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   A KNIGHT OF HER DREAMS by EVIE NORTH
 
   (KNIGHTS OF PASSION)
 
    
 
   There were five of them, boys, whom Stephen the would-be-king had gathered together for safety. Their fathers were his strongest supporters, lords and barons who had been killed in the battle for the throne between Stephen and his cousin Matilda. He placed them in an orphanage connected to a monastery and there he trained them to grow into knightly warriors. The tattoo upon their arms proclaimed their allegiance to the king and each other, and their determination to win back their destiny.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   A KNIGHT OF HER DREAMS 
 
   (KNIGHTS OF PASSION)
 
    
 
    
 
   1151AD
 
    
 
   Lady Rowena closed her eyes in the hot, swaying litter that was carrying her home. Her days at the London royal court had been hectic and it was always nice to see friends, but now she felt rather low. That was because Rowena had loved Lord Wulfrich for what seemed forever and now, finally, it was over. Wolf had found another woman to love, one who obviously loved him, and Rowena must relinquish any hope she’d had in that direction. 
 
   Why did she hold on to her flight of fancy for so long? In her heart she’d always known he was not for her and yet still she’d hoped. Nights spent dreaming of her life with him, days longing for a smile, a glance, a word from him to show he cared.
 
   Pathetic.
 
   Rowena shook her head in disgust, capturing the attention of her maid, Nell. For a moment the girl watched her, narrow eyed, before turning back to the curtains that protected them from the dust and the weather, but trapped the heat inside with them. Nell had made a little hole in the heavy cloth and when she put her eye to it she could watch the soldiers of the guard riding by.
 
   There were times when Rowena wished she was more like Nell. The maid was content with her lot. She laughed when she was happy and cried when she was sad, and when she saw a man she admired then she thought nothing of sharing her bed with him. “Because who knows if I may live to see another day,” was her reply, when Rowena spoke to her about the possible consequences of being so free and easy with her favours. 
 
   Rowena expected Nell thought her cold and unfeeling, perhaps even unable to feel! But it wasn’t true. Rowena’s upbringing had been full of rigid rules and frigid distance, and with very little love, and now she was wed to a much older man who was unable, or unwilling, to bed her. She was lonely and untouched, a beautiful woman with no prospect of being loved unless she found herself a lover.
 
   Well, her most recent possibility had preferred to love someone else, and the odd thing was she wasn’t all that heartbroken—had she loved him truly after all? Or had she loved the idea and not the man? 
 
   “Lady, you don’t need to be miserable.”
 
   Rowena turned to her maid, and saw that Nell had given up watching the men at arms go by and now had her attention focussed entirely on her mistress.
 
   “Don’t I, Nell?”
 
   “Of course you don’t. Have you thought on what I said when we left home for the court, my lady?” 
 
   “What was that, Nell?” Rowena said pleasantly.
 
   “For me to find you a man for the night, lady. One glorious night of love. I reckon that would do you for a while.”
 
   Rowena knew colour was staining her cheeks. Now she remembered that Nell had spoken some nonsense about Rowena needing a man and Nell planning to find just the man she needed. Rowena had played along, bored with her own company and the pretence that she was content with her lot. But she hadn’t meant it. Such a thing was impossible, and she opened her mouth to say so.
 
   “I found one,” Nell said matter of factly, before Rowena could utter a word. Her dark blue eyes grew wide and she saw the echoing sparkle in the maid’s dark eyes.
 
   “What do you mean you found one?”
 
   “A man. The perfect lover for you, my lady. One glorious night, remember?”
 
   I won’t ask, Rowena told herself firmly. I just won’t ask! But it seemed that her mouth had other ideas. “Who is this man, Nell?”
 
   Nell grinned, unrepentant. “Oh no, my lady, no telling. You’ll just have to wait and see. I’ll bring him to you tonight to get acquainted.”
 
   “You will do no such thing!” she gasped. And then once again, as if her blasted tongue had a life of its own, “Do you mean he is here, riding with us? Now? This man? He is out there somewhere?” She waved her hand vaguely at the curtains that surrounded their litter.
 
   Nell nodded. “Aye, that’s right. And he’s not the sort to blab and boast, my lady, I swear, so you don’t have to worry about that. You’ll see.”
 
   Rowena swallowed. “Nell, I know you mean well but . . . if my husband were to discover this . . .”
 
