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Pixie,
kobold, elf, and sprite,

All are on their rounds tonight;

In the wan moon's silver ray,

Thrives their helter-skelter play.

~Joel Benton


 


Village of Valmont, England 1603


“Ahem…uh…hmm…where was I again?” The aged
priest fumed in confusion under his breath. He stood at the top of the
hastily-erected scaffold fumbling with his bible. He was frowning in
consternation at the young cleric at his side.  


“You were smiting the wench for the blighted
trees, Your Eminence,” the cleric reminded behind his hand, smiling helpfully.
The young man looked back at the prisoner bound behind them with a scowl in a
show of divine support.


“My thanks to you, Roderick,” Father Belsay
whispered under his breath, rocking back on his heels. 


The priest’s black robes billowed around him
in the midday breeze. He eyed the expectant faces below him. The crowd of
villagers grew as the morning wore on. They were surrounding the scaffold now,
elbow to elbow, blood lust evident in their simple expressions.


The highlight of their day was the burning of
a condemned witch. Whether the sad creature was guilty was neither here nor
there. Someone needed to be blamed for the pathetic existence that was theirs.
He appeared to enjoy being the center of their attention, drawing himself up
proudly. His pale eyes lit up to recall the list of charges heaped upon the
condemned witch. He took an inward breath, as if to expel such deviance.


 “Ah yes, and for the crime of blighting
the trees in yon field, I commence thee to burn in the fires of hell for all
eternity!” he raged suddenly with exuberance. “For creating the recent droughts
that have killed the fields; I command thee to the fires for cleansing! For
causing the Widow Perkins bread to foul upon sitting; I do offer this
instrument of Satan to stand in judgment before you!” the priest expounded to
his eager audience. The villagers all muttered in agreement, fists rising in
agreement, adding to the voracious zeal that was just warming.


****


Madeline Farrand was the recipient of the
church’s justice. The girl cringed as the unwarranted charges were read against
her. The priest left out the most ridiculous charge of all. That was the crime
of making the minstrel’s song fall flat to the villager’s ears at the last
festival. No otherworldly power could have improved that sad man’s
performance, she thought with sinking despair. 


 Such was the fate of one like she. She
winced as the priest continued to heap the ills and misfortunes of every soul
there upon her hapless shoulders. She listened to the next list of charges with
narrowed blue eyes. These were sole reason for her arrest three days before.


“You stand guilty of tempting the baron’s son
to lust beyond his reason. You stand accountable for the man’s present
infirmary,” the priest added contemptuously. Several women in the crowd jeered
in agreement. “And for the crime of rendering him now unable to perform as a
man; you have declared yourself to be the mistress of Satan, you foul unclean
wench!”


Madeline might have laughed to learn that
Hugh de Valmont was unable to rise to the occasion of rape anymore. She was
satisfied at least one of her spells held fast. She stiffened as the charges
spewed forth, damning her further. Get on with it, she thought as she
gazed heavenward, finding a spot in the clouds to focus upon. Burning to death
couldn’t be as bad as listening to such ridiculous claims. She shivered despite
the warmth of the day, fighting the hysteria at the thought of the agony that
was soon forthcoming.


“You stand accused of fouling the village
well, oh unrepentant creature! You stand responsible for making the flies
accumulate around the privies!” the priest nearly shouted in outraged fervor,
as the masses that stood grumbling within the town square. They grew more ugly
and vicious as they swatted at the marsh flies that bit at them as they waited.
Some threw rotten vegetables, pelting the girl during the priest’s rant.


Madeline winced as the rotten volleys hit her
about the head and shoulders. She wished the pyre would self-ignite. She might
have scoffed at his claims were she not gagged and denied a voice in this
proceeding. Her blue gaze hardened as it fell upon the reason she was brought
here today.


Hugh de Valmont was handsome in a surly sort
of way; his lips curled in a perpetual sneer. He stood with his father, the
Baron de Valmont. The older man was the highest power in the village; the one
responsible for her sentence. The pair stuck out like sore thumbs amongst the
villagers[bookmark: _GoBack]. They stood side by side in the rear; regally
dressed book ends that avoided rubbing elbows within the crowd. Their only goal
here today was to see her punishment met. Normally the baron didn’t deign to
enter the humble village. His son preyed upon the young women there though,
known for taking what wasn’t readily offered.


 Hugh’s handsome face was etched in
gloating as he met her gaze for the briefest moment. He shifted under her
unrelenting stare, knowing his lies against her brought her to this sad end.
Her only fault was refusing his lustful advances in the woods. Her reaction was
to chant a hasty incantation that rendered his manhood now useless. 


Hugh looked away, fearful of what other
wretchedness she could visit upon him before the fire claimed her life. She
smirked to see him look away; satisfied he’d be unable to harm another woman
again, even if she must die.


   “You stand accused of heresy in
refusing to attend mass,” Father Belsay continued and glared back at the
accused as if that were the worst of her crimes. “You’ve been heard to use foul
profanity. Your words have betrayed you to be His servant.”


The girl chuckled behind the gag, reserving a
few choice words for Father Belsay. If her situation were not so dire, she
might have laughed until her sides ached. A few days before she’d planned to
pack up her cottage and leave the village of Valmont for good. 


Now she was branded a witch by the lecherous
son of the local baron, blamed for everything they could throw at her head.
Even those who knew the charges to be false didn’t speak up in her defense. The
friends she believed she had ducked now, avoiding her eyes.


She looked over the heads of the villagers,
wishing to be somewhere else, away from this spectacle. The injustice of it all
left a bitter taste in her mouth. The same people who sought her out to heal
their ills now stood poised with rotten vegetables to pelt at her. Those same
people that benefited from the smattering of magic she knew gave testimony
against her. 


It was so unfair, she
thought in sudden fury. They would solve every problem with her death. They
listened to the fanatical priest and Hugh de Valmont’s lies. Forgotten were the
good deeds she performed for the betterment of all. They would focus upon her
mistakes instead.


Was it her fault she was a novice witch with
no mentor since Minerva died? Minerva Farrand was her grandmother. She lived in
the village for a handful of years here and there, always moving on and coming
back. It was expected Madeline would take her place. The old woman wasn’t able
to finish her training before the Goddess claimed her. Madeline was learning on
her own; with sometimes unfortunate outcomes. Her spells needed much work.


Intent only to help increase production in
the dairy; she’d succeeded in flooding the barn. The cow’s udders swelled and
gave way in the night. Desiring to help the fields flourish, her spell caused
the recent drought. Her attempt to remedy that brought the floods. The rotting
fields produced pests, an explanation for the abundance of flies swarming the
area. 


Her experiments were many and disastrous. The
only real, debatable crime she could claim was rendering Hugh de Valmont
impotent. That was one of the few times she used her magic to harm another.
She’d do it again and felt no guilt.


Just recalling the man’s near rape of her
made her stiffen in outrage. She’d been up all night delivering a village
woman’s baby. Exhausted and not paying attention, she didn’t see Hugh tailing
her on the road as she made her way home.


As soon as she was in the forest, she noticed
him and ran. Hugh was known to be relentless in his pursuit. She’d been warned
to stay clear of him. He gave chase, running her down on his huge mount. She
screamed and fought. He struck her and forced her onto the ground.


Seeing him hover, poised to violate her; the
words came quickly. Seeing Hugh’s punishing sex shrivel in an instant gratified
her. He looked down in shock; then back at her, eyes filled with fear.


Hugh looked at her in disbelief and backed
away, pulling up his breeches, stumbling to get to his horse. His expression of
terror was to know the stories of her were true. He saw her as just another
pretty maid in the village. He’d not actually believed the tales of Minerva’s granddaughter.



Her relief to know her spells improved was
short lived when the baron’s men arrived to arrest her. She was clapped into a
cell to await trial. For three days she was denied food and water. Condemnation
came quickly after an absurdly short trial. Her sentence was to burn until dead
to pay for her wickedness.






[bookmark: _Toc325101612]~***~Chapter
One~***~


 


Hath not this present Parl’ament


A Lieger to the Devil sent,


Fully impower’d to treat about


Finding revolted Witches out?


And has he not within a year


Hang’d threescore of them in one
Shire?


Some only for not being drown’d,


And some for sitting above ground.


~By Samuel Butler


 


“Can we go, my lord? How much of this idiocy
must we listen to?” Sir Alastair Marlowe complained sourly. He shifted in the
saddle, eyeing his companion with a pleading look. They rode into the village
square, cut off from the well they sought, by the throng of villagers in their
way. The square was filled to capacity. The cloying stench of unwashed bodies
was thick in the mid-morning air.


Sir Gavin de Mortaine laughed at his
companion’s words. He stared at the beautiful girl tied to the wooden pole on
the platform. He was riveted by her from the moment he set eyes upon her. He
was impressed with her lack of fear. For one about to burn, she looked fairly
composed.


 Gavin was intrigued enough to stop when
their party arrived to water their horses. They were in time to see the
spectacle unfolding. He didn’t usually interrupt such proceedings. The
recipient of the church’s justice was never one so lovely. His anger at such
fanatical ignorance now rampant in England made him spur his horse forward. His
eyes scanned the scene grimly.


“Please tell me you don’t intend what I think
you do?” Alastair groaned under his breath as his companion passed by on his
mount. “We are already late as it is. We haven’t time for this.”


“Relax, Alastair, we’ll arrive in time to
make the lists, have no fear,” Gavin called over his shoulder with a dismissive
wave of his hand. “I think this situation merits our interference.”


“Gavin, it isn’t our business to interfere in
such matters.” Alastair spurred his mount forward and caught up to him. “The
wench is being put to the torch for her wickedness! Let it be!”  


“You know I can’t resist a wicked wench in
need, Alastair,” Gavin replied warmly. He grew closer to the platform, seeing
the way her dark, red hair glowed like molten flames in the morning sunshine.
Its glory blinded him for a moment. “Is she not spectacular, my friend?”


“Aye, if you forget for a moment she’s a
bloody witch, for pity’s sake!”


“Saint’s preserve us. She must be a witch for
certain, Alastair. She’s cast her spell upon me,” Gavin vowed softly under his
breath, eyes never leaving the wooden pyre. His emerald eyes traced the ivory
perfection of her features as they picked their way through the crowd. “I can
truthfully say that being cursed by one so fair could hardly be unpleasant.
Damnation would be far more delightful with her there for entertainment.”


“Don’t say I didn’t warn you when the wench boils
you in oil, plucks out your eyeballs and entrails, or turns you into a bloody
toad for your trouble!” Alastair predicted sharply as he followed him.


Gavin threw his dark head back and chuckled
in obvious delight, eyes crinkling in mirth. “Why is it witches always turn one
into a toad, I wonder?” Gavin asked in a teasing tone. “Why not some well
endowed steed like our Cyrian here?” He gestured to his huge, black Destrier
beneath him with a mocking look. “You must remind me to ask our fair witch
before she does her worst to me.”


“Gavin, need I remind you that we are only
six in number?” Alastair informed him pointedly. “Should this mob turn upon us,
we’re sadly outnumbered. I would question whether your passion for your
flame-haired enchantress is worth our being bloodied to a pulp with their
clubs!”


“Do you see how she winds me around her
finger already, Alastair?” Gavin mused with a wide, gleaming smile. “Pure
sorcery is at play here. I have no doubt of it.”


“A tumble with the witch is hardly worth us
being pummeled to death!” Alastair protested, already knowing nothing he could
say would dissuade Gavin from his present course.


As they neared the scaffold, the villagers
stepped aside to allow them to pass. The people were eyeing them all curiously.
They were not used to seeing so many heavily-armed knights within their humble
midst.


“Look at the girl, Alastair,” Gavin directed,
whistling under his breath. “A mere tumble would never be enough with that
one.”


Gavin was intent to stop the burning of the
witch, if only to enjoy her favors. It was one thing to run interference with
an angry husband. This was unprecedented, he knew. The things he did for
passion. To incite an angry mob just to woo the woman was more than foolhardy.
The villagers stood here all morning to see the witch put to death. They would
not be happy to be denied.


“May I remind you that Lady Blythe awaits you
at court?” Alastair fumed in frustration, determined to talk him out of it. He
saw Gavin reach for his sword hilt and he sighed in resignation. “A pity, but
she will be lonely. I do so like brunettes,” Alastair said wistfully and
reached for his own sword.


“She is yours to pursue, my friend. I go to
court for the tournament, not for her. Try to recall she is married, and to
Lord Strathmore, no less.”


“Have you any plan to rescue our lovely
witch? Or do we just wing the matter as we usually do?” Alastair asked
pleasantly. He signaled to the other men behind him. 


“No plan at all. Just follow my lead and be
ready for anything,” Gavin warned as he stopped his horse before the platform.


The knights behind them, four in all, looked
suddenly alert with Alastair’s signal. Their eyes slid over the crowd for signs
of a threat.


Alastair grinned as he swung himself off his
mount. “Let us hope the witch can cast some spell to reverse this damned
stupidity of yours. This is not how I saw my day unfolding, my lord.”


“I am no lord yet, my friend,” Gavin reminded
him and gazed up at the priest with a scowl. The man was now addressing the
crowd, spittle flying from his mouth, eyes blazing.


“I ask you all, good people of this village.
If one among you has just cause to not ask for this witch’s life in penance;
you may speak it now!” the priest thundered as he held his bible aloft.


“I must disagree!” Gavin called out loudly.
He urged his mount forward. “I see no cause to put the girl to death for bread
that fails to rise. How can she also be blamed for a man who also fails too?”
he asked in disgust. Some guffaws of amusement from the crowd ensued at his
sarcastic words. “Would you blame the wench for everything that is wrong in the
world this day, just to satisfy your need for bloodletting?”


“You are a stranger here!” the priest
muttered angrily. “You do not know what wickedness lives in this one’s heart!” 


“To the contrary, one can clearly see the
girl’s wickedness.” Gavin’s gaze slid appreciatively over the one they
discussed. His eyes lingered upon the lush form hardly disguised in the ragged,
brown wool gown. He met her infuriated look with a mischievous smile. Her deep
blue eyes met his, glinting in warning. “One look at her and I was lead to both
torment of the mind and body. I fear I have seen it with my own eyes.”


“Then you will agree, Sir Knight?” the priest
demanded stoutly. “The witch needs to be cleansed by fire.”


“I do not agree.” Gavin smiled wider and
shook his head. “The crime would be to put such beauty to the torch; a travesty
with such little proof.”


“There is more than enough proof of her
crimes! She is indeed a witch!” the priest declared piously. The priest’s face
fell in dismay as he noted the five riders dismounted at the bottom of the
stairs. They were standing ready, swords drawn, eyeing the villagers with grim
looks. The leader of the small group of knights seemed determined to stop the
proceeding. The priest showed a sense of keen disappointment. 


“Where is your proof? Produce it, if you have
it. I would see such before I allow you to kill an innocent woman!”


“She has cast a dreadful curse upon the
baron’s son! It is no small matter to render a man impotent!” The priest nearly
shouted now. 


“I can say I have no wish to see that proof,
Father,” Gavin said in a joking manner. The crowd laughed along in amusement.
“I shall take your word for it, but it appears the baron’s son blames his own
failings upon her without cause.” He stated this with distaste evident in his
gaze. “He would not be the first man to find his mighty snake reduced to a
wriggling worm, nor the last. Am I not right, good women of Valmont?” And he
looked about for agreement from the crowd.


The women all giggled at that, young and old
alike. They eyed him dreamily, blushing and nodding in ascent, noting the
knight’s dark handsomeness. His chain mail and bronze armor caught and held
blindingly in the sun. He dismounted and stood at the bottom of the stairs.


“She has been condemned this day to die by
fire for her crimes,” Father Belsay snarled at the man who dared interrupt.
“You would impede the will of God and our new sovereign in this matter?”


“Aye, I do, and I will. Do you recognize the
pennant we ride under, Father? Take a good look, for it is in the service of
the good King James that I am about this day,” Gavin replied with menacing
intent. He unsheathed and brandished his sword. He heard many gasps as he began
striding up the wooden stairs, two at a time, to reach the top. 


He approached where the girl was tied with an
angry frown marring his handsome face. “This is no work of God or king!” he
snarled as he sawed quickly through her bonds with the tip of his sword. He
freed her and glared out over the crowd. “There is nothing but pure spite at
work here! Is there any here among you who would wish to challenge my freeing
the girl? If so, get you a sword and meet mine!”


Mumbles and angry mutterings ensued. None
rushed to stop the freeing of the accused witch. Gavin sheathed his sword. The
girl rubbed her wrists as she removed the ropes, stepping down from the
kindling pile gingerly. She eyed the man with gratitude as she removed the gag.



Gavin could see his men had the situation
well in hand. Alastair and the others held the villagers at bay with swords
drawn at the foot of the stairs. None of the villagers seemed eager to take on
the half dozen warriors. Two finely-dressed men pushed through the crowd. The
elder of the two was frowning as he approached the scaffold.


“Who are you to interfere? This matter does
not concern you, Sir Knight,” Baron de Valmont groused as he eyed the younger
man and frowned.


“I am Gavin de Mortaine, my lord,” he
informed him and smiled with little humor, “and I make it my business.”  


“I am the Baron de Valmont. This village is
under my protection,” the older man said as he glared up at the knight. “What
cause do you have to interfere here?”


“Do you intend to stop me, Baron?” Gavin
asked quietly, his eyes narrowed.


The older man assessed the situation grimly.
He took in the six armed and ready knights and sighed. Gavin knew by his
expression he hadn’t the men able to raise arms against them.


“You will cease and desist in this matter, my
lord. I have the ear of the king. He will hear of your petty justice.” Gavin
scowled at the crowd and back at the older man. “Have you nothing better to do
than burn innocent women for the mob’s entertainment?”


The baron flushed in anger to hear titters of
amusement behind him. He was flustered as he stood at the front of the crowd,
his fuming son at his side. The man’s florid countenance grew as did the
mockery at his back.


“This girl has cast a vile curse upon my son!
This is none of your affair, Sir de Mortaine! It is fitting she be burnt for
her evil sins,” the man argued, bristling from the contempt he saw in the
younger man’s eyes at his words.


“I see no evil here,” Gavin pointed out with
a scowl. “You cannot blame his present condition upon her. You strike me as a
man of reason, my lord. Do you really think her responsible for the weather?
For your son’s cock suddenly going soft? You would agree it is ridiculous to
lay the blame upon her?”


The older man reflected Gavin’s words
thoughtfully. He eyed his son with a conceding look. The baron knew his
servants couldn’t stand against six battle-trained knights. He smiled weakly,
trying yet another approach.


“Surely you don’t wish to get involved in
such petty provincial matters as these, de Mortaine?” the Baron de Valmont
argued diplomatically. “The girl was found guilty of witchery by the church.
Her injury to my son is but one of many of her crimes.”


Gavin gazed down at the girl. “Let us see
what the girl says to her own defense, my lord.”


“We should listen to the lies of a witch?” de
Valmont asked harshly, a lace handkerchief going to his nostrils from the foul
odor of the crowd. “She is not likely to admit what she has done.”


“You bring these charges against her, Baron.
Let the girl answer her accusers,” Gavin interjected and smiled down at the
girl. “I believe the floor is yours, Mistress Farrand.”


****   


Madeline swallowed hard as she gazed out over
the crowd. She looked up at her savior discreetly. She was obviously stunned by
his interceding on her behalf. But to the matter at hand; her life was at
stake. She spoke very quickly now.


“They all lie! I did nothing but fend off
this lout’s attentions that day in the woods!” she cried in outrage and pointed
at Hugh. “He attempted to force himself on me! When he couldn’t finish his evil
deed, he fled and told lies!”


“The foul bitch lies, I say!” Hugh raged as
he stormed forward, glaring up at her. “She is a demon who lured me there to
seduce me!”


 “I think even a demon has better taste
than the likes of you!” the girl snarled back. Many in the crowd laughed at
that, making Hugh redden with embarrassment.


Gavin’s lips twitched in amusement at her
words. He raised an eyebrow at Hugh. “What say you? What business had you in
the woods that day, Hugh?”


Hugh sputtered and looked at his father for
guidance. The elder avoided his gaze. The young man looked up at the knight and
drew himself up in a blustering manner 


“I was hunting in the fields, and on my way
home. Mistress Farrand was there and cast her evil spell upon me.”


“Wouldn’t the main road have been the easier
course to travel?” Gavin suggested with a knowing smile, seeing Hugh flush
uncomfortably and look away. “Do explain why you would go into the woods, if on
your way home?”


“I don’t need to explain why I took the long
way about,” Hugh sputtered and looked uncomfortable. “I wished a ride, nothing
more.”


“Ah, but you should explain. You bring
serious allegations against Mistress Farrand, with no other witness about,”
Gavin replied and his smile thinned. “Were I to ask how many here shared the
girl’s same experience with you in the woods; what would they say?”  


Hugh reddened at that. The elder de Valmont
cursed under his breath. Several women in the crowd tittered. Many looked
pleased to hear the baron’s son get his comeuppance at long last.


“They are all naught but whores who would
lie!” Hugh spat and a grumble of dissent spread through the crowd. “She put a
spell upon me! She’s a witch!”


“Shall I ask for a show of hands to see who
have had your unwanted attentions in the past?” Gavin persisted. The young man
looked disgusted at the prospect. He realized he was caught in his own web of
lies.


“Sir de Mortaine, you prove only that my son
may have misconstrued the situation with Mistress Farrand,” Baron de Valmont
bit out angrily. “What of all the other peculiarities? Can you explain them
away?”


“I would only suggest the drought and flood
the crime of nature!” Gavin snapped in annoyance at the man. “You are an
educated man, de Valmont. You know this is not the work of witchcraft. It
appears your son suffers from wounded pride. It is certainly no fault of hers.”


The older man fumed and nodded briefly;
turning away and retreating back to their coach. Hugh looked at Gavin furiously
and stomped after his father. The old priest looked horrified during the
exchange, seeing de Valmont caved under the knight’s persuasive words.


“You would interfere with the church and the
crown in this matter?” the priest cried in outrage. His eyes filled with
righteous indignation. “This is heresy, Sir de Mortaine! My superiors shall
hear of this!”


“Speak one more word of heresy and I shall
write to my uncle. He is still the archbishop of this province,” Gavin promised
warningly and took a step towards the priest, his green eyes flashing in anger.
“You will conduct no more of these ridiculous trials or I’ll see you put to the
torch yourself!”


The priest quailed from the knight’s wrath,
fear in his expression at his threats. He took a hasty step back, hands up as
if too ward the man off.


Gavin smiled pleasantly and offered the girl
his arm. “Please allow me to escort you from here. Such a harrowing ordeal has
no doubt overwhelmed you, Mistress Farrand.”


The handsome knight led her from the
scaffold. His strong hand was meant as a comfort at her elbow. The trembling in
her hand assured him her knees were weakened from her ordeal. 
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Hinx Minx, the old witch
winks,

The fat begins to fry.

Nobody at home but jumping Joan,

Father, mother and I.

~Anonymous.


 


 Madeline felt his possessive hand upon
her forearm and felt a tingling sensation. Her heart fluttered wildly and her
stomach did somersaults. She reasoned she was still in a state of shock. She
looked up into his sage-colored eyes and seemed stuck there. She rarely knew a
moment where her tongue failed to work.  


She stole a glance up at him, seeing the smug
expression on his handsome face. Confusion now filled her gaze. Why would he
save her, she thought?  It made no sense. She was suddenly suspicious
of his intentions. A sudden fear made her stiffen halfway down the stairs. 


“I warn you fairly, Sir de Mortaine. Should
you have some foul intent I will turn you into a toad,” she warned low under
her breath. “Do not assume I trade one fate for another here.”


“You wound me, fair witch,” he chided in mock
injury, all innocence as he met her stormy expression. “I would know why it
must always be a blasted frog? I think I would make a handsome hawk, or even a
regal mountain cat,” he suggested to her, smiling in such a charming way, her
heart lurched sickeningly within her breast. 


“Very well, you can be a hawk if you wish
it,” she allowed with a maddening thrill despite her sharp words.


“My thanks, I would make a horrible toad, I
think. All that hopping about seems rather pointless.” 


“Are you always in the habit of rescuing
witches, Sir de Mortaine?” she whispered in irritation despite her urge to
smile. “If so, you have appalling taste in those you would bestow such chivalry
upon. Do I need to remind you of what I am accused of?”


“I find I’m cursed with an affliction, my
fairest damsel,” he whispered under his breath, eyes lingering upon her full
lips. “I can never resist a beautiful witch needing rescue.”


“Now you make jests at my expense?” she
accused, and fumed as she came to the bottom of the stairs.


“I do not jest,” Gavin replied and bowed
gallantly to her. “I am under your spell for certain.”


“You are completely mad, is what you are, Sir
de Mortaine,” Madeline informed him and shook her head in bemusement. “You
would endanger yourself and your companions to come to the rescue of a common
witch? Need I point out the villagers behind you carry sickles and clubs? And
they are bored to boot.”


Gavin grasped her small white hand in his
larger one, bringing it to his lips lingeringly, making her heart flutter
wildly in her chest. Her palm grew moist. Her breathing grew increasingly
unsteady. The man was close to making her swoon. 


She was a damned witch! Witches didn’t swoon
over handsome knight’s rescuing them. Well, when exactly did that ever happen?
She had no recollection of it in Minerva’s book.


“I am fearless in my quest to get a closer
glimpse of such loveliness.”


She swallowed hard, reminded he indeed saved
her life. She could at least thank him properly. The words seemed to stick in
her throat. She was overwrought after coming so close to being burned to a
cinder. The harrowing ordeal since her arrest made her long for the comfort of
her cottage now. Incarceration was a horrible experience, and one she didn’t
wish to repeat again. 


She shuddered inwardly as she looked back at
the pyre. She knew that she couldn’t stay here now. Not after what she had done
to protect herself from Hugh. As soon as this man and his companions left her;
the priest would only resume this ridiculous course. 


The knowledge she couldn’t go home made a
lump form in her throat. She must leave this place at once. Madeline did what
no self-respecting witch dared ever do when things went awry. She began to feel
tears burn behind her eyes. Good Goddess! She felt them well up and threaten to
spill over. Toad’s bones, she was weary.


Madeline was miserable with the knowledge she
was right back to where she started six months before when Minerva took ill.
The old woman must have sensed she was going to die and wished to move back
here. She was once again moving on for the same reasons they left the last
village. Was there no place a witch could call home? Was this the curse of her
magic?


The man took the opportunity to peruse the
rounded neckline of her gown with considerable interest. She longed to slap him
for his insolence. She blushed furiously, unable to control her volatile reaction
to the man. She was feeling it spread to the roots of her hairline, suffusing
her face with such heat she forced herself to look away from his appreciative
gaze. 


Madeline was mesmerized by his green stare.
Her heart was thudding crazily in her chest. She fought for control, trying to
thank him for his unsolicited aid. Her mouth went as dry as parchment. His
fresh manly scent met her nostrils, as captivating as the promise within his
eyes. She felt an ache where no ache had ever come to be before. 


Something more than warned her he would take
no trivial reading of his fortune in exchange for saving her life. He would
accept no minor token for luck and be on his way. He wanted much more than that
from her. Madeline felt her knees shaking once more, realizing with a certainty
it would take every spell in her arsenal to refuse him.


“We must go, Sir Gavin,” Alastair called out
with a look of disgust. “Just snatch up the damned witch and let’s be on our
way.”


Madeline looked outraged at the other man’s
words. Before she could react, he scooped her up suddenly and tossed her over
his saddle, mounting up behind her quickly.


She shrieked and struggled in earnest. His
large hand held her still easily while she flailed and cried in dismay.


“Now do be good. Cease your wailing, fair
witch,” he whispered down to her and spurred his mount forward, past the
platform, and away from the square. “We cannot leave you here now. I will not,
in all conscience, be responsible for what happens.”


“Put me down! You saved me from certain
death, only to accost me now? What manner of a hero are you?” Madeline demanded
in a furious voice as she craned her neck around to glare at him, “You have
made it very hard to thank you, Sir Gavin!”


“And you make it very hard to not kiss you,
sweet one.” Gavin leaned down and his hot breath made gooseflesh spread over
her neck. “But do not tempt me to it, for I have thought of nothing else, I
assure you,” he confided in a whisper and laughed in delight.


“Enough! You wretched fool of a man!” she
cried, alarmed by his words. “Leave me at my cottage. I assure you no harm will
come to me.”


“Aye, a fool only for you, my precious,” he
quickly agreed and smiled, his large hand stroking her back lingeringly through
her gown, “but I think not, you will come with us.”


 She seethed as he patted her buttocks
with a familiarity that made her grit her teeth. “This is unseemly for a
knight, Sir Gavin!”


 “Please act as though you are enjoying
being rescued. You remind the men they’re supposed to be chivalrous. They will
all lecture me to let you go if you continue to object.”


“But I do object! You need to let me go!” she
snarled sharply, her blue eyes narrowed dangerously as they snapped opened and
met his. “Need I remind you that I am a witch, Sir de Mortaine?”


“Bah, you are no more a bloody witch than I
am, Girl!” he asserted with a scoff of disbelief. “A lovelier witch I have
never seen. You have captivated me, most assuredly. This is a compliment I give
you, Wench. You could thank me by showing me some affection?”


“I did what they say I did!” she exclaimed
and glared up at him.


“You cannot take credit for all that,” he
admonished softly.


“I am a witch, I say!


“If it pleases you,” he returned and smiled
down into her furious face, “it should make it quite a bit more entertaining, I
agree.”


“You are owed a reward, Sir Gavin,” she began
in a rush. “It is your right for saving me. Take a token of luck and leave me;
I bid you.”


“A reward, you say?” he smiled roguishly and
sighed deeply. “You warm me with your continued play, Mistress Farrand.”  


“I do not play at all! I am a witch! If you
would but listen to me!” she argued vehemently.


“I will listen to everything you have to say
when you give me what I would ask as a reward, Sweet Sorceress.”


“What is it you want?” She craned her neck up
to see his knowing smile and cringed.


“Is it not obvious? I didn’t drag you out of
that fire pit to have my fortune read, my sweet,” Gavin informed her with a
lustful glance, his large hand caressing her back.


“But, that is not what I am prepared to offer
you!”


“It is my reward to name, is it not?”


“Yes, but…but,” she stammered and trailed
off, face reddening. “That is not a fit reward at all, Sir de Mortaine.”


“You do not think your fair company a fit
reward?” he asked and raised a dark eyebrow, his ruggedly handsome features
amused.


“I am no reward, Sir de Mortaine!” she
snapped harshly, her blue eyes frigid.


“Perhaps after enough time in my company you
will be, Madeline,” Gavin murmured thoughtfully and chuckled at her furious
expression.


They galloped wildly across the open fields
back toward the main road. He slowed and looked down at her with a chiding
look. 


“You think me as foolish as the villagers
back there to believe this witch nonsense?” he asked as they made their way
down the road, looking down at her with a shake of his head.


