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Chapter 1

 


For the first time in a very long time,
Anne-Marie was afraid. From the time she’d run away from home up
until now, she’d managed to stay in control of her affairs. How had
she let her temper get out of hand this evening? Since she had made
her way into the upper echelons of society, she had dreamed of
coming home to gloat. Even if nobody recognized her, she could look
down her nose at those who had scorned her for her country
upbringing. In spite of them all, she had escaped and become
somebody. People in Côte d’Or admired her, as she mingled with the
leaders of the world.

She had met Richard at a society ball two
years ago. He was home for the season, like most of the merchant
seamen, safe from the treacherous western seas during the winter
months. His good looks had immediately captured her attention.
Though she’d caught glimpses of him all evening, they weren’t
introduced until it was nearly time to leave. She hadn’t realized
how large he was until she saw him returning from the hors d’oeuvre
table in the next room.

Twisting his shoulders to keep from brushing
the door frame, he ducked his head and stepped confidently into the
room. As she watched, he reached up to run his fingers through
pale, sun-bleached hair. As if he sensed her watching, he turned
his gaze toward her, and his dazzling blue eyes seemed to pierce
her soul.

“Who is the handsome man by the doorway?”
she’d asked the woman next to her.

“Oh, you mean Lord Richard? Let me introduce
you.”

Richard LeMarnier, owner and master of the
fleet for the largest merchant fleet on the coast, was well over
six feet tall and stood head and shoulders above everyone there.
His tanned, weathered face was in sharp contrast to the
sun-bleached hair and blue eyes from his Nordic ancestry and time
spend at sea. The thin white scar running from his left temple to a
point halfway down his jaw stood out against the deep tan.

Given his position in society, he was
invited to all the social events. Still a bachelor at forty, he was
the most eligible man on the Côte. As soon as she saw him, her goal
was to capture his attention and see how much she could glean from
this new source of income.

All in all, Anne-Marie had done pretty well
from Richard. He wasn’t in town too often and he showered her with
gifts from abroad: fabrics, spices, jewels, and gold. In return he
asked very little. Mainly he sought her company at social functions
and her companionship over dinner in his home.

By the time he was ensnared in her plans, he
thought they were courting. She never hinted there would be no
betrothal. Long before the question arose, she would’ve had to
leave the Côte and return to her family for some dire reason. She
would have shed torrents of tears at their good-bye and have
promised to remember him always.

Naturally, she wouldn’t have gone home. She
would have taken her gains from this relationship and traveled to
some new place of opportunity, selling what she must to pay her
way. She would have set up her seamstress shop once again in a new
town and kept her eyes and ears open for the next perfect mark.

This was how it had always happened. You met
them, loved them, milked them, and left them, before anything
permanent developed. They were none the wiser and happy to have
known you. Sorry your mother is dying and, of course, you must
leave. In a few weeks they were over you and looking at fresh faces
for a bit of dalliance. You were far away setting up the next
mark.

She had stayed with Richard for far too
long. He was a charming, wealthy gentleman and she’d kept putting
off her farewell. Once affection had had a chance to blossom, she’d
concocted a plan to go home and gloat over who she’d become. She’d
known very few men who could afford to bring her so far and had
been carried away with the idea.

Because of Richard’s social standing, they
had been invited to the Baron’s banquet. She had been intoxicated
by the opportunity, which was where the trouble started. After a
glass or two of wine, she flirted with any man who gave her a
second glance. After three or four glasses, it was any man at
all.

 


****

 


If Anne-Marie hadn’t begged and pleaded with
him, Richard LeMarnier would never have made the exhausting trip
from the Côte, which was high up on the northwestern coastline,
across the mountains to High Plains. But after several years away
from home, she must return for the festival.

“Please, Richard,” the tall slim woman with
dazzling green eyes had begged. “You must come with me. You
must!”

And so he had. The bewitching beauty, with
hair as black as a calm sea on a moonless night and eyes like
perfect jade, was stunning. Dressed in crimson satin, every eye in
the dining hall was on her.

The evening had started out well. White
linens, gleaming silver, and sparkling crystal goblets invited them
in to tables heavily laden with the best in food and wines. He must
be edgy from the trip and imagining slights from the woman he
adored.

As the evening continued, it became clear he
was being snubbed by the woman for whom he’d sacrificed so much.
Her warm smile and come-hither eyes sent an invitation to any man
but him. She flirted with every man who came past, whether lord or
serving boy. Yet Richard couldn’t attract her attention long enough
to ask if she was enjoying the evening.

“Anne-Marie,” he finally asked, in
exasperation, “could you spare me some of your charm? You make me a
laughing stock, after I brought you all this way for the
festival.”

“Are you accusing me of some impropriety,
Richard?” she asked in a haughty tone. “I haven’t accepted your
offer. You can lay no claim on me.”

“I think you could pay me
at least as much attention as you do the serving boys,” he snapped.
“For them you have smiles and flirtatious glances. For me, you have
nothing at all.”

He had seen her angry before, but nothing
ever came of it. Perhaps it was being home which made the
difference tonight. His eyes burned from the wine she threw in his
face as her temper flared.

“I will not have any man dictate my
actions,” she shouted, rising to her feet. “If I’d wanted a task
master, I would have stayed under my father’s roof rather than
cross half the continent to get away.”

The jeweled dagger flashed in her hand as
she thrust it at him. A skilled swordsman, Richard easily parried
the attempt as he rose to his feet. The dining area was too crowded
to deal with the situation.