   “He won’t my lady. And don’t you worry, I’ll be there. And if you change your mind then I’ll bed him for you.” She spoke the last in a rush, obviously trying to please her mistress. 
 
   Rowena didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “Thank you, Nell,” she said gravely, “but that won’t be necessary. None of it will be necessary,” she added firmly.
 
   Nell appeared crest-fallen. “But lady, you are not happy. I can see it and it grieves me. You are kind and beautiful and good, and you deserve happiness.”
 
   Rowena felt tears sting her eyes. Was it so obvious? And what did it matter if she took a man to her bed or not? The idea had planted a warm seed inside her, a tiny glow of longing. Oh if only she was as free as Nell to say yes! But if she were found out then her actions would jeopardise her position, and perhaps even her life. Lord Bigod, her husband, had never shown himself to be a jealous man but he was a cruel man, and Lady Rowena was very aware that if he turned on her she could be cast penniless from the gates. Or worse, taken down to the dungeon where Bigod tormented many a poor soul. 
 
   I don’t care!
 
   Quite suddenly she felt reckless. She’d always done the right thing, abided by the rules, but now she wanted to do the wrong thing and break the rules. Wolf had found love and she had no one. Why not enjoy one night, one single night, of passion? As Nell had said, one glorious night.
 
   “Very well, Nell,” she heard herself saying, “I will meet this man you speak of. I don’t promise I will allow him to . . . that is, I may change my mind, but you may bring him to me tonight.”
 
   Nell’s grin split her face from ear to ear. “Oh yes, my lady!” Her smile turned lascivious. “You won’t regret it.” 
 
    
 
   Rowena had bathed and dressed in a loose robe, her hair braided into a long rope at her back. The hostelry was clean but far from luxurious, and her bed was narrow and hard. Well maybe that was just as well, she thought with grim humour. She would not want to spend long cavorting upon it with this stranger. In fact she may not want to cavort at all, and the more time that passed, the more doubts were crowding her head.
 
   The soft tap on the door made her mouth go dry, but she told herself that it must be one of the hostelry staff bringing her a message from the guard. Or warmed wine to help her sleep?
 
   And then the door opened and all her thoughts fled.
 
   She could see Nell behind him, made tiny by his bulk, and she could hear Nell’s words, “Roget wishes to speak with you, my lady, on a matter most urgent,” but she could make no sense of them.
 
   Her head was filled with the sight of the man before her, just as he filled the doorway into her room. Broad shoulders and powerful arms beneath the plain brown tunic, his leather sword belt strapped about his narrow waist, lean hips and long muscular legs. Remembering herself, her gaze jerked up toward his face, and found dark eyes gazing down at her, a hint of a smile in them, despite his grave expression.
 
   “Lady,” he said, his voice sending prickles along her skin. “I have something of importance to discuss with you.”
 
   She tried to find her voice but it seemed to have lodged in her throat. She managed a jerky nod instead, and turned swiftly, putting distance between them. Behind her she heard the door close.
 
   “Lady, there is no need for unease,” he said, and he hadn’t come any nearer. “I am your man, heart and body, no matter what passes between us this night.”
 
   Her man, heart and body? The words, spoken in his low, husky voice, made her melt inside. Rowena gathered her courage and turned to face him, and saw that Nell was gone. They were alone. 
 
   Suddenly she was panicking.
 
   “I am sorry,” she said in a rush, “but there is a mistake. I never intended . . .”
 
   “My name is Roget.”
 
   “Roget?”
 
   He reached to unfasten his sword belt, slowly, letting it slide from him, before placing it on the chair. 
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked breathlessly. “You must not stay. I cannot—”
 
   “I have been your man for almost a year, lady. How could I not have noticed your beauty? But it is more than that. I have watched your courage in adversity, your grace while you are ignored by your husband, your loneliness when you deserve so much more. I want to please you. I want to make you happy, even if it is only for one night.”
 
   Rowena knew she should say no, she should push him from the room, and yet his words caught at her heart like jagged fingernails in woollen cloth, and she could not free them. 
 
   He was moving toward her, so big and strong, so handsome with his curling dark hair and smiling mouth, and there was gentleness and tenderness in his eyes, and . . . oh god, there was desire, too. A hot spark of desire for her and her alone.
 
   “Roget,” she whispered, as his hands came up to cup her cheeks and he bent his head. His breath was warm against her lips and she instinctively leaned toward him, desperate to feel him, to touch him.
 
   “Beautiful Rowena,” he murmured, and then his mouth was on hers.
 