“I cast the spell upon Hugh!” she cried in
desperation. “You would do well to let me go, my lord, or the same will happen
to you!”


****


Gavin ignored her words, refusing to believe
them. She was hardly a witch. From what little he knew of them; witches were
ugly and old. They had warty faces and a harsh cackle of a laugh. They preyed
upon the blood of children, looking nothing like this lovely creature sprawled
before him. She was lush and vibrant, cheeks of ivory, and lips of the sweetest
cherries.


“I warn you that should you not release me;
you’ll be sorry,” Madeline promised as she was bounced up and down across the
saddle. 


“I will never be sorry to rescue and possess
such beauty,” Gavin whispered huskily. “A mere thank you will suffice. I did
save you, did I not? Any other damsel would be drowning me in kisses by now.
You do naught but threaten me. I think you play coy on purpose, my pretty
witch, but I will sweeten thy lips.”


She reluctantly directed him to her cottage.
All the while she sent him fuming looks.


 “Sir Gavin, you must listen to me,” she
began again, trying to pull herself up onto the saddle at his eye level, her eyes
filled with anger. “I do appreciate your timely arrival, but I must go home
now. I will be fine on my own, I assure you.”


Gavin fingered the rough, brown wool of her
gown. “Aye, you will need your things,” he agreed as he saw her dilemma. “I
will see you to your cottage. You will get what you can carry, and then we
leave for London,” he said and his tone brooked no argument. “That should
please you enough to show me some warmth.”


 Madeline glared up at him. “On second
thought; you would make a far better toad than a hawk!”


Gavin chuckled, dropping a kiss atop her dark
red hair. “I believe we decided that your coming with us was the safest course
for you now, my sweet.”


“We decided nothing of the sort!” Madeline
howled in frustration. “I am demanding you release me at once! You have saved
me. I give you my thanks.  I don’t expect anything more of you.”


“You needn’t deny your passion for me,
Sweetness,” he whispered down at her knowingly, his eyes darkening as his hand
stroked her hip seductively. “I shall look upon keeping you safe as a priority.
There is also the matter of my reward to consider. I did save you from the
fires of purgatory. Do I not deserve some token? I ask you to accompany me to
Westminster as my reward. A poor witch you are, if you don’t give me some prize
for my efforts.”


“You will regret this,” she warned in an icy
tone.


He merely smiled and patted her back. “Taking
you with me is one thing I would never regret, Sweetness.”


Gavin saw her face tighten adorably. He
longed to kiss each small freckle upon her delightful upturned nose; kiss away
the fierce scowl he saw there now. Thoughts of her warming his bed for the
duration of the coronation festivities warmed his blood. With her at his side
for luck; he would win the king’s tournament and reclaim his stolen birthright
for certain.


****


Madeline gnashed her teeth. There was no
point in trying to talk him out of this. He had a reward coming to him. The
sacred code of witches was clear in that regard. It clearly stated that for
saving the life of a witch, said savior was entitled a reward. It was whatever
they chose; whatever was within her power to give. Clearly de Mortaine desired
her.


This amorous knight had mucked up enough of
her plans in their short association. She groaned in dismay to realize she had
no choice. Tears of frustration filled her eyes, disgusting her to no end.
She’d been in this man’s company under an hour and did everything a witch was
not supposed to do. 


Witches did not cry, whine, or entertain such
wanton thoughts of handsome knights. The moisture gathering at the corner of
her eyes mocked and enraged her. The Goddess abandoned her as well. She
muttered incantation after curse, spell after spell, and nothing worked. She
fell into some unforeseen trap, one that no self-respecting sorceress would
dare to ever find herself in.


They arrived at her cottage. Gavin helped her
down. She disappeared inside and stuffed what little clothing she had into a
bundle, muttering angrily under her breath as the knights tramped into her home
uninvited. She was fuming while the six knights walked about her humble home,
looking around in interest. 


One of them was picking up and looking at a
jar of questionable contents. She smirked at his unease as he saw the hundreds
of jars there, all containing her potions and ingredients. He dropped the jar
and backed away when he saw dead animal corpses hanging to dry on a rack.


A large, fat orange cat meowed plaintively.
The knight’s all eyed it worriedly as it jumped down from its perch upon the
mantle over the hearth. Seeing their reaction to her cat was priceless. She
raised an eyebrow at their odd behavior. She nearly giggled to see them jump
back away from him. Certainly six brawny men were not scared of Gerwin, her
cat? She smiled even wider to see the youngest of the six knights back away and
leave the cottage to wait outside.


“What is all this nonsense here?” Gavin asked
curiously, picking up and sniffing at a jar of some white, powdery substance,
scowling at the foul odor within.


“Had you a case of the pox; you might
appreciate that, Sir de Mortaine,” she said pertly.


The other men chuckled as Gavin put the jar
down hurriedly, and moved away from her work table.


“We haven’t all day, Mistress Farrand,” Gavin
replied testily and gestured to her bundle, “is that all you need?”


“No, I have my books. I must insist on taking
all these as well,” she said and began dumping the jars into another bag.


“My guess is the villagers are not very far
behind us, Sweetness. Please hurry,” Gavin informed her tightly.


“Aye, I know it. It is doubtful they will
leave my cottage standing in their desire to burn something this day,” she
mused as she grabbed jars and vials off the work table. “I will not leave my
things. It will be just a moment.”


“Very well, but do have some pity on my
mount. Cyrian might protest half your household on his back.”


Madeline was glad the remaining five knights
left then. She looked around at her home, and decided she had all she needed.
She gazed at her comfortable cottage with its homespun coziness, fighting the
urge to weep. Seeing the things she was forced to leave behind made her balk.
There was no choice. 


She paused as she saw the book sitting upon
her mantle. She grabbed the leather bound book and stuffed it into her bag.
Madeline took one last look and left, scooping up Gerwin, shutting the door
behind her. The men all smirked at Gavin to see her toting her cat as she
approached them in the small yard.


“I must ask if it’s truly necessary you bring
that creature with you?” Gavin asked in dismay.


She handed him up her bag and bundle. “He
goes with me,” she informed him stubbornly, her blue eyes flaring. “I will not
leave him behind to fend alone. It is not his fault we leave in such haste, but
yours!”


Gavin held out his hand to help her up,
glaring at the cat she held in her arms. Gerwin’s large amber eyes narrowed and
he hissed softly. He curled protectively in her arms as she arranged herself in
front of Gavin in the saddle. Alastair chuckled at the sight. Gavin sent him a warning
look, daring him to say one word.


****


 Madeline was exhausted by the time they
stopped to rest the horses. She learned from one of the knights named Miles
they were an hour outside of London. The knights were headed to the coronation
festivities of the new king, James I. 


Madeline eyed the woods longingly under her
lashes. She knew it was pointless to try to flee. She might be a witch, but the
six men accompanying her reminded her of her limitations. She would not get far
with Gerwin and her bags weighing her down.


Gavin eyed her with a knowing half-smile. He
seemed to read her mind at that moment. He never took his eyes from her as he
allowed his mount to take water along the stream. 


The sun was growing higher in the sky. They
would arrive in London soon. The men laughed and joked amongst themselves, and
paid her little heed as she moved behind a bush to relieve herself. She
listened to them talk of the tournament held in James Stuart’s honor with
disinterest.


“I cannot wait to send some fat Lord flying
upon his arse into the dust,” the youngest one of them, named Henry, boasted.


“Be lucky if you make it that far, lad,” the
handsome blonde knight named Miles teased him. “Every noble and knight in this
land and ours will be there.”


“He is right,” Gaston interjected with a grim
look. “The odds of making it to the final rounds are not favorable with so many
competing. It is enough we take down as many for our lord as we can.”


“You all whine like girls,” Sir Jasper
grumbled. “Speak for yourselves.”


Madeline returned and eyed Gavin knowingly.
“You go to compete in the King’s Day tournament as well?”


“Aye, we all do.”


“The odds sound unfavorable, Sir Gavin.”


“Only for them; I mean to win,” he informed
her without arrogance.


“You seem very sure of yourself, Sir de
Mortaine. With so many skilled opponents, how do you propose to do that?” she
asked dryly and raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps a good luck spell for you and I
will be on my way?”


Gavin eyed her with a slow, lazy grin that
made her pulses dance. “I have it on a good authority that witches bring luck.
You go with me.”


“I would ask you to release me when we pass
the next village,” she replied. 


He held up a hand, his green eyes meeting
hers stubbornly. “Release you to go where? You will likely wear out your welcome
anywhere I leave you,” he replied and shook his head. “You will remain with us.
I will hear no more of it.”


“You cannot just snatch me up and hold me
against my will, Sir de Mortaine,” she said and seethed at his thoughtful
expression.


Gavin pondered her words and smiled smugly,
“I asked for your company as my reward. That is what I would have. The
tournaments last but a fortnight. You will be compensated for your time when I
win the day.”


Madeline gasped and eyed him incredulously.
“You presume much when you’ve not won yet, Sir de Mortaine. You would ask such
an unseemly thing of me? You expect me to stay with you? You are beyond mad, I
think.”


“I expect you to be my companion while there.
You will see to my gear and to my other needs.” He smiled in anticipation and
reached down to smooth a burnished lock lying across her shoulder. His hand
lingered there too long for her composure. “And those needs be many, sweet
one.”


“You wish a companion? You really mean a
whore, am I not right?” she raged and looked up at him in fury.


 “I think ‘companion’ be a more gentle
term, and far more complimentary to you,” he teased. “This bothers you? Aren’t
you witches supposed to be bad women? Surely my offer does not distress you?”






[bookmark: _Toc325101614]~***~Chapter
Three~***~


 


"Round about the
cauldron go:

In the poisoned entrails throw.

Toad that under cold stone

Days and nights, thirty-one

Vicious venom its sleeping got,

Boil it first in this charmed pot!"


~Anonymous


 


She backed away from him. “I might be a
witch, but I am no whore! What you ask of me for your reward is unseemly, Sir
de Mortaine!”


“You owe me something for saving you. You
said so yourself. That is the reward I would have of you. I will have your
delightful company, for one fortnight in my bed. Do not act as if you do not
want me as well,” Gavin declared with a mocking look.


Madeline eyed him with a condemning
stare.  “Are you any better than Hugh now? He would have employed such
tactics to have his way in things.”


“Do not even compare me to de Valmont’s
whelp!” Gavin snapped as he regarded her in annoyance. “I have never had to
force any woman. You will likely enjoy it. Come, we must be off. We waste
enough time arguing over my reward. Do not think I am unaware of your growing
admiration for me, Mistress.”


Madeline was too stunned to react to Gavin’s
arrogant words. She soothed her growling cat and followed him back to his
horse, staring daggers into his back. He mounted and pulled her up to lay
across his chest. She was aghast when he suddenly molded her against him,
unmindful of Gerwin’s warning rumbles. His hands held her fast, smiling down
into her flushed features.


“I do believe I’ve rendered the witch
speechless,” he acknowledged quite proudly to the other men with a roguish
smile, and his men all laughed heartily.


“You will have no pleasure of me,” she
whispered tightly as her face grew reddened from their merriment and lewd
comments. “I will make you regret this!” 


 “Nay, I think I will have much pleasure
of you, Madeline,” he breathed as his gauntlet covered hand brushed back her
hair from her cheek, “regret would have been to leave you behind to your fate.
And that is something I could not do.”


Madeline had little time to reflect upon
Gavin’s words. The horse was kicked back into a gallop back up the hill and
onto the road to London once more. She simmered and stewed over his
determination to hold her with him now. The tournament would last a fortnight.
Only then would she be free of him. She had to admit she was much better off in
London than anywhere else with an uneasy look up at her savior.  


The countryside flew by and she wondered
again why she felt so drawn to him. He was handsome to be sure. It was likely
he knew it.  She had never met a man like him before, and cursed her
limited experience. Had she paid more attention to the few men who had shown an
interest in her over the years, she might have been able to anticipate his next
move.


Gavin’s face was perfect and unscarred,
sun-darkened and chiseled. His hair was as dark as a raven’s wing, long and
waving to his wide, broad shoulders. His strong, powerful build made her feel
safe and secure as he held her protectively during the journey. The eyes that
looked down deeply within hers were startling. They were long-lashed and so
deep a color of green, she was disconcerted when they fell upon her. He dressed
like all the other knights, wearing gleaming bronzed armor, abstaining from the
foppery worn by both Hugh and his father.  


Gavin de Mortaine had honor. He had put a
stop to her being burned out of sheer principal. He seemed unimpressed with
Father Belsay’s accusations of heresy for his actions. He acted with courage,
conscience, as well as conviction. He was nothing but gallant towards her, that
is, until he told her the immoral reward he would have.


Try as she might, she couldn’t deny the
obvious admiration she had for Sir Gavin de Mortaine, despite his obvious
conceit. It took root the moment he strode across the wood scaffold to champion
her against the whole village. When did one ever seek to save a witch? She
smiled as she looked anywhere but the wide chest she was sprawled across,
flustered to know she was eager to give him his reward.


****


Madeline tried not to gawk as they rode
through London into Westminster. She was in awe as they passed through the
gates of the palace. Wide eyes took in the splendor that met her gaze
everywhere she looked. The five knights that thundered behind them let out
raucous cries as they went through the gates, excited to be there at last.


Her wide eyes took in the rolling green lawns
in the distance, manicured rose gardens, and the elaborate fountains and ponds.
The royal grounds were breathtaking to behold. The white stone palace in the
distance was both beautiful and ominous. The massive structure would soon be
overflowing with noble and royal guests alike in the coming days. The nobles of
England and beyond all came to pay homage to England’s new monarch, James
Stuart.


That was not where they went, she was to
learn. Gavin and the men dismounted within the crowded royal stable yard. He
helped her down and she was left to her own devices for a moment. A slew of
liveried stable hands arrived to see to the new arrival’s mounts. They had been
in luck in getting room for their horses in the stable, as space was filling up
fast. 


The knights were already looking for an ideal
location to set up their tents within the festival yard. Many vendors were
setting up shop there, carts strewn with their many wares. Madeline never saw
so much activity in her life. The pandemonium was such she stood and stared.


The grand preparations for James Stuart’s
coronation were underway. Tents and colorful banners and pennants littered the
grounds as far as the eye could see. Every knighted and noble man in the land
would be in attendance for the festivities marking his accession to the throne.


“What? You have time to stand here and gawk,
Girl?” Gavin remanded her sharply as he returned, tossing his leather
saddlebags at her bare feet. “That’s my gear. You will see to it, if only to
earn your keep.”


Madeline scowled as she looked down at his
bags, knowing he expected her to play his servant in addition to his whore. She
set Gerwin down. The cat seemed to agree with her ill thoughts of Gavin,
hissing up at him at that moment.


Gavin poised over the large orange tabby with
a fierce glare. Gerwin had the sense to retreat within her skirts. She regarded
the mercurial knight whose moods changed with the passage of minutes with an
irritated glance.


“What, pray, would you like me to do with
them?” she said, kicking them for good measure. “May I remind you, I am a
witch, not some damned squire?”


“Then use your blasted magic to find some
place to put my things while our tent is being erected,” Gavin snapped angrily
under his breath, “and kindly keep your voice down. My guess is they do not
have any more fondness for witches here than where I found you.”


Madeline stared after him as he stalked away.
She wondered what put him in such a foul mood all of a sudden. She watched him
disappear within the stables to see to his horse, thinking of a few choice
insults to launch at his back.


“Perhaps it is better to do as he says,
Madeline. We were ousted from the stables to make room for the nobles. He will
likely be angry for a time,” Alastair advised her, his handsome face reflecting
his amusement. “We will have your tent up first. Just bring his bags along with
you.”


Sir Alastair Marlowe grinned and winked at
her. He and the others set about to find a spot to erect their tents. He was as
handsome as sin, was Alastair, with dark hair and eyes. He liked to tease and
to instigate mischief often along the road. He treated her cordially and with
respect. She liked him immediately, and for that she chose to obey.


Madeline couldn’t pick up the heavy bags so
she dragged them. She was following the five knights through the festival
grounds, stopping every once in awhile to rest. She waited to make sure Gerwin
caught up as she lugged Gavin’s gear. She fumed, wondering if his full armor
was within the bags. Alastair and the others found a decent spot and set about
putting up the tents. 


Madeline huffed as she sat upon Gavin’s bags,
glaring down at her bare feet, now filthy from the muck from the festival
grounds. Gerwin was purring loudly and snuggled against her legs, nudging her,
letting her know he was hungry.


Vendors passed by and stared at her and
Gerwin contemptuously. She became self-conscious, realizing she hadn’t bathed
in days since her arrest. She felt grit where no grit ought to be. She bit her
lip, knowing a bath was something of a luxury in this place.  


****


“Your little witch appears to be brooding.
Don’t be surprised if she plots against you, my friend,” Alastair noted in
amusement. They were watching Madeline sitting atop Gavin’s bags with a scowl
upon her pretty face, petting her cat. “What were you even thinking, Gavin, in
bringing the wench along? It would have been kinder to toss up her skirts on
the side of the road and drop her at the nearest village.”


“I am owed a prize for saving her,” Gavin
informed him with a naughty chuckle. “It will be far more pleasant having a
fair maid warming my bed while here. She is much better off here when we
leave.”


“Doing exactly what, may I ask?”


“Whatever it is witches do, Alastair,” Gavin
replied, eyes flaring in sudden anger, “I don’t have any idea.”


“It appears you’ve taken the wench out of one
bad circumstance and placed her in another then,” Alastair pointed out. “You
should have left her, Gavin.”


“Why do you worry of it? Since when do you
come to a witch’s aid at all, Alastair? I recall you wanting me to let the
wench burn hours ago, and now you rush to the girl’s defense?”


“She didn’t ask to be dragged along here with
us. Had you thought the matter through, you would see that now,” his friend
replied, eyeing him with a raised eyebrow. “So much for chivalry, my lord. You
will have your prize of her only to abandon the wench to fend alone?”


“Stay out of it, Alastair!”


“Ah, so you envision a lifetime of happiness
with our fair witch by your side, do you?” he needled with a scornful laugh. “A
better mate one could never find, I’m sure.”  


Gavin refused to answer, knowing Alastair was
right. Whatever had he been thinking in dragging the woman with them? What
would be her fate when he left her here? He gnashed his teeth, knowing he
hadn’t thought past his own cock the moment he set eyes upon her.


****


Madeline watched them argue. She knew it was
her they discussed. She fumed to know her savior was having second thoughts of
his reward. She glared down at her chipped dirty nails, longing for a bath once
more. Gavin approached her now, his handsome face composed in a scowl.


“Grab my gear and stow it in the tent,” he
ordered, green eyes narrowed in anger. “We haven’t all day. Pay a mind with
that one,” he pointed at the larger of them, “it contains my weapons.”


“I hadn’t noticed. They’re so light and easy
to carry too,” she said sarcastically and rose, dragging the heavy bags only a
few feet before he cursed and strode forward. He pushed her hands aside and
picked up both bags.


“Perhaps you can be of more use making us
something to eat,” he suggested as he lugged his bags through the flap of their
tent.


“I do not cook, Sir de Mortaine,” she replied
to his back as she followed.


“A witch who does not cook?” he mused
mockingly as he turned to her, putting down his gear. “Do you not make potions,
wench? Forgive me, but is that not cooking?”


Madeline crossed her arms across her chest,
raising an eyebrow. “I can make you a potion, Sir Gavin. It might even do you
some good right now.”


****


Gavin frowned darkly, knowing he was taking
his sour mood out upon the girl. Just because their mounts were being kicked
out of the stable to make room for the nobles was no fault of hers. He had to
spare limited coin to seek another tent to house the horses. He had to buy feed
and hay for the animals. These unforeseen expenses were felt in a much lighter
purse.


“Pay me no attention. I have other matters on
my mind, Madeline,” he allowed more gently. “If you do not know how to cook; we
will make do.”


“I didn’t say I didn’t know how, merely that
I didn’t cook.”


“What is your point, wench?” he barked,
making her jump from his angry tone. “Either you cook or you do
not!”    


“Your request was for a companion, Sir de
Mortaine, not a servant!” she snapped back at him. Her chin rose defiantly and
her blue eyes narrowed. “If you’re hungry; I suggest you cook it yourself!”


“You’re an impudent wench,” he noted in a
snide tone. “How do you propose to eat yourself, Witch?”


“Don’t worry about me.” She sniffed slightly.
“I will take care of myself.”


“Like you did back at your village? I can see
you did a fine job of it,” he badgered her sarcastically. “Are you always this
ungrateful?”


“Ungrateful? You save my life, only to abduct
me! And then you ask for unseemly favors in exchange for your assistance! As I
said, you asked for a companion, not a servant. I do nothing more than you
asked. It appears you are the ungrateful one!”


Gavin seethed at her obvious point. He could
see she meant what she said. He gnashed his teeth. He knew they wouldn’t
survive should he, or one of his men, do the cooking. She would not relent, he
determined, by the stubborn tilt of her chin. 


A sudden thought occurred to him. His eyes
darkened as his gaze lowered to her rounded, snug neckline in the ugly brown
wool dress. It showed a fair curve of full bosom beneath. His lips curved into
a slow, lazy smile. 


“Let us hope you apply yourself to being a
more generous companion, Madeline.”


She gasped at his obvious meaning, her face
reddening. He smiled, enjoying her unease. “Since you have so little else to
do; that should prove quite entertaining for us.” 


“You might have asked me to cook you
something to eat,” she pointed out with a glower, face burning with
embarrassment, “instead you have ordered me about since we arrived, like I am
your lackey! Let us be clear on this, Sir Gavin. You saved me and you stated
your reward. If you wish for my help, you must ask it, and nicely in the
future.”


Gavin smiled tightly, tempted to put the
wench over his knee. His hunger won out. He removed a small purse of coins from
within his leather jerkin and tossed it to her. She caught it in midair,
surprising him with her quickness.


“Very well, please make us something
to eat. One of the men is securing a cart and will take you to get food
supplies.”


Madeline bristled at his words. He was hardly
apologetic, and still demanding. 


“Very well, I agree to cook. I would also
wish for a bath if it feasible,” she said softly and looked down, “the days in
my cell left their mark upon me, I fear.”


“If you can wait until later; I know of a
place.”  


She nodded enthusiastically and eyed him a
bit more kindly. “I will need some toiletries as well. They were left behind at
my cottage.”


“Anything else you can think of?” he asked
curtly, seeing his coins disappearing quickly.


“No, that about covers all,” she smiled at
his disgruntled expression and chuckled. “Next time you kidnap a woman, let her
pack all her bags first.”


Gavin had to smile at that. His mood
lightened considerably at her teasing.


“Aye, next time I won’t be in such a hurry to
leave,” he allowed with a grin. “Even with over a hundred angry villagers fast
upon my heels; I will wait for the wench to pack all her necessities.”


****


He left her then. She dug a comb out of her
bag to make herself more presentable. She painstakingly combed her hair until
she removed each tangle from the long, curling mass. 


She found a rag and wet it liberally with the
water skin. She was happy to have found a bar of soap in his things and washed
her face and teeth, and any other parts she dared while he was out of the tent.
While it did not take the place of a real bath, she felt immensely cleaner, and
knew she had to smell better. 


Gavin returned and let her know the two
knights arrived with the cart. “You will stay close to the men in the market,
Madeline,” he warned her softly, “every criminal and sneak thief in this city
is probably wandering these grounds.”


“I will take care,” she promised, her blue
eyes meeting his in understanding.


Gavin walked her to the cart and helped her
into the back of it. Two oxen pulled the cart. Miles and Gaston sat upon the
perch. They smiled knowingly as they saw his large hand linger upon her arm
possessively.


“If there is any coin left over, buy you a
fitting gown,” he said gruffly as he fingered the ugly brown wool and smiled up
at her. “Something bright and cheerful in color would suit.”


Madeline colored at his words. Miles and
Gaston snickered and earned a scowl from Gavin. As the cart moved away from
their cluster of tents, Madeline watched Gavin join Alastair as the pair
retreated to the tiltyards. She pulled her gaze away from his gleaming armor
clad form, blinded by his handsome, valiant image in those moments.
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Oh, we wish we knew some
magic,


That would get us out of
here.


Or a secret spell to
corner them,


And make them disappear!


~unknown


 


“Lady Blythe will be angered you brought the girl
with you,” Alastair noted as he watched the cart leave the area. They walked
their mounts to the practice fields.


Gavin hefted the rest of his armor and shield
and tossed them over his saddle. He frowned when his friend mentioned his former
lover. Lady Blythe was married to the Earl of Strathmore. He was master of
ceremonies for the tournament. The man was also directly responsible for his
father’s disgrace years ago. 


Taking Lady Blythe to his bed on occasion was
done merely to tweak the older man’s pride. The lady had grown quite fond of
Gavin during her last visit to the Scottish court. She could be vindictive when
crossed, he knew. Younger than her husband by twenty years; she was hardly
satisfied in her marriage bed. She made the rounds at King James court until
her husband was apprised and she was ordered home.


“I already told you to pursue the lady with
my blessing,” he said and shrugged. “She is hardly free to argue it. No, she
will be too busy currying favor with the new king and queen.”


“It is not the fair Blythe I have on my mind,
but another, my lord.”


Gavin frowned. “I am no lord here yet,
Alastair. You must cease in this address of me while we’re here.”


His friend glowered back at him. “You are the
rightful Earl of Rivenhahl even if it was stolen from you, my lord. Forgive me
if I’d not belittle you when we are alone. It is bad enough I must do so when
others are around.”


Gavin sighed, seeing he was in a bad mood and
taking much of it out upon everyone. The stress of the tournament aside, his
money was now gone buying food supplies and another tent for their horses. The
enormous reality of being here made him tense, knowing he needed to win this
tournament. 


“Pay me no heed. I let little matters nip at
me since our arrival.”


“Our coin is all but gone, my lord,” Alastair
reminded him with a sad smile. “Tis’ no little matter to be without funds
should matters arise. And you put all in the hand of our lovely witch. You do
not worry she will run with your purse?”


“Madeline takes this witch’s reward thing
very seriously,” Gavin informed him with a smug grin. “I think she really
believes she’s a witch. Just play along. I don’t wish to hurt her feelings.”


“Too bad she isn’t a real witch,” Alastair
commented as he saw the many knights and nobles practicing within the fenced
arena. “We will need all the help we can get.”


“What if I lose?” Gavin asked suddenly as he
watched the many competitors for a time. “We have planned all so well, but
can’t foresee the future. I can’t think of what that will mean to us all.”


Alastair smiled tightly. “You will reclaim
your title here, my lord. Strathmore’s arrogance shows for offering it as the
purse from the first. It is only right you win the day and restore your
family’s honor. You will win. You must stop fretting over what else is offered
besides your title, fortune, and lands.”


“Strathmore’s daughter Lucinda is the most
annoying woman I’ve ever met. It’s ludicrous I’d be expected to marry her if I
win.”


“I pity you a lifetime with said prize, but
that is what mistresses are for. Win the day; suffer the wench.”


Gavin fumed to know he could do nothing.
Besides winning back his title and lands; he won a wife. Strathmore’s daughter
was rumored to be the one they would offer as lady of the tourney. The winner
would be expected to marry her. The young woman was as round as she was tall
with a whine in her voice and braying laugh. 


Gavin met her when she accompanied Lady
Blythe to the Scottish court and fumed to know Strathmore would pawn his
unmarried daughter off on the victor. The Earl was responsible for his Father’s
disgrace twenty years before when Elizabeth I held court here.


Strathmore was jealous of his father then for
being favored by the queen. He set him up to appear to have cheated in the
final rounds of the Tournament of Roses, as it was called then. Elizabeth was
infuriated and stripped Gregor de Mortaine of his lands and title and banished
him to Scotland. His father had barely enough time to get to Rivenhahl to see
his family to safety before a horde of her guards chased him to evict them from
the premises.


Gregor de Mortaine settled in Scotland near
Edinburgh. He soon found favor in the royal household there and earned his
spurs quickly, fighting the battles of great men to earn his way. With a wife,
two children, and five foundlings in his care; he had little choice. The man
who was once rumored to be Elizabeth’s favorite was now a mercenary for hire.


The knights who rode with Gavin were all
those foundlings dumped off at Rivenhahl at tender ages. They were in the same
boat as their benefactor when he lost his wealth. The five boys grew to manhood
fighting alongside Gregor de Mortaine, and swore fealty to his son before he
died. Every coin the men amassed in their years of service they contributed to
see this day met. 


He felt the weight of it now that they were
here; felt the enormity of it should he fail. He had to win, thinking of his
little sister and her lack of dowry. His handsome face tightened.


Vivienne de Mortaine was soon to be nineteen.
It was high time his sister wed. She seemed content to mind his small,
crumbling keep. He’d not have it. His lady sister should be married, not
playing chatelaine to a penniless knight. 


Gavin learned of the purse offered by
Strathmore from James Stuart himself. The king knew of Strathmore’s betrayal
and Elizabeth’s edict years before. Though sympathetic to his cause, the king
could hardly hand all back to Gavin without offending the English. No he would
have to fight to reclaim what was lost. 


James did enjoy his petty entertainments. It
would only add to the drama of his coronation. The king commanded him to
participate. He could do no less. A pity his sovereign didn’t see the need to
fund his champion’s quest. Gavin was reminded of their poverty daily. The cost
of the tournament was a frivolity he could not hope to fund with his depressive
coffers.


His men and Lady Vivienne rose to the
occasion. They garnered every bit of wealth they could find to pay the entry
fees for all six and buy new gear. He didn’t want to think of his sister’s
lovely face crumpling in despair should they return empty handed. Their
mother’s jewels were used to buy the men new armor, forge new swords, and
decorate their mounts with pageant trimming.


She’d done it behind their backs when she
sold the collection. None of them would have accepted such a gift, knowing it
was all she had left from her mother, the Lady Eleanor. His sister reasoned her
sacrifice was fitting. That only added to Gavin’s stress now to win this
tournament. 


Lord Strathmore was not pleased their new
monarch pushed the issue of Gavin’s being allowed to compete. The man began a
campaign to deny him admittance, citing his father’s cheating years before,
unearthing those foul accusations.


Gavin would cheerfully like to take his sword
to the man for insulting his noble father, but he would save his revenge for
the tiltyards. His supreme skills at jousting were mentored by his father for
years. Gregor de Mortaine insisted he master every aspect of the sport, saying
it would come to use one day. None of them could have known how soon. 


Gavin wished his father could have lived to
see this day. Gregor only learned of the tournament the month before he died. His
final wish was for his son to reclaim all that was taken from them. He
suspected Gregor put a bug in James Stuart’s ear before he died, knowing the
pair grew to be close. 


His father had a knack with kings as well as
he had with queens. James demanded he come to court within days of his father’s
death to demand he go to England to attend the tournament.


