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EPILOGUE

ONE

In her chambers Adria deLambert was very angry. She trod the rushes over the tightly fitted oaken planks that bare the slightest trace of dirt. She believed that she was the only one in the world who had the misfortune to be the daughter of a very unfair father.

Adria wrung her hands and swore. She paced and cursed, paced and cursed. She would not do this! But how could she avoid it? Her solar door barred, made her a prisoner in her own home. Home? Bah! Those cold, gray stones did not make a home. Her sire’s unreasonable demands made her hate this place all the more. 

Despair and exhaustion filled her body. Her throat was raw from pleading, her head ached from crying. So what good did all this bawling and begging get her? Nothing! Nowhere! Her sire, Richard deLambert, duke of Heartland had no love for his daughter. In all of her seventeen years, had he ever given her any affection? Nay!

Alas, Adria was able to bare the duke’s loveless relationship as long as her merde, Elaine was alive. Being the only child, she had her mother’s attention all to herself. She suspected this was the reason her father rose and retired angry. He wanted a son. He needed an heir or his bloodline would end. He had no brothers or sisters, no other kin that he knew of. Adria was the end of the deLambert line. And perhaps that was for the best, she snorted to herself.

Upon hearing the iron latch scrap against the outside of the door, she assumed he was about to enter. She turned; her tired eyes were pleased to find her faithful servant, and once nanny, Eleanor, standing in the portal. Adria sighed, she could not bear another confrontation right then with that tyrant father of hers. She was completely drained from that morning’s battle of wills with that unreasonable, pig-head man!

“Where is he?” she asked. Her voice laden with disdain, she curled up her lip.

“My Lord is entertaining Prince Lionel deFitz Holden’s small army. They were sent to fetch you and escort you to his castle,” answered the servant with a trace of impatience in her tone.

A sob of fear lodged in her throat but she managed to croak, “God’s breath! I will jump out the window ere I marry that man. Pray tell why must father put me through this?”

Eleanor sighed, “Now child, ’tis not that bad. I hear he is quite handsome.”

“Humph!” Adria snorted out of her nose. “I had met Lionel deFritz Holden ten years ago, when I was seven. He was almost twenty.” Nervously, she twisted the ruby ring on her finger that was her only inheritance left to her by her mother, the duchess. “He was arrogant, rude and teased me relentlessly. The next morning, I heard the servants whispering that he had chased every skirt in the place. He is a pig!” She puffed up her chest determined not to go. “Father will have to drag me out fighting and screaming!” Her lower lip protruded with determination not to relent. “Damn him!” 

Her servant expressed her reservations with a raised brow but remained silent.

“Ohhh!” Up went her hands. “He is known as the Black Lion. The Black Hearted Lion would be more to the point,” she sneered. “He has a fierce reputation. I will not do it!” She paced in circles, her arms flailing about. Her voice ragged with tears she asked for the umpteenth time, “How can my own father do this to me?” Another groan escaped her tight lips.

If it were possible that anything could have been done for her mistress, Eleanor would have done it; anything. She loved the girl as if she were her own but there was naught she could do to ease the pain. She had tried endlessly to comfort Lady Adria but to no avail. Ever since her beloved mistress, the duchess died, she had taken care of this child. Adria nary gave her a moment’s care, until now, but she could understand the child’s justification for her fear. Her mistress was so beautiful, like her mother. Her face was small but her eyes were large, like almonds. Though there was a constant shadow of sadness in their depths, her eyes were liquid brown with gold specks of innocence in them. But it was her pale silver hair that gave her an angelic appearance. Kissed by moonbeams the day she was born, it now cascaded to her hips. Eleanor believed this perfect young woman could do no wrong; an angel she was. And now her charge was going to marry the man she though was the devil. With a deep sigh, she took the duchess’ small hand, and sat the young woman down on the bed. 

“My child, your father had signed the contract with King George deFitz Holden. The pledge was made and you are his betrothed. It has been many years since you met him, I am sure he has changed. The prince is very wealthy,” she added, hoping to pacify her charge. “As you know, Heartland borders with Prince Lionel deFitz Holden’s land.” She looked to see if her mistress heard her words but Adria stared into space. 

