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“IF YOU ARE STUPID ENOUGH TO MARRY
ME, MILORD, I PROMISE I WILL DO MY
BEST TO DISGRACE YOU!”

He took her by the shoulders and shook her. “I warn you, that’s enough. Persist in this and, by God, you’ll drive me to violence.”

Her lips trembled and her eyelashes were wet with tears, then she felt the rough sweetness of his kisses. He couldn’t help himself. She was so desirable, at once earthy and ethereal, a combination guaranteed to drug him and become habit forming.

“Don’t!” She pulled his hand from her breast. “You think you can hurt me one minute and rape my mouth the next. We are mismatched, unsuited … leave me at once!”

“Opposites attract!” he insisted. “For a man and a woman to love each other, they don’t have to be cut from the same cloth.”

“Love?” She laughed derisively. “I’ll never love you!”

He towered over her, his green eyes blazing with un-quenched passion at the challenge she threw at him. “You shall,” he vowed. “You shall!”
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For my husband Arthur.
When we married thirty-three
years ago, we were the same age;
now, however, I’m much younger!





The recipes and magic potions referred to herein are historically accurate, based on the ancient work, Culpeper’s Complete Herbal, written by the astrologer/physician Nicholas Culpeper. These recipes are included merely to enhance the medieval atmosphere of this novel and are in no way recommended for use by anyone.




Chapter 1

The young virgin lifted her arms high while the old woman adorned her naked form with a silvery robe as finely spun as a spider’s web. The filmy material drifted down to her ankles, which were encircled by delicate golden chains studded with amber, chosen for its mystic qualities. The maiden’s hair, pale as moonbeams, was unbound in all its glory and fell to her waist in curling tendrils.

The old woman pulled back into the shadows of the high tower room, while the girl went forward gracefully, stepping inside the circle of thirteen green candles. She moved with such fluid grace the flames barely flickered before they rose up straight again, burning yellow, then narrowing and lengthening to blue flame.

She began the ritual by crushing herbs and spices in an alabaster bowl, then setting them to smolder with a long taper. The scent of rosemary, cloves, and myrrh spiraled into an aromatic smoke that filled the senses headily. As she had been taught, she lifted the jeweled chalice and sipped the blood-red wine, then in a beautiful, clear voice she chanted the magic wish:

“I call upon all the Powers of the Universe to send the king and queen to England to set up their royal court. Blessed be.”

She then gazed intensely into a crystal orb, which seemed to fill and swirl with gray smoke before slowly clearing. Her eyes were an unusual lavender color that darkened to purple as she stared into the sphere. She willed herself to “see” a royal couple upon thrones with crowns upon their heads. The gray smoke swirled up in the crystal orb, then cleared again to show the king and queen on a ship crossing the sea from the Continent to England.

The old woman watched her granddaughter with pride and possessiveness through shrewd, hooded eyes that had once been as beautiful as the maiden’s. “Bastard of a bastard,” Estelle whispered as she watched the girl, then her hand reached up to pluck the ugly words from the air before they had a chance to float off into time and space. There were, at the very least, two ways of looking at everything. Jasmine was a love child, and she had drummed into the girl’s head since childhood that by blood she was a royal princess!

The late, great King Henry II’s illegitimate son, William Longsword, had taken Estelle’s lovely daughter for his mistress. The planting of his seed had killed her. She had been too delicate and small to bear a child, yet even though the babe had been a puny and sickly thing, through Estelle’s determined efforts it had survived. Jasmine, she mused, fragile and delicate as the flower for which she was named, would soon be eighteen summers. Briefly she wished she could keep her a child forever, then she quickly made a cabalistic sign to erase the selfish wish.

Suddenly Jasmine laughed and ran from the circle of candles. “Estelle, I’m freezing, get my woolen robe.” Her grandmother hurried forward and wrapped her warmly, then bent to snuff the candles.

“It was perfect, Jasmine. We will do it exactly so when we have the village women here tomorrow night.”

“This time I actually saw the king and queen. Perhaps it would have been stronger magic if I’d invoked their names, Richard and Barengaria?”

“Nay,” said Estelle, shaking her head firmly. “Always remember to never be too specific because it narrows the odds of getting your wish. All you want is a royal court set up in England so that you can become a lady to the queen—any queen.”

Jasmine laughed and nodded her agreement. “Even Queen Eleanor.”

“Never underestimate her jealousy! She never forgave Henry for being unfaithful with Rosamund Clifford, and she never forgave him for begetting your father, William. Ah yes, she accepts and honors him as the great Earl of Salisbury, but you being his love child and so exquisitely beautiful would be a constant thorn to prick jealous memories. She is an old she-wolf who would not hesitate to destroy you.”

Jasmine quickly changed the subject. “Do you really think I shall be able to convince the women of the village that I can cast magic spells?”

“It will be child’s play, my love. Peasants’ lives are ruled by superstition. I’ve convinced them of my powers for years. And you are pure, a virgin, so your powers are twice as strong as mine. Besides, what spells do they ever need? Cures for the evils visited upon them by men!”

She said this last word with total loathing. Her lectures on the subject of men were as endless as they were lurid. Her own husband had beaten her savagely whenever he had gotten drunk, and she knew full well she would have poisoned him if he hadn’t died from an enemy’s sword thrust. The only thing she had cherished from that ill-fated marriage had been her beautiful child. But that beauty had turned out to be a curse because it had attracted an earl who lost no time in getting her daughter fatally pregnant. All men were created evil according to Dame Estelle Winwood, whether they be king, peasant, or anything between, and she had dedicated her life to keeping Jasmine safely isolated from them.

“The peasant women start out wanting a love potion to attract a male, progress to a talisman to keep them from conceiving, then end up begging for an abortificant. Do you recall them asking for aught else?”

Jasmine’s eyes twinkled. “Only ointments and electuaries to heal their wounds from a beating!”

“Just so,” Estelle said with satisfaction. “Mark you well and inwardly digest it!”

“Speaking of electuaries, I wanted to get one more page finished in the herbal book before bed. I’ve written up hemlock. Would you check it for me before I paint in the illustration?” asked Jasmine.

Estelle walked across to the large oaken desk and ran her fingers down the parchment of the page. “Let’s see … ‘T he common great hemlock grows up with a green stalk, four or five feet high, full of red spots. At the joints are very large winged leaves, one set against the other, dented about the edges, of a sad green color. It is full of umbels of white flowers, with whitish flat seeds in July. The whole plant has a strong, heady, and ill-favored scent. Saturn claims dominion over this herb. Hemlock is exceedingly cold, and very dangerous, especially taken inwardly. It may safely be applied to inflammations, tumults, and swellings in any part of the body as well as to St. Anthony’s fire, wheals, pushes, and creeping ulcers. The leaves, bruised and laid to the forehead, are good for red and swollen eyes. The root, roasted and applied to the hands, helps the gout. Pure wine is the best antidote if too much of this herb is taken.’” Estelle smiled with satisfaction. “That is excellent, but then you have had the benefit of such a magnificent teacher. Good night, child, don’t sit up painting all night. I’ll send Meg up with a tray. We must try to put a little meat on your bones.”

