
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Lady Knight

By L-J Baker

Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2007 L-J Baker

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.


Synopsis

Rhiannon, outcast and female knight, seeks a cause
worthy of a chivalric hero in a medieval world of magic and
misogyny. Eleanor, a wealthy widow, has given up all hero of
finding passionate love and her perfect knight—until she meets
Rhiannon. Aveline, a powerful priestess, needs a warrior for her
secret mission of starting a holy war. She binds Rhiannon with
double-edged oaths and a magical sword. A love affair worthy of
troueroours’ songs clashes with loyalty, intrigue, ambition, and
war, tangling the three women in a web that perhaps not even
Rhiannon's sword can cut through.
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Chapter One

Riannon of Gast felt the first pain knifing down her
chest as she craned her neck to see the top of the castle keep
through the narrow eye slits of her helm. She gritted her teeth on
a grunt. She could see no enemy archers or crossbowmen on the roof
of the keep. A couple of men dropped rocks from up there. The rocks
might crack a few heads of her soldiers breaking down the keep
door, but would not prevent the breach. She turned to the knight at
her side.

“Get some archers up on the corner tower,” she
said.

He nodded and hurried away.

Agony stabbed under her skin from right shoulder to
left hip. Riannon grimaced as she waited for it to pass again.
Mighty Atuan, lord of battle, that hurt.

The pains sprang from no wound taken this day, but
had they flared while she fought, they could have distracted her
with fatal results. Since winter last, the pains had grown stronger
and more frequent.

Riannon wished she could slump and remove her heavy
iron helm to feel the wind on her sweaty face and to suck in air
that did not have to pass through the small holes in the metal, but
the fighting was not yet done.

The defenders had foolishly left the stairs up to the
first storey keep door intact when they retreated inside. Her men
had easy access to batter the door. One of them fell screaming with
half his brains dashed out by a dropped rock before bowmen drove
the defenders from the keep roof. The end would not be long
now.

Riannon stepped over the twisted body of one of the
defenders and strode through the smoky haze and noise filling the
bailey. The dead of both sides lay in bloody tangles scattered
across the courtyard inside the walls. A fire had broken out in the
kitchen building. Pigs, which had been herded in to feed the
defenders, squealed their fright at the din, smoke, and stink of
blood.

Not all the corpses strewn across the hard-packed
earth were combatants. Flies crawled across the face of a
grey-haired woman sprawled near the entrance to the temple. Women’s
shrieks added to the last groans of the dying. Frightened villagers
had crowded into the castle for safety. Where their lord had
retreated into the fastness of the thick-walled keep once the
battering ram had bashed down the main gate, those who had sought
his protection were left to the mercy of the attackers. Had the
fool surrendered, no one need have died here today.

“Sir?” The squire who halted near Riannon had blood
spattered up along the mail on his sword arm. The congealing
scarlet stained the white stag badge of Roger of Damory. “Lord
Damory wishes you to know that a messenger has arrived from his
Grace, Count Berenger. His lordship wishes you to attend him, sir.
He’s in his tent.”

A pox on them both. Riannon had no desire to
learn in what manner his Grace had changed his mind this time for
the conduct of the siege. Whatever these new instructions, they
were somewhat late. Nor did it surprise her that Damory was already
back in his tent, no doubt quaffing wine and boasting of his
cleverness in command. However, since she was currently in service
to his Grace, Count Berenger of Tastamont, Riannon could not ignore
his will, even when she thought his Grace one of the most
addle-pated fools ever born of woman. And one, moreover, whom the
gods should never have entrusted with the lordship of a dovecote or
midden, let alone one of the largest counties in the Eastern
Kingdoms. Nor could she tell his Grace that Damory, his son-in-law,
was a lazy, cowardly whoreson.

Before Riannon could speak, she heard a splintering
and a cheer. She turned to see the door of the keep staved in. Her
men swarmed up the keep steps. Attackers met them with flashing
swords.

“Tell his lordship I shall be there presently,” she
said.

Riannon strode towards the keep. A woman’s scream
pierced the din. Riannon lifted her bloody sword. She stalked to
the temple and stepped past the body of the old woman.

The gloom inside the temple seethed with cringing,
sobbing people. Riannon saw three men holding down a wailing young
woman, her skirts wadded up past her hips. One man climbed atop
her. In two swift strides Riannon was close enough to deliver a
stunning blow to the back of his head with the flat of her sword.
The man crumpled. His accomplices jerked around. She saw outrage
turn to surprise, then fear. They wore white stag badges. She had
issued the strongest orders about honouring the sanctity of a holy
place, and against rape. Bleakly, she found it no surprise that
Damory’s men would again prove so ill-disciplined.

“Alan,” Riannon said.

Her squire, who had dogged her heels through the
fighting, stepped forwards.

“Hang these men,” she said.

“Yes, sir.”

The woman rose and clutched her torn bodice closed.
She gave Riannon a surprise in being neither priestess, servant,
nor peasant refugee. Her pale blue gown might have belonged to a
lady’s maid or gentlewoman.

“My thanks, sir.” The woman dropped a practised
curtsy.

Under other circumstances, Riannon would have tarried
to learn more, but she had a capture still to make and a siege to
end. At the door, she ordered two trustworthy men to guard the
temple and ensure no further violations took place.

In the keep, the defenders had already been beaten
back from their best positions in the constricted entry. Riannon
pushed past her own men to gain the main chamber. The fighting
blazed savage. Two defending knights in gory mail hauberks stood
back to back near a broken overturned chest. Another pair fought a
desperate guard on the far door. They must realise they were
doomed. Bodies of their fallen comrades and Riannon’s men already
littered the floor. The knights’ diligence and courage were more
than their lord deserved. They certainly did not warrant a hopeless
death while their master barricaded himself in a chamber above.

“Stop!” Riannon shouldered aside one of her men.
“Halt!”

Saer Warin, a stocky Bralland-born knight, bellowed
for a cease. Like Riannon, he grabbed a soldier and pulled him back
when he might have entered the fray. A quick-thinking pair of
squires blocked the door.