Eleanor continued, “When King George had come with his son, your father was warring with Duke John Walsh, who had lived in this castle. Your father needed help and King George offered his alliance if your father betrothed you, his daughter. This uniting of lands would give both families much wealth. Together they overtook John Walsh and seized his lands and castle. Now you must honor your father’s contract.”

Adria pouted and gazed in dejection. “I have heard this all before; too many times. I might as well resign myself and abandon all hope since I cannot convince my, stubborn-as-a room-full-of mules-father otherwise. There is naught I can do except kill myself and I like my pretty skin too much to jump off the tower. But I can assure you, I will not go willingly,” she said testily

Ignoring Adria’s last comment, Eleanor patted her mistress’ hand, “That’s my girl, be brave.” She smiled sadly; her ladyship was right, the duke was always unfair to his daughter.

Adria sniffled and nodded her voice heavy with sarcasm. “I bet he’s fat and bald by now. He’s so old, at least thirty.” 

Eleanor chuckled, shaking her head. If I were only thirty again, she reflected. 

The servant’s mirth made Adria smile, at least she had one allied. At fifty, Eleanor’s hair was completely silver but her skin was still smooth with only a few wrinkles on her brow and around her hazel eyes. Not even reaching five feet in height, and barely a hundred pounds, Eleanor was more energetic than most women half her age.

She loved Eleanor who practically raised her since her mother’s death. Though she was only a child, Adria would never forget the night the Angel of Death came for her mother. It was the only time she heard her father wept so pitifully. After that night the keep seemed colder and baron. Gone was her merde’s laughter and sweet smile. She was a woman of grace and kindness that Adria often wondered what she saw in her father, but then, he was a happier man. Albeit, she didn’t want to marry the Black Lion, she’d not miss this dismal castle and her sad childhood.

A hiccough escaped the Adria’s throat. “At least one good thing will come of this”

“And what pray tell is that?”

“I will be away from here and father’s evil eye.” She gritted her teeth, a habit of late that she had to stop before she was left with nubs.

Adria rose on the new day. She welcomed it as her last day of happiness and wondered if she should reconsider and jump off the tower. She heard movement outside her door as servants were readying for their days work. Pondering on whether she should go down and break her fast before leaving, she opted not to. It would only lead to another confrontation with her father and at this point, it would only be a waste of her time. Would she ever be happy again?

A light tap on the door stopped any further conversation with herself and she said, “Enter.”

Eleanor appeared at the portal. “Milady, I brought you a cup of hot cocoa and oat cakes with honey, your favorite. You must eat something and I knew you would not join your father in the long room to break your fast.”

“Thank you, my sweet Eleanor, but I do not believe I can swallow a bite.” She rubbed her stomach as if she could still her hunger pangs. She had not eaten her supper last night either; she knew the food would not stay in her belly for long. She was simply too upset.

“Tsk, tsk,” her servant shook her head. “I do not want you to faint on me as we travel. Besides, you will be a broom handle by the time we arrive at the Southland castle. You will waste away before me eyes.”

Adria harrumphed. “Good, leastways I’ll not have to marry that beast! Ha! I will have the last laugh.”

Eleanor shook a naughty finger at her. “Being dead is not the way to get the last laugh, child. Now, I insist you eat something while I braid your lovely hair. Would you rather I fetch your father and....” 

That remark set her teeth on edge again and she took a labored breath to stifle what would have been a sigh of epic proportions and silently grumbled, “All right, you old nag!” She tersely garbed the try from the servant’s hand. “Sometimes you can irk me more than my father.”

Eleanor smiled smugly. 

It was not often she let her servant win an argument, though... Eleanor had not played fair. 

“Daughter!” Her father bellowed from below in his, don’t-give-me-any-insolence voice. “Come down before I have you carried! Prince Lionel deFritz Holden’s men are in the bailey waiting patiently for you!”

Adria rolled her eyes and adjusted her wimple and veil over her face and cursed under her breath. “Well, let us go. The quicker I leave the less I will have to bare his ravings. I feel as if I’m going from the mouth of a dragon’s fire into the fires of hell! Pox! Rot you!”