Jasmine loved to paint. She had an eye for light and shadow that made the flowers appear so real you could smell them or reach out a finger to touch the drop of dew upon a leaf.

The moment she sat down at the desk a sparrow flew down onto the rim of her wine chalice. “Shoo, Feather, shoo,” Jasmine said, gently wafting her hand so the little pet bird flew off to perch in the rafters. With the tip of her tongue between her teeth, Jasmine soon became absorbed in the illustration of the hemlock plant. She didn’t notice Feather fly back down to perch upon the edge of the goblet and dip its beak into the blood-red wine, then tilt its throat back to swallow greedily. She was cleaning her brushes when Meg, the young maid, came in with a tray and set it down on the great desk.

“Oooh, my lady, the wee birdie is dead!” she cried with alarm as she saw the little sparrow on its back with its feet sticking straight up.

Jasmine looked around startled, then she laughed. “No, he’s not dead, he’s just drunk again. You naughty boy, Feather,” she scolded as she scooped him up and dropped a kiss upon his head. She finished the wine, wiped out the goblet with a napkin, and popped him into the bowl of the chalice. “You’ll be safe there till morning.”

Dame Winwood resided in Winwood Keep, a small manor with a high tower deeded to her by the Earl of Salisbury. It was located on the remote edge of the Salisbury Plain, close upon Stonehenge. The people who served the manor were all drawn from the nearby village. Estelle preferred women servants, but in the stables where male strength was a necessity, she took boys only to the age of fourteen. It was a lawless time, because Richard Coeur de Lion chose to be a king in absentia and England was ruled by mighty barons who warred with each other for castles, land, and power. Yet the household of women lived without fear for it enjoyed the protection of the mighty Earl of Salisbury, half brother to the king. Though his seat of Salisbury where his main castle was located was a mere twelve miles from Winwood Keep, Jasmine saw little of her father, for he was a marcher lord, pledged to keep the marches into Wales safe for the crown. He commanded a hundred knights and nearly two hundred men-at-arms, so Estelle saw to it that Jasmine visited only briefly and always kept her strictly within the women’s quarters of the castle.

The earl had two legitimate daughters who were the heirs to his vast lands. They had been brought up to be competent chatelaines and were expected to make good marriages. Though William had loved the baby Jasmine dearly, he had found it beyond him to keep the puny little scrap alive and willingly placed her in the hands of her natural grandmother, who had taken her and breathed life into her. Jasmine had had an unconventional upbringing, to say the least. The child, much too small and fragile to train up as future wife and mother, was taught instead the finer arts of music, painting, writing, botany, poetry, and magic. Her life was a blend of fact and fantasy, ideally suited to one so delicate.

Dawn brought one of the loveliest mornings of the year. April’s end seemingly brought forth a blossom on every tree bough, and the birds had been singing their throats out since first light. Estelle came into Jasmine’s bedchamber as she was dressing. “I’m glad you’re up early. We have a busy day ahead if we are to be prepared for tonight’s gathering.”

Jasmine rolled the spiny ball of a hedgehog from her slipper and smiled at the tiny squeak of protest it made at being disturbed. “Hush, Quill, you kept me awake half the night rustling about, but now that you want to sleep, it is another matter entirely.”

“He’s nocturnal, Jasmine. A leopard can’t change his spots, you know. Why didn’t you leave him up in the tower room?” asked Estelle.

Jasmine confessed, “Feather got dead drunk again and I was afraid Quill might forage for him.”

“Mmm,” said Estelle, pursing her lips. “Typical male behavior.”

Winwood Keep’s gardens were a riot of color as the two women stepped out into the warm sunshine. Jasmine saw a honeybee drowning and dipped her finger into the stone birdbath to pick it up. It clung on, holding perfectly still for a couple of seconds, then immediately set about wiping its face and antennae with its front legs. Since their first stop was the beehives anyway, to gather the honey, Jasmine let the furry creature stay on her finger until they reached the hives. Everything in this first garden had been planted to attract bees and butterflies. Beneath the hawthorne, cherry, and crabapple trees bloomed borders of phlox, pinks, lemon verbena, primroses, and hyacinths. The lawn was dotted with buttercups, clover, and daisies, all swarming with honeybees.

Estelle wrapped the honeycombs in cheesecloth, put them into her basket, and the women moved through the hedge into the herb garden. There they gathered sage, mint, angelica, poppy, and alkanet, then left the garden for the nearby woods where they gathered hemlock and arrach.

That night they dispensed to the women of the village most of the materials they had gathered. Arrach was given to the few who were barren and wished to be fruitful, poppy was dispensed for toothaches, alkanet for burns, angelica for black-and-blue bruises, but most of the peasant women had come for electuaries to feed their husbands. One was of hemlock to stop a man’s lust; the other was mint to provoke a man’s lust and stir up venery! The rest had come to the high tower room for magic spells. As she had the previous night, Estelle adorned Jasmine with the finely spun silken robe and the girl glided into the circle of thirteen green candles. Again she began the ritual by crushing the herbs in the alabaster bowl and smoldering them to a heady, spiraling fragrance. Then she sipped the blood-red wine from the jewel-encrusted chalice and chanted each wish, calling upon the Powers of the Universe. She gazed into the crystal orb and told each woman exactly what she wished to hear. Yes, the love of a certain youth would be revealed before the next full moon; yes, the child that was on the way would be male rather than female; yes, the husband would stray no more; yes, the hunting would be bountiful this season.

The women were totally bedazzled by the maiden’s sheer physical perfection. Her cloak of silvery gold hair fell about her delicately boned body giving her an ethereal, other-world quality. The candles’ glow formed a nimbus around her, and not one soul doubted that she was a fairy princess who could foresee the future and cast magic spells.

It was almost midnight before the last guest left and they were alone. Jasmine spoke worriedly to her grandmother. “Estelle, I didn’t have one single vision, I ’saw’ nothing!”

“My dearest child, true visions are few and far between, but you acted like an adept and carried on as if you were a high priestess of the Universe.”

“But I feel like such a fraud,” she explained.