A few more blows clanged before the fighting stopped.
The four blood-spattered defenders breathed heavily. Their mailed
shoulders lifted and fell from their exertions. Two wore the older
style helmets with only nasal guards protecting their faces, so
their confusion was easy to see. All kept their bloody swords at
the ready.

“There’s no need for slaughter,” Riannon said. “His
Grace of Tastamont wishes your lord’s submission, not his death.
You do him no dishonour by yielding.”

The one with a black beard jutting out of his mail
coif stared warily up at Riannon’s helm as though he tried to read
her expression through the metal. His gaze dropped to fix on her
chest. He would see the black, eight-pointed star painted on the
blood-spattered white linen surcoat she wore over her mail
shirt.

“A Knight of the Star,” he said. “If you give your
word, sir, that our lord isn’t to be slain here, we’ll ask if we
may surrender.”

“You have it,” she said.

He pounded on the door at his back and called to
whoever stood behind it to convey their predicament to his
lordship.

One of the wounded groaned and writhed on the floor.
Riannon signalled for men to remove him. He screamed as his
comrades lifted him. Riannon had seen enough wounds to know that he
would not live until dawn, no matter how many healer-priests
laboured over him.

As she waited, her old wounds throbbed to unholy life
again, though mercifully for but a brief span. When Lord Grammaire
finally appeared, Riannon unlaced her helm and removed it as a
courtesy to his lordship.

The sleek Grammaire, whose yellow surcoat showed no
blemish from the fight, grinned sardonically up at her. “I’d heard
rumours of the scar-faced one, but I wouldn’t have wagered a groat
there was sufficient gold in all the kingdom to induce a Knight of
the Star to sully himself in the service of our noble Lord
Berenger.”

Riannon ignored both his scathingly sarcastic tone
and the open criticism of her patron. “Do I have your surrender, my
lord?”

“You have my castle,” he said. “I doubt me not that
my life is worth less than dog’s piss, but who’d rather not hang
tomorrow than be hacked to death today? Here.”

Riannon accepted his sword. Whatever new ideas Count
Berenger’s messenger had brought, his lordship could not but be
pleased to forgo them now that Grammaire had surrendered.

Riannon paused in the bailey to slip her hands free
of her mail mittens. She pushed her mail coif, and the linen one
beneath it, back from her head and ran her fingers through her
sweaty, short-cropped hair. It was a relief to feel the breeze, no
matter how warm and smoky, on her head.

Riannon took a wineskin from her ever-resourceful
squire. She drank a long pull before resuming her walk towards the
broken gate and the delayed meeting with Lord Damory.

Even so peevish and capricious a master as Count
Berenger must reward her well for this success. Were he to finally
make good his vague offers of the lordship of a manor or two, she
would not refuse. Men had served worse masters and kept their
personal honour intact. His son, at least, promised to be a lord
she would be proud to serve. And what knight would not be happier
with his own lands and the prospect of more in the service of a
wealthy lord, rather than continue the rootless and uncertain life
and rewards to be found at tourneys and wars?

The great wooden mangonels, which had creaked and
thudded to hurl boulders to crack against the walls, were silent
for the first time in days. The artillerymen celebrated with looted
ale and wine. Riannon strode past them across the churned ground to
where Damory’s gaudy yellow and red tent stood. Doubtless the
celebrations in there included a heavy dose of self-congratulation.
Ere nightfall, if not sooner, Damory would convince himself that he
was solely responsible for the success of the siege and had taken
Grammaire’s surrender himself.

Pain sliced through Riannon’s body. She stopped with
a gasp. The whole length of the crosswise scar on her torso felt as
though dagger blades jabbed into her flesh. The wineskin dropped
from nerveless fingers and she drew her arms protectively against
her chest.

“Sir?” Alan stepped in front of her.

Riannon grabbed his shoulder to keep herself from
collapsing. Pain first burned with white-hot heat, then seared with
cold. Mighty Atuan, help me!

“Is it your old wounds, lady?” Alan said.

“Tent,” she said.

Riannon grunted as her squire hooked her arm around
his neck and supported her to her tent.

Almighty gods, it hurt as badly as her initial
wounding, when the strangely singing sword had scythed through the
iron rings of her hauberk, sliced the padded gambeson beneath, and
carved her flesh. She should have died then. The ghost pain flayed
her with such intensity that Riannon whispered to Alan to fetch a
priest. The alacrity with which he bolted from the tent confirmed
that she must look as close unto death as she felt.

*

Two days later, a sore and stiff Riannon rode half a
mile to the sprawling basilica complex where Count Berenger lodged
with his large retinue. She had been out of her wits still when he
suddenly arrived. Her body, aching with every step of her horse,
wished she were still abed. His Grace, though always alive to his
own comfort and leisure, was not one to feel much sympathy for the
weakness of others. Riannon thought it little short of miraculous
that he had sent a gift of food and wine to her from his own table.
Mayhap it was a sign that he was finally ready to reward her with
land.

Riannon suppressed a grunt as she dismounted.
Whatever ailed her lingered yet, though the healer-priest had not
seen anything other than old scars.

In the main hall, Lord Damory lolled beside his
father-in-law. The abbot, wearing what must be his best brown
robes, looked incongruously solemn amongst the laughing, drinking
men in their bright tunics and hose. Riannon did not see Lord
Grammaire. She wondered what the count had done with his defiant
vassal.

Saer Warin, the Brallandese knight, detached himself
from the noisy group to intercept Riannon. He looked grim.

“It’s good to see you about again, Gast,” he said. “I
didn’t know you were injured.”

“Not recently,” Riannon said. “Wounds three years old
are plaguing me. What news?”

Warin glanced to the hearth where the count laughed
loudly and slapped a thigh. “He’s well pleased. And in an unusually
open-handed mood. Wish me well, for I leave to get married. He has
granted me a widow with two manors.”

Warin sounded more relieved at the prospect of
departing than delighted with his good marriage. Riannon was
unsurprised when he admitted, quietly, that Damory had taken full
credit for the success of the siege and capture of Lord Grammaire.
As a hired knight she stood in no position to gainsay the count’s
son-in-law. Well, let him wear his borrowed glory, as long as she
received a more tangible reward. The gods, if not his conscience,
would know the truth of the matter.