Backing away from the table, he suggested,
“Anne-Marie, drop the dagger and sit down. You’re making a
scene.”

She stalked after him, dagger in hand and in
an absolute rage, as he retreated toward the dance floor. This was
getting a bit sticky. With room to maneuver, Richard was ready when
she lunged at him again. Grabbing her wrist with one hand, he
slapped her with the other. As the dagger dropped, she tumbled to
the floor and her glare was pure venom.

With the dagger tucked safely into his belt,
Richard turned back toward the table. This should end the matter,
and the relationship as well.

“I hate you,” Anne-Marie screamed, as she
snatched a sword from a nearby table.

Swinging wildly, she came at him with murder
in her eyes. Lord Richard drew his blade. While defending himself
was not a problem, disarming her without harming anyone else might
be. Anger rising, he waited for his opening. After the time and
money he had spent on this trip, would she murder him in front of
the high table?

His opening came and he threw her blade
clear of the floor. With the point of his sword at her throat,
Anne-Marie backed away, eyes wide, as anger became fear. Richard
moved toward her, his blade never wavering as she retreated.
Finally shrinking against the high table, Anne-Marie’s retreat was
blocked. Sidestepping, he grabbed her hair to expose her throat
fully to his blade.

In a room as silent as a tomb, every eye was
focused on the frozen tableau before the baron’s table.

“My good man, were you planning a human
sacrifice on the high table? Who are you and what is the meaning of
this?” the baron demanded.

A large man, with dark hair turning gray at
the temples, and neatly trimmed beard, his presence commanded the
attention of the room.

“Your Excellency, I am
Lord Sir Richard LeMarnier, from Côte d’Or. The lady and I have
traveled for more than a week to attend the festival here in her
homeland. At least she claims it as such. After courting her for
over a year and asking for her hand in marriage, I dance on her
leash while she toys with my affections. Though she hasn’t refused
my offer, she has yet to accept it.”

“What do you do?”

“I am in shipping, Your Excellency, with
access to goods up and down the coast and from overseas. I have
brought her gifts from every part of the world, given her
everything she’s asked for, and more. She’s been blessed with
everything within my power to give.”

“We’ll agree you’re a generous man. Why are
you here?”

“She begged me to travel to your kingdom for
the harvest festival this year. Besides transportation and
chaperones, I paid for passage and accommodations across two
kingdoms to please her.”

The Baron’s frown deepened. “What has that
to do with all of this?” he demanded.

“This evening, Your Excellency, I asked if
she could spare me some of the attention she’s lavished on every
other man in the room, acknowledge me as her escort, and grace me
with an occasional word or smile. Heaven knows her eyes have
promised more to every other man she’s met this evening.”

Pausing in his explanation, he heard the
murmured agreement of others around the room.

“In her anger, she tried to cut my heart out
with a dagger. When I took it from her, she snatched a sword from
some poor soul and tried to kill me.”

The baron took a moment to ponder the
question, glancing at the drop of blood trembling at the tip of
Richard’s sword.

“Is this true, woman?” he asked
Anne-Marie.

Not answering for a moment, she eventually
replied, very carefully, “Unfortunately, it is, Your
Excellency.”

“Given the circumstances
and from what I have seen tonight, I pass judgment. Your life is
forfeit, woman. Have you anything to say?”

With her eyes on Richard, she answered, “If
you expect me to beg for my life, you will be disappointed. I will
not. Look into your heart and do what you must. If you require my
life, then take it. If you find mercy, I would be grateful,
milord.”

The silence deepened, with everyone stunned
at the scene playing out in front of the high table, while Richard
pondered his options. Still holding her head with one hand, sword
in the other, he forced her into the center of the floor. Releasing
her with a shove he commanded, “Kneel, Anne-Marie. Your life is
forfeit. I see no reason to prolong this farce.”

Taking a stance, he raised the sword and
swung it down in an arc which would separate head from body. Gasps
and a few screams echoed in the room before, he stopped a scarce
half-inch away from her neck. Stepping in front of Anne-Marie, he
lifted her chin with the tip of his sword, and studied her face.
Her eyes were wide with fear, and silent tears streamed down her
cheeks before staining the bodice of her gown.

“I have spared your life, which was forfeit.
It is now mine to command. Does anyone disagree?” he
challenged.

There were murmurs all around, but no
disagreement. The baron shrugged his shoulders and sat down,
quaffing a large quantity of wine.

Reversing his grip on the blade, Richard
held it point down and perpendicular to the floor.

“Kiss the blade that spared your life and
swear your loyalty to me.”

The hoarse whisper echoed to the farthest
corners of the banquet hall. Trembling, Anne-Marie pressed her lips
against the sword.

“On pain of death, I, Anne-Marie Desplaines,
swear loyalty to Richard LeMarnier, until his death or until
released from my vow. Repeat it to me,” he demanded.

As she did, the baron rose from his seat and
cleared his throat.

“After the events of the evening, I will
allow this to stand under one condition.”

“And what is the condition, Your
Excellency?” Richard was careful to keep his tone respectful.

“An oath which will keep her safe and make
you her protector,” the baron replied. “Draw your dagger.”

Richard did as commanded, as the baron
circled the table.

“Make a small cut on your hand and on the
woman’s.”

“A blood oath, Your Excellency?”

“You question me?”

“No, Your Excellency.”

With the tip of the dagger, Richard made a
nick in his hand, and its twin in Anne-Marie’s. Droplets of blood
beaded up in their palms.

