king expects fighting will be fierce and bloody." 

Blanche stood and poured ewers of clean water over her hair and shoulders. A chore she didn't normally do for herself judging from the water she splashed everywhere.

Tempted to slap the smirk off the slag's face, Shakira walked over to the pile of clean linens instead. "You don't know my husband. He's not the sort to stay behind when his closest friends go into battle. It’s called honor, a quality beyond your understanding." 

Gooseflesh dotted Blanche’s arms to Shakira’s delight as she toyed with the cloth, swinging it back and forth from her fingertip.  

"You should aim lower when you marry, someone easily amused, a handsome half-wit of some kind.” Shakira balled up the towel and threw it at the incensed Blanche who was too busy caterwauling to catch it before the cloth fell into the bath water. "Oops."

"Bring me another."

"I don’t think so."

"You-you cannot treat me like this. I shall tell my brother. Now, hand me that towel."

Shakira glanced at the second towel on the chair. "Get it yourself," she said and unlatched the window, opening it wide to the fall breeze. A petty but enjoyable act. 

"The evening meal will be served in one hour," Shakira said, humming as she left, drowning out Blanche's angry sputtering.

Shakira slammed the door of Madeline’s old solar, the temporary chamber she and Alex shared. The room was half the size of theirs and claustrophobic with clutter. Alex had converted it to an office for Richard after Madeline married. With John and Blanche using the bigger chambers, a bed had been hastily set up in this one leaving little space for nervous meanderings. 

She paced using the ten steps allowed her in each direction. Roller-coaster emotions threatened to overrule straight analysis. Force of will alone, kept her calm.

Think.

If they returned to their own time before the yuletide, no worries, if not, either Guy or Alex would die in battle. It had to be Guy. Didn’t it? No one reported seeing Guy since Alex arrived. Alex felt they couldn’t exist together but he didn’t know for certain. She couldn’t deal with that conundrum now or her head would explode. She concentrated on escape plans. She stopped and stared at the beamed ceiling. Where? Where could they run and hide from the king? Wales was closest. They could live in the forest or a village in the mountains. Welsh was a very difficult language. The thought of how long it would take to learn briefly danced across her mind.  

She sat on the edge of the bed and spoke aloud. Her scared self threw ideas out, bouncing them off her imaginary, logical self. "What if something goes awry and the king’s men catch us?” 

Think; work the problem like a jigsaw, piece by piece.


    “First, I need to verify if what muffin head said is true.” If it is and I’m no longer in the picture... 

Her heart sank at logic’s rational answer. 

He'll be in the king's good graces again. The king might still be persuaded to let Alex stay behind and guard the border.

Hateful as the prospect was, to save Alex, she could face being lost in the wrong time and alone, but how could she face the heartbreaking possibility of losing him? "What will I do?"

A crushing solution came to her.

Whatever is necessary so he lives.

***

John Holland, his hateful sister, and their party departed the next morning. Alex left at the same time with Stephen to settle a dispute between two tenant farmers. The one man Shakira knew who’d be brutally honest with her stayed behind.

"Simon." She jogged to catch up with the knight. "Where are you going right now?"

"The stables. Did you need something milady?" His lips thinned in a painful excuse for a smile that bore no resemblance to the one he gave Alex when he mentioned Basil’s ladies. 

"I need to speak to you alone."

He darted furtive glances to the right and left as if seeking rescue. They’d never engaged in private conversation.

"It concerns Guy."

She couldn’t guess what he imagined she wanted to discuss, but his relief at the mention of Guy was obvious. The flustered search for an avenue of escape faded as he considered the immediate area.

"The stable is a poor choice for conversation. I'm baffled as to a suitable location that won’t compromise your reputation."

"In full view of everyone's eyes, yes, but out of earshot. What about the steps of the chapel," she suggested.

"Good choice, it's generally avoided during the week."

It’s generally avoided on Sunday too, she thought.

Simon stopped one step below her on the church stairs. “You wished to discuss Sir Guy, milady?”

"Is it true the king would've had him remain here to guard the Bristol coast and the Welsh border if we hadn't married?"

His posture changed from casually professional—for Simon-to one of a soldier at
attention. “Why do you ask me this, ‘tis a question for your husband?"

From depositions, she learned a valuable lesson in evasive tactics. The tougher the question, the greater the odds the interviewee will answer with another question. 

"Guy would lie to protect my feelings. You, on the other hand, have no fondness for me."

"Milady-"

"It’s acceptable not to like me, Simon. I’d rather we had no lies between us, which is why I ask you this question. You will tell me the ugly truth."

The stiffness softened. His barrel chest caved inward with the slump of his shoulders. He clasped his hands behind him and turned from her.

Shakira held onto a tenuous hope Blanche’s revelation was jealousy induced drivel. She despaired at the knight’s reaction and feared his reticence indicated the worst, but she needed confirmation. 

"You place me in a precarious position, milady. What you ask is not my duty to yea or nay." 

"Simon, please. If you were in my position wouldn’t you want to know?"

A long moment went by and then he faced her. He spoke matter-of-factly. "I respect your wish for the truth. In answer to your inquiry, yes, I understand he displeased the king with your marriage. Whether he'd have sailed to France or stayed here," Simon shrugged, "who can predict the nature of a king?"

"Make a guess."

"I believe Edward would order him to keep watch on our borders. A king must protect what is his already if he wants to remain a king. But depending on how the campaign is going, your marriage may not be a deciding factor in how Sir Guy is used." 

Something Shakira speculated might be regret touched Simon's expression. "Do you require anything else of me, milady?"

"No. Thank you for your honesty, Simon. You may go."

With a slight incline of his head, the knight walked away at a brisk pace. 

Leave here with Alex, or leave Alex. Last night, she’d sworn to do whatever was necessary to save him. Last night, deep within her, she’d bargained on receiving a miracle answer from Simon.

She eyed the chapel entrance. “A miracle didn’t save you from destruction,” she said bitterly. “It appears they’re in short supply. I’ll have to work this out myself.”

The answer was obvious and she knew it long before she reached the steps of the Keep.

If they didn't get home, he had to be free to pursue any opportunity, even annul their marriage and marry Blanche as repugnant as that idea was. Escape was his best chance. He could disguise himself and cross into Wales or the Scottish Highlands, somewhere out of sight from the English nobility. He’d need speed and stealth. His survival odds increased if he traveled alone, without her to encumber him, or add to his worries. 

The success of either option required him to be free of her.

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Eight

 


Shakira spent the rest of the morning in their chamber and detailed her strategy. Alex said Hailes Abbey was close. He spoke well of the monastery, impressed with the newness. 

"Founded by the Cistercians, little more than a hundred years old," he said, adding he knew nothing of the order, per se. The abbey sounded decent. Fingers crossed, newer equated to cleaner. Tomorrow, she'd ask the village priest to arrange a meeting with the abbess. She’d invent a credible excuse for the trip to tell Alex and the need to go without him.

"I'll say a visit to the abbey helps dispel any suspicions the villagers have about my religious background. Yes, that will work." She practiced the explanation aloud, like she practiced opening and closing arguments for court.  

She dashed for the bailey when the guards on the palisade called out just as Alex and Stephen cantered through the gate.

"Milord," she said a little breathless, excited to see him after making depressing plans all morning. "I’ve ordered bread, cheese, and ale served in the hall."   

 He looped an arm around her and gave her waist a tight squeeze. "Miss me?"

"You were only gone a few hours."

"You wound me. A man always hopes to be missed."

"I missed you. Every time you go, I miss you from the minute you ride out the gate until you ride into the bailey."

“Good," he said as they reached the table. He tossed his gauntlets down. A subtle change came over his jovial mood. He looked into her eyes not with sexual intent, but curiosity, as if she were a riddle he couldn’t quite solve.

"Rocky, I-" He cupped her cheek in his palm. "I--thank you for the meal." He flashed a quick smile and sat with his men. 

For one fleeting instant, she thought he might say he missed her too. It’d be nice to hear. 

Simon walked in and joined Stephen, seated at the end of the table. Simon-another bucket of cold water reminding her she'd have to lie to Alex and make arrangements to visit Hailes. Both deeds were bitter pills.

***

Before Dawn, Alex slipped from bed. He dressed in the faint glow of the dying embers in the fireplace. Shakira stirred once as he lifted the bar from their chamber door but didn’t awaken. Other than the guards on the gates, and those in the flanking towers, the castle slept. At the base of the staircase, he removed a torch from the holder and passed through the kitchen, out a rear door. The hurried footsteps of the guards on the wall came his direction. He stopped and held the torch high at an angle that showed his face. The men acknowledged him and returned to their posts.

He continued past the chapel to the family plot. He jabbed the torch handle into the cemetery’s soft ground and sat on the stone bench by his father’s grave. The torch flame flickered, lighting the engraving on the headstone.

Baron Charles Marion Guiscard

Died in the year of our lord, 1349


Fortiter et Fideliter

His grandfather’s headstone carried the family motto also. Both were courageous and bold in battle, fighting for king and country. Time was short and Alex was out of options. Only escape remained. The decision brought shame to them, to the Guiscard name.  

Once he and Shakira crossed into Wales and out of the king’s immediate reach, he’d get word to Hugh. Hugh would have to take Madeline and Geoffrey someplace safe. He had family in Aberdeen. Alex would insist Hugh take his mother from the convent. They’d hate him for forcing them to leave their homes. Alex hated himself for bringing trouble to their doorstep. Maybe after the English victory at Poitiers, the king’s anger might wane and they’d be free to return to Somerset. 

He’d be labeled a coward. There’d be no forgiveness from Stephen, or Simon, or Basil. Basil, his brother in friendship, would die believing the worst of him. 

An opossum sniffed around the base of an oak a few feet from him. It waddled over to the spot of light from the torch and investigated Alex’s boot. When Alex wiggled his foot, the opossum withdrew. Lips drawn, baring his teeth, he stiffened, and flopped onto his side, mimicking death--playing possum. 

“There’s no playing dead for me, little fellow, only real dead, or alive.”

Alex stared at the motionless animal, his mind on the decision. There’d be no turning back. He promised Shakira he’d work things out. If this was the only choice, so be it. He’d live with it. They’d live with it. 

Rising, he wiped away the wet leaves that littered the top of the headstone. Then, he knelt on the damp ground to trace the letters of the motto.

Fortiter et Fideliter--Boldly and Faithfully.


“Forgive me.” 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Nine

 


  


Her head spinning, still in her cloak, Shakira flopped backwards on the bed. Things had moved faster than expected. She imagined her first meeting with the abbess would take longer than three days to arrange. Wishful thinking. 

What an eye opener the visit was. Of course, Abbess Turcotte's cozy quarters were comfortable with tapestry covered walls, blazing hearth, cushy chairs, and upholstered prie-dieux in the corner. Lest there be any doubt she was the Abbess, all the candles were expensive beeswax instead of noxious smelling tallow. Just as their stanchions were etched silver. 

Their meeting had been perfunctory on the abbess' part and a case of tightly harnessed hysteria on Shakira's. Turcotte got the important business out of the way before she explained the tenets of the Order and they toured the abbey. She stressed how often the church is approached to accept unwanted wives and useless daughters.

"The church is poor and expected to fulfill many duties on a pittance."

Hyperbole was standard in courtrooms. Shakira saw Turcotte’s use of “pittance” for the hyperbole it was, church mumbo-jumbo to squeeze her for coin. Evidence of the abbey’s alleged poverty was nowhere to be seen in Turcotte’s living quarters. The silver stanchions alone would bring a pretty penny. Sell
those. It took Shakira’s considerable restraint not to speak her thoughts. 

Payment was a sticky wicket. She only had a tiny bit of jewelry, everything else of value belonged to Alex and was accounted for. Under no circumstance would she surrender her wedding ring. If and when, the time came for her to enter the abbey, she'd secrete it in an intimate part of her person. The abbess was content with Shakira’s offering, Queen Philippa's wedding gift to her, a strand of black pearls, a meter in length, with ruby stations. 

“I’ll provide them when final arrangements are made,” Shakira told the abbess.

Once the business portion of the discussion concluded, the obligatory warning speech followed. The wife had to be sure this was the life one wanted to pursue and not a capricious deed to punish a neglectful or harsh husband, Turcotte had said.

The tour of the grounds started off well enough. The tranquil beauty of the ivy-covered cloister bordered the monk's dormitory. Beyond lay the chapels, chapter house, and an infirmary with its own kitchen. Turcotte continued down a stone walkway past the buttery, the garderobes, and the fish ponds.

They stopped in front of a squat, plain building. "This is the nun's quarters and refectory. I'll show you the chamber you will occupy." She opened a rough oak door and stood back. "In the beginning, it's expedient to allow a secular petitioner a single chamber. The religious life can be a difficult adjustment."

Shakira ducked to avoid hitting the low hung lintel and then almost tripped over the short step into the cell. The drab room’s only natural light came from a tiny, poorly shuttered window, near the ceiling. At once, a musty, stale odor of mildew mingled with unwashed bodies hit her. The room where Dankworth held her hostage flashed through her mind. Shakira flattened her hand against the cold wall, closed her eyes to the memory, and breathed deep in spite of the unpleasant smell.

"Are you all right?"

"Yes. I was just a little lightheaded for a moment."

Turcotte eyed her suspiciously. "Are you certain you are not with child?"

"Quite." 

Calm again, Shakira continued her inventory of the quarters. The sparse furnishings consisted of nothing but a cot with a lumpy straw mattress, a scarred wooden table, one chair, and a candleholder. The stone walls and floor were bare, no tapestries here to insulate against the cold. Nor did a hearth exist to ease the chill. The chamber matched the temperature outside but felt colder. A shiver traveled down her spine and she wrapped the cloak tight around her. If she wound up here, she wouldn’t have to endure the liabilities of this century for long. She’d undoubtedly keel over from pneumonia before the year was out. 

The abbey’s hushed atmosphere pressed down on Shakira as they walked back to where her escort of knights waited. Only the sound of tools in use and the shuffle of penned animals broke the quiet.

"Is everyone at prayer? I don't hear any voices and haven't since we left your quarters."

"Most are busy with their duties. You don't hear them because they don't speak," Turcotte said. 

"Wha--what do you mean they don't speak? Is it because they can't speak or just don't speak?" Oh please, let them be mutes.

"They choose not to." 

"They've taken a vow of silence?"

"No, but as a Cistercian Order, we believe one should have a reason to talk. Functional communication for work or in community dialogues, spiritual exchange, and the rare conversation on special occasions are examples." The abbess trained analytical blue eyes on Shakira.

"You do realize Lady Guiscard, you too, would be expected to hold to this practice if the Hailes is to be your home." 

Un-bloody-believable. She’d have laughed if it wasn’t so perverse. She, a lawyer, a member of the most talkative group on the planet, and she picked this place.

"Don't worry Abbess. I shall endeavor to fit in, should I decide to reside here."

"I cannot help but question why you seek a religious life. If your husband is not cruel, and he doesn't suffer any deformity that would prevent..." Shakira waited while Turcotte sought a diplomatic phrase. "...the marriage bed from being used. Why do you wish to leave?"

"The king isn't in favor of this marriage. An annulment might be in my husband's best interest." Even a sheltered nun should understand the politics of monarchy.

Turcotte nodded in understanding, "One way or another a king's desire will prevail."

 

 

 

Chapter Forty

 


 


Alex trailed a finger along Shakira’s wet skin, grazing the warm flesh of her breast and leaving a path in the soap foam as it traveled toward a submerged nipple.

"You don't look much like a penitent to me. You're temptation incarnate. I'd be surprised if there wasn't a run on hair shirts after you left the good monks." He entertained the idea of joining her in the tub, but the delightful prospect had to wait. They needed to talk. Reluctantly, he ceased teasing the pearled nub.  

"I don't go as a penitent. I go to pay my respects as the local lord's wife and to show your villeins I'm not a pagan."

"You worry too much about what the villagers and servants think. How much did the abbess ask for? The church’s appetite for money is insatiable." He extended a hand to help Shakira up so she could rinse off. "You'll never see any abbot or abbess at manual labor. They need both hands, one to wave the cross, and one to beggar with."

Alex poured a pail of water over Shakira's back then kissed the indention at the base of her spine. He helped her from the tub and dried the places hard to reach. He also dried some that weren't hard to reach but were immensely enjoyable to fondle.

"Every time they see me, I'm bedeviled with tales of crumbling walls, or roofs, or steps. Of course, an infusion of largesse from me would earn endless novenas on my behalf." Alex kissed her shoulder.

Shakira wrapped the linen turban style around her hair and snuggled against him. His train of thought momentarily derailed.

"Now you're bedeviling me. I'm loath to say stop. But, we have to talk. If you stay as you are, you'll get nothing but gibberish from me. Here--" He handed her a robe. "How about you stay naked under this and cover the fun bits until we’re done?"

"Sure?"

"No, right now I'm not sure of my name." Alex filled two goblets with wine and handed one to Shakira, eyeing how the robe fell open as she sat. In twenty minutes or so, she’d get her brains screwed out and those legs turned to Jell-O. 

"In answer to your question, Abbess Turcotte didn't specify an amount. I made an offering of a couple of marks," she said and slid back in the chair so the robe parted further. "As to the village folk, maybe my faith will never be an issue. Just in case, I'll take the extra precaution. I don't want to wind up on a pile of lit kindling."

"Understandable." Alex sat and rolled the goblet between his palms. He didn't want to panic Shakira, but time was a critical issue now. "The prince has joined with our Gascon allies in Bordeaux. His men have made incursions into the French provinces. We need--"

"What do you mean?" Shakira interrupted. "They can't already be engaged in the campaign. You said you'd go after Yuletide. That's weeks away."

      "Edward went over right after we left London. The end of December is when the rest of the army is to sail. I hoped we’d have found our way back weeks ago." Alex continued to roll the chalice between his palms, refusing to let his worry show. "Now, I hope we're out of here by my birthday." 

      She absorbed the information in silence, which surprised him. Alex expected alarm or greater concern.

"Your birthday, when's your birthday?" 

      "November seventeenth. Why?"

      "That only gives me a week to get you a present. Why didn't you tell me?"

      "In the greater scheme of things, I didn't think my birthday important." A sudden twinge of guilt passed over him. He'd never bothered to ask Shakira when her birthday was.

"When you've roamed the earth for six centuries, certain events lose their luster. Don't concern yourself with a gift, unless it's a divining rod that can locate the time portal."

      "I should've known you were a Scorpio, filled with a primal passion, ruled by the warrior God, Mars. Interesting." She peered up at him through dark lashes in deliberate flirtation. 

      "You're making it very hard to stick to the topic, and that's not all you're making hard," Alex said. "I need you to be serious, Rocky."

      "I know you’re trying to deal with the gravity of our situation," she said and stopped flirting. "But I don’t have your courage. I feel so worn down by everything sometimes I can’t bear to hear more. It’s easier for me to visualize the problem in small increments of time, or I'm overwhelmed." She pulled the towel from her head and finger combed her hair, "If we don't get through by your birthday, we still have five weeks."

      "No, we don't."

She stopped combing and the color drained from her face.

"The king expects his nobles with their men and provisions, me included, in London two weeks prior to departure. We only have three weeks from my birthday."

      "Only three weeks," she whispered.

      “We need to be away from here at least a week before I’m due to report. When I don’t show, the king will send Roger Fulke here because he knows this area well. Once Fulke finds me gone, he and his men will fan out in search of me.”

The mention of Fulke left a bad taste in his mouth. Neither liked the other and only tolerated each other at the king’s insistence. Fulke would relish hunting Alex.

“I’ve ridden with Fulke. He travels light and fast. He’ll bring extra mounts so he can change horses and limit his rest time,” Alex said. “We’ll need every minute of a week’s start to stay ahead of him.”

“I understand. I just didn’t anticipate all this happening so quickly.”

Shakira tried to act calm and unruffled but he saw the fear in her eyes.

"Don’t think about the timeframe right now. Let's go over what we remember about the day we were caught in the time warp or portal, whatever."

“Again?”

“Yes, something triggered the portal. We’ve missed a clue.” 

"Maybe," she said. 

"There's the outcropping, though I can't imagine what properties the rock contains that sent us here." Alex tried to think of some means a slab of granite might be the source. Nothing came to him. It had to be something else. "The weather was sunny by us except for the brief lightning storm."

"Don't forget the charge in the air," she reminded him.

"Okay, so we've got rock, static electricity, flashes of lightning, but otherwise sun."

"And the bizarre red sky."

"I don’t recall the color of the sky."

"I pointed out the weirdness, but you didn’t pay attention," she said.

"I was preoccupied as I recall."

"It’s probably a non issue anyway. The color returned to blue after a few minutes."

They drank in silence for awhile.

He gave a heavy sigh. "I’m at a complete loss. After you’re dressed we’ll go there. Maybe something will come to us, one viable theory.”

If nothing changed, he had a lot to get done within the next few weeks to prepare for the worst. He needed to check out an old family holding in Wales, near Portmeirion, a gift from Edward the First to his grandfather. Well situated, close to the Irish Sea, his father saw the property years ago and pronounced it a good piece of land--workable. That's what they’d do, work the land and raise sheep. He’d hide his family from the English court. My family. He smiled, liking the sound of it. Once, the idea held no appeal. When had things changed?  

He gazed over at his wife. My wife. She sipped her wine and stared up at him, doe eyed. He should tell her about his contingency plan. Those long legs crossed and exposed flesh all the way to the dark patch between them. Later.

***

Disheartened by another failed attempt, Alex enjoyed a moment’s reprieve from the disappointment. He relaxed in the saddle admiring Shakira. The hood of her cloak thrown back she continued to surround the granite adversary. Late morning fog clung to the ground, resistant to the sun's attempt to dispel it. The bluish-white mist swirled around the bottom of her skirts. He didn't believe in faeries, or witches, or goddesses come to earth. He did believe the woman in front of him was the closest he'd ever get to an ethereal being.

      "I swear if I circle this boulder one more time, I'll turn to butter," she said.

With a mighty growl, she threw her hands up and shook her fists. She cursed, beating the rock with flat palms, time and time again. 

"I give up." 

He dismounted and joined her. "The answer's here, Rocky--has to be." Alex stood motionless as a statue. Hands clasped behind his back, he faced the stone as if willing it to open up like a fortune cookie. "I hate this. I hate being in the dark, stymied. Why couldn't I have been a scientist, instead of a music producer?"

Shakira removed her leather gloves and rubbed his shoulders, pressing deep with her thumbs. "Stop. This isn’t your fault. I don't know if scientists are any better informed than we are. If they knew how time portals worked, this spot would’ve been sealed off years ago. This is probably some weird convection of elements."

He dropped his chin so she could massage the stiffness from his neck.

"I’m still not convinced the weather didn’t play a role. You said lightning storms didn’t hit this area," Shakira said. 

"I said lightning storms are rare, not that they never occur. Nor have I ever heard of folks disappearing after one."

"The fact you never heard of it happening doesn’t mean it hasn’t. Strangers might’ve gone missing a bunch of times without you knowing. Others stuck like us, people from the future even."

"Sure, and maybe Merlin wasn’t really a wizard. Maybe he was an astronaut. When he couldn’t find the passage home either, he painted himself blue and thought he’d go with the flow."

"You’re a medieval laugh factory. If we ever get back, perhaps you should look into a stand-up routine." 

"I’ll take the suggestion under consideration,” he said. “Humor and previous victims aside, there has to be another part of the equation we haven't figured out."

A groan of ecstasy left his lips as she rolled the pad of a thumb over the golf-ball sized tension knot at the base of his skull. "Right there, God that feels good."

The breeze kicked up a mini tornado of red and orange leaves. October's weather hadn't been bad, a couple of weeks with blustery days, that carried the hint of a chill in the air. November, on the other hand, roared in with a biting wind, a precursor to the nasty winter ahead. The last winter of his old
life. The thought flared and quickly extinguished. He'd no desire to dwell on the ancient memory.

“Let’s leave some small item.” Shakira stopped massaging and trudged to a spot by the stone. “Here, where we kissed. If it disappears, we know the portal still opens. I mean, this is a horrible possibility, but what if it can’t be opened for decades or more. For all we know, the phenomena may only occur every few hundred years, like eclipses or comets.”

"Cheerful thought," Alex said, mourning the loss of her ministrations. 

A search of his saddlebag turned up nothing useful to leave. The item couldn’t be too valuable or it might get stolen, or anything perishable, or so lightweight it would blow away. 

One of his gauntlets slid from under his baldric onto the ground. Meticulous about equipment, his gear never came loose or undone. Alex took the errant glove as a sign.

"I'll leave my gauntlet. Only the one, though."

"One? Oh, I see. If someone stumbles onto the rock, they won't bother with a single glove, but would steal a pair."

"There aren't many travelers on this road during the winter. No point in taking a chance though, besides only one glove fell from my belt. I think it’s an omen."

"Ah, the real reason comes out, you’re superstitious. I’d never have guessed." 

"I'm not superstitious-superstitious, you know, black cats, spilled salt, that nonsense," he clarified. "But with what’s happened to us, I'm inclined to think it's not all woo-woo."

Alex nestled the leather and metal glove down into the crevice between the rock and the ground. "The silver color will blend with the stone."

Shadows were already lengthening and the temperature fell. Dusk came early now. They mounted and started back to the holding at a comfortable pace.

"I'm going to Wales at the end of the month. Important business demands my attention." He dropped the bomb of information and braced. "I’d appreciate it if you didn’t fight me on this. I wouldn’t go unless absolutely necessary."

"I won’t argue. There’s no point, I know it won’t make a difference. But do you have to leave so soon?" She pulled the hood of her cloak up and gave the top an extra tug obscuring her face in the dark recesses of the wool wrap. 

"Yes, if I want to beat the snow. Parts of the country I'll travel to get their first winter storms early."

"So little time left." 

"Pardon?"

"I just said we have so little daylight left." 

"We’ve enough time to make a detour and go back by way of the village with a stop at the apothecary."

Every day they remained stuck in time, their disappointment became more entrenched. Today was no exception. Alex figured the detour might cheer Shakira.

"If you don’t mind, I'd rather go straight home."

How unlike her. She’d always enjoyed the diversion the boring hamlet offered and never passed on an opportunity to visit. "Are you sure?"

"Yes."

"Want to stop at the tavern for ale?"

"No."

"Rocky, is something wrong? Is it my trip to Wales?" 

"No."

"What, then?"

"Nothing's wrong, I just don't need anything from the village," she said softly, brushing imaginary dirt from her cloak.

Whatever troubled her, she clearly didn’t want to discuss it. Against his better judgment, he dropped the subject.

 

 

 

Chapter Forty-One

 


 


“Again,” Shakira said. 

Alex’s warm lips trailed along the nape of her neck a second time. "You smell of lavender," he said and smoothed her hair over the places he kissed. 

"One of the bars of soap Madeline gave me for a wedding gift has lavender."

He peered over her shoulder. "What are you working on?" 

"Stephen wants to sing a couple of songs from my homeland at your birthday banquet." 

Alex stared down at the list she compiled and snorted. "What a coincidence. A few years back, some English lads had a popular song called I Want to Hold Your Hand. It was especially big in Liverpool. I understand it made a hit in the New World too, or what will be the New World. Who’d have thought medieval Lapland, had a song by the same title?" His shoulders shook with laughter as he mocked her. 

Shakira tried to give him her iciest stare but couldn't maintain a serious face. She turned back to her work. "You’re not helping at all, go away," she said, crossing a few more songs from her list.

"There are a million tunes to choose from. Why is your list so short?"

She welcomed a brief respite from her task and put the quill down. When Stephen first suggested singing a Lapland tune, she quickly agreed, thinking, piece of cake. She knew a ton of contemporary songs. Wrong. The songs she thought she knew the lyrics to weren’t so many after all. To her frustration, she found she knew some lyrics to lots of songs but all the lyrics to only a few songs. Her vexation didn’t end there. Most of the songs she recalled all the words to spoke of people, places, or things which would probably get her burned at the stake, or clapped in irons, or both.

"Ugh. I can think of a bazillion songs, but I'm limited to ones that don’t mention planes, trains, cars, radios, TV’s, heaven, hell, God, the Devil, angels, magic, especially magic, kings, queens, princes, or plastic. That eliminates a boatload, and I only have a few days to choose and rehearse."

Alex sat on the edge of the desk and read the titles over. "Are there any you’re leaning toward?"

Shakira tapped her finger to a song name on the vellum. “Tusk, the old Fleetwood Mac song."

"Tusk?"

"It’s a wonderful choice for the limited instruments at my disposal. There’s a huge drum section. I got drums. There’s a big brass section. I got those long, here comes the king trumpets. Instead of guitars, I can substitute lutes and a couple of harps. Granted, the lutes don’t have the depth or range of guitars, but they’ll do." 

"I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings darling, but Tusk lyrics include the words phone and throne."

"I know, but those are the only two words that need changing, which is an easy fix."

"What’s your second song?"

"I haven’t decided. Stephen wants something romantic."

"He would." Alex bent and kissed her forehead. "I’ll leave you to it."

***

Stephan’s request for a song from Lapland had inadvertently given Shakira the special gift she wanted for Alex’s birthday. She’d racked her brain trying to come up with something that would always remind him of her. The musical celebration was the answer, the means to make this birthday unique. If they wound up separated, and she slipped from his thoughts over time, she owned this night in his memory. From now on, whenever his birthday rolled around he’d think of her again. She wanted to believe some tiny part of her would be with him because he would never be far from her mind.

In the center of the hall, Shakira raised a featherless arrow shaft-cum-baton and smiled at Alex over her shoulder. When he hushed the knights sitting at the main table, the other tables quieted also. The crowd turned their attention to the modest orchestra. 

In the middle of the semi-circle of musicians, Shakira bounced on the balls of her feet and pointed to the different sections. "Ready?"

She opened with Tusk. She let the song build, first with one drum, then a harp, a second drum joined the first and then Stephen broke in with his strong voice. The opening lyrics were the bottom of his range, but he managed. As he started the chorus, another harp and the lutes added their richness. The drummers stepped forward for a short solo followed by the incredible long trumpets. The trumpeters continued while the other drums came to the front and the two groups had a piece of the song to themselves. 

All week the ensemble had rehearsed in a vacant, ramshackle wooden barn. Now, the brass and percussion reverberated off the stone walls, the sound of each section made bigger, grander. The magnified strength of their timbre transformed the hall into an immense echo chamber. The Handel’s Queen of Sheba’s trumpet announcement into Jerusalem had nothing on this band. Caught up in the music, Shakira swayed, and hummed along, and almost forgot she was maestro.

Stephen closed his eyes, his head bobbed to the beat and the lyrics flowed. Line-by-line, he captivated the listeners. Shakira pointed, cymbals crashed, and his eyes flew open.   "Tusk!" The word exploded from Stephen and the drummers.

The cymbals eased. Stephen gentled his voice mastering the mild vibrato of the last couple of stanzas, just like in the original version. 

When they finished, everyone cheered, servants, knights, maids, wives, and most of all Alex. 

"You guys rock," Shakira said, forgetting time and place.

Stephen looked puzzled. "Rocks? I doubt they will throw anything. I believe the crowd liked us, milady."

"Pardon?" she asked before she made the connection and added, laughing at herself, "You’re right, of course." She turned to the others. "That was wonderful. You all were wonderful."

Smiles replaced their confused expressions. Shakira lifted her arrow. "Ready for the next?"

No long trumpets for Stephen’s love song. The soft strings of the lutes gentled the richness of the harps. A single flutist added a haunting undertone. Stephen worked the room. No fool, he started with the table where the most unmarried ladies sat. His song choice, The Way You Look Tonight. He touched a pink cheek here and there. He brought dainty fingers to his lips as he sang about a cold world and the glow he’d feel thinking of them and the way they looked tonight. The ladies at each table, fat, thin, married, and unmarried, pressed forward when he approached.

Shakira chose Unchained Melody as his final solo song. She and Alex exchanged private smiles as the song started, both remembering the night they danced to it. 

When Stephen sang opening bars about hungering for his darling’s touch, the ladies didn’t press forward, they surged. When he sang “wait for me,” they reached for him, wanting to touch him, like modern girls do rock stars. He needed more hands and more lyrics.

She closed with a rousing version of the Queen song, We Will Rock You. She’d seen the effect on a crowd while visiting Chicago. Friends had taken her to a Bears game. The stadium played the song when the team scored. The fans loved it. They stomped, clapped, raised fists to the air and sang along. It was great. And—this crowd was no different. 

                                                                                                                  

 

 

Chapter Forty-Two

 


 


Alex shut the door to their chamber.

"Happy birthday." A still exhilarated Shakira clutched something behind her back. 

"What, no birthday kiss?" Alex made a fast grab for her, but she danced out of his reach. 

"Not yet, although I'm sure that-" she winked and ran the tip of her tongue over her lips, "-and more will be forthcoming."

In the beginning, all it took was the right encouragement from Alex to break through her reserved exterior. Below the surface lay an earthy, bold creature whose vocabulary was now peppered with steamy, evocative words. Every carnal bead of sweat, every hungry whimper, and every breathy cry of release belonged to him. 

His gaze lingered on her mouth. "Lick your lips like that again and things will be forthcoming faster than you plan."

"What an interesting threat. Now, I'm in a quandary." She tipped her head side-to-side. "Gift or challenge? What to do? What to do? Gift I guess."

She brought the hidden present from behind her and draped the hanging of his family’s heraldic symbol across her forearms. "I sewed it myself. Well, most of it. The silk swan plagued me so the seamstress helped." 

Alex took the vermilion velvet square from her and held it up. On the plush side, she'd appliquéd a swan and stuffed it with batting. The reverse side was plain grey silk. Knots of silver cord formed loops across the top for a rod. 

"I’ll understand if you don't like it. I’ve never sewn before." The disclaimer came out in a rush of words. "I didn't know what you’d want that was in my power to give. Since you hesitate to bring anything from this time back, I thought you might take this. The hanging’s loss has no affect here."

      "Rocky--"

"Of course, you're not obligated to, I--I thought you might want some kind of reminder of...well...a reminder." 

He couldn't swear to it, but he had the feeling she was trying not to cry.  

      He laid the piece on the table. Above the swan, Fortiter et Fideliter was embroidered in the same grey as the reverse side. The stitches weren't the straightest and few were uniform. His mother would've made Madeline yank them out and start over. None of that mattered. 

"Rocky." He drew her into his arms and held her tight around the waist. "It's extraordinary. There isn't anything I'd rather have other than the obvious trip home for us.” 

He kissed her and then unlocked the trunk with their modern clothes, his wallet, and their watches. "You know, after the first few days I no longer missed most of this," he said, examining the contents. 

"I miss some conveniences of course, but not as many as I expected,” Shakira said. “What about you? What do you miss?"

“A number of things come to mind, my modern kitchen, the stove, and the refrigerator definitely. I miss the ease and selection of foods available to me." Shakira grinned and sat cross-legged on the bed. "You're smirking. You think I’m silly?"

"Silly? No. Adorable, yes. You missing your kitchen is cute. Go on, what else?"

"Your turn."  

"Not to be gross, but flush toilets--really miss those, and hot, running water. Hmm...what else? I’ll go with books, I miss letting the cares of the day be forgotten in a good story. Your turn."

"I long for the variety of music we have and the rich sound of instruments not invented yet,” he said, locking the gift away with their contemporary things. “Come sit with me by the fire.” 

They dragged the trunk to the hearth and propped pillows from the bed against it. Alex seated Shakira between his legs nestled against his chest. 

"Where were we?" Alex smoothed her hair down so the fine ends didn't tickle his nose. "Ah yes, music and books. I do read a lot at the cottage but for me, music is a piece of heaven."

He was quiet for a moment, then said, "Rocky, thank you for everything. Any other woman would be expressing their hatred for this place and their misery daily. This is so alien to the life you knew. Yet, you’ve worked hard to make my people happy, not to mention how happy you’ve made me."

"You make the difference Alex. I’m not as noble as you believe. What I do, I do for you," she said softly. "What else do you miss? Wait, let’s reverse the question. What do you miss from this century, if anything?" 

He slid a hand under her skirt and played with a garter, watching her curl the toes of each stockinged foot, wiggling them towards the heat. "Good question. Let me think. Conversation, the camaraderie no one has time for at home.

"Outside of Ian, there isn't anyone I'm good friends with. Most people don't want to be part of a dialogue unless it's an anonymous and sterile internet environment. Without distractions like television, iPods, or computers, people were compelled to talk to each other more." His rough hands found smoother traveling along her skin where there was nothing for calluses to snag and catch. "The measure of a man is bound to come to light if you talk to him enough." 

"I take it you had more friends in this time besides Basil?"

"Yes, a couple, Stephen and Simon. Had I lived, probably Jared, once he matured."

"Speaking of Stephen, what a fine tenor."

"That, he is. If we were home, I’d make him a star."

"Judging from the females tonight and those who follow him around, he’s a star here. He'll be mobbed when the army returns." Shakira twisted in his arms and smiled in that female way when there’s good gossip to be had. "Which lady does he end up with?"

"None."

"None?"

"He isn’t coming home."

It took a moment for the meaning to sink in. "I'm sorry I asked," she said and collapsed against his chest. “I accepted the inevitability of Basil’s death, but I never envisioned Stephen, or even Simon, dying in battle. It makes me frightened for you."

"Rocky—"

"Every time a stranger rides through the gates I hold my breath. I’m terrified it's one of the king's men come early to order you to court."

He kissed the top of her head. "You can't torture yourself with those thoughts. We may not return to our century, but we will leave here. I’ll find a way to make us safe.”

“Me maybe, not you, I’m so horribly afraid the king will hunt you down."

Shakira was right and wrong. If the king found him, he’d find her. She wasn’t safe either. Alex stared at the fire. Their best chance for survival lay in a holding he’d never see

 


 


 


Chapter Forty-Three

 


 


The midnight black horse and cloaked rider burst from the long shadow of the abbey wall into the light. Shakira spurred Eclipse into a swift canter. Calves flexed, she squeezed his barrel hard one more time. He instantly responded, his extended strides eating up more ground with each hoofbeat. They rode against the wind. With the cowl of her cloak blown back, the chill air stung her cheeks and whipped through her hair. Loose strands teased her nose and caught at the edge of her mouth.

      Although none of her escort spoke to her unless she addressed them first, the knights laughed and joked with each other as the pace increased. For the few miles on the journey back to Elysian Fields, she’d relish every ray of light, every smell, and every minute of freedom. The next time she left the castle for the abbey, she’d also be leaving the outside world behind. There’d be no returning.

      Tonight was for memories and images she’d cherish and burn into her heart and mind. After tonight, she’d never see Alex again. The taste of him, the sound of his voice, the feel of his skin when they touched she’d capture and hold. The impact of losing him, losing their future, losing hope, crushed the breath from her, and she battled the pain. 

      Time and time again, she tried to push the sorrow away, reminding herself of the necessity of the drastic action. She and Alex had ridden daily to the rock and failed. To survive, he had to leave Elysian Fields, soon. Escape meant living off the land for days or weeks. With the king’s men close behind, she’d slow him down, physically and emotionally. Chivalrous, in this case to a fault, he'd tell her a kind lie and say she wasn't a burden. How could she not be? Valuable time would be wasted while he sought better refuge for her than he would for himself alone. The lost time aggravated by additional lost hours foraging for extra food. 

      The convent was the only viable solution. At least the abbey offered the basics of life. More important, her chances for meeting a brutal end were reduced. Few safe choices existed for a woman alone in this world.  

      Abbess Turcotte indicated a smattering of unwanted wives lived at Hailes. "None so exalted as you, Lady Guiscard," she said with an avaricious grin when Shakira dropped her "donation" into the abbess’s palm. Turcotte wound the black pearls around her hand. "You might commiserate with each other as long as association doesn’t interfere with your duties."

      Turcotte. Shakira dug a heel into Eclipse’s side only once before he broke into a gallop. His heavy footfalls and those of her escort’s horses as they pounded the hard dirt road provided a welcome distraction. She put the abbey from her mind and lost herself in the temporary exhilaration of the smooth gait. She listened to the four beat sequence, thrilling at the seconds when all four hooves were suspended. The joy of the ride took over. 

      A rabbit darted from the shrubbery across the road. Shakira wheeled Eclipse hard to the right and narrowly missed trampling the hare. Eclipse’s whinny of  protest swallowed her startled gasp. She circled him in a wide arc until he calmed. The second time around he slowed enough for her to ease her firm grip on the reins. Her focus was on a gap in the thick bushes she hadn’t seen before.   

      "Stephen, that trail there--" She pointed a gloved finger at the small path half-hidden in the shade. "Where does it lead?" Alex mentioned another trail once after they visited the outcropping. "Does the path lead to the granite boulder?" she asked, as the knight trotted over and pulled his mount parallel to her.

      "Yes. But, it's rarely used, especially in the winter. The damp footing isn't good for the horses. You notice how difficult the entrance is to see, once on the path it grows worse. Dense shrubbery darkens the way and the floor is dangerous with twisted vines and roots. The wider trail is safer." Stephen pointed toward the path she and Alex always used. "Was there something in particular you're looking for there, milady? One of us can venture down if you like." 

      Had the gauntlet disappeared? Desperate to know, Shakira nearly said yes. If it was gone, she’d enter the convent with the firm hope Alex might make it back after all. It was too late for her, but perhaps there existed a glimmer of a chance for him. Instead, she hid her anxiety. Better not to act too interested in the boulder or attract undo attention to the spot. She’d wait until her final trip to the abbey and then look one last time. 

      "Milady..."

      "Yes?"

      "Did you want me to test the condition?" Stephen asked.

      "Sorry, no, I was just curious." She touched the heels of her boots to Eclipse’s sides, cueing him into a canter. She touched him again and galloped the distance to the castle.

***

Alex was in their chamber packing for Wales when she returned.