Eleanor followed and Adria heard her mumbling as many prayers she knew for strength. Adria assumed the servant was praying for her own sake, not hers. They stepped into King George’s plush coach on a cold, dismal morning. She did not say good-bye to her father. He stood by, his face cold as the air, there was not a hint of remorse on his countenance. She eyed him with distinct disfavor believing she was being too kind. If life could have ended with the slamming of a coach’s door, hers did! 

Adria’s spirits sank and grief tore at her heart; a shawl of despair embraced her like a cocoon. With a deep sigh, she removed the veil from her face and leaned back against the velvet seat. ’Twas done, she though. She was chilled to the bone and it had naught to do with the weather. Would she ever have better days? Her voice filled with bitterness, she spat, “I will hate him to the day I die!” Her icy tone turned her breath to mist.

“Be brave, milady,” was all her servant said. She closed her eyes and Eleanor let the sway of the vehicle rock her to sleep. Adria was left alone to brood in silence.

TWO

John Walsh was drunk.

A state in which he has been even since he fled from his castle that night it fell to Richard deLambert and Richard’s allied, George deFitz Holden, king of Southland. A godly awful night that all the ale couldn’t wash the images from his tortured mind. Life was so unfair; his inherence, all his land and home taken quicker than he could snap his fingers. Hacking, he took a deep, wheezing breath. Tired and bitter because of his sorry existence John had to grovel for food and a few shillings for ale. He sat by the hearth cussing everyone and everything in his life. He belched, spat on the floor then wiped his wet chin on his sleeve. What kind of life was this for a duke? Even for a duke who had ruled a poor kingdom. Albeit, he had squandered away most of his ancestor’s fortune, he was still royalty. He was the ninth duke of Heartland. 

He was John Walsh! But not a soul respected his title.

“Damn! The Queen of England!” he spat again. He had sent many letters to petition an audience, to explain the injustice that had been done to him but he never received an answer. Was he ignored because he could not pay the heavy taxes? By the Virgin, could he help it if his people were poor and the lands were too dry to raise crops? None of this was his fault. Hellfire!

A knock interrupted his self-pity and he glanced in the direction of the sound. His cousin, Hugh got up from the table to open the door. 

“Come in my friend, I have been waiting for you.”

John squinted in the poor candle light but he could make out that the stranger was not very tall and shaped like a barrel. He wore colorful, strange clothes and his head was covered with a towel, no... a turban, thought John. The man sported a large mustache and a long beard, but what caught his full attention, was the way the candle reflected off the man’s hands and chest. He wore gold jewelry and gemstone rings. Realizing the stranger must be a wealthy merchant from the Indies, his interest was piquet.

“Sit,” said Hugh. The man did and then Hugh made his introductions, “Over there is a distant cousin, John Walsh. Inebriated as usual,” he pointed with his head and made a small attempt to hide the annoyance from his voice. “John, this is Mohammed Al Puskar, a merchant I met in town today. I invited him over for some gambling.”

John snorted through his nose. “What pray tell do you have to gamble with?” his voice slurred. It angered him that Hugh could lose what money he had to this stranger when it could be used on wine and ale.

Huge laughed without mirth. “I have a few coins to play with. What think you, that I am stupid enough to give you all my earnings? I manage what little I earn and save a few silver coins for a rainy day.” Just then, as if on cue, lightning flashed in the sky. “See, ‘tis a rainy day.”

John shot Huge a murderous glance but said nothing. Just then his beautiful daughter entered the room with a pitcher of ale and two skeins. She smiled at his cousin and guest. Hugh smiled at her. 

“Thank you Joceline,” said Hugh and she curtsied. 

As Joceline turned to leave, the merchant grabbed her wrist and looked over her person with a sharp and assessing eye. Joceline saw the hot, hard light gleam in his cold orbs. She gasped, trying to free herself but his grip was strong causing shivers to snake down her spine. Boldly she met his eyes and snarled, “Let me be.” She would have liked to say what was really on her mind but she was living in her father’s cousin’s house and she respected the man. 

The fat stranger was a swine!

Ignoring her plea, the fat swine said, with a satanic smile, “I will give you much gold for her; more than enough if she’s a virgin.” He patted the leather pouch tied to his thick waist.