“Clasp hands,” the baron instructed
them.

Over their joined hands, the baron traced
arcane symbols in the air. Tingling magic swirled around their
hands to bind the oath.

“By the mingling of your blood, do you,
Anne-Marie, swear absolute loyalty and obedience to Lord Sir
Richard LeMarnier, on pain of death, for as long as you shall
live?”

She was crying and shaking so hard Richard
wasn’t sure how she was still upright.

“I do so swear,” she replied through the
tears.

“And Lord Sir Richard LeMarnier, do you
swear to spare her life and guard her, as her sworn protector, for
as long as she lives?”

“I do so swear.”

“You will remain together, blood-bound, for
as long as the oath shall stand, neither one leaving the other, nor
causing harm, one to the other. Breaking the conditions set forth
will bring forth the penalty. The oath can be revoked before death
by the skills of a baron only. Take heed.”

He motioned for someone to bring a moist
towel so they could clean their hands.

Clearing his throat, Richard said, “If you
will send someone for a priest, Your Excellency, I will take this
woman as my wife tonight.”

His Grace looked startled and asked, “What
priest will marry you under the circumstances?”

“I think he would rather we be married than
not,” Lord Richard replied. “I doubt if Anne-Marie will object.
Priest or not, she will be mine this evening. Wife or whore, I care
not which. Either way, she will please me well. Her life is mine to
use as I see fit. If it matters to you, fetch a priest.”

“It’s your life. So be it.”

 


****

 


Death would have been better than bondage
for the rest of her life, Anne-Marie thought. Between the blood
oath and marriage, her future was more a life sentence than a life.
As angry as Richard was with her, even prison would have been
better. She had never intended to marry, not until her looks began
to fail her. And then, only as a last resort. Here she was, thirty
years old and about to be married to a man who expected her to pay
for the humiliation she’d caused him.

Afraid? Very much so. The High Plains was no
longer her home, so she would find no sympathy here. And in Côte
d’Or, Richard was a pillar of society, descending from a long
family line. She would never convince anyone the marriage was
invalid. He was well-known and respected, whereas she was a
newcomer. It would all be put down to a lover’s quarrel.

At best, she could pray for a short winter
and make her escape as soon as he took the fleet out in the spring.
She would have to travel far and fast without one look behind. He
would eventually quit searching for her, especially if she lay low
and changed her profession.

Her one concern was the blood oath.

 


****

 


Richard was angrier than he had ever been.
How had she used him for so long without him noticing the hints he
should have seen? After a year of courting, he had asked her to
marry him, but she’d begged for more time. He’d decided to ask her
again, here at the festival. He was so certain of her acceptance,
he had bought a ring for their betrothal.

She had never intended to marry him. She had
simply used her charms to get what she wanted. When the source
dried up, she would have left him for greener fields. Use him would
she? He would show her what it was to be used, and he had half a
lifetime to make his point. As soon as the priest got here, she
would be bound to him, not only by her oath to him and the blood
oath, but by her vow to heaven as well.

Those at the table had remained silent since
their return. Anne-Marie’s frightened but angry eyes met his across
the table as he glared angrily at her. Emotions seethed like the
sea before a storm.

“Lord Richard,” someone asked eventually,
“will you remain long in High Plains?”

“I doubt it,” he answered curtly. “Though we
were to have stayed until the end of the festival, I think our
presence would dampen the festive spirit.”

“It’s a shame to have come all this way and
not gotten a feel for the place,” the man continued. “Even if you
don’t stay for the festival, you could tour some of the countryside
and see the orchards.”

“I don’t know. I might save on expenses if
we head back in the morning and cut our losses,” Richard
answered.

“But, sir, if you have accommodations
booked, it would cost no more to stay than to leave. You won’t get
your money back now. And what of your accommodations for the return
trip? Are they guaranteed if you arrive a week early?”

Richard was in no mood for small talk, but
the man had a point. With inns booked to capacity, he would be out
the money for the rooms, even though they could be resold as soon
as he was out the door. Nothing was certain on the way home either.
Rooms had been hired in advance for a week from now. If they
arrived early, they might be out in the streets.

“We’ll see,” he responded. “I may feel
differently about it in the morning.”

They watched the entertainment while the
next course was served. Richard had no appetite with Anne-Marie’s
every glance accusing him across the table. It wasn’t all his
fault. She was the one who’d tried to kill him.

“Milord, are you Lord Sir Richard of Côte
d’Or?” the lad asked nervously.

“I am.”

“There is a priest to see you and your lady,
sir. If you’ll follow me.”

Anne-Marie’s eyes showed true fear as they
rose from the table. That was too damned bad. She had made her bed,
now she would lie in it and please him. How many times had she
played this game?

The lad led them out of the banquet hall and
into a small guest room

“Lord Richard? I’m Père Michel. His
Excellency sent for me,” the priest began.

“I’m sorry to have called you out on such
short notice, Père,” Richard told the man.

“This is all very unusual, milord. Perhaps
you would enlighten me as to the circumstances surrounding this
event.”

Sighing deeply, Richard gave his account of
the trip, the festival, and the evening, as concisely as possible.
He tried not to show prejudice. After all, the mere facts of the
matter were enough.

Père Michel stood silently for a moment
after he had finished, digesting the information. With a nod of his
head, he turned to Anne-Marie.

“Is there anything you would like to add,
refute, deny, or show differently?” he asked.