"I’ll be gone at least seven days," he said.

She tossed her cloak onto a chair then stepped up behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist. "Since you’re leaving tomorrow, I wanted you to myself tonight and ordered dinner sent up here.” Her fingertips worked their way under the drawstring of his hose to tease his hipbones and tickle the line of hair that started under his belly button. “Do you mind?" she asked, resting her chin on the back of his shoulder, her fingers still dancing along his flesh.

"Have I ever minded having you alone?" He turned and pulled her close.

His kiss dispelled any doubt. At first a light brush, it built slow like Ravel's Bolero as he parted her lips. The soft contact evolved into a penetrating, deep demand for more. She broke away only to draw breath, then indulged in the luxury of giving him a tortuous kiss in kind. 

Alex groaned as she nipped his lower lip and wet a supple path along the seam of his lips. Her tactics suggestive and seductive, there'd be no rush to plunder but to conquer bit by bit, until he was as enthralled as she. 

Shakira was captivated, weak in the knees and drained of any awareness other than Alex's touch, his taste, his scent. His sensuous presence overwhelmed her. She savored the way he tasted of ale and apple. She reveled in the feel of stubble on a cheek that smelled of his shaving soap. She melted at the hotness of his hand when he splayed his fingers into the curve of her spine and pressed her tight to him. Muscled thighs blinded her to all but him and how he made her feel. Every pore became a pinprick of fire. She burned for him. 

Is it a sin to want someone so much? To willingly lose your soul for a few kisses, a well placed touch, the delicious high when he’s inside you. Maybe sacrifice was the price of love, the trade-off for the sin of loving too much. She wouldn't dwell on that now. There'd be plenty of time later for sorrow.  

His strong arm tightened over her shoulders as he whispered earthy, impassioned suggestions in her ear. The carnal and wicked deeds he would do, he wanted done--words that inflamed the senses. His other hand slid down and rubbed her buttocks. Even through the heavy wool of her skirt, she felt his hard erection jump when she wriggled her hips.  

"Let me make love to you," she managed to mumble.

"You don't have to ask twice." He shot her a lopsided grin and winked, his fingers already undoing her tunic laces.

Shakira grabbed his hands, halting the rapid progress he'd made on the garment. "No, I have a plan." 

"A shameless, down and dirty plan?" 

"Will steamy do?"

"I'm yours to command, milady. Where do you want me?"

"Close your eyes."

Alex complied.

She withdrew a length of fine woven linen from her skirt pocket, blindfolded him, and then waved a hand in front of his face. When he didn’t react, she led him to the edge of the bed and had him sit. She knelt in front of him and began removing his leather boots. Easing the first off, she ran her fingernails along the back and inside of his calf, pleased with his sudden intake of air. With her other hand, she loosened the laces of her tunic and slipped it over her head before she removed the second boot. 

Alex reached for her as she bent to her task.

"You’re not allowed to touch yet," she said in her stern lawyer voice and he dropped his hands to his sides. "Lie down," she ordered.

He quickly obeyed.

She retrieved the bowl of mulled wine she’d hidden under the bed earlier in the day. That morning she'd filched some late summer cherries the cook had pitted, dried, and then soaked the fruit in the wine all day.  

She rubbed a plump, drenched cherry along Alex's lips leaving a trail of dark juice. His tongue darted out to investigate. He drew the treat into his mouth and held it for a heartbeat before biting into the delicacy. The pungent aroma of the wine’s spices filled the air. The sharp, tangy scent of cloves, the gentler, rich odor of cinnamon, and the sweet scent of honey drifted enticingly from his lips.

"Like it?" she asked in a husky voice.

"Hmmm," he nodded. "More."

Gathering her skirt to the top of her thighs, she swung a leg over and straddled him. "This one you'll have to work for." She held the cherry between her lips and bent, lightly pressing it to his mouth. He caught onto her game and extracted the morsel with artful expertise. But not before the succulent nectar dripped down her chin. Even blindfolded, he traced the sweet path with his tongue.

Remember tonight.    

When the small bowl of cherries disappeared behind eager lips, he licked non-existent juice from her collarbone. Her skin tingled with the erotic contact and where his lips grazed with a soft caress. She clasped his ribcage tighter with her thighs, losing herself to the moment, to his ministrations. 

Remember me.


Another minute of this distraction and her plan would disintegrate. "Stand up," she said with some regret. He slid his hands under her arms lifting her with him. As he stood, he cupped her breasts, pressing his advantage.

"What did I say about touching?"

"I wasn't touching for the reason you think. I was trying to maintain my balance," he said and began to sway.

She batted his hands away.

"Rubbish and stop weaving. You're not off balance. Hold onto your blindfold," Shakira instructed as she raised his tunic over his head. She slipped her fingers under the drawstring of his hose but didn't remove them yet. Instead, she kissed his throat and worked her way to his navel, stopping to blow on each warm, wet spot before she moved on. She lingered caressing the silky trail of hair on his belly with her face and lips.

She tugged on his hose. The warmer skin of his abdomen a marked contrast to the cool flesh her mouth so recently abandoned. Again, she tugged. The hose edged further down. The effort slowed as his eager arousal strained against the material. Finished, she threw the hose to the side and stroked him, her finger and thumb skimmed his length. 

A low growl rumbled from deep within his chest and he reached for her hair. Already wet for him, her restraint slipping, a heart pounding rush of blood heated her cheeks. She pulled away and stripped the rest of her clothes off, cursing what seemed like zillions of bits and pieces. 

Naked, she knelt again. One hand cradled and rolled his balls in her palm. With her forefinger, she pressed rhythmically against the vulnerable spot behind them. Alex moaned something unintelligible. What a turn-on the power was. He was as lost to her as she to him and she loved it. With the tip of her tongue, she swirled the droplet that leaked from the dark rose head and took him in her mouth.

Her eyes flew open as Alex jerked her head back with one hand, yanking the blindfold off with the other. "I want to watch." The hold on her hair gentled even as the veins she licked and teased throbbed. 

He was close, so close, the urgency of his climax evident. Near the end he tried to use restraint, but Shakira continued, shattering his control. Spent, he withdrew and eased her up, kissing her with great thoroughness. He tasted of sugary wined cherries and that sweetness mingled with the residual saltiness of his essence.

"You didn't have to do that." 

"I wanted to. I like toying with you." 

"You're in luck. I believe you'll find me a satisfactory plaything for hours of entertainment. I have many movable parts." He wiggled his brows and squatted down to stoke the fire, not in the least self-conscious at his nudity. She marveled at the lack of modesty. The warrior body she ogled. At times, she longed for the artistic talent to sketch him, a token to keep nearby. 

"If that was my send off because I'm leaving tomorrow, I'll have to go away more often."

"Let's not talk about leaving. Let's eat in bed and talk about the countryside you'll see and make love some more." Shakira turned so he wouldn't see she held back tears. 

Later, she lay cuddled against Alex. Only she didn't sleep. He woke a couple of times as she stroked his chest and drew a light hand over his stomach. He mumbled, and she held still, listening, waiting to hear any variation of “I love you” his sleepy mind might manage. Without opening his eyes, he kissed the top of her head and fell back asleep. 

 


 


 


Chapter Forty-Four

 


 


"I'll be back in a week, hopefully, ten days max," Alex said, while he and Shakira worked with the fasteners on his mail and plate.

"What’s this?" she asked, tapping a skirt of overlapping steel rows that attached to his breastplate and covered his abdomen.

"A fauld. It’s supposed to protect your stomach and keep you from getting gutted."

"Clever."

"Trust me, it’s highly overrated." 

She placed her palms against his metalled chest then pressed her forehead on the cold steel.

"Are you crying?"

She shook her head.

"Hey," he said.

She glanced up. He’d seen the same haunted look in the eyes of men on the battlefield--an emptiness as they held the body of a lost comrade. "What's got you so upset?" 

"Nothing," she said. "Last time you went away it only took four days."  

"I’m traveling farther this trip. From here I ride to the Bristol Channel and sail a fair distance to Cardigan Bay." Until he saw the condition of the property, he’d leave his destination vague. "It’ll be brass monkeys cold. I expect by the end of the crossing my balls will be behind my sternum, but going by ship saves a lot of time." He shivered thinking about the frigid waters of the Irish Sea.

Shakira held him with a sudden ferocity. Pressed so close, he swore her heat would penetrate his armor. He started to kiss her goodbye when she buried her face in his neck and blurted, "I love you. Remember I love you." Alarm bells sounded in his head at the urgency of the muffled words. 

A terrible sense of foreboding crawled up Alex's spine. She never told him she loved him before, although he knew she did, and he loved her. He believed himself impervious to the emotion, always able to control the depth of his attachments. This was uncharted territory for him. His love for her both excited and unsettled him. For now, he pushed his mixed emotions aside more concerned with the disquiet that filled him in her tone.   

"What's this about, Rocky? What's wrong?" Alex tipped her chin and made her look him in the eye. "Don't say ‘nothing.’ Don't say you love me and then lie to me."

"There's nothing to tell you. It’s important you know how I feel. I wish I told you sooner."

"Rocky...we'll talk when I get back."

He bent her in a passionate embrace. The intent meant to reassure her even if he didn't have the words right now. Shakira stood the assault only for a minute before returning his kiss, harder and deeper, until he ran out of breath. He'd never been the first to run out of breath. Never. 

"A few days, that's all. We have a lot to discuss when I return." He pulled up the protective mail head cover. "The time will fly," he said and adjusted the links where his hair caught.

"I'm sure it will." A wan smile touched her lips.

Alex kissed her one more time. Uneasy, but pressed for time, he left. He made it to the great hall before he remembered his new gauntlets and hurried back for the forgotten gloves. 

Shakira sat shivering, curled up on the bench under the window overlooking the bailey. Tears streamed down her face and dripped off her chin.

Alex groaned and rushed over. "Damn it. I'm not leaving until you tell me what's wrong."

"Nothing, I'm being silly. Now go, please. I’ll be fine. Just concentrate on staying safe." 

Frustrated, Alex stood, arms extended out in exasperation. "I don't have the time to coax this out of you. I hate going with you upset like this, but I have to. I'm sorry."

"I know. Really, I'm fine. Now go."

He grabbed his gloves and shot one last look at her stricken face. 

Jared had Thor saddled for him in the courtyard. Alex double checked his equipment and supplies and signaled to Simon and Stephen he wanted a word with them. 

"Keep an especially watchful eye over Lady Shakira. She's never to be out of the sight of one or both of you when she's not in the Keep." He stared at each in turn and waited for the order to be acknowledged, which they did with a single nod.

Mounting, he glanced up to their window and bade her farewell with a touch of his fingers to his lips and a wave.

How fragile and wraithlike she looked, standing in the embrasure of the tall window. Wind ruffled her hair so it billowed outward like an inky mist around her face and shoulders. She wrapped herself in a plush, blood red robe. At this angle, the voluminous material seemed to dwarf his statuesque wife. 

Maybe it would've cheered her to know he'd sent a messenger to London to purchase several bolts of wool and quality linen. The raw material was easier to transport than the bulky dresses. She’d travel with two gowns only, one to wear and one packed. Hopefully, they’d settle in his Portmeirion holding, and she'd have cloth for nice clothes.  

The fine wire circlet he ordered from the goldsmith in Gloucester would be ready too. The strands twisted to mimic branches with leaves made from tiny drops of white seed pearls. A surprise gift he’d give her when he declared his love. 

She was his wife in more than words. Whether they returned to their own time or remained here, she belonged to him. Only death could break their bond. If in this life, fate chose to torment him with the heartache of losing a beloved wife, or at the end of his days, played another cruel trick that made him endure more centuries of painful memories, he’d take the risk for her. 

 

 

 

Chapter Forty-Five

 

 


Can the hours of a day pass at the speed of light, or faster? "Yes, they can go by in a nanosecond," Shakira whispered. That's what her last days at Elysian Fields felt like, days she filled with as many mundane tasks as possible, anything to keep her tears at bay. Nights were a different problem altogether. Lonely, despairing and adrift emotionally, she slept little.

The morning of the seventh day after his departure, bundled in a grey cloak, she stole off. Eclipse waited, saddled and readied. The stable boy was thrilled with the groat she gave him to secure his oath of secrecy. No task ever earned him four pennies before. 

Through the foggy haze, Shakira shot a glance at the Keep before she entered the empty bailey. The knights were in the hall, eating, including her shadows, Simon and Stephen, when she checked. The guards at the gate wouldn’t ask any questions. They'd assume she was headed for the village. She’d made it a point to go every day the past week, establishing a pattern of behavior.

She instructed the servants not to touch anything in the bedchamber. The last thing she needed was for one of the maids to find the note she left Alex. Not that the maids or any of the household staff other than Richard could read. Still, better not to take a chance. 

The note took all night to get right. A couple of drafts she ruined. Tear stains smeared the ink across the vellum. In the end, she kept the message succinct and hoped Alex would understand and not rip up the countryside in search of her.

With one last look at the home she shared with the only man she'd ever love, Shakira rode away.

Outside of the walls of the holding, in the open fields, nothing stopped the wind. The bitter cold seeped into all the places the cloak hung loose. Gusts caught the edges of the hood to form a gloomy aura in her peripheral vision. The cape wasn't her warmest, but the plainest. She suspected the abbess planned to fob off a scratchy, poor quality wrap on her under the guise of vow of poverty or some such excuse. If so, Shakira had no intention of making Turcotte a gift of her finest cloak in exchange. Shivering, fumbling to find a handkerchief for her runny nose, she wondered if the loss of the heavier cloak wouldn't have been worth it. Thankfully, her gloves were quality leather or her hands would be raw and chapped by the time she arrived.

When she reached the abbey, she'd give the stable boys instructions to return Eclipse to Elysian Fields. 

In no hurry, she kept Eclipse at a comfortable walk. Had she ridden at the canter or gallop, she wouldn’t have heard the hoof beats behind her. Friend or foe? Better to assume the worst. She urged Eclipse into a quiet but fast walk off the road. Bent low over his neck, she hid behind a high thicket of gnarled vines and listened. Silence. She remained in her hiding spot for a few more minutes, heard nothing, and re-entered the road. Paranoia.


Before she’d gone fifty yards, she swore she heard the sound of other horses again. How real they seemed. Dispirited, she shook her head, surprised at her mind's ability to conjure up riders. She wondered if it wasn't wishful thinking deep within her subconscious. A feeble hope someone, or something, would intervene and turn events around. On the other hand, if they were real, the riders weren't far behind.

She paused at the mouth of the broad path and eyed the spot ahead where the secondary path met the road. Stephen said the narrow path was too treacherous to use. But, he also said the foliage shielded anyone on it from view.

Shakira vacillated. 

Both trails carried risks. The familiar wide one offered a safer path but easy visibility to anyone on the main road. The other offered cover along with a good chance of injury. If she fell and was badly hurt, no one would know. Had the hoof beats she heard been real or imagined? If horsemen were on the road and close, they didn’t come from Elysian Fields. She considered which circumstance presented the worst threat...possible injury, or strangers? Strangers seeing a lone female might confront her. She’d chance a fall rather than chance physical attack. 

Shakira trotted to the entrance of the small trail and dismounted. Without a rider, Eclipse would fend better. She kept a loose hold on his reins and took a cautious step. She immediately slid on the soggy leaves, almost landed on her butt. If he slipped, she had just enough room to jump out of his way. 

Nervous for both of them, Shakira nattered away. She gave him whispered updates on how far they'd come and how close they were. Relieved to be safely at the bottom, she patted his neck and mumbled thanks to the air. Eclipse whinnied and then snorted a wad of chewed hay onto her shoulder to exhibit his gratitude. 

"I'm glad you're with me dear boy, although I could've done without the horse snot," she said low. He whinnied softer as she rubbed his cheek. "Shall we take a gander and see if the gauntlet is there? What do you think, you and me?" Shakira’s tug on his reins met with stubborn equine resistance.

"I see, you want to know why? Just for the hell of it. No other reason. Yes, you're right, coming here doesn't make any difference. Our course is chosen, but let's do peek anyhow." Shakira led Eclipse to the glove’s hidden spot. 

Still there. A jumble of emotions followed one on top of the other at seeing it, fear, relief, and disappointment, all in varying degrees.

Thunder rumbled. She tightened her grip on the reins and glanced in that direction. A storm brewed in the west, which was odd. Most storms swept down from the north this time of year. She had to hurry if she wanted to beat the bad weather. She turned her attention back to the metal and leather glove, Alex’s small sacrifice. Should she remove the gauntlet? What if he saw it gone and got his hopes up under false pretenses? 

The thunder grew louder. The sound didn’t come in booming claps but in a continuous rumbling wave as it rolled her way. Unable to resist a token of his, she snagged the glove. 

Sporadic lightning flashed in the cloud cover as she turned to leave. Eclipse stamped and stepped anxiously sideways, like he wanted to bolt. Shakira held firm as he continued his effort to dance away. Resistance became rebellion as he tossed his head and reared back, front hooves pawing the air. It took all her strength to bring him down to a standing position.

She tried to calm the animal with soft words while she stroked his muzzle. Neither worked. Ears pricked, eyes like black saucers, the animal fought her. Then, multiple bursts of lightning, bright and bluish-white, lit the sky. She froze for a split second before she gave a rough jerk on Eclipse’s reins and tried to run. A second flurry of bolts cracked and a brief sense of weightlessness enveloped her. Off balance, she dropped the gauntlet and stumbled against the rock.  

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Stephen step from the bushes.

“Stephen!” 

A single deafening crack sounded. Another wave of weightlessness washed over her, she thought she heard his voice faintly call her name.  

The odd sensation stopped. The gauntlet lay at her feet. Next to her, Eclipse stood quiet, his mane and tail standing on end. She had to swallow numerous times to clear the taste of metallic juiciness away. She took a hesitant step. There was a few clumsy seconds where she wind-milled, beating the air to stay upright when her foot landed lower than expected, throwing her weight forward. She tested her depth perception with the toe of her boot. After several attempts, she finally found solid ground. She’d gone through this once before. Her eyes searched the sky for a hint of red and didn’t see any. Denial came easy. None of this meant what she initially feared, not the lightning, not her physical reactions, not the rush of unseasonable warm air. This could not be a time warp. Not again, not now, not without Alex.  

“Simon? Stephen?” 

No one moved in the shrubs or trees near her. No reason to worry, she reassured herself. Overhead, a dull hum came closer and closer. She looked up. A moment later, the British Airways plane came into view. The jet was headed east toward Heathrow Airport and flew low enough for her to see the colors of the Union Jack painted on the tail section.

"No!" she uttered in disbelief. "No!"

She grabbed the glove and ran to the path. Her grip tight on Eclipse's reins and climbed as fast as she could. The trail had changed, grown wider, less steep. Purple and gold wildflowers grew along the border. At the top, Shakira stopped to observe everything around her. The red and orange leaves left over from fall no longer littered the ground. Bright sunlight poured through the green, leafy trees, and a mild breeze played with the edges of her hood. She mounted and kicked Eclipse into a gallop and rode back to Elysian Fields. 

In the past, the horse's speed increased when he smelled home. This time, he kept a steady pace as they approached.

She drew him to an abrupt halt at the edge of the ruin. The curtain wall was rubble, the broken stones scattered. Nothing of the drawbridge remained, only a grassy depression where the moat had been. Shakira pressed her heels into Eclipse’s side, nudging him forward to the area that was the bailey. Gone. Everything was gone, like it never existed. Only the honey-colored foundation stones marked what was the Keep.

She dismounted and stood on the spot the great hall occupied and the staircase to the bedchamber. A flood of images passed through her mind, memories of the first time she rode into the bailey, her fear, the smells, the people, the life she led a short time before. Her life with Alex.

What would he do? When she didn't arrive at Hailes, the abbess would send a messenger inquiring after her absence. Alex would assume she got robbed or kidnapped, maybe murdered on the road. What else could he think? He'd imagine the worst and turn the nearby hamlets and countryside upside down.

Valuable time wasted, she thought ruefully. What a horrible irony. Her good intentions will cost him rather than help him.  

Whether in futile hope, or pathetic desperation, Shakira called Alex's name again and again, as if her cries could penetrate time.


                                                      

 

 

Chapter Forty-Six

 


 


Arms outstretched, Alex tilted his chin to the sky and filled his chest with the frigid air. Immune to the weather’s discomforts, he closed his eyes and pictured Shakira’s face. For one brief moment, he imagined he heard her voice calling his name. He touched the leather pouch tied to his waist and smiled as he picked up the reins and spurred Thor into a gallop. The small sack contained Shakira's golden circlet. 

The guards at the gate waved as he passed. He glanced up to the empty window of their chamber where she usually stood. In the far corner of the bailey, Simon and Stephen huddled together. Both yelled to him. 

Alex jumped from the saddle and hurried towards the Keep, brushing himself off as he went. Caked mud flaked to the ground as he slapped at his mailed arms to dislodge dirt gathered in the links. It had been a long, arduous seven days. Dusty, tired, and longing to see his wife, he ignored the two knights as they rushed towards him.

