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Lady Crayl’s Prisoner

​​


“Was their commander taken alive?”

“As you ordered, my lady.”

Elise Crayl removed her helmet and let down
the dark braid which had been coiled, crownlike, over her skull
during the battle. Her sigh might be taken for relief at undoing
the tight hairstyle. She tossed the metal helm onto the seat of a
high-backed bench flanking the fireplace.

For a moment, she surveyed the room, taking
inventory. The solar and private chambers for the steward of
Sanhelt Castle were well furnished, even luxurious. She suspected
the commander’s quarters were less so, which was why she had chosen
this place for her own. “Thomas,” she told her waiting squire,
“bring water—cold for drinking, hot for bathing. And then have Adam
Tynae sent here.”

He bowed and left. If his lady had slipped by
using the given name of her defeated enemy, Thomas showed no sign
of it.

She lay back on the bed to wait. In the wake
of combat she should be exhausted, but instead Elise felt strangely
restless. Her body hummed with deep-set tension ever since she had
glimpsed Adam on the battlements of the castle, and then in the
midst of the fighting in the courtyard—wherever she looked, it had
seemed. Perhaps that was a testament to his command, to be exactly
where a visible leader was most needed. Or perhaps it was a sign of
her own preoccupation.

People entered, padding almost silently
across the oak floorboards and plush carpets. Elise listened to
water pouring into the washbasin and to the clink of pewter and
pottery. She opened her eyes a crack to take a look at the servants
themselves. Quailing, nervous creatures, they must be natives of
Sanhelt. Which made her their new conqueror.

“One more thing,” she said as they were about
to dart out. But, taking pity, she amended her request. “Ask
Thomas—my squire—to bring up my chest from my tent.” It was on the
other side of the battlefield, beyond the castle walls, and though
she knew her men and women were well-disciplined, she did not want
to send two defenseless people somewhere they might fear
harassment, however unjustified the fear. “Go quickly, and see that
he does, too,” she added.

They bowed to her and fled.

Elise went to the bedside table, where she
poured out a quarter of the flagon and drank it in one long
draught. She filled her goblet again to sip more slowly. Partway
through she was interrupted by Thomas’ arrival with the trunk.

“Set it there,” she said, gesturing to the
far side of the bed.

“Is there anything I can unpack for you, my
lady?”

“I’m not sure yet,” she said. “I’ll send for
you if I have need.”

He departed somewhat less apprehensively than
the Sanhelt servants, though she suspected he had also sensed her
mood. It wasn’t violent, but rather one of ferocious concentration.
Many found it unnerving. And then there was a touch of hunger, a
new thing, something no one had seen from Elise Crayl in near a
dozen years.

“It keeps me on my feet,” she muttered
aloud.

She removed her armor, slipped off her shirt,
and loosened the cloths wrapped around her chest. Elise breathed
out heavily with contentment at being able to unbind her breasts
after near nine hours, and began to wash at the basin. Steam rose
from the cleaning rag as she wrung it out. Warm water ran down to
the waistband of her trousers, sluicing away grime and ache. Her
skin returned to its usual sun-burnished bronze, with an added glow
from the heat.

She was finishing up as three new figures
entered with heavy footsteps. After pulling her shirt back over her
shoulders, Elise turned to face them.

Unbound, Adam Tynae was escorted in with two
of her captains as guards. His armor had been taken off, but the
linen shirt he wore beneath still clung to him, darkened by sweat
and spotted in a crimson patchwork. Elise peered closer, trying to
determine how badly he might be injured. He stood well, his lithe
form unbent, broad shoulders straight. But as she came towards him,
her concerned gaze picked out a few rents in the linen, revealing
gashes in his skin. Red smeared across pale skin, almost white
where it had been protected by layers of cloth, leather, and
iron—he had always been paler than her, though not delicate, and
the sun had darkened his face.

His eyes stood out against the tan. She moved
on quickly to avoid meeting them for long. And there she found the
most surprising change. Adam’s hair, which had been a near
chin-length riot of blond curls when he and Elise were fostered
together, was cropped much shorter and had grown darker, a rust
shade cut through with gold. An interesting color, but Elise missed
the locks she used to tangle through her fingers.

Adam’s eyes, blue-green in the afternoon
light coming through the high windows, were narrowed on the floor
before her feet. And her guardsmen’s stares were bugging. Standing
there in damp trousers with an even damper, unlaced shirt—through
which her nipples, though covered, were decidedly erect—was not
exactly modest.

It was not mere modesty that kept Adam from
looking at her, though.

“Leave us,” she said to the guards.

They bowed and obeyed, perhaps a little
hesitantly. Once they were gone, she smiled at Adam. His hands
stirred at his sides, opening the fists they had made.

“They told me you’d surrendered honorably. I
saw no need for further restraint.”

“It’s appreciated.” He spoke softly, still
not looking at her.

She had half a thought to make him, to cross
the room and force his chin up, to seize him and—

But it would be better, much better, to see
what he could do willingly.

Elise gestured to the still-steaming basin in
the corner. “You probably want to wash.”

Adam nodded and went where she directed—not
surprising, but pleasant nonetheless. She watched him lather with
the sliver of soap and wet another of the cloths. Without wringing
it out, he brought it to his face. Water streamed down over his
collar, shoulders, and chest. He let his shirt be drenched rather
than taking it off. She saw why moments later, as he began to peel
the damp linen away from the dried blood of his injuries.

His heavy breathing carried across the room;
she heard it catch as he rolled up one sleeve. With a single sharp
sound—not a cry, he would not cry out in front of her, not over
something like this—he pulled the undertunic off.