   Gentle, at first, but soon becoming almost rough in his desire to possess. And Rowena found she didn’t mind that at all, in fact she was clutching at him roughly herself, her body humming with need and all the unfulfilled longings of all the years she’d been alone.
 
    His hands were on the tie of her robe, pulling it undone, and she felt the cool night air on her naked body as the garment pooled on the floor at her feet. Just for a moment she hesitated, making up her mind to put a halt to it, but the expression on his face as he gazed upon her almost made her heart stop beating.
 
   He stepped back, dark eyes caressing her breasts, which swelled and tingled, the tips tightening into hard little buds. His knuckle brushed one and then the other, and she couldn’t help but gasp with the sensation. Her stomach clenched, and she felt herself growing wet between her thighs, something that had never happened to her before.
 
   He reached to grab hold of his tunic and tugged it swiftly over his head. He was so strong, so sleek and muscular, a man formed by a lifetime of war games and fighting. Naked now apart from his breeches, he moved in again, his hands brushing her skin, stopping to measure the span of her waist with his two big hands, then bending his head to lick at the tips of her breasts, which seemed to beg for the heat of his mouth.
 
   “Roget,” she whimpered, and his name on her lips was erotic, making her body tremble.
 
   He dropped to his knees before her.
 
   Startled, Rowena nearly jumped backwards, but he held her hips to steady her. She found herself gazing the short distance down into his dark eyes, mesmerized by their warm glow, the promise in his face of pleasures to come. And it was as if her body responded to his, the sensation between her legs growing stronger, as if her sex was swelling, making itself more prominent, begging for his touch.
 
   “You want me, lady,” he purred, and there was male satisfaction in his deep voice. “I can smell your need.” His eyes still on hers, he reached out and brushed the backs of his fingers down over the soft hair on her mound. Rowena quivered, and her breath quickened. Her thighs trembled and she wanted to widen them, give him better access, but she felt suddenly shy.
 
   Again he seemed to read her mind. “Rowena,” he said, “this is your night. You can do whatever you want to do, and no one will ever know.”
 
   “You will know,” she whispered shakily.
 
   “I will have forgotten by morning.”
 
   She searched his face, looking for the trick, the lie. “Do you swear?”
 
   He took her hand in his, bringing it to his lips. “I swear.”
 
   He could be lying, but Rowena didn’t think so. He would keep this to himself, and she could be safe in the knowledge that no one would ever know what had taken place here this night.
 
   His fingers were back against her mound, but now he was delving within the slick flesh between her legs. He wiggled his way to her clit and brushed it, back and forth, making her shake and arch her back. Now her legs were open, and he bent his head and incredibly she felt his mouth and then his tongue, sliding along her most intimate places, and then inside her, deep into her core.
 
   Her shaking hands were clutching his head, holding him in place, and she pressed her hips toward his mouth, urging him on, wanting more. His tongue touched the sensitive bud again, and she felt a jolt go through her, heard her voice moaning his name.
 
   His big hands were clasping her buttocks now, squeezing the flesh, bringing her closer to his mouth and tongue, tilting her so that he had complete access.
 
   Rowena was going to fall down. The muscles in her legs were trembling, and she felt weak and dizzy with the growing force of her desire. Something was driving her, urging her on, and she could almost see it, almost reach it . . .
 
   “No,” she whimpered, as he pulled away. She pushed toward him, and he let his fingers run over her swollen nether lips, his mouth tense with his own desire. “Please, Roget . . .” 
 
   “In time, lady,” he growled. “You must be patient.”
 
   “I-I can’t.”
 
   He gave a huff of laughter, and then he was standing before her, pulling her toward the bed she had thought so small and hard before, but which now she longed to share with him.
 
   She sat down, gazing up at him, her breasts rising and falling quickly with each breath. He took her hand and placed it upon his hard belly, and her fingers trembled as she ran them lightly over his warm skin, feeling the rough texture of the hairs that vanished beneath the fastening of his breeches. The cloth was engorged by his cock, and she hesitated, but only for a moment, then she was pulling eagerly at the ties to free him.
 
   Roget made a sound in his throat, satisfaction and delight, as she reached to touch him, then grasp him, or as much of him as she could manage. The head of his cock was glistening and she ran her fingertip over it, smiling as he groaned. So now it was his turn, she thought. She could make him tremble and beg, too, just as she had.
 