Lord Damory caught sight of her and beckoned her
closer. “Gast! We feared you in a winding sheet when we heard of
the leeches hovering about you.”

Riannon’s chest ached fiercely as she lowered herself
to one knee before Count Berenger. He smiled at her over his wine
goblet.

“Gast,” he said. “Roger has been speaking well of
you. He says that you’ve been a most diligent captain. I’m well
pleased to have solved the problem of that snake Grammaire. Here.
Take this as a sign of my favour.”

Riannon heard murmurs of amazement and envy from the
watching men as the count pulled off one of his rings. The chunky
gold was warm and weighty in her palm. Her hopes soared. Warin had
not been jesting about this lavish dispensing of largesse.

“You may rise. I will, of course, be following that
with a goodly purse.” His eyes twinkled and he laughed. “What a
shame I have no young heir to bestow on you. Or would an heiress be
more to your liking, my Lady Riannon?”

The men took their cues from his Grace and joined his
laughter. Riannon’s fingers tightened on the ring, and she kept her
disappointment to herself.

“Lady?”

A vaguely familiar man with a jutting black beard
pushed indignantly through the ring of men. She remembered him as
one of Lord Grammaire’s knights.

“A woman?” he said. “But this cannot be! He is a
Knight of the Star. If you seek to demean my lord further with this
jest, my lord count, I protest though it cost me my head.”

Count Berenger smiled. “Knew you not that she is a
woman? Though, for certès, it isn’t obvious.”

The knight’s face suffused with fury. “My lord
surrendered in good faith on the word of this…this person.
Now you tell me his trust was for nought? That you played him false
by making him swear to a woman?”

Riannon’s hand dropped to the hilt of her sword. “You
question my honour?”

“Not if you’re female,” he said. “For you have none
and know nought of it. I ask you, my lord count, to account for my
lord’s safety. Will you swear to me that he’s safe in your
custody?”

“I pledged you my word,” Riannon said.

“Your lord is beyond all possible harm,” Count
Berenger said.

Damory laughed. It was an ugly sound.

“He rests with the gods,” Berenger said.

Riannon frowned at him. Grammaire’s knight hissed and
reached for a sword that he did not carry.

“Mind your tongue and temper,” Berenger said, “or
you’ll be joining your faithless master. Get this dog out of my
sight.”

The knight shrugged off the grabbing hands long
enough to turn to Riannon and spit at her. “May you rot in the
deepest hell for impersonating a man.”

Riannon watched as three of Berenger’s men dragged
him outside. Beyond the ache of her old wounds, she felt a hard,
sinking coldness that tasted of gall. It was no less bitter for
being familiar.

“He’s fortunate that I’m in such a good humour,”
Berenger said, “or I’d hang him, too. Now, where is that accursed
minstrel? Gast, you’re not drinking? You there, give her wine.”

Riannon ignored the offered cup. “My lord, I pledged
my word that you sought not Lord Grammaire’s death.”

The count waved that aside. “Now that you’re walking
again, I expect you to accompany me to Destan. I’ll hold a tourney
there for my son’s knighting. I expect you to captain my team.”

Riannon should have been elated to be granted such a
prestigious position. But she inverted her hand and opened her
fingers to let the gold ring fall to the rushes. The soft thud cut
off the chatter around them. Damory gaped like a landed carp.
Disbelief and anger tightened the count’s face.

“With your permission, your Grace,” she said, “I’ll
take my leave. My service to you is ended.”

“You dare!” he said. “You’ll get not a penny from
me.”

“I did not expect it,” she said.

His face pinched and his lips thinned to pale,
compressed lines. “I could have you flogged. Hanged. And where do
you think you’ll get any other man to take on a...a female who
plays the man?”

Riannon wanted to kill him. She kept her thoughts to
herself and her hands conspicuously away from the hilts of her
sword and dagger.

As she reached the door, she heard a burst of
laughter. She did not look back. Another failed opportunity that
had glittered as brightly as gold but turned to dross when finally
within her grasp. The pattern grew long and dispiritingly
predictable.

Alan waited with their horses. His face showed dismay
in reaction to what he saw in her expression.

Riannon took her reins from him. “We’re leaving.”

“Where do we go?” he asked.

Riannon settled in the saddle and put a hand to the
ache that mounting had tugged across her stomach. “East.”

“The war in southern Kardash that the bard spoke of?
Aye, there should be work there aplenty. And good pickings.”

Riannon saw the body hanging from the branch of an
elm tree. She halted her gelding. Even gently swinging in
neck-broken death, Lord Grammaire looked tidy. He would likely have
died had he not surrendered to her. But it would have been a better
death in defence of his castle. Instead, he died like a common
criminal despite her having given her word that no harm would come
to him. Would Count Berenger have held her honour at nought had she
been a man?

Riannon shrugged. Her muscles stabbed with fresh
pain. For several heartbeats, she had to sit with a hand gripping
the saddle and her teeth ground down on a groan. When the crisis
passed, she licked sweat from her upper lip.

“My lady?” Alan lowered his voice, though only the
dead man might overhear them. “Mayhap I should get you back to the
tent and fetch the leech-priest.”

He always reverted to “lady” when he was worried
about her.

Riannon took several uneasy breaths and straightened.
“No. We ride. But I’d not object if we found a grove house to pass
the night.”

The priestess-healers had saved her life once before,
when she thought herself beyond healing and hope. Perhaps they
could cure her of this recurrent problem with those same wounds.
She doubted, though, that she would ever find a cure for the
problem of never belonging or being accepted for what she was.

*

A few hours past noon on the next day, Alan pointed
to the low building of a small grove house set on the edge of
woods. Riannon’s aches had eased enough yesterday that she had
refused to stop at the previous groves they had passed. Since
before noon, though, her scars had come alive again with their
stabbing hot and cold. She doubted her ability to remain in the
saddle much longer. The fact that they were now beyond the lands
owned by men who owed allegiance to Berenger of Tastamont
reinforced her decision to rest beneath a roof.

The dusty track led across a shallow stream and ended
in a rough courtyard bounded by several wooden buildings of
different sizes. Smoke poured from two of them.