Anne-Marie was quiet for so long Richard
thought she would deny everything. But looking from him to the
priest, she shook her head, and in a small but clear voice said,
“No, Père. Nothing to add or refute. I wish I had held my temper.
Truly I do. But the facts are much as he stated them.”

“Do you have regrets?” he asked.

“I regret my actions earlier, yes,” she
said.

“Milord Richard, you have had some time to
think this through and calm yourself. Are you certain this is what
you desire?”

“Yes, it is,” Richard answered flatly.

“Milady, will you marry willingly? If you
will not, speak now. I will not bind you unless you are willing, no
matter the cause.”

Again she was quiet for a moment.

“Considering the alternatives to marriage, I
wed willingly. Had events not transpired as they had, I would
answer differently. But I will wed Lord Richard, if he wills
it.”

“Is there anything else I should know before
we begin? If not, call your witnesses and we will conduct the
ceremony.”

Richard had nothing else to say and
apparently Anne-Marie didn’t either. Once the witnesses were
present, the ceremony began. The group passed through the front
gates into the courtyard, to stand in the presence of the
heavens.

Those in the wedding party removed their
shoes to stand on earth. With hands raised, eyes to the heavens,
the priest began to intone the opening words of the marriage
oath.

“In the presence of God, I call upon heaven
and earth, water and fire, wind and spirit, to witness the union of
Lord Sir Richard LeMarnier and Anne-Marie Desplaines…”

They made it through the ceremony without
complications. He used the ring he’d bought for their betrothal for
her wedding ring. She used his signet ring for his. These
represented Earth. Candles lit during the ceremony represented
fire, the couple was sprinkled with water, and the kiss represented
an exchange of spirit. As the ceremony continued under the stars,
the evening breeze swept around them, caressing them and adding its
seal to the union. Arcane symbols bound their vows to each of the
elements.

Bound by God and the six elements of
creation, their human representatives bearing witness and
completing the perfect ring of seven, the marriage was sealed by
the priest, and recorded.

The blare of a fanfare startled them both as
they rejoined the banquet. Their union must have been announced.
His arm around Anne-Marie’s waist kept her from falling, as she
stumbled through the entrance. His Excellency, the Baron of the
High Plains, stood up to address the assemblage.

“The circumstances surrounding this marriage
are unusual, to say the very least. However, a marriage it is and
it ought to be celebrated. This union has had a rough start, so we
should give it every moment of joy possible while the couple is
with us. I declare the rest of this banquet to be a wedding feast,
in honor of Lord Sir Richard and his new wife, Lady
Anne-Marie.”

As the new guests of honor, Richard and
Anne-Marie stayed until nearly everyone had gone before they
straggled to their accommodations. To their surprise, Anne-Marie’s
things had been moved into his room. The note on the desk said His
Excellency had sent word of their marriage. Congratulations on
their union and here was a bottle of wine, compliments of the
house.

“I guess the whole story didn’t get out,
only news of our marriage,” he told Anne-Marie. “Perhaps it is
best.”

During the evening, Richard had come to the
full realization of the changes the evening had brought. He and
Anne-Marie were now husband and wife, no matter the reason. He was
responsible for her welfare and would be held accountable should
she come to harm. Doubly bound by the blood oath, a penalty would
be exacted if he harmed her in any way.

He was still angry, though, and wanted her
to pay for the humiliation she had caused him. With a glance toward
the door, he saw his new wife barely across the threshold, eyes
wide, and with her cloak pulled tightly around her.

“Are you going to stand there all night,
woman?” he growled.

“I’m sorry. What would you like me to do?”
she asked.

“I’m a man with a new wife. What do you
think I want you to do?”

“You expect me to give myself to you, just
like that?” she asked in a voice tinged with anger.

“I don’t give a damn whether you give
yourself to me ‘just like that’, or if I take you by force. One way
or the other, I will have you tonight. I am your husband and it is
my right. Make the attempt and I’ll try to be a gentleman.”

She stood silently for a moment before
removing her cloak. Moving over to him, her arms were warm around
his neck as she gave him a kiss. His control slipped as he pulled
her close, and his hands roughly sought to undress her. His mouth
on hers was more an assault than a kiss.

She struggled and finally broke away. His
ears rang from the slap, as her angry eyes blazed at him.

“I am your wife, not some whore you’ve
picked up off the street,” she spat. “No matter why we married, you
will treat me with the respect the title deserves.”

“You will come to my bed and please me,
Anne-Marie. I deserve that at least for what you’ve done to
me.”

“If and when I come to your bed, you will
treat me as your wife, not a whore. I used you badly, I admit, but
I will not be treated this way.”

She was right. She was his wife and he
should accord her the respect and honor which should come to her.
He paced the floor for a few minutes to let his anger fade.

“If you’ll help me out of these clothes, we
should go to bed.”

“And once in bed?”

“If you would do me the honor of being my
wife, I’ll be a gentleman.”

Strong yet gentle hands pulled off his boots
and socks so he could get out of his trousers. His jacket and shirt
she hung on the valet stand as he washed his face in the basin.

She looked like a contortionist in her
attempt to reach the buttons down the back of her dress.

“Come here. Let me help you with your
dress.”

“I can get it. There’s no need for you to
bother.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

She was a remarkably shapely woman he saw,
even in the dim light. He’d thought part of her figure must be
enhanced with girdles or corsets, but the little wisps of fabric
she wore under the dress were not foundation garments, by any
stretch of imagination.