   Remembering what he had done with his mouth, she leaned to lick at him, and then suck at him. His thick, iron muscled thighs quivered, and his hands tangled in her hair, pulling it free of the neat braid so that it tumbled about her.
 
   “Lady,” he groaned, “you will kill me.”
 
   Rowena giggled, something she hadn’t done since she was a child, and then rarely. But she felt light and young and carefree, not at all the grave and proper lady and wife she had been today, and would be again tomorrow.
 
   He was lifting her, setting her back onto the bed, and a moment later he was between her thighs, his cock straining to bury itself deep inside her. She felt the brush of the tip against her aching pussy, and pushed back toward him, as eager as he.
 
   “Lady,” he said, his voice so serious she stilled and looked up into his eyes, even while she wanted nothing more than for him to take her. “Lady, you are a maiden still? Nell 
said . . .”
 
   Rowena felt herself grow cold. He knew! Blast and damn Nell. What must he think of a woman of her age who was still a virgin? He must believe her so unlovable, so undesirable, that not even her husband would want her.
 
   “Go away.”
 
   She pulled herself back, closing her legs tightly, curling her body around itself like something wounded. For a moment she lay, tears trickling down her cheeks beneath her hair, hiding, alone.
 
   “Lady,” his fingers gently pushed away her hair, and then his lips touched hers through the strands that stuck to her tears. “Lady, you misunderstand. I am glad you are a maiden. I am proud that it will be I who takes you first.”
 
   Rowena stilled. Did he mean it? Could he really feel like that?
 
   Slowly she sat up, wiping her face with her hands, wishing she was one of those women who could cry without being ravaged by it. “You do not think me unlovable? Undesirable?”
 
   His mouth twitched. “Lady, you are perfection itself. Do you really think I could play act this?” and he put his hand on his cock, holding it in his fist. “I want to make you mine. All of you.”
 
   “Oh,” she whispered, and then he was kissing her mouth, rough and as unstoppable as a storm. She grasped him in her arms, feeling his hard skin beneath her palms, the ripple of muscles as he pushed her back once more on the bed and reared up above her.
 
   “I want you,” he growled, “but you must agree. I will not have it said I took an unwilling maiden.”
 
   Rowena gave a half sob, half laugh. “Unwilling, Roget?” But he was serious and she bit her lip and made herself serious too. She said, “I am most willing, sir.”
 
   It was all he needed. Roget’s big hands clasped her thighs, widening her legs, pressing his hips between them. His body was so much bigger than hers but Rowena was willing to suffer pain to be taken by him, to be made a woman by this man.
 
   The head of his cock slid along her slippery flesh, and she caught her breath when he brushed against her clit. Passion, momentarily forgotten, came roaring back and she reached to gasp him about the waist. He tilted his head to take her mouth, distracting her, and she moaned as his tongue slid between her lips, tangling with hers. 
 
   And then he was filling her, his cock pressing forward into her core, deeper and deeper, stretching her until she wondered if he could go any further. But it was not unpleasant. Even when he broke her maidenhead there was little pain, and his kisses and his touch acted as a salve.
 
   “Look, lady,” he said huskily.
 
   She looked down between their bodies, and they were joined, his body deep inside hers. As she stared in wonder, he withdrew almost entirely, and then slid inside her again with an easy glide. Reaching down he fingered her clit, and she felt her sex spasm around him. That sensation of something rushing toward her was back, and now she was determined to allow it its way.
 
   He thrust deeply, and her body tensed about him, holding him, so that he groaned and thrust again, even more deeply. Rowena lifted her hips to give him even more access and he reached down to grip her buttocks, moving more quickly. Suddenly her body clenched and she cried out against his mouth, and then he was juddering, moving jerkily as his climax took him.
 
   For a time they lay together, lost in the aftershocks. He stroked her cheek, his dark eyes gazing into hers. “Thank you, Roget,” she said, her voice hoarse from passion.
 
   His mouth quirked. “My pleasure, lady.”
 
   She wriggled. The bed was too small and her hip was going to sleep. “I suppose you must go now,” she said, trying to sound firm and not regretful.
 
   He looked amused; why was it she amused him so? “I think I will wait a little while, lady.”
 
   “But . . . it is over, is it not?”
 
   Roget bent and began to lick at her nipple, using his hand to cup the flesh of her breast, tipping it up for his better access. 
 
   “Oh,” she managed, breathless suddenly. “Do you mean there is more?”
 
   “I do, lady,” he growled. “Indeed I do.”
 