“Shite,” Alan said.

Men, horses, and donkeys crammed the tiny compound
and spilled into the surrounding trees. Riannon’s gaze quickly
skipped from men in green tunics to two covered carriages. The
entourage was large enough for a countess, but the green cloth of
the carriages—which bore no noble symbols—hinted at a very
high-ranking priestess.

When Riannon’s feet hit the ground, pain jarred her
as if someone had sliced her clean through with a sword. She clung
to the saddle and bit back an oath. She still fought to recover her
breathing when her squire returned.

“We’re unfortunate,” Alan said. “All these people
belong to the escort of no less a person than a naer of the groves.
The exalted lady rests here this night. They’ve no beds nor space
to spare for travellers. But I made an offering of coin, and we can
camp in a clearing through there. I’ll have John take the
horses.”

Riannon grunted.

“They have a healer priestess,” Alan said. “She’ll
see you if you enter the door that is never closed.”

Riannon released the saddle and turned. Pain stabbed
deep into her chest. Her knees buckled and she pitched into
darkness.

Riannon woke with a cool, damp cloth dabbed against
her forehead. She lay on a narrow cot looking up at a thatched
roof. The tiny room sported only the cot, a rudimentary shelf, and
a wooden symbol of the quartered-circle nailed to the wall. A
pretty young woman in a faded green robe of a junior priestess sat
beside the cot. She wrung the cloth in a wooden bowl of water and
softly hummed what sounded like a fairing song rather than a hymn.
She turned to see Riannon watching her and froze.

“Your…your pardon, lady.”

“You make a sweet sound,” Riannon said. “Pray,
continue.”

The priestess glanced over her shoulder towards the
door. Riannon heard muffled voices. The priestess shot to her feet
and spilled some of the water down the front of her robe.

“I…I’m to inform her Eminence, the naer, when you
wake,” she said.

“A naer?” Riannon asked.

This place appeared too humble to house a priestess
of so elevated a rank, and the nervous young sio in her faded robes
seemed an unlikely attendant to such an exalted lady of the
order.

“We’re blessed beyond imagining,” the priestess said.
“Her Eminence chose our house to break her travels. She’s been with
us a day and a night. It’s been right cramped. We’ve had to send
for ever so much salted fish and goats and grain. More than I’ve
seen before in my whole life. I have to share a pallet with Sio
Gwynis in the cookhouse, for there are scores and scores in the
naer’s escort. It’s marvellous. So colourful. And so many horses
and donkeys. Men all talking and jesting. Like a yearly market,
though without the mummers. I can scarce believe I’d ever see such
a high and mighty lady. And she has spoken to me!”

“If you must be gone, sio, I’ll not detain you.”

The priestess dropped a hasty curtsy and departed.
After the door closed, Riannon allowed herself a grin for the
priestess’s tumbling enthusiasm and awe. The young woman had
probably been born of a peasant family not two miles away and
pledged at an early age. It wasn’t surprising she had seen no such
magnificence before as so august a personage as a naer of the
groves. Riannon had rarely witnessed it herself.

Riannon sat up and looked around for her clothes to
cover her nakedness. She paused as she shoved the thin woollen
blanket aside. She did not hurt.

She frowned down at herself and lifted a hand to the
puckered, shiny pink scar slashing across her torso. With a finger
she traced part of the old wound where it had cut away most of her
right breast and sliced down across her ribs. Her flesh felt no
more sensitive than normal. The sickeningly intense pain was but a
memory.

“Lady of Mercy and Healing, I thank you.”

Riannon traced the quartered circle on her bare skin.
She must go to the sacred grove to offer thanks and leave a goodly
donation for her healing.

She had pulled on her washed and mended linen shirt
and was tugging her chamois riding braies up her thighs when she
saw the sword hilt beneath the cot. She knotted the waist tie and
frowned. The sword was not hers. The hilt looked functionally plain
with unusual hand guards. The quillons curved gently down towards
the blade rather than projecting straight out to the sides. The
simple round pommel bore no inset stone, enamelling, or
engraving.

Instead of reaching for a leg of her hose, Riannon
crouched to retrieve the sword. The brown leather-covered scabbard
looked recently worked with fat, and bore no decorative tool work.
Even the protective metal heel on the bottom was plain save for
some scratches from use. It was hard to imagine a less likely
object for a previous guest to have left without anyone noticing.
Riannon’s frown deepened. She was likely within the part of the
grove house where men were not permitted. She had heard of no other
woman like herself who carried a sword.

The door opened. Riannon stood.

The woman in the doorway was tall for her sex, though
she had to look up to Riannon. Her dark green robe, the colour of
leaves lit by the dying light of an evening, bore deep bands of
embroidery around the collar and hem. That and the gold quartered
circle symbol hanging at her waist proclaimed her high status. The
visiting naer.

The priestess returned Riannon’s study with an
equally frank one. Her black hair, green eyes, and angular face
were familiar to Riannon for they bore close resemblance to the
features she saw mirrored in the surface of still water. Colouring
and face were formed by family blood, but the arrogant tilt of the
chin was the priestess’s own. In the four and more years since
Riannon had last seen her, her cousin Aveline had changed
little.

Aveline pointedly lowered her gaze to take in
Riannon’s loose shirt and bare legs. Her lips twitched. “Of course,
being close kin we needn’t stand on ceremony with each other.”

Riannon dropped the sword on the cot and reached for
her tunic. “You’re not here by accident. What do you want with
me?”

Aveline closed the door. The room was so tiny that
the hem of her robe brushed Riannon’s ankle. Riannon caught a whiff
of sandalwood incense.

“As blunt as I recall.” Aveline watched Riannon pull
her tunic on. “What a refreshing change from the diplomatic
language of insinuation, hints, and shadows that is my normal
tongue.”

“In which you were born fluent.”

Aveline smiled. “Enough to know that you meant that
as no compliment. Only you could insult a naer within a grove
house. I marvel afresh at the Goddess whose wisdom plucked you from
the solar and deposited your strapping form in the arms yard. You’d
not have succeeded at gossiping over the distaff.”

Riannon knew herself no match for Aveline’s dextrous
tongue. She folded her arms across her chest and waited.