He saw her looking him over, too, and
wondered what she thought. Work on board his ships kept him fit.
While there was no need for him to labor on deck, he liked to keep
his hand in. It earned him respect from his crews, too.

He took his time with her before having her.
She responded very little to his advances, and he couldn’t say
whether she’d enjoyed it or not. But of one thing he was certain.
She’d known others before him. He wasn’t surprised after the
evening’s revelations, but it wasn’t what he’d hoped for in a wife.
He had wanted someone special, someone who would know his love
alone.

Throughout the night he woke and wondered
how many others there had been. The more he wondered, the more it
bothered him. In the morning, he tried to push it aside and forget
it. What did it matter now?

He decided to stay for the rest of the
festival and arranged passage for the chaperones. For the next
week, he would get to know this Anne-Marie who was his wife. He
didn’t know her at all, obviously, only the persona she had
projected.

He intended to know her very well.

 


****

 


After the shock of the evening, Anne-Marie
desperately tried to think of a way out of her predicament. The
Baron had been kind in providing them a celebration, though she
wasn’t sure what she had to celebrate. If she’d ever intended to
marry, it would have been someone like Richard.

He was a handsome and well-built man. As
he’d helped her with her dress, she’d examined his reflection in
the mirror. Bands of muscle laced his chest and rib cage. His arms
and shoulders bulged with the slightest movement. He had wealth and
social standing. Besides, he spent quite a lot of time out at sea,
which would give her some breathing room.

How was she going to get away? Exactly what
did the blood oath mean and how was it invoked? She’d have to find
out before she made any plans.

 


****

 


 


The evening after their wedding night,
Richard had to ask the question.

“Anne-Marie, how many men have had you
before me?”

“What do you mean, Richard? I’ve been with
nobody.”

Richard hated a liar. Storming across the
room, he raised his hand to slap her, as she retreated into the
corner. His hand dropped, and he shouted down at the woman cowering
on the floor.

“How big a fool do you think I am? Do you
think I don’t know the difference between a virgin and woman of
experience? How many, Anne-Marie? Lie to me and I swear you’ll get
the beating of your life!”

She huddled in the corner until he turned
away. Stumbling across the room, she slumped wearily onto the bed.
Tears trickled down a face which suddenly seemed tired and forlorn,
as if she had no reason to go on.

“I’m sorry. I wouldn’t beat you. I’m angry
that you lied to me. Just tell me the truth.”

“May I give you the whole story of how I got
to where I am today? I will tell you, and honestly. But I would
like you to know the whole story, not just the statistics.”

“The whole story? Why not? Once you’ve
married a whore, you might as well know why she became one.”

 


****

 


 



Chapter 2

 


It had been so long ago, it seemed almost a
dream. The ragged clothes, the dirt under her fingernails, and her
mother half-starved from having too many children while working day
and night. She’d promised herself she would escape before she would
live this way for the rest of her life, no matter what it took.

If she’d known of no other life, it might
have been different. But to have the fancy ladies in their
beautiful gowns stroll past, noticing her no more than they would a
stray dog, was beyond humiliating.

“Leave it, child,” her mother would say.
“You are who you are. You can’t be in their world. Best you learn
how to live in this one.”

Her family was better off than most. Her
father worked for the baron as the master of the herds, charting
husbandry and lineage for the baron’s pedigreed stock. They were
allowed a garden of their own and a few animals for milk, eggs, and
meat.

The vegetables and fruits they grew were
better than what they could have bought. They were fresh each day
in summer, instead of wilting in the grocer’s stalls. But the jibes
and jeers of her peers from town cut like knives.

“Yeah, look at the farmer’s daughter. You
know what they’re like. Spending so much time with animals, she
must know all about breeding. Care to show us?”

“Ignore them,” her mother would say. “It’s
just words.”

Yes, mean, vicious words to emphasis her
station in life. How she’d hated them! She’d been taken in by the
city watch once for punching one of the boys and breaking his nose.
They’d filed no charges, but it didn’t stop the taunting.

“Why couldn’t you learn a trade and leave?”
Richard asked.

“That’s just it. I couldn’t. With all the
work to do in the baron’s fields, as well as tending our own
garden, there was no time to learn a trade. And I was a girl.”

“What does that have to do with it?”

“Girls weren’t allowed to go away on their
own. Mostly what I knew was planting, harvesting, and preserving.
Of course, we had to make our own clothes, so I learned needlework,
too. But with no place to go, it didn’t matter. I was still a
farmer’s daughter and good for only one thing.”

“That’s disgusting,” Richard concluded.

“Where I’m from, it’s town versus country.
Townies are arrogant bastards and farmers are dirty and perverse.
Since farm girls help with the animals, they obviously know all
about sex. So why don’t you give us a little?”

“How did you get away?”

“The summer I turned sixteen, the travelers
came through. I loved the music, the pretty clothes, and the games
they brought with them. The clothes weren’t silk or satin, but the
beadwork patterns danced in the firelight.

“I put together a small bag, hid it under my
bed, and waited for the travelers to leave. After dark, I followed
them, staying off the road. I’d had no idea how fast they could
travel and I was nearly dead before someone found me.”

“How were you found? Certainly your family
could have taken out hounds to track you.”

“I was one out of hundreds of children under
the baron’s rule. Children run away. That’s what children do. They
wouldn’t tire the hounds for someone who would simply run away
again. Fortunately, one of the traveler’s had lost something off a
wagon and came searching for it after they made camp. He heard my
cry for help and took me back with him.”