    
 
   Rowena woke to the morning and for a moment was aware of the ache of her body and the weariness of her muscles, and could not understand why. A moment later she remembered and a smile curled her lips. After she had thought he was leaving, he had taken her again, and then again as she dozed, his arm tight around her middle as she lay with her back spooned into his chest and hips. His cock had slid easily into her from behind, and his fingers had splayed over her mound, delving down into the warm, slippery folds, finding her clitoris. 
 
   They’d moved slowly, sleepily, until the ecstasy made their bodies shiver and arch, and she’d turned her face for his deep, passionate kisses.    
 
   Alone in her bed, Rowena stretched and, with a wince, sat up.
 
   Roget had shown her what it was to be a woman; he had given her such pleasure. And now he was gone.
 
   Well, she told herself briskly, that was as it must be. Her one night. Her one glorious night, she corrected herself with a sigh. It would have to make do for forever.
 
   The door opened and Nell peered in. Her smile couldn’t have been more satisfied if it was she who had spent the night with Roget and not Rowena.
 
   “My lady.” She skipped into the room, beginning to pack Rowena’s belongings into her trunk. “There will be water to wash with in a moment,” she added, with a sly sideways glance. “We will be leaving as soon as the men and horses have eaten.”
 
   Rowena kept her face as blank as she could. “Thank you, Nell.”
 
   But then Nell came and stood before her. “Well, lady? Don’t tell me you are disappointed!”
 
   Rowena’s mouth curved into an unwilling smile, and her eyes gleamed. “Oh no, Nell. I wouldn’t tell you that.”
 
   The maid giggled, and hurried to fetch the water.
 
   Outside the hostelry the men at arms were ready, their horses moving restlessly, the litter awaiting its occupants. Rowena nodded to the grizzled captain in charge, Hugo, but despite herself her eyes strayed down the line, looking for him.
 
   She didn’t see him, and disappointed she moved toward the litter. And it was then that she saw him, waiting to help her inside. 
 
   “My lady,” he said, holding out his hand for hers.
 
   She had no desire to smile at him or press his fingers or anything else, because he seemed so different. His face was stern and cold, his eyes focussed on a point just beyond her shoulder, and his manner respectful but distant.
 
   Rowena knew this was how it must be, and if he were to show they were known to each other then the consequences would be catastrophic, and yet . . . She must be a fool, because she wanted more from him. 
 
   Inside the litter, she sat back among her cushions, hardly noticing as they started off down the long road home to her cold husband and her fine castle. Home. Was it? It didn’t feel like home. Rowena moved restlessly, hating the confines and the rocking of the litter even more than usual. Why couldn’t she ride her own horse, with her men? She could ride, unlike many women of her day, but it was the custom for a woman to sit before a man when on a horse.
 
   “Like a simpleton.”
 
   Nell was staring at her, and then she gave a giggle. “My lady, what did you say?”
 
   Rowena blushed. “I’m sorry, I was . . .” She waved a hand. “I was wishing I could ride instead of sitting in the litter.”    
 
   Nell was thoughtful a moment. “You could ask Roget to take you before him,” she suggested, with a sly glance. “Say you are feeling unwell.”
 
   Rowena frowned. “But that would be rather unlike me, would it not, Nell?”
 
   Nell shrugged. “You are Lady Rowena, you can do as you wish. No one will question you, no one will dare.”
 
   Rowena thought a moment. She’d never been anything other than a conventional woman, but last night she had felt reckless and she still did. She nodded to Nell. “Stop the litter and tell them,” she ordered. “I will ride with Roget.”
 
   Nell looked delighted as she moved to stick her head from the litter to call a halt, but Rowena caught her arm.
 
   “Don’t make it obvious I want him, Nell. Don’t let Hugo suspect—he will report to my husband.”
 
   “Yes, my lady. I will be discreet.”
 
    
 
   It was so much more comfortable with the sunshine and fresh air in her face, Rowena decided, smiling as she closed her eyes. When instructed, Roget had murmured a toneless ‘Yes my lady’ and lifted her indifferently upon his horse and climbed up after her. She didn’t care. She had felt his warm hand touch hers, just for a moment, and it was enough.
 
   After they had ridden with the others for a time, she asked if he would take her forward, away from the dust and sweat, and he had complied. Now they were a little ahead of the main troop, and she could pretend they weren’t there. Just her and Roget, riding in the sweet sunshine together.
 