“You’ve grown no more womanly, have you?” Aveline
stared at Riannon’s face. “What a fierce expression that ugly scar
gives you. It’s a miracle you did not lose your eye. Did you get
the wound at Vahl?”

Riannon’s jaw tightened. “I’d thank you to say what
you must and leave me to offer my thanks and depart.”

“Believe it or not, you are the answer to my
prayers.” Aveline cast a disapproving glance around the cramped
room. “The Goddess showed me that I needed to come here. I could
wish our Wise Mother had seen fit to guide our steps to more
salubrious surroundings. Two days in this pest hole is verily a
penance. You can have no idea how fervently I’ve prayed for you to
regain your wits, so that we may be away.”

“I’ve much to do ere I take my leave,” Riannon said.
“Mayhap you could get to your point.”

“You’ve already found it.” Aveline used a ring-heavy
hand to gesture to the cot. “The sword. It’s for you. I should’ve
known better than to have despaired of finding a suitable person
for this gift from the Goddess. She has provided you.”

Riannon frowned down at the weapon. A sword from the
Goddess? That would have raised her suspicions even had Aveline not
mentioned Vahl. Riannon’s scars were souvenirs from that bloody,
prolonged siege of the northern Irulandi city by the emperor’s
army. She should not have been surprised that Aveline, naer of the
groves, knew exactly how Riannon had come by her wounds. Aveline
could have learned of it from the priestesses where Riannon had
endured her protracted healing and convalescence. Nor was it out of
character that Aveline use the knowledge to discomfit Riannon.
Aveline’s reputation for cleverness and cunning had been born in
the nursery, and was not likely to have been blunted by the passing
years. But why a sword?

“Why do you frown?” Aveline asked.

“I trust you not.”

Aveline laughed. “You tatter my expectations of
courtly gallantry from the sole paladin of the Order of the
Goddess.”

Riannon snapped her head around. Aveline smiled up at
her.

“Your order is a womanly one,” Riannon said. “You
have no sworn knights. What need could the Lady of Mercy and
Healing have for a paladin?”

“Ordinarily, we’d have no need. But sometimes we must
recourse to less gentle means of achieving our ends. Now is one of
those times. I must find and invest a holy warrior. That warrior is
you.”

Despite her bone-deep misgivings, Riannon stared down
at the sword.

“Pledge us your service and you’ll be a consecrated
knight,” Aveline said. “None of the other orders would have you,
would they? The brothers of the militant Order of Atuan, god of
war, welcomed you until they discovered you were female. Then they
spurned you as a creature unnatural. At the basilicas of Kamet and
the chapels of Naith, you found no better welcome, did you? How
many lords have welcomed your service until they discovered what
you are? As good as any man, if not better, but always judged in
the end as a woman, and found wanting. Well, cousin, I offer you
the purpose and place you always sought. As the paladin of the
Goddess.”

Could Aveline see inside her to read her past? A
paladin? Aveline offered her the chance to dedicate her sword,
honour, and self to the glory of a deity, not a flawed mortal.
There could be no higher calling.

“Can you doubt that so singular a life as yours has
been fashioned by our Wise Mother, in her guise as the Lady of
Destiny, for a special fate?” Aveline said. “You are the sword I
shall wield. Tempered by adversity. Hardened by war and
distrust.”

Though still clouded with doubt, and aware of Aveline
intensely watching, Riannon reached for the sword to satisfy her
curiosity. What manner of blade would the female religious order
own?

The wire-bound grip of the hilt fit her hand
comfortably. She drew the sword out. The yard of steel glittered
with oil from the wool lining the inside of the scabbard. The blade
tapered to a point with the narrow groove of the fuller running
down the centre of each side. The counter weighting from the round
pommel balanced it well. This sword would be easy to swing in a cut
as well as to thrust.

Riannon could not identify where it might have been
forged. Hilt and pommel were too simple for Marchandese tastes, and
the blade too straight for a Themalian to carry. Too long to have
been smithed in Iruland, and more slender than those swords
normally made in Bralland. Beyond any doubt, though, this was no
ceremonial weapon fit only for priestesses to dip in blessed
waters. The edges looked razor sharp.

“Come,” Aveline said. “Oath-taking and blessing are
best done beside the sacred pool.”

“I’ve not accepted your offer.” Riannon slid the
sword back into the scabbard. “If I dedicate myself, what would you
have me do?”

“Live.”

Riannon turned in surprise.

“The sword is keeping you alive,” Aveline said. “Are
you not the least curious to wonder how you can be standing there
frowning so forbiddingly at me? Do you not remember the pain before
you were carried in here?”

Riannon lifted a hand to her chest. “How can a sword
have healed me?”

“It’s specially blessed. The virtue in it is
combating the insidious power left in the wounds you received at
Vahl. They were inflicted by no mortal metal.”

That last, Riannon had guessed years ago.

“Though your flesh fused again,” Aveline said, “seeds
of pain were left buried inside you. As the seasons have passed,
they’ve grown. Left unchecked, you would die. By rights, I should
be conducting your funeral as we speak. And, I’m afraid, you are
not cured. Nor will you be. Healers of the greatest skill could not
purge them. You must keep the sword close for the rest of your
life.”

“How close?”

Aveline shrugged. “I can give you no exact measure to
the closest span. You’d be well advised to keep it at your hip, and
not let it farther from you than a hundred yards on those occasions
when you must remove it. Certainly you’d not want to be miles
apart. The blessing on it is powerful, but not infinite. You’ll
feel when you’re too far beyond it.”

Riannon read no deceit in Aveline’s voice or
expression. That left one conclusion. “I have no choice.”

“That’s not true. You could take the sword without
pledging your service.”

“What would you gain from that?”

Aveline flashed her a grin. “Truly, cousin, if you
assault fortresses and foes in such a forthright manner, it’s small
wonder that few withstand you. You do not trust to our generosity?
But, surely, you’ve felt it before. Your healing after Vahl was
long. You were tended at a grove for the better part of two
seasons, were you not?”

Riannon’s jaw tightened. Vahl. Aveline had been
holding that knife at her throat since she walked into the room.
Riannon owed the order her life. Twice over, now.