“Never, ever think you have perpetrated a hoax. As I’ve told you before many times, we are not really dealing in magic and miracles. What we are dealing in is belief, faith. If they believe strongly enough, then it will happen for them. People of every walk of life, not just peasants, but the highborn too, are infinitely better off and happier if they have something they believe in. Well, I’m off to bed; I find there is nothing quite so exhausting as the hoi polloi.”

Jasmine watched her grandmother affectionately as she walked to the tower room door. Though she must be near sixty years old, her back was straight as a poker and her mind as keenly convoluted as it had been at twenty; perhaps even more so.

Jasmine experienced a mild disappointment because of her power, or more to the point her lack of power. She slipped off the silvery robe and reached for a warm velvet bedgown, but suddenly stayed her hand. Something compelled her to try one last time. Perhaps alone she would command more concentration. She bent and carefully relighted the green candles, then stepped naked within the magic circle. Patiently she observed the rules of the ritual and gazed intensely into the crystal orb. Suddenly from inside the globe came a flash of lightning. She was paralyzed; the one thing that had always struck unreasoning fear in her was thunder and lightning. As she stood momentarily transfixed, a dark figurehead appeared in the crystal. It was the face of a man, so darkly forbidding she fell back with a cry. The vision disappeared instantly yet as she hurried from the tower room to the sanctuary of her warm bedchamber, it persisted in her mind. The face had been partially obscured by a helmet with a metal noseguard, but the eyes had burned with a fierce, cruel brilliance, and she shivered from head to toe, convinced that she had glimpsed the Devil.


Chapter 2

William, the marshal of all England, was in residence at his great castle of Chepstow on the border between England and Wales, yet he hadn’t enjoyed the comforts of sleeping in his own bed for over a week. A hundred tents had been set up in one of his meadows along the Severn River to accommodate the barons who had any holdings in Wales. Lord Llewelyn, self-styled King of Wales, had agitated an uprising, and once again the land was aflame with rebellion.

William Marshal, the Earl of Pembroke, was the greatest landholder in Wales and held the county of Pembroke, which stretched from Saint Bride’s Bay to Carmarthen. But he was by no means the only one with vast interests in Wales. William Longsword, the Earl of Salisbury, had brought his knights and men-at-arms to the war conference, and his tents were set up next to those of Hubert de Burgh, Keeper of the Welsh Marches.

One of the scouts they had sent out had just returned, and the leaders hurried to the large war tent they were using as headquarters. The scout, disguised as a Welshman with long mustaches, leather tunic, and bare arms with gold bracelets clasped above his biceps, threw off his sodden, mud-spattered, scarlet cloak and gratefully quaffed a tankard of ale that a quick-witted young squire had poured for him. “My lords,” he said, gasping, as he set the empty vessel down on the large map table, “the army Llewelyn has amassed is larger than we suspected. They have several castles under siege in the southwest.” He looked at William Marshal as he said this, for the southwest was his. “Others dotted throughout the southeast have already fallen. One at Bridgend and one at Mountain Ash, and one—”

“By the breath of God, Mountain Ash is mine!” thundered Falcon de Burgh, his fierce eyes burning holes into the tired messenger. “De Burgh, to me!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. The family name was used as a rallying battle cry and his knights responded immediately, running to attend their commander’s call for aid. He quit the tent instantly, waiting to hear no more. He had earned the nickname Prince of Darkness, for when seen in the madness of battle this dark young man resembled the devil himself.

At the sudden departure William Longsword raised his brows and William Marshal answered his unasked question. Chuckling, he said, “By the bones of Christ, our enemy picked on the wrong man to steal from this time. De Burgh has only one castle, and if I know aught he will hold what is his.”

Hubert de Burgh spoke up. “Horses sink exhausted beneath him; when his men beg leave to rest he leaves them in his dust with a snort of contempt. He is a truly stark Norman lord with fire in his belly.”

The Earl of Salisbury, who had only daughters, said to Hubert, “You must be exceeding proud of such a son.”

Hubert shook his head regretfully. “I am not his sire, milord, merely his uncle.”

The war council dragged on until late into the night. One plan of action after another was examined and discarded because of its flaws. The next day saw some agreement among the barons and a plan of action was decided upon. The third day saw the order to strike camp, but not until day four did the large assembly of soldiers put out their last campfires.

The Earl of Salisbury was just about to mount his great destrier when he saw a young knight he thought he recognized. “Aren’t you one of Falcon de Burgh’s men?” he asked, puzzled.

Normand Gervase was amazed that the king’s half brother had just spoken to him. “Aye, milord earl,” he answered guardedly, wondering why he had been singled out.

“Did you not accompany him to Mountain Ash? He rode out of here like the Angel of Death to retake his castle.”

“We are back, milord earl,” Gervase said simply.

“But what of Mountain Ash?” he probed.

“He retook the castle. Discovered treachery from within. The castellan’s head now decorates the portcullis.”

“But there was no time for a siege! How did he retake it?”

“He scaled the walls, milord earl,” Gervase replied as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

The Earl of Salisbury was stunned. “Ask de Burgh if he would speak with me,” he requested.

It was some hours later when Falcon de Burgh, astride his great black destrier, Lightning, rode up beside William Longsword, Earl of Salisbury, The earl’s squire dropped behind respectfully to allow the fierce knight access to his lord. William scrutinized de Burgh thoroughly, noting the powerful thighs, the great length of his sword arm, and the ferocity of his dark countenance. Then his eyes narrowed and he came straight to the point without wasting any time on greetings. “Is it true you scaled the walls?”

“They underestimated my anger. They will never make that mistake again,” he said quietly.

“How can you be sure it won’t happen again?” Salisbury asked reasonably.

Falcon de Burgh’s wolf grin flashed and was gone. “I took the new castellan’s son as hostage. He knows if he betrays me I will not hesitate to take the lad’s life.”

William nodded, satisfied. He had taken the measure of the man and liked what he saw. Falcon was a member of the powerful de Burgh family. His great-grandfather had come over with William of Normandy and had conquered Ireland alongside of him. His father had met an untimely death, but his father’s brother was Hubert de Burgh, Marcher Lord of Wales and sheriff of Hereford, Dorset, Somerset, and Berkshire. Falcon’s other uncle, William de Burgh, was the Lord of Connaught and Lord of the Limerick Region, which covered almost a fifth of Ireland.

Finally Salisbury put his thoughts into words. “Is either of your de Burgh uncles your overlord?”

Falcon shook his head. “Nay, milord. I own only one castle yet, but control of this land is absolute. I owe only fealty to the crown.”

“Then I would be honored if you would fight beside me, under my banner.”

Falcon de Burgh answered him without hesitation. “The honor is mine, milord. I will fight beside you, but I will fight under my own banner.”