   “Lady, you should not think your husband is a fool,” he murmured, his breath warm against her ear. Her veil fluttered and tendrils of her hair tickled her skin. Roget wore no helmet and his curling dark hair framed his stern handsome face. His eyes bored into hers, and there was no laughter in them.
 
   “I know he is no fool,” she answered quietly.
 
   “If he discovers you have played him false he will kill you, or send you from his gates with nothing.”
 
   “Yes. And he will have you taken to the dungeon. I know he sends men there, and watches while they’re tortured. He is a cold man, except when there is cruelty, then his face grows flushed and he licks his lips.” She shuddered.
 
   “He has never hurt you?” he demanded with a low intensity that made her search his eyes.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   He smiled, but there was no humour in it. 
 
   Behind them the jingle of spurs and reins was getting closer, as the troop of men caught up, Hugo at the forefront. Rowena knew she could not ask for more than this, and was not surprised when Roget came to a halt and suggested she return to her litter now she felt well.
 
   “Will you come to me again?” she whispered, ducking her head so that no one could read her lips. “Tonight?”
 
   For a moment she didn’t think he was going to answer, and then he said, “Yes,” before she was helped down to the ground. She didn’t dare to look up at him, but simply walked away.
 
    
 
   The hostelry tonight was larger and cleaner, but the bed was still mean. Roget put the bedding down onto the floor, spreading it out so that they could both lie there in comfort, and then he covered it with his cloak. 
 
   Rowena went into his arms as if she had known him for years instead of days, and her mouth clung willingly to his lips. Her body trembled under the caress of his hands, and it was she who pulled off his tunic and ran her hands over his chest, tracing each little hurt and scar. There was a tattoo of a cross on his bicep; she hadn’t noticed it last night, which wasn’t surprising when there’d been so much that was new.
 
   “What does it mean? Are you a brother in a monastery?”
 
   He laughed. “Hardly a monk, lady. No, but I was in a monastery for a time. It doesn’t matter.” He reached to cup her breasts in his big hands, lapping his tongue over her hardening nipples. “This is what matters.”
 
   “Yes,” she gasped.
 
   She pushed him back onto the bedding, climbing astride him, excitement coursing through her blood at the thought of this man who was hers. Beneath her thighs she could feel his cock growing harder, and she wriggled so that its tip brushed her warm, slick folds. Her body ached for his, but she held back, letting herself explore the expanse of his chest and the hard muscles of his stomach. 
 
   “You are cruel, lady,” he groaned, when she nipped at his hard nipples.
 
   Roget’s hands closed on her hips, lifting her easily with his great strength, and embedding himself inside her pussy. He filled her, made her gasp, as he slid deeper into her. The sensation was exquisite and for a moment Rowena did not move, so intent was she upon the moment. 
 
   And then he began to thrust up against her, and she pushed against him, resting her palms flat against his chest, kneeling astride him and riding him, just like she’d longed to ride a horse today. Rowena tipped back her head, her hair tumbling about her naked body, and concentrated on the growing pleasure that was building where their bodies joined.
 
   Roget stroked her breasts, fingering her nipples, then his back arched as his climax drew nearer and, panting, Rowena rode him harder, her own bliss roaring over her and tumbling her into his arms.
 
   “I wish you could stay with me forever,” she said, when she could manage to speak. “I will never forget you, Roget.”
 
   He stroked her skin. “Lady, I wish it too.”
 
   She clung to him tighter, and felt his muscles bunch as he held her. Soon they would make love again, but for now being held by him was enough.  
 
    
 
   The heavy sound of soldiers’ boots approaching brought Rowena up in her bed upon the floor, blinking, pulling the covers up to her naked breasts. Roget was gone, she vaguely remembered him kissing her in the night before he slipped out of the chamber. Shocked, her eyes widened as the door was pushed open so hard it slammed against the wall.
 
   Hugo stood a moment, taking in her undressed state, his lips curling, and then he gestured for the two soldiers behind him to drag in their captive.
 
   It was Nell!
 
   She was hanging limply between their arms, her face bruised, her lips swollen and bleeding. Someone had hurt her, and now as they dropped her on the floor near the bed, she gave a gasping sob.
 
   “Oh Nell, what’s happened!” Rowena burst out, reaching for her robe and struggling into it, before kneeling beside the girl and slipping her arm about her.
 
   “He made me tell,” she whimpered. “My lady, I’m so sorry, but he made me tell.”
 