Riannon bent to scoop up the sword. “I acknowledge my
debts. I’ll swear your oaths. I’ll pledge my body and honour to the
service of the Goddess.”

Aveline had far too much wit to gloat openly, then or
at dawn when she joined Riannon. After a night in vigil beside the
sacred pond, Riannon still knew some doubt. But she offered her
oath solemnly and without reservation. After all, her service was
to the Goddess and her order, not to Aveline personally. Perhaps
Aveline was right—Riannon, the only lady knight, had been guided
along her unconventional path by the will of the Goddess for this
purpose. During the hours of solitary darkness Riannon acknowledged
that becoming a consecrated warrior, accepted and acknowledged for
who and what she was, satisfied a deep longing she had almost
despaired of fulfilling. Now she could build up credit in both this
world and the next doing what she did best.

Riannon rose after Aveline’s blessing and slid her
new sword into its scabbard hanging at her side. She fell in step
with Aveline as they strolled back through the trees towards the
grove house.

“How glad I am that we can leave this rat hole,”
Aveline said. “We’ll be resting in much better accommodation as we
travel north. My men have already gone ahead to arrange it. I do
look forward to good white bread that isn’t full of grit, and
capons that aren’t half raw.”

Riannon halted. “North?”

“Yes, we go to Tirand.” Aveline stopped to smile back
at Riannon. “Did I not mention that? I cannot think how it slipped
my mind. We go to a wedding. Your brother’s.”

Riannon’s left hand dropped to the hilt of her sword.
“You cannot expect me to return?”

“Why ever not? Our fathers—may the gods not judge
them too harshly—lie cold in their graves. They were the reason for
your self-imposed exile, were they not? My sister rules as queen.
To whom, incidentally, you must pay homage for that rat-bite manor
of yours at Gast. Surely the news that Tirand has its first woman
ruler must have reached you in whichever pigsty you were selling
your sword.”

Riannon had heard of her cousin’s crowning at Count
Berenger’s court, along with many jests about that unnatural
animal, the female king.

“Your bull-witted eldest brother stood behind
Mathilda rather than claim the throne himself,” Aveline said. “For
which we are all profoundly grateful, if somewhat mystified by his
lack of ambition. Truly, I suspect Henry must be a changeling. Or a
moonling. But the least we can do is thank him with a rich young
wife, don’t you think? The poor creature who has been selected for
him was an aspirant of my order. So, it’s fitting that you and I
escort the sacrificial virgin to her earthly destiny. What
affecting scenes of family reunions await us. But first, I must
break my fast. I loathe travelling and absolutely refuse to attempt
it on an empty stomach.”

Riannon did not follow when Aveline walked away. Her
fingers gripped her sword hilt. What else had Aveline not told
her?


Chapter Two

Eleanor of Barrowmere heard a shout and looked out
the front flap of her travelling carriage. At last. Not a quarter
mile ahead, she saw the pale stone walls, so unexpected around a
grove of the Goddess.

Eleanor shifted in her chair and put a hand to her
belly. Padding and cushions could not ease those rusty aches from
the last days of her monthly flux. Had she been able to travel
directly to Sadiston, she could have delayed her journey and ridden
rather than be cooped up in the stuffy, swaying carriage. Still, a
grove house was the ideal place to find a remedy against a woman’s
discomfort. And, in truth, a few cramps that would pass soon enough
were but a minor trouble compared to what faced her niece.

The swaying carriage rolled to a halt in a wide
courtyard. By the time Eleanor’s men had brought a stool and helped
her alight, the green-robed high priestess waited for her.

“Lady Barrowmere.” The priestess inclined her head
and traced the quartered-circle in the air between them. “Be
welcome at our humble house.”

Eleanor smiled, returned the greeting affably, and
accepted the privilege of kissing the high priestess’s offered
ring. Humble would not have been how Eleanor would describe the
sprawling complex.

The wall bounded at least five acres of buildings,
most of which were themselves constructed from expensive stone.
Beyond that stretched hundreds of acres of woods, containing the
sacred groves and waters, and probably twice as much fertile land
accumulated through two hundred years of bequests and gifts.
Founded by a king for his daughter who desired the religious life,
the Highford Grove was where nobly born women like Eleanor’s niece
came to take the robe—if their families could afford a suitable
endowment.

Eleanor knew how much her late brother-in-law had
paid for his daughter’s place. Money spent for nought, as it
happened, now that the girl was to put aside her robe and wed. Not
that Eleanor believed her brother-in-law would have been
disappointed to see Cicely as wife of the Earl Marshal, cousin to
the new queen and now the most powerful man in the realm.

What Cicely thought of her abrupt change in destiny,
Eleanor would shortly discover. She had received a letter four
months ago from her niece at the time of the death of Cicely’s
cousin, the Earl of Havelock. The conventionally polite and pious
expressions about the young man’s untimely death had revealed
little of Cicely’s feelings at so unexpectedly becoming one of the
most eligible heiresses in the kingdom. It would be gross impiety
to pray that Cicely’s had not been a true vocation, but all the
same, Eleanor fervently hoped, for her niece’s sake, that it had
not been.

Eleanor accompanied the high priestess across the
busy courtyard and into a two-storey building with freshly swept
wooden floors. These spacious guest accommodations even had windows
of glass. Definitely not humble. Eleanor smiled.

“Truly,” Eleanor said, “this was a house built to
exalt the glory of the Goddess.”

The high priestess beamed. “We are most fortunate in
being the recipients of many pious offerings.”

Eleanor had heard more subtle shakes of the begging
bowl, but she let the hint pass. “How fares my niece?”

“Lady Cicely has been praying much for the soul of
her recently departed cousin,” the high priestess said. “I’ve sent
someone to inform her of your arrival.”

The high priestess ushered Eleanor into her private
chamber. Sweet herbs mingled with fresh rushes on the floor.
Eleanor would not have been surprised to see the uncommon luxury of
a piece of carpet. Servants had brought in platters of sweet wafers
and good wine by the time Cicely appeared. Eleanor’s heart sank.
Cicely looked pale and wore her drab aspirant’s robe of green and
brown.