Her temper flared, her respect went only so far. With gritted her teeth, she hissed, “Arrogant bastard! I am not for sale!” She gasped seeing one black eyebrow quirked-a taunt, or challenge? A surge of heat added to her cheeks as she yanked herself free and ran from the room in tears. The fat man’s laughter only enraged her more.

Hugh shook his head and repeated her words in a cool voice and added, “She’s a lady by rights. That girl is a duchess whose life is more painful than that of a common wench and she never uttered a complaint. You’re a guest in my home, do not insult my family.”  

The merchant’s smile faded abruptly and thick brows rose, and Hugh could see that the merchant was now more intrigued than before. He also noticed John sobered quickly. 

“How much?” John asked, as he rose and stumbled to the table and pointed to the merchant’s pouch. “What have you therein?”

Mohammed didn’t answer but removed many gold chains from around his neck and lowered his voice, “This much, and a king’s ransom.”

John licked his dry lips and grabbed the necklaces, saying, “She’s untouched.”

The merchant removed a large diamond ring and tossed it on the table. His foolish cousin literally drooled, his eyes wide with greed. Hugh grabbed John’s arm, his voice harsh, “Pray tell, what in God’s holly name think what you’re doing? She’s your daughter for God sake, man!”

His heartless cousin cursed and shrugged off his hand. “She’s mine to do as I please and I’m tired of living like this!” He clutched the jewels against his chest and sneered, “She’s all yours.” Then he stuffed his pockets, disregarding Hugh’s words. 

“Your soul is going to rot in hell!” Huge said much more, but to no avail.

John leered at him. “Save me you’re better than thou lecture. I can now live as I should, a grand duke! Leave this dingy hole you call a home. Joceline is only a burden to me, a mere female who’s worth naught to me until now. Look at all this gold I have acquired for a worthless wench.” He held up his fist with his fortune gleaming in the candle light. He yelled, “Joceline, get your ass in here!”

“Nay! Papa, I will not!” Joceline huddled in the other room. Her sire was drunk again and not competent of a sober thought. But even when he was not in his cups, he never had a clear mind. Ever since that night when the castle was attacked and they were banished from their keep, had her father been capable of thinking like a sane man. 

Why was she summoned? She was certain it had to do with that stranger and she didn’t like the looks of him the moment she had seen him, even before he put his grubbing fat hands on her. He had the devil in his dark eyes. When he smiled at her, his yellow and brown teeth turned her stomach. If only there was a window in the room, she would escape and hide in the woods until that barrel of a swine left. 

“Do not defy me wench or I will drag you out by your hair!”

The threat was enough to get Joceline out of the kitchen. With her head downcast, her small shoulders shaking, she slowly entered the room.

“John, please,” she heard Hugh tried again to reason with her father. It was useless.

“Get your personal things; you are going with this man.” He wasn’t looking at her but admiring the diamond ring on his finger. Her stomach clenched, her body filled with fear.

“Father, what are you saying?” Her eyes pleaded for help from Hugh. “Is there aught you can do?” He lowered his gaze unable to look at her. But, she knew. Oh, God, she knew. “Come, my child,” ordered the merchant and grinned, wickedly. “You will bring me a good profit in the slavery market from King Askew, my friend in Egypt. Your wheat colored hair is a rarity and your large dark eyes are spellbinding. You are young, but nicely developed, with firm breasts, a small waist and full hips. And I did not miss the voluptuous shape of you bottom when you had ran from the room earlier.” 

The bastard smiled smugly, practically drooling. Joceline shook her head. “Please, papa.” When she saw her father wouldn’t listen to her, she turned her pleas to Hugh again. 

Hugh was only capable of looking at her with self-loathing eyes. Defeated in his attempt to reason with John, his shoulders sagged, and after an awkward silence, he said, “Sorry,” his voice full of disgust, “your father sold you to the merchant.”

“Na-ay!” she screamed. “You cannot do this! ’Tis, immoral!” she ranted and ran to him on her knees. “Please do not let him do this!” she cried, clutching his leg.

With a trembling hand, he patted her fair head. “I wish I could, little one, but I cannot.”