The Earl of Salisbury took no offense. Young de Burgh was his own man and made no bones about it! Over the next two days and nights Salisbury was able to observe the young knight at close hand. He always wore full armor; it almost made one tired watching him carry all that steel upon his body. Salisbury never saw him sleep. He knew his men by name, not only his knights but his vassals and castellans also. Whenever they made camp he moved about, stopping to speak to his men, to answer their questions, to look at their horses. He even took time to speak to the common men-at-arms so that he knew how much he could count on each man when it came to fighting. He handled his men with total authority, yet with such seeming ease that Salisbury was greatly impressed.

That night while other leaders drank, gambled, and whored, Salisbury joined de Burgh at his campfire. “I think you’ll do a better job than my own captains. If I give you fifty of my knights and a hundred men-at-arms to command, could you handle them as well as your own men?”

“You know I could, milord, or you wouldn’t offer,” Falcon de Burgh said with amusement glittering in his eyes.

“We reach Bridgend tomorrow. They are yours for this first skirmish.”

“I would meet them tonight so I can get to know them and they can learn what to expect from me.”

William groaned. “Tonight? God’s bones, boy, don’t you ever sleep?”

The wolf’s grin appeared. “I can sleep when I’m dead!”

The Anglo-Norman army on the march moved slowly through the April rains that dampened every article of clothing the men wore until their woolens chafed and their chain mail rusted. Their supply wagons and siege engines, brought to batter down walls with large stones shot from mangonels or trenchbuts, bogged down at the most inconvenient times, rubbing the men’s tempers as raw as their arses.

Falcon de Burgh kept his knights so busy they had no time to whine or complain. He took full advantage of the slow-moving army, knowing he could withdraw his men for a couple of days at a time then rejoin the mass. It was early in the morn, the mists still not cleared, when Falcon de Burgh, intent upon taking a castle before the sun set that day, was taken by surprise. The Welsh band hidden in a small copse loosed their arrows upon the enemy. Retreat and cover were not in de Burgh’s vocabulary. His men were under orders to wear their armor and chain mail at all times, so any who disobeyed and were foolish enough to be vulnerable to Welsh bowmen, the best in the world, received no sympathy.

He led the way full gallop into the woods to rout and trample the enemy. The sounds and smells of battle assailed him: arrows whistling through the air then thunking into soft flesh or pinging against metal shields; the hot metallic smell of blood and sweat and vomit and panic. The moans and sobs and screams faded away as the pounding of his own heart in his ears obliterated all else. This early in the day he wielded his sword without effort, for he had been trained to fight from dawn to dusk long after the muscled sword arm was numbed.

He had annihilated a dozen Welshmen, some going beneath his destrier’s hooves to make the ground slick with brains and guts. Lightning, his war-horse, had been trained to be fierce and savage and attack strangers. Falcon glimpsed a leather-tunicked youth fall back from the snarling teeth and rolling wild eyes of his destrier. As the youth hit the hard earth, the impact dislodged his helm and long, black, silken tresses came tumbling down. Falcon was stunned to realize it was a female who was almost beneath Lightning’s hooves. He was off the horse in a flash. He removed a heavy gauntlet and ran his calloused hand over the girl’s strong limbs. She spat into his face. Without hesitation he brought his fist up and rendered her unconscious with the blow. He slung her limp form across his saddle and rejoined the melee.

When the skirmish was over all but half a dozen Welsh were dead or dying, and these they took as hostages along with the girl and a herd of about thirty cattle that had been hidden in the woods.

By the end of the first week Falcon had taken two castles, Skenfrith and Llantilio, and intended to apply to the crown to keep them for himself.

William Marshal’s forces were only awaiting supply wagon reinforcements before they moved on to Pembroke, leaving Salisbury and Hubert de Burgh’s fighting men to take all between.

At last the supply wagons arrived with food and fodder gathered from the marshal’s demesnes of Striguil, Weston, and Badgworth. Supplies were the one big headache for an army on the march, and later that night the atmosphere was almost one of celebration as the leaders relaxed about the warm brazier in Marshal’s tent, enjoying the new supply of ale and a large wheel of cheese his thoughtful wife had included.

“You’re a lucky man, William,” said Salisbury, wiping an appreciative hand across his mouth, “A supportive wife is worth her weight in gold.”

Hubert de Burgh slapped his nephew Falcon heartily on the back. “That’s what I’ve been telling the lad here, and now that he has three castles of his own, he’s going to be hard-pressed to manage without one.”

Falcon grinned. “I’m not sure I want a wife, but I readily admit that I do indeed need one.”

Hubert pressed on, for in his opinion it was time Falcon strengthened the great de Burgh family with his sons. “Warwick’s widow is available, but she’ll be snatched like a ripe plum for the lands she would bring to marriage.”

Falcon de Burgh drew his brows together. “I’d rather win my lands in battle or through service to the crown.”

“That’s to your credit, but don’t turn your nose up at a woman because she comes well dowered,” cautioned Salisbury. “Since I have no male heirs, my two daughters, Ela and Isobel, will inherit. I would prefer a landless knight for a son-in-law who was strong enough to hold what was my daughter’s rather than some titled baron or earl without iron in his gut.”

The men refilled their leather tankards and laughed heartily as they advised young Falcon de Burgh on the fine points to look for in a wife. The list was simple but it was to the point. First and foremost she must be a bearer of strong sons. Second she must be trained from birth as a chatelaine to handle the thousand and one duties required to run many households smoothly and efficiently. And last but certainly not least, she should bring much land, castles, towns, and villages with their knight’s fees, vassals, and peasants.

The talk of women soon had the men’s lust aroused, and one by one they slipped from the tent to ease their loins with the camp followers who were ever present whenever an army was on the march. Hubert de Burgh walked beside Falcon as he sought his own tent. “By God’s glove, boy, I think Salisbury has you in mind for son-in-law. Mayhap you were right to turn up your nose at a countess,” he said, referring to Warwick’s widow.

Falcon shook his head. “I admit to being ambitious, Hubert, but Salisbury is half brother to the king. Don’t you think that’s raising my sights a little too high?”

“De Burgh blood is as good as Plantagenet any day … mayhap better! We’re not tainted with the Plantagenet temper that borders on madness.”

“Are we not, Hubert? I’ve been accused of it often enough,” Falcon said with his wolf’s grin.

“That’s just fire in your belly!” Hubert said with pride.

Gervase hovered about the entrance to de Burgh’s tent with a worried frown between his brows. He said in a low voice, “My lord, one of the hostages begs audience.”

“Tell him no,” de Burgh said shortly.

The squire hesitated. “It is the woman, sir.”

“Tell her no,” Falcon repeated.