They had given her water and food and
planned to take her home. She begged them to let her travel with
them. She could work during harvest time, picking fruits and
vegetables to bring in money. And there was her needlework. She
could do mending, help with sewing. Anything at all, if they would
let her stay.

Eventually, they agreed. She could stay with
them, as long as she did what she was told. If not, they would
abandon her wherever they were.

Anne-Marie had no idea what was to come.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


“It sounds like a decent way to get
started,” Richard postulated. “You had skills they could use.”

“Oh, I had skills alright. I had something
else, too.”

“What was that?”

“Once I was cleaned up, they decided I was
too pretty to work in the fields. Fresh faces were always welcomed
by their customers, and I was pretty enough to fetch a good
price.”

“They made you a prostitute?”

“Not right away. They gave me to one of the
men in the camp, to teach me what their clients wanted and how to
do it. At least he was gentle. After all, we don’t want to harm the
merchandise.”

At first she’d been terrified. He had taken
his time, though, and trained her well. When he thought she was
ready, they put her up for auction.”

“What, in God’s name, is that?”

“First time out, everybody wants the new
girl. So instead of naming my price, they had an auction. Sold for
the first hour to the highest bidder, this gave them an idea what
they could charge for me.”

So she’d worked as a whore whenever they
were in town. To preserve her sanity, she’d found a way to put her
mind elsewhere when she was working. Otherwise, she would have gone
mad, with their filthy hands all over her naked body, their
stinking breath in her face, and worse.

On the road, she’d done needlework. She’d
become quite good at the beaded patterns and embroidery. There was
always mending, so she kept busy. She had stayed with the travelers
through the winter, planning her escape. Summer on her own had
nearly killed her. What would the winter snow and frigid
temperatures do?

They had reached the foot of the mountains
and camped outside a small village. They would have shelter and
provisions until springtime, and plenty of trade for the working
girls.

“So when you ask, Richard, how many there
were before you, I don’t know. I was forced to give my body to
anyone who had the money. It was not what I had expected when I ran
away from home. When I joined the group, I was still a virgin.”

“How did you get away?”

“Once spring came, we started over the
mountains, toward Côte d’Or. In one of the towns, I was sent out to
buy some thread. Instead, I ran as far as I could to the other side
of the town to a seamstress shop.

“I threw myself at the woman’s feet and
begged her to hide me, let me stay. If she’d refused, I would have
thrown myself into the river. I couldn’t go back.”

“You would have killed yourself?”

“I would have. I couldn’t go back and be
used by any man with enough money and an erection.”

“Go on.”

“She listened to my story and gave me a
chance. From her attic I heard the search for me and the questions
from the guards and travelers. Through it all, she kept me
safe.

“When the travelers had finally gone, she
introduced me as her niece from across the kingdom, who had come to
help her in the shop. Her name was Alicia and I loved her. She was
old, with thinning white hair, sparkling blue eyes, and hands that
were quick with a needle. At work, or during our days off, we had
wonderful fun. She taught me how to be a lady and wear the lovely
things we created for those high-born bitches.”

“Why did you leave?” Richard asked. “It
seems you had a good place with her.”

“It was good, but she was old when we met.
She died when I was twenty-one, though I nursed her, and the
healers did everything they could. She was just old, they said. It
was her time.”

“What happened to the shop?”

“When she died, it would have gone to her
next of kin. But she didn’t have any. When it came out that we
weren’t related and she had no family, the shop was sold at auction
for a price I couldn’t afford.”

Though she was sad to leave the shop, she’d
had no choice. In the days following Alicia’s death, she’d given
some thought to her future and come up with a plan.

She still had her looks and was a
professional seamstress. She would travel until she found someplace
she liked and set up shop. From the money she’d saved, she could
rent a small apartment and work from home. For company and
amusement, she would let it be known that she was unattached. Men
had so often taken what they wanted from her, it was payback
time.

In higher society, fornication was frowned
upon. But suitors would bring her all sorts of lovely things in a
bid for her affections.

She never promised marriage. She never
intended to marry, after what life had shown her. Men were animals,
who could be amusing or entertaining. On the other hand, they could
be violent and perverse, especially when drunk. As long as they
were pursuing her, they were on their best behavior. Once they’d
captured the prize, it would be a different story. Why take the
chance?

“It became a game. How much could I get
before it was time to move on?”

“You’re a greedy little whore, aren’t
you?”

“That’s not fair! Once I left the travelers,
I never slept with anyone again, until last night with you. After
being forced to bed anything that came along, I have no interest in
sex.”

“So you held out hope and took them for
everything they had.”

“Yes. And I made a good living at it, as
well as the sewing.”

“What happened this time?”

“You did. You had enough money to take me
home, so I could gloat. I wanted to look down my nose at the people
who’d said I could never leave and know they were wrong.

“But after a little too much wine, and a bit
too much excitement, things got out of hand. You sounded too much
like those I’d run away from years ago and I snapped.”

“What do we do now?” Richard asked. “Will
you share my bed willingly as my wife? Or will you simply tolerate
my advances and send your mind roaming?”

“We’re bound by oath, marriage, and blood
oath, Richard. I must stay with you. As your wife, I must share
your bed. Will I ever enjoy it? I doubt it.”

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


The last week of their stay in the High
Plains was enjoyable, if strained. Ripe, fragrant fruit from the
orchards, and dry, dusty prairie grass scented the air. Freshly
pressed cider rinsed the dust from their throats as they snacked on
farmer’s cheese, with bread straight from the oven.