"Guy, stop! We must speak with you, 'tis urgent." Simon broke into a jog, Stephen on his heels.

"Later.” 

"You must listen now," Simon said, pursuing Alex. 

Alex bounded up the stairs and into the chamber, slamming the door with great deliberation in the knight's face.

She wasn’t there. Normally, if she didn't run down to greet him, she awaited him upstairs. From the look of things, she hadn't been in the room for hours. The fire had grown cold, only grey ashes were left. She knew he was due back. Where was she? He laid the pouch on the table, noticing a rolled scroll left on his bolster. The wax seal evidence of its confidential contents.

Alex sighed as his eyes raced over the first few sentences, growing angrier with each line at her idiotic logic and foolish attempt at self-sacrifice. He started to crumple the parchment into a ball. How could she think he wouldn’t come after her or that he was better off without her? He straightened the vellum and reread it. "Where did you go?"  

Alex, I love you with all my heart and soul. I love you more than words can express. If I had to conjure up a dream man, a man of courage, wit, intellect and honor, it would be you. If I had to put a face to the handsomest man I could imagine, it would be yours. What I can't do is see that man put at risk because of me. I’ve done what I had to do. My heart and prayers are with you that you will get home safe. But if by some misfortune you remain here, the best hope you have for surviving is without me. Please do not look for me. I am in a safe place. God’s speed, my love, my only love.

He rerolled the note and absently tapped his thigh with it. "What place other than with me, would she consider safe?" 

There weren’t many places she’d ventured to outside the castle grounds. He came to the logical conclusion without much trouble. Her sudden interest in the abbey made sense now.

"‘An act for the benefit of the locals,’ indeed," he said, disgusted and irritated with her lie. "You remembered my mother lives with the holy sisters and thought you’d do the same." What is it with women? Their twisted minds could put an English maze to shame.  

He locked her note in the chest and sprinted from the chamber toward the stairs. His recalcitrant wife would be home within the hour even if he had to tie her over his saddle like a sack of flour. "Fool woman." 

Simon and Stephen stepped from an adjoining corridor in front of him. His path blocked, they forced him to listen. "I'm in a hurry. Whatever you have to say make it fast."

"Lady Shakira has disappeared," Simon said.

Bewilderment and fear had displaced the knight's usually somber expression. Two emotions never exhibited by Simon in Alex's memory. They fought alongside each other in numerous battles, bloody slaughters. Always Simon maintained an unperturbed façade. What could frighten the implacable man?  

Stephen stood at Simon’s side eyes fixed in a panic-stricken stare. He opened his mouth to speak, but said nothing.

"What do you mean she's disappeared? What's happened? I told you two to watch her." 

"We did. She--just disappeared," Simon repeated. "She v-vanished—"  

"Right in front of us," Stephen broke in. "We followed her. She bent to pick something up and then...was gone...like the rock reached out and took her." Deathly pale, he added, "As though the devil himself reached up and dragged her down to his underworld." He quickly made the sign of the cross. 

“What rock?”  

"That granite outcropping where we ran into you both a couple of months ago," Simon said.

Hearing she disappeared was like a body blow, hearing where was an iron fist to his gut.

"Why did you let her go? You should have stopped her." He grabbed the front of Simon's tunic in his fists, jerking the knight closer. 

The swift action pulled Stephen from his dazed state and he laid a restraining hand on Alex's arm. "Guy." 

Alex dropped his hands and took a step back.

Stephen explained, "Simon and I did what you asked. We followed her and kept watch. Our eyes never left her. She simply vanished."

Alex absorbed the statement in silence. One word embedded itself in his psyche. Vanished. A horrible suspicion took shape. "Come, we ride to the rock." 

Sweat patches darkened Thor's neck under the pressure of Alex's legs hard on the horse's barrel demanding more speed. At the wide path, Alex slowed to a walk and urged Thor down the slope. The stallion's muscled haunches dipped close to the ground as he lost traction and slid on the damp soil, his rear hooves clipping the shoes of his front hooves. Alex expertly worked the reins. He kept the horse's head tucked, not allowing it to drop and increase the odds of tripping. Moisture misted around Thor’s muzzle in the cold air as he snorted and struggled. The slope flattened into even ground at the base and Alex relaxed the tension on the reins. He circled and waited for Simon and Stephen who eased their horses down the slippery path.

When they came parallel with him, Alex said, "You followed her from the castle, then what?"

"As I told you, we hung back but had her in sight from the moment she left. The only time she was not was when she dismounted and walked the small path to the rock. To avoid discovery, we took this path and concealed ourselves in those shrubs," Simon said and indicated where they'd hidden. 

Alex dismounted and checked the rock’s base. The gauntlet was gone. Boot prints, recent and feminine, interspersed with hoof prints left depressions in the soft soil.

      "Tell me everything she did, every move." 

      Simon and Stephen bracketed him on each side, like metal and mail pillars. "Not much. She walked around the stone. Something on the ground caught her eye and she bent, stumbled against the rock, and vanished."

      Had she stopped to see if the gauntlet was there when the portal opened and took her back? The portal opened and took her back. A bottomless sense of loss swamped him at the realization.

      At least she was safe. 

Again and again, he circled the outcropping without purpose. His friends didn't intrude on the ritual. He didn’t know how much time passed before he knelt and brushed her boot prints away. 

I am alone.

 

 

 

Chapter Forty-Seven

 


 


In their chamber, Alex occasionally paused to touch one of her personal items scattered around the room. Small things left behind: an oval of polished metal with a jeweled handle she used as a mirror, a bowl of ribbons for her hair, a pair of velvet slippers. In his solitude, he tried to feel her presence through them.

From the trunk, he removed the hanging she’d sewn and ran his fingers over the crooked stitches. He poured another goblet of wine and reread her note. She made up the excuse of his safety. She’d never believe something as silly as her presence putting him at risk. 

For the first time since returning from the outcropping, Alex sat. Lost in thought, he drained the goblet. Did she run to the abbey because she loved him and thought he didn’t love her? Did she feel her absence wouldn’t matter to him? He disregarded the possibility. It made no sense.  She was too logical. The abbey didn’t fit with the sensible Shakira he knew. Even if she didn’t believe his affection amounted to love, she knew he’d never allow such a thing. He’d come after her and bring her home. Something else was at work. He returned the hanging and note to the trunk and called for Simon and Stephen.

"You asked for us," Simon said and closed the chamber door.

"Yes."

A few steps inside, Stephen stopped. "God's teeth, it’s cold as a witch's tit in here." He blew out a cloudy puff of air. "I can see my breath." He strode toward the fireplace and grabbed a poker from a hook and stirred the ashes. "Why do you not have a fire?"

"You want a fire, build one," Alex replied and poured more wine for himself. "Both of you have served as escorts for Lady Shakira when she's visited Hailes."

Simon nodded.

"Has anything unusual occurred on her journeys, anything at all? Did she ever talk to you about the reasons for her visits?"

"No. I don't speak with your lady, unless she pursues conversation with me," Simon answered.  

"The last trip was the only time she ever talked with me." Stephen pulled logs from a stack on the hearth and tossed them into the fireplace. 

"Go on." 


"She asked about the old path and if it led to the outcropping. The one...the one she disappeared from this morning," he added hesitantly. He lit a handful of small pieces of kindling with a candle and laid them under the logs. 

"What did you tell her?"

Stephen pivoted toward Alex with a perplexed look. "The truth, of course, I said no one used the path. It was too dangerous, especially in foul weather. I explained the gorse was thick and made it particularly treacherous. If a person tripped and needed aid, they'd go unseen by travelers on the road."

For a long moment, Alex sat quiet as he mulled over the conversation. He couldn't think why she'd be interested in the other path. "Did she ask about anything else?"

Stephen shook his head. "No."

"She never said why she wanted to know?"

"No."

Alex tried to piece the morning's events together in his mind, tried to find a clue to how things happened the way they did. He looked to Simon who looked back with the same sense of puzzlement Alex felt.

"I know she left early,” Alex said. “Cook said she hadn't eaten. How did you know when she planned to go?"

"The stable boy told us yesterday. She paid him to have Eclipse saddled and ready at first light. We waited and watched for her at the far end of the curtain wall. Trust me Guy; we made certain she wouldn't leave without us knowing. The day you left, Stephen and I went round to the stable boys and the men on the gates and instructed them to get word to us if your lady left the grounds. All understood if Lady Shakira went outside without our knowledge whoever neglected to tell us would answer to Stephen and me, and then to you. Neither circumstance would bode well for them."

A faint smile touched Alex's lips, picturing the menace behind Simon's threats. Then, the significance of something else Simon said hit him and his smile faded. "You say she took Eclipse?"

"Yes."

Why take Eclipse, Alex wondered. The abbess must've told her the church keeps whatever possessions she brings. Suspicion crept into Alex's heart, an ugly doubt about Shakira he refused to lend credence and pushed it from his mind. She loved him. She’d never betray him. The reassurances helped, but he hated that he couldn’t come up with a reasonable explanation for her actions. It should be easy and it wasn’t. There it was again...doubt. The more he denied the dark thought, the stronger it grew. 

"Thank you Simon. You and Stephen can go."

"Let me finish getting a decent fire started first." Stephen stabbed at the tiny flame of the kindling.

"Leave it. Go to Hailes and just verify with the abbess if Lady Shakira was expected today."

Stephen stood and replaced the poker on its iron hook. He joined Simon at the door.

"And tell the maid to send another flagon of wine," Alex said, draining his goblet.

The knights exchanged a look of concern. "As you wish," Simon said and closed the door. 

***

Alex didn't answer the maid's knock.

"Milord," she called through the door and tapped again before she entered. A tray of food was balanced on her shoulder and held in place with one hand. "Your wine." She lowered the tray to the table next to him. "I brought a fresh meat pie and broth too. Cook thought you'd be hungry." She filled his goblet and said, "Sir Stephen asked me to tend to your fire." 

"Leave me," Alex said, finally acknowledging her as she moved toward the fireplace. 

"But, milord--"

"Go." He waved her away. Alex poured a goblet of wine and took several swallows. In the music world, he often relied on his instincts to predict trends and a client's potential for success. In the times of battle, good tactics, based on logic more than instinct, distinguished between victory and defeat. Shakira's disappearance required logic, an unemotional analysis of the circumstances. 

Clearly, she intended to hide at the abbey. Why, knowing he’d find her? Perhaps it was a panic reaction. He'd seen brave knights, fine warriors, react out of fear and do things out of character. 

The fact she took Eclipse troubled Alex. Why give the church an animal she loved? She knew they’d sell him. He wasn't useful to them. He was too much horse for the abbess and couldn't be used in the fields. He possessed only cash value. 

His dark thoughts of earlier returned. He finished his wine and poured another.

From his window, Alex watched with detached interest the activity in the bailey. What started in the morning as a rainstorm had turned to snow flurries. A brisk wind whipped the falling snow into white funnels. Servants ducked their heads away to avoid the worst.

Tiny flakes blew inside and melted as they landed on his face and the armor he still wore from that morning. He mindlessly worked the fasteners of his back and breastplate and the vambraces, shedding the most uncomfortable pieces. He stacked the plates on the bench, thinking about Shakira’s conversation with Stephen. The more he analyzed her actions today, the stranger they appeared, unless, he was viewing the situation from the wrong angle. The French mistake at Poitiers.

His mind wandered back to the day of the battle. English provisions dangerously low, hunger plagued the army. If the French army surrounded them, they could starve the English out. Prince Edward had to retreat to Bordeaux, the English held province for supplies. He ordered the first of his three vanguards and the baggage train to start the withdrawal.

After months of Edward’s army harrying and challenging them, the French misinterpreted the action. They assumed the movement in the English camp meant the prince ordered his men into battle readiness. The French finally chose to fight and formed up on the plateau they occupied. Weak as the English army was, the Black Prince was never one to run from a battle. 

Debilitated and outnumbered, the English took the day. The terrible French defeat might never have happened had they not misread the English intent. Perhaps he was falling into the same trap, analyzing her actions as they appeared on the surface.    

Stephen cracked open the door. "Guy, it's me. I'm with Jared." They stepped inside and shut the door. Stephen joined Alex. "Let Jared help you with the rest of your armor and mail," he said in a low voice as he closed the window. 

Alex moved to the center of the room where Jared had more space to work. “What did the abbess say?” 

“Lady Shakira was due to arrive this morning,” Stephen said. “She questioned us. Simon and I took the liberty to tell her Lady Shakira changed her mind.”

“Good. The happenings of today are not the abbesses business.” 

"I'll clean these tonight," Jared said, adding Alex’s greaves and mail to the stack on the table and left with Stephen.

Alone, Alex returned to the point of view question. He considered everything Shakira had done from the opposite standpoint. What if the abbey commitment was a feint? What if it was a backup plan, a cover, in case her chance to return home failed? She never intended to live at the abbey, which explains why she took Eclipse. She loved the horse too much to leave him behind if she found an opportunity to return to their century. She just couldn't take her husband. The bitter thought settled deep in his heart and twisted in his chest.

The more he thought, the more his analysis made sense. Because her movements were tracked this last week it didn’t mean she hadn't monitored the portal. Maybe she surreptitiously tried for a glimpse of the gauntlet when she went to the abbey. Or, maybe she paid a few pennies to a village boy to report if the glove disappeared. At some point, she discovered the gauntlet was gone, assumed the portal opened, and bet it would again. But why didn't she tell him?

The question tormented him. Why didn’t she wait for his return? His mind grasped for a way around the obvious, searching for an excuse. Only one explanation came. Fear. Her morbid fear he couldn’t keep them safe. Fear they couldn’t escape the fate of history. Fear she’d end up alone and stuck in this century overrode her love for him. He didn’t know how she determined when the portal would open again. It didn’t matter. What mattered was, she saw her chance for a way home and took it. I have done
what I had to do, the awful truth, in her own words. 

Until today, he'd have bet his soul Shakira was incapable of such treachery. Bitterness turned to anger.

The scenario haunted Alex. He ran it over and over again in his head. Secluded in their chamber, he shunned the evening meal. The servants brought a tray anyway and removed the untouched broth and meat pie. When the contents of the evening meal grew cold and congealed, they replaced it with a smaller plate of bread and cheese.

Only his flagon of wine needed replenishing. He drank with the deliberation of a man trying to obliterate all thought, all memory, and having no luck. Denied the blessed relief of drunkenness, he charged, tried, and condemned her in his heart. 

In a small corner of his conscience, a devil's advocate tried to raise an objection. The advocate argued she might not have panicked if he'd told her about the holding in Wales. Maybe, if she'd known they wouldn't exist like fugitives forever, if she’d known he found a way to work things out, as he’d promised her, she’d be with him still. 

Hurt overruled the defense and the pain of her desertion renewed itself. Fear didn’t validate her actions. She abandoned him, pure and simple.   

Alex reread her note. The best hope you have for surviving
this world is without me. He flung the goblet, his sharp denouncement spoken for the first time, "My generous martyr, such self-sacrifice for my benefit.” 

The empty goblet bounced off the fireplace surround and rolled across the room. I love you with all my heart and soul. Alex repeated, letting the note flutter to the floor. His calloused hands flexed over the stone mantle.

"How could you?"

 

 

 

Chapter Forty-Eight

 

 

      “That’s everything, every step I made, since leaving Elysian Fields for Hailes Abbey three hours ago.” Emotionally spent, Shakira sank into the pillowy sofa cushions and pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. 

Miranda sat next to her. “Bring me a damp wash cloth,” she told Ian. 

Shakira had called Ian and Miranda from the groundskeeper’s home. They’d arrived at Alex’s cottage within the hour.

“Let it out, Shake,” Miranda said, rubbing her back. 

Ian returned with the cloth.

“Crying serves no purpose.” Shakira took the damp cloth from Ian, wiped her face, and composed herself. “Sorry.”

“Why don’t you make us some tea, darling,” Ian said to Miranda, “or do you prefer coffee?”

“Coffee, the stronger, the better,” Shakira said. “What are we going to do, Ian? We—I have to find a way to get Alex out of there. He could wind up dead instead of Guy, if there is a Guy. History doesn’t care which one it takes.”

Ian dragged the club chair around so he was face to face with Shakira. 

Sunshine streamed through the front window, bathing the sofa in light. Ian reached over and examined the hem on her sleeve. 

“What?”

“The finish work of your gown. The stitching is tidy but slightly irregular, not uniform like those from a modern sewing machine.”

She thought it an odd thing to notice. “It was hand sewn by the seamstress at Elysian Fields,” she said in sudden understanding. He was looking for details to confirm her story. “You don’t believe me? Didn’t I accurately describe the holding, the people, even Basil’s crooked nose?”

“You did,” Ian said, pinching the bridge of his now straight nose. “May I see your wedding ring?”

She held her out hand.

“The symbol of the Guiscard family, an exact copy of the ring Guy wore centuries ago. The original was stripped from his body by battlefield scavengers. He’d never give any woman a ring identical to his unless he made her his wife.”

“Why would I lie about us marrying?”

“Relax. Although I very much wanted not to, I believe you.” Ian looked hard into her eyes for a long moment.

From his quizzical expression, she had the feeling he was on the bubble about part of her story, something troubled him. In his defense, it was a lunatic’s tale. But—considering his unusual past, he should be more inclined to believe her. 

“What are Alex’s chances of living?” Shakira asked, returning to the most pressing matter.

“Slim. I suspect he intended to hide in Portmeirion, where his family has land. If he makes it there, he’ll likely be all right.”

“He never mentioned another home.”

“Far as I know, he’d never visited the property. He was probably checking the condition and arranging to make it livable on his last trip,” Ian said.

“And if he doesn’t get to Wales?”

“If he’s caught by the king’s men, he might be executed--depending on what excuse he gives to explain his absence.”

“Like?”

“If he says you disappeared and he was chasing after you, which is what I’d say, then the king will order him to stop being a fool and---”

“Send him to France with the army, where he’ll die.”

Ian nodded. 

“But you said he might make a successful escape.”

“Maybe, if he left now. He won’t though. He’ll search for you. The delay will cost him dearly.”

Only someone stone deaf wouldn’t hear the accusation in Ian’s tone. It killed her to hear him confirm the fact she may have cost Alex his life by running away.

Miranda who’d been listening from the archway to the kitchen came back to the drawing room with three coffees and set them on the coffee table.

“I could return to the outcropping and see if this time portal is still open,” Shakira suggested.

“To what end? If it is open, then you’re both stuck again,” Ian said.

“I don’t care if I’m stuck. I can insist we leave for Wales immediately.”

“You’re assuming you’d return to the same year. You stand an equal chance of ending in a different time and a worse circumstance.”

“I’ll risk it.”

“Risk arrival in a Roman encampment? I’m sure the legionaries would thoroughly enjoy themselves with you before they shipped you off to a slave market. Or, you could find yourself in the midst of a bloody battle,” Ian said.

She thought of the woman and child Alex dreamt about and the fate she faced if Ian was right. She sagged against the corner of the sofa, defeated by his logic.

      “Neither of you had any idea how this portal, for lack of a better description works?” Miranda asked.

      “We brainstormed different concepts but didn’t come up with anything useful. In the end, we just kept riding out on a regular basis hoping one day it would happen.”

"Tell me everything from the beginning again, including the storm part," Ian said between breaths as he blew on the coffee.

She repeated the story. This time she added the details about the agitation in the horses and the resultant static electricity. “Eclipse had similar skittishness this morning.”

“This weather thing...” Ian didn’t finish. He stared out the window, a faraway look in his eyes. “I wonder--”

Shakira perked up and sat forward. “You have a theory, I can tell. I’m game to hear anything, so, please go on.”

“I wish I did, but Stephen Hawking I’m not.”

“Now you sound like Alex.”

“Well, it’s true. Science isn’t our expertise. However, Hawking might be the way to go, if he’d talk to us. Does anyone at your law firm know him?” The intense expression disappeared as Ian made a dismissive gesture with his mouth. One of those, like that’ll happen expressions. “Not that he’d believe us anyway.”

“I’ll ask, but I doubt it. That’s if I still have a job. Speaking of the weather, what day is this? It was frigid when I left.”

“September seventh, why?”

“It can’t be. The time shift occurred September fourth, and we’ve been gone three months.” 

“No, it’s only September. Alex told me last Friday you were coming for the weekend. If you’d been gone months, we’d have made inquiries.” 

“But we were gone months. Christmas is in a couple of weeks.”

“Can this be true?” an incredulous Miranda asked Ian.

      “You both seem to think I have the answers when I’m as in the dark as you are.”

They quietly sipped their coffee for a few minutes. The conflict in the passage of time bewildered Shakira. She’d taken only the mandatory science classes required by the university. Now, she wished she’d taken more or paid greater attention in the ones she’d attended. 

Finally, Ian offered a possibility. “I remember reading one common theory says time, spacetime isn’t linear, but curved.”

When the statement drew blank stares, he elaborated. “As you travel and spacetime bends around, you’ll eventually reach the point where you started.”

“Sorry, still lost,” Shakira said and lifted her shoulders in silent apology.

“I’m afraid I can’t articulate the concept any better, but I have an idea.” Ian turned to Miranda. “Our parent company has special interest channels in the States. They do shows on hypotheticals including interviews with astrophysicists and theoretical physicists on time travel. Let’s ask them for a name and contact information of someone who might meet with us.”

The prospect cheered Shakira. An expert with the tiniest of clues might help with Alex’s situation. She’d never forgive herself if she cost him his life.

Ian rested his arms on his thighs and leaned closer, in a fatherly way. “I need to ask you something. Think hard before you answer.”

Her moment of cheer faded. The little caveat about “thinking hard,” before she answered wasn’t good. People say that when they’re going to ask a question you won’t like. She swept the air with an open hand. “Ask away.”

“This business about joining the abbey-why there, why chose such an obvious place to hide?”

“I felt I had no choice. I had no money. If I simply rode off, I had no means to buy food and shelter for Eclipse and I. I don’t know how to live off the land. Even if I somehow managed, without protection, how long before I was discovered by a band of men and raped or worse? The abbey offered the only sanctuary.”

He listened, an inscrutable expression on his face. Silent for what seemed an eternity, he finally spoke. “I know Alex like I know myself. He’d never have gone to the outcropping without you. If Miranda and I were in the same circumstance, I wouldn’t, not without her.”

Shakira had a sick feeling where Ian’s questions were leading. She opened her mouth prepared to explain further. Ian gave her no chance.

“With a stable full of adequate mounts, you left on your favorite one. The abbey is a straight shot from Elysian Fields, but you didn’t take the direct route. You stopped at the outcropping, allegedly to see if the gauntlet disappeared. You say you hoped it had, for Alex’s sake. It would indicate the portal opened and might again.”

“What do you mean allegedly?” she snapped back, getting increasingly pissed off by Ian’s tone.

“Could you have had another motive, a subconscious reason you don’t care to acknowledge or discuss?”

“It’s apparent you already have one in mind. I’d like to hear this subconscious reason.”

“Did you go secretly wishing you might catch the portal open and accidentally find yourself returned?”

“What a cruel thing to suggest.” The rebuke came from Miranda.

His brows shot up a fraction. “I think I have a right to ask. Alex is my best friend and his life’s in jeopardy. I’m curious how he just happened to get left behind.”

“This is my fight Miranda,” Shakira said.

Offended, she turned back to Ian. “He’s your best friend but my husband. I love Alex. I left because I thought it was best for him, for his safety. I stopped, yes. If the glove was gone, I’d know he stood a chance of coming home. That’s the reason, the only reason. Why don’t you believe me?”

“I merely questioned if you might’ve had another motive.”

“What am I supposed to say in my defense? Where is this doubt coming from?”

“To me, your behavior isn’t logical. Let’s analyze it. You bought into gossip told by a jealous woman. If that wasn’t enough, who do you ask to verify this story—a simple liege man to Alex.” Ian’s demeanor shifted from fatherly to condemning.

Shakira started to respond to the challenge. 

Ian raised his hand cutting her off. "You, a lawyer, trained to ask questions and look for the loopholes, didn’t question the logic of Blanche or Simon’s statements. The king sent his son and heir to campaign in France. Do you honestly think he'd keep a healthy, capable soldier like Alex, or I should say Guy, back here to twiddle his thumbs?"

"Well--"

"I'm not done. Did you ask Alex if there's some truth to the tale? No. You wonder why I suspect your actions."

“I—”

“You concoct some half-baked, crazy scheme that had no chance of succeeding. Even if you truly intended on going to the abbey, you had to know Alex would figure where you went.” Ian sat back, skepticism evident on his face.

Shakira hated the distrust and suspicion she saw in him. Hated the fact everything he pointed out appeared true when seen from eyes other than hers. He was wrong about her intent and motivations, but it didn’t look that way.

"I admit, in hindsight, it was stupid, horribly, horribly stupid. I told you, I panicked. I should’ve talked to Alex. But at the time, I thought he’d lie to protect me."

Ian looked unconvinced.

“There was no ‘if’ in my intention at the time.”

“Lucky coincidence, your detour and the portal’s opening.” 

“I swear on my life, I did not plan on the portal opening.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but it’s not your life at stake,” Ian said, flatly.

"Do you think he'll have the same doubts about me as you?"

"I've always known Alex to be a fair man,” Ian paused, "In the past, at least." 

 

 

 

Chapter Forty-Nine

 


 


      Shakira drummed her fingers on the arm of the chair. "Thank you for coming with me," Shakira said to Miranda and Ian with a weak smile. By mid-afternoon London time, only hours after her return, the Americans called with Dr. Oliver Gordon’s name.

Ian contacted him and Gordon agreed to meet with them the next day. Gordon’s college-age son was mad about medieval reenactment events. In return for meeting with them on such short notice, Ian agreed to give his son a small speaking role in his program about the Crusades. 

Shakira focused on the closed door and mentally rehearsed what she'd say to him for the hundredth time. She needed answers without revealing too much.

      "I’m afraid he’ll laugh in our faces," she said.

      "I wouldn't think so,” Ian reassured her. I Googled him. He's done a lot of research on time travel. He's written articles and said it's possible, we just haven't figured out the means yet."

      The secretary's phone buzzed. After a few muffled words, she hung up. "Dr. Gordon will see you now." 

The three entered. Ian introduced himself and shook hands with Gordon. 

Gordon’s office overlooked the Cam River and Baitsbite Lock. The sun’s reflection off the water backlit the scientist in blinding, white light, kind of like the God figure in an old BBC comedy Shakira watched as a child. 

“Thank you for meeting with us,” Shakira said, shaking his hand.

A few feet away, Miranda stood mesmerized by the computers next to a mounted display of the universe. On one monitor, an astronaut in a spaceship flew horizontally across the screen counterclockwise. On the second pass, he was a little further from the top as he galloped on horseback. The third time across,  he was driving a chariot. By his fourth trip, he reached the bottom of the monitor and lumbered along on a woolly mammoth. Then, the sequence repeated itself, all the while the old Cher tune, If I Could Turn Back Time played.

In the second, a bald cartoon female with almond-shaped black orbs for eyes on an otherwise featureless face stood in an open door. Dressed in a skimpy black teddy with thigh-high stockings and spike heels, she bid the viewer to enter with a wave from one of her six arms, while "Welcome to Alpha Centauri” was spelled out in neon rain behind her.

Shakira had seen similar characterizations of alien life-forms in various sources, but the choice of outfit belonged to Gordon. She looked him over out of the corner of her eye. The knife creased jeans...who presses their jeans anymore, the plaid sweater vest and white, neatly ironed shirt, she pictured for a professor. The bar-tart alien he designed didn’t jibe with her preconceived image of the academic.   

"Cute," Miranda said to Gordon as he shut the music off. “I’m Ian’s wife, Miranda.” 

Gordon shook her offered hand. "Nice to make your acquaintance, please sit."

They took seats in front of Gordon’s desk as the secretary returned and set a tray of coffee down then left closing the door behind her. 

Gordon poured each a cup without asking if they wanted one.  

Shakira pegged his age as late fifties. Pink cheeked with a warm smile, he had a genial quality that reminded her of her father. Like her dad, Gordon aged well. His dark hair was shot through with fine strands of grey. Although short, his beefy frame appeared solid without the paunch older men often get.  

"Well, you must have some pretty unusual questions to ask if it takes three of you to pose them," Gordon observed stirring the cream in his coffee. "Who wants to go first?"

Ian and Miranda turned toward Shakira while they relaxed back in the chairs. "Fine, I guess it's me then."

"It is your story to tell," Ian said in a silky voice. 

Shakira breathed deep and let it out. "This is all hypothetical, a case of what if."

"I understand."  

She retold the extraordinary events of the day she and Alex traveled back. Ostensibly using an imaginary couple she brought up the odd weather, the sudden restlessness in the horses, and static electricity. She left out the details about their other physical reactions.  

Dr. Gordon didn’t scoff at the story. He sipped the coffee and listened, but his shrewd scrutiny never left Shakira's face. Only after she finished did Gordon’s expression change. His furry brows scrunched into a bushy "v" behind frameless glasses and he put the cup down. He blinked rapidly as if he were doing mental calculus, then his brows unwrinkled, and he smiled so his lips curved high into a computer-like emoticon.

"Unusual premise, where did you get the idea?"

"Ah...it...ah...just came to me."

"I see." He paused as though analyzing her answer then continued. "If I understand your question, you want an explanation how this could occur?"

All three nodded.

"Please, indulge me and answer a few questions. Insatiable inquisitiveness, it's the bane and boon of the academic mind." 

"Certainly," Shakira replied. What choice did she have?

"Why seek a personal meeting with me? All this has been discussed in various books and periodicals. What's your real reason for being here?" 

The pointed question knocked her for six. "I...I..." she stammered before she blurted the weak lie, "I wanted some thoughts on time travel from the point of view of someone who's made a serious study of it. I'm writing an adventure novel involving this element." She ignored his guttural grunt at the mention of a novel.

      "Does your story take place in England?" Gordon asked.

      Shakira nodded.

      "Not one of those tales claiming Stonehenge has hidden mystical powers, I hope, because it doesn't. I've investigated the area extensively."

      "No."

      "You mention a granite outcropping, do you have a place in mind?"

      "I’m exploring a couple of different locales." 

"The couple, your...umm, hero and heroine, is it their intent to change history?"

"No. I personally don't believe history can be changed. It is what it is. How can anyone change what has already occurred?" 

"The concept is referred to as self-consistency. It maintains the time traveler is the one on the journey, the mobile entity. The traveler cannot alter the existing events--create what we call a paradox."

"Makes sense to me," Shakira said. 

"Good, I agree with that principal too. I'm glad we don't have to debate the point." Gordon stared hard at her. "I still find it interesting three of you are so keen on research for this fantasy novel. Anyway--   

"In your story, two people went back and only one returned. Are you asking me how to close this portal or how to predict when the doorway will open again so the other person can get out, hypothetically?"

He stretched the word, enunciating so a hint of skepticism struck each syllable. He suspects. Shakira shot a worried glance at Ian, who looked equally unnerved.  

A horrifying thought formed on the heels of her panic. What if Gordon wants to see the locales she spoke of, see the outcropping? What if he demands to bring others? He could refuse to offer an opinion until she cooperated. Without guidance, she'd never be able to help Alex. What a choice. Flounder about, clueless as to what action to take next or exposure. A bunch of physicists poking around would be disastrous. If they did figure a way to bring Alex home he'd be treated like a freak or worse, an exhibit, their pet project. Even if he managed to extricate himself from the grip of scientists, he'd be hounded and made a joke of by the press. His career would be ruined, his life a shambles.

Bottom line though, she needed help. Risk the portal's secret or risk losing Alex to the fourteenth century. What a conundrum? Hopefully, this was the right choice. 

"Miss Constantine?"

"Yes?" Preoccupied, she’d been staring off and hadn’t answered. Her gaze flickered over to Gordon, the question forgotten. "Sorry, what did you ask?"

"This time tunnel—opened or closed?"

"Open. Something must be the catalyst, a wormhole perhaps?" 

"Could your fictional couple have stumbled onto a pre-existing wormhole? Unlikely. A wormhole is a passageway across space, a time saver, the straight line, so to speak, between two points in the universe." His attention moved from Shakira to Ian to Miranda, "With me, so far?" They nodded in unison. Apparently satisfied, he continued. 

"However, there are a number of cons involved with this premise. First, the general belief is wormholes are vast, possibly millions of miles across. Travel through them is believed impossible. Even with a space ship, by our calculations the wormhole would shut too fast. A ship passing through would be destroyed before it could go from one end to the other. 

"For your travelers to survive and find themselves over six hundred years in the past suggests wormholes might be smaller than previously thought.”

“There’s no ship in the story,” Shakira said.

“All right, let's move on and consider the time elements of your couple. Their adventure lasts three months or so the duo thinks, but when the one returns, only three days have passed.” Blue eyes locked on Shakira. “Clever touch." 

Gordon dug in his rear pants pocket and removed a hanky with a flourish. He pulled the wire temples of his glasses from his ears and wiped each lens in a rapid circle, "Now you want a logical explanation." He lifted the glasses to the sunlight and checked for smudges, then slipped them on again, fixing the individual earpieces.

"My inclination is to say they traveled over the area where spacetime bends around and meets the point of origin. Einstein’s theory claims under certain conditions this is possible."

"I told her the same thing," Ian said.

Gordon took a paper and pen from his desk drawer and drew an example of a closed tube to represent spacetime. Along the side, he sketched a graph that showed the couple traverse forward. "As you can see, eventually they arrive at the start point or close to it. But for them, it was a three month journey." 

"I appreciate the explanation,” Shakira said. “Back on topic, what might cause the time portal to open?" 

"Again, this is conjecture, a best guess for a fictional story. I’d use the lightning you described, suggest some scientific anomaly occurred. A number of scientists are currently investigating what they refer to as, ‘Super Lightning.’” Perhaps an electrical charge from the power surge of the lightning triggered a change in a nearby magnetic field. Since we’re speaking of theory only, maybe this outcropping is the source of such a field."

"The lightning never touched the ground, although we felt some of the effects and--"

Gordon’s brows lifted a notch. "We?"

"Pardon?"

"You said ‘we’."

"Did I?" She faked a silly me smile. "I meant they of course. You know how it is with writers. Their characters become real after awhile."

"If you say so, please, go on."

"The bolts never struck the outcropping either,” Shakira clarified. The magnetic field idea held promise, remote as the chance might be. She'd love to cling to the ray of hope, but she had to make clear the circumstances so Gordon based his speculation on accurate details. 

He waved away her comment. "Doesn’t matter, the power spike is atmospheric."

"You’re saying if weather conditions are right the portal might open again?"  

"Why not? I must say, your enthusiasm over a hypothetical amuses me, Miss Constantine. If only all of my students were so inclined."

"Dr. Gordon, you will never find a more interested pupil, trust me. We won’t take anymore of your time." Everyone stood, including Gordon. Shakira extended her hand. "Thank you. You’ve been an enormous help."

"My pleasure. Time travel is one of the more enjoyable subjects on which my colleagues and I like to offer endless opinions."

"Oh, Miss Constantine..." Gordon said as she started out of his office. 

"Yes?"

"Your hero is the one stuck back in time isn't he?"

"You mean in my story. Yes, yes he is."

"I'd love to interview him."

"Pardon?"

"I'd like to talk to him."

"Talk to him?"

"Do you think you might have a theoretical physicist, like me, interview him after he returns? I’d love the opportunity and could lend a spot of color to the story. I’d be a great source for technical advice for the scene."

"I'll certainly consider it." 

Interview Alex? Fat chance.

 

 

 


Chapter Fifty

 


"Hi," Shakira called out.

"Hi," Miranda closed the door and came into the kitchen. "Why aren't you at work?"

"I asked for the week off, but I might take two. I have a plan and I want to be available, in case Alex returns."

Miranda glanced at the stack of brass colored tubes lying on the table. "What’s all this?"

"I'm sending Alex a message, several actually, in these cigar holders. They're the perfect size and they’re metal, obviously, I can't use plastic.

"I got this idea the day we left Dr. Gordon’s office. I drove all over London and bought the bits and bobs I needed and a couple of dozen of these." Shakira picked up one of the tubes. "I'm ready to put the plan into action."

"And, your plan is--"

 "Damn good--if I say so myself. I wrote the weather theory on individual sheets of parchment from an antiquarian paper shop, should someone other than Alex finds a cylinder. Hopefully, he’ll be the one to discover them. I signed the messages Rocky, that way he'd know they’re legitimately from me and put a copy in each holder. I’m securing them with red sealing wax." She pointed to the oval impression of an SCG. "I used my initials on the outside so if he found one he’d open it right away."

"I imagine he'd do that out of curiosity with or without the initials and who's Rocky?" Miranda took the case from Shakira and examined it.

"Me. It was Alex’s affectionate term for me."  

"How are you going to get these to him?"

"Today's sunny, no clouds, no chance of lightning. I also double-checked with the National Weather Service. I'm going to place these at the base of the outcropping."

Miranda’s jaw dropped open. “You’re doing what? Are you mad? You’re going to fiddle around near that portal? You’re insane.”

“Do give me some credit. I’m not getting that close. Before the shift occurred, I saw Stephen out of the corner of my eye. The portal didn’t take him. I figure I’ll stand by the shrubbery where he was and toss the cylinders from there.”

 

 She picked up another cigar tube and dripped a dollop of wax on it. “Alex has to return to the outcropping. After reading my message, sooner or later, a storm is bound to roll through and he’ll know what to do."

"What if this time doorway opens while you're lobbing your little message cartridges? Because this fickle portal didn’t take Stephen doesn’t mean where he stood is safe."

"It won't open. I told you, the weather isn't conducive to the portal's opening."

Miranda didn't appear at all convinced. "Right. And I'm here...because?" 

"Moral support. You’re my best friend and best friends give each other moral support." A sour, just sucked a lemon grimace spread across Miranda's face. "What's wrong?"

"I'm wondering what Ian will do if he finds out I went with you to this possible magnetic field, slash, transport spot." 

"Ian's a worry wart. It's not like I'm asking you to go back in time with me." 

"He's not alone in the worry department. I'm not certain this portal is triggered by meteorological activity alone."

"Fine, then I'll go by myself."

"I didn't say I wouldn't go. But I'm not getting anywhere near that rock. I'll hang way back from you and watch. Someone needs to be a witness if you vaporize to the middle ages."

She stood and gave Miranda a big hug. "I knew you'd come. It'll be our secret. Ian will never know." Shakira let go and asked, “Speaking of Ian, why didn’t you tell me about your—history, your life with him—going way back?” 

“History?”

“Don’t be coy. You know what I mean.”

“Ian asked me not to. Other than us two, only Alex knew, obviously. Would you’ve believed me if I had?”

“Awhile ago, no,” Shakira admitted. “I’m curious. Ian was Basil, who were you?”

“Her name was Elinor, but my memory of myself as her is vague, sort of dreamlike. I didn’t consciously recall my time as Elinor until I met Ian.”

“I have another question since the past is in the open now. Alex has a recurring nightmare about a real event. When he was Guy, and a ghost, he tried to warn a woman of danger, but she couldn’t see or hear him. I don’t understand how Basil was able to be seen and heard by Elinor but Guy wasn’t.”

“Ian told me after a long time, centuries, they discovered they had the ability to manifest themselves for short spaces of time. My guess is, whenever this event happened, it predated the timeframe they learned to interact with mortals. You should ask Ian for a better explanation.”

“A pity they didn’t find out sooner. The event tortures Alex although he hasn’t had the dream since we married,” Shakira said, perking up.

She gathered the tubes and put them into a bag careful not to damage the seals.

***

“What are you doing?” Shakira asked as Miranda huddled thirty feet away behind an ancient oak tree.

“Your granite time machine seems to prefer people and horses, not trees. I’m staying here.”

“Fine.” Shakira stood on the spot she estimated she last saw Stephen and began tossing the cylinders toward the outcropping. 

The first two she threw overhand. Pitching wasn’t her forte. Neither landed anywhere near the outcropping. She had no idea where they wound up. She tried the next two underhand. Both struck the rock hard and bounced off into the foliage bordering the far path. The last two she threw with less force. They hit the rock too and ricocheted in different directions. 

“Damn,” she sighed and joined Miranda.

“Well?”

“They all went wildly off into the bushes and shrubs. But, I think a couple landed close enough for Alex to still find one. I'm excited. When he does, he'll know I'm safe, and I'm doing everything I can to get him home."

"Well, he'll know you're safe. As to the rest—" Miranda shrugged. "For your sake, I hope he believes that. Alex being Alex, I'm not sure that's how he'll see things."

"Why not? Ian would believe you if our situations were reversed."

"Yes, but as much as Ian and Alex are very similar in some ways, they're also very different in others. Ian learned a few hard lessons, especially where the two of us are concerned. Now, at least he tries not to jump to conclusions. Alex has a sharper edge to his personality, not to mention a quick fire temper. He might assume the worst. He might doubt the sincerity of your intentions after you ran off and disappeared."

"I made my reasons clear in the letter to him."

"Clear to you, but perception is unique to the individual observer. Look, I'm not saying this to depress you. I hope I'm wrong. I just think you need to prepare yourself for the unexpected.” 

"He won’t," Shakira argued, "he can't."

 

 

 

Chapter Fifty-One

 

 


Alex tossed the dented brass tube on the mantel. The cylinder rolled into the shelf’s crevice with a soft clink. Simon had found it while their party hunted boar. The cylinder glinted from beneath the leaves a few yards from the outcropping.

Simon took it from the mantel. He ran a finger over the chipped wax, then held it to his ear and gently shook the tube.

      There was a soft tap from the movement. “Don’t you think you should see what’s inside? Sounds like a note.” 

      "I couldn't give a damn what's inside," Alex said dully and filled a goblet with wine. Other than the clergy, few people in the area were literate. "It’s probably a missive to one of the brothers at the abbey, dropped by the messenger. What do I care for their religious ramblings?"

      The knight persisted. "You can’t be sure until you open it." Simon continued to muse over the cylinders, oblivious to his lord's black mood, a chronic state since Shakira's disappearance. "The insignia in the wax seal, I showed it to Richard. He said the letters are difficult to determine but it looks like OG but refused to break the seal. He said if you wished it examined, you’d do so."  

      "Christ, can you not leave me in peace?" The goblet hit the table with a heavy thud. "If you're so bloody interested, take it, read it, throw it into the garderobe, piss on it for all I give a damn." 

      "I meant no offense," Simon said. "You know I do not know my letters.” He looked from the cylinder to Alex. “Strange these tokens appeared mysteriously so close to where your lady disappeared as mysteriously."

      Alex said nothing. He'd heard the quiet mutterings in the corridors when people thought he was out of earshot. Men she'd done no harm to whispered of witchery. At first, he considered forbidding their superstitious preoccupation. What was the point? What could he tell them, the truth?  

      What they say, what they suspect, didn’t matter. In a day he'd leave, ride off to live in hiding. The secret of the time portal his sole focus.

      "I have no wife. I married a woman who needed my protection but does no longer. Which is fine, I never needed a wife."

      Alex grabbed the cylinder from Simon and rubbed a finger across the seal as he examined the holder. The length and width reminded him of expensive modern cigar holders. How he’d love to have a brandy and good cigar, right now. For a fleeting moment, he saw himself sitting in his cottage with Shakira, the two of them sipping a Courvoisier and chatting. His expression softened and he allowed himself to relax and think of her without bitterness. Shakira--smart as a
whip barrister, sexy rock and roller, the only woman I gave my heart to. The woman I miss every minute of every day. 

A vision of her drifted into his thoughts and he wondered what she was doing. It's midday, here at Elysian Fields, are you
at lunch there in London? Or, are you at your desk working? Do you ever wonder what I'm doing? Have you gone back to your maiden name? Or do you still think of
yourself as a Guiscard? The initials blurred under his hard scrutiny. Harsh resentment returned and he handed the cylinder back to Simon.

“I’d like to be alone now,” Alex said and went to the window. He unhooked the iron latch, pushed the window open and breathed in the crisp air. He tried not to think of Shakira as she looked the last time he saw her in the same spot, her hair tousled by the breeze as she waved goodbye. 

Simon mumbled something about the strange cylinder as he closed the door behind him.

The bailey bustled. A puff of steam hung in the air and dissipated almost immediately as the cooper’s wife blew on her hands. Tradesmen labored to prepare the garrison for the upcoming campaign. Their activities added to the usual routine. Most of his knights and archers and a large number of able bodied men from the area readied themselves. A small contingent of soldiers would remain behind to protect the holding and the village with two serving as captains of the guard. 

Alex had discovered an abandoned hut near the shire's western border. The thatched roof leaked and served as home to a dozen new and old bird nests. The earthen floor was uneven and water from rain runoff gathered in the corners. But the tiny hearth was sufficient for cooking and keeping the one room heated. 

Within an hour's riding distance, he could sneak to the outcropping daily plus have a fairly warm place to hide at night. Had he not stumbled onto the dwelling, the alternative was sleeping on icy ground and hoping he didn't catch pneumonia. Or, find a drafty cave to sleep in and still hope he didn't catch pneumonia.  

Without Shakira, he felt no need to flee to the safety of Wales. He’d remain hidden at the hut. From there, he’d keep a watchful eye out for the king’s men, while he continued his effort to return to the modern world.  

Unexpected, the full effect that after tomorrow he'd never see any of these people again settled over him. In his previous life, he hadn't known the outcome. Fool that he was he assumed he'd survive to return home. The parting hadn't ached so much.

Worse--tomorrow he'd take one last look into the faces of friends and see their fate, for some their deaths. Stephen's deep laugh carried up to the window from the stable where he and Simon chatted with the smithy. In nine months, Stephen would bleed to death at Poitiers, felled by a knight with a black panther on an orange field emblazoned on his tunic. Simon would lose a leg to an ax blow from an enemy unseen by Alex.  

Armed with foreknowledge, Alex arranged for any of the men who served under him, able bodied or crippled, to return and live at Elysian Fields if they wished. He weighed the possible repercussions of altering their futures and decided the risk was worth taking. 

His previous departure for war he’d procrastinated and put off a visit to his mother. He didn’t understand her withdrawal from the world, and at the time, resented her inability to cope with widowhood.

Filled with nostalgia, this time he tried to see her. He’d ridden to the abbey to say he loved her and to kiss her once more. She refused to meet him. He watched from a distance as she went to prayer, tempted to intercept her, to tell her he wouldn’t be coming back, ever. Instead, he whispered his goodbye as she disappeared from view. 

As for Madeline, time was too short to ride to Somerset and say farewell, just like the first time. 

His awareness of future events forced difficult and gut wrenching choices on him. Elysian Fields was the hardest decision. Since his arrival, he debated strengthening the holding to alter the outcome of Cromwell's attack and its destruction. Ultimately, he made the agonizing decision to do nothing different. He’d only risk a disruption in the course of events so much. Giving the men a place to return to where their bellies would be full and where they'd have a roof over their heads was substantially different than fixing Elysian Fields. The future of his men's lives weren’t absolutely transformed by the opportunity. They didn’t have to accept. 

Alex closed the shutters and drew a heavy drape across the window, shutting out the noise from below. He had to get rid of many things before he packed his saddlebags. He unlocked the chest and removed the modern clothing he and Rocky wore on that fateful ride. Rocky. He lifted her shirt out first. The faintest scent of Intuition, her perfume, filled the air. There and gone swiftly. Rocky. He sniffed the place where it was strongest again, the banded part where the collar buttoned. The morning of their ride, she’d come from the bathroom wearing the shirt with the perfume in her hand. He watched her over a cup of coffee, listening to her talk about music, while she’d dabbed the base of her throat.

He started to smile and stopped. He almost slipped, almost allowed a good memory of her to invade. He balled the shirt up and piece by piece, burned their clothes.  

Finished, he started to lock the chest again when a gleam of metal caught his eye. There at the bottom lay the ornate wedding chalices. How Shakira loved the heirlooms. Alex picked up one of the heavy goblets and sat back on his heels. The cups were his to take or leave. But why take them? It wasn't as if she'd be around to appreciate the gesture. He chastised himself for being a fool as he wrapped both in the banner she’d made for his birthday and tucked them in the bottom of the saddlebag.

***

Alex picked at his dinner. The spirited conversations of the men sharing the table with him did little to dispel his melancholy mood. When he could bear no more, he rose and left the hall. On the staircase, Stephen flirted with a serving girl. He grinned over her shoulder as Alex passed. Alex returned the smile and continued toward his chamber. He climbed several steps then stopped.

“Stephen,” he called back and waved the knight up.


A whispered word sent the girl off with a giggle.

“Yes Guy,” Stephen said, joining Alex. “What did you need?”

What a moment earlier was a decent thing to do he questioned now. No debate. It was wrong. Alex hesitated.

“Guy?” 

“Beware the black panther in a sea of orange.”

Stephen gave a little shake of his head. “I don’t understand.”

“Black cat-orange field,” Alex said. Turning, he left the puzzled knight on the stairs behind him. 

***

Like centuries ago, a cold front hovered over the area. Fresh snowflakes swirled in the dawn wind and landed on Alex’s eyelashes as he stopped at the end of the drawbridge for one last view. Two barren trees stood at the entrance to the portcullis. A thin layer of ice from the early frost covered their branches. Their frozen limbs reflected the torchlight from the archway and sent sparklers of light in all directions. Behind the gates, in the bleak wintry morning, the butter-colored stone Keep looked like a warm jewel.

Elysian Fields in her glory. 

Unable to linger any longer, Alex spurred Thor to the west and away. 

 

                                                

 

 

Chapter Fifty-Two

 


 


Shakira kneeled by the toilet.

"God, I wish I could help more." Kristen pressed a damp paper towel to Shakira's forehead. "What will you do?"

"Throw-up again," Shakira said and she did.

"I mean about the partners."

"What can I do," she panted between bouts of sick. "I have to tell them, eventually." 

She stayed hunched over the bowl until her stomach stopped doing flip-flops. When she was certain the worst was over, she stood on wobbly legs and wiped her cheeks and mouth with the towel. The cool cloth soothed her flushed skin.

"It's pretty amazing when you think about it. All the women Alex Lancaster has banged and you go off with him and bam, wind up preggers." Kristen sat so one hip rested on the edge of the sink. "Was it--deliberate?"

“What do you mean?" Shakira asked, although the meaning was obvious. She bent to rinse out her mouth, avoiding an answer.

"You're adults, and adults know how to prevent unwanted pregnancies." Kristen leaned closer. "Please, you've been gaga over him from the first. Who wouldn't be? He's hunky, charming, intelligent. What woman wouldn't want to procreate with him or at least try until you both fainted from dehydration?"

Shakira wasn’t certain what the truth was. Had she subconsciously wanted to avoid discussing birth control with Alex? Had she used the trauma of their situation as an excuse to ignore other aspects, consequences, of their relationship? 

She'd read medieval women used various methods of birth control. Dodgy and unreliable as they were, she might've inquired about them, if she'd sincerely been interested. 

Kristen relaxed back, readjusting her weight on the sink's edge. The unanswered question hung in the air. 

"I guess I figured the odds were slim and didn't worry about it." 

The secretary's brows notched up a fraction.

"Oh, I don't know. What do you want me to say? That, maybe deep down I kind of hoped it might happen. Maybe for the first time, I seriously considered having a child and wanted Alex to be my baby's father?"  

"I take it-" Kristen paused, "Things didn't work out since he hasn't called and you haven't mentioned him."

Shakira appreciated the sympathy in Kristen’s tone. She meant well, but Shakira didn’t want the sentiment. It changed nothing. 

“For your sake, I had hoped he’d be different than his playboy image,” Kristen added.  

"He is."

The sight of Alex dashing through the door at Dankworth's flashed in her mind. Merciless in dealing with Dankworth, he handled her with the utmost gentleness a moment later.

She braced her hands along the sides of the sink next to the one Kristen occupied as the memories washed over her. Their short marriage allowed her the luxury of seeing the many facets of Alex's personality, not just the caricature so often presented by the gossip columns.   

Shakira wanted to confront every detractor with what she knew. "He can walk the ramparts observing what fortifications need work, handle a sword like he was born with one in his hand, he’s brave, and honorable..." Vision after vision came and went in no particular order.

She fled the restroom rather than let Kristen or anyone who walked in see the raw emotions she struggled to keep in check.

                                                            ***

Behind Kristen, a stall door squeaked open. Judith, the longtime secretary to Mr. Wickersham, the senior partner, stepped out. Impeccable in her conservative tweed suit, the straight skirt's hem fell below the knee. Its loose cut combined with a boxy jacket so no feminine curves could be discerned. At her nape, a tightly wound chignon held fast and didn't allow for errant strands of brown or grey. The severity of the hairdo made her mannish, unplucked eyebrows, more pronounced. Humorless and unpleasant, Kristen referred to her as "arse face" and avoided the woman whenever possible. 

"I see our rising star, Ms. Constantine, has returned. I gather her affair with that Alex Lancaster person was rather short lived. Just long enough to get her pregnant, eh?" Judith said as she washed her hands.

Kristen remained silent.

Judith dried her hands and opened the door to leave, then stopped. "Did you know Mr. Wickersham disowned his daughter years ago?"

"No, I’m not privy to that sort of information."

The dour secretary eased the door to an almost closed position. "Oh, I'm sure he wouldn't mind my telling you. While attending university his daughter became embroiled in a tawdry romance with a local boy." Judith pursed her lipstick-less lips. "A chef, as I recall. She secretly moved in with him. When Mr. Wickersham found out, he disinherited her. They haven’t spoken since."

"Why--because the young man was a chef and not some razor-tongued, privileged lawyer?"

"No--because only a whore spreads her legs for a man who isn't her husband."

"Are you going to tell Wickersham about the pregnancy?"

Judith shrugged.

“For once in your life, show some compassion,” Kristen said. “Shakira’s never done you harm.”

“Good day, Kristen,” Judith said with a thin smile and left. 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifty-Three

 

 


Alex shivered in his heavy cloak and made himself a promise. If he ever got back to the twenty-first century, two weeks on the hot sand of some island would be a top priority. He pictured the white sand beach of Antigua and imagined the sun heating his skin. The warmer the better. 

The last cold front had moved east towards the English Channel, taking the snow flurries with it. The fickle new front produced a bitter and biting wind. 

A gust whipped his legs as he dismounted by the outcropping. From the first week, he stayed as long as his stamina allowed him to endure the weather. Each day, he forced himself to tolerate the conditions longer than the day before. Walking, moving, not letting the chill leech into his bones was the key. Today, instead of tethering Thor, he led him in circles around the stone. The movement helped them both stay warm and eased the boredom.  

Horse and rider's boundaries widened each visit until only the shrubbery hindered further expansion. Thor tossed his head hard, nearly jerking the reins from Alex's hand.

"Whoa, steady boy." He eased the horse's head downward with an even hand. "You're all right," he said and stroked the horse's neck. The animal's muscles relaxed, but his nostrils remained flared, alert to the scents around him.

"What's upsetting you?" Alex scanned the surroundings for the cause of Thor's agitation. The tip of something brass peeked out from the base of the bush by his right front hoof.

"Not another one of Simon's curiosities," Alex grumbled. He picked the tube up and held it under the horse's muzzle and let him smell. After a moment of intense sniffing and ear twitching, Thor snorted then turned his head away. 

Alex drew back, ready to pitch the cylinder into the woods but didn’t. He tossed Thor's reins over his withers and rolled the tube between his fingers. He turned to the intaglio. He could make out the letter G. but only the partial loop of the first letter remained. The rest had chipped away. Alex ran his thumbnail under the thick edge of wax, giving in to curiosity about the mysterious sender. He attempted to prise the seal from the metal. A chunk broke off but not enough. Alex twisted as he pulled on the top piece, breaking the seal. 

Thor whinnied and bumped Alex's shoulder with his muzzle. A white flash streaked across the sky and caught Alex’s eye. No odd pink or red within sight. The fact he looked for the change in color made him smile, in spite of his resentful feelings toward Shakira. A low rumble from menacing black clouds grew in intensity, the sound continuing without interruption. January weather rarely allowed for rain--snow and icy sleet yes, and frigid days too cold to snow, yes, lightning and rain, no.

He dropped the cylinder and mounted, spurring Thor to urge him away from the trees. A rebellious Thor reared. Ears pinned, he spun and crow-hopped to within a few feet of the rock. Smaller bursts of lightning fractured off a larger bolt that touched down close. Alex grabbed onto the saddle pommel as sense of weightlessness and vertigo swept over him. 

The sensation only lasted a few seconds, like the first time he’d experienced the same thing. Unlike the first time, the landscape had changed. On guard, Alex surveyed the lush foliage that was barren a minute earlier. Around him, early fall wildflowers bloomed and only a hint of orange touched the leaves of the trees.

"Incredible. I believe we might be home, old boy," Alex whispered and absently patted Thor, "I don't know what time we are in, but it sure isn't the winter of 1355."

Restrained and cautious, he started toward his modern day cottage at a snail's pace, keeping a close watch on his surroundings. The area's history was riddled with violent conflicts. It wouldn't be wise to gallop off only to find himself in the middle of some ancient bloody melee. 

For the same reason, he chose not to ride to Elysian Fields. Without knowing the status of the castle or the state of affairs, the risk outweighed the benefit. 

At last his cottage came into view and Alex blew out a long sigh of relief at the sight of his car in the drive. He cued Thor into a gallop. He’d stop first at Owen's lodge and see if the groundskeeper had seen Shakira. Alex fought an internal war over his motive for asking and convinced himself it was nothing more than normal concern.

***

Alex demanded Owen produce proof of the date, disbelieving only a several weeks had passed since he’d gone back in time.  

"Sir?" Owen cocked his head and took the pocket calendar a confused Alex handed back to him. "Is everything all right?"

"Yes, I'm fine, everything is fine, thanks," Alex said, snapping out of his daze. "I've put Thor in his stall. Please see he gets an extra portion of grain for the next few days?" Still, Alex didn't move from the groundskeeper's doorstep. "I noticed Eclipse is back. When did La--Shakira return him?" 

"About a month ago."

"Did you speak with her?"

"Briefly, sir." Owen looked concerned and said, "If you don't mind me saying, she seemed upset, sort of scattered. As she was alone, I figured the two of you quarreled and I stayed away from your cottage. I thought you'd prefer privacy, if that was the case."

"Thank you, I appreciate it."

When the bad feelings occasionally subsided, unspeakable fear troubled Alex since Shakira disappeared. Until now, he guessed she returned to this century, but he couldn't be sure. The fear usually came late at night when he wished for nothing but sleep. Instead, he tormented himself with the question, what if she ended up in another time, a worse time, with no one to help her. Now that he could let go of the worries, only the pain remained.

 

 

 

Chapter Fifty-Four

 


 


      Purple circles darkened the skin beneath Shakira’s lower lashes and accentuated the red rims of her puffy eyes. Worry and fitful sleep had taken a toll on her appearance. 

      “Old Mother Hubbard had more in her cupboard than you. Are you eating?” Miranda closed the fridge and poured two coffees.

      “I throw-up everything I eat, so what’s the point?”

"Have you tried to talk to him in person?" Miranda set a cup of steamy coffee in front of Shakira.

"No. I'm not groveling for his attention." She resigned to keep her pride intact no matter how much Alex's indifference hurt. 

"You're telling him he’s going to be a father. That's not groveling. Are you positive he's received your notes?"

Shakira pulled her most recent letter to Alex from her purse with "refused" written across the front. She tossed the envelope across the table.

"Alex's secretary might have written that automatically. I imagine he gets solicited by hundreds of bands," Miranda said.

"Nice try. But, I sent this to his house by overnight mail with my name is on the return line. He's made no effort to call or visit me."

"Perhaps, you're reading too much into his silence."

"Perhaps the earth is flat," Shakira said, dryly and blew on the coffee. "You haven't told Ian about the baby have you? You promised you wouldn't."

"No, but I dislike keeping secrets from my husband.” 

"I know. For now, just please don't tell him. I’d like to get my ducks in a row first." 

She said it without knowing what ‘getting her ducks in a row’ entailed. The situation with Alex had her so confused.

“I don’t understand,” she said, resting her head on her palm. "Why am I getting the cold shoulder?" 

"You’re not totally frozen out. He never dismissed you as his attorney."
            "But he doesn't communicate with me either. I sent him the details of the plaintiff’s agreement. You'd think that would've got a reaction."

Miranda looked surprised. "They're withdrawing the lawsuit for heaven's sake. He should be ecstatic. You’d think he’d at least send flowers or some kind of thank you to your office." 

"I got a basic letter of appreciation signed by his secretary on his behalf."

"You never told me, what made them withdraw the suit?"

"Our investigation revealed the alleged victim conspired with her boyfriend to file the false claim, hoping for an out of court settlement. She'd alleged sexual harassment and filed actions against her last two employers. They’d paid her off rather than suffer the bad publicity. We could establish a pattern of behavior and crucify her in court." 

The information was a double edged sword for Shakira. On one hand, she'd won the case for Alex. The plaintiff agreed to pay all legal fees and publicly recant. On the other hand, with the demise of the claim, she lost an opportunity to compel Alex to meet with her.

"I can't believe he'd be so callous," Shakira said.

      Miranda reached over and laid her hand on Shakira's. "I'm sorry. I don't have any pearls of wisdom to offer you, no special insight. I wish I did." 

"Thanks."

"Please, let me go to Alex and tell him about the baby."

"Absolutely not." 

“At least let Ian talk to him about why he’s ignoring you.”

“No. This is between Alex and me. The next move is his. I'm through jumping through hoops." Grief shifted to anger. "I don't need him to raise this baby."

"You can't do that. It's his child."

"I made every effort to tell him. Apparently, he wants nothing to do with either of us."

"Sha--"

Shakira cut her off. "Forget it! I'm done," she said with a sweeping motion across her throat. 

Miranda shot her an irritated glance. "Can I finish?" 

"If you must."

"He hasn’t come round to the house. It's possible he's been sick. Who knows, maybe he picked up some bug and brought it back, health conditions not being sterling in those days."

"Don’t move." Shakira got up, went into the drawing room and returned with the latest issue of Hello magazine. "Have you read this?" She thrust the book in front of Miranda’s face. 

"No. Why?"

With unerring accuracy, she turned to a specific page and handed the magazine to Miranda. At the top of the page was a picture of an elegant looking Alex and an unidentified female at the opening of a West End musical. He flashed a bright, in the peak of health, smile for the cameras. His palm rode low on the hip of a curvaceous blonde in a relentlessly sexy, black dress. Pouty-lipped, petite, and buxom, everything Shakira wasn’t. 