With a gut wrenching sound, he peeled her hands from his limb and walked into his room unable to bare the awful scene any longer. He loved her as his own and his heart broke upon seeing the betrayal in her eyes. Hugh shut the door on the only person who ever mattered to him; God have mercy on his soul. The slamming of the door not only rattled the walls but the very core of his being. Her pitiful cries and horrendous rending sounds filled the house and remained there for a long time.

Three weeks later, as fear and anger coiled inside her, Joceline still had no idea what country she was in but she was positive she was no longer in her native land. Tired, hungry, and cold, she sat hunched in the back of the merchant’s crude, covered wagon. At night, he tied her hands and feet making it impossible for her to get a good night’s sleep. So, it was expected that she would nod off most of the day. By now, her body was bruised and sore from the consent bouncing against the wooden panel as the wheels rolled over ruts and holes in the road.

How could her own flesh and blood sell her to this man? She thought over and over. Her father was never the same after his land was taken away from him. But she never complained about her lot in life. His cousin treated her fairly. She was never used to being waited on, her kingdom was a poor one, because her foolish father squandered away everything, and never paid his taxes. It was no wonder the queen let his castle be conquered by his enemy. But now she was paying for his mistakes, his greediness.

It was hot in the wagon and Joceline needed a bath and no longer her hair shone like before. So dirty, it had the appearance of tangled mud. Her fair skin was crusted with dirt and she stank but so did the merchant. After a while she did not care what she looked or smelled like.

Days overlapped days, each one mirrored the last. Joceline’s anxiety and fear gave way to numbness. Knowing it was hopeless to think she would be saved, she forced her mind not to fret about the future; her spirit to live was gone. One day, Mohammed informed her that they needed supplies and he would be stopping in a small village. Before he left, he made it perfectly clear that she shouldn’t try to run away. 

“I will not tie you up but be warned, if you try to escape, I will be forced to flog you and I hate to mare that pretty soft back. It will cost me some coins.”

Joceline agreed, where would she go? The merchant seemed to have read her mind. “You look like a filthy street urchin; no one will pay you any mind.”

Sitting in the enclosed wagon, among rolls of silk material, pots and pans, tools and lots of, what she considered junk, she sighed, and looked at herself in a metal tray. A tear rolled down her dirty cheek, then another, and another, causing streaks of pending doom. She sighed and then peeked out of the small opening; people were coming and going throughout the market place. For a while, merchant’s voices boomed over one another, yelling out their wares and bargains. Her stomach rumbled at the different aromas of foods. Tempted to sneak out and snatch a delicious looking apple that caught her eyes, she licked her cracked lips.

An old merchant was arguing with a customer; he would not miss one piece of fruit. Pulling back the curtain, she looked carefully around; everyone was too busy to notice her. Taking a deep breath, she tried to steady her erratic pulse. On shaky legs, she walked slowly over to a table, frightened but also very hungry. Only a few more steps; nervously she looked around, the time was right. No one spotted her hand from reaching for the apple.

Got it! her mind screamed. Her heart beat so wildly and loud, she was certain someone would hear it. Thump! Thump! Turning, her mind ordered her to run but her feet walked slowly back to the wagon as to not draw attention to herself. Almost there, don’t look back. Her pulse in her temples beat along with her heart. She could practically feel the sensation of being grabbed, causing the hairs in her neck to rise. Goose bumps rose on her arms.

“You...there! Stop her! Stop that thief!”

Icy fingers gripped her heart; her stomach clenched. What made her think she could get away with this? She stood stunned for a moment, her legs were like lead. Run! her mind ordered.

Not daring to look back and not chancing to go to the wagon, she did what her mind ordered. Dropping the fruit, she picked up her skirt and bolted bumping into people. Her lungs burned but she still ran. Where? she asked herself. Anywhere, she screamed back.

“Stop her!”

Someone grabbed her arm but she kicked the stranger in the shins. He yelped and released her falling back onto a table of wares; he and the table crashed to the ground. People screamed and tried to stop her but she managed to kick, bite and claw herself free. She ran and ran. Her chest hurt, her eyes filled with water and burned and her head ached but she continued to flee, escaping into the wooded area. Pushing the attacking branches away, she fell scraping her knees, but she wouldn’t stop. She continued until the shouting was no longer heard, but her ears rang from fear. She sprinted, not caring to where, anywhere was better than in that wagon with that merchant. Joceline would rather die in the wilderness than be sold as a slave. Every night before he tied her up, he sneered and rubbed his hands claiming he’d get many rubies for her. Then, he would gaze at her with that look, as if he had change his mind and would ravish her himself. But she knew his craving for money out weighed his lust. He claimed he could buy many women’s body with what she could bring him.