“Aunt Eleanor.” Cicely dropped a curtsy. “I hope your
journey was free of mishap.”

Eleanor suppressed the flippant reply that sprang to
her lips. Neither the priestess nor her downcast niece were a
suitable audience for merrymaking.

Eleanor offered the priestess what court gossip she
knew while she waited for the healer-priestess to bring her the
brew against flux pains. As soon after that as she decently could,
she took her leave of the high priestess and guided Cicely towards
the guest quarters. Eleanor’s servants still swarmed with luggage,
putting her linens on the bed, and carrying food through to the
private kitchens. No chance of any privacy there. Eleanor dismissed
her waiting women and asked Cicely to walk with her in the
gardens.

The carefully tended physic garden blended with an
orchard. Aromatic herbs had released their fragrances under a hot
sun for most of the day. Rather than disperse the scents, the
faintest of breezes merely wafted them all together into a heady
mélange of lavender, thyme, and mint.

Eleanor paused near a wooden bench and, under the
guise of admiring the garden, checked that they would not be
overheard by a meditating priestess or servant about her
weeding.

“I thank you for coming to escort me, aunt.” Cicely
broke off a sprig of rosemary and absently plucked the green spiky
leaves from it.

“We go to the queen’s own castle of Sadiston,”
Eleanor said. “Where, though I hear she keeps a menagerie
containing fearsome beasts from the world over, it is not precisely
a lions’ den.”

Cicely glanced up from under her brows. Eleanor saw a
hint of amusement amongst the fear. Good enough.

“You’ve grown since last I looked on you,” Eleanor
said. “Passing strange, though, you put me in mind of Hawise more
than your mother. You’ll not remember your Aunt Hawise. She was my
youngest sister. When we were girls together, ere I was first wed,
Hawise would steal my prettiest gowns whenever she could. I
wouldn’t have minded, save she was not pretty and did my clothes no
credit. To one as fair as you, I yield your choice right
willingly.”

A ghost of a smile reluctantly surfaced again in
Cicely’s expression. And, Eleanor thought, a flicker of interest.
With any skill, she should be able to get Cicely willingly out of
those dour robes and clothed as befitted a countess ere they
departed the grove.

“Being such a vain and frivolous creature, I’ve
enough finery to weigh me down to the deepest hell,” Eleanor said.
“And would be in your debt if you relieved me of some of it.”

Cicely looked both amused and scandalised.

“Though, not the scarlet overtunic shot with gold
threads,” Eleanor said. “I’m willing to endure a little torment in
the afterlife for a garment that becomes me so excessively
well.”

Cicely bit her lip but couldn’t fully suppress a
giggle. “Do you truly have so many clothes, aunt?”

“My dear, when you reach my great age, you’ll realise
that no penny spent on cloth that draws the eye from the sagging,
wrinkling skin beneath it is wasted.”

“You cannot be more than thirty years,” Cicely said.
“Yet to hear you, you might be as old as Sio Ela.”

“Is she much afflicted with years?”

Cicely giggled. “Mary says that Sio Ela might verily
have been born from one of the nuts that dropped from the First
Tree.”

Eleanor smiled and linked her arm with Cicely. As she
drew the girl in a meandering stroll through the gardens, she
coaxed her to talk. By the time they went inside to sup, Eleanor
felt well pleased with herself. Her flux cramps had eased and
Cicely had loosened up delightfully. But when Enid, one of
Eleanor’s waiting women, congratulated Cicely on the magnificence
of her forthcoming wedding, the girl paled and her haunted, hunted
fawn look returned.

Eleanor would continue her work on Cicely on the
morrow. Not that Eleanor could truly fault her niece. She
remembered too well being faced with the same prospect of marriage
to a man she had not met before they stood at the altar together.
Was there any young woman who felt no fears at being given to a
stranger—to be his to use as he pleased?

As a widow, Eleanor enjoyed the freedoms of
controlling her own finances, actions, and body in a manner that
maidens and wives could only dream of. The one drawback was that it
could be a lonely course. She had more than once discreetly
indulged her need for intimate companionship, but the abandon of
sexual pleasure was not always easy to achieve with the spectres of
illegitimate children, diseases, and social censure clinging to the
bed canopy. On balance, she preferred to continue as her own
mistress. While at these wedding celebrations, Eleanor would seek
an interview with her liege lady, the queen, for the purpose of
negotiating the amount of the fine Eleanor would pay to be allowed
to continue for another year as a widow.

*

When Eleanor returned from her morning ride, she used
the dustiness of her tunic as an excuse to change her clothes. She
and her women drew Cicely into an examination of the two crammed
coffers of clothes that Eleanor had brought largely for her niece’s
benefit. Some had been hastily made for the girl. Once the news of
the betrothal had reached Eleanor, she had written for the girl’s
size and colouring from the high priestess.

To Eleanor’s relief, Cicely proved as susceptible to
finery as any young woman. She looked covetous as she ran her hands
over the soft wool of a sleeveless surcote dyed the most expensive
and deepest of blues. She gasped with unfeigned delight when
Eleanor told her the garment had been made for her. Cicely softly
admitted that she was pleased with the effect of it worn over a new
yellow tunic with long, tight sleeves embroidered with small blue
flowers. As well she might, considering their cost.

At Eleanor’s signal, Agnes, her senior waiting woman,
lifted Cicely’s aspirant’s gown. “I’ll take this away now, shall I,
my lady?”

Cicely bit her lip. Eleanor put a reassuring hand on
Cicely’s rigid back.

“I’m sure the garment will be useful for someone,”
Eleanor said. “And should be given to the house. Do you not think
so, sweeting?”

Cicely’s pale lashes shaded her downcast eyes, but
Eleanor needed no special skill in divination to understand that
her niece looked on this exchange of clothes as symbolic of the
change in her circumstances. Cicely gulped. Eleanor waited.
Finally, Cicely gave a curt nod. Eleanor gently squeezed her arm
and bestowed a smile of approval. Cicely watched Agnes carry the
robe out until the door shut behind her.

When they attended the services in the grove, Eleanor
saw Cicely’s longing looks to her friends amongst the aspirants and
young priestesses. She resigned herself to Cicely requesting they
delay their departure for another day.