Gervase cleared his throat nervously. “She wouldn’t take no for an answer, my lord. She awaits you within.” He felt he must warn his lord further. “Have a care, sir, the Welsh use their women to lure us to our graves.”

Falcon’s dark brow slanted up like a raven’s wing and he let out a yelp of laughter at his squire’s obvious devotion. Then Falcon de Burgh lifted the flap of his pavilion and entered.

Morganna’s eyes widened momentarily as his gigantic shadow loomed across the tent. The candles in metal holders had been lighted and sat atop his war chests, illuminating the interior of the red silken pavilion. Without his helmet Falcon de Burgh had a dark, masculine beauty, but he gave off an unmistakable aura of danger. He swept her with one bold, speculative glance that stripped her of the short leather tunic and golden arm bracelets. He looked directly into the green eyes that slanted above sculpted cheekbones and let the silence stretch out between them until she blurted, “I wished to speak with you.”

“If I’d wished to speak with you,” he said with contempt, “I would have had you summoned.” He was amused to see the anger flare in the green eyes. How easy she was to bait!

“I’ve seen you watching me for days,” she threw at him.

“And I’ve seen you watching me for days … with lust,” he threw back.

She tossed her head and her black hair swung down her back like a silken waterfall. Again the silence stretched out between them. With a shrug of her bared shoulder she turned her back upon him and strolled over to his high map table. There she let her fingers trail across the parchments. “Don’t you want to know what I’ve come for?” she asked archly.

“I know what you’ve come for tonight,” he said, closing the distance between them in three long strides. “You’ve come to be fucked. It is what you want for tomorrow that I’m curious about.” He put two strong hands on her slim hips and lifted her to sit before him on the high table.

Morganna clenched her fists into small iron balls and thumped him upon the chest. His hands closed over hers cruelly and squeezed until she ceased pounding him. She gasped with pain and his mouth came down to thoroughly devour her. Falcon’s strength was like an aphrodisiac to her, and she took his tongue inside her mouth, sucking with all the sensuality he aroused in her.

Falcon glanced ruefully at the bed across the tent and knew they would never make it that far. He opened her legs and pulled her hard against his body as he stepped between. As he tore off her leather tunic, she freed his engorged member from his chausses, one as eager as the other to mate with such new and exciting physical perfection.

He bent his knees slightly and thrust upward into the girl’s body, holding her buttocks firmly in both hands. She writhed upon him in a frenzy. Never before had she been aroused so quickly or so violently. His raw male strength stripped away every inhibition, and as he brought her to shuddering climax she dug her nails into the skin of his shoulders and an eerie wail was torn from her throat.

With her still impaled upon him, he lifted her from the table and strode toward the bed. It was a long time since he had had a woman and he was ready again instantly. He laid her upon the bed and hung over her, taking most of his own weight on his braced forearms. She was small, olive-skinned, and beautifully proportioned. Her hair was as black as his own and her eyes glittered with an animal quality that screamed her sexuality to a male as virile as de Burgh. He took her again swiftly without kisses or love words, and she was amazed that she reached another climax, this one greater than the first.

He rolled off her, but instead of lying beside her, two strong hands lifted her above him to straddle his muscled thighs. She wished she could dissolve in his arms and fall asleep next to him. Her limbs were turned to water, her eyes half-closed in satiety as a great languor stole over her naked body. He watched her through narrowed eyes. A girl this beautiful would never have escaped the notice of Llewelyn. “Do I make a welcome change from Welsh peasants?” he asked.

“The king himself enjoys my favors,” she said with pride. Her value as a hostage rose considerably as she unwittingly confirmed her status.

“Llewelyn is lord, not king,” he corrected her sharply. She shrugged her supple brown shoulders, not wishing to argue. Since he would not let her sleep, she decided to explore the magnificent warrior’s body beneath her. She ran her palms across the thick slabs of muscle in his chest. The dark mat of hair upon it was crisp to her fingertips. She slid them along the faint outline of his ribs and down across his hard, flat belly. By the time her hands had reached his groin, his shaft was hard again, standing erect, pulsating with blood. She stared in disbelief. Surely he couldn’t take her a third time?

Suddenly her blood was on fire. He must find her very exciting if he were this insatiable. She smiled secretly. She would make him her slave. She arched her body up and impaled herself upon him. Inside her he felt like steel sheathed in silk. She bent forward to taste his mouth and moaned with deepest pleasure as he began to thrust savagely into her.

Hours later, when he lay sated and she curled against him in utter exhaustion, he asked, “What is it you want from me?”

She gasped, for she assumed her body had emptied his mind of any coherent thought. “I don’t want to be taken to England as a hostage,” she said desperately. “I don’t want to be humiliated when English women look at me with contempt.” She had little chance of appealing to an inner softness for she instinctively knew he had none, and so it was that she trembled uncontrollably with relief as he murmured,

“I’ll send you to Mountain Ash, perhaps.”

One hour after dawn William Marshal’s vast army of nearly two hundred knights and three hundred men-at-arms, along with his supply wagons and siege engines, was ready to depart camp for Pembroke. Before they moved out, however, messengers rode in with such momentous news that it put an instant end to the Welsh campaign.

King Richard had been wounded and might even die. He had ordered his marshal to take ship for Rouen where the state treasury of Normandy was kept. The entire camp was in shock, and little by little as the details came out, the barons were sickened that King Richard’s insatiable greed over a few gold coins had ended in disaster. Apparently a golden shield and a trove of ancient coins had been unearthed in a field at Chalus. King Richard took a handful of his knights hotfoot to Chalus to demand the treasure, and an arrow from the castle walls had struck him down. The man who had survived the great crusades and fought the berserk infidel, the man who was reputed to be the greatest warrior-king who had ever lived, was now losing his life’s breath over a handful of coins.

William Marshal crossed the River Severn, rode across Wessex, and took his own ship to Normandy and the city of Rouen on the River Seine to stand guard over the treasury.

Falcon de Burgh rode beside Salisbury on the journey back into England. He chose his words with great care for he knew he could quite easily be caught between the kettle and the coals. King Richard was an absentee king who preferred the glory of battle to ruling his kingdoms. He cared so little for England that, in order to finance his crusades, he would have sold London if he had had a buyer. And yet with his faults, he was still preferable to either of the two remaining Plantagenet heirs to the throne. Richard’s brother Geoffrey had been killed in a tournament, but Geoffrey’s young son Arthur was next in line. The boy was only thirteen years old and had never set foot on English soil. His mother was Constance of Brittany and he shared all her hatreds. One such hatred was for the queen mother, Eleanor of Aquitaine. Philip of France was such a threat to England that it would be tantamount to suicide to crown young Arthur king.