Huffing, her lungs ready to burst, Joceline flew until she emerged into a clearing. Dizzy, blurred vision, burning lungs, and pain in her side, she continued to stagger, gasping and stumbling but she wouldn’t stop. 

Then the horse drawn coach came around the bend. And even if she hadn’t been rendered immobile from shock, she had no time to think or to scream. The whinny of a horse, a flash of hoofs was the last thing she saw.

Pain was the last thing she felt.

THREE

Lady Adria deLambert was dozing, her head swinging lazily from side to side. Days into the journey, she was tired and bored. When the coach came to an abrupt stop, her head hit the back of the seat and she made a derogatory noise. Rubbing her neck she pushed herself to a straight position.

“What happened?” Adria asked Eleanor before placing the veil over her face. Uncertain herself, her servant shrugged and coughed. Godly particles of dust that had wafted up around the coach drifted into the vehicle moments before a guard opened the door.

“Sorry, milady,” he bowed, glum-faced, “but we had some sort of mishap. ’Twould seem a young lady ran right in the path of the carriage and was knocked unconscious.”

“Oh, my!” gasped Eleanor, “is she dead?”

“Nay, she is still breathing,” replied the guard.

“Bring the girl inside the coach,” ordered Adria. The guard just stared, his expression stern. “Do it!” she snapped, her jaw set firm. “We cannot leave her here to die.” When the befuddled guard left, Eleanor raised her brows in surprise.

“What?” snapped Adria. “Do you want to leave her?” she asked, matter-of-factly.

Eleanor shook her head and muttered, “Nay. Of course not, but...”

Moments later two armored men lifted the unconscious girl into the coach, placing her on the seat. Adria and her servant gasped and she waved her hand, trying to rid the poignant odor. “Mother of God, it looks as if she had fallen down a privy shaft. She smells like a cesspit! Phew! Leave us guards!” Her voice rang with the harsh command and the men-in-arms nodded, glad to get away from the stench. Once the door closed, Adria lifted her veil. “Hand me the flask of water and your handkerchief.” She soaked the material and washed the girl’s face.

“Why she’s beautiful,” declared Eleanor. “And, and ...” Her voice rose with surprise as she looked at Adria. “She looks a lot like you.”

Adria snorted with an air of conceit. “Nay, she is not as pretty as.” 

Her servant snorted. “I’ll overlook jealousy and conceit but she is a mess, but cleaned up, she looks enough like you to pass as your sister.” 

Her head hurt.

The more Joceline thoughts cleared, the more she ached and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to open her eyes. God Almighty! Her brain felt as if it would explode. What happened? She heard voices, but they seemed distant. Was she captured? Forcing her lids to open, the light blinded her and she groaned. It was hard focusing her vision.

Everything was hazy.

Nothing looked right.

“Hello,” an unfamiliar, smooth female’s voice registered in her foggy brain.

“Where am I?” she rasped and tried again to clear her eyes.

“How are you feeling?” urged the same voice. It was laced with concern and authority. 

She touched her temple and she winced. “Ouch!”

A kind hand wiped her brow with a wet cloth and another voice explained, “Lie still child, you were kicked in the head by a horse. Can you give us your name?”

“My name?” she thought for a perplexed moment. “I do not know.” she rasped frightened, and then clouded with confusion before she lapsed back into unconsciousness.

“Mmmm.” Adria studied the girl and Eleanor eyed her. “Young lady, I do not like the look in your eyes. You are up to naught good,” her voice curt.

Adria’s lips curled with a smile of defiance. “Shush, be quiet,” she scolded and called out the window, “Guard!” When the man appeared, she ordered him to make camp whenever they came upon a lake. He tried to explain that they would be reaching the castle before nightfall but she insisted she wanted a night to bathe and rest so she could look her best for the prince. The guard nodded and said there was a pond bear-by.