Shakira held herself and rocked gently side-to-side, remembering things better forgotten. Like, how those hands felt on her skin, hands that now fondled the stunning woman in the photograph. Rough palms, calloused from sword practice that caressed her so exquisitely. Hands that cradled her head in an embrace and cupped her face for a determined kiss. She took a deep breath and shook off her nostalgia.   

"One picture doesn't mean anything. For all you know, this might be an arranged date for publicity purposes," Miranda said.

Shakira snorted. "I guess his hand on her ass is there to lend an element of legitimacy to the date."

Miranda spread her arms in a what can I say gesture. "Changing the subject, do your co-workers know you're pregnant?"

"Only Kristen, I dread the day when the others hear. They'll drive me nuts asking who the father is. I certainly can’t tell them. The tabloids would know in a hot New York minute. I don't think Alex or anyone needs to learn dramatic news through those shabby sources.

"Besides, I thought to put it off as long as possible. I'm a bit concerned about the senior partners. They’re pretty puritanical."

"You just won a big case and all your other clients are satisfied. You've got nothing to worry about," Miranda said, closing the magazine.

***

Shakira returned from her ritual morning visit to the bathroom. By her calculations, she guessed her pregnancy was in either the sixth or seventh week. Every day she woke and crossed her fingers the sickness would've subsided, without success.

"Mr. Wickersham wants to see you straight-away," Kristen said as Shakira stepped back into the office. 

"Did Judith say what it's regarding?"

Head down, Kristen took sudden interest in a stack of paperwork. "No."

"Do I need to bring any files with me?"

She mumbled another, "No," shuffling the papers. 

Kristen's odd evasiveness puzzled Shakira, but there wasn't time to question her. Shakira hurried down the hall. 

More officious than usual, Judith offered neither an invitation to sit or even an insincere good morning. Instead, she immediately ushered Shakira into Wickersham’s office.

In spite of her successful years at the firm, Shakira still felt self-conscious and uncomfortable with Wickersham. She sat in the only chair, which happened to be directly in front of his massive desk. Grand Inquisitor to penitent, she had no delusions as to whether he meant the arrangement to convey that message or not.

"Miss Constantine, it is still Miss is it not?" He waited for her to answer. When she nodded, he continued. Only thin bars of sunlight filtered through the downward slats of the wooden blinds behind him. The artificial light from his desk lamp cast a greyish pallor over his skin and shadowed the hollows beneath his cheekbones. Wickersham laced bony, undertaker's fingers together in prayer fashion on the desk. 

"Miss Constantine, I was informed of some disturbing news. I didn't act on it before now as I wanted to see if you'd do the honorable thing and confess your sin on your own. Since you haven't, I've no choice but to confirm whether the information is true. Are you pregnant?"

Unnerved by the question, it took a moment to organize her thoughts. "You have no right to ask that," she finally answered, curious where the conversation was leading. He had to know he was on legally shaky ground.

"Don't play the defense attorney with me. Are you or are you not? 

"Yes."

"So, the rumors were correct. You are carrying some man's bastard? Whose?"

The shock of the word "bastard" silenced Shakira for a few seconds. She never equated the ugly label with her baby.

"Let’s get something straight. I won’t tolerate you or anyone else calling my child a bastard. As to the father--that’s none of your business. I don’t have to say, and I won’t." The toad had no business delving into her condition. It didn't affect her job. She didn't perform any hazardous labor. 

"Well, the father is of no import in this matter. My duty is clear. You are dismissed, Ms. Constantine. Please have your office emptied of all your personal belongings within the hour." 

Stunned by the severity of punishment and surprised by his ignorance of labor law, she challenged the order. "You can't fire me for being pregnant. It's unlawful termination."  

"I'm not sacking you because of your condition." 

Shakira listened for the words she needed to grieve the dismissal. Clearly, the termination stemmed from her pregnancy. No other possible reason existed.

Sure of his moral high ground, his upper lip curled into a contemptuous sneer as he elaborated. "You're being terminated for violating the firm's morality clause."

The accusation pinballed in her head. It made no sense. “Violating the morality clause? What are you talking about?”

"The one you signed when hired."

"I recall the clause,” Shakira said. “But I never signed anything that related to my personal life as long as I'm not involved in illegal activity."

"On the contrary, Ms. Constantine, there's a specific paragraph in your contract stating you'll do nothing to embarrass the firm."

"How does pregnancy embarrass this partnership?" she asked, confused as to how one affected the other. "Besides my family and friends, no one's interested in my baby." Frightened by his implacable expression, she argued, "You can't do this."

Wickersham's lips thinned into a single pale pink slash. "This is not a seemly pregnancy, born of a virtuous circumstance like marriage. Hate the term all you like, but the truth is your child’s a bastard and an embarrassment. This firm prides itself on the fact the employees maintain a higher standard of ethics, professionalism, and untarnished moral values. Your situation is indicative of conduct unbecoming one of our staff." 

Shakira smirked at the bitter irony. Had she left one medieval place only to land in another? The man did everything except call her a whore. What a perversity. The baby was the product of a marriage and no one would ever know.

Temptation flared. For a few fleeting seconds she contemplated lunging across the desk and punching Wickersham square on his hawkish nose. He'd love that, love that he reduced her to violence with mere words. She was pretty damn adept with words herself. She also understood men like Wickersham. They all suffered the same weakness, ego. And their egos universally confused envy with affection. 

 Wickersham glared when she started to laugh. "That contract I signed-" she stood, flattened her palms on his desk, and arched forward forcing Wickersham to look up at her. "Stick it up your puritanical arse, you insufferable prig. Who are you to pass judgment on people, like the Lord, God Almighty? Call me a Jezebel, or harlot, or whatever term your antiquated mind conjures up. At least I'm not like you. You're a mean-spirited, contemptible, wretch who wants the rest of the world to be as miserable as you."

She chose her next words with deliberate calculation to inflict the most pain. "You embrace your piety in front of the press. The humble public face plastered on while making sure they record every philanthropic pound you spend. But in the privacy of your elite club, you and your old boy network revel in each other’s shady business deals."  

She leaned closer. "You're nothing, Lionel." One eye twitched with the use of his first name. No one at the firm called him Lionel. "You've no real friends, no loving family. You’ll die alone. All the sterling in the Bank of England won’t buy a sincere tear at your grave. None will mourn you." 

She saw the flash of fear. She struck a nerve. She smiled maliciously, straightened and walked out. 

Out of Wickersham's sight, the impact of her dismissal struck home. She held her emotions together until she reached her office. Her former office. 

Inside, Shakira slid down the length of the heavy oak door. Knees bent, arms stretched out in front of her, she rested on the back of her modest heels and hung her head. 

"Shakira?" Kristen jiggled and twisted the knob. The door opened a crack as she pushed against it. 

"Just a second," Shakira scrambled to her feet before Kristen’s persistent efforts knocked her over. She opened the door the rest of the way and said, "Come on in," over her shoulder and walked away.

"The mail clerk dropped off a stack of boxes. Wickersham’s sacked you, hasn’t he?” When Shakira nodded, Kristen blurted, “That bitch Judith told him."

"What do you mean? How'd she know about the baby?"  

"Remember when we talked in the ladies room about the father? Well, after you left she came out of one of the stalls."

"Then she heard who the father was?"

Kristen nodded. "Do you think she’ll go to the press now?"

Shakira thought for a moment "No, the old man won’t risk a lawsuit. But it explains why he asked me about the father. He wanted confirmation. Dickhead."

"Why didn't you tell me Judith knew--given me a heads-up?" she asked, angry at what she considered a betrayal of sorts. "What if she had tipped the press?"

"I didn’t think about the newspapers at the time. When Wickersham didn't call you into his office that day, I hoped she had kept it to herself. I'm sorry. I should've told you but I figured you didn’t need the extra worry."

"Forget it. It wouldn't have made a difference." She gave Kristen a hug. "Look, I just need to be alone right now."  

"Of course," Kristen said and left. 

Shakira stroked the top of the polished mahogany desk, a symbol of her meteoric rise, from a cubby hole in a shared space, to a private office. It had been a milestone day for her. 

There was an upside, she thought bitterly. After Alex's rejection and getting fired, she didn't have anything left to lose.

 

                                    

 

Chapter Fifty-Five

 


 


"Oh, I’ve definitely been blackballed,” Shakira confirmed. “Nobody comes right out and tells you to your face but it doesn't take too long to figure out what's going on." Slumped over her kitchen table, chin in palm, she took another swallow of the decaf. She hated unleaded coffee but was forced to drink it since her pregnancy. The caffeinated dark roast she preferred gave her awful heartburn.  

"You can’t be serious." Miranda poured herself a cup of coffee and sat at the table. "It’s only been a couple of weeks, perhaps you’re mistaken."

Shakira took another sip and reiterated the dismal results of her job search. "There’s no mistake. I started sending inquiries with my curriculum vitae the day he sacked me. When I didn't hear back from any of the firms, I began dropping off my resume in person. Top of my class in law school, two-in-one-half years with Wickersham-Longleat, and I couldn't get past the receptionist, let alone an interview.

“What reason would the firm have to blackball you?” 

“I insulted Wickersham. I’m sure he used his connections with other senior partners to screw me over.”

“What about your attorney friends outside Wickersham & Longleat? Won’t they give you a good reference?”  

"A couple of my so-called friendly colleagues called. Not to discuss a future with their firms." Shakira waggled her index finger back and forth, "But wanting to know all the dirty little secrets to Alex's case. Did he really do it? What's he like?
Did we find a sleazy video or pictures? Nice, huh? I can only imagine what they'd say if they knew I was pregnant with his baby." She sighed and added, "My career here is finished."

"You're being melodramatic, surely with all the law offices in London, one will want you."

"I've contacted the A list, the B list, and several on the bubble between the B and C list. The remaining decent ones aren't practices I want to be part of."

"This is a bad time to get picky," Miranda warned.

"I'm not being picky without cause. Those other firms with good reputations either do family law or defense work. I abhor family law. I couldn’t take the sniping and the ugliness of divorce work. I'm not opposed to criminal defense work, per se. However, if I had to represent someone who I suspected guilty of some heinous crime, I couldn’t face myself if I got them acquitted and they hurt someone else. I'm not even sure I wouldn't subconsciously undermine the client by not doing the best job possible. It’s why I chose corporate law."

"What's next, if you can't get a position?"

"I don't know," Shakira said, although she had knocked around a couple of ideas. "I've given some thought to selling my house and moving away, far away. The farther the better, someplace I don't run the risk of seeing Alex."

"Have you accidently seen him?"

"No. But, I'm bound to if I stay in London. For him to ignore my messages is bad enough. I couldn't take running into him and have him ignore me to my face."

Worse, she feared she’d humiliate herself in front of Alex, beg him to come back, plead like some needy, clinging vine of a woman. Broken hearted, unemployed, sad beyond measure she might be, pitiful she refused to be. 

"Well, if you're thinking of selling you must have another place in mind," Miranda said.

"I'm going to ask Jack to find me a small house in the area of Duck Bay." Shakira rubbed her temples with her fingertips. "Do you mind if we move to the drawing room?" She left without waiting for a reply.

Shakira fluffed bed pillows she’d stacked on the end of the sofa. She piled one on top of the other, propped herself up and stretched her legs out. For days, migraines troubled her and lying flat aggravated them. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples again.

"Are you all right?" Concern obvious in Miranda's frown, she touched a palm to Shakira’s forehead and then to her cheek.

"Yes," Shakira answered in a bare whisper, moving her hands from her temples to massage her neck. "I'm just overtired, and I've had a blistering headache for the last few days. Nothing seems to help."

"Can I get you some aspirin?"

"I've taken two Tylenol this morning already. I'm afraid to take more with the baby and all."

“Who’s Jack and where’s Duck Bay?” Miranda asked and tossed several magazines from a chair to the coffee table. All were open to pictures of Alex attending various events, each time with a different beautiful woman on his arm.

"Jack Stone, from Beltane, you've met him." He's an estate agent by profession. His family owns a chain of offices in the Midlands." Shakira laid her head back and covered her eyes with her arm. "Duck Bay is about forty-five minutes north of Glasgow, on Loch Lomond."

"Why Scotland? You can stay in England and still avoid Alex."

Shakira brought her arm down and turned toward Miranda. "I told myself I’ll be fine if I run into him. I’m tough. But the truth is I’m not,” she sighed. “I think my getting blackballed is a sign. It’s time to start new. If I stay here some part of me will always dread the prospect of accidentally encountering Alex. And, pathetically, some part of me will always live in the hope I do. The odds of Alex coming to Duck Bay are slim to none.”

"Can you get hired by a Scottish firm?”

"Jack's offered me a position as one of the attorneys his family keeps on retainer. I don't know the ins and outs of property law, but I’m a fast learner. I can work from home or the new office he plans to open in Glasgow."

"What makes you think Alex will never show up in Glasgow? They’ve lots of clubs and bands there."

"Anything is possible. The odds are improbable, though,” Shakira said. “It’s rare for him to search out new groups. Musicians audition for him or send demo CD’s. He didn't want to come with you and Ian to hear Beltane as I recall."

"And Jack?"

"What about him?"

"Aren't you a little concerned about this?"

"No. Why should I be?"

"Well, it sounds to me like he's in love with you,” Miranda said. 

"For God's sake," Shakira groaned at the absurd assumption. "Can't a man and a woman be friends without everyone turning it into a romance?" 

"Some perhaps, but I don’t think in this case it’s platonic, not for Jack anyway. I'll bet he’s opening that office to be near you."

Shakira considered the idea, weighed the evidence. If he wanted a romantic liaison, he had ample opportunity in the past to pursue her. The more she thought about it, the more she found reasons to deny the possibility. Jack never even tried to kiss her. Oh sure, they'd flirted with each other when the band got together, nothing more. Miranda was imagining things.

"Jack has more women than any ten men. He doesn't need to add me to his list of conquests."

"You're not another conquest. He's building you a nest. That's the behavior of a man in love. Mark my words. You'll see I'm right."

Shakira waved a dismissive hand at her friend. She didn't want to talk about the prospect of Jack being in love with her. She neither wanted, nor needed, another lover. There'd never be another man like Alex.  

"Tell me about the new program you and Ian are working on," Shakira asked, unwilling to think more about Jack or Alex. 

***

Shakira awoke to warm, damp, stickiness between her legs and a cool damp feel to the sheet. Alarmed, she reached over and turned on the light. She blinked and squinted until her eyes adjusted, then, with trepidation, looked down. "No!"

Dark blood smeared the inside of her thighs; clots dotted the sheet beneath her in various stages of coagulation. “No!” 

She threw the blankets aside and tried to scramble out of bed. Her feet hadn't fully found the floor when pain, sharp and breath stealing, doubled her over. It struck her belly like a giant fist that powered in, twisted, and wouldn’t let go. Shakira's legs crumpled. On her hands and knees, panting between cramps, she cradled her abdomen as waves of pain overwhelmed her and blood gushed. 

The worst of the cramps passed in a few minutes. Slowly, she dragged herself to the phone on the far nightstand and called for an ambulance. Maybe by some miracle, she hadn’t lost
the baby, their baby, all she had left of Alex. In her heart, she knew different. The circle was complete. Now, she had truly lost everything. Resigned, she made one more call.

"Jack?"

 

 

                                                

Chapter Fifty-Six

 


 


      "Alex Lancaster, you’re the last man I’d expect to see stag at one of these affairs."

      Alex looked the stranger up and down.

      "You’ve led the paparazzi on a merry chase for weeks now. The Tabs say you’ve squired every gorgeous female south of the Scottish border. The rest of us will have to make do with your runoff." The tuxedoed stranger leaned back with both his elbows on the bar, a whiskey in one hand.

      Alex set his cigar onto the edge of the Dorchester Hotel’s logo engraved ashtray.”

"Do I know you?" he asked, taking the scotch the bartender handed him. He didn’t care for the hint of insolence in the man’s comment. He studied the man’s vaguely familiar face but couldn’t place him.    

      "Sorry, I guess you don’t remember me, Neil Tavington. We met last summer. I’m an attorney with Wickersham and Longleat. You were there meeting with Shakira Constantine. We spoke briefly in the lobby."

      The encounter came back to Alex. The obsequious Tavington made a general nuisance of himself and acted an overall boor. When Shakira introduced them, he’d repeated a few off color jokes, jokes in poor taste about Alex’s reputation.   

      Alex ignored the man’s extended hand and took a swallow of his Johnnie Walker Blue, fighting the urge to inquire about Shakira. He hadn’t wanted to think about her and hadn’t been able to think of anything else. To his chagrin, he’d resorted to boyish antics and cruised by her house a few times. He set his drink down and in spite of himself, asked, "How is Shakira?"

      Tavington’s ruddy checks flushed redder. "I wouldn’t know. Didn’t you hear?" He turned, propped his foot on the bar’s foot rail, and bent close. A malicious smile of delight crossed on his face as he shared the news. "She was sacked weeks ago-violated the morals clause of her contract."

      "Morals clause?" He remembered Miranda’s mention of the document Shakira signed when she was hired. Shakira wouldn’t do anything immoral. Tavington had to be speaking of a different document.

      "Old Man Wickersham’s a bit of a zealot and has all his employees sign a contract guaranteeing their behavior will always be above reproach, etcetera, etcetera." He rolled his eyes and pressed distastefully close to Alex. "It seems Miss Constantine...and I emphasize the Miss...got herself knocked up with some bloke’s bastard and---" 

      Flat on his ass, Tavington rubbed his jaw and groaned.

      Alex towered over him, his hand still fisted. "Say one nasty word about Shakira again and I'll break it next time. I’m the bloke, and the babe is no bastard."

                                                                                                                     ***     


Stunned by the news of Shakira's pregnancy, Alex knocked louder, the lateness of the hour of little importance. He raised his fist to pound on the door again, when Ian opened it, looking none too pleased. Shirtless and barefoot, he stood in the doorway, hair tousled, Levis unbuttoned, with one hand wrapped around the knob, the other on his hip.  

"Am I interrupting?" 

"Yes. Go away."  

Alex breezed past Ian into the house. "Where's Shakira?" He jerked the end of his black bowtie. The silk knot came undone with ease. He shoved it into the jacket pocket of his tux and unbuttoned his shirt collar, eyeing the stairs. If Ian didn't know her whereabouts, Miranda would. If necessary, he’d invade Ian’s bedroom to find out. 

"Have you tried her house?"

"I've driven by every night, and it’s been dark the whole week. Where is she?"

"Why the sudden interest?" Miranda interrupted as she reached the bottom stair. "You haven't been concerned about her since your return. Why now?" She moved to Ian’s side. 

"You didn’t answer my question. Where is she?"

"Like you care," Miranda said. 

"Before you take all your hostility out on me, please remember there are two sides to a story."

"Right, and you listened to hers, when?" 

Miranda's direct question brought a rush of guilt, which he swiftly rejected. Shakira made her case when she left him the note and then deserted him.

"I’ve heard her side of the story and seen the evidence." 

Baffled, Alex asked, "What evidence?"

"Her letters to you returned and unopened."

"I had my reasons for returning the letters."

"So you say. After all the brass messages, how could you come back and ignore her letters?" Miranda’s hard gaze stayed locked on him. 

"Messages?" 

Miranda looked askance, clearly not trusting he didn’t know. "We were told the outcropping might be a magnetic field. Under the right conditions, it might trigger the portal to open. She wrote them down and put the information in metal tubes. We went to the rock. She scattered them as best she could all around, on the chance you’d find them."  

Ian turned to Miranda. "You and Shakira did what?"   

"We sent messages rolled up in cigar holders Shakira bought. Go ahead, tell Alex about the Gordon meeting."

"Later. Right now, I want to you to tell me about your going to that rock."

Miranda began to take a step backward, but Ian wrapped his hand around her wrist and stopped her. "Answer me."

"Why are you getting angry? I only went once, as moral support. What's the big deal?"

"What's the big deal? Do you have any idea what could've happened to the two of you? Did it ever occur to either of you that the portal might open with you both there?"

Ian grabbed her by the upper arms. "I'd like to shake some sense into you. What would you have done if you'd been caught in a time warp?"

"Give me some credit. I didn't get close. I stood at least twenty yards away."

"Really? You two arbitrarily decided the radius of this magnetic field, pulled this figure out of the air and assumed it was accurate. I can't believe you did something so stupid." He did shake her, twice, and then hugged her. 

"I thought I was a safe distance. But, you're right, I didn't think it through,” Miranda mumbled against his neck.

“If you were wrong and disappeared, I wouldn’t have any idea what happened to you. I’d be devastated.”

"Forgive me for disturbing this tender moment, but where is Shakira?" Alex asked.  

"Home. Packing. Losing the baby convinced her to make a fresh start somewhere else."

“I didn’t even know she was pregnant,” Ian said, frowning at Miranda. “Another secret you kept from me.”

She lost the baby. How? Alex couldn’t wrap his mind around the fact. Shakira was the most robust woman he knew. She never suffered so much as a sniffle. And, she was strong. She fought off Dankworth.