The congregation had knelt to begin singing the final
hymn when a commotion of “halloos” carried through the trees. At
the end of the second verse, a breathless servant bolted into the
clearing. Eleanor watched the woman unceremoniously push through
the worshippers and priestesses to throw herself to her knees
before the high priestess. What she whispered caused the
priestess’s head to snap up in surprise.

Cicely shot Eleanor a sidelong glance. Eleanor
shrugged.

To Eleanor’s amusement, the high priestess signalled
to the officiating priestess an unmistakeable gesture of
impatience. The singing increased in tempo and the hymn concluded
with indecent, if not comical, haste. The high priestess hurried
from the head of the sacred pool and barely paused to incline her
head to Eleanor and Cicely as she passed.

“A naer has arrived, my lady,” one of the older
priestesses explained to Eleanor before scurrying away herself.

“Has the exalted lady come because of me?” Cicely
asked.

“I know not, sweeting,” Eleanor said. “Perhaps she
has business with the house. Or she might merely be breaking her
journey here.”

Eleanor wondered, though, at the priestesses’
reaction. A naer was virtually a princess of the order, but so
large and prestigious a grove house as Highford would have seen
more than its share of naers. Kings had lodged here for a night of
their travels.

The noisy shouts and donkey brays grew louder as
Eleanor and Cicely approached the courtyard bounded by the guest
quarters. They stepped into the cool shade of the long, arched
walkway when Cicely put a hand on Eleanor’s sleeve. She looked
corpse pale.

“May...may we walk the gardens, aunt?” she asked.

Whatever Cicely thought she had to fear from a
visiting naer was best asked in private. Eleanor signalled to Agnes
and her women to continue. She and Cicely turned to follow the
walkway towards the main herb garden. Eleanor noted with approval
that even the vines winding around the columns of the walkway were
heavy with fruit that the priestesses could eat and preserve. None
of the gods’ bounty was wasted even in so splendid a house.

“You needn’t quail at the prospect of meeting a
naer,” Eleanor said. “You must remember that you are a countess
now. One of the highest ranking ladies in the realm.”

Cicely frowned. “I’m not in the habit of thinking
so.”

“You’ll grow accustomed to it,” Eleanor said.
“There’s little in this life that we cannot adapt to, however
difficult it might seem at first.”

Cicely looked sharply at her.

“Ah, sweeting,” Eleanor said. “You don’t think that
you’re the first to feel as you do?”

“What is he like? Lord Henry?”

Prepared for such questions, Eleanor had already
mentally ransacked her impressions of the brusque Earl Marshal to
find something suitable.

“He’s a man of the highest honour,” Eleanor said.
“There are few who, finding themselves in his position, would not
have tried to claim the throne. His actions also bespeak his high
regard for his sense of the dues of blood and family. Like his
father before him, Lord Henry enjoys the reputation of a man who
treats women with the greatest courtesy.”

Cicely nodded. “His first wife died many years ago,
did she not? He has a son older than me?”

Eleanor signalled for Cicely to precede her through
the gate into the fragrant garden. “His eldest son, Lord Richard,
has just wed a daughter of the Count of Vahl, one of the leading
vassals of King Fulk of Iruland. She is of an age with you. I doubt
me not that you and she will—Oh.”

Eleanor halted in surprise. A few yards away,
standing at the edge of one of the fish ponds, she saw a familiar
tall, strongly-built figure. He wore neither hat nor coif, so she
could see his short, warrior-cropped black hair.

“What’s wrong?” Cicely said.

Eleanor smiled. “There’s nought amiss. Quite the
opposite. We’re in for a merry time, indeed, if he’s to accompany
us to Sadiston. Come, I’ll introduce you to one of the Earl
Marshal’s younger brothers. There are no men better company than
Lord Guy.”

Eleanor mentally thanked all the gods for whatever
reason brought Guy to the grove house at this time. She had yet to
meet any woman, be she shrinking maiden or ageing matron, who stood
proof against Guy’s charm. Several days of mild and perfectly
harmless flirtation would do Cicely the power of good.

Eleanor only noticed the unusual fact that his
profile was clean shaven as she neared him.

“My lord,” she said, “you converse with the carp? Do
they exercise your wit to—”

He turned. He was not Guy.

A badly healed scar carved through the right side of
his face from hairline to jaw. Otherwise, though, he was so similar
to Guy that he might have been a copy made by a mortal sculptor
from the original crafted by the gods. His angular features made
for a face handsome with character rather than comely prettiness.
Dark brows nearly met above the bridge of his nose. Strong chin. He
even possessed the same sensuous mouth that looked out of place on
a warrior’s face. But the green eyes were darker. More intense. He
stared without Guy’s ready, boyishly infectious smile.

For the first time in many a year, Eleanor felt the
heat of embarrassment rising to her cheeks. “Your pardon, sir. I
mistook you for someone else.”

He continued to stare openly. The blatant admiration
in his gaze, and his complete lack of attempt to conceal it, robbed
his attention of all rudeness. Eleanor’s sense of humour reasserted
itself and she smiled.

“I thought you Lord Guy, cousin to the queen,”
Eleanor said. “I suspect that I’m not too far in error. You, sir,
must be one of his brothers?”

Where Guy would have replied with an easy remark, the
man before her looked as though he struggled to find words.

“I have a brother called Guy,” he said. “But I’m not
his brother. By your leave, lady.”

He bowed and stalked away. His long legs swiftly
carried him to the gate and out of the garden. A peripheral part of
Eleanor’s mind noted that his voice was not as deep as Guy’s, and
that he had barely noticed her beautiful niece. Most of Eleanor’s
attention, though, wrestled the conundrum of his apparently
contradictory statements.

“Did we offend him?” Cicely asked.

“Any offence was of my offering,” Eleanor said.
“Though I cannot think what it might be. Perhaps he did not
appreciate my levity in reference to the carp.”

Cicely looked uncertain. “How could he be brother and
yet not brother to Lord Guy?”

“That, I confess, has me at a loss. With any man
other than the late Earl Marshal, I would surmise he meant
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