The sea was bl ood-red beneath the rays fromthe
setting sun that peeked fromunder a |ine of dark clouds
just above the horizon.

“I'sn"t it wondrous?” asked a hushed voice. *“I have
never seen anything so beautiful.”

“You certainly do not believe that, Vala.” Tarran ap
LI yr | ooked past the trees surrounding themto gaze out at
the sea. He hated the color red. Once he had paid no nore
mnd to it than any other shade. That had been before he
saw how it spread across the floor of his hone.

Pulling his eyes fromthe crinson sea, he heard a
chirp fromthe peregrine riding on his left hand. He had
rai sed Heliw alnmst fromthe egg, and the bird seened
attuned to his strongest, darkest enotions. Mybe it was
because the hawk thought of the hunt and prey, too.

Tarran slowed his horse to match the pace of the old
woman’s. Her brows were nearly as white as her hair, and
her noon-shaped face was lined with years of |iving upon
the shores of the western sea. Although the afternoon was
warm she wore a vol um nous cl oak of black wool .

Val a | aughed. “But | do believe it. | have heard so
much of Cynru’ s beauty fromthose who have travel ed before
us. | want to savor every inmage of it, so |I mght enjoy
the nmenories over and over.”

His friend, Seith ap M|, drew his horse up to ride
besi de them Tarran nodded to Seith, who | ooked as garish

as the flowers in the field with his bright red tunic and
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deep blue cloak. Even his stockings, which were as dusty
as Tarran’s fromtheir days of riding, were still a
grotesque green and | ooked li ke bulbs on his round | egs.

“Do you think we can beg shelter fromthe lord in the
castle that is supposed to be just past these trees?”
Seith rubbed his hand on his generous expanse of stomach.
“l would enjoy a meal not of nmy own cooking.”

“l have not seen you turning up your nose at anything
we have snared so far.”

“Hare makes a tasty neal. Thanks to Heliw, we have
enj oyed the occasional grouse, but a man w shes for
sonmething nmore civilized than fish he catches hinself from
a nuddy stream’

Val a | aughed. “It would seem Tarran, you are the
only one anong us who prefers the rough life.”

Shaki ng his head, Tarran gave his horse a conmand at
the same time he tightened his hold on the hawk’ s jesses.
His steed | eaped to a trot.

Behind him he heard Seith ask, “Wat did | say wong
now?”

Tarran owed his friend an apol ogy. Later he would see
Seith received it. Seith had been | oyal even when Tarran
had been unworthy of a friend. Yet, Seith did not
under stand why Tarran preferred the quiet of his own
conpany and a few friends to a | arge househol d where

sonmeone was certain to say sonmething that brought forth the
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menories he was trying to submerge where they never coul d
be retrieved. So far, he had been unsuccessful, for the
red of the setting sun had sent pain through him a pain as
strong as if he had been the one stabbed.

Shadows beneath the trees held the danpness of the
past winter. His hand went to the knife he carried in his
belt. He fingered the dragon and | eeks carved into the
haft, ready to draw it. Such shadows wel conmed thieves.
Behind him the nen and Vala grew silent as they rode
t hrough the wood and crossed a w de, fast-flow ng stream
In the west of Cynmru, the | aws of England were obeyed only
by those who believed they could gain from abiding by the
king’s authority.

Tarran rel eased the breath he had been hol di ng when,

m nutes later, they enmerged into the sunshine. Attack now
could not conme w thout warning, and he doubted anyone woul d
be bold enough to ambush themw thin view of the castle.
Robbers would fear retaliation fromwthin the walls
surroundi ng the foursquare tower that rose |like a stone
chal l enge. The lord who held the castle would be a fool to
attack travelers within his fief’'s boundaries, for that
could focus the king s displeasure on him

The castle on the hill | ooked puny conpared to the
vast nmountains rising above its parapets. A darker gray
than the raw stone overlooking it, Castell Gyn NNwW sat in

an area cleared of trees. The walls were edged with sharp
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rocks. No greenery softened at the bases, because those
could be easily set ablaze or conceal invaders.

And a woman hung out of an arrow slit.

Tarran did not want to believe his eyes. It could not
be —It was! A woman hung from the narrow openi ng. Her
sl ender | egs dangl ed against the wall, kicking wildly as
she tried to find a toehold on the wall. Beneath her on
serrated rocks, one | ong wooden pole |lay across a pair the
same | ength.

He exhorted his horse to a run up the hill at the sane
time he tightened his grip on the jesses holding the hawk
on his left hand. Heliw chirped, preparing for the nmonent
Tarran would send himaloft. He did not release the bird
as he stopped next to the poles. What were they? No tine
to check. The woman m ght fall at any nonment.

He stretched up his right hand. Her feet were beyond
his fingers. Standing in the stirrups, he clanped his | egs
agai nst the horse’'s sides. The horse shifted, and he
grow ed a warning for it to stand still. Hoofbeats and
rai sed voices canme from behind him but he did not glance
back. He | ooked up at the wonman.

“Let go!” he shout ed.

She | ooked down at him and frowned. She shook her
head, sending her russet hair swirling around her, and
tried to dig her toes into a crevice between the stones.

Did she not understand Wel sh? Maybe she was of a



ONE KNI GHT STANDS/ Kel | ey (Ferguson) Page 5

Mar cher househol d.

“Let go!” he called in the Angl o- Norman | anguage of
the English lands east of Offa s Dyke. He had |learned it
as a child at the same tinme he had Welsh. “I wll catch
you!”

“Go away!” she ordered. “I have no need of your help,
so | eave now!”

“I's she mad?” Seith grasped the reins of Tarran's
horse to keep it from noving. He took the hawk, bal ancing
the bird on his left armwhich was as fleshy as his thick
| egs.

“Probably, but even a madwoman does not deserve to
fall to her death.” Tarran clenched his teeth. By St.
Davi d, he never wanted to see another woman broken and
bl oody and dead. The sight of Addfwyn, lying in her own
bl ood, lines of pain dug into her face, |eaped out of his
menories. He westled it away. There was no tinme to think
of his plans for vengeance now.

He pulled his broadsword. Stretching up, he tapped
the woman on the buttocks with the flat side. “Let go!”

I nstead of obeying, she kicked at himand clung like a
burr to the arrow slit. “WIIl you go away? | don’t need
your help. | don’t want your help. | want you to go away.
WIIl you go now?”

She nust be mad!

Maybe he should just |eave her to her stew in the
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juices of her insanity. No, he could not do that. More
menori es of death raced through his mnd. Open eyes that
no |l onger could ook into his with yearning, blood pool ed
beneath a body he once had hel d against his, an inpotent
rage that had no focus, the acidic taste of the craving for
vengeance.

He raised the sword again. This tinme, he struck her
sharply on the right el bow

She screaned as the fingers on her right hand | ost
their hold. For a second, she hung by her |eft hand as she
grappled to get another hold with her right. Her fingers
sl i pped, and she groaned. Then she was falling. He
reached up, catching her before she could strike the rocks.
Her legs hit his chest, and his breath exploded out in a
gasp. He gathered her flailing linmbs to him Her hand
smacked his chin. Pulling her tightly to him he dropped
back into the saddle. Pain raced along his thighs as they
absorbed the force of her fall. The horse whinnied in
fear. He murnured to it, but |ooked down at the woman in
his arns.

Red hair framed her face and curled around the
shoul ders of the slate-gray gown she wore over a |ight blue
undertunic. It was a sinple gown w thout nuch enbroidery,
but the fabric was finer than anything a peasant could
possess. Her body, pressing against him was curvaceous,

but as firmand trimas a well-trained warrior’s. Her
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delicate face urged a man to |l ook at it and then want to
| ook again and again. Her |lips, parted as she panted with
her exertions, were soft and lush. No sign of madness
di mmed her dazzling, green eyes. She closed them and her
body strained against his as she struggled to breathe.
“How does she fare?” asked Val a, di smay hei ghtening
the old woman’s voi ce.
“She lives.” Tarran took a deep breath and rel eased

it slowy.