   Her dark eyes were bloodshot with crying and pain, and Rowena’s heart sank at her words. They knew about Roget! But where was he?
 
   Nell seemed to guess what she was about to say.
 
   “He got away,” she mouthed against Rowena’s ear. 
 
   Relieved, Rowena lifted her chin and gave Hugo a defiant stare. “How dare you treat my maid like this! And how dare you burst into my chamber without permission.”
 
   Hugo looked unimpressed. “Lord Bigod gave his orders, lady. I was to watch you closely, and so I have. You have betrayed your husband and he will know what to do with you.”
 
   Rowena felt her muscles trembling with fear. Her husband’s cruelty had never been turned on her, not yet. He still might simply send her from his gates in sackcloth.
 
   “Leave me here,” she said as if she was issuing a command. “I will not come home. He can be free of me.”
 
   But as she feared Hugo wasn’t about to let her go. “I don’t think so, lady,” he sneered. “You will be punished.”
 
   The journey back to the castle seemed a long one, but for Rowena it wasn’t long enough. Hugo dismounted and strode straight to Bigod to inform him that his wife had cuckolded him, and Rowena was taken down the dank stairs to the grated door that led to the dungeon.
 
   She had never been there before, never wanted to. The screams that came from this place made her tremble, and she was ashamed now that she hadn’t done more to intercede for the prisoners. But she knew Bigod would never have listened to her. Just as he would not listen to her now.
 
   At least Nell had been spared. The girl had been taken to the servants’ quarters, and Rowena had made her promise she would run away at the earliest opportunity.
 
   “But what of you, my lady?” the girl sobbed. 
 
   “Roget will save me,” she said stoutly, wishing it was true. Roget was probably miles away now, and she was glad that he was. At least one of them was free, and perhaps sometimes he would remember her and their nights of passion. She could live through his memories, because Rowena was fairly sure she was going to die here in this horrible place.
 
   It was several hours before Bigod made his way down to see her.
 
   Rowena, chained to a stone bench, had dozed off and on despite the surroundings and her terror. When she heard the key in the lock she tried to sit up, but of course her wrists were fastened by metal bracelets and chains. He came and stood before her, cold eyes feasting on her dishevelled state. Hugo had not been gentle as he pulled her down here, slapping her across the face when she screamed, and her hair had come loose about her, while her fine skirt was torn.
 
   “You cannot do this, husband,” she said, attempting to make her voice firm. “I have family who will want to know where I am.”
 
   Bigod shook his head. “Your father cares nothing for you, Rowena. You were merely a counter to him, to be used to increase his own wealth. You are mine, to do with as I wish. Until now you have been good and compliant, but now . . . I think I will enjoy you better this way, the wayward wife, the woman who must be taught her lessons.”
 
   The cruelty in his eyes was inhuman, and Rowena tried not to shudder as he went to the wall and examined the torture implements hanging there in a neat row. Hugo was stoking the fire below the brazier, and she watched wide eyed as Bigod chose something that looked horribly like a branding iron for an animal.
 
   “This is my mark,” he said with satisfaction, showing her the ornate B at the end. “So you will not forget who you belong to again, wife.” 
 
   The anticipation was almost worse than the pain. Almost. Watching Hugo heating the implement, smelling the metal as it began to glow red, and then watching her husband approaching with it. And then the searing agony as he pressed it to her thigh, before she fainted. 
 
    
 
   Rowena tried to open her eyes. She felt sick and dizzy, and the throbbing pain in her leg came in waves. They had left her alone again, but she knew they would be back, and when she heard the dungeon door opening, she almost screamed. But she told herself she must be brave, that if she refused to let him see her fear then Bigod would be denied that thing he longed for the most; his pleasure in breaking her spirit as well as her body. 
 
   Casting around desperately for some distraction, she thought of Roget. She pictured his face, his smile, the tenderness in his dark eyes. The next moment, when a gentle hand cupped her face, brushing her hair from her eyes, she thought she must be imagining it. Slowly, unwilling to relinquish her dream, she opened her eyes.
 
   Rowena gazed up in wonder.
 
   “Roget?” she croaked, her throat dry and painful. “I dreamed of you. Are you still a dream?”
 
   “No, my love. I am not a dream.”
 
   He was unshackling her and lifting her in his arms, careful of her injury, and a moment later she was being carried from the dungeon.
 