It had been years since she last saw his bare
torso, in the days when they were fostered together at Northron
Castle. He was as tautly muscular as ever, his back smooth and
unmarked. When he turned to her, she saw he had taken all his
wounds to the front.

As a proper commander should. It had been a
lucky or skillful opponent to land any of the blows. Happily, none
of them seemed very bad: a gash above his collarbone, another,
shallow and bleeding cleanly, over his ribs, and a line high on his
left arm where shield and armor had failed.

The cloth turned pinker as it passed over the
injuries, and she saw Adam’s cheeks sink in as he sucked back
another sound from the pain. Saying nothing of it was the best
tribute she could give to his endurance, at least for now.

“You made a fine speech, just as the walls
were breached,” Elise announced instead. “I overheard.”

“Thank you,” he said. “I’m glad my voice
carried.”

She smiled. Adam didn’t. He never smiled at
jests, she remembered, even when he made them himself, and it was
sometimes hard to tell. Adam Tynae’s smiles were reserved for true
joys and pleasures. Elise Crayl did not, could not have her heart
set on one.

“Have a drink,” she told him. “There’s cold
water in the pitcher. It’s clean here. A good well.”

“Yes.”

Of course, as the commander at Sanhelt he
would know. His soft, slightly husky voice bore no hint of sarcasm,
though.

She tossed her head to cover the slip. “I
never take wine so soon after a battle, but I can send for some if
you would like.”

“It’s not necessary.”

He poured and drank. Watching him made
Elise’s own mouth dry; she drained her goblet and set it on the
floor. The worst of her restlessness had passed when Adam entered
the room. And though inevitably, weariness threatened to
descend—who would not feel it, after taking a castle?—she was more
refreshed now. “I do need to talk to you,” she said. “About
speeches. About how you say things people will listen to.”

Adam came to stand before her, unbowed, even
rigid. Yet his gaze remained at her feet. That did not mean he
wasn’t paying attention. Quite the opposite.

Although this was not one of their old games,
and he knew that even better than she.

“I would like to keep you on as a commander
here at Sanhelt Castle,” Elise said. “Subordinate to a Hartlorn
official, granted.”

“To you?”

“Certainly, the Sovereigns might offer me the
position.”

“And you will have the authority to offer me
one?”

“I have the responsibility to.” She began to
undo her already unraveling braid as she spoke. “My Sovereigns sent
me here to conquer, not destroy. What’s the point of holding the
most fertile lands between the rivers when there’s no one left to
farm them? Keeping grand castles with no one to manage them?”

“And to conquer, you need…”

“Competent assistance. Respected authority. I
think the people of Sanhelt, and Burel as a whole, would like to
see you remain at your place, too.” Wryly, she added, “And I think
the Marchwarden of Northron would be glad if we didn’t destroy each
other.”

“We’ve come close,” Adam said.

Elise bowed her head. Her freed hair spilled
over her shoulders, covering her breasts, which rose and fell with
a deep breath.

“I wish I could say it’s been an honor
fighting you, Lady Crayl.”

“But I would say it was an honor, Sir Tynae.
A pleasure, less so.”

“Indeed.” Without moving his feet, he shifted
his weight; a floorboard creaked beneath him. “It was much easier
when we were squires at Northron together.”

“So much more.”

“I suppose our fostering served its purpose,
though. If you’re offering me a place now.”

She couldn’t help but take that as a
challenge. “It is not for…memory’s sake alone that I offer this. I
do have a responsibility. And so do you,” she added. “Unless
a Burelon knight’s duties end with defeat?”

“What if they go beyond that? What if I
cannot accept your offer?”

Elise rose and, with a step forward,
intercepted his gaze. He was a tall man, and she stood not much
above average for a woman, though broad in the shoulders. To keep
from looking down at her face now would make him look ridiculous.
Meanwhile, she tried to puzzle out what she saw in his.

It was a handsome face, she had always
thought—high-browed, with a delicate chin and nose, but overall
strength of profile. In Adam Tynae she had seen so many
expressions—uncertainty, affection, pain, pride, ecstasy, anger,
joy, sorrow. Rarely, defiance. Even more rarely, defeat. Now he
looked…tired, she thought. And lost. Seeking…not a way out,
necessarily. But a way he could accept, a path he knew how to
travel.

“You know us in Hartlorn,” she said. “We’re
greedy, not bloodthirsty.”

Half a joke—she knew he wouldn’t smile at
it.

“You know us,” she continued. “You
might even approach understanding us at times. You’re not afraid.
Nor are you…so blinded by hatred that you cannot speak with us in
reasonable terms. Perhaps there are others in this castle who could
do this task, who could represent Sanhelt to Hartlorn, and keep
Sanhelt in readiness to obey Hartlorn’s orders. Without doing
damage to either side’s interests. Perhaps there are others who are
willing. But you are the one I would seek first.”

“Would, and have.”

“Yes.”

His voice, usually soft—often powerful, often
carrying, but soft—roughened almost to a growl as he asked, “What
exactly do you need from me?”

“Adam.” Now his gaze became fixed on
hers—fiercely, almost desperately, as if his name was a light she
let shine in a chaotic darkness. Marking a way, a path. “I am the
one the Sovereigns sent to command this army. I am the one they are
pleased to have rule Sanhelt. It’s mine now—mine to oversee, to
take care of, to command.” She pronounced each word carefully,
precisely, letting it ring from her lips. She, too, could make
speeches men could follow. If they choose. “So if you also are to
take care of the people here, I need to know that you will accept
me, and obey me…and honor me…as your superior.”

She feared that, taking the rope she cast to
him, he would find it a snake. But she had nothing else to offer.
And she






























































































cover.jpg