It was a busy time of year. The last of the
grain harvest had to be put up before winter storms flattened it in
the fields. There were the autumn fruits to be got in before the
foxes and birds ate them, legumes to shell and store, and potatoes
and cabbages to be buried in the earth. Heavily laden wagons with
crates of grapes, late pears, and little crab apples--which were so
tasty when pickled--crowded the country roads. The persimmons would
be ready after the first frost.

“What is it like here in the summer?”
Richard asked. “Autumn is nice enough, with plenty to eat.”

“Summer? Hot and humid, with thunderstorms
followed by more sun. The place is a sauna.”

“How about spring and winter?”

“Springtime is lovely, with the flowers
shooting out of the ground in so many different shapes and colors.
Of course, it rains a lot. Winter is frigid, with a lot of wind.
Ice storms weigh down and break branches from the trees, and the
wind piles the snow from blizzards into huge, wet drifts.”

“I think I’ll stick to the Côte,” Richard
concluded.

“Yes, I doubt you would enjoy the summers
here. It may be very warm and humid in Côte d’Or, but the sea
breeze makes it tolerable.”

Everywhere they went, word of their marriage
preceded them. With congratulations all around, it was difficult to
get lost in the festive atmosphere. It would have been nice to
forget, if even for a moment, what a few angry words had brought
them.

One evening about halfway through that last
week, Anne-Marie looked up into his eyes. He had been morose since
dinner, contemplating the journey back to the Côte, and wondering
how he was going to cope with the circumstances he now faced.

“Richard, I’m sorry,” she said. “If I could
go back and relive the evening of the banquet, knowing what I do
now… But I can’t.”

“What do you suggest we do?” he asked
angrily. “I’m bound to a woman who will never enjoy being with me,
never be excited by my touch or my kiss.”

“I can’t help it, Richard. Maybe, in time, I
will enjoy being touched. I don’t know.”

Sighing, Richard shook his head as he
twirled the wine in his goblet. “All I ever wanted was for my wife
to be my closest companion. In my bed, I hoped to bring her
pleasure and make her happy to be my lover. I have no interest in
simply using you to relieve my urges.”

“I will try, Richard, but I can’t promise. I
never wanted to marry. Not after seeing what the worst of the
drunkards do to women. I’ve seen only the scum of the world, not
the cream of the crop.”

“I appreciate how you’ve shown affection
when we’re out. I know it’s an act, but I appreciate the
effort.”

“I’ve always enjoyed being out with you, but
I won’t be a possession or a servant. I want to be my own person,
not a prized catch to show off.”

“Have I ever treated you that way?” he asked
as his temper began to rise.

“No, but now we’re
married. The pursued has become the captured, and that can make all
the difference.”

That night, when they went up to their room,
Anne-Marie went into the dressing room to change for bed. Richard
took the spare comforter, a blanket, and a pillow, to make up a bed
on the floor.

He finished undressing as she stared at him,
with her lips parted and disbelief in her eyes. If he hadn’t known
better, he might have thought she was disappointed.

“Richard, please,” she tried once more.

“Bonne-nuit, Anne-Marie. Sweet dreams.”

As he tried to get comfortable on his
makeshift pallet, he heard his wife get into bed, pull up the
blankets, and turn over. A few minutes later, he heard her crying,
muffling the sound with the bed clothes. He waited for her to stop,
but she continued to sob into her pillow.

“Anne-Marie,” he called softly.
“Anne-Marie?”

“Go to sleep, Richard.”

“Why are you crying?”

“I’m fine. Go to sleep,” she answered
between choked breaths.



****

 


It had been a nice day out with Richard.
They had visited some of the orchards and sampled the fruits and
cider. A lovely breeze brought the delightful autumn scents from
the fields and flowers.

Every now and again, she forgot her
predicament and enjoyed the moment. Richard was charming and she’d
felt safe with him as her escort. It was almost like being back on
the Côte. There, they walked along the pier to watch the sunset,
before choosing someplace for dinner.

It would all change now. Marriage put an end
to the fun in life. She’d seen too many women fall for the charm,
only to discover what kind of animal their husband truly was. Of
course, by then, it was too late.

And such a marriage she must endure! Richard
may have loved her before. But after the banquet, he had married
for vengeance, not love. Once back on the Côte, he would begin his
revenge.

Richard was quiet during dinner, a frown
marring his handsome face. When she asked, he said he was thinking
about the journey home. He’d heard there were storms between here
and the Côte. After dinner and a glass of wine, he’d suggested they
retire to their accommodations. The waning harvest moon, barely
past full, peeked in through the window, and would give plenty of
light for a walk.

Richard glanced down at her, catching her
eye for a moment. “Kissed by moonlight,” he said. With a short, sad
laugh, he added, “But not by me. Oh well, it doesn’t matter.”

Since their wedding night, he hadn’t touched
her. No kisses, no snuggles, and no sex. While she was glad he
hadn’t forced himself on her, it was a little disconcerting. Every
other man she’d known had only one thing in mind. Yet she’d shared
his bed untouched until this evening, when he’d made his sleeping
mat on the floor.

“Richard, what are you doing?” Anne-Marie
asked in a puzzled voice from the doorway, as she stared in
disbelief.

“What does it look like to you?”

“It looks like you’re making a sleeping pad.
But why? Have you thrown me out of your bed?”