“What are you up to?” whispered Eleanor. “A lady does not bathe in a lake.”

She shrugged. “This lady will and so will you.”

Shock stiffened Eleanor’s body and she opened her mouth with a refusal but saw the look in her mistress’ eyes. She knew better. Her instincts warned her that there would be trouble ahead. After a tent was erected, the duchess covered the girl’s face with her unruly hair and had the men carry the girl into the dwelling. She was ordered to help undress the unconscious girl, explaining she had a solution to her problem. Eleanor muttered under her breath, “Are you going to do what I think you are planning?”

Her ward smiled. “As you said, she could pass as my double. Now, keep quiet old woman,” Aria snapped, “and just do as I say.”

Eleanor gasped but wisely clamped her mouth shut. The retort lay dormant in her throat. 

“Wake up,” coaxed the duchess, and she put a flask was put to girl’s lips. “Drink this,” Adria lulled, and Eleanor believed she was hoping to relax the woman. The girl sipped at first, and then drank greedily, quenching her thirst.

“Easy,” ordered Adria. She pulled the flask away. “Feeling better?” The duchess probed further and Eleanor wrung her hands wondering what she would do with the girl.

“My head still hurts,” she winced, “but my eyes are not so blurry. Where am I?  Who are you?” She looked up, appearing disoriented but she managed to speak in a reasonable tone.

Adria smiled. “You are in your tent, resting after your accident. You’re on your way to marry your betrothed,” the duchess lied nicely and Eleanor held her tongue as the girl listened in a dazed. Bewilderment wrinkled her brow and she moaned as if even that hurt. 

“Married? I do not remember. Damn, if only my head would stop pounding. W-what h-happened to me, why can I -not remember?” her voice trembled.

Eleanor sighed with annoyance as if she were saying, “This will not work.” Adria gave her a look that told her to remember her place; she was still a servant. The poor thing looked from one stranger to the other waiting for some sort of clarification. Eleanor was not surprised when Adria told her the falsehood that the stallion, she had been riding stumbled in a hole and when she fell, the horse’s hoof kicked unconscious.

“There is no reason not to believe the story,” said the girl. “I simply wished I could recall it.”  It wasn’t until the young woman finished speaking did she look down to notice her naked body. “Oh!” she gave a choking cry and lapsed into a reflective silence.

Adria smiled knowingly. “I am your hand maiden, um, Ad... Ada and this is Eleanor, she has been with you since you were a babe.”

Eleanor was beginning to discover that her ward was more devious that she cared to admit. Her heart went out to the unsuspecting woman who looked lost. 

“And, I am?”

“You are Lady Adria deLambert, daughter of Richard deLambert, duke of Heartland. Your betrothed is Lionel deFritz Holden, prince of Southland.” 

The duchess’ voice showed no signs of relenting. Her mistress was desperate not to falter believing that this was her only chance to avoid a fate worse than death. Eleanor could see that this pleased Adria overmuch that this other woman had come into her life and she would be spared the marriage that would have bounded her to a man she despised. 

As fate would have it, the lives of two young women were about to change, she sadly mused. Eleanor then saw the uncertainly in the confused woman’s eyes, and her words spewed forth in a great rush. “Come, Lady, err,” she faulted for a second giving her mistress are warning glance. “Come, Lady Adria.” she prompted, “We will help you bathe. I already instructed the guards to stay clear of the pond.” With discontentment, she placed a robe over the girl’s shoulders and said, still not liking this farce, “This way, milady.”

Lady Adria? The name did not sound familiar, and everything around her was foreign but it’s a name she had to get used to if that was who she was. She wavered trying to comprehend all that was explained. Learning that she was to wed a prince should have made her happy but it only gave her an uneasy feeling in her stomach. Why could not she recall anything? And why was she so filthy? And dear Lord, so smelly? Had she fallen into a mud puddle?

The water was refreshing. The two women scrubbed her flesh until it glowed with a pink hue. Once her hair was clean, it shone again like a field of harvest wheat blowing in the sun. The women’s explanation of her accident was simple but not logical; she thought and rose a bit unsteady. Gingerly, she slipped her arms into the robe’s silk sleeves. She may not remember
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