That left only Richard’s youngest brother, Count John of Mortain. John would have virtually ruled England and Ireland in Richard’s absence if it hadn’t been for the powerful barons. There was not one of them who did not secretly dread the thought that John might become king.

Falcon de Burgh had come to know and like Salisbury well, and he knew that the man’s greatest virtue was loyalty. He did not wish to say anything to William that would sound like criticism of his royal half brothers. “It will be a sad day for England, milord, if Richard’s wound proves fatal.”

“Never!” William cried with conviction. “He’s survived a dozen worse woundings than this. Mark my words, we’ll be back in Wales before the month is out.”

Falcon cleared his throat, wondering if William was deliberately wearing blinders in this situation. After all, they were on their way to England in case the barons were called to Normandy for the king’s funeral and the crowning of a new king. “I hope with all my heart that you are right, milord, yet would William Marshal have been ordered to Normandy if the situation was not critical?” he asked carefully.

“William Marshal is the only baron whose honor comes before self-interest. He is the kind of man who comes along only once in a century. If Richard is chained to a sickbed because of his wounds, there is only one man he would trust with his treasury.” He winked at de Burgh. “We all know how important money is to our king.”

Falcon laughed, relieved that William had been the one to say it. “Aye, the marshal is a man you could trust with your life—or your wife,” he joked. The subject of Arthur and John had not been broached between them, so Salisbury decided to let de Burgh know exactly how he felt.

“You know, I always tell myself that I inherited my courage and my fighting skills from my father, King Henry, and yet I lack that ruthless ambition for the throne that drives my brothers. So I also tell myself the driving ambition that crushes everything and everyone in its path was passed down to my brothers through their mother, Queen Eleanor. Mercifully I had another dam. I am not blind to Arthur’s shortcomings or John ’s faults, but they are royal princes and both in line to the throne. Should the day arrive when either is crowned king, I am his man … to the death!”

Falcon de Burgh wished he himself saw things in such a simple, straightforward way. If only things were cut and dried, black and white, how simple life would be. But things were not black and white these days, they tended to fall into the vast area of gray with its infinite shadings.

William’s voice brought him back to the present. “I extend the hospitality of Salisbury to you and your knights, de Burgh. I would like you to meet my daughters, but of course there is a catch. I have an ulterior motive,” he said frankly.

Falcon de Burgh was flattered and honored. Salisbury was making it plain that he viewed him favorably as a suitor.

William continued, “I should like to ride straight home in case there is urgent news, and yet Berkley Castle and Castle Combe have not been visited this year. Would it be too much of an imposition to ask you to inspect them in my stead?”

“You do me great honor, William, to trust me with such a task.” The words came from his heart. Falcon was being trusted to collect Salisbury’s share of the produce of the two demesnes along with the rents of his tenants. He would have to inspect the men-at-arms and defenses of the keeps, listen to any complaints, go over the accounts and tally sticks. It was not lost on him that William was also showing him two of the holdings that his daughters would inherit.

Falcon wheeled his great destrier about and rode down the line to his own men. Immediately Normand Gervase and Walter de Roche flanked him.

“Sir Walter, I want you to take half the knights and men-at-arms to Mountain Ash. The other half will come with me to England. I am putting you in charge at Mountain Ash. Your word is law so be heedful that if anything goes amiss, I will hold you responsible.”

“Rest easy, my lord,” said de Roche, grinning with deep pleasure at his newfound authority. He dropped back to select his men as impartially as he could, for de Burgh would need good men to. Accompany him into England.

Falcon said to his squire, “Gervase, I want you to go to Mountain Ash also, but when your task is completed you will catch up with me as soon as may be. We are invited to Salisbury.”

“Then it is true! William Longsword is giving you your choice of his daughters for your wife.”

“Softly, man. I think the wind lies in that direction, but there’s many a slip twixt cup and lip,” he cautioned. He winked at Gervase. “I will need you at Salisbury … to help me choose!”

“God’s nightshirt, you know I’ve had little experience with the fairer sex; they scare the shit out of me.”

Falcon chuckled. “I’m giving you an opportunity to gain some experience. The female hostage, Morganna … see her safely to Mountain Ash.”

Gervase paled visibly. “My lord, I command men easily, you’ve been a good teacher, but a woman is another matter … especially this woman. Why, she is as fierce as a young warrior. I-I have doubts that she would heed my authority,” he confessed bluntly.

“Come,” said Falcon, “I’ll give you a short lesson.”

They rode down the line to where the hostages rode on their sturdy Welsh ponies. De Burgh signaled to Morganna, who eagerly guided her mount to his side. Rumors were rife that King Richard, Coeur de Lion, was dead, and she planned to get the answers to a dozen questions when he bedded her tonight.

“My squire here, Normand Gervase, will see you safely to Mountain Ash. His word is my command. You will obey him to the letter,” he said in a tone that brooked no disobedience.

Her face fell with disappointment, then her eyes glittered with anger. “You do not come with us, Lord de Burgh?” The other rumors must be true, she thought. He is going to England to wed Salisbury’s daughter. Her heart twisted with bitterness. She had vowed to own a piece of this magnificent man, but what chance did she have if he was off to court an Englishwoman? “Is it true the king is dead?” she demanded, knowing she would not be sharing de Burgh’s bed this night or for many nights to come.

“That is of no concern to you, Morganna. What is of concern is your behavior.” Falcon turned his head to Gervase. “If she disobeys you, take away her pony and make her walk.”

She threw up her head proudly. “I could walk! To England and back if necessary! I’ve climbed Welsh mountains all my life.”

“You’d be so thin and scrawny, your legs so well muscled, what good would you be in bed? A man could get more pleasure from buggering his page!” Falcon said with contempt.

Gervase was impressed at the way de Burgh’s words had silenced the girl and drained away her arrogance, leaving only meekness in its stead. However, he had his doubts she would be quite so docile once de Burgh’s razor-edged tongue was on its way to England.


Chapter 3

Jasmine had heard Meg and the other girls giggling and whispering for a week and she had a pretty good notion what it was all about. May Day meant a celebration of spring rites that harkened back to pagan times and the old religion. However, Jasmine had been aware for years now that there was more to it than innocent maypole dancing in the village and choosing a May queen.

It was whispered that at Stonehenge, under cover of darkness, a bacchanalia took place. When Meg came to change her bed linen, Jasmine questioned her. “Meg, I wonder what it’s like at Stonehenge?”

Meg blushed and said primly, “I don’t know, my lady, I’ve never seen the goings-on.”

“But you must have heard things,” Jasmine pressed. “What goes on?”

“Well … ’t is said there is a feast and dancing. They light bonfires and dance about the flames.”

“I should like to go,” Jasmine said with conviction.

Meg lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Me too, my lady. I’m planning to slip out and join in the fun.”

Estelle was worried about the spring rites that took place amid the ancient Druid stones. She knew exactly what went on under cover of darkness, and the results would be a bumper crop of swollen bellies. The peasants could be counted on to obey their basest instincts, then come crying to her once the seeds had been sown. She sighed, knowing she could not turn the tide against human nature, but she would do what she could to prevent the young maids of the manor from attending the revels. She and Jasmine had taken part in the May Day holiday with the villagers, joining in the maypole dancing and crowning the buxom lass chosen as Queen of the May, but she whisked her charges back to the manor house before dusk had fallen and took Meg aside to give her extra duties.

“I want you to be sure to stay with Lady Jasmine until she falls asleep tonight. I think she has looked very peaked lately, and she is not robust at the best of times. Make sure she drinks lots of the mead and honey tonight. It is a potion that will make her glow with health and beauty.”

Meg bobbed a curtsey, resenting the restricting duty with which Lady Estelle had charged her. She came tight-lipped to Jasmine’s bedchamber and made a halfhearted attempt to set it in order as the long minutes stretched into an hour.

Jasmine had a difficult time concealing her amusement; she knew Meg had been sent to her as a jailer of sorts. Jasmine watched as the maid poured her a goblet of honeyed mead and held it out to her. Suddenly she became aware of an unusual aroma. She surreptitiously sniffed the mead and realized Estelle had laced it with poppy. A secret smile turned up the corners of her lips as a wicked idea came to her.

“You drink the mead, Meg. I know you’re going off to Stonehenge in a little while and it will fortify you on the long walk.” Meg needed little urging for mead was not often on the servant’s menu.

Jasmine poked up the fire and watched in silence as first Meg yawned, then her eyelids drooped, and finally she slumped on the stool as Morpheus claimed her. Jasmine quickly changed into the servant girl’s clothes, covering her hair with the rough linen coif, then she lay Meg in the bed and pulled the covers high to conceal her identity from a casual glance if someone opened the chamber door. With her heart beating wildly she donned Meg’s shabby, dark cloak, pulled up the hood to doubly conceal her pale hair, and slipped from her chamber.

She walked briskly, lest her nerve fail her at the last moment, and hummed a happy tune to ward off the darklings. She took a black pony from the paddock beside the stables so that even the young grooms could not know of her departure. The moon seemed to keep her company as it sailed above her, disappearing beneath a cloud, then when the darkness made her heart thump, it glided from behind the cloud so serenely she chided herself for being a coward. She knew it was close on midnight and hoped she had not come too late for the revels.

Her excitement built as she neared Stonehenge. She realized there would be men there as well as women, but she intended to be very careful and observe only from a distance.

The great fire inside the circle of stones crackled noisily and lit up the sky. The revelers were making a great din, filling the air with wild laughter, shrieks, and screams. As she crouched behind a large boulder to watch the human forms dancing, she was shocked to her soul to see that the men and women cavorted naked! Mesmerized, she watched the naked bodies silhouetted against the flames and realized with horror that most of them were not dancing, they were coupling! She averted her eyes to stare across at the stark outline of the Druid stones. Her attention was drawn to a small group wearing hooded robes and became riveted upon a female figure that seemed to be carrying a baby. They walked toward a stone that formed an altar and the woman raised the child up to the sky, its white swaddling blanket clearly visible in the darkness, then she lay it down upon the altar. A man drew forth a long dagger and plunged it down into the baby.

Jasmine stood up and screamed, “No!” As fast as she could, she began running toward the stone altar.

[image: ]

Falcon de Burgh had made the journey of thirty miles from Berkley to Castle Combe in one day, and he hoped to better that distance on the journey from Castle Combe to Salisbury. He had not counted on the Cotswold Hills, some of which seemed more like mountains. He had had no word about King Richard and pressed his men as hard as he could so they would reach Salisbury without delay. If Richard died, the Earl of Salisbury would go to Normandy immediately.

When darkness overtook them, Falcon estimated they were still a good ten miles from their destination. They set up their tents on Salisbury Plain. As they did so, he noticed that some of the men were gathering in groups with worried faces. Ordinarily he would have consulted with his most trusted knight and friend Gervase, but he had not yet caught up from his journey to Mountain Ash.

Falcon went to the men who were tethering the horses for the night and asked bluntly, “Montgomery, what’s amiss? Speak up, man!”

The knight glanced at his companion Fitzgerald and back to de Burgh. “Some of the men are afraid to make camp near Stonehenge.”

Fitzgerald nodded, “Aye, my lord, ’t is a most unsettling place, haunted by ancient spirits.”

De Burgh threw back his head in laughter. “God’s bones, since when were Norman knights crippled by superstition?”

Montgomery offered quick denial. “’T is not the knights, my lord, but some of the men-at-arms who are from these parts. They say we are camping too close to Stonehenge for comfort.”

“Rubbish! We’re miles from the place. This is an excellent spot to make camp—flat ground, close to the River Avon. Tell them to stop their idle chatter and put them to work gathering wood for cooking fires.” He grinned. “The fires will ward off the evil spirits.”

Though the hour was late and most of the camp slept, the horses were decidedly unsettled. De Burgh heard their nervous whickering hour after hour and heard them milling about long after they should have quieted to rest. Perhaps there were wolves about or a wildcat come down onto Salisbury Plain from the mountains. He had been lying wrapped in a thick fur rug pleasantly conjuring up pictures of William’s two daughters when a disturbing thought came to him. Perhaps the animals could pick up a strange unsettling atmosphere from Stonehenge. He shook his head to dispel such a ridiculous notion, threw back the furs, and stepped to the tent’s opening. Was it his imagination, or could he hear chanting on the air? He stepped out into the darkness and listened. Faint cries and music were coming from a distance and the horses, with their keener hearing, were strangely disturbed by it.

He untethered Lightning and rubbed him behind his ears. Stonehenge was beckoning and his curiosity got the better of him. He mounted the destrier without a saddle and guided him in the direction of the singing.

The scene laid out before him angered him. Excess had always disgusted him. In any raid on castle or town his men were forbidden to rape on penalty of death. Self-discipline was a virtue he valued highly in himself and others. These people had no discipline and in fact were out of control. The veneer of civilization was so thin they reverted to savage, feral beasts at any opportunity.

He was appalled to see some hooded figures flee an altar, leaving behind a blood sacrifice of some sort. His sensibilities were affronted to see such an ancient and hallowed place as Stonehenge defiled.