“No. This is for me. I’ve spent years
sleeping in sailor’s berths and on the deck. A few nights on the
floor won’t bother me.”

“Richard, I don’t understand. Why?”

“Because with you in my bed, I want to have
you as my wife. And it’s obvious you don’t want me. The past few
nights have been torture. As I always try to be a gentleman, the
bed is yours.”

Briefly she felt relief, before concern took
over.

“Oh, but you can’t! Not a knight and lord of
the realm. Not someone with your standing.”

He was tired and not up to further
discussion.

“Good-night, Anne-Marie. Sleep well. I won’t
bother you.”

Anne-Marie crawled between the sheets, alone
in bed for the first time since they’d married. As she tried to get
comfortable and warm, emotions she’d tried to keep in check burst
through, followed by tears.

When he’d come to comfort her, she’d
misunderstood and thought he was going to insist on having her, but
he simply brushed her hair back and held her close.

She’d never noticed his scent before he’d
come to comfort her tonight. Hints of leather, warm spices, citrus,
and musk teased her senses. It was a calming scent in her current
state of mind. Under different circumstances, it might have been
seductive. The travelers and their abuse had ruined that for
her.

As her breathing had become less ragged and
the tears had begun to dry, he’d pulled her a closer and kissed her
cheeks. Well, here it comes, she’d thought.

“No, Annie. Go to sleep.”

When he’d tucked her in, his fingers had
brushed her hair from her face, and he’d gone back to his sleeping
mat on the floor.

In her younger days, before she’d given up
hope of a better life, she had dreamed of this kind of man. Someone
tall and handsome, strong but gentle, and, most of all, kind. But
he hadn’t existed in her world.

In escaping her world, she had ruined her
chances of knowing true love. How could she enjoy being with a man
after being used as a whore? Why would a man such as Richard want
her, except as a last resort when his urges became too strong?

Somehow, she would survive. It was too late
for what-ifs and happily-ever-afters, but…

He had called her Annie.

 


 



Chapter 5

 


Heavy clouds and wind accompanied them as
they left the High Plains. After two days, they’d begun to climb up
the mountains between the High Plaines and Côte d’Or, still far
away on the northern reaches of the western sea coast.

Winds howled as they crawled up the steep
pass toward the summit. Early snow turned to devil dust, as the
winds drove it in sheets across the road. Where the road curved,
the snow did not. Many a snow-blind, exhausted traveler, mesmerized
by the flow, had followed it to their death at the bottom of a
ravine.

They reached the inn at the mountain’s peak
as the light was failing, on the fourth day of their trip. The next
morning Richard went to inquire about travel.

“No, sir, I’m sorry. The gates are closed.
Travel is prohibited until the weather clears,” the young man at
the desk told him.

“What about the railways? Could we buy
tickets and travel by rail? We’re taking the train once we reach
Lac Salé anyway.”

“Freezing rain came through first and coated
the rails with half an inch of ice. Now they’re buried under three
feet of snow in the pass. They’ll have to clear the snow first and
then de-ice the rails before the trains can run.”

Richard clenched his fists in frustration.
It could be worse, he thought, trying to calm down. At least they
had a room out of the weather while they waited. Others were
stranded on the roads waiting for rescue teams to reach them.

“Thank you. Will you be serving dinner
later?”

“We will. I’m afraid it will be stew with
bread, but it will be hot.”

“I’ve had worse,” Richard concluded.

Joining Anne-Marie in front of the blazing
stone fireplace, he gave her the news.

“How long will this delay us in getting back
to the Côte?” she asked. “Will your business be all right?”

“It should be only three or four days, if I
read the weather right. The snow should stop by morning, and then
it’s simply a matter of clearing the roads. Business is slowing
down for the winter, so my first officers shouldn’t have any
worries.”

“Read the weather? How did the newspaper
delivery get through all the snow?”

“No, a different kind of read. I’m master of
the fleet, which means I have abilities beyond the usual senses.
All fleet masters do. We read the air currents to watch the weather
and the sea currents to navigate. Not just know where they are, or
where they should be, but actually see them in contrast to the
surrounding waters.”

“I had no idea,” Anne-Marie admitted. “And
you see the sea currents the same way?”

“Yes. In the sea, we can sense dangers in
the deep early enough to navigate around them. Sometimes we force
slight changes in the patterns, to provide safe passage for our
ships. It’s delicate work and requires a lot of energy. We do it
only in an emergency.”

“What else are you hiding, Richard?”

“Not much.”

“Did you see this storm coming? Is that why
you were worried before we left the plains?”

“I saw a shift in the pattern, but I’m not
familiar with the patterns here. I knew something strong was
coming, but not what. With a little practice, I would have no
trouble reading them.”

Anne-Marie was quiet for a few minutes.
Richard supposed it could be a little disconcerting to the
uninitiated. Since he’d grown up with the ability, it was simply
part of life.

“Richard, can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Can you read people, too?”

He should have known that was coming. How
should he answer?

“Reading people is very complicated. It is
also forbidden, except under extreme circumstances.”

“But could you read people if you
wanted?”

“Yes, I could. Another part of being master
of the fleet means I must be able to reach my commanders when
they’re at sea. They sometimes need to reach me as well. And yes,
that means my commanders have certain abilities, also.”

“How is this reading people?”

“We reach each other mind-to-mind. If a
commander needs my read on something in the weather, I see through
his eyes and make the call. We know each other’s energy
patterns.”

“Can you read me?”

“No. There are rules. Unless I have your
permission to touch your
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