   Nell tut-tutted over her, washing her and dressing her burn, tucking her into her bed. It was Nell who told her that Roget had come with a troop of men, and they had overrun the castle and taken Hugo prisoner. Bigod had refused to give in, and had died upon Roget’s sword.
 
   Rowena was glad. Her husband would no longer hurt her, or anyone else. She was free of him.
 
   “But what will happen to Roget?” she asked. “He will be punished for this. Bigod was a powerful man.”
 
   Nell’s dark eyes sparkled, the bruises on her face already fading. “I have spoken with some of the soldiers, lady, and they tell me that Roget is a powerful man too. It was King Stephen who sent him to discover if the rumours about your husband’s cruelty were true.”
 
   Rowena pondered on this, but it was another few days before Roget spoke to her himself. She was in her solar, seated in her carved wooden chair, her bandaged leg resting upon a stool, while Nell chattered to her. As soon as the maid saw him she scuttled away, with a brief grin for the two of them.
 
   “Is it true?” Rowena demanded.
 
   Roget came and knelt by her side, reaching for her hands. “My lady, I was sent to watch your husband by the king. There were rumours. A man like Bigod can make many enemies. He claimed to be Stephen’s vassal, but the king did not want such a man doing such evil work and at the same time claiming his blessing. 
 
   “I came to see what Bigod was up to, and then I saw you. I could not leave you to his mercies. I stayed to watch over you.”
 
   Rowena reached to stroke his cheek, and when he bent his head to kiss her lips, clung to him to make it last.
 
   “I was too late, though,” he said sadly. “I did not reach you in time.”
 
   “You saved my life, Roget.”
 
   “But he hurt you first.”
 
   Rowena sighed. “I will heal. Nell tells me that soon there will be little but a scar, and Bigod did such a bad job of his branding that it appears to be the letter R rather than B. It could just as easily stand for Rowena, or Roget.”
 
   “You make a jest of it, my lady, but I will never forgive myself.”
 
   “Ah Roget,” she whispered, her palm flat against his tunic. “If not for you I would never have known what it is to love. This small pain is worth it. I would have suffered much more to be in your arms.”
 
   The love in his dark eyes made her heart grow full.
 
   “My lord Roget?”
 
   It was Nell at the door, and behind her a tall knight with brown hair. His smile lifted one corner of his mouth, a seductive movement that was not lost on the maid.
 
   “Roget, I need to be leaving.”
 
   “Fitzallen, this is the lady Rowena.” The way he said it made Fitzallen smile again, and then he turned his smile on Rowena and she could see why Nell swooned. The man was handsome; not so handsome as Roget, but there was definitely something that drew the eye.
 
   “Fitzallen,” she said, and reaching out took Roget’s hand in hers, “I thank you for what you have done for Roget and I.”
 
   “Roget has been smitten with you, lady, since the first moment he saw you. I could not leave him in such a state without helping him to a happy ending.”
 
   Roget frowned. “That is in poor taste, friend. Bigod was Lady Rowena’s husband.”
 
   “And a very bad husband, too,” Rowena interceded, rallying her voice. “It is over now,” she added softly. 
 
   When Fitzallen had gone, Roget lifted her into his arms, sitting in the window seat as the sunshine spilled through onto the colourful cushions. “I feel guilty that I did not notice you,” she murmured, snuggling into his chest. “Not until that night at the hostelry.”
 
   “I did not want you noticing me, Rowena. If you had paid me attention your husband would have sent me away, or Hugo would have locked me in the dungeon. They were always watching you, waiting for you to do something wrong, you just didn’t notice. Sweet Rowena.”
 
   “Will you stay, Roget? I don’t know whether I will be able to live here, but . . .”
 
   “The king wants you to stay here and rule wisely. And I will stay with you, if you will marry me.”
 
   Rowena knew she could bear anything—even the memories of the dungeon—with Roget by her side. There would be no more torture in this place; their home would be filled with love.
 
   She reached up to kiss his lips, feeling passion growing between them. “Yes,” she said. “Always.” 
 
   Their kiss deepened, and he groaned. “Lady you are not well enough to—”
 
   But her laughter stopped his words. “Roget, I am nearly healed and I think if I do not lay with you now, in my bed, then I will pine and fade away and die.”
 
   He chuckled and lifted her again, carrying her to the bed. Her body trembled beneath his hands, and when he filled her, thrusting slowly and deeply, Rowena held him tightly, until they cried out together. 
 
   “All will be well,” she whispered, and knew it to be true.     [bookmark: _GoBack] 
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