Fingers snapped in his face. “Did you hear a word I said?” Miranda asked.

“Is Shakira all right?" 

"No, she's not all right. Wickersham sacked her, then blackballed her, and she miscarried. Would you be all right?" 

Alex raced out of the house.

 

      

 

Chapter Fifty-Seven

 

 


Bent over a box, a whoosh of cool air blew across the fine hairs Shakira's neck, followed by the bang of the front door against the wall. Startled, she turned as Alex barged into the room.

"Alex."

Two months ago, his appearance would've made her the happiest woman in the world. One month ago, before she lost the baby, she'd have been ecstatic. But that was when she still held onto a degree of faith in love. She froze in a rush of yearning. The power of the emotion swept over her with dizzying effect. With brutal swiftness, she smothered the flame.

"Bloody hell." Jack immediately stepped to her side. "What the devil do you want?"

"It’s private matter," Alex said in a flinty tone and folded his arms.

Jack didn’t budge. "You’ve a hell of a nerve, Lancaster. You’ve been the invisible man for the last two months. Now you charge in here like you own the place, because of what--some fleeting bit of history you and she shared?"

"You have no idea how much history she and I share."

"State your business and go."  

"I've come to claim my wife." 

Shakira's jaw dropped. 

"Is it true?” Jack asked.

She turned to see his confused expression. Unsure what to say, how to explain, she looked away.

"Tell him." Alex's order broke through her evasion.

Sick at heart, she faced Jack, knowing she was going to hurt him. She suspected Miranda had been right about his feelings for her.

Alex once described how it felt to receive a mortal wound. "There’s a span of three heartbeats or so." He counted for her, the measures no longer than a standard second. "At one the body is shocked numb. This is where your physical being refuses the agony about to descend. At two, the mind goes into denial. But at the third heartbeat, the agony comes to both body and mind, and all you know is pain."

The same shock and denial registered in Jack’s eyes as fast as Alex described.

"Is it true?" Jack repeated.

"Yes and no. I'm not sure of the legality of our marriage. I-"

"Not sure?" Alex interjected. "We exchanged vows before a priest with a chapel full of witnesses and duly recorded in the family bible. What part do you doubt as legal?"

Technically valid, were this the fourteenth century. She’d like to see him sell it to a modern judge. She swallowed the snippy retort concerned more with his intention. What did he hope to accomplish with this ridiculous claim? 

"We’ll talk later," Jack whispered and then told Alex, "You need to go. Can't you see she doesn't want you here?"

"The lady is my wife, not yours. I'm not leaving until I speak with her, in private." 

Patience exhausted, a perverse streak tempted her to let nature takes its course. Let them fight. Leave them to their scent marking, while she escaped to a solitary corner of the world.

"Shakira, say the word," Jack jerked his head in Alex's direction, "Does he stay or does he go?" 

"And if she says I go, who's going to make me? You?" His mouth curved into an artificial smile. "I'll sell tickets to that."

"Enough." Shakira raised a hand, signaling for peace. Whatever Alex planned, she'd hear him out. "He stays."

“And me? You want me to leave?”

“I think it’s best.” 

      "Are you sure?" Jack took her hands in his. "I'm not convinced you'll be safe."

      Alex lowered his arms to his sides. "What did you say?" 

      "I'll be fine," she said. 

Jack bent so only she would hear. “You have a good future in Duck Bay.”

"He’s my husband. And, there is much history, good and bad between us. Please try to understand."  

      Jack seemed to weigh her words against something he wanted to say. A sad resignation came into his eyes and dulled their vibrant blue. He released her hands. "I'll go then," he said with great dignity, considering the blow she'd inflicted.

      Jack was a good man. He deserved better. Shakira watched him walk out the door hoping he'd glance back and she'd see forgiveness there. He didn’t.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifty-Eight 

 


 


      "Why are you here, Alex?"

      "Like I said, to talk."

      He closed the gap between them, invading her personal space. The masculine aroma of cigar, and scotch, and Paco Rabanne, with its orangey hint of bergamot and rosewood assaulted her senses. The intoxicating mix transported her to the night they met. The night they danced to Unchained Melody. One song, one dance, one man, turned her world inside out. Sadly, even now, the nearness of him still did. 

He touched a finger to her lips and trailed it down to the soft skin under her jaw then raised her chin until her eyes met his. He stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers.

"The day I returned from Wales I galloped from the river all the way home. I had so much to say, starting with how much I loved you. I took the stairs two at a time sure you'd be in our chamber. I found your note instead, a few lines, 'I'm leaving for someplace safe. Don't try to look for me.' I figured you suffered some hysterical episode and had gone off to the abbey. Which peeved me, but I knew I'd bring you back. I didn't grasp the true meaning until Simon and Stephen told me about your disappearance and described the circumstances." His thumb brushed the seam of her lips, the rough pad tickling as it went. Then, he dropped his hand.

"I demanded they show me the exact place they saw you last. I had to see for myself. I didn't want to believe you'd found a way to return and kept it secret."

Shakira relived the experience with him, every excruciating second she saw through his eyes. As he spoke, he described his despair and the ache he felt. The pain of his loss became hers, his perception of the events so damning. 

"You left me behind. Why?" 

"I didn't. I--"

"You didn't? Simon and Stephen saw you take the hidden path to the rock, where you lingered until the way out opened for you."

"I was enroute to Hailes. I stopped to—"

"The way to the abbey is straight, yet you made a deliberate stop...to the outcropping." With one step, he opened the distance between them, but his accusatory eyes never left her.

The words registered in the part of her brain that hears and dissects language. Her response hung unspoken, while the rest of her mind busied itself scrutinizing Alex's elegant appearance. He’d cut his hair and wore it combed back from his face. The style suited him. Add the perfectly tailored tux and he could’ve stepped off the pages of GQ. How dare he look so good when she looked like a wrung out dish cloth by comparison? 

As though he read her thoughts, his anger dissolved into a warm gaze that caressed her as it traveled from her mouth to her eyes back to her mouth. Encouraged, she edged forward, closing the space that separated them. She pressed against him ever so slightly. Maybe the contact would help renew, if not the love, the bond, the trust they once shared. 

With a low groan, he pushed her away. Palpable and ugly, like a wound that had festered, the bitterness in his eyes returned. The heat in his expression was replaced by a chilly stoicism that choked off any explanation she could make. 

"You broke my heart, Rocky," he said matter-of-factly. 

"It isn't what you think. I arranged to join the convent. I-"

"Why would you do something so crazy?"

"To save your life. They said if you married Blanche the king would keep you behind in England. I knew then I had to do something. My leaving bought you freedom to wed the king’s choice if Guy didn’t return or at least escape fast. 

"They? Who they??"

"Blanche and Simon."

"Blanche and Simon,” he repeated, frowning. "You took the word of a twit like Blanche and one of my knights?" he asked. "You believed Edward, who wanted to kick French ass more than anything else would let me, a battle experienced knight, stay behind. I find that hard to believe. You aren’t stupid."

"I swear to God, I'm going to scream. First Ian, now you. How many times must I admit to gross stupidity? I made a bloody mistake, all right? Sorry, I didn't read that chapter of the bloody, medieval manual before I acted. I misjudged the situation, as you both have been quick to point out. I thought—" Shakira whipped the air with her hand. "Well, it doesn't matter what I thought."

"Evidently, you thought I'd just standby and let you join the holy sisters. You thought I’d consent to an annulment. Thanks for the vote of confidence. Why didn't you ask me about these rumors? Was your faith in me so poor?"

"I had every faith in you. That's the problem. I was afraid if I asked you, you'd lie to protect me from the truth. You'd sacrifice your own safety and I knew it."

A fleeting softness touched his face and he moved toward her, then it faded. "Sounds like a nice excuse. Too bad it doesn’t explain how you wound up conveniently returned to this century."

“Faith cuts both ways. Where’s yours in me?”

“Disappeared. With you.”

Inches from her, his breath disturbed the wisps of hair at her temples. "I give up. Believe what you want," she said.

"Damn it! You were...are my wife, even if it is a news flash for your special friend, Jack-"

"You think we were married in the truest sense?"  

"We were husband and wife in every way."

"Were we?" Shakira retreated a few steps, stopping when her calves touched against the cardboard box. "Why would I think that?"

"Why wouldn't you?"

"Well, funny you should ask. Let me try and get the quote right," she challenged back, remembering the hurt she felt. "On the day you proposed, romantic event that it was, you told me you'd be better able to protect me if I was your wife." She shot an acid half smile at him, "Then you added, ‘after all it's not like we're really married.’ When did that change, Alex? When did I become the wife you wanted and loved?"

There was a flicker of shame before he countered, "I also said, I couldn’t think of another I would want as a wife."

"Forgive me for not taking consolation in your acknowledgment that if you must marry, you were glad it was me, which is very different than I love you."

She hung her head emotionally drained by the confrontation, drained from feeling the pain again. "It took you months to realize you loved me. A part of me wants to know why, but then, I think I can guess why." Looking up, she said, "You got used to me. I've loved you so much Alex and hoped you would fall in love with me too. Me," she stressed, "for the woman I am, not the convenient habit I became." Her voice broke. She tapped into a tiny reserve of new strength and composed herself.

"I loved you, all along,” Alex said. “We didn't need to marry for you to have my protection. It was the excuse I told you, told the world, and told myself. When you asked if I loved you, I couldn’t admit my feelings but a deeper part of me feared you’d decline my proposal, so I added the caveat about not being really married. I never wanted to fall in love or worse, marry. I--” he paused, “I was afraid."

"Afraid of what?"

"Time and loss are cruel partners, the one enabling the other to increase exponentially. Over the centuries, I suffered under the two. The possibility fate might force that existence on me a second time has haunted me for five years.” His eyes darkened with the admission, flattened with remembered pain. The same pain she saw in them when he told her of the murdered mother and child. “The idea of losing a wife...I didn’t think I could bear it.”

“I can imagine.” 

His eyes locked on her. “No, you can’t.” 

She ventured to hug him. The muscles of his shoulders bunched beneath her touch and he pulled her arms from his neck.

“It simply took me awhile to discover I’d rather take my chances with you, than without you. I returned to find my nightmare had come true. You were lost to me—by choice. Your choice.”

He wasn't going to forgive her. She retreated to her previous spot. 

"As misguided as my actions might’ve been, I didn’t choose to return without you. You can't imagine how distraught I was afterward. I sent messages back explaining what happened, explaining about the magnetic field."

"The metal cylinders."

"Yes. Why would I do that if I didn’t love you? Did you think all those notes were just lies? Did you?" she asked again when he didn’t answer. 

"I didn’t read them."

"You must’ve seen my initials on the wax seal, how-"

"Whether you sent a hundred explanations or none isn’t the point. You didn’t trust me to take care of you, to take care of us. You ran away. I’d never have gone to the portal without you, under any circumstances." 

The tough wall she worked so hard to build to get through the day began to crack. "You're not going to make me cry Alex. I cried an ocean of tears over you. Then, when I thought I had no tears left, I cried another ocean for our baby. I'm done crying.

"I stopped to see if the gauntlet was gone and for your sake, hoped it was. Fortunately or unfortunately, thunder rumbled, lightning flashed, like the day we were transported, and poof I found myself here. Not quite as heinous and premeditated as you think."

"Did you know you were pregnant?"

"No. I didn't find out until I returned. I thought stress made my period late."

"Why didn't you tell me about the miscarriage?"

"Why would I? You didn't want to know about the baby." 

Shakira went over to a stack of letters on her kitchen counter. She hadn’t packed them, didn’t want them, but couldn’t bring herself to throw them out either. She picked one, walked back and showed him the envelope.

"This is the note I sent telling you, you were going to be a father." She touched her finger to the word "refused" written across the front in bold print.

"Miranda should’ve told me." 

"I swore Miranda to secrecy. She’d talk you into contacting me. Yes, I wanted you in my life, but only if you wanted to be there, not out of obligation."

"I’d have come and not out of obligation. Whatever our problems, I’d try to be a good father. I certainly wouldn't have let you deal with the miscarriage by yourself."

"Jack was a big help."

His expression tightened. "Are you sleeping with him?"

Astounded and offended, Shakira debated whether to respond with words or a heavy object and a bash to his skull. "You got some bollocks. Let me give you the two-pronged answer. First, it’s none of your business. Second, do you really think after a miscarriage I’m itching to go hot and sweaty between the sheets?”

On the verge of telling him to leave, “God damn you,” came out instead.

He lifted his palms in mock surrender. "Sorry-"

"Oh no, you don’t. There’s no, King’s X, sorry I asked," she said, forcefully talking over him. She threw the unopened letter down. From another stack on the side counter, she grabbed a handful of magazines. “Hold out your hands."

He did and she laid the magazines one-by-one onto his outstretched arms. All were folded to specific pages.

"You have the balls to question me. Now it’s my turn. Should we start at the beginning? Here you are with a blonde model days after your return." She let him get a good look then flipped the magazine onto the sofa and pointed to the next photo. "This one you're with a redhead from some soap opera." Shakira cocked her head and tossed the magazine, "No one can say you're not egalitarian in your tastes, here we have a brunette wannabe of some kind. Shall I go on?"

Alex took the rest from her and laid the pile on the coffee table. "I can't deny those first weeks I buried myself in as many women as possible. I didn't want to remember the good things between us, the love. I wanted to forget what it felt like to be with you. It didn't work. In fact, I haven’t seen anyone in awhile."

Alex shoved his hands in his pockets. For a man with the confidence of a bull elephant he looked hesitant. Finally, he conceded, "I had no right to ask about Jack. At the end of the day it doesn't matter," he said low and with finality.

If it didn’t matter to him, then why say he was here to ‘claim his wife?’ It was just something he told Jack. Why come other than for retribution for his hurt, the satisfaction of seeing her fall apart?

She wrongly thought herself beyond any pain he could dish out. Shakira held her breath and concentrated on not allowing tears to form while she counted to ten and released the breath. She turned away to wrap the few porcelain figures left unpacked focusing on the mundane task.

"Why are you here, Alex? That was the original question." 

"I told you. I've come to claim my wife." 

"So, you told Jack. What's the real reason?"

"Isn't that reason real enough?"

"What do you need Alex? Do you need to see the flood of tears? What?"

The fragile figurine slipped from her fingers and landed in a nest of wrapped items. In spite of her efforts, tears brimmed and quivered on top of her lower lashes for a split second then streamed down. She wiped at her runny nose with a piece of packing tissue and reached for another to use on her cheeks. 

Gentle hands drew her into his arms and embraced her. He dabbed at her nose, her cheeks and upper lip with a handkerchief. "Don't cry Rocky. I’m sorry I’ve made such a cock-up of this. I know I’ve hurt you. For awhile I meant to. I ached, and I wanted you to ache too, so I sent your notes back unopened. But, I didn’t feel better for it. I didn’t miss you less.

"I wake up some mornings, forget, and roll over expecting to hold my wife...expecting to breathe and have her feminine scent mingled with the scent of warm linens and the musty fragrance of our lovemaking surround me. I miss having her to talk to. Some nights I come home desperate to share a funny moment that occurred. But my wife's not there to enjoy it with me. I long to hear the variance in her laughter, the way she can giggle like a girl, or laugh out loud, throaty and deep. I miss her passion, the way she moves, her soft moans of pleasure. I even miss her snoring. I want my wife back.”

Shakira, hearing words she despaired of ever hearing, stared in shocked silence. She didn’t want to interrupt him. He was on a roll and it sounded great to her.

"I didn't come to fight. I came for answers."

He stopped dabbing at her tears. Still keeping her in his loose embrace, the proud man she always knew returned. The hesitant man of a few minutes ago gone.

"I need a reason to hang on Rocky, or heaven help me, a reason to let go.

"Marry me. Be my wife in this world and have no doubts, this is really, truly married. I was a fool to ever suggest we were anything less." He held her face in his hands and laid a soft kiss on her lips. "I love you, Mrs. Guiscard. Marry me, and let me love you as Mrs. Lancaster."

"Repeat that," Shakira said.

"Which part?" 

"All of it."

"Only if you give me four or five decades to do it."

"Only four or five? I'm shooting for six."

 

 

 

 

Epilogue

 

 

      Shakira adjusted the velvet band of her headpiece. “How does my hair look in the back?”

"You’re the only woman I know who hasn't planned every detail of her wedding," Miranda said as she tugged a few more strands of Shakira's hair through the headpiece. 

"I did most of it, as you know since you were my forced labor,” Shakira said and checked her hair in the mirror. “I love that Alex had my medieval wedding dress copied by the costumers for Ian’s shows. He even remembered the mesh veil."

Shakira pulled the sides of the gown’s skirt out and swung her hips back and forth in front of the full-length mirror. She glanced at Miranda’s reflection. “Do you like your dress?” The costumers had created a medieval dress for Miranda too, in indigo blue and bronze. Basil’s family colors and by extension, Ian’s.  

"Yes, except all this material makes me feel fat."

"You look fab. Ian will be dazzled."

"That's only fair. He dazzles me all the time. Of course, between you and Alex, I don't know who has more stars in their eyes." Miranda hugged her friend. "Outside of Ian and me, I can't think of two people more suited to one another. Are you sticking with the plan to live at the cottage?"

"Yes."

"There aren't many women who'd agree to living so far from town, not when they have a fantastic flat in London. Alex has more money than he can ever spend and you have to admit the cottage is on the simple side."

"I don't miss the city. We have our music, which we love, books galore, and conversation. We have fields of green as far as the eye can see and hills dotted with fat sheep. On clear days we have a view of the Vales of Berkeley and Gloucester. What we don't have is smog or the pounding of jack hammers. We have the whinny of happy horses instead of the blare of car horns at all hours." Miranda gave her a curious look. "What?"

"Interesting description, except for a few modern amenities at the cottage, you could be describing Elysian Fields."

Shakira didn't comment.

Miranda sat in the window embrasure. "Ian said you invited Oliver Gordon. Why?" 

"Why not? When I had no idea what to do to help Alex, Dr. Gordon gave me direction and hope. Out of gratitude, Alex donated a hundred acres to Oliver's research group, twenty-five in each direction from the outcropping. Lord knows, we don't need to own the tricky lightning attractor. Gordon is no fool. He accepted gleefully and had the good sense not to ask any difficult questions."

Hoof beats sounded on the pavement of the courtyard below, Miranda moved the drapery aside and leaned her head out the window. "Ahh...I think your ride is here," she said with a quirky smile. 

"I heard a horse. Something's up, I can tell from your silly grin."

Shakira started for the window, but Miranda stopped her. "I see my ride has also arrived, time for us to go." She hooked Shakira by the elbow and led her out the door before she could get a peek into the courtyard. 

"What’s going on?"

Miranda remained silent as they walked outside.

Shakira’s eyes widened at the sight of Thor. "Oh, my God. He can't mean for me to ride Thor to the church. How are you getting there?"

"I'm going ahead in the car. Come on." Miranda urged a doubtful Shakira over to the big stallion.

Attendants assisted Shakira mount and settle into the saddle in spite of her protests. Miranda straightened the skirt of the wedding gown, draping it over Thor’s matching caparison. When she finished, she hurried over to the awaiting limo and drove off. Shakira followed, being led by a tuxedoed young man she recognized as one of Alex’s sound engineers. 

In front of the church, six men in tunics of ruby red and grey with a swan emblazoned sat atop of matching black Percherons that included Eclipse. Miranda, who was waiting, shook her head and shrugged.

“I can dismount,” Shakira told the new attendants. She’d wrestled with bulky gowns during her time in the middle ages and grown quite adept at maneuvering in them.  

At the top of the steps, she and Miranda were escorted inside behind the horsemen who carried torches into the church. Fascinated, they watched as three knights went to the left and three to the right. Each man stopped beneath a bracketed torch on the side walls and lit it. Then, in unison, the Percherons executed a half-pirouette and the riders exited.

Alex and Ian stood side-by-side at the altar. Alex’s tunic matched the torch bearers, while Ian wore a blue one with a leopard rampant on the front. As Shakira linked her arm through her father’s, Alex set the Guiscard wedding chalices onto the altar, bowed his head to his bride, and stepped back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

End

 

                                                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

If you enjoyed Chris Karlsen’s Journey in Time please look for Book 1

Heroes Live Forever available now at Books to Go Now

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Heroes Live Forever
 

Elinor Hawthorne has inherited a house that is haunted by the ghosts of two medieval knights, Basil Manneville and Guy Guiscard. Basil is the man of her dreams, her knight in shining armor. She falls in love with him and he with her. Basil soon realizes she needs to live a normal life, a happy life with a mortal.

 

A lifetime passes and fate intervenes. Basil, still in love with Elinor, is told she lives again. He’s given another chance at life to find her. 
 

Excerpt:

A man stood a few feet away. At least what was visible looked like a man. He appeared to be a knight, similar to the one in her favorite painting, except semi-transparent. He wore mail and a dark blue surcoat with a leopard embroidered on it in bronze silk. Tall, with shoulder length hair, in the soft lamplight, his eyes were as black as his hair.
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