As Jasmine flew to the altar like an avenging angel, her eyes fastened upon the tiny bundle swaddled in the blanket, the hooded figures melted into the darkness. Her hands trembled uncontrollably as she lifted the blanket. Her eyes filled with tears as she saw that it was a newborn lamb that had been sacrificed. Her sadness was mingled with relief that it had not been a baby. Suddenly fear gripped her. They were Devil worshippers. The sacrificial lamb had been used to conjure the Prince of Darkness himself.

De Burgh, towering above, his face dark with fury, saw the mutilated lamb and reached out a punishing hand to grasp her. She glanced up and shrank back in terror. It was the Devil! She had seen him before in the crystal!

Jasmine trembled from head to toe. Fear gripped her heart. Why had she so willfully disobeyed and come to this wicked place? Satan had caught her in a face-to-face confrontation. Quickly she covered her eyes so that he would not be able to look into her soul.

He took hold of her shoulder and shook her roughly. “Wicked wench, have you no shame? Look at me when I speak to you!”

“No, no,” she cried, “if I look into your eyes you will be able to steal my soul!”

“What gibberish is this? You ignorant little peasant.” He took hold of her hands and forced them down from her face.

She saw the Prince of Darkness in all his splendor. He was richly garbed in black velvet, the hilt of his dagger encrusted with blood-red rubies. He was a head taller than a mortal man and broader too. His face was darkly, wickedly handsome, and his eyes gleamed with green fire. They narrowed suspiciously as he felt her silken, soft hands.

“These are not the hands of a peasant girl.” He pulled off the shabby cloak and looked at her closely. Though she wore the dress and rough linen coif of a servant, he knew she was no such thing. “You are a spoiled, bored lady come to amuse yourself in the guise of your servant,” he accused.

Her throat constricted as half a scream was torn from her. With all his cosmic powers of darkness, he would identify her any minute. When he discovered she was a white witch who practiced only good, he would surely kill her. “Please don’t kill me,” she begged, terrified.

“I should beat some decency into you,” he threatened. “You are a wayward little baggage, sneaking out at night for thrills. Your parents probably cannot do a thing with you.”

The moon came from behind a cloud and bathed them in its silvery light. He realized suddenly she was hardly more than a child and that she trembled with fear. Instead of the saucy, pert features he had expected, he was looking into the face of an angel. Suddenly his anger melted and turned to amusement. Obviously this was the first time she had ever dared come to this place, and her encounter with him had really put the fear of the Devil in her. Well, before he was done with her, he would make certain she would never venture forth again in the name of temptation.

He held her hands fast so there was no hope of escape. “Why did you come here?” he asked.

She swallowed hard. Her heart beat wildly in her throat, choking her words. “I … was … c-curious,” she managed to gasp.

His eyes glittered with amusement as he accused, “You came to dance naked.”

“No, no,” she denied, shocked at his words.

Beginning to enjoy himself, he teased, “You came to find a man, a lover.”

She shook her head in shocked denial, but words failed her.

“Well, you have found a man … you have found me.”

Lurid snatches of folklore came to her about Satan having his way with human females. “Do not take my virginity, I beg you,” she said, sobbing.

His lips twitched. “But surely that’s what you had in mind when you ventured forth tonight? Surely, ’t would be a shame to come here and miss all the fun?”

“Fun?” she whispered in horrified fascination.

“Admit the truth and shame the Devil,” he said, laughing. “If I hadn’t caught you, you would have thrown off your clothes and danced naked round the fires.” His fingers went to the buttons at the neck of her gown and deftly undid them. “Dance for me now,” he invited, peeling the dress down to bare her shoulders.

She was experiencing firsthand the power he had over a female. The touch of his hands was strong and persuasive. “You cannot tempt me, Satan!” she cried. She felt dizzy, but knew if she fainted she was lost forever. The moment she swooned, he would deflower her. To be raped by Satan would be a worse fate than death! “Rape!” she cried hoarsely.

He laughed again. “Rape? Do you know the old definition of rape is to ’affect with rapture’?”

Her eyes closed with anguish and he took pity on the little maid. “Well, well, when a pretty girl is caught by the Devil she must pay some sort of forfeit. You have refused me your life and you have refused me your virginity, what forfeit will you pay?” he mused.

She had no money, she wore no jewel, her mind took a quick inventory.

“Let’s see … you could dance naked.” He hid a smile at her look of outraged innocence. “Or you could pay with a kiss … you choose.”

“A k-kiss,” she said quickly, willing to pay such a price to be rid of him. He smiled at her slowly and her heart turned over in her breast. He reached for her and she knew she would never be the same again. She had never been kissed before. His mouth was warm and persuasive, inviting her to lose control of her senses as his kiss took away her breath, her thoughts, her very will. But in truth he was the one most affected. He could tell she had never been kissed before, and her mouth was as sweet as wild honey. Her fragrance filled his nostrils and his head until he was dizzy with the scent and taste of her. He realized in that instant that a virgin’s kiss was a thing to treasure.

His voice roughened with a peculiar protective need she had aroused in him. “Begone from this place and mend your wicked ways,” he bade her, loosening his hold on her shoulders.

She made the sign of the cross and flung herself back from him into the deep shadow of a mighty stone and sped off in the darkness to where her pony was tethered. At that moment Lightning screamed and de Burgh, uttering a foul oath of frustration, reluctantly tended to his frightened war-horse.

Estelle, busy in the stillroom, kept glancing over at Jasmine. She was very quiet and subdued this morning, and her grandmother decided not to dose her again with a sleeping draft of poppy. Estelle had made dyebaths of marigold orange, day-lily yellow, and walnut brown, and had picked dozens of early purple saffron crocus, one of the world’s best dye plants. She was busy dipping skeins of yarn and lengths of cloth. Jasmine was silently occupied mixing the dyes and pigments into her paints, while the air was redolent from boiling beeswax and bayberry as Meg made candles.

A steward arrived from Salisbury Castle bringing a cartload of supplies for the manor and wool freshly sheared from the sheep to be expertly dyed by Dame Estelle. He was bursting with the news that William was returned from Wales because King Richard had been wounded in Normandy.

Estelle nodded knowingly. “So,” she said portentiously, “it has begun.”

Jasmine shuddered. She knew that when the steward had loaded his wagon with the things that were going back to Salisbury Castle, her grandmother would prepare to do magic this night. Usually Jasmine looked forward to participating in the rituals and spells, but to see what the future would bring would necessitate crystal gazing and suddenly she was afraid of a vision that had appeared to her twice. Once in the glass ball and once in living flesh and blood!

Jasmine made a special visit to the herb garden to gather plants to make herself a “tussiemussie.” She would carry it as a talisman to protect her from all evil. She picked sprigs of sweet basil, wild thyme, rosemary, spiderwort, bloodroot, and tansy
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