“You will win, Gavin,” Alastair said in a
soothing tone, knowing how troubled he was these last weeks. “Lady Vivienne’s
sacrifice will not be made in vain.”


“That reminds me of another matter, my
friend. Do not pretend to not care for my sister anymore. I’m not blind to it.
It is rather obvious and nauseating to us all.” 


Alastair looked away from his knowing look as
they walked their mounts within the fenced off tournament grounds. He sighed
and cast his dark eyes downward. 


“What have I to offer her, Gavin? I am a
nameless bastard knight.”


Gavin snorted contemptuously. “She would be
lucky to have you at all, shrew that she is!”


“That is your sister you speak of,” Alastair
protested with a scowl, even though both knew it to be true. “She deserves far
more than some landless, base born knight, and you know it.”


“My sister would take you if you were a
pauper,” Gavin argued. “You’re determined to find the man who sired you,
Alastair. What would you ask of the man if you find him here?”


“I would want him to claim me as his son,” he
said simply, “and offer me a place in his household so I can take a wife. I
will not offer for her any other way.”


“So now you would offer for her?” Gavin
teased, chuckling in delight. “Much went on under my nose while I fought in our
king’s service, I think.”


Alastair flushed and avoided his gaze. “I
have always held your sister in the highest esteem, my lord. No improprieties
were ever observed.”


“I’m sure they weren’t observed,” Gavin
tormented with a wry grin. “If I know my sister, she no doubt pounced on you
while you were unaware.”


Alastair looked appalled. Gavin chuckled and
clapped him on the back. He shook his head as he thought of his younger
sister’s domineering ways. Six years younger than him, she took after Gregor
the most. It was like her to orchestrate Alastair’s coming to London to find
his father, and hopefully improve their lot.


“She insisted I seek the man out to better
our cause,” Alastair grumbled resentfully. “How am I to know which one he is?
My sainted mother lists three possible candidates in her diary that could have
sired me. Fitzwarren is long dead and had a fondness for his squires. I believe
she might have been mistaken there. That leaves our malevolent sponsor
Strathmore and Lord Monteith. What was Vivienne even thinking?” And he shook
his head, spitting upon the ground in disgust.


“She was thinking you would not be satisfied
unless you found the man at last. She is right, my friend,” Gavin commented
with a frown. “Let us hope the Lady Anne did not lean towards Strathmore. I
cannot see him looking favorably upon someone loyal to my family.” 


“Let us hope its Monteith then,” he agreed
readily. “I have not seen him yet. The royal household says it’s like him to
arrive late. He has five daughters I have learned, and no sons.”


Gavin smiled fondly. “You see there? You
worry for nothing. The man will likely accept you for that reason alone.”


Alastair regarded him with a pensive stare.
“It would be my luck my dear mother laid down for Strathmore and this was all
for nothing.”


Gavin grinned at his friend’s troubled
expression. “You wished to know, did you not? You must accept the good with the
bad. A pity you did not marry my sister already. Your wait has been
unnecessary.”


“She is determined, my lord. I would have
asked her three years ago if not for her insistence I find the man. And I
remind you; I’m not the only one seeking answers at this tournament. The others
look for their father’s here too.”


Gavin cursed under his breath. His men were
all the by blows of noblemen, sent to Rivenhahl to be raised, or hidden away,
as was the case. It became Elizabeth’s dumping ground for her
ladies-in-waiting’s sins. His father and mother treated them all like their own
children, but none of them would be dissuaded when they learned of Alastair’s
quest. 


Miles and Gaston already knew who their
father’s were and planned to seek them here. Henry and Jasper didn’t know. They
had much less to go on than Alastair’s mother’s diary. 


Not only was Lady Anne promiscuous while she
served as a lady-in-waiting to Queen Elizabeth; she was also a hopeless gossip.
Details of other liaisons besides hers were written in detail within the diary.
The men poured over it during the journey to learn who sired them. Gavin felt
for them all, knowing despite their loyalty to his own father, they had to know
their own beginnings.


“Let us hope everyone finds what they seek
here, Alastair.”


“What does our fair witch seek; I wonder?” he
asked with a sidelong grin.


Gavin fumed at that. “She seeks to undermine
every bit of my patience, for one. Does the wench not have one bit of
gratitude? Did I not save her from the fires?”


“You did kidnap her, my lord,” he pointed out
in amusement.


“I am owed a reward for my championing her
cause, if I recall,” Gavin argued back.


“You don’t even believe her to be a witch.
How can you seek a reward if you don’t believe her capable of giving you said reward,
my lord?” Alastair asked smugly and shook his head. “I can see you have not
thought this through at all, once more. You let your cock lead in this.”


“She is just a pretty bedmate I would keep
for a time, Alastair,” he said angrily and shrugged. “Why do you concern
yourself with her?”


“I like the girl. Anymore thoughts of what
you will do with your fair witch when the tournament ends?”


“Not a one,” Gavin admitted and felt
defensive as he saw Alastair scowl. “Let me just win this blasted thing! I will
see the girl is adequately compensated. She will hardly be left at the gates
when we leave.”


Alastair said nothing more as the field
cleared. He grinned at him as he put on his helmet. “Come then, my lord, if I
knock you into the dirt enough this day perhaps a sound plan will come to
mind.”


****


Madeline stared at the lavender silk gown
with a longing she could hardly contain. It hung on a peg in the rear of the
shop. It beckoned to her the moment she perused the wares while the men loaded
the cart with their supplies.


Gaston found her there and grinned at her
look as she stared at the gown.


“It looks like it was made for you, Mistress
Madeline,” he offered shyly and saw her color slightly. “You must have it.”


“It is far too costly,” she protested and
turned away, determined to find something less expensive. The handsome young
knight frowned and gestured to the shopkeeper. The woman came forward, eager
for a sale.


“How much for this gown for my lady?” the
knight inquired and grinned at Madeline’s look of alarm. His warm brown eyes
narrowed at the shopkeeper’s disclosure of the price. “Surely if it hangs here
this long and in the back; you have been unable to sell it?”


“It is made of silk, Sir Knight,” the woman
protested and pointed out the intricate beading and silver embroidery. She went
on to impress them both with the gowns merits. “It is well worth such a sum.”


Gaston raised a fair brow. “Do you wish to
sell it or laud its virtues, woman? How much will you take for the gown? Tis’
not likely you will get another offer.”


Madeline listened to the knight dicker with
the best of them. The haggling went back and forth. Finally the woman gave an
exasperated sigh and tossed him the gown, snatching the two coins he offered
for it, glaring at him in disgust.


Madeline stared at him in surprise as he
pressed the gown into her hands. He smiled shyly and bowed to her. “The gown
was truly made for you, Mistress Madeline,” he complimented her. “My lord will
be pleased to see you in it.”


“My lord?” she asked in confusion. “Who do
you speak of, Sir Gaston?”


“Sir Gavin is the rightful heir to Rivenhahl.
He comes to the tourney to win back his title and estates,” the knight
explained, his handsome features filled with pride. “He will win all and bring
honor back to the de Mortaine name.”


“And how was all this taken from him?”
Madeline asked with curious round eyes. Gaston went on to regale her during the
drive back with the tale. She was saddened to learn Gavin’s father passed before
he could see his dream to fruition. She now realized how important this
tournament was to all of them.  Madeline sat quietly as the cart made its
way through the fairway where more and more tents were erected. She felt a
sense of purpose now. She could help Sir Gavin win back his rightful
inheritance. 


Madeline had a fair bit of experience with
spells for luck. She knew the man expected far more than that from her. It was
a bit short sighted when he saved the life of a witch. Her company indeed! What
was the man thinking? He needed far more than her company if he was to win back
his family’s honor. Her smile grew slightly dreamy as she thought of how
handsome he looked in his gleaming armor and shook herself out of such fanciful
thoughts.


She was acting more and more not like a witch
the longer she was in the man’s company. She would have to consult Minerva’s
book of spells to find one to help Sir Gavin in his quest. She usually avoided
following her grandmother’s book. It had landed her in much trouble these last
few months since her death.


Her grandmother often left out certain key
ingredients or words in the spells. As old as she was; it was a wonder the
woman could even recall the spells she’d mastered over the years. Try Minerva
did, to recall it all, but being illiterate and unable to read, she’d had to
dictate most to Madeline to write down for her.


Minerva died of old age in the cottage she
left to her only living relative. Orphaned and left in service at a nearby
estate, Madeline was glad to be taken in by the old woman. The noble family her
mother worked for never treated her well. When Minerva arrived for her after
Alessandra’s death; she was terrified to leave.


She was eight years old when her mother took
her own life at the Viscount of Lunley’s estate. Her mother was his three
children’s nurse. She was to find her mother was far more to her employer than
she could have known. His youngest daughter Sybilla informed her she was the
product of the illicit liaison between the Viscount Lunley and her mother.


Educated alongside his children; it made
sense to her now. When the man died, his wife began to torment her mother. It
became too much for Alessandra to bear. She mixed a potion with poisonous
nightshade in it to induce sleep forever, wishing to be with the man she loved.


The only act of kindness she did beforehand
was insisting the estate’s steward contact Minerva in Valmont to take in her
daughter. Madeline could remember the day the woman arrived in the wagon to
collect her, shivering to think her most strange in her flowing dark robes and
long, unbound grey hair.


“She’s a real witch!” the other children
whispered at the windows when she arrived to collect her, aghast to see the
woman who arrived to take their half sister away.


Madeline enjoyed seeing Lunley’s three
offspring recoil in fear, taking all their abuse for far too long. She recalled
that feeling of pride and power in that moment to think her grandmother was
indeed the witch they thought her. Her own terror to know it was true later on
made the old woman cackle in delight, seeing her face fill with wonder.


“You are like me, Madeline,” Minerva claimed
proudly and grinned widely. “My Alessie was never good at magic. You are a
natural born witch.”


Madeline never knew what that meant. She despaired
these last ten years she’d lived with Minerva, patient and trying to learn the
craft at her knee. She was to find like any education; witchcraft was no
different from the subjects she learned in the schoolroom with the Lunley
children.


Memorization was the key in learning the
craft. She had to know flowers and plants, their special properties, as well as
minerals and other matter used to cast. Minerva also cautioned restraint to
know when to refrain from casting spells. That had been tested these last six
months since Minerva died. 


She’d taken over her role as a healer to the
village and earned the attentions of Hugh de Valmont. Overnight everything her
grandmother taught her went out the window. Fearful of being violated, she’d
cast a terrible spell upon the baron’s son.


Madeline reasoned she owed Sir Gavin her
life. The code was clear. She had to repay him or her own magic would turn upon
her. There was no choice. He might only wish the use of her body, but he was
not grasping what potential he had for more. The man refused to believe she was
a witch. He thought her a charlatan who cheated unsuspecting villagers out of
their hard earned coin. It was obvious Sir Gavin never had a bit of magic in
his life. She thought it high time he did.
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Wicked, warty crone, dressed


In black, a peaked hat


Teetering on her head as she


Careens through the air on her broom cackling


~Anonymous



 

The men were erecting a fourth enclosure for
their mounts while Madeline peeled vegetables for a stew. Sir Gavin and Sir
Alastair were still practicing within the field. There was much merriment
within the festival as the evening approached.


Mimes and dancers, clowns and puppeteers
flocked to the stages, entertaining all while merchants hawked their wares. It
was mayhem. Madeline felt a sense of excitement to be a part of it. Never in
her wildest dreams had she ever believed she would be rescued by a dashing
knight, carried away on a charger, and brought to a palace. She felt like she
was within a fairytale, even if she was the fabled witch. 


While the stew boiled, she retired to make
short work within the tent, organizing Gavin’s gear, finding a place for
everything. She was about to question where she was to put his clothes when Sir
Gaston announced himself outside the tent.


He and a grinning Henry entered, bearing a
chest and solved the problem. She was nearly done unpacking his things when Sir
Jasper arrived, bearing a pallet and stuffed mattress, of all things. She
frowned as she heard the merriment around the fire.


When Miles arrived with expensive rugs and
lamps, she put her foot down, turning upon all four men, who looked half-drunk
and guilty. They were on their way to being intoxicated on a casket of
mysterious wine that just showed up as well.


“Where did you come by all these luxuries?”
she demanded and glared at the guilty knights. “You’ve stolen them, haven’t
you?”


Miles cleared his throat as he approached.
The handsomest and wiliest of the group, he sought to charm her. “We didn’t
think Lord Lyon would miss the items, dear lady. He is overly fond of the drink
and can hardly find his own tent as we speak. Surely you cannot fault us for
bettering your stay while here?”


“What if you were caught?” she demanded with
hands on her hips, shaking her head at them. “Did you think of how this could
impact Sir Gavin?”


“Oh he doesn’t care for the likes of Lord
Lyon,” Gaston assured her and looked away at her glare of anger.


“Be that as it may, try to remember you are
all knights of the realm and not common thieves,” she reminded them sternly.


“Ye might as well show her what we got for
her,” Jasper grumbled to Henry.


The youngest knight disappeared and returned
with a wooden chest. He opened it and she gasped at the women’s clothing within.
He shut the chest and hurriedly hid it within the tent with the other stolen
items.


Madeline shook her head at them. “There will
be no more stealing, do you hear? What were you thinking taking some poor
woman’s clothes?”


“They’re all Lyon’s too,” Jasper informed her
and colored in embarrassment and looked away. “He dresses like a woman while
alone. It isn’t likely he’ll put up a fuss even if he recognizes them on you,
Mistress Madeline. Gaston said you needed clothes.”


Madeline was blushing to the roots of her
hair. She retired with flaming cheeks inside the tent to peruse Lord Lyon’s
chest of treasures, eyes wide to see the beautiful garments within. The chest
was a treasure trove of lovely jewelry, ladies fripperies, and many gowns that
needed only a bit of altering to fit her.


Even if they stole the items; she was deeply
touched they’d thought of her. She’d never worn anything so fine. She touched a
crimson velvet gown trimmed in gold embroidery and shook her head and closed
the chest. 


Lord Lyon would no doubt miss his secret
wardrobe. She would have to be clever with a needle, indeed. She gasped at the
train of her own deceptive thoughts. She was in their company not a full day
and already aiding and abetting their thievery. 


Madeline returned to mind the stew, refusing
to indulge in the wine; another gracious bounty compliments of Lord Lyon. The
men stockpiled several barrels of his ale and wine. While she was ladling up
bowls and breaking small loaves of bread for the men, Gavin and Alastair
arrived back, looking tired and worn.


They saw to their mounts and washed up in a
trough for the horses. Gavin looked exhausted as he accepted the bowl of stew
from her, sniffing it appreciatively. His grateful smile melted her resolve to
tell on his men just then. They stood behind him, looking at her pleadingly
over his shoulder. She could not tell on them; finding them pitiful.


“How was your practice, Sir Gavin?” she asked
as she returned the purse of coins to him that was left over.


He appeared relieved to see he had monies
left. She felt badly once more for buying the lavender gown. It appeared she
wouldn’t need it now if she managed to alter Lord Lyon’s gowns to fit her. She
was appalled to consider it, but had only two gowns to her name, both as ugly
and as rough as the one she wore.


Minerva could never afford anything but wool.
Madeline despised her purely feminine desire for pretty things that made her
consent to keep the items, imagining the look of approval from Gavin to see her
gowned so regally during the tourney.


Madeline was deflated to realize she forgot
her sewing kit. She despaired of what she would do all day while the men were
at the practice field. It appeared she had something to do; perfect her spells
to aid Sir Gavin in his quest.


She was determined to help him.


Gavin scowled and grunted in reply and
returned to the fire to sit and eat. His obvious wince upon sitting was marked
in the tightening of his expression. That he appeared sore and uncomfortable
was obvious. Alastair grinned as he took a bowl and bread from her.


“He had a bad day and found himself unseated
more than once,” he informed her with a grin.


“Unseated by whom?”


“That would have been me,” he informed her
proudly. She giggled at his unrepentant look. “We had a rousing day of practice
and he is not in the best humor. Pray do you have some remedy in your bags for
what ails him?”


Madeline smiled and disappeared within the
tent. She held up a small vial.


“A dash of this mixed in with his wine should
ease his sore muscles. I have nothing to mend his pride, Sir Alastair.”


“That would take your whole bag,” he informed
her and grinned and accepted the vial. “My thanks for the food. It is not often
we have a woman’s kind hand at such matters. Lady Vivienne is a deplorable
cook. That leaves only Gaston. He is no better at it.”


Madeline chuckled and accepted his praise as
he went to prepare a cup of wine for Gavin. She knew the five knights lived
with Sir Gavin and his sister back in Scotland. The old keep was won by Sir
Gregor de Mortaine in a skirmish and gifted to him by James Stuart. It was the
first home they had after their banishment to Scotland. They all loved the old
stone structure, even if it was drafty in the winters, as she was told by
Gaston.


Seeing their closeness made her realize they
were very much like brothers. They were all raised by Sir Gregor and his wife
after his banishment. She realized the man could have abandoned the five
unwanted boys. Instead he took them with his family when they fled.


She never felt such closeness with her three
half siblings, always reminded she was a bastard, unfit even to sit with the
family at meals. It was enough she was allowed in the schoolroom. Had Lady
Agnes known of it; she would have put a stop to it.


Her mother was treated poorly by the other
servants after Lord Lunley died. Ostracized by them, she lived a lonely life
until she could bear it no more. Madeline swore she would never be kept by any
man when she was told her mother died by her own hand. 


She knew from her grandmother, Alessandra ran
away to be with Lord Lunley. She took a position as a servant in his home under
his own wife’s nose.  Her mother loved her father until the day he died
from a lingering illness. Her mother sent for Minerva to tend to him but Lady
Agnes wouldn’t allow her in the house. He died within a fortnight. He’d left
nothing to his mistress or their daughter. 


If not for Minerva coming for her, Madeline
could have been assured of a lifetime of degrading servitude under Lady Agnes’s
heavy hand. The lady liked to whip her to punish her for what occurred between
her husband and her mother. She suffered many such beatings until Minerva
arrived. Lady Agnes thought to try and keep her from leaving. Minerva cast a
spell keeping the woman rooted to her spot, unable to move to stop her. 


Lady Agnes swore to see them both burn then.
For that they moved about, finally settling in Valmont toward the end of her
grandmother’s life. Madeline was always worried the lady would find her one
day. Lady Agnes swore to declare her a heretic and a witch. Minerva had always
told her to be cautious for that reason.


The threat of Lady Agnes should have
diminished over the years, but Lady Sybilla was no better. She hardly looked like
that same scrawny child she’d been. Even if they walked by her, they’d not know
she was Alessandra’s daughter. She looked like her grandmother; she was told. 


Alessandra had been dark haired and dark
eyed. The Viscount was fair of eyes and hair. No, none of them would ever know
her on sight. For that reason, she’d planned to leave Valmont and change her
name, worried they still looked for her.


She sat at the fire, lost in her thoughts,
unhearing when Gavin spoke to her.


“You wished a bath, did you not?” he asked
and looked much improved, she could see. “Gather your things and I will take
you before it gets too late.”


She nodded and went and retrieved soap,
taking the lavender gown wrapped up in a toweling sheet with her comb and
ribbons she found in Lord Lyon’s chest. She felt a sense of pleasure as she saw
him mounted and ready to go when she arrived. His large hand pulled her up with
hardly any effort, settling her in front of him.


It was only then she felt shy of him, aware
of his masculine smell. His large corded arms were wrapped protectively about
her, making her heart thump loudly in her chest. She was once again having very
un-witchlike responses to this man. As much as she tried to tell herself she
owed him a reward for saving her; she knew she was attracted to Sir Gavin.


What woman would not be, witch or not? His
features were not as perfect as Alastair’s or Miles, but he was exceedingly
handsome and exuded an aura she found mesmerizing. His eyes were as clear and
green as new grass, light and teasing one moment, dark with fury the next.


Gavin came here to reclaim his family honor.
He was proud and it was obvious the men who followed him were loyal to a fault.
She had no doubt they would die for him. He appeared to be honest in his
dealings with her thus far.


Madeline had no illusions about Gavin. He was
every inch a man, even if he was a gallant knight. He might be a bit naughtier
than most, but he was right to take her from Valmont. The villagers would have
burnt her cottage to the ground with her in it had she stayed. 


Thoughts of where she would go when they
tourney was over troubled her. He claimed he would compensate her for her time.
She blushed slightly as his horse picked through the thoroughfare.


A very drunk Lord Lyon was outside his tent.
He was loudly upbraiding his servant about the theft of his things when they
passed. She giggled despite herself. Gavin looked down at her in question. She
decided the men stole the items out of respect for Gavin and would say nothing.
Sleeping in a real bed after jousting all day had to preferable to the ground.
Realizing she would sleep there with him made her breathing become uneven
suddenly.


Thoughts of giving him his reward gave her a
pleasurable feeling now, wholly unlike her at all. She steered clear of the
village boys and ignored Hugh’s overtures in the past. She was too busy
learning her craft to worry about men overmuch.


Now would have been one of those times such
knowledge might have helped and she cursed her own innate shyness of men.
Minerva instilled it within her not to trust men. She knew her grandfather was
a scoundrel who ran off and left her grandmother pregnant with her mother.


Minerva’s heart was broken when her daughter
shared that same fate. For though Lord Lunley claimed to adore his beautiful
mistress; he made no separate allowances for them when he died. His lack of
attention to that told Madeline he didn’t care as he should have.


Minerva warned her to make her own way, never
rely upon a man. Madeline never thought to ever want to until Sir Gavin spared
her life, assuring her there were men out there who would test her belief all
were selfish and without character.


He more than won her over when he strode
across the scaffold and cut her bonds. He took her breath away as he addressed
the priest and the crowd on her behalf. Surely the man was an exception to such
a rule? Minerva hadn’t known many knights in her time. Perhaps her
grandmother’s feelings were colored by both her and her daughter’s experiences?


She promised Sir Gavin a fortnight of her
time, not a lifetime. Suddenly a fortnight seemed not enough to her. She cursed
her weakness to the man. She’d known him but one day and he made her giddy with
his nearness; her breath catch each time he looked at her.


Never one to feel such maddening things for
men; she despaired her ready responses. Sir Gavin saw her as nothing but a
pretty entertainment while he won his heart’s desire. Even knowing it did not
lessen her outrage to want to be seen as more.


It was foolish to allow such musings to sway
her heart. As the past warned her, men very rarely thought with their hearts.
She prayed to the Goddess to give her strength in dealing with this man. He
would pry her untried heart away from her as effortlessly as he handled a
sword.


Madeline determined she would not share her
mother and grandmother’s fate. She would not allow a man to destroy her and
leave her broken by the wayside. She was a witch first, a woman second. She
might have to remind herself of that often these next weeks. Very often, she
thought with a sigh as he held her tightly to his hard chest as they rode
through the palace gates. 


****


They arrived outside a nondescript building
several miles from the palace. Madeline was too busy craning her neck to take
in the sights to pay any attention. The bustle of the city getting ready to
herald a new king in their midst had taken over. The excitement of it all was
evident on every corner they passed. The merriment was contagious.


Though James Stuart was regarded as a
foreigner and his mother still viewed a traitor; he was next in line to the
throne. None could gainsay his succession. In her final moments, Elizabeth I
finally named her cousin her heir, pressured by her advisor Robert Cecil to do
so.


The uprising that cost the Earl of Essex his
head in his bid for the throne was still very fresh in the queen’s mind to
ignore the obvious threats. Despite her disgust to allow Mary Stuart’s son to
succeed her, she had no choice in it. It was rumored, but never proven, that
the queen had many illegitimate children throughout her lifetime; many who
would seek to further their closer claims.


None of that dissent was seen today, only
merriment everywhere as coronation day grew near. She looked up at Gavin and saw
his weariness around his eyes. The powder would ease his tired muscles and
allow him to sleep. She could see he was near to drooping and it was only just
getting to be dusk. She felt guilty for her demand of a bath now.


“What is this place?” she asked curiously as
he jumped down and took her bundle from her. He ignored her as he helped her
down, taking her arm and tying his horse off on a post. He grinned and his eyes
twinkled down at her.


“Does your desire for a bath make you ask
that?”


Madeline shrugged. She wanted a bath. No, it
did not matter. She followed him to the door. An old crone answered, cackling
in delight to see him. The house was dark and quiet within. The old woman led
them down a hallway to the rear of the building. They stepped inside and she
lit many tapers, revealing it was a bathhouse. She shut the door and left them
alone.


Madeline felt shy of disrobing in front of
Gavin. He solved her dilemma by producing a screened partition lying against
the wall. He smiled at her look of relief as he set it up next to a steaming
wooden tub. Once she was assured of her modesty, she slid out of the dirty
brown gown and stepped into the hot water, sighing in unabashed delight.  


“That was all the thanks I needed to hear,”
he said in amusement from the other side of the screen. “Take your time, my
sweet.”


“What is this place, Gavin?” she asked as she
began to wash, listening to him splash on the other side of the panel,
disconcerted by being in such close proximity to a naked man.


“You’ll be angry. I should wait until you
finish your bath,” he informed her with a low, naughty chuckle beyond the
screen.


“Now I demand you tell me,” she insisted as
she paused in scrubbing her skin.


“It’s a brothel, Madeline,” he told her in
amusement, chuckling at her outraged gasp. “You desired a bath, did you not?”


She practically got out of the tub at that.
He laughed again, making her feel ridiculous to act so offended. It wasn’t as
if they were staying for the entertainments.


“You might have told me,” she grumbled as she
hurried now at her bath, lathering and rinsing quickly. She dunked under the
water and washed her long, thick hair painstakingly.


“You wouldn’t have come,” he pointed out
beyond the partition.


“You’re right. I would have refused.”


“Isn’t it better I kept that from you then?”
he asked with teasing in his voice. “This is much better than the horse trough
the men now bathe in, is it not?”


“It’s heavenly, but I dare not linger,” she
replied reproachfully to the screen. “Please hurry.”


“Are you done with the soap?”


She stood up from the tub and grabbed a
toweling sheet. After wrapping it around herself, she grabbed the bar of soap
and handed it around the panel. His large hand took the soap from her. Her
fingers felt burned by the touch of his. She drew back quickly, disturbed by
thoughts of him nude beyond the changing screen.


She used her time to dress. The lavender gown
was beautiful and fit her to perfection. Madeline smoothed the gown over her
hips, pleased that Sir Gaston had insisted. The gown was the finest thing she’d
ever worn and she felt giddy of it. The richness of the silver thread
embroidered into the sleeves made her want to exclaim in delight. 


She combed her hair and plaited it, weaving
silver ribbon into her hair. She just tied off the long braid that hung to her
waist when she heard him get out of the tub. She tried the slippers she found
in the chest. She chuckled to see they nearly fit, if but a bit too big. Lord
Lyon had small feet, that much was obvious.


The thought of the nobleman cavorting about
in women’s clothes made her almost burst out giggling. She waited for Gavin as
she heard him dress. He came around the screen and handed her the rag and soap
and borrowed her comb. 


Watching him rip through his long raven
tresses, she soon interrupted and offered to comb his hair. He sat at the edge
of the tub and handed her the comb. She painstakingly combed it free of
tangles. His gaze caught and held hers. She was assailed with the longings
again, mesmerized by his green-eyed stare.


“You have a gentle touch, Madeline,” he told
her, his lips curving appreciatively.


“You have no patience, Sir Gavin,” she said
and tore her gaze free of his. “What you need is a haircut, Sir Knight.”


“Aye, me and all the men,” he agreed as he
stood up, towering over her and eyeing her appreciatively, his gaze filled with
pleasure to see her new gown. “That color is more than cheerful. It is joyous
on you.”


She blushed at his complimentary words and
looked away. “Sir Gaston picked it out. I’m glad you approve.”


“You look lovely in it, Madeline,” he told
her with a warm smile. “Now wasn’t it worth it to come here for the pleasure of
a real bath?” 


“I cannot deny it was worth it, but I have no
desire to meet those who frequent such a place at the door,” she countered with
an arched brow. “May we leave now?”


“In a hurry, are you?”


“Sir Gavin, I am about to run. Does that not
sum up my eagerness to get out of here?” she asked in annoyance. He laughed
heartily as he grabbed her bundle from her, guiding her out of the bathing
chamber.


****


They arrived back to find his men well into
their cups. Gavin joined them at the fireside. Gaston had a guitar and soon
their rousing singing brought her out of the tent to sit with them, chuckling
at their antics. Two of the knights were dancing together, making them laugh
loudly.


She was disturbed to feel Gavin’s eyes upon
her, caressing her much changed appearance. The other knights flirted with her shamelessly
too. For a time she could forget she was a condemned witch and not the fine
lady they treated her.


Gavin came near and handed her a cup of wine.
She hesitated and he grinned.


“A witch is allowed to drink spirits when not
conjuring them, Madeline,” he urged and smiled. “Let us not let the men’s
efforts be for naught.”


She smiled as she accepted the wine,
surprised he knew his men stole all they now enjoyed. “How did you know?”


“Lord Lyon would appear to be without a skirt
this night,” he drawled and she giggled.


“They meant only to see to your comfort,” she
said and smiled. “They love you.”


Gavin smiled indulgently as he viewed his
men’s drunken revelry. “They were raised with me from the time of their birth.”


Madeline frowned. “Who were all their
parents?”


Gavin shrugged and his expression tightened
in obvious sympathy. “They were the product of Elizabeth’s ladies liaisons with
her courtiers. Some of them know who their parents were; some do not. They hope
to put such mysteries to rest here. It’s the first time they’ve been here since
they were left in my father’s care.”


Madeline felt sad to think these five
handsome, engaging men were once infants, cast off at Rivenhahl to hide their
noble parent’s shame. She was touched to know they sought their fathers here,
eager to impress the men who sired them.


Gaston’s ditty grew louder and more lewd. She
cringed and laughed at the man. Gavin smiled and leaned near her ear, his
breath making shivers of pleasure run down her neck.


“You should always smile like that,
Madeline,” he whispered and the look of desire in his eyes made a stab of
longing form in her middle. She thought he would have kissed her then. She was
disappointed when he straightened and went back to watching his carousing men.


Her yawns alerted him later. He rose from her
side; his hand out to her. She trembled as he pulled her to her feet. The
moment she dreaded and looked forward to arrived at last. They would retire.
Sir Gavin would take his reward of her. It would clear up the mystery of what
to expect. Her confusion was obvious when he saw her to their tent, parting the
flap for her to enter and stood aside. She eyed him at the entrance with a
questioning look.


“Continue to look at me that way and we will
rush to seek my reward this night, Madeline,” he said quietly, his heated eyes
ravishing her where she stood.


Madeline was left to question his intentions
as he pulled back the flap and returned to the fire with his men. She removed
her gown and folded it away, confused by his behavior. She also felt
disappointment, she realized with dismay. 


Madeline wanted Sir Gavin to rush in to seek
his reward, she admitted, coloring slightly in discomfort. From the moment he
saved her she was beset with such incredible feelings she forgot her own purposes.


She was a witch, not some common wench to
whet the man’s appetites. Why then did she linger awake now in wait, hoping he
would come to her? She sighed in disgust and pulled back the fur blankets on the
bed. She slid in wearing only her shift and sighed with delight, finding the
bed heavenly to the ground.


Madeline was soon fast asleep, the day’s long
end finally taking hold, her sleep blessedly dreamless. She didn’t rouse when
she was gently pushed backward to the wall of the tent, or feel a dip in the
bed as her companion joined her in the late evening hours. The tender kiss he
placed upon her forehead was neither felt nor acknowledged. The weary knight
pulled her into his powerful arms, bringing her sighing in contentment against
his hard chest.






[bookmark: _Toc325101617]~****~Chapter
Six~****~


Tonight is the night


When dead leaves fly


Like witches on switches


Across the sky,


When elf and sprite


Flit through the night


On a moony sheen.


~By Harry Behn


 


Madeline felt wondrously rested when she
awoke. Her eyes fluttered open and she saw she was alone in the bed. She sat up
and looked about, frowning to see more added luxury showed up in the night. She
shook her head and frowned at the men’s daring.


A larger chest sat at the end of the bed now.
She got up and inspected it, delighted to find it filled with linens, pots,
pans, and other household items. A stack of crates and boxes sat in the corner.
They were filled with food items. She frowned to think the knights pilfered
among these nobles, worrying they would be caught.


She peeked out the flap of the tent and saw
the campsite was deserted, the fire dying in the dawn’s glow. She dressed
hurriedly and fed the fire, before returning to inspect the crates for what she
would feed six hulking knights to break the fast.


Madeline was delighted to find fresh eggs,
cheese, and blood sausages within. She took a large cast iron pan and before
long had a tasty porridge made. She was breaking bread for them when they arrived,
all looking hung over and hopeful, noses twitching to smell the food. 


She passed out vials of a white powdery
substance among them, directing them to mix it with a cup of wine to cure their
ills. While they ate, she watched Sir Gavin brushing his horse, his large sure
hands drawing her gaze as he saw to the large black Destrier. 


She approached with a bowl for him. He smiled
as he wiped his hands on a rag, accepting it gratefully.


“The men were busy in the night,” he said
with a roguish grin. “I have no control over them, as you can see. I apologize
for their thievery.”


“I worry they will get caught, Gavin.”


He grinned at her concern, expecting her to
chide them. “Look around, Madeline. We are the only ones up and about. There
was much merrymaking last night while you slept. I doubt my men’s late night
activities were observed. They did it for you, if you must know.”


“For me?” she asked with a frown. “But I
would not ask them to steal to see to my comforts.”


“The men see it as borrowing,” he interjected
and chuckled in delight. “They wish you to be comfortable here. You should have
heard Miles complain of you not lying upon proper linens last night. Henry
declared you needed more pots to cook with come morning. Gaston even managed to
find a chicken in this place, saying you would appreciate the eggs. Miles and
Alastair brought back some ladies items last night. Do not ask where they found
them. I didn’t. They took all upon themselves.” 


Madeline was obviously touched by their
efforts, feeling unworthy of the risks they took. He saw her expression and
grinned.


“To be honest, they enjoyed themselves and
used you as the excuse, Madeline. Don’t let it trouble you.”


She left Gavin to eat and returned to the
fire. The men were eyeing her with gratitude as the effects of the wine wore
off. They all eyed her expectantly. Miles smiled charmingly at her.


“Did you find what we left for you in the
small chest, Mistress Madeline?” he asked and looked eager for her to go find
the mysterious items.


She shook her head in disapproval. “Don’t use
me as an excuse to engage in such activities. I have gone without much in my
life without the need to steal. I encourage you all to concentrate on the
tournament from now on.”


Madeline entered the tent and went to the
small chest. She opened it and saw a small wooden box within. She opened it and
her gaze widened to see it was a very fine sewing kit. She had threads of every
conceivable color, scissors, pins, and a thimble made of gold. It was
expensive, obviously some noblewoman’s prized sewing case. 


She touched several stacks of fine cloth
there and gasped incredulously, her hand touching the fine multicolored silks
and velvets in wonder. The men had been very adept at getting her the means to
make a handsome wardrobe. She was further encouraged by a bolt of lace she
found within the chest.


Tears pricked at her lids at their misguided
kindness to her. Never had she been treated with such respect. She took a
moment to compose herself before she joined them at the fire, smiling at them
with real pleasure, putting them out of their misery.


“No more stealing,” she whispered as she eyed
them all. “What embarrassment your lord would suffer is worth a lady’s sewing
kit?”


“She won’t miss it, Madeline. I assure you
she looks for me and not it this morn,” Miles assured her roguishly. She glared
at his cocky innuendo.


“Be that as it may; you have better to do
here than see to me,” she told them all. “You have much to do these next weeks.
Sir Gavin needs you all to be on your best behavior when the tournament
begins.”


She was touched as they ducked their heads
and vowed to avoid stealing for the duration of their stay. They soon prepared
their mounts and suited up to go to the practice field. Gavin lingered, staying
behind as the five of them left for the field.


She was nervous of him as she cleaned up the
mess and went back inside the tent with the ruse of straightening up. The
chicken was in a cage and she fed it bits of crumbs left over from their meal.
His arrival made her aware they were very much alone. The look in his eyes as
they roved over her with appreciation made her color slightly.


“Is there something you wish, Sir Gavin?” she
asked hesitantly, self-conscious of being alone with him.


He smiled as he came forward, towering over her.
His green eyes were lingering upon her full lips, his expression rapt. “I would
ask for a kiss for luck, Madeline.” 


She stared up at him in surprise, her heart
fluttering madly in her chest. The look in his eyes took her breath. The hunger
there made her grow aware of her own. The desire to do more than kiss the man
was becoming more than obvious to her.


His head lowered with agonizing slowness, his
lips meeting hers at last. The touch of his firm lips on hers was a jolt to her
senses. Her lips trembled and parted under his. He snatched her to his chest
with a sudden groan, his strong arms imprisoning her as his mouth explored hers
with infinite slowness.


Madeline hung weakly in his arms as his
tongue stroked inside her mouth, waves of sensation clamoring within her. A
weightless feeling entered her limbs, her blood turning molten as it burned
through her veins. The desire to be closer to him made her press herself to
him, her arms sliding up around his neck, drawing him nearer. The incredible
sensation of his kiss was abruptly ended as Gavin tore his mouth free and
backed away from her, obviously as shaken as her. He left the tent in haste,
making her touch her tingling lips in wonder, eyes wide with tumultuous desire.


Madeline forced the memory of the kiss aside.
She had plenty to attend to in their absence as she set about altering Lord
Lyon’s lavish lady’s apparel. By day’s end, she successfully altered three of
the gowns to fit her and changed them in a way to not draw the man’s notice,
removing gauze, ribbon and lace for a simpler enhancement. She sighed with such
contentment, she questioned her feelings.


What started out as some dreaded chore to
meet Gavin’s reward had become far more in a day and a half in his company. She
was wistful at the inevitable parting of their ways. Her blue eyes narrowed
slightly. She was not gone yet. She had eleven days to make sure Sir Gavin
thought twice before sending her on her way.


A feeling of unease reminded her of Minerva’s
stern lectures about men, forgotten at the remembrance of his stirring kiss.
No, she would give Sir Gavin his ardent reward and make him unable to leave
her, enslave him as any sorceress might. He thought her magic a great joke. He
would soon learn she had spells to see to her own ends.


She frowned then, unwilling to employ such
trickery to win the man. Her love spells weren’t often binding enough, seen
enough in her efforts within the village. Those who sought her help to ensnare
the object of their desire often discovered the passion soon waned for the
other. 


It depressed her to know some truths existed
beyond her magic. You couldn’t keep one who didn’t wish to be kept. She warned
them all and now listened to her own advice. While Gavin might desire her, he
hardly gave her his heart. Much like his stolen birthright, that had yet to be
won.


That brought her to another matter. Sir Gavin
didn’t believe in magic or what it could do for him. She wished to see him win
back all that was stolen from him, touched by Sir Gaston’s stories. She had the
means to help him now, even as skilled as he was at jousting. 


He couldn’t chance losing; that much was made
clear to her. His situation was most dire should he lose the day. As proud as
he was; he would refuse her offer to help him along, seeing it as cheating.


Madeline smiled cunningly as she set up her
work table on top of a nearby crate. She might bungle some spells, but she
mastered the spell for luck. With a little of it, Gavin would succeed in his
quest to reclaim his father’s honor.


She hummed as she worked, recalling Minerva’s
advice in setting a spell for luck. She found strands of his hair in her comb
and whispered the words to bind the spell, smiling in satisfaction. Hold thy
man, stay his course; keep him true, upon his horse, she thought with delight
and blew across the burning mixture, sending furls of smoke billowing into the
air. She cleaned up the makings of her spell. None would unseat Gavin this day
with her help. She chuckled as she returned to her sewing.


****


Gavin frowned when he went to lift each of
his legs out of the saddle. They wouldn’t move. His eyes widened in alarm.
Alastair looked up at him and frowned in concern.


“What is it, my lord?”


“I cannot move my legs,” Gavin replied in
wonder and shifted in the saddle, growing obviously alarmed as he struggled to
get off his horse.


Alastair went to lift one and shook his head
as it wouldn’t budge. “Mayhap you have a cramp, my lord? After a day like this,
it is no wonder. You sent every man flying upon their backsides this day. How
you remained seated when Sir Rohan’s lance struck you is amazing.”


Gavin lifted his visor and shook his head in
disgust, unable to lift his legs. It was as though some unseen force held them
there, forcing him to remain in the saddle. He was becoming increasingly
concerned as Alastair tried prying them away from the horse’s sides. He soon
tired in his efforts and shook his head, grabbing his reins.


“I will walk you back to our camp. Perhaps
Madeline has something to help with your cramps.”


“It isn’t bloody cramps, Alastair!” Gavin
exploded and his eyes darkened in outrage. “I cannot move my damned legs!”


“Do not panic, my lord,” he assured him. “We
will have you off Cyrian here in no time at all.”


Gavin was grim as Alastair led his horse back
to their camp and into the tented enclosure, away from prying eyes. After
several tries, Alastair shook his head and went to find Madeline, leaving Gavin
to sit atop his horse in frustrated anger.


****


Madeline accompanied Alastair within the tent
and her eyes widened to see Gavin in full armor, fuming atop of his horse. She
cringed to know her spell kept him there. She berated her wording of the spell
as she took in his inability to get off the horse.


She brightened at a possible solution. “Can
you undo the saddle straps, Alastair?”


She gasped when he undid the straps. His lord
slid sideways as the saddle was freed; then slid under the animal. He now hung
suspended underneath the animal’s undercarriage, still stuck to the animal’s
body. Cyrian pawed the ground, looking back at his master in outrage. Gavin was
cursing loudly. Alastair stared in fascination to see him hanging upside down
beneath his mount, his knees and thighs hugging the horse.


“Can you not let go of the animal, Gavin?” his
friend asked in obvious dismay. “It looks bloody strange, my lord.”


“Don’t you think I would if I could?” he
nearly shouted; bringing the other men running.


They all stared at the sight in wonder,
scratching their chins. Soon every one of them had some idea how to free their
lord from his horse. Grease was used to finally slide his limbs free, though
they stayed frozen into the same position.


They sat him upon the ground on his back.
They all frowned to see his legs still straddling the air in such an undignified
manner. Henry had the nerve to snicker. Gavin shouted at them all to leave him
alone.


Madeline and Alastair tried to bend his limbs
but couldn’t. He lay upon the ground with his eyes closed in obvious acute
shame, face red with annoyance. Madeline was furious with herself for helping
him now; realizing she’d bungled yet another spell. Gavin could not put his
legs down. That she’d succeeded in keeping him on his horse was also obvious.
He appeared to still be in the same position he would be in if still on its
back, his legs hugging the air now.


“Let us get him to the tent,” Alastair
advised, shaking his head in wonder. “Tis’ no cramp like I have ever seen.”


“It’s not a damned cramp for the thousandth
time!” Gavin snarled as he struggled on his back, his hands clawing the ground
next to him. He couldn’t sit up or stand in such a position. His other matters
came to light when he announced he had to make a call to nature, sending
Madeline running from the tent. Alastair struggled to help him.


Madeline’s only desire was to keep him seated
on his horse, not to humiliate him. She tried to recall a spell to reverse this
and realized it must run its course for the rest of the day. Thinking of him
remaining in such a position until tomorrow morning made her cringe inwardly.
If he didn’t have cramps now; he would then.


The men managed to get their lord to the
tent. Alastair and the others got his upper half free of his armor. His boots
were removed and his calf leggings, but the rest was stuck to him in such a
position. His armor-clad legs in the air still drew much mirth from the men. He
summarily banished all but Alastair and Madeline from his sight.


“Have you nothing for this condition,
Madeline?” Alastair asked under his breath in concern. “We must do something
for him.”


“I can give him something to sleep, but I can
think of nothing,” she said and shook her head, closing her eyes to chastise
herself for such an obvious mistake. Her wording affected the spell, taking its
literal meaning. Minerva said such was the case with casting spells. She
cautioned her with specific rules to govern such possible foibles being made.
The wording must be very careful. Tears came to her eyes to think of his
discomfort now.


Alastair saw to his personal needs. She
brought him a tray of food later to keep him company upon the bed. Helping prop
him up with pillows to eat, she sat at his side. He could hardly meet her gaze,
such was his profound embarrassment.


“You cannot help it,” she managed as she
helped him to eat finally, realizing his undignified position mortified his
pride. “By morning this condition should pass, surely?”


Gavin scowled at her words and lay back
against the pillows, glaring at his upraised legs. “I feel ridiculous!”


Madeline smiled at his churlish tone, knowing
his anger was well-founded and feeling guilt she put him in such a position.
She vowed to ease his concerns now and take his mind off his locked lower
limbs.


“Tell me about your home? The one you seek to
reclaim?”


Gavin raked a hand through his dark hair and
smiled as he reclined against the pillows, his expression softening. “You would
get the recollections of a small boy. Rivenhahl is a castle. It lies in the
borderlands between Scotland and England. I was only five when we left there.
Henry was a newborn baby. The others were all my age. My sister was not even
born yet. I remember running along the parapets looking for sight of my father
coming home from court. I used to stay up there for hours until my mother made
me come down. It was my favorite place. The people of Rivenhahl were all loyal
to my family. I cannot remember an unpleasant memory of the place. The land is
fertile, the ponds bursting with fish. It is Heaven on earth.”


“I’ve heard much of what was done to your
father then,” she began and saw his face tighten in anger. “What did the Earl
of Strathmore have to gain by your father’s banishment and disgrace long ago?”


Gavin sighed and rubbed his eyes. “He was
jealous of my father. Queen Elizabeth enjoyed having her courtiers fighting
over her. It is as much her fault as any other’s.”


“Yes, but one does not go so far to discredit
a man for a queen’s fickle favor.”


Gavin looked at her incredulously. “Men have
killed one another for so little, Madeline. My father didn’t ever enjoy her
attentions. You recall he had a wife? She often chose to forget that, keeping
him at court for endless lengths of time without my mother. It was all rather
deliberate on her part.”


“Was he her…?” she broke off and looked away,
dropping her eyes, flushing in embarrassment.


“Was he her lover? Was that what you would
ask?” Gavin asked without anger. “He refused to speak of it, even to me. I
believe he must have been for her to have gone to such lengths to punish him.
That is only the act of an angry lover.”


“Did your mother know?”


Gavin shrugged. “My mother had to have known.
She was very beautiful. She knew he loved her before any other. What he did
while at court was beyond his control. She knew that. I believe the queen was
jealous of her. That was why she chose Rivenhahl to send her lady’s bastards
too; to poke a stick at my mother.”


“That would be quite distressing,” she said.


“Despite what you must think, none of the men
are my father’s sons,” he stated in a furious whisper, conscious of them
outside the tent.


“I never implied such a thing,” Madeline said
and her blue eyes widened at his angry outburst.


“Then you would be the first to not think
it,” Gavin remarked and scowled. “My mother believed Alastair was his for a
time. It took much convincing on his part to assure her he was not. You can see
the queen enjoyed putting them at odds?”


Madeline felt sad his parents were often
quarreling over the queen’s games and just listened to him now, sensing he
needed to talk.


“I think his being accused must have given
Elizabeth the means to let my father go at last,” Gavin recalled with a frown.
“She could not get him to forget his wife and child.”


“How does one cheat at a joust?” she asked
and frowned. “I know nothing about the sport.”


“He was accused of taking gold to lose the
match, Madeline,” he explained with a tight expression. “All who knew my father
knew he would never throw a joust for coin, even to be released from court to
go back to his family.” 


“You will concede he might have felt like he
had no choice?”


Gavin smiled wistfully and shook his head.
“You would have had to have known him. It was not in him to do such a thing,
even for love of us. No, he was accused by Strathmore, and a great deal of gold
was found in his tent. For that alone; he lost it all.”


“Who did he lose the match to?” 


“It was Strathmore, if you can believe it.”


Madeline reclined on her side facing him, her
expression fascinated. “It makes no sense to me. The man won. Why did he need
to go so far?”


“He might have won the match that day, but
many said it was by unfair means. My father said he was not himself that day.
His squire believed his wine was doused with something those final rounds. My
father said he felt himself falling from his horse even before Strathmore’s
lance even felled him.”


“Winning the match was not Strathmore’s only
goal then, I take it?”


“No, discrediting him in the queen’s eyes
was. She didn’t care if my father won or lost a jousting match. Strathmore saw
a way of replacing himself in her good graces.”


“Wasn’t that what your father would have
wished for?”


Gavin looked at her in surprise. “I know
where you go with this, Madeline. Yes, my father would have rather not served
as court stud to the queen. He would have never given up everything in order
for that to happen.”


“Did he have regret of it?”


“His only regret was losing his lands and
title for me.”


“Then it stands to reason he threw the match
to leave court?” Madeline asked and saw the dark frown and regretted saying it.


“He wouldn’t have lied to me,” Gavin replied
coldly. “You had to have known the man. Had he done it, he would have admitted
it proudly. No, he was set up by Strathmore and his hirelings.”


“It seems so trivial a matter to be punished
so severely. Why would the queen act so harshly?”


“The queen saw it as his desire to return to
his wife. It was jealousy, you see. He might have had no way to refuse her
advances, but she knew he didn’t love her. Women can be vindictive. She was
known for such pettiness. Banishing him and casting him out was the least of
it. She stripped him of everything she could. He could not return here, even to
plead his case, or he would have been imprisoned.”


“I think he was free of her at last,”
Madeline remarked and smiled. “It appears he got what he wanted, even if it
cost him everything.”


“He paid a very high price for it,” Gavin
disclosed grimly. “He had to earn his spurs all over again in Scotland,
Madeline. Do you realize what that must have been like for a man of his years?
My father was well over thirty when this all came about. He was mocked and
ridiculed all the while. He endured it all to win great battles for James
Stuart. He had to prove himself all over again. For all those years of service,
he was given only a leaky, drafty keep. It had no land attached, butted between
two opposing houses always at odds. Do you think my father had it easy? He
spent the rest of his life buffered between the feuds of those there. It was no
reward. Now it would appear I’m the one to inherit such a thankless position.” 


Madeline could see the topic upset him. “I
did not imply he was better off, only that he was free of the queen’s hold. I
don’t see it as fair at all. What I don’t understand was why King James never
honored him as he should have.”


“What do you think this tournament is about,
Madeline?” he asked and looked away. “It is his way of giving back all that my
father lost, while saving face with the English.”


“Then you must win it.”


“Yes, there is no question I must win. My
family needs this. The king demands it.”


“What if you should lose?” she hesitated to
ask.
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But elfin phantomas
cursed the dell,

And sylvan witches all
unsean,

As our tale will truely
tell,

Wielded sceptre o're the
queen.


 


“I
think we both know I lose more than just a tournament, if that is the case,” he
said and regarded her gravely. “I have to prove myself to my king, even if I
haven’t killed enough of his enemies already.”


“So
your worth is measured to your king by a jousting tournament? You ride under
his pennant and he would take all credit should you win?” she asked in disgust
and shook her head. “You accept the matter better than I would, if it were me.
I would feel sorely used.”


“We’re
all used in this life, Madeline,” he admitted in regret. “You think because you
claim to be a witch, you’re not subject to it? What happened to you back at
Valmont? Were you not used for them to blame all their misfortunes upon you?”


“It’s
not the same thing,” she argued.


“It’s
far worse,” he pointed out. “How many of them were cared for by you, healed by
you?  How many gained from your efforts, only to turn on you? Think of
that? It is no different.”


She
did and felt reluctant to admit he was right. The villagers and friends she
believed she had in Valmont all used her. She tended their ills and maladies,
helped birth their children, and gave them comfort. They gained what they
desired for themselves and turned on her, without thought she would go to her
death. She shivered to think, if not for him, she would have met that fate.


“I’d
like to put that behind me now,” she said and looked away from his knowing
gaze. “Next time, I will not be so quick to offer my aid.”


“What
are your plans when the tournament ends?” he asked and threw her off guard. “Where
do you wish to go?”


“I
have no wish to remain in London,” she admitted. “I would go to another village
perhaps, and start over.”


“Until
what occurred in Valmont happens again,” he predicted sharply. “You might wish
to consider what I put a stop to there will come to pass one day, Madeline.
This pastime of yours might well get you killed. You might wish to forego such
endeavors in the future.”


Madeline
stared at him sadly, realizing he had no idea of what he spoke of. The power
she wielded was not a hobby, but a way of life and a religion. She was a healer
first and a seeker of knowledge second. He assumed anyone could do as she did
just by mixing up potions. He couldn’t know the power was an inherited gift
passed down through the centuries. It skipped Alessandra and passed to her. Her
skill would one day go to a granddaughter. 


There
was no choice in it for her. These things she could do would force themselves
to the surface. She considered her past experiences vividly, recalling wishing
for things to happen and they did, with disastrous results. Unable to harness
her power; she made things happen based on emotion, a dangerous thing to do.


The
Lunley children had the misfortunes to find that out firsthand. Their torment
of her got it back upon them threefold. The Viscount’s youngest daughter liked
to torment her then, pinch her when their schoolmaster wasn’t looking. She
often sneered at Madeline’s red hair, citing her own golden hair far prettier.


When
Sybilla’s hair fell out after she was cruel to her; she knew what she was. She
also realized she could hurt people unless she learned to control such a gift.
Minerva recognized her skills from the onset, honed them to one day rival her.


“I
have given little thought of where I will go,” she admitted reluctantly. “I
will take care in the future. You needn’t worry over it.”


“But
I do worry,” he argued, his green eyes filled with concern. “I know how
ignorant this world can be. You must hide this thing you do, Madeline.”


She
was offended at his words. She would not hide what she was. She sat up and
looked at him without remorse for his condition now. He expected her to hide
what she was like it was something to be ashamed of. 


“After
this fortnight is over, you need not concern yourself with my fate, Gavin. Your
reward does not extend to rearranging my life as you would see fit.”


“Do
you wish to die, Madeline?” Gavin demanded hotly, his eyes growing angry. “What
will it take to make you see the world will not rearrange itself to accommodate
you?”


“I
will not pretend to be something I’m not!” she replied angrily and flounced
from the bed, eyes flashing in outrage. “It doesn’t work that way. I wish it
did at times. After what happened to Hugh, I realized I could never hide what I
was.”


“You
would have me believe you did that to the man?” he asked incredulously and fell
back against the pillows, eyes closed and shaking his head. “You needn’t play
the game any longer, Madeline. I will think no less of you.”


She
glared at him in growing outrage. “It’s not my fault you don’t believe, Gavin.”


“I
can see how a common-born girl like you might wish to feel special, unique
even,” he argued and shook his head, gazing at her with compassion in his eyes.
“You must see this thing you do is dangerous? Is feeling important worth your
life?”


She
gazed at him in stunned silence. Gavin thought she played at being a witch to
alleviate her own mediocrity. Whatever pity she felt for him was extinguished
in an instant. He didn’t see her at all.


“I
will sleep on the floor tonight,” she said in a clipped voice. “Let us hope you
are much improved come morning.”


She
left the tent, knowing she was too angry to remain in his presence. Her
feelings were hurt. He thought her playing a game. Who would play with their
own life so foolishly? How often had she cried, wishing to be normal? No one
knew her gift would be the end of her one day better than she.


Madeline
sat by the fire and Alastair came to join her. The handsome knight seemed to have
a sixth sense of her churning emotions.


“How
is he?” he asked finally as he fed the fire.


“Well
enough, considering his legs are still in the air,” she replied moodily.


 “You’re
angry,” he noted. “Was it something he said? He is not himself, Mistress Madeline.
You cannot know the stress he is under.”


Madeline
stared into the fire with a glum expression. “He thinks I play at being a witch
to amuse myself.”


“Do
you?” Alastair asked and held up his hands when she swung her angry gaze to
his. “It is a fair question, Madeline. You must admit this has caused you
nothing but misfortune?”


“Don’t
you think I wish to be normal? Do you think I want to die by fire one day
because people fear me?”


“I
would think you would take great pains to keep such proclivities to yourself
after your experience in Valmont.”


“I
must hide? I have hurt no one! I must act as though I have done something
wrong?” she asked in outrage.


“Can
your magic change the world, Madeline?” he asked sadly as he tossed another log
on the fire. “I gather from your silence it cannot. That is why you must hide.”


Madeline
considered Alastair’s words for some time, even after all others sought their
beds. She knew what he meant. She didn’t have to change what she was, just hide
it from the ignorance of others. She sighed, knowing she had little means to
make her way in life if that was the case. 


Her
healing and potions was what fed her. Gerwin sat upon her lap and purred,
looking up at her as if sensing her displeasure. If she hid what she was; she
had no way to make her own way in life. The thought of what misfortune that
could land her in made her fume in dismay.


Always
raised to be independent, she balked to think of how helpless that made her
now. For the first time in her life, she realized being a woman was far worse
than being a witch. Women had few options outside of marriage. Giving up
practicing her craft also made her helpless to fend for herself. She bristled
with that truth, feeling sorry for herself. Her face crumpled to know she would
rather burn than be brought so low.


****


Gavin
and Alastair ate their breakfast outside the horse’s enclosure. Gavin awoke
able to bend his legs. Whatever his condition; it was cured by morning. It was
believed to be cramps, though he argued it still. He fumed to know Madeline
made her bed upon a rug. Not having her next to him in the bed put him in a
sore mood that morning, recalling their argument the night before.


Alastair
watched Madeline cleaning up the area of their camp and eyed Gavin with an
amused glance. “You have upset Madeline,” he informed him. “She was quite put
out you insist she is not the witch she claims to be.”


“Do
you think me a damned idiot, Alastair?” Gavin asked in disgust. “She is no more
a witch than I am! The girl’s feelings hardly matter to me. Why do we argue
over my bedmate?”


“I
think her anger stems from her hurt you think her a charlatan.”


Gavin
snorted and looked at his friend in disbelief. “You believe her absurd claims?”


“It
doesn’t matter what I believe, Gavin. She believes it. You have wounded her
with your insistence she pretends to be a witch.”


“I
only made sound suggestions to save her life, Alastair!” Gavin snapped harshly.
“The girl will have to conform or her demise is certain. What happens to her
when I leave her here troubles me.”


“This
just brings me back to my former question, my lord. Where does that leave her
when we ride for Rivenhahl? Have you given any thought to her future aside from
her warming your bed?”


“She
has no future if she doesn’t cease to play this game she is a witch! Even I
cannot control what happens to her should the wrong person hear such nonsense.”


“Have
you considered taking her with us?” Alastair asked.


Gavin
thought of it and dismissed it. He considered her fate would be no different at
Rivenhahl. The people there would likely see her the same as those had in
Valmont. If she failed to conform, there was no place for her to go. 


“She
is beautiful and merely a distraction I need right now. You read too much in
this.”


“You
don’t carry off many women. Forgive me for questioning you, my lord.”


Gavin
glared at him. “Quit needling me, Alastair. The girl is here to warm my bed,
nothing more.”


“If
that was all you wanted, you would have waited for the fair Blythe to seek you
out.”


“When
the tournament ends, my little witch and I part ways, Alastair,” Gavin replied
grimly. “Leave it alone.”


“I
will enjoy seeing you eat such words, my lord,” Alastair said with a smirk.


Gavin
finished his meal, his eyes following Madeline about the campsite, his eyes
clinging to her pretty face, wishing she would smile and relieve his guilt for
causing her distress.


“She
must give up this pretense of being a witch,” he said moodily finally. “She
must see the folly in it by now.”


“How
many have we seen die for their beliefs, my lord?” Alastair demanded with
indignation darkening his gaze. 


“That
was different and you know it,” Gavin argued. “We talk of religion now. It
isn’t the same at all.”


“What
she does is very much a religion to her, my lord,” Alastair explained, eyes
grave. “And like those we saw die for it, she is no different.”


Gavin
thought of his words long after they headed to the tiltyards. He pushed all his
distracting thoughts aside. Qualification rounds played the utmost in his
thoughts. The day was to be a rigorous one. He was relieved his strange
condition passed. Today eliminated half the competitors in the tournament. He
could not dwell upon his fair witch and her fate. His own loomed over him and
that of the people who depended upon his success.


****


Madeline
was moody as she sewed in the tent, feeling hurt by Gavin’s lack of belief in
her. She could hardly blame him. Hugh didn’t believe what she was until she rendered
his manhood useless. Recalling his look of horror made her realize how unlikely
anyone would really believe in such things.


This
unexpected attraction to her savior made her determined that he believe in her.
For some reason she sought his approval. It dismayed her all he did was mock
her words. The man wanted to bed her, she realized as she stabbed viciously at
the hemline of the gown. What more did he need to know of her beyond his own
lust? 


The
disturbing kiss came to mind. She sighed, closing her eyes to recall the way it
made her feel. Gavin made her feel things she would have rather not known
existed. Desire had no place in her world. Did she not see firsthand what
desire did to others? Is that not why they sought her out? 


Those
desperate souls saw their goals backfire upon them when the object of their
interest failed to return their feelings. Even magic couldn’t make someone love
another, but still they sought her. They demanded a spell, only to find the
binding of that person to them didn’t last.


Minerva
cautioned casting spells in such cases. It removed free will for one to choose.
The Goddess frowned upon it. Simple bindings were used in such cases. These
were temporary conditions, like Gavin’s the night before. For one day, the
person attained their heart’s desire, only to see the person reject them when
the spell wore off.


Then
her customer would resent her for giving them a taste of what they could have,
only to lose it later. For that reason, she kept from dabbling in matchmaking.
She smiled, wondering if she dared put such a spell upon Gavin. The desire to
know what it would feel like to have Gavin love her took her breath, brightened
her gaze, and made her bite her lip to realize how wrong it would be.


She
giggled and her eyes filled with mischief. It certainly couldn’t hurt. She
should leave the man alone after causing his condition the night before. The
thought of him catering to her, declaring his love for her, doing all he could
to please her for one day made her ache and grow breathless.


Madeline
put her sewing aside. She went to her work table. A love spell was one of the
simplest spells to perform, needing only a strand of hair or fingernail
clippings to bind the other party. She took bits of his hair and hers, tying
them together with thread, sprinkling a powder that burned bluish amidst the
steel tray.


Madeline
whispered the words three times as she bound Gavin to her. She cleaned up the
mess and returned to her sewing, anxious for his return. She giggled as she
imagined his making a fool of himself for her. It was some means of getting
back at him for his unintended insult to her. The man implied she was a liar.
Her blue eyes narrowed. After tonight, he would recant those words. 


****


Alastair
watched as Gavin met the charge from Sir Rohan. The pair was evenly matched.
They locked lances once more. The draw that was declared was no surprise. Gavin
advanced with the fifty others who would compete the following days, leading to
the final match between only two in the end. 


Given
the three hundred entries; the fact his lord arrived in the top fifty was no
surprise. The five of them entered only to eliminate as many as they could to
propel Gavin farther in the ranks. Henry was the first to go out, followed by
Gaston, then Miles, and finally Jasper. Alastair conceded defeat to Sir Rohan
only that morning and knew him to be a fierce competitor.


Rohan’s
lance was vicious and true and unseated him with flawless precision. Strathmore
chose his man well. Rohan was daunting in his strategy, changing constantly to
show no consistent pattern any could follow. When you thought he would veer to
the left, he went to the right. He meant to win, that much was clear.


Lord
Gregor had seen to his son’s training when he was a lad of twelve. His training
would see him through until the end. They could only pray Gavin could outwit
Sir Rohan. The man was reputed to be unbeatable and Strathmore’s chosen man to
represent his house. 


Gavin
was not the only one he watched today. His dark eyes went to the king’s private
box. The dark-haired man sat with the king. The man looked to be in his late
forties. He was dressed regally. Even from this great of a distance; Alastair
could see the man was undeniably his father. The Duke of Monteith was an older
version of himself. 


He
felt relief to see the man firsthand, despairing his whore of a mother would
saddle him with a father like Strathmore. The Lady Anne was free enough with
her favors then to assure him the duke couldn’t have known he was responsible
for her disgrace.


The
duke was married at the time. The liaison was brief. The diary claimed it a
love affair. Alastair found it hard to believe any man could love such a petty,
vapid creature as Lady Anne seemed in her writings. She was without a doubt a
vain, grasping creature. She could have married a great man. The lady settled
to go to the beds of married great men, pensioned off in disgrace by the queen
to die in obscurity.


Alastair
was bitter to know she was sent to her family’s estate when he was five. She
could have sent for him then and didn’t, leaving him to be raised at Rivenhahl.
His resentment to know she didn’t want him was realized when he finished her
diary the night before.


Now
he faced his sire, expecting the man to embrace him. He tore his eyes away from
the nobleman, feeling disquieting thoughts of unworthiness. His anger to know
he could never hope to be accepted by the man made him sigh and give up his
plans.


Jasper
informed him he found his own father the night before. The Baron de Walt denied
ever touching his mother, calling her a whore and a liar. Jasper dropped the
man with a single punch. He didn’t even know who his mother was, but he’d be
damned if the man would disparage her.


Gaston’s
father, the Earl of Penhurst, handled the news much the same. Gaston bore such
a wounded expression upon his return, all worried over him. He acted like it
was no matter to him now, but all saw the pain in his eyes. 


Henry’s
father was now deceased, the title held by his cousin. The cousin sneered at
him and refused to even acknowledge him. The boy wasn’t as able to hide his
emotions. His eyes were notably red when he returned from the audience.


 Miles
and his father, the Earl of Westerleigh, seemed to have gotten on well. The man
didn’t question his identity. Out of the five of them; Alastair didn’t think
Miles would be the one to have such success. When they left the tournament;
Miles was going with the Earl of Westerleigh to his home to take his place
there. 


The
man had no sons. Miles was accepted with open arms. The pair looked like book
ends, falling into an immediate report with one another. He was happy for his
friend and foster brother. Miles glowed to know his father regarded him well.
The man was pleased his son was a knight in King James’ service. 


The
rest would leave with Gavin and serve Rivenhahl. Alastair faced what he would
tell Vivienne upon their return to Scotland with a grimace. Gavin’s sister
believed all he had to do was find his father and all would fall into place.
She couldn’t know he lost his nerve to approach the man. He allowed the others
to assume his overtures were met with the same scorn as the other three.


Only
Gavin knew the truth. His friend told him he wouldn’t find peace unless he
faced Monteith with his claim to be his son. Alastair looked back to the king’s
box and the man who was his father, regret filling his dark eyes. He couldn’t
bear the rejection he expected. He knew he was a coward in that.


Alastair
faced another reality. He had nothing to offer Vivienne now. Gavin claimed she
would have him if he was a pauper. That was unacceptable given who her father
was. Gregor was the only father he’d ever known. He’d not dishonor his daughter
in such a way. He dismissed his desire to offer for her now. When Gavin
reclaimed Rivenhahl, she would be the sister of an Earl. She could do far
better than a fatherless, unwanted, penniless knight for a husband and would.


Vivienne’s
great beauty assured that. With her raven hair and green eyes, she was
breathtaking. He’d fallen in love with her the day she was born. She might
argue his decision, but it wasn’t hers to make. He was depressed with the
knowledge he was no better off knowing the truth. He cursed the day he was
given his mother’s personal things by Lady Eleanor.


 Lady
Anne Marlowe stayed at Rivenhahl during her pregnancy, unlike the other
mothers. The Lady Anne returned to court after his birth, leaving the items for
her son when he was old enough to understand. At twenty and five, he understood
very well. He was denied even a father now, by no fault of his own. He cursed
them both under his breath and stormed away from the fence.
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Baby-witch, 

my daughter, 

my worship of the Goddess 

alone 

condemns you to the fire. . .



 

Madeline
turned the side of beef on the spit over the fire as it roasted; eyes watchful
for Gavin and the others. It was nearing the end of the day, the sun falling
down lower in the sky each quarter hour. She was anxious to see if the binding
worked. 


An
excitement filled her, even if she knew the spell would last only one day.
Madeline knew what she did was wrong. She never used her gift so shamelessly
for her own purposes. The desire to know what it felt like to be loved by such
a man piqued her curiosity. The fact she did it at all told her she was indeed
infatuated with her savior. Admitting it made color ride high on her cheeks,
even while alone.


Alastair
was the first to arrive. He was quiet, declined a meal, and got into the ale
immediately. He would not speak of what troubled him. She sensed it had much to
do with the man who was his father. Unlike the others, who handled the
rejection by their own fathers with jokes; Alastair was sensitive and took the
matter to heart. Her sympathy went out to him as he plopped down before the
fire, his dark eyes moody and withdrawn.


“I
know what it’s like to be unwanted,” she ventured softly and saw him
immediately stiffen. “I grew up in my father’s home. He never once acknowledged
me. He allowed me to believe he was my mother’s employer until he died.”


Alastair
met her gaze. She could see he was troubled. “I couldn’t approach him. Say
nothing of it. I couldn’t bear to go through what the others have. I would
rather walk away. I have seen the man. That is enough for me.”


“You
don’t know the man or how he will react,” she argued and shook her head. “How
can you just walk away without even trying? Are you so intimidated?”


Alastair
looked furious, dark eyes flashing. “I made much of this in my own mind! To
have the man reject me now is just too much! I’ll not do it!”


“What
of Gavin’s sister?”


“She
will marry another more worthy of her.” He said this with such sad finality her
heart went out to him.


“You
give up rather easily, Sir Alastair,” Madeline noted with an arched brow. “You
do the lady a favor then.”


Alastair
fumed into his cups. “You don’t know her! She thought all I had to do was
approach the man and he would offer me a place in his household! She never once
considered he would not. After what Gaston and Jasper endured; I’d rather not
know.”


“So
you will not even try?”


“My
own mother did not want me, Madeline,” he said depressively. “How can I expect
this man who is my father to be any different?”


“You
will find no peace in such a decision,” she predicted as she turned the spit
and shrugged. “I think you have much to think on before you leave it at that.”


“How
is it you lived in your father’s household and didn’t know he sired you?”
Alastair asked curiously.


Madeline
smiled sadly. “My father was a nobleman with a wife and a family. My mother was
his mistress who posed as a servant. All was a secret until he died.”


“How
did you find out?”


“My
mother was inconsolable for over a year. I was eight and quite confused his
death caused her such grief. His wife began to abuse us both for no cause. I
was confused by it. His youngest daughter told me he was my father then for
spite.”


“Were
you angry at your mother?” Alastair wanted to know, his dark eyes riveted upon
her answer.


“I
was angry at both of them for their selfishness,” Madeline admitted in
remembrance. “They thought nothing of my feelings, but their own.”


“How
did his other family accept you?”


“They
didn’t accept me at all. It wasn’t long before my mother took her life. I went
to live with my grandmother then,” Madeline explained with a voice laced in
sorrow. “So, you see? I know what it is like to be unwanted. I can only tell
you that not knowing the man’s reaction will haunt you.”


Alastair
considered her words and slowed in his efforts to get drunk. The other knights
trickled back and ate heartily, complimenting her until she was red in the face
and annoyed by their continued praise.


Gavin
returned and saw to his horse. She knew the binding would take hold the minute
he set eyes upon her. She wiped her hands on her apron and retired to the tent,
fixing her hair into some semblance of order. She gazed into the small hand
mirror she found in Lord Lyon’s things. She pinched her cheeks to give her face
color, sticking out her tongue at her own reflection.  


What
did she think to do here? This was beneath them both for her to resort to
trickery to get the man to act the fool for her. She knew the one afflicted
with the love spell could get quite carried away. How they reacted depended
very much on their own individual personality. 


She
giggled to think of his taking Gaston’s guitar from him and singing of his love
for her. She knew such outrageous behavior would be questioned by the others.
They were all going to the drinking tent within the festival grounds. She reasoned
they wouldn’t be there to see Gavin’s humiliation.


Madeline
dressed in one of her newly altered gowns. It was a lovely rose color, made of
velvet with blonde lace trim. She was aware the square bodice was quite tight,
drawing an inordinate amount of attention to the rounded tops of her breasts.
It was the most revealing of the gowns. She hoped it had the desired effect
upon Gavin.


Madeline
plaited her hair as she waited for his arrival. He entered the tent and gazed
at her, green eyes filled with admiration. She bit her lip as she awaited the
signs of sickly adoration. She frowned, vaguely disappointed when he only
looked at her slowly from head to toe.


“Lord
Lyon’s frocks look better on you, my sweet,” he said simply and went about his
business of seeking clean garments, his back to her now. His hair was damp from
washing up in the trough.


“How
was your practice today?” she ventured, aware she was feeling miffed he wasn’t
acting the fool for her. Did the spell not work?


“The
day was long and tiresome and I wish to think on it no more,” he answered her
abruptly. “The king has declared tomorrow a day of rest. I thought we would go
to the festivities tonight.”


Her
heart leapt at his words. She was bored and eager to explore the festival. She
shrugged off her failed spell. It was not the first time she bungled one. She
left the tent to prepare him a meal while he changed.  She watched him as
he ate, disappointed he wasn’t ogling her as he should be, groveling at her
feet. Her blue eyes slid away from his handsome face with reluctance while he
ate.


Gavin
dressed in a simple pale grey wool tunic, black leather jerkin and black
breeches. His black boots gleamed with recent polish. He looked so handsome and
appealing she tore her eyes away from him many times, feeling the spell
affected her more than him now.


He
discarded his bowl and raised his eyes to hers. Those green eyes had a bit of
heat in them when they met hers. She felt the warmth of his look, even if his
actions hardly let on what he was thinking or feeling. He got up and offered
her his hand.


They
walked down the thoroughfare to the main site for the festival. They
encountered many entertainments along the way. He insisted they stop at each along
the way. She laughed at a puppet show and saw him looking at her strangely. She
wondered about his obvious immunity to the binding when he led her away and
they wandered the merchant’s stalls with various wares.


She
was stunned when he bought her a wreath of flowers and ribbons and set it atop
her head, smiling down at her beguilingly.


“Now
you look more fairy than witch, my sweet,” he said with a teasing grin, his
hand seeking hers as he pulled her with him.


She
blushed at his words, heart hammering in her chest as he led her away. “You
have this misconception of witches, Gavin. They are not all ugly and evil as
the stories all say.”


“No,
some are beauteous redheads with large blue eyes that sear the very souls of
men,” he countered stoutly and brought her small hand to his lips, making her
knees shake in response.


Madeline
didn’t know quite what to make of his odd behavior as they enjoyed the
entertainments. He laughed and proved a charming, attentive companion. With his
mood lightened, they made their way to the larger tent where his men flocked to
earlier.


Gavin’s
hand was possessive as it held hers. His eyes continued to fall upon her as
they made their way to the table where his men sat. They cheered and crowed at
the sight of him, pressing a tankard into his hand immediately.


Alastair
appeared in better spirits and sat at her elbow, frowning to see them there.
“He hates these things. I’m surprised you got him to come.”


“The
idea was his. I had no part in this,” Madeline informed him, watching Gavin
interact with his men with a smile. He looked so handsome she was hard pressed
to tear her eyes away and pay attention to Alastair.


“You
have been good for him thus far, Madeline. He dreaded each mile we rode to get
here,” Alastair said and smiled at her kindly. “Maybe you are the witch you
claim to be. I have never seen him so at ease since learning of the
tournament.”


Madeline
ducked her head at his praise. “It was not my doing, I assure you. Perhaps he
gains more confidence in himself now?”


“Let
us hope your spell holds then. We all have much to lose here,” he said and went
to join their antics.


Madeline
wondered if the spell was at work. Gavin was acting out of character; that was
certain. He no longer brooded his winning or losing the tournament this night.
He was relaxed and mellow enough to enjoy being with his men. She felt the heat
of his eyes time and time again that evening. She trembled under his stare,
wondering what thoughts went through his head.


The
evening was boisterous and merry. Dancers and mummers entertained, drawing
eager applause. The tent filled up quickly. Madeline was busy looking about to
see the people milling within, but also conscious of Gavin’s eyes trained upon
her most of the evening.


Gavin
was ever at her side then, making her laugh as he and his men regaled her with
tales of his unfortunate position between the two warring clans back in
Scotland. He had her roaring in laughter as he impersonated each proud Laird on
either side.


His
hand found hers, holding it unconsciously; his arm around the back of her
chair. His nearness made her all too aware of her own attraction to him. And
always, those eyes burned into hers, promising much.  


Gavin’s
men were well into their cups and acting outlandish when he arrived at her
elbow. “I thought we would retire, Madeline, unless you wish to see them drink
each other under this table you sit at?”


She
giggled, seeing Henry could hardly stand by now. The others now had female
companions as well and the atmosphere grew bawdier as the evening wore on.
Madeline nodded and he drew her up with him. She saw the knowing looks of his
men and frowned at their ribald jests before they took their leave of them. 


When
they were halfway back to the campsite, Gavin spun her into a dark alcove. His
eyes were filled with need. She gasped as she looked up into his face, seeing
the desire reflected in his eyes. Before she could speak; his mouth found hers,
warm, urgent and seeking. The wreath slipped from her head as he pressed her to
him boldly, his hands at the back of her head, holding her captive as his lips
tormented hers to part. 


The
heat that filled her took her breath. Her heart hammered against his, matching
its tempo. The need within her made her bold enough to press against him fully,
molding against his hard chest. The desire grew as he pressed her up against
the wooden stall, now abandoned after the day’s entertainment.


“I
want you so badly, Madeline,” he whispered harshly as his lips went to her ear,
making her shiver and gooseflesh spread down her neck. “Tell me you want me
too, that you feel this as well.”


“I
want you, Gavin,” she whispered hoarsely and stared up at him, seeing the
effect her words had on him. 


He
mouth returned to hers, making her knees grow weak as his tongue stroked within.
His hands lowered to ease into the folds of her gown. He lifted her and she
gasped at the feel of his hardened arousal. She gasped and closed her eyes as
the sensation of him touching her made her reel with dizzying desire.


Gavin
groaned and set her back on her feet. He grabbed her hand and fairly dragged
her back to their tent. He shut the flap and kissed her once more, his hands
eagerly going to the fastenings of her gown, his hands tearing at his own
clothing. 


The
sight of his bare, rippling chest made her mouth go dry. The muscled width of
it was nothing compared to his flat ridged abdomen which drew her admiring
gaze. His eyes were dark with need. He swung her into his arms and carried her
to the bed.


Gavin
eased her down and his mouth was insistent and drugging, making her aware he
might at last feel the effects of the spell. His hands worked at her gown,
trembling slightly as he drew it over her head. The shift was eased down. The
dim lantern’s glow allowed him to feast his gaze upon her ivory skin beneath.


His
hands cupped and stroked her full breasts until she was trembling with need,
arching under his large hands. His lips adored her flesh, making her fevered
and weak. His lips teased her nipples until they were stiff and tingling. When
he removed the rest of his garments, she sighed with contentment as she felt
the glorious feel of him nude in her arms. He stroked her flat belly and
slender legs with reverence in his gaze as he looked down at her. 


“You
have cast your spell upon me, Madeline,” he whispered softly as he rolled atop
of her, his hardness seeking her insistently, his eyes filled with need. “I
need you so badly.”


She
gasped as he entered her quickly, feeling only a twinge of pain and then sudden
fullness within her as he stretched her. He began to move slowly at first, his
lips moving over hers as his body rose and fell, making her clutch his
shoulders and draw him closer.


He
groaned softly as he began to move faster, eyes closed and lips parted in
pleasure. Madeline enjoyed the feel of him inside her after the initial
discomfort. His hands slid within her loosened hair, his lips taking hers in a
fiery kiss as his body stroked deeply within her.


She
pressed her face into his neck, overwrought with the feel of his possession of
her. Her hands dug into his shoulders as he moved above her. She felt a vague
sense of disappointment when he suddenly went rigid and soon went still within
her, his face buried in her neck. He breathed raggedly for a time before he
lifted his head.


He
leaned up on his elbows and dropped a kiss upon her nose. His eyes were filled
with gentleness as they met hers. “You should have told me you’ve never lain
with a man, Madeline. I didn’t hurt you, did I, my sweet?”


“No,
I am unhurt,” she said and stared up at him, reveling in the closeness they
shared. “It felt wonderful.”


“It
will be better the next time. I promise you.”


Madeline
was a bit disappointed when he slid out of her and drew away from her. Soon he
lay back down and brought her to his chest, holding her close, his hand
stroking her shoulder. They lay quietly and soon he slept. She gazed up at him,
wondering why the spell hadn’t worked. She sighed with delight as she enjoyed
the feel of his arms wrapped around her. She absorbed his warmth and closed her
eyes, a smile upon her lips. 


Madeline
woke before dawn to feel his hands and lips upon her body. She had little cause
to question his intent. He made love to her with thorough intensity then. She
cried out as he drove deeply within her, his body cleaving to hers. She shook
violently as he brought her to pleasure first; holding her as he felt her body
tremble with the first wave of her release. His own cry of pleasure was stifled
against her neck as he erupted within her, breathing harshly. He lingered with her,
touching her, caressing her with such gentleness, she felt tears in her eyes
for how perfect the evening had been. 


When
he moved away to get something to drink, she couldn’t help but admire his taut
muscled backside in the pink, early morning glow of dawn. He set down the
tankard of water and looked back at her. His knowing smile warmed her.


“Do
you like what you see, Witch? Am I worth your reward?”


“You
have most definitely earned it, Sir Knight,” she breathed with passion-glazed
eyes, smiling widely at the lustful look he gave her in return. “I wish to
reward you again, and soon, perhaps right now if you are not too busy?”


“My
lusty little witch has rewarded me so well, I can think of nothing but the
pleasure found in her sweet arms,” he replied as he came back to hand her the
water, watching her drink with glowing eyes. He set the cup aside, his hand
sliding into her tussled dark red hair. He leaned down and kissed her deeply.
He lifted his head and smiled at her dazed expression.


“Make
love to me once more, Gavin,” she whispered as she pulled him down with her.


 He
joined her back in the bed. She saw his long, rigid sex was fully aroused once
more and shivered as he reached for her again. She went into his arms with
little hesitation, her hands touching him boldly, urging him to her. Nails dug
eagerly into his back and shoulders as he stroked deeply within her, his dark
head back in ecstasy.


“Oh
my sweet witch, you are more angel, I think,” he whispered as he felt her legs
wrap around his waist, sliding deeper within her clenching tightness. “I shall
never let you go, Madeline. I love you so, my fiery angel.”


She
heard his words as the waves of her release washed over her, sobbing against
his sweaty chest, her heels grinding into the backs of his thighs, tears in her
eyes to know it was the spell that brought on such rash words. He’d known her
but three days. He didn’t mean what he said. He didn’t know what he was saying
at all. 


As
he held her in the glowing aftermath and worshiped her with his hands and lips
lingeringly, she felt bitter to know he couldn’t help himself now because of
the spell. When it wore off, he would feel none of the things he’d muttered in
passion’s throes. She lay against his chest and closed her eyes, determined to
not let the pain of that gnaw at her.


She
wanted to know what it felt like to be loved by him. Now that she knew, it
would be difficult to go back to his treating her as casually as he had before.
To know she wanted the impetuous words he’d uttered in passion to be true made
her heart ache.


“You
are too quiet, my love,” he whispered as his lips slid over her shoulder. 


“Do
you love me truly?” she asked and her eyes met his, seeing how glassy and dilated
they were now. A feeling of dismay filled her to see his adoring smile. He
leaned down to brush his lips across hers.


“I
love you as the moon loves the night in the star-filled sky, my rosy witch,” he
murmured reverently, his large hands cupping and fondling her full breasts.
“Thoughts of you fill my head and heart without room for anything else.”


“Show
me again, Sir Knight,” she demanded as she held him close. “Show me how much
you love me.”


Gavin’s
hands and mouth teased and worshiped every inch of her body until she was
writhing and gasping, clawing his back and urging him to her. He cried out his
love to her as he made her his once more, each word making Madeline weep to
know she tricked him.


Gavin
slept curled around her, in no hurry to leave her side. She brooded to know how
glorious it felt to be loved by this man. While he said every word her heart
longed to hear and already felt; it was merely the spell at work for him. He
wouldn’t feel the same way when the spell wore off.


He
would know they made love but fail to recall these details as she would. It
would be her that would feel torment to know this part of her valiant handsome
knight. She should have known the signs he was under the spell’s influence by
the way his whole demeanor changed. Madeline closed her eyes and pressed
against his hard chest as he slept, feeling sorrowful what he said could not be
true.






[bookmark: _Toc325101620]~****~Chapter Nine~****~


I fix mine eye on thine, and there 

Pity my picture burning in thine eye; 

My picture drowned in a transparent tear, 

When I look lower I espy. 

Hadst thou the wicked skill 

By pictures made and mard, to kill, 

How many ways mightst thou perform thy will?



 

Gavin
left her side and dressed, his eyes filled with softness. She was suddenly shy
despite all they shared. He grinned and reached out, tossing the sheet aside
and looked his fill.


“Come
and allow me to help you meet the day. If I do not, we will not make it out of
this tent today.”


Madeline
felt her shyness evaporate under his heated gaze and got up. She chuckled as he
played maid to her now, helping her find her strewn clothing. When she was
dressed, he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her down onto his lap, his
lips sliding to her neck. She sighed from his amorous attentions, wishing to
have remained in the bed.


“If
not for the men whining of it; I’d keep you in bed all day, my sweet Madeline,”
he whispered naughtily as he held her on his lap, his hands busy caressing her.



“You
must be hungry,” she said as his hands held her fast upon his lap.


“I
am hungry only for you, my sweet love,” he murmured in response.


“Your
men might not agree. Come, they are bound to need a powder from me this morn.”


“The
first opportunity I find, we leave for the city. You may wish for a bath and I
would have company in mine this time, sweet witch.”


She
felt her pulses dance at his words, silently cursing the delay in seeking the
scandalous bathhouse. Her eyes darkened with images of him in her bath with
her. She prayed the spell held until then.


The
men regarded them both with pained looks as they joined them. They were
miserable and suffering from the night’s excesses. She moved among them to
administer the medicine, smiling to see them all cringe from her stern
lectures. 


She
set about cooking them breakfast, grinning to see Henry’s feet sticking out of
the horse’s enclosure where he no doubt slept off his intoxication. The younger
man was soon groaning, making the others hoot with laughter once they were fed
and recovered. The young man had to be carried back the night before, passing
out at the table.


Madeline
stifled a chuckle as he stepped out of the tent. Gavin smiled too and looked
away quickly. The young man was obviously at the mercy of the others the night
before. They shaved his head while he was passed out. He seemed not to notice
right off. His brown eyes were bloodshot and filled with regret. 


Madeline
gave him some of the powders and watched him mix it into his wine with
sympathy, looking up and glaring at the others. They all rolled upon the ground
in their mirth.


“Do
you remember anything at all, Henry?”


“Not
a blessed thing, with thanks,” the young man mumbled and drank the wine with a
grimace. He sat up and felt the breeze on his bare head. His hand shot up
suddenly to feel his bald pate. He glared at his chortling companions in fury.
“It appears I was set upon by fools in the night!”


“It
will grow back, Henry,” she offered gently and sent them all quelling looks,
seeing the young man’s distress. “Pay them all no mind.”


Henry
ate and eyed the others balefully. He appeared to hold a grudge for some time,
refusing to even talk to them. Finally Gaston could take it no more and offered
his apologies, than the others. 


Gavin
shook his head at what they’d done to the younger man. He waited until the last
of them wandered away to scoop her into his arms and carry her back to the
tent. Madeline protested as he carried her inside their tent and tossed her
back into the bed. He grinned down at her as he tossed aside his tunic.


“I
have changed my mind and can think of nothing better to do today.”


She
sighed as he joined her, his lips meeting hers in a fiery kiss. She had to
agree as passion blazed between them once more. Her last thought was of how
wondrous it felt to give him his reward at last. 


****



Madeline
was lost in a daydream that morning, in a daze after being awoken with such
dizzying passion before Gavin left to train. The evening made her sigh in delight,
more than once. The man was positively thorough in undermining her efforts to
do anything but think of him. The spell seemed to hold until the dinner hour.
Seeing his growing confusion as it began to wear off, she hurriedly set another
binding to prolong the inevitable end of the spell. 


She
knew what she did was wrong. The Goddess would punish her for using her magic
so shamelessly for her own pleasure. The guilt of what she did was profound as
he whispered of his love for her. He was her adoring slave in those moments,
while his body made hers burn and ache for him. They stayed abed most of the
day, lost in each other’s arms while his men went about their day of liberty.
They were left alone. The beauty of those stolen moments would haunt her. 


Madeline
wanted so badly for him to mean what he said in those passionate moments, and
feel what he claimed as he possessed her. She wept when he left her, knowing
the binding’s cruel truths at last; resented knowing the spell couldn’t last
forever.


She
didn’t see the shadow that fell over her as she fed the fire, lost in her own
misery. She let out a yelp as she was rudely grabbed by the arm. She looked up
into Hugh de Valmont’s angry features in alarm.


“I
told Father we would find you here,” he snarled as his fingers dug into the
flesh of her arm cruelly. “Let us see if your knight can get you out of the
king’s justice as he did ours.”


Madeline
flung off his arm. She saw the elder de Valmont approach. She backed away
toward the tent, her eyes filled with fear.


“Leave
me alone!” she cried as she saw the baron approach. “You deserved what you got
for what you meant to do!”


Hugh
looked like he wanted to hit her. “Thanks to you, I can no longer use what you
cast your foul spell upon, Bitch. You will reverse the spell or we call for the
king’s guard.”


Madeline
eyed him carefully. He offered a means to freedom with his words. She saw the
baron’s pleased expression as he joined them. 


“No
need to drag this on any longer, girl,” the older man replied sourly. “Simply reverse
the spell you placed upon my son and we will leave. That is all we came for.”


Madeline
didn’t know how to reverse the spell. She wracked her brain to figure out how
she’d even done it at all. That would not get her out of this. She stalled for
time.


“You
will leave me alone if I reverse the spell?”


Hugh
eyed her with hatred in his gaze. “I’d like to see you burn, but I value my
prick more! Reverse the spell or we call the guards!”


Madeline
relaxed, seeing both men now cut off any avenue of escape. They stood on either
side of her. The thoroughfare was crawling with guardsmen now. One outcry from
them and they would have her clapped in chains. Gavin and his men were on the
practice field and not there to help her. She panicked but decided she could
brazen the matter out. He wanted a cure. Surely he would accept anything she
gave him and go?


“Come
inside and I will do as you ask,” she agreed and went inside the tent.


Hugh
and his father followed her, looking about the luxurious interior of the tent
with obvious scorn. Their eyes both went to the unmade bed, making her color at
the shared looks that passed between them.


“Your
noble champion appears to be doing well in his bid for the tourney prize,” the
baron said with a cruel smirk. “A pity he gains a wife when his purse is won.
What spell will you use to keep his interest then, Girl?”


Madeline
appeared stunned at the news. Gavin would marry another when he won? Hurt
filled her gaze as she went to her work table, keeping an eye on both.


“I
don’t know what you speak of. Sir Gavin seeks to win his title and estates
back. He’s said nothing of gaining a wife.”


The
baron shrugged, his brown eyes filled with amusement. “I do not doubt that
while you warm his bed. Strathmore’s daughter’s hand is also included in said
purse. Enjoy your knight, for he marries another when he wins.”


Madeline
ignored her hurt, deciding she would ask Alastair of this when she saw him. She
set up her work table and ignored the elder de Valmont. Hugh hovered over her
table, glowering down at her. 


It
was obvious the spell she cast held. He was impotent still. She was pleased at
least one of her spells held true. It unfortunately affected her freedom if she
was unable to reverse it. She’d poured over her grandmother’s book before her
arrest. She could find no means to do as they asked. Minerva warned her to not
cast indiscriminately. Near rape made her panic that day. She’d been so
overwrought, she’d not been thinking of anything but getting away from Hugh. 


She
mixed powders together and could see Hugh was losing patience. He paced and
gnashed his teeth while she worked. She was too panicked to do more than put
together another batch of headache powders from her depleted supplies.


“Does
de Mortaine know you are capable of such evil?” the baron asked and she
flinched from his unkind words. “You have no doubt cast your foul spell upon
him if he can’t see through you.”


“It’s
obvious you hold your son in high esteem after what he attempted to do to me,
Baron,” she noted with bitterness, feeling a twinge to know the man was right.
She had been using magic upon Gavin to maintain his amorous interest these last
two days. “I am not the evil one here! I did not ask to be set upon by your son!”


“We
haven’t time for this,” the older man snapped. “Be done with this now. We have
our own matters to be about.”


“It’s
done,” she said as she handed the vial to Hugh. “Take this and the spell will
be reversed at once.”


Madeline
watched him eat the powders without mixing them, eager to be rid of them both.
His brown eyes filled with satisfaction now as he eyed her speculatively, his
eyes sliding over her with insinuation.


“Now
we will see if it works,” he said as he stalked her, his hands removing his
belt.


Madeline
could see the baron had no intention of stopping his son from doing what he set
out to do in the woods. She backed away, panicking, seeing Hugh’s intent to
finish what he started that day.


“Stay
away from me! I did as you asked!” she cried in outrage, her eyes widening in
fear. 


“You
will lie with my son so we’re sure you haven’t cheated us,” the baron said
coldly and his arms folded across his chest. “I might even enjoy your favors
before we leave. It is the least you can do for making us come all this way.”


Madeline
could see the baron meant what he said as he took off his belt and began
removing his velvet surcoat, leering at her boldly now. Hugh came around her
work table with obvious intent, reaching out to snatch her.


The
damning words passed her lips before she could stop them. The chant was
finished as Hugh clapped his heavy hand upon her arm. His arm fell away and
disappeared as his clothes fell to the floor of the tent; the baron’s too. She
cringed to see the pile of clothes where both men once stood.


She
backed away when she saw two small heads stick out from the folds of their
clothing. The two grey rats eyed her with their beady black eyes as they
scurried about. She covered her mouth with shock, staring at them in dismay,
unable to conceive she’d turned both the baron and Hugh into rats.


Voices
outside the tent pulled her out of her shock. She quickly grabbed up both rats
by the tail and flung them into a rain barrel nearby. She kicked their clothing
and heard the jostle of coins. She picked up Baron de Valmont’s weighty purse
and opened it. Her eyes widened to see the gold coins within. There was a small
fortune there.


Thinking
of Gavin’s depleted circumstances and his generosity with her; she tucked the
purse away. She wadded up their clothing and hid it under the bed. She was
pacing and biting her lip as she listened to the rats squeaking within the
barrel, scratching to get out.


Crow’s
nose, what had she done now? She panicked and cast irresponsibly once more with
disastrous results. The Goddess would surely punish her for such wanton
disregard for the rules. Again she’d allowed fear to override her caution. 


Madeline
peered down into the barrel. She saw the rats scratching the wooden sides,
trying to crawl out. How long the spell would hold was difficult to know. She
prayed they didn’t remain rats forever. She kept an eye on Gerwin who sniffed
the barrel and meowed, sensing his lunch was not far away.


Thoughts
of the pair being devoured by her cat made her place the lid over the top,
assured the hole in it allowed both to breathe. She returned to her tasks, a
frown marring her brow as she contemplated what the baron said.


Was
it true? Did Gavin win the hand of a lady in the tourney? Tears filled her gaze
to think of the last two days she spent in his arms. Her lover was tireless in
his pursuit to please her. High color rode upon her cheeks to think of the bath
they’d shared the day before and the pleasure found with him. How easily she
allowed herself to forget she bound him to her.


To
know he would marry another made her curse her jealousy. She should have known
he’d have to marry. Why was she hurt to discover it? She knew why and fumed at
her own naïve thoughts. To think she meant more to him than a pretty bedmate
was laughable. He would win the tourney and marry Strathmore’s daughter. No
spell would stop that inevitable course.


She
paused at that bit of information. He could hardly be pleased to marry his
enemy’s daughter. Try as she might; she couldn’t harbor the feelings of anger
to know he kept it from her. She wasn’t here to do more than offer the man his
reward. After the allotted fortnight, he would be gone from her life. She had
no right to this hurt and anger she felt, or this love he gave her now.


Madeline
had nine days left with her valiant knight. Then she would be gone from his
life. The thought of never seeing Gavin again gave her a desolate feeling
inside. Her feelings for the man had blossomed into more than just mere
passion. She’d lost her heart to him.


What
sensible witch would allow such a travesty? She was a failure. Minerva would
mutter and lament over her behavior these last three days with the man. No good
could come of such feelings. No good could come of her using magic to deceive
the man.


Sir
Gavin would soon be Lord Gavin. He would marry a trueborn lady.
Bitterness gleamed in her blue gaze as she fed the fire, her hands trembling as
she tossed her cat a warning scowl.


“You
will kindly not eat the baron and his son until I can figure some way out of
this mess, Gerwin.”


The
cat purred loudly and rubbed against her side. She scratched behind his ears
and sighed depressively. She really was the worst witch ever! Minerva no doubt
rolled in her grave to know how badly she’d bungled matters. 


Her
grandmother would have known how to undo this. Somehow she must try on her own.
She had nine days before the tourney ended. There was no way of knowing how
long the spell would hold. Thoughts of the pair turning back to form, running
about their tent naked, made her giggle despite the severity of the situation. 


Even
now, Gavin refused to believe she was indeed a witch. He thought she played a
game. These silly practices, as he called them, needed to stop. He couldn’t
know how much she wished they could.


From
the time she was a small child she wished to be like all the other children.
When those children played their innocent games; she learned spells at
Minerva’s knee. She’d never regretted any of it until she met Gavin. Before she
met him, she sought only to master her craft.


What
she wanted most now was to see real admiration and love in his green eyes and
to know how it felt to be a real knight’s lady. If only for a little while, she
could pretend she was normal. These desires she felt made her feel out of
control. Binding him to her was only delaying the pain she would feel to know
he could never be hers.


I
don’t need such desires to plague me, she thought with a pang of
longing. Madeline felt tears start anew to know he would leave her soon. A lump
formed in her throat to not know one spell to stop that from happening.


Magic
couldn’t help her now. For the first time she was at a loss, at the whims of a
fickle heart like any other mortal. Resentment filled her gaze to know he had
to have known his winning included Lord Strathmore’s daughter’s hand in
marriage. He had avoided telling her of it.


 It
was time she took an interest in jousting. Spending time near the field would
offer her a look at the lady who would steal her knight. And like any witch
worth her salt; she would delight in stirring the pot.


****


“You
wish to watch me practice?” Gavin asked and frowned as he rolled to his side in
bed that night, his handsome face filled with unease. “Until the day of the
tournament; I don’t think it wise.”


“Why
not?” Madeline prodded, her blue eyes daring him to tell her about Strathmore’s
daughter. “I don’t see why I can’t watch.”


His
lips tightened and he rolled flat, staring up at the ceiling of the tent. He
rubbed his eyes and sighed. She could see by his tense expression he was trying
to muster some excuse to keep her away from the tiltyards.


“It
isn’t a fit place for women, Madeline,” he told her without meeting her gaze.
“The grounds are filthy; the men coarse. Besides, you are a distraction I don’t
need there.”


Madeline
pouted and sat up. She pulled the sheet up around her nakedness. Anger glowed
within her eyes. He feared she’d learn he deliberately deceived her. That was
why he didn’t want her there. She bristled and flung off the hand that caressed
her shoulder.


“There
is nothing there to see, Madeline,” he told her apologetically and pulled her
backward to lie against his hard chest. “I promise you a seat in the stands
with the men when the match begins, my fiery angel. Come and burn me once more
with your passion.”


She
was hardly appeased. “Why can I not watch you practice?”


Gavin
tilted up her chin and looked angry. “Because too much could happen to you
there. The men who loiter in the area are uncouth and not opposed to snatching
up a lovely young woman left unattended. I cannot be on the field and look out
for you. Obey me in this, my love.”


She
stayed grudgingly silent, biting her lip to keep from informing him she knew
the real reason he kept her from the tiltyards. He didn’t want her to know
about his intended bride should he win. Gavin soon kissed her and she forgot
her reasons to be angry. The passion in his arms made her forget all but him of
late. 


The
minute he touched her she burned for him, feeling more afflicted by daily
bindings than him. The power he wielded over her made her despise her weakness,
knowing she did what no self respecting witch would ever do. She’d fallen under
the spell of a man.


After
he made slow, wondrous love to her, he slept. She lay content in his arms,
listening to his deep, even breathing. The strain of the grueling training was
beginning to wear upon him. Each night his arms and shoulders were stiff and
sore, requiring all her best remedies to carry him through the evening. His
temper was short as well, showing the stress he was under.


The
closer the tournament day loomed; the surlier he grew, snapping at his men. She
bit back angry words much of late, knowing he meant nothing by it. Alastair
served as his squire and took the brunt of all. Madeline heard angry exchanges
between the pair daily. Alastair took all without resentment, but Gavin’s
orneriness tested all their patience. Even Gaston was grumbling when his Lord
sent him black looks for no apparent reason.


Their
nerves were all stretched and the desire to get the tournament behind them all
was felt every minute of the day. Three days passed since the baron and Hugh
arrived at their tent. So far, none questioned her keeping the two rats as
pets. She claimed she needed them for her remedies. Gaston pilfered a cage from
somewhere and she no longer had to keep them in the rain barrel. 


At
night, she covered the cage, conscious of their beady eyes upon her. She had
yet to find a spell to undo what she’d done.  Gavin didn’t show any signs
of suspecting she placed a spell on him each day. After he left their bed, she
made sure he returned with the same look in his eyes when he gazed at her.


The
tournament was in three days. The feast and ceremonies for the coronation of
James I would follow. Then she would part ways with this handsome knight she
grew to think as hers far too much for her state of mind.


They
didn’t speak of the day she would leave. She knew Gavin was conscious of it.
His lovemaking grew increasingly passionate and prolonged; as if he knew they
would never see each other again. He told her over and over again how much he
loved her. She couldn’t answer his impassioned words, knowing them to be false,
and the product of her daily spell.


Madeline
snuggled tighter against his chest, feeling his warmth and wondering how she
could bear to leave him now. The pain that thought caused brightened her eyes
with tears. She buried her face in his hard chest, her nose snuggling into the
mat of dark hair there, inhaling the rich manly fragrance that was his alone.


A
lifetime would not be enough with him, she thought as she was
lulled to sleep, her body curved contentedly into his.






[bookmark: _Toc325101621]~****~Chapter Ten~****~


One little, two
little, three little witches,

Fly over haystacks, fly over ditches,

Slide down moon beams without any hitches,

Hey ho Hallowe'en's here!



 

When
she woke in the morning all the men were gone before she could make them
something to eat. They all received stern lectures the night before from Gavin
to look sharp. None escaped his wrath, even poor Henry, who failed to buff out
a scratch in his armor.


She
fed the rats bits of cheese and bread, fuming over their fate. She chuckled to
see them tussle over the cheese. She wondered which one of the rats was the
baron and which was Hugh. All rats looked the same to her. 


Gerwin
was at least behaving himself, chasing stray felines within the festival
grounds. She was glad he now ignored the rats, fearful something would befall
them before she could turn them back.


Madeline
had little to do with her time and was still bristling over Gavin’ edict she
stay clear of the tiltyards. She was never good at following orders. Her
curiosity soon got the better of her. She bit her lip in indecision as she took
a handful of coins from the baron’s purse.


Madeline
went to the merchant’s carts and bought a set of boy’s clothes. She was pleased
with the result. She tucked her long red hair under a knit cap. She hurried
away from the tent in the direction of the tiltyard, eager to watch Gavin
practice.


There
were only twelve men left to compete after days of grueling eliminations. She
learned from Alastair the jousting was only part of it. There were a half dozen
other skills besides. Gavin had to wield a sword, swing his fists, and throw
spears and knives at targets. She felt a sense of pride to know her knight
ranked so high, now second in the lists next to Sir Rohan de Warren, Lord
Strathmore’s favorite and champion.


Sir
Rohan caused Gavin no little amount of concern. Madeline knew he worried he
would lose, claiming the man was better than him. She would see for herself,
find some weakness her lover could use to his advantage. Sir Rohan would not
steal Gavin’s birthright after all he’d done to reclaim it. She vowed to help
any way she could, though casting was now out of the question.


Madeline
didn’t dare after all she’d done to muck matters up. Recalling how she’d had
him stuck upon his horse the last time, she reasoned she could only make
matters worse for him. 


Madeline
grimaced the closer she got to the tiltyards. It stunk of horse dung and other
matter she’d not like to think about as she stepped carefully to the practice
fields, keeping her head down as she passed knights, nobles, and guards on her
way.


The
day was bright and slightly chilly. She looked about with interest as she
approached the fence, peering through the slats to see two men in the middle of
a match, their horses charging, lances outstretched.


Before
she could ascertain if one of them was Gavin, she was snatched up by the scruff
of her neck. She glared up at the hulking blond, leather clad knight. He stared
down at her in annoyance.


“You
there, Boy,” he demanded roughly as he dragged her away from the fence. “I need
my horse tended to. Get to it, lad. Enough of your gawking.”


Madeline
gasped as the heavy handed knight grasped her arm roughly and pushed her
towards the barn. Obviously he thought her a groom. She was about to argue the
matter when the man smacked her rear end to get her moving faster. She yelped
and rubbed her bruised posterior. She entered the dim barn and was pushed to
the stall.


“I
need the stall cleaned and fresh hay put down, and he needs feeding and
watering after he’s brushed,” the man said harshly before he grabbed her ear.
“Are you listening, lad?”


Madeline
nodded and rubbed her ear, glaring up at the surly knight. He acted just like
Gavin, come to think of it. She took a moment to assess the man. His face was
ruggedly handsome, even with the scar that ran under one eye. It hardly
diminished his looks, but seemed to enhance them. He was tall and powerfully
built. He had shoulder length pale blonde hair. His eyes were as black as sin
and glared down at her now.


Just
then his young squire returned, gazing at the knight in apology. “I see you’ve
found the groom, Sir Rohan. I apologize for the delay.”


“No
need to apologize, Burroughs. I found the little slacker skulking about the
practice field.”


Madeline
eyed the man in annoyance. It was no surprise this arrogant knight was her lover’s
rival. She should have known. She was dismayed to be in such an obvious dilemma
now. She studied the man discreetly as she listened to him and his squire
discussing the upcoming match.


Rohan
was indeed handsome and no doubt knew it. His obvious arrogance to be leading
the ranks in the tournament was clear. He expected everyone to do his bidding
as if he was Lord Rivenhahl already. She would have liked to kick the man in
his shins, but reasoned he’d clout her. Burroughs left to find his favorite lance
and shield.


Sir
Rohan regarded her with a questioning look. “What’s your name, Boy? I haven’t
seen you around here before.”


“Me
friend’s call me Mad,” Madeline answered in a gruff voice, ducking her head.


Sir
Rohan grinned, displaying an enviable smile. “Is that for your temper or your
state of mind, Mad? I don’t want to fear for my horse.”


“Both,
it be,” Madeline snapped. “Ye didn’t ask when ye dragged me here, Sir.”


Sir
Rohan laughed, a rich sound that was pleasant to her ears. “Do a good job, Mad.
I’ll make sure you have the best seat for the tournament for your effort, Lad.”


Madeline
watched him leave and glared back at the large bronze-colored horse named
Goldwyn. She came to spy on Gavin and was stuck caring for his opponent’s
horse. She muttered under her breath as she quickly carried out the tasks.
Within two hours, the horse was brushed a gleaming bronze. It looked content
with fresh hay, food, and water.


Madeline
left the barn and was grateful Sir Rohan wasn’t anywhere about. She climbed the
fence and saw him in conversation with Lord Strathmore near the man’s box. The
pair appeared to be arguing. She couldn’t hear what was said. Sir Rohan looked
furious as he stalked away from his sponsor. She jumped down from the fence and
got out of the man’s way as he stomped through the gates.


She
couldn’t see Gavin anywhere and decided to follow Sir Rohan and gain
information. She stayed a discreet distance behind him. He went to a large
luxurious tent on the opposite side of the festival grounds. Servants stood in
attendance outside. It was obvious whoever he went to meet was someone of
importance.


Madeline
ran around to the back of the tent and listened as the man went within. She
heard a low throaty female voice speaking first.


“Careful,
Rohan, you risk much to come here during the day while my husband postures
before our king. You could be seen,” the woman chided in amusement. “What has
you so angry?”


“Your
husband asks me to lose the match to de Mortaine,” Sir Rohan snapped within.
Madeline’s eyes widened as she listened.


“Lose?
Whatever for? He meant for you to have Rivenhahl. It amused him to withhold Sir
Gavin’s rightful due. What is Samuel up to now?” the lady mused and laughed in
a tinkling manner. “One never knows with my husband.”


“It
appears his plan has changed,” Sir Rohan ground out. “I did not train as I did
to lose, Blythe! I mean to win this tournament. Your husband seeks to betray
me.”


“You
must allow me to get to the bottom of this, Rohan. I will go to Samuel’s room
tonight and endure his company if only to find out what he plans,” Lady
Strathmore said thoughtfully.


Madeline
wondered if Lord Strathmore knew his wife entertained his champion knight while
he wasn’t looking. They both went silent for a time. She heard the sounds of
kissing, then moaning, and finally heated lovemaking. She walked away from the
back of the tent red-faced. She walked hurriedly back the way she came. She had
to find Alastair. It appeared Strathmore was up to something. It was also clear
Sir Rohan wanted no part in the man’s scheme.


She
returned to the tent and changed. She checked upon the two rats and fed them,
depressed to still have little idea how to change them back. She fed her pet
chicken and collected its eggs.


She determined
she would take what little of the Baron’s gold she needed to start over
somewhere. The rest she would leave for Gavin. Should he lose the match, he
would not leave here empty handed. The baron’s purse contained enough for her
to question their real purpose here at the tournament.


As
tightfisted as the man was reputed to be, it seemed odd he would carry such a
large sum around with him. She reasoned he might have wished to wager on the
tournament, but swiftly dismissed that theory when she counted the gold coins.
No, the baron didn’t carry such wealth about for a mere wager. He had a king’s
ransom in his purse. It made little sense to her.


These
thoughts troubled her but she went about preparing a meal for the men. It was
nearing the time they would return. She was disappointed she hadn’t managed to
catch a glimpse of Gavin, but she would return to the tiltyards tomorrow. This
time she would avoid Sir Rohan, having no desire to be ordered about by
him.  Alastair and Gavin arrived first. While Gavin saw to Cyrian, she
pounced upon Alastair as he washed his hands and face in the horse’s trough.


“I
overheard something today,” she began as she saw they were alone. “You mustn’t
ask how I came to know it; but you must warn Gavin.”


Alastair
wiped his face and his dark eyes filled with concern. “What did you hear?”


“I
followed Sir Rohan to Lady Strathmore’s tent and overheard him telling her Lord
Strathmore has asked him to throw the match.”


Alastair
looked immediately alert. “What did Rohan say was the reason?”


“He
didn’t say. He was angry and refused,” Madeline said and lowered her voice;
fearful Gavin would hear and learn she’d not followed his orders. “I heard
enough outside her tent.”


Alastair
grinned at Madeline’s words. “So just how long did you listen outside the tent,
Madeline?”


She
blushed furiously and looked away. “Enough to know Rohan is bedding
Strathmore’s wife.”


“Gavin
will want to know all of this,” he said and chuckled as he saw her mortified
face. “You’ve helped us a great deal.”


“I
saw him arguing with Strathmore and followed,” she said dismissively. “I did as
any of the others would have.”


“My
thanks, Madeline,” he offered and raked a hand through his dark hair. “We at
least know Strathmore doesn’t intend to deal fairly in this.”


“Rohan
is furious,” Madeline whispered and shook her head. “The man has no intention
of throwing the match. He wants what he was promised.”


“Strathmore
promised him Rivenhahl, no doubt. An earldom is enough to lure any knight into
mischief, but it makes no sense,” Alastair mused and scratched his chin. “Why
ask him to throw the match at the last? He cannot want to see Gavin’s family
restored to Rivenhahl. I must think on this. You would do well to avoid Sir
Rohan and the Lady Blythe in the future, Madeline.”


She
grinned up at him. “He thinks me a groom, I fear. I learned much dressed as a
boy today.”


Alastair
shook his head, dark eyes worried. “Gavin would be furious to know you skulk
about dressed as a lad spying on his opponent. Stay clear of the practice
fields, Madeline. Should Rohan discover you’re not a boy, I fear for you. The
man’s reputation with women is quite unsavory.”


“I
will take care,” she promised and smirked. “You can thank me by assuring me you
will look out for Gavin. I would not want to see him cheated out of his
rightful due once more.”


Alastair
nodded and said nothing as Gavin approached. His green eyes were weary as they
slid over Madeline’s face.


“I
would eat and take you for your bath,” he told her and smiled stiffly. “I won’t
be the best company, my sweet. I’m quite tired after today’s practice.”


Madeline
nodded and left the two men to get them something to eat. She saw them in
conversation. Gavin’s face was grim as his friend told him what was learned
today. Obviously Alastair left her out of how the information was collected.
The pair spoke quietly at the fire.


“It
appears Strathmore is not content to let the spoils go to the victor,” Gavin
said as he ate, glaring into the fire. “I see no point to the man’s efforts. He
could not want me to win.”


“I
think it obvious he wishes to have you accused of cheating after, my lord.”


“I
will take care. Inform the men to keep watch over all.”


Alastair
gazed at Madeline in gratitude after Gavin retired to the tent to remove his
gear.


“No more
spying upon Rohan, Madeline,” Alastair told her under his breath, dark eyes
boring into hers. “You’ve given us enough to be wary in the coming days.”


“What
is Lady Strathmore’s game?” Madeline asked, her eyes meeting his and saw his
avoid hers now.


“She
and Gavin were involved for a time while she visited the Scottish court,” he
told her grimly. “The lady has no doubt learned of your presence here with
Gavin. She can be quite vindictive. You must take care, Madeline.”


Madeline
nodded and retreated to get her things, eager to bathe after cleaning up after
Rohan’s horse. One sniff told her she needed a bath. She hoped Gavin was too
tired to smell the stench of hay and horse dung upon her during their trip into
the city. She’d have a hard time explaining it.


Gavin
was quite tired and talked little on the way to the brothel. They made short
work of attaining baths. She saw his weary features and felt for him. The last
days were wearing on him. She brightened to recall a remedy to give him some
relief.


When
they returned to camp the men sat about the fire, speaking quietly with
Alastair. All appeared outraged to learn Strathmore intended to cheat once
more. All vowed to keep an eye out for the man and Rohan in the coming days.


Madeline
decided another visit to the tiltyards was forthcoming. She could get closer to
Rohan than the others. He thought her to be Mad, the groom. He would pay her
little mind and she could find out what Strathmore intended. He would ignore
her presence and she could glean far more than the men.


The
thought of her daring disguise gave her a feeling of excitement. She grew bored
these last days before the main tournament. Gavin fell into an exhausted
slumber each night, too tired to do more than kiss her lips before falling
asleep next to her. When she woke before first light; he was gone.


Mad
the groom would arrive to care for Sir Rohan’s horse on the morrow. She was
certain there was more to Strathmore’s scheme that met the eye. She was
determined to learn all before the match to warn Gavin. He could not lose. This
one thing she could do for the man she loved before he left her.


****


Madeline
changed quickly after the men left and secured the tent. She knew Henry was
lingering behind today and sent him on an errand before she left for the
tiltyards.


When
she arrived to the barn, she approached Sir Rohan’s horse and the animal
snorted at her, ungracious for her efforts the day before. She petted the
animals’ silky nose and offered him some grain.


“Don’t
over feed him or he will be sluggish today, Mad,” Sir Rohan snapped as he
approached, making her jump at the sight of him. The man glared at her and
raised an eyebrow, dark eyes snapping. “Where did you run off to yesterday? I
had need of you.”


“I
got other jobs to see to,” she grumbled and climbed down from the slat in the
stall. “You’re not the only knight needing a groom, Sir Rohan.”


Rohan
grinned at the boy’s surly tone. His dark eyes twinkled as he reached into his
pocket and withdrew a coin and tossed it to him. Madeline caught it in midair,
hand snaking out to catch it.


“My
thanks, let it not be said I do not reward those efforts,” he said as the boy
pocketed the coin. “We’ve a busy day and I need you to look sharp.”


“Who
ye be challenging today, Sir Rohan?”


“Sir
de Mortaine meets me on the field today,” he informed her. “We have two full
days before the tournament begins. I would see what the man is made of before
he meets me on the field.”


“I
hear he’s the one to beat, Sir Rohan.”


Rohan
glared at his words. “And beat him I will! I have not come all this way to do
any less. I will send de Mortaine running back to Scotland, you will see.”


“Ye
got a problem with Sir de Mortaine?”


Rohan
shrugged and his handsome face reflected no deceit. “I don’t even know the man.
It is my noble sponsor who has issue with him.”


“That
would be Lord Strathmore?” Madeline asked and poured water in the horses
bucket. “I heard the tales.”


Rohan
eyed the boy curiously. “What have you heard, Mad?”


“The
old one’s say Strathmore had de Mortaine’s Father falsely accused of throwing
the match years ago, got him banished.”


The
knight appeared to reflect those words, his face grim. “I know nothing of that.
I was promised much to win the day for the man.”


“They
say his daughter’s hand is part of the prize.”


Rohan
grimaced and made a sound of disgust. “Ah yes, the Lady Lucinda. A pity, but
one can’t have one without the other.”


“She
be ugly, Sir?”


“She’s
nearly as round as she is tall with the braying laugh of a jack ass. Such is my
luck, Mad.”


“Or
de Mortaine’s, Sir Rohan?”


Rohan
nodded and grinned. “Yes, well one would certainly not blame me for taking a
dive from my horse at the last to avoid Lady Lucinda, unless de Mortaine thinks
of it himself.”


Rohan
laughed at his own words and took his leave. Madeline bristled to know the
baron’s words were true. She was pleased Lady Lucinda was as unappealing as
Rohan said. She cared for the horse and stole quietly out of the barn, spying
upon Rohan as he joined Strathmore. She crept under the stands to get closer,
careful to avoid being seen. She drew close enough to listen.


Strathmore
was in his early fifties now and completely grey. She could see he was once
quite handsome, if not for the cruel light in his pale eyes. Even from the
short distance under the stands, she sensed his evil aura.


“I
don’t know what you’re after, my lord, but it has nothing to do with me,” Rohan
snapped as he towered over the regally dressed older man, glaring down at him.
“You would ask me to lose now? For what; I demand to know?”


“Oh,
you will not lose, Sir Rohan,” Strathmore said smoothly, his eyes filled with
amusement. “You will win by default when it’s discovered de Mortaine cheated.
Just sit back and say nothing. You will gain Rivenhahl, have no fear.”


Rohan
looked disgusted. “Why the need for games my lord? I can beat the man! I don’t
understand why you feel the need to do this.”


Strathmore
appeared angry. “You will do as you’re told, Sir Rohan. You wanted a title and
riches, did you not? What’s one man’s honor to that? You don’t even know de
Mortaine. Why would you possibly care if he is clapped into the tower by week’s
end?”


“Why
do you hate the man, my lord?” Rohan asked. “Perhaps if you could explain what
the man has done to show such insult to you; I could accept all in my own
mind.”


Strathmore
chuckled and shook his head. “I knew his sire. I don’t know his son. The insult
is no insult at all, just my desire to handpick the new Lord of Rivenhahl. You
will owe me much when you gain your estates, Rohan.”


“I
should have known your offer bore strings, my lord,” Rohan remarked coolly.
“What is it you really want?”


“King
James buys his friends, as well we know,” Strathmore said in disgust. “Did he
not knight over three hundred men on his progress here? The man has more nobles
in this country now than peasants, never a good thing. I seek one loyal to only
my cause.” Strathmore’s chuckle sent shivers down Madeline’s spine. “I will
tell you all in due time, Sir Rohan. Let us just say; you will take a fall from
your horse. It will later be determined de Mortaine cheated. He will lose the
ear of our king, and you gain Rivenhahl.”


“I
would know why I help destroy a man’s honor, my lord.”


Strathmore
shrugged. “The man is much like his father. He has Stuart’s ear. That is reason
enough for me. If he gets back his title and estates; it is clear to me he will
stand in my way.”


Rohan
absorbed his words with a frown. “I didn’t agree to ride for you to cheat, my
lord.”


“You
wanted a title, did you not?” Strathmore asked and shrugged. “What do you care
if de Mortaine pays the price?”


Rohan
said nothing more. Strathmore left him to return to the king’s side. Madeline
backed away and scooted from under the stands. She was disturbed by the fact
Strathmore’s goals seemed far more sinister than they thought.


Madeline
entered the barn and tugged at the heavy saddle on the stall door, knowing she
was expected to ready the animal. She could hardly lift the saddle and huffed
and puffed, before she set it down. Goldwyn gave her an indignant look,
snorting at her angrily.


She
gazed at the horse with a pained look. “I guess there is no point in asking you
to saddle yourself?”
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When I was a child 

there was an old woman in our neighborhood 

whom we called The Witch. 

All day she peered from her second story window 

from behind the wrinkled curtains 

and sometimes she would open the window 

and yell: Get out of my life!



 

Rohan
returned to the barn and saw Mad’s backside presented to him as the boy
attempted to saddle his charger. His breath caught in his throat when he got a
glimpse down the boy’s shirt front as he bent to retrieve the saddle once more.
It was no boy, but a lady he saw. The sight of one full, curved ivory breast
made his breath catch, his eyes darkening.


“Look
sharp, Mad. We have much to do today,” he called out as he approached, his eyes
sliding over the delicate features in disgust. How he could have thought those
features were those of a boy just showed how distracted he was during this
match.


He
felt excitement as he watched Mad tug at the saddle. His eyes traced the
delectable derriere with interest, his loins tightening in response. His anger
at being tricked by the woman dissolved as he determined to ascertain why she
pretended to be a groom.


Those
large blue eyes avoided his. “Ye ride against de Mortaine this morn, Sir. It is
the talk of the yard.”


Rohan
smiled as he approached, wanting to jerk the knit cap off the girl’s head to
see what color her hair was, his eyes tracing her perfectly slashed dark red
brows with interest. Standing close enough, he caught the faintest hint of
lavender. His dark eyes burned with interest and more than a little desire as
he saw her bent over the saddle, having decidedly wicked thoughts of Mad. The
woman was obviously playing some game. He would get to the bottom of it.


“Who
do you wager on to win, Mad?” he asked curiously as he looked down at the woman
disguised as his new groom in consideration. 


Mad
looked up from where he was bent and his blue eyes met his quickly before
looking away. “I haven’t a thought, Sir Rohan.”


Rohan
was enjoying himself now, eager to draw the woman out of her disguise. “Oh but
you must have, all this time you spend down here. Which of us would you put
your coin on to win, Mad?”


The
boy shuffled under his spearing gaze and stammered. “I…I don’t make bets, Sir.”


“You
look like a betting man to me, Mad” Rohan replied as he gazed down at the boy.
“You take risks don’t you, Boy?”


“Not
often. No, Sir.”


“Oh,
I think you take many risks, Mad,” Rohan replied with gleaming black eyes.
“Come now, don’t feel you injure my feelings. I would know which of us you
would choose as your champion.”


Mad
mumbled under his breath. “I haven’t thought of it, Sir Rohan.”


Rohan
grinned and enjoyed the game. “Think of it and tell me who you would choose.”


Mad
appeared flustered then. “Why does my opinion matter, Sir Rohan?”


“You
are my groom. I would know where your loyalties lay, Boy.”


“Certainly
I put my wager on you, Sir Rohan,” Mad said and nodded stoutly.


“Goldwyn
needs his stall cleaned out once more,” Rohan said and delighted in the way the
girl’s lips tightened in annoyance. “When you finish with that, he needs a good
lye bath. Brush him until he glows. I want only the best feed given to him.”


“Will
there be anything else, Sir Rohan?” Mad asked coolly.


“No,
that will be all, Mad,” he said and smiled mockingly. “Was there more you
wished to do for me? I want you back here before the dinner hour, so don’t run
off.”


The
girl’s face reddened and she grumbled as she turned to see about the tasks he
gave her. Rohan left the barn whistling, vowing to discover who she was. He had
matters of his own to attend to. 


His
squire Burroughs took to eavesdropping upon de Mortaine and his men in the
festival tent. Try as he might, he couldn’t go through with what Strathmore
asked of him. He theorized if he could find some means to despise the man, he
could do as he asked. The bitter gall he felt told him otherwise.


**** 
 


 Mad
looked exhausted by the time he returned late that day. She finished all the
tasks Rohan assigned her. She was just pouring grain into the horses feed
bucket


“Good,
you’re still here,” Rohan said as he entered the stable, his black eyes filled
with amusement. “You’ve done a good job, Mad.”


“I’ll
just be goin’ now, Sir Rohan,” Mad said, head down, intending to pass the
knight. He blocked her way, throwing the bar in the door. He smiled as he
reached out and yanked the cap from her head, watching the mass of dark red
hair fall about her waist with a raised eyebrow.


“Come
now, Mad. Don’t leave while the game just gets interesting,” Rohan said silkily
as he stalked her, cutting off her way out the barn door. “Why are you
pretending to be my groom? Who are you?”


“I’ve
done nothing wrong, Sir Rohan!” she cried in alarm and backed away. “I merely
came to watch the practice rounds; that is all.”


“Disguised
as a groom?” he asked in obvious disbelief. “The place to be is in the stands
if that is true. Who sent you? Was it Lord Strathmore?”


“No,
I came on my own. You must listen to me. It’s not what you’re thinking.”


“You
couldn’t know what I’m thinking,” Rohan said with a wolfish grin.


She
looked glorious with her long red hair falling about her waist, making Rohan’s
heartbeat quicken. He saw the hay pile in the stall behind her and grinned.
Before the girl could get over her shock, he lunged at her. Grabbing her about
the waist, he sent them both tumbling into the hay behind her. He kicked the
stall door shut with his boot, holding her wriggling body still beneath his,
enflamed by his lovely groom.


“Sir
Rohan, please stop!” she cried and pushed against his wide shoulders, her blue
eyes wide with fear. “Let me go!”


“Sweet
Mad, we haven’t even begun. I can’t let you go, my fiery one,” Rohan replied
thickly, his black eyes enflamed and filled with lust. “Let us see what else
you hide from me.”


Rohan
smiled as he smoothed back her glorious hair, his body tightening alarmingly as
her smaller one continued to wiggle under him. He couldn’t help the impulse to
kiss her at that moment. His lips swooped down and found hers, cutting off her
outraged cries. 


Rohan
covered those full delectable lips hungrily, losing himself in the feel of her under
him. His tongue stroked and engaged hers, intoxicated by the taste and smell of
her. She was pushing at his shoulders, trying to get free. He used her
movements to ease up her tunic. His large hands covered and stroked her full
breasts. He massaged the tightening nipples there with slow, maddening
pressure.


Rohan
held her thrashing body still and yanked up her tunic to her neck. His eyes
took in her lush ivory charms there with a soft groan. His blistering mouth
lowered to pull and suckle hungrily at the hardened cherry peaks. He nibbled
and played at her nipples, felt her trembling under him.


“Sweet
Jesus, you are lovely, Mad,” he whispered before his mouth retook hers in a
hungry, searching kiss. His lips parted hers feverishly, his tongue engaging hers
wildly. She kissed him back now, tentatively at first, and then with growing
ardor.


Rohan
fumbled with his own breeches and the ties of hers. He yanked them down her
slim hips to her ankles. His large hand splayed over the quivering
copper-colored mound of curls between her thighs. He parted the moist folds and
delved within. He found her with slow pleasurable strokes, heard her gasps in
denial.


“You
must stop, Sir Rohan,” she whispered, even as she arched her mound into his
hand.


“You
don’t want me to stop, Mad,” he muttered thickly as his finger stroked her
faster, feeling her wetness with a satisfied growl. “Lie still and let me love
you, Mad. I burn for you, sweetheart.” His black eyes were filled with desire
as she moved into his hand. He saw those blue eyes widen and fill with passion,
stroking her there with slow, deliberate pressure. The heated caresses of his
finger made her tense and twist under him. 


She
cried out as his finger thrust within her. She was distracted by his caresses,
eyes closed and lips parted. His insistent rubbing finger made her writhe and
moan under him. He eased his throbbing sex free, sliding over her quickly and
fitting himself between her slender thighs. 


“No,
we cannot do this,” she said in alarm as he pressed her into the hay. “You must
stop!”


Rohan
stared down at her with passion-fused eyes. “Your lips say no, but already your
body moves to receive mine, sweet liar,” he said and gasped as the tip of his sex
poised against her, easing within her slightly. “Tell me to stop now if you
can.”


She
moaned softly, her knees coming up to clutch his hips, her arms sliding around
his neck. Rohan raised his head to stare into her deep blue gaze. He heard her
say a jumble of strange words and knew no more. 


****


Madeline
eased away from the inert blond knight, hands shaking as she covered herself.
She bit her bruised trembling lips, sorrow and dismay filling her gaze. She got
up quickly and pulled up her breeches, closing her eyes in disgust to feel the
delicious stirrings from Rohan’s lustful advances. 


She
closed the stall door, hiding Sir Rohan as he lay sprawled face down in the hay
with his breeches around his knees. The sight of those taut muscled buttocks
made her look away in mortification. She knew him to be merely sleeping, knew
the spell would keep him thus for the remainder of the day.


Madeline
refused to give into the tears that were forming. She snatched up the cap and
put it back on her head, her lips still tingling from the man’s passionate
kisses. She was shocked to have enjoyed the encounter. Tears filled her gaze to
know this would have hardly been rape had she allowed it to continue. It was
all she could do to stop.


Madeline
was ashamed to have allowed it to go on so long. Contempt for herself made her
forego the practice field after that. She left the barn on shaking legs, too
disturbed by the feel of another man’s hands and lips on hers to recall the
errand that brought her there for another. She returned to the tent and refused
to dwell upon the shocking incident in the barn.


When
Sir Rohan awoke he would be angry, looking for her no doubt. The tiltyard was
the last place she needed to be. She must make herself scarce. She had three
days until the fortnight was at an end. She would see the man she loved regain
all he lost, and hide from his black-eyed opponent who saw through her clever
disguise.


There
was the matter of the baron and his son to consider now. She was nowhere close
to finding the spell to reverse what she’d done. She had more than enough to
do. She pushed all thoughts of the handsome blond knight aside, disgusted to
have lingered on the man at all. Knowing she nearly succumbed to him gnawed at
her. She waxed tearful and angry all evening. Thoughts of how she betrayed
Gavin in those moments haunted her. Rohan’s hands and lips undermined her
feelings for another quickly. She was angriest to have been caught before she
could learn more of value. 


****


Gavin
snuck up behind Madeline with a small bouquet of flowers behind his back. The
impulse to buy them came upon him suddenly. He saw she was distracted, reading
from the large leather bound book. She didn’t hear him approach. 


He
lowered his head and kissed her neck where her hair fell away from her
shoulder, causing her to jump guiltily and flush as she turned and saw him.


“You
startled me, Gavin,” she said and smiled as he presented her with the flowers,
her lips curving in delight. “They’re lovely.”


“Not
half as lovely as you,” he remarked as he reached for the clasp of his chain
mail. “I fear I’ve neglected you much of late, my sweet.”


“You
are back earlier?”


Gavin
frowned as he removed his armor. “It appears Sir Rohan took ill yesterday. The
day was a wash, I’m afraid.”


Madeline
said nothing as she put the flowers in water and set them on top of her work
table. “Nothing too serious, I hope?”


Gavin
grinned as he tugged off his tunic. “They couldn’t wake the man up. They found him
sleeping in the barn yester eve. Alastair and I practiced for a time and then I
thought you and I might enjoy the day.”


She
looked away then. His eyes traced her lovely features with a naughty look
suddenly. His desire for his flame haired enchantress always surprised him. She
looked lovely in the lavender gown he’d bought her. Thoughts of what lie
underneath made him eager to take off his gear.


She
helped him remove his chest plates and arm coverings. He tossed all to the
floor of their tent, his green eyes filled with desire He held out his hand to
her.


“I’ve
missed you, sweet witch,” he whispered, voice thick with passion. “Come let us
not waste this day. I would make up to you the last two I fell asleep at your
side.”  


She
came into his arms eagerly, her lips meeting his with hunger. He swung her up
in his arms and carried her to their bed, pulling at her gowns fastenings and
removing the rest of his own clothing.


Gavin
worshiped every inch of ivory flesh, his lips scoring her tender breasts until
she cried out. When he joined their bodies, she wept into his neck, holding him
tightly. He took her fiercely, holding her until the thunder in his chest eased
and their ardor cooled. 


Madeline
sighed with contentment against his chest, her small hand stroking the mat of
hair there. Her blue eyes were dazed and sated as they met his.


“You
have made up for lost time, Sir Knight,” she said softly. “What would you do
for the rest of the day?”


“Why
don’t we go into the city and see the sights?” he suggested. “The men are
chomping at the bit to get away from here as well.”


Madeline
smiled at mention of his men. “They would follow you anywhere, wouldn’t they?”


“I
know for certain they would. Most have the scars to show for it now.”


Gavin
grinned as he thought of his foster brothers. He was saddened to lose Miles at
the end of the tournament, but happy one out of the five found their father and
it turned out well. The others were inclined to not look back, all but
Alastair, satisfied with what they found here.


Alastair
refused to approach Monteith with his claim. Gavin saw the duke sat with the
king everyday during the last days before the tournament began. From what he
observed and learned, Monteith was an honorable man. Beset with five daughters
and no sons; he knew the man would embrace Alastair. His friend refused,
preferring to keep the matter to himself.


Gavin
didn’t want to think of how Vivienne would react. His sister had their father’s
foul temper. She would not take it well when they returned to Scotland after
the tournament. She would be angry Alastair refused to try and better himself.


He
could hear them bickering already and wished he’d relent. He knew his friend.
His pride over his humble beginnings hit him harder than the others. Knowing
his mother very deliberately abandoned him made his actions here more than
predictable. He would lose Vivienne before he would endure Monteith’s
rejection.


“What
troubles you, Gavin?” she asked as she lay against his chest comfortably.


He
stroked her back, holding her closer, bent and kissed her lips softly. “What
troubles me is thinking of what troubles me in bed with a beautiful woman. Now,
where were we?”


****


Madeline
just returned from buying supplies from the merchants and paused outside the
tent, hearing Gavin and Alastair arguing within. She hesitated as she listened.


“The
fortnight is near its end and you still have no idea what you will do with her,
my lord,” Alastair said angrily. “Would it not be better to take her with us to
Rivenhahl?”


“Better
for whom?” Gavin asked harshly. “You realize I will have a wife should we go
there? No, I have changed my mind. She will be compensated and sent on her way.
It is more than fair to her.”


She
heard a snort of derision from Alastair. Her heart clenched to know the spell
wore off in the time she was away. Her heart ached to hear Gavin’s callous
decision to leave her here when he won. Her heart bled to hear it, but what had
she expected? She tricked him daily with spells to feel better about going to
his bed; to fool herself it was more than it was.


“So
much for you offering her all you have in your heart,” Alastair said
contemptuously. “What was all that about?”


“The
throes of lust and no more, my friend,” Gavin said mockingly. “I have no plan
to take her with me.”


“I
thought you began to care for her,” Alastair said in frustration.


Gavin
laughed and the sound tore at her heart. “Aye, I care for her every night in my
bed, my friend. She pleased me well, but not enough to give all up.”


“You
make no sense! One day you act like you adore the woman, the next you act as if
she means nothing to you.”


“You
confuse whatever it is you think you see, Alastair. I mean to win,” Gavin said
harshly. “Is a girl who thinks she’s a damned witch worth my family’s honor?”


Madeline
didn’t wait for Alastair’s reply. She walked away from the tent feeling
bruised, sickened and infuriated. She didn’t trust herself to be anywhere near
Gavin right now. The worst part was that she brought all upon herself.


****



Madeline
helped Gavin put on his gear. It was not yet light outside. He declined
anything to eat. She could see by the tense set of his face he worried the
preliminary matches of today, and the next, up against Sir Rohan. Her hurt
feelings from the day before were assuaged when she cast another spell,
bringing back her loving knight.


She
gave Rohan little thought the last day spent with Gavin, basking in his
attentions. They went into the city with the men and explored for hours,
watching street corner plays, and eating from vendor carts. She enjoyed herself
immensely and the day was over far too soon.


Now
he went to face Rohan in the field with uncertain outcomes. She didn’t dare
linger on the image of the man pinning her to the hay pile, or his lusty ardor.
She felt disgusted she’d let it get that far before she cast a spell upon him
to stop it.


Gavin
bent and kissed her lingeringly, his eyes gentle as they beheld hers. “I will
need all your spells for luck this day, sweet witch. Rohan has had a full day’s
rest. He will be unmerciful.”


“Is
he that good, Gavin?” she asked tentatively, wanting to know more about the
knight and cursing her own curiosity.


Gavin
frowned at her question. “He is better than good. He is unbeatable. The man has
made quite a name for himself. Strathmore found himself a worthy champion. Let
us hope I find some weakness in the man these next two days.”


Madeline
watched him leave and vowed she’d find one for him. Rohan was carrying on an
illicit affair with Lady Strathmore. She could be sure the pair met the night
before when he woke up. She would be sure to help matters along. A giggle
escaped her as she worked the spell in her mind, chuckling at the visual she
had. Sir Rohan would find himself indisposed once more, giving Gavin another
day’s edge in practice.


She
hummed as she opened the bundle with the boy’s clothes inside, finding several
pale blond hairs among them from her rolling in the hay with Sir Rohan. She
took them and bound them in thread, chanting over them, sprinkling the powders
and burning them until they turned blue, saying the words to seal the man’s
fate.


Lover’s
secret met with luck, soon finds them bound and stuck. Oh hold thy embrace fast
and true, hold them long, hold them through


Madeline
giggled as she blew across the burning tray, her eyes filled with mischief. Sir
Rohan would find his randy needs met, she was sure. She chuckled as she cleaned
up her mess, wishing to be a fly on the tent wall to see the pair’s
expressions.
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Here I am
and forth I must.


In Jesus
Christ is all my trust.


No wicked
thing do me no spite,


Here nor
elsewhere, day or night,


The Holy
Ghost and the Trinity,


come
betwixt my evil spirit and me,


~Anonymous.


 


Rohan
sighed and lifted his head, smiling down into Lady Blythe’s flushed sated
features. He had not meant to spend the night with her, but after the rousing
encounter with Mad in the barn, he was on fire. He’d looked everywhere for the
lovely redheaded imposter when he woke and found her nowhere. Soon he settled
for Blythe’s come-hither looks in the festival tent. He followed her back here
while her husband curried favor with their new king.


Rohan
sought to pull away from the lovely brunette beauty and make ready to return to
the practice field. He cursed to find he couldn’t remove himself from within
Blythe’s lovely body, eyes widening with alarm.


“Get
off, you big oaf!” she soon complained and struggled, trying to push him off.


Rohan
groaned in disgust to find he couldn’t disengage himself from her lovely body,
held fast. He stared down into her fuming face and cursed once more. All he
succeeded in doing was mash her under him, earning more complaints and felt her
hitting him.


“I’d
like to get up, I assure you. It appears we are stuck,” Rohan growled and fumed
as he tried to get off her once more. “Will you bloody hold still, Woman? I’m
trying to get off you!”


“Get
off me!” Blythe cried and uttered several unladylike epithets.


Rohan
closed his eyes in mortification to realize he couldn’t get out of or off his
lovely companion. Their bodies were very much stuck together. He fumed to know
his squire and grooms were awaiting him at the stables. He was to meet de
Mortaine on the field for one full day until the tournament began. It appeared
he would be late.


They
writhed and struggled and soon lay still. Blythe cursed him as she stared up at
him.


“If
my lord husband finds us here like this, you can forget his patronage, Sir
Rohan. I suggest you pull that well hung organ out or we are done!” she said in
a scathing tone.


“I
cannot move I told you,” he growled and glared down at her. “Tell your servants
you’ve taken ill and not to disturb you until we figure out how to get apart. I
can assure you this has never happened to me before.”


Blythe
called through the tent for her servants and informed them to leave her be for
the remainder of the day. She added she was taking no visitors. She glared up
at Rohan in fury.


“This
is an outrage, Rohan! Now get off me!”


He closed
his eyes, deciding in that moment he would never seek Lady Strathmore’s bed
again. Her beauty was one thing; her motives were another. He didn’t trust her.
Being this close to the woman was enough of an eye opener now. He’d been
enflamed by the redhead Mad when he awoke, determined to purge his insatiable
hunger. Now it appeared he’d pay for that.


“If
I could, I would,” he fumed and glared down at her. “It appears I’m quite stuck
in you, my lady. Your appreciation of it is warming.”


Lady
Blythe scowled and commenced to kicking once more. He grunted to catch one of
her sure blows to his shin before he pinned the woman beneath him. The
noblewoman was infuriated.


“Do
something, Rohan!” she cried and pushed at him, trying to disengage their
bodies, but to no avail. “We cannot be found like this!”


“Have
your servant send for mine at my tent. Burroughs might have some suggestions.
The man’s quite resourceful.”


Lady
Blythe called to her servant outside the tent and gave the man instructions, sending
him running to Rohan’s tent.


“If
Samuel finds us thusly, you can forget about the tournament, Rohan,” she
muttered tightly as they lay stuck together, her large catlike haze eyes
narrowed in anger. “He will send you back to that heathen island where he found
you in pieces!” 


“If
your husband finds us, it would dispute his wondering who you dally with, my
lady. He thinks de Mortaine is in your bed still.”


Blythe
smiled smugly as she stared up at her lover. “It appears Gavin has brought a
woman with him to the tournament. My servants say the redheaded creature is
nowhere near my equal in beauty.”


Rohan
perked up at the words about the redheaded woman de Mortaine brought with him.
His dark eyes narrowed as he thought of Mad. Now it explained what the woman
was doing sneaking about the barn in disguise. It was clear she was de
Mortaine’s spy. Just thinking about those rousing moments in the barn were
enough to cause his body to tighten, alerting Lady Blythe without words.


“Well,
this condition should prove entertaining at least, Rohan,” she murmured as she
moved under him in answer.


Rohan
no longer wanted the dark-haired beauty under him, but the lush redhead he’d
held in his arms so briefly. Those carnal images of her were enough to
substitute the woman in his arms. He enjoyed a rousing moment before his
servant arrived.


Burroughs
entered the tent and was red-faced at once, seeing him naked and atop Lady
Blythe. The young man looked away, uncomfortable to have been brought into such
an intimate moment.


“We
seem to have a problem, Burroughs,” Rohan told him as he lifted his head from
Lady Blythe’s fragrant ivory neck, grinning to see the young man’s open
embarrassment.


****


Gavin
glared as Sir Rohan’s squire and grooms made the man’s excuses. Alastair whistled
under his breath as he went to go suit up to practice with his lord once more.


“What
is the nature of the man’s illness now?” Gavin asked angrily of the squire
named Burroughs. “I need not remind him or you we start the tournament
tomorrow?”


“No,
Sir de Mortaine, he is quite indisposed. It’s a stomach ailment. A most
grievous one, from what I can see. He will be more himself tomorrow.”


Gavin
shook his head as the man all but ran from his sight. He stood in front of the
barn where he met the squire with Sir Rohan’s excuses. He was fairly gnashing
his teeth. Two days in a row the man put him off, leaving him to practice with
Alastair. He was eager to get the tournament behind him.


He
shook his head in disgust as he wheeled Cyrian about and headed back to the
field. His thoughts were dark as he contemplated Strathmore, who was just told
of Sir Rohan’s defection today. The older man looked incensed as he stalked
from the stands.


The
information Alastair told him made his eyes narrow at the man’s back. He could
almost wager Sir Rohan was not happy to take the purported fall from his horse
the earl demanded. By all accounts, the man was unbeatable. Gavin competed
against him enough to know it would take a miracle to beat him.


He
had one more day to train, it appeared. Sir Rohan’s second day from the field
was to his own advantage and he’d not waste it. Alastair returned in full armor
on his own charger, lifting his visor to regard him with twinkling eyes.


“I
shall try to go easy on you, my lord.”


Gavin
chuckled and shook his head. “Give me your best, Alastair. We buy time here
with the man’s dereliction. The last thing I need is you being soft on me.”


“That’s
the spirit. Have you asked our fair witch to leave with you yet? You do keep
changing your mind, don’t you?” he asked and Gavin looked away, telling him he
hadn’t without confirmation. “What do you wait for?”


“What
I would offer her is a far cry from what a young woman would wish for, you do
agree? I can hardly see her being overjoyed to be my mistress.”


“It
isn’t like she can be your wife, my lord,” Alastair said and shrugged. “If you
win, you marry Lady Lucinda.”


Gavin
didn’t wish to be reminded and shifted in the saddle. “That’s why I wait. If I
lose; the choice is mine to make once more. Do you think she will be happy to
take a penniless knight?”


Alastair
grinned with pleasure. “So you would offer the girl more if you lose, my lord?”


Gavin
smiled and snapped down his visor. “I offer the lady all should I lose.”


“I
am happy for you either way, my lord, but we very much need to win.”


Gavin
spurred his mount to the other end of the wooden divider. He didn’t want to
think about winning anymore. He was disgusted to want his redheaded witch more
than his title and lands now. He owed it to his family to reclaim all that was
lost. That obligation was now at war with what was in his heart. He could no
longer ignore the fact he had done the unthinkable and fell for his lovely
witch. It confused him, these sudden feelings that burst from nowhere, making
him think of only her.


Just
thinking of never seeing her again made him balk and question the feelings he’d
begun to have. It was more than lust. Though he could hardly recall being so
satisfied with another woman; it was more. Madeline intrigued him, made him
laugh, and made him feel every bit the gallant knight she thought him to be.


Leaving
her was no longer an option, he thought with a smile recalling her passion the
night before. His lusty witch sought him again in the night, her hands and lips
driving him to madness. No, he could no longer think to leave her. She might
rage and argue to be his mistress, but he’d not leave her behind. 


She
would come around, he assured himself, but highly doubted it. His little witch
was quite independent. She would see his offer as some affront to her. For that
reason, he stayed silent of it; knowing the battle he faced with her was more
daunting than meeting Sir Rohan on the field.


****


Madeline
chuckled when Henry returned for a water skin and informed her Sir Rohan failed
to report to the jousting field again that day. She was giggling as she went
about her day, knowing the spell must have achieved its purpose. She gave Gavin
one more day to brush up on all his skills before he met his opponent.


She
fed the two rats and despaired of their fate. Her departure loomed ahead of
her. She was nowhere near to reversing the spell. She would have to let them go
and hope for the best. Just the thought of one of them being a meal for a
predator made her question her own soft feelings.


Both
men meant to see her dead a fortnight ago. Hugh’s disgusting actions that day
and his father’s intent to join him at it made her question why she cared. The
two men got what they deserved, whether it was by her hand or not. She tried to
feel better for it but knew her magic wasn’t meant to be used in such a way.


The
Goddess could turn her magic against her now if displeased. Thinking about what
she did to Sir Rohan and Lady Blythe made her more than a little nervous. That
certainly wasn’t called for, despite what the pair intended for Gavin. It was
obvious Strathmore sought to discredit Gavin through fair means or foul.


She
washed up and contemplated her day with a mischievous look in her eyes. With
Sir Rohan out of the way for the day, she could watch Gavin and Alastair
practice. That should prove entertaining. She changed back into the boy’s
clothes before she changed her mind. She hurried to the tiltyards, anxious to
see her knight compete. Her eyes were bright and filled with excitement as she
crept behind the stands, finding a decent place to watch.


 She
found watching exhilarating, seeing Alastair and Gavin’s lances glancing off
one another with a worried lip and clenched hands. She nearly cheered to see
Alastair fly off his mount finally and land in the dirt until she remembered
she quite liked the knight.


Gavin
was gaining much more skill and confidence by Rohan’s absence these last two
days. She prayed it was enough as she watched them continue. Her eyes went to
the king’s box, empty except for a handful of courtiers and a few ladies. Her
eyes narrowed as she wondered which one was Lady Lucinda. 


The
thought of losing her knight to the unknown woman made her gnash her teeth and
feel as evil as witches were thought to be. She knew these thoughts were misplaced.
Just because she made the mistake of falling in love with her knight didn’t
mean he was supposed to throw his future away on a common born witch.


She
loved him and knew letting him go was for the best. Still, for the first time
in her life she wished some bit of magic could change all for them both. Tears
filled her gaze and she refused to let them fall, recalling Minerva’s words of
wisdom. The old woman told her losing one’s heart clouded their judgment, made
them weak. She knew that feeling only too well of late.


Gavin
was all she could ever want in a man and he couldn’t be hers. Now she went
against the Goddess by using her magic to keep him enthralled. Minerva was no
doubt clucking in disgust from beyond to know all her teachings went to the
wayside the minute she met the man.


****


Madeline
bought supplies from a merchant within the festival and returned early. She
heard arguing within the tent as she approached. She hesitated at the entrance
to listen.


“What
happened to your desire to offer her all should you lose?” Alastair asked
bitterly. “Now you would go back on your words again and leave her here. Might
I ask why you’ve had this sudden change of heart, my lord?”


“Why
do you care so much? She has gone to my bed for the fortnight. It’s near its end.
Should we lose, I’ll no doubt have to marry for wealth or we don’t make it
through the winter,” Gavin told him grimly. “Those are the realities should I
lose, not marrying a penniless girl.”


Madeline’s
heart clenched to hear the spell had worn off in her absence, a reminder what
was between them was very much contrived. It hurt to hear him speak so
callously, as if he didn’t care. Her eyes burned to know he didn’t. The spell
was more for her benefit now. To help her get past the alarming truth of what
she was to him. Her pride refused to allow her to feel like a whore. Making him
love her made it more meaningful and acceptable. Hearing him say such things
hurt more than she could bear.


“I
thought you’d begun to care for her,” Alastair said and made a noise of
disgust. “She is nothing at all to you, is she?”


“I’ve
enjoyed her, I’ll not lie,” Gavin admitted and sighed. “You cannot confuse
passion for what it is, my friend. No, when we leave, Madeline will be given a
purse of coins and sent on her way. I doubt Lady Lucinda would appreciate my
bringing her along should I win. What would Vivienne say should I bring my
tournament entertainment home with me if I lose?”


“Leave
your sister out of this,” Alastair snapped. “She would be appalled you’ve used
the girl so shamelessly. You knew she believed in this witches code and you
played along for your own selfish pleasure.”


“You
don’t actually believe in this nonsense of hers?”


“I
have the sensitivity to know she does,” Alastair said coldly. “It appears you
have played her like your court whores, my lord. Even they were treated better
than this.”


“Madeline
has pleased me greatly. I don’t intend to leave her here penniless. Leave it
alone, Alastair,” Gavin said with a sigh. “We both know I have no choice in
this.”


She
couldn’t stand to hear any more. She turned and walked blindly back towards the
thoroughfare, tears blinding her gaze. What had she expected? She’d forgotten
to extend the spell. It wore off. Why was she surprised he still thought no
more for her than when they arrived? It hurt and she deserved every bit of it
for putting the spell on him to begin with.


Madeline
walked around until she composed herself to return. She set about putting away
the supplies, unable to meet both men’s eyes when she entered the tent.
Alastair looked at her with compassion before he took his leave.


Gavin
smiled at her and came near, kissing her neck. She pulled away, unable to let
him touch her after what she heard, feeling sick to know some truths could no
longer be avoided.


“What
is it?” he asked, frowning slightly, his green eyes filled with annoyance.


“I’m
not feeling well,” she said quietly and knew she didn’t lie. She felt sick to
know she brought all of this upon herself by putting spells upon him,
substituting them for real feelings.


“You
have time to lie down. The men wish to go to the drinking tent,” he said and
gazed down at her in concern. “We have heard talk of the sickness in the city.
Perhaps you should take something in your bag.”


Madeline
felt like she would burst into tears if he continued to act like he cared about
her welfare. Her nerves were so raw she could hardly stand to be near him. She
couldn’t meet his gaze as she sat on the bed and petted Gerwin.


“I
think a bit of rest might help,” she allowed without looking at him. “Do you go
with them?”


“I
can hardly refuse,” he told her with an apologetic tone. “It is the last night
and the men wish to celebrate.”


Madeline
nodded, feeling miserable as he left the tent. Tears streamed down her cheeks
to see the man she loved vanish before her eyes as if he’d never been there.
She had no cause to feel this hurt. She brought all upon herself. Still,
knowing how it felt to be loved by him made it hard to stop. She set the spell
before his return; knowing what she was doing was more than pathetic. When he
joined her in the bed later, his lips seeking hers, whispering of his love, her
heart felt broken for the second time that day.


****



Madeline
felt the charge in the air that morning she woke. Gavin was quiet as he
dressed. She helped him, her hands trembling as she helped him with his
fastenings. It was well before dawn. They didn’t speak for a time. She knew he
felt enormous pressure and she didn’t want to add to it.


She
recalled the gift she made for him the day before. Intrigued by the lady’s
favors the other knight’s sported upon their lances gave her an idea. No
wilting nosegay or bit of ribbon for her knight. She’d put a bona fide spell of
strength and endurance, tempered with speed and accuracy.


“I
have something for you,” she told him. She followed him to the horse’s
enclosure where Henry and Gaston waited with his gear.


Gavin
smiled down at her gently, his gauntleted hand touching her cheek softly. “What
have you for me, sweet witch? The fairness of your company these last weeks is
more than any man could ask for.”


“Sir
Alastair informed me a knight requires a lady’s favor to ride upon his lance
for luck. I have made you one of these.”


Henry
and Gaston smiled as she held it up for Gavin’s inspection.


Gavin
frowned at the sight of it, sniffing and making a face. “What in God’s name is
that foul thing?”


Madeline
scowled at his words as she went to Gaston and tied it upon his lance, fuming
at his reaction to her favor. “You would do well to ignore its stench and
appreciate its properties.”


“What
properties are those? It smells like a dead thing! I will vanquish Sir Rohan
should he take a whiff of it, no doubt.”


Madeline
glared at his sarcastic comments and tossed her head. “Well, you are right of
it. It is dead. I don’t think I shall tell you what it is now. You are being
ungrateful for my efforts. I have given you a fine favor!”


Gaston
and Henry chuckled to see her outrage. Gavin saw he upset her with his ridicule
and rushed to assure her that her favor was more than acceptable; though he
cringed to think of the mockery said favor would draw.


“The
favor is quite…unusual, but it is for luck,” he allowed and grimaced as he
caught another whiff of it. “I thank you for your efforts, Madeline, now kiss
me and quit frowning at me so darkly. Alastair will collect you before the
match begins.” 


Madeline
sighed as he bent his head and brushed her lips with his, sighing as she
watched him go, waving at Gaston and Henry as they followed carrying his gear.
The sun was just coming up when she returned to their tent.


She
removed a newly altered gown from Lord Lyon’s chest. It was a lovely silk gown
the color of fresh mint. The underskirts were voluminous and after she took the
gaudy trim off it the affect was quite startling. She hung it to allow the
wrinkles to fall out of it and thought of the day ahead, her heart hammering in
her chest. She uttered prayers to the Goddess all night and morning in hopes
Gavin would win. She dearly prayed what little interference she’d run with her
magic afforded him the edge he needed against Sir Rohan.


She
smiled as she thought of how the man spent the previous day and chuckled. No
doubt he and Lady Strathmore spent enough time together to last them both a
lifetime. She couldn’t resist walking by Lady Strathmore’s tent to see it
guarded fastidiously by her servants. Giggles escaped her to think of the
couple’s discomfort within.


Her
smile faded to recall the fierce attraction she felt to Sir Rohan. The memory
of the passionate encounter was hardly forgotten, but a reminder of Minerva’s
warnings to avoid dealing with men at all. The blond knight thought nothing of
having his way with her. She nearly allowed it. Her mortification was to have
hesitated those few minutes as he kissed her and touched her, feeling shame to
know she wanted him. She told herself she was just curious, but she knew it was
far more. 


In
another day, she would be on her way to another village to start her life anew.
She would never see these people again. A pang of regret filled her to think of
never seeing Gavin again.


He
didn’t speak of her leaving and she didn’t bring it up. Thoughts of him taking
her with him were dismissed. She refused to stay with him under such
circumstances, thinking of her mother’s life. No, she’d not share Gavin with a
wife. When he left her, she’d make her own way once more.


The
baron’s gold once now reminded her she had yet to discover their purpose at the
festival, despite them telling her they looked for her. The man had his whole
fortune on his person. She suspected he was there for an entirely different
reason. She cursed being unable to change them back to learn what it was.


Even
if Gavin lost today, he would not go back to his keep empty handed. The fortune
in gold would keep him and the men in good stead, give his sister the dowry he
could not. It was her gift to him regardless if he won. She’d not see him have
to marry for wealth. Where she went, she didn’t need much in the way of gold.


What
little she took would buy her another cottage to set up shop. The villagers
there would no doubt barter for her services and she would live as comfortably
as she had at Valmont. Thoughts of how lonely she would be made her ache now. 


Gavin
needed her to cheer for him today, not join the crowd in the stands with a long
face. She would sit with his men and show her support without letting him see
how his winning would torment her.


She
went to feed the cook fire and refused to dwell upon her misery to be leaving.
She sensed a presence. She gasped as she saw Sir Rohan approach. He gazed at
her without expression as she straightened at the fire, eyes wide to see him in
his gleaming armor. He looked so handsome she recoiled, recalling their torrid
encounter.


The
expression in his dark eyes wasn’t angry or accusing as he joined her. “I would
know your true name before I go meet your lover in the field, Lady,” he
demanded softly, his dark eyes devouring her face in the dawn’s early glow. “I
can hardly call you Mad anymore.”


“It
is Madeline,” she whispered and tensed to see him there, wondering how he found
her. “What is it you want, Sir Rohan?”


“I
thought that obvious. Why were you sneaking about the barn?” he demanded, eyes
filled with anger now. “Did you do something to my horse? Did you mean to lay
me low?”


Madeline
glared up at him. “As I recall, you grabbed me and forced me to tend to your
horse, Sir Rohan. I was there to watch Gavin compete.”


Sir
Rohan accepted her explanation with a look of suspicion. “You came back the
next day, Mistress Madeline. Why? And do not lie of it.”


“We
both know Lord Strathmore won’t allow this match to be fought fairly, Sir
Rohan. I was there to find out if you were a party to his schemes.”


“I
don’t need to cheat to win!” Rohan snapped in response. “If you think I’m
pleased Strathmore has embroiled me in these plans of his, think again. It
appears I am owned by him should I win the day.”


“I
would hope your honor will keep you from going through with what he asks of
you, Sir Rohan.”


Rohan
smiled tightly at her words. “You learned of that? You should also know I
intend to win this day. I do not know what the man means to do and no longer
care. Does that alleviate any concern you have for de Mortaine?”


Madeline
looked relieved. “My thanks. He has been through much to arrive at this day. He
deserves to reclaim his birthright honestly, if at all.”


“What
of you, Madeline?” he asked suddenly. “Do you leave with de Mortaine after the
tournament?”


“I
will go my own way. Gavin will have a wife should he win.”


“I
think we both know the lady in the tourney is no prize,” Rohan grumbled. “I’ve
seen such rolls on a sow and her voice makes me long to choke her silent.”


She
giggled at his words. “You speak ill of a lady who could be your wife.”


“Pray
do not remind me,” Rohan said with a scowl. “The thought of taking that
creature to wife makes me question whether it is worth it.”


“She
is a trueborn lady,” Madeline protested and looked confused. “Isn’t that what
all knights want?”


“I
cannot speak for de Mortaine, but that trueborn lady is not what I would seek,”
he said and his dark eyes met hers with sudden intensity. “Should de Mortaine
leave you here, where will you go?”


“I
am not completely without means, Rohan,” she told him and shrugged. “I will
leave London; find a village somewhere and start over.”


“I
can’t believe de Mortaine would allow you to get away.”


“We
had an agreement when I came here with him. I leave after today.”


Rohan
reflected her disclosure without expression. “You undervalue yourself,
Madeline. The man is a fool if he lets you leave tomorrow.”


Before
Madeline could wish him luck, he strode away and mounted his horse, looking
back at her before he continued on to the tournament grounds. She felt a
strange flutter in her stomach to recall the way the handsome blond knight
looked at her in those few moments.






[bookmark: _Toc325101624]~****~Chapter Thirteen~****~


 


I once
met a witch from Rodmell,


Who
screamed like a bat out of hell,


She
jumped on to her broom,


And flew
out of the room,


I only
asked her how to spell!


Anonymous.


 


She
brushed away her disturbing thoughts as she busied herself with packing her
things. She would leave at first light on the morrow. A heavy feeling filled
her to leave. She had priceless memories of her time here. The stories she had
for her own grandchildren one day, if she was so blessed, made her smile and
linger over her treasured moments at the king’s coronation festival.


The
day wore on and she soon changed and made ready for Alastair to collect her.
She gazed at her reflection in the new mirror one of the men borrowed. She
turned this way and that to see the way the gown fit. She had to admit the
result of her handiwork would rival any lady in the king’s box.


Madeline
painstakingly braided the crown of her hair into plaits; weaving them with
matching ribbon. The rest of her dark red hair hung in loose waves to her
waist. She looked like a trueborn lady and promised herself she would not cry
if Gavin won the day.


Her
knight would become a lord this day and restore his family’s honor. She should
feel happy for him, but dreaded seeing his hand joined with Lady Lucinda’s at
the feast that night. 


No,
she would not go. She would come back here and await daybreak. Gavin would be
far too busy getting his due from his king and the other nobles to see her slip
away. Confidant that was for the best, she took one last look at her image and
left the tent.


She
saw a silk covered litter stop in front of the tent and knew before the lady
stepped down and approached who she was. The brunette was beautiful with her
large, long-lashed hazel eyes and gleaming chestnut hair artfully arranged. Her
regal clothing only accentuated her presence as she approached, her
condescending gaze sliding over her insultingly.


“I
had to see the woman Sir Gavin brought with him to the tournament,” she said
with an amused glance as her eyes raked over her rival. “I can see I needn’t
have worried.”


“What
do you want, Lady Strathmore?”


The
woman’s eyes widened slightly at her address. “You know who I am then?”


“Your
reputation preceded you, my lady.”


Her
lovely face hardened at the jibe, hazel eyes narrowing. “Whatever will you do
when Gavin wins and marries my pathetic stepdaughter, I wonder? I shudder to
think of your options.”


“That
isn’t your concern, Lady Strathmore. Gavin and I part ways tomorrow. I am well
aware he marries should he win. What is it you want?” she demanded and her blue
eyes filled with anger the woman would come here just to bait her.


 “I
just came to warn you, Mistress Farrand,” she purred with a pleased look at her
rival. “I had an interesting visit from one of my kinsmen. I believe you might
know of him? The Baron de Valmont is my cousin. He and his son came to see me
when they arrived. We can both agree when it is known you are a condemned witch
on the run what will happen to you.”


Madeline
froze at her words, reminded of the gold the man had on his person. She knew
instinctively it came from her, paid to the baron for some unknown purpose as
yet.


“What
do you want?” she asked, realizing with a word this woman could have her put to
the torch.


Lady
Blythe smiled as she allowed her to wonder at her game. The lady liked to let
her twist to think of what she wanted of her. “I wished to know how you did
what you did to Hugh.”


She
wished to discuss magic? What could she possibly want to keep her silence?


“I
did nothing. It is all in his head,” Madeline replied, sensing the evil in the
woman. It oozed from every perfect pore of her face. 


“Come
now, Mistress Farrand, rendering a man impotent with a word is not exactly
nothing,” Lady Blythe remarked and smoothed her pale, blue velvet skirts. “We
both know you’re a witch and a very skilled one.”


“I
will ask you again what it is you want.”


“I
have need of someone with your power,” the lady informed her with a tight
smile. 


“I
don’t think I understand,” Madeline began with an edge of panic in her voice.


“Oh,
I think you do, Madeline,” Lady Blythe said sweetly and glanced over where
several of the king’s guard loitered. “One word from me and what was started in
Valmont is assured. Do you wish to test me?”


Madeline
shook her head and felt a sense of dread as the lady bade her servants
disembark with the litter and leave them alone.


“Now,
we have much to discuss,” Lady Blythe murmured and stepped to the tent. “Come,
you have no choice in this, Girl. I need only cry out and those guards will
have you bound to a pyre within the hour.”


Madeline
followed her inside the tent and the lady took a seat, looking about the
interior with interest, in no hurry to state her demands.


“What
is it you want?” Madeline asked finally.


Lady
Blythe smiled and made herself at home, rearranging her elaborate silk skirts.
She knew she had Madeline where she wanted her and took her time.


“I
wish to be rid of my husband, for one,” the lady said with a smirk at
Madeline’s indrawn gasp. “Oh come now, you should know what he intends for poor
Sir Rohan after Gavin is discredited. He’ll allow him to marry the pathetic
Lucinda if only to get an heir. Sir Rohan will find himself dead of some
mysterious malady. Then he controls Rivenhahl as he means to.”


“Why
does he want control of the estate?” Madeline asked in a quiet tone, stalling
for time, hoping Alastair was on his way.


“Who
can say with Samuel,” she admitted with a slight scowl. “Whatever it is, you
can be sure it doesn’t bode well for our new monarch. He does like his petty
plotting.”


“Why
do you not hire anyone to do this thing?” Madeline demanded and paced, eyeing
the woman suspiciously. “One hardly needs magic to do murder, my lady.”


“Oh,
do not worry. I do not ask you to kill him. That was to have been done many
days ago and that errand was not accomplished yet,” Lady Blythe informed her
coolly. “It appears the baron and Hugh went missing before they could see to
it. No matter, they were handsomely rewarded and will do it before this week is
out.”


Madeline
felt the blood drain from her face to know where the de Valmont’s attained such
a fortune in gold. They got it from Lady Blythe to kill her husband. The
fortune in gold was but feet away from her, her kinsmen she hired to do the
murder nibbling on scraps in the cage next to the table she sat at.


“What
is it you ask of me?”


“It’s
too late now to stop what Samuel intended, but it pleases me to see him dead
before he gets his wish,” the lady went on. “I would have liked to see Gavin
reclaim Rivenhahl. The property lies near Strathmore. He would have grown quite
bored with little Lucinda and returned to me.”


“Sir
Rohan has no plans to throw the match,” Madeline argued and eyed the woman
closely, trying to ascertain what her husband had done. 


“My
husband has his way in all things,” she said with a chuckle. “He has already
seen to it. Sir Rohan will have no say in it.”


“What
has he done?”


Lady
Blythe smiled cattily. “There is little harm in telling you of it. One of his
hirelings has split Sir Rohan’s horse’s hoof. The animal is not showing signs of
it yet, but soon the animal will go down; and Sir Rohan with it.”


“How
does that implicate Sir Gavin?”


“My
husband’s own personal groom will bear witness that Gavin left the barn
sheathing his sword prior to the match. The rest will be merely speculation,
but enough to assure the king and others he did the animal harm.” 


Madeline
thought of Sir Rohan’s beautiful charger named Goldwyn. She wanted to weep at
what the proud creature would endure. It would have to be destroyed if what she
said was true. Knowing how Sir Rohan adored the animal made her stiffen with
anger.


“And
what do you want of me?”


“I
once knew a woman in our village that could do such things as you,” Lady Blythe
admitted and her hazel eyes met hers deliberately. “I believe you know of Minerva
Farrand? She was your grandmother, was she not?”


“She
died six months ago. What has she to do with this?”


“She
ran from our village before she gave me what I paid her for,” Lady Blythe said
with a tight smile. “Just think of this as doing what is already owed to me.”


“What
is it you asked of her?” Madeline saw the lady’s gloating smile and knew
whatever sent Minerva fleeing had to have been one of the things forbidden
them.


“Samuel
has been unable to give me a child,” she said and her fingertips tapped upon
the table. “Little Lucinda bears a striking resemblance to our steward back at
Strathmore. I can be sure the problem lies with him. If I’m to hold Strathmore
when he is dead; I need his heir.”


“If
he is unable, what do you need of me?” Madeline asked and shook her head. “I
cannot make the man fertile, if that is what you ask?”


“Oh
I have spent enough time in Sir Rohan’s bed to assure me I could have
conceived. I need you to make sure of it, and that it is a boy, before my
husband dies by my cousin’s hand.”


Madeline
regarded her in sudden fear. What she asked was within her ken. Minerva might
have been able to help her husband. Interfering with such was forbidden for
them. Breaking the laws of nature would bring the Goddess down on her head for
certain.


No
wonder they left the village of Strathmore the year before in the middle of the
night. It was this woman who sent Minerva running then, explaining nothing
except they had to go. Minerva even made sure Madeline was never around when
Lady Strathmore came to her, fearful the woman would know she had her gift too.


“I
can do this thing for you, but we both know that is not all you want,” Madeline
said and saw the lady smile tightly.


“You
remind me of your grandmother now,” she allowed and nodded. “You are quite
right, besides Samuel’s heir; I also wish to remarry at some point after I’m
widowed. I need your help with that. Only a spell would bring Gavin to the
altar with me.”


Madeline
gaped at her. “You wish to marry Gavin when your husband is dead?”


“But
of course, and we will control Strathmore through the child,” she said gaily
and chuckled at her stunned expression. “He will be disgraced and penniless,
lucky to have such an offer from a wealthy widow.”


“And
for that you will allow me to go free?”


Lady
Blythe smiled at her condescendingly. “We both know one such as you presents
certain advantages for me. For my continued silence; you will be allowed to
live, Madeline. I will very much require your power to attain all I desire.
Call it a means of survival for you. I will even look the other way should you
wish to stay in Gavin’s bed as long as you give me what I want.”


Madeline
was sickened and knew the lady meant every word she said. It was obvious she
made such threats to Minerva, precipitating them running. Her grandmother never
told her the cause of their hasty departure. The recent visit from the baron
and Hugh informed Lady Blythe of who Madeline was.


“My
cousin meant to do the deed the day they disappeared,” she went on and gazed at
her nails in disinterest. “Do you recall where they might have gone?”


“After
I reversed the spell on Hugh, he mentioned stopping off in the city to see if
it worked before they returned,” Madeline lied. “They didn’t trust me.”


“I
can only surmise the pair of them to be holed up in a brothel somewhere
enjoying my gold,” the lady said cuttingly and fumed. “No matter, before they
attend my errand you will aid me in this. I think you will come with me
willingly now, will you not?”


Madeline
had no intention of going anywhere with this evil creature. She hardly
stammered as she repeated the words, her eyes glowing and narrowed. Lady
Blythe’s clothing fell to the chair and a fluffy white Himalayan cat sat in her
place, its large yellow green eyes narrowed into slits, purring despite its
obvious agitation.


Madeline
knew she had no time to waste. She had to get to the barn and stop Strathmore’s
hirelings from injuring Goldwyn. She glared at Lady Strathmore as she commenced
to clean herself. Gerwin entered the tent then. The randy tomcat sniffed and
growled low, eyeing the lounging feline with interest. She got rid of Lady
Strathmore’s clothing, stuffing it into a chest.


She
didn’t have long to wait for Alastair. The man arrived and looked nervous, coming
from the tournament to inform her Gavin and Rohan were the last two to joust.
She brought him up to speed on all that Lady Strathmore told her.


“We
must hurry to the tiltyards,” he said as he grabbed her arm and hurried her along
with him. “We haven’t much time to stop this.”


“I
have to tell you what I’ve done!” she cried as she pulled back her arm. “I
turned Lady Strathmore into a cat.”


“Oh
that was done without your hand,” Alastair said with a rueful grin. “Come, we
must put a stop to this.”


“No,
she is really a cat!”


“I
do not argue it, come now,” he said and hurried her along. “We can stop this
and be assured of a clean match today. Strathmore will have nothing on either
man. The rest is up to Gavin and Rohan.”


She
could see he didn’t believe her as they hurried to stop Strathmore’s hireling
from doing injury to the horse. When they arrived at the barn, Alastair removed
the sword at his hip and eyed her intently.


“Did
the lady say who would do the deed?”


“No,
she didn’t. Only that her husband’s servant would witness it when it was done.”


“Then
it stands to reason the man is also the culprit,” he said and entered the barn
with her on his heels. They found Goldwyn munching hay and alone. No one was
about.


Alastair
inspected all four of his hooves and was relieved the horse was yet unharmed.
They reasoned to wait for the man, hiding in the stall next to Goldwyn.


“You
don’t believe I’m really a witch, do you?” she asked under her breath and eyed
him balefully as they waited within the stall.


Alastair
regarded her with patience. “If you’re a bloody witch; I’m a damned priest,
Madeline. Now enough of this; it is enough you found out the man’s game in
time.”


They
were both silenced when the barn door opened. Alastair peered over the stall
door and held his finger to his lips to signal they had their man. Madeline
heard Goldwyn’s stall open and Alastair flew into action. He was on the man
before he could use the steel wedge to split the horse’s hoof. He held the
sword to the man’s throat and smiled grimly at him.


“You
will hurt no animal today,” he informed the struggling man.


Madeline
had other ideas for the groom, whispering the words that left his clothes
hanging in Alastair’s hands. He looked dumbfounded to see the snake slithering about
his boots then.


Madeline
met his startled dark eyes with a knowing smile. “Do you believe me now?”


“You
really are a witch!” Alastair nearly shouted as he dropped the man’s clothes
and jumped away from the snake, regarding her with fear now. “Are you going to
turn me into a toad?”


“Oh
for pity’s sake, Alastair!” she cried in frustration. “I’m not going to turn
you into a toad!”


“You
really turned Lady Strathmore into a cat?” he asked in interest and shook his
head in disbelief.


“It
was either that, or let her to do what she meant to do.”


“How
long does the spell last?”


“The
baron and his son have both been rats for over a week,” she said weakly and his
eyes bugged out of his head to know the identities of her pets. “I don’t know
if it wears off. I haven’t a clue how to undo it.”


“Given
what they meant to do, let us hope your spell holds,” he said and eyed the
snake in disbelief. Before he could bend down and grab the slithering creature,
Goldwyn brought his hoof down on it, splattering it upon the stable planks. “So
much for Strathmore’s groom. The man is now mush.”


Madeline
looked sick as he picked up the dead snake and tossed it into a nearby barrel.
She felt dizziness and grabbed the stall door for support.


“I
will stay here and guard the animal until the match,” he told her and eyed her
in a shaken manner. “You go find the others and take your seat.”


Madeline
could see Alastair was still reeling with her show of her power. She thought the
man would faint as well as he ran a weak hand through his dark hair. She left
him and went to the stands. She saw Gaston and the others and was about to join
them when a heavy hand landed upon her arm.


She
looked up at Rohan and nearly cursed to see the light of infatuation in his
gaze. He smiled in a dazzling manner down at her. She shook off his hold, aware
they were observed by Gavin’s men.


“Another
sweet kiss for luck, Madeline?” he asked teasingly and she swatted at him. “Now
that is no way to show your champion your affections,” he admonished with a
chuckle.


“You
have none of my affections, Sir Knight,” she snapped and tried to step past him
but he cut her off.


“I
was not mistaken in what I felt in the barn, Madeline,” he said smugly as she
tried in vain to get around him. “You try to deny it, but we both know you
wanted me as much as I did you.”


“You
conceited knave!” she cried in outrage as she looked up at him. “I wanted no
such thing! Allow me to pass!”


“Afraid
your lover will see you prefer another?” Rohan taunted as he gestured down the
field. She looked to see Gavin watching them and scowled back up at the knight.


“What
you imagine I felt that day clouds your mind, Sir Rohan. It is Gavin whom I
love!” she said and glared as he chuckled at her words.


“I
make you an offer to leave with me if I lose, Madeline,” he surprised her by
asking. “I think we both know de Mortaine has nothing to offer you should he
win.”


“How
quickly you talk of losing, Sir Rohan,” she jeered and saw his flush of anger
at her words. “Do you mean to follow through with what Strathmore asked of you
then?”


Rohan
looked like he would have throttled her at that moment. She could see he hadn’t
considered Strathmore’s offer. From what little she knew of him, losing was not
a part of his nature.


“I
have no stomach for winning this way, or being owned by a damned Englishmen,”
he snapped, his black eyes fierce with anger. “Do not act so surprised at my
offer, Mad. We both know you’re hardly immune to me. ”


“I
leave on my own when this tournament is over, Sir Rohan. I cannot accept such
an offer. We both know you will grow tired of me and cast me aside,” she said
venomously. “I think I can do better on my own.”


“You
mistook my words, Madeline. That is not what I offer you,” he argued and looked
incensed.


 She
wasn’t listening. She saw Gavin raise his visor and groaned in dismay. He got
off his horse and shortened the distance to where they stood, moving in between
her and Rohan, his green eyes filled with possessive jealousy.


“The
woman is mine, Rohan!” Gavin snarled and pushed him away from her, drawing
grumbles and cheers from the crowd. Many craned their necks to see the
commotion.


“Is
she yours?” Rohan asked and raised an eyebrow. “Are you so certain of it, de
Mortaine?”


“Stay
away from her, Rohan,” Gavin said coldly. “I’m not one to split hairs over a
woman, but for this one I would split your skull over. Does that satisfy you?”


Rohan
smiled tauntingly down at Madeline. She worried he would tell Gavin of what
happened in the barn. Before he could say anything, they were surrounded by the
king’s guardsmen and several courtiers.


James
Stuart approached and walked unsteadily upon a cane, eyeing the pair in
amusement. His dark eyes slid over Rohan and Gavin and twinkled in obvious
delight. Madeline dropped into a curtsey with her head bowed, peeking up to see
the king shake his head at both men.


“What
is this? My best knights fight over a woman? A piece of my kingdom is not
enough for you both?” he boomed and his entourage laughed and tittered in
amusement. Strathmore joined them and gazed at the king apologetically, glaring
back at Rohan.


“I
can apologize for the both of them, Majesty,” the man said and eyed Rohan
warningly. “The men allow the excitement of the day to go to their heads.”


James
Stuart held out his hand and raised Madeline to her feet, looking her over as
one would a horse. She was too in awe of the regally dressed monarch to do more
than gape at him.


“Or
they both appear to have designs on this fair creature,” the king countered and
his followers all laughed at his words.


“Your
Grace, the woman accompanied me to the tournament,” Gavin informed the king
tightly. “She is under my protection.”


“And
who might you be, my dear?” the king said and ignored him and smiled down at her.
“Don’t be shy. You have two of the finest knights in the realm fighting over
you. Speak up now.”


“My
name is Madeline, Your Grace,” she murmured and was too tongue tied to say
more.


“I
think we might have found the means to make the match more interesting, Lord
Strathmore,” James Stuart said loudly enough for all to hear him. “I declare
Mistress Madeline the second tournament lady. That should prove to encourage
both men to give us a rousing fight, don’t you think? It will make the joust
more interesting.”


Strathmore
looked sick, seeing his goals evaporate at his king’s words. “But Your Grace,
my daughter Lucinda stands as the tournament lady offered. It would be most
embarrassing for her.”


“It
hasn’t even been announced,” the king scoffed and shrugged. “Besides, I should
have the right to declare the prize, not you, Strathmore. We need two ladies
for our two Knights. I see it as an exciting motivator, Lord Strathmore.”


“She
is not even a noble lady!” Strathmore said in outrage.


“Who
were your parents, my dear?” the king asked Madeline gently.


“My
mother was Alessandra Farrand; my father the Viscount of Lunley,” she replied
dutifully and the king smiled in pleasure.


“There
you see; she has enough noble blood to appease me,” the king quipped and his
people laughed. “Mistress Farrand will sit with me during the tournament, and
to the victor goes all else, and the lady of my choice. The winner will not
know which lady he will get and it will make it all the more exciting.”


Madeline
looked stunned as she saw Gavin stiffen at his announcement. Rohan looked
positively gloating and blew her a kiss.


“I
shall be your eager bridegroom, sweet Madeline,” Rohan said before he walked
away. Gavin stared after him murderously.


“It
would appear you have all the incentive you need now, de Mortaine,” the king
said affectionately and clapped him on the back. “This should prove to be
interesting.”


Madeline
was led away and gazed back at Gavin in stunned amazement, unable to understand
how she became a lady of the tourney in that moment. Thoughts of her marrying
Rohan made her recoil in denial, knowing it was indeed a fair match now.


The
better man would win. Whoever that was could be her husband if the king
demanded it. Her eyes clung to Gavin’s livid face as she was led back to the
king’s box. She could hardly sit still as she took her seat, hearing the
chatter of the queen’s ladies about her, all sighing over both her choices in
mates. She hardly heard them, her eyes never leaving Gavin. She prayed he won,
no matter the outcome.


Lady
Lucinda looked outraged to learn another lady was to be offered. Knowing her
future as Countess of Rivenhahl was hardly assured, her round face grew red
with anger.


“This
is an outrage, Your Grace!” she fumed to Queen Anne, her gaze cutting to Madeline
in fury. “What does His Majesty mean by having two serve as lady of the
tournament?”


“I
think it obvious, my dear,” the queen said in amusement. “He will choose the
victor’s bride, the other goes as consolation. Do not worry of it. Both are
fine specimens.”


Lady
Lucinda was hardly pleased to know she could wed a penniless knight by the
outcome here today, fuming and sending Madeline hateful looks.


Madeline
watched Rohan as he grinned at her from her vantage point. He turned and went
to the stable to retrieve his mount. Gavin returned to his horse and mounted
up, looking at her gravely before he lowered his visor. She could see her favor
still hung upon his lance and hoped it did what it was meant to. She didn’t
think she could bear to watch as Rohan rode his horse into the arena.
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Hay-ho
for Hallowe'en!


And the
witches to be seen


Some
black, and some green,


Hay-ho
for Hallwe'en!


~Anonymous.


 


Alastair
held the reins to Cyrian. His expression was delighted to learn of the changes
in his absence. Learning the victor would marry whoever the king chose didn’t
appear to bother him as it did Gavin.


“You
can win this, Gavin. Just concentrate on the prize.”


“How
can I concentrate knowing that man could walk out of here with everything I
ever wanted?” Gavin demanded and fairly growled as he snatched up the reins.


“Think
of it as enough incentive to keep him from doing just that, my lord,” Alastair
replied and grinned. “It’s quite brilliant getting you to win as the king has
done. He knows you won’t lose.”


“Do
not remind me how he manipulates me in this, please?”


“Think
about Madeline bearing Rohan’s towheaded brats if you have to,” Alastair teased
unmercifully. “Whatever it takes to give you the edge to win, use it. Don’t
think he won’t do the same.”


“Is
that supposed to help me?” Gavin glared down at him. “That makes me wish to
take my sword to him now.”


“You
must focus, my friend. Think of nothing but getting everything you could ever
want by the end of this day. Think of Sir Gregor and win, my lord.”


Gavin
nodded and took his lance from Alastair. He took his place at his end of the
wooden dividing rail. He gazed at Madeline and saw she was sitting at the edge
of her seat, hardly pleased by this new development. While Gavin was pleased
Strathmore’s daughter was not the only one offered; he couldn’t stomach the
thought of losing Madeline to Rohan today. 


His
father’s words came back to him then. Gavin was twelve. His father informed him
he would learn to joust. Gavin had laughed at him, unable to think how that
would be valuable in the Scottish highlands, surrounded by warring clansmen.


That
day arrived. He would need every bit of what his father taught him. He saw the
stands were now filled. His men all looked sober and raised their hands to him
as he looked over at them. He could see the dismay in all their faces to know
he could lose their favorite witch this day. All the men adored Madeline. He was
shaken to know all he worried to lose at that moment was her. The trumpets
began to blare.


****


Madeline’s
heart beat furiously, drowning out the trumpets and pageantry as the tournament
began. The heralds read the feats of both men. Rousing cheers came from both
sides of the stands and beyond. She was encouraged Gavin was cheered as loudly
as Sir Rohan, seeing the crowd was divided on both men. The queen was a shy
quiet lady and patted her hand, her eyes filled with understanding.


“Sir
Gavin cannot lose, my dear Madeline,” the queen consoled her with a gentle
smile. “You must have faith in him now.”


“Thank
you, Majesty. You’re very kind,” Madeline said, aware of the stir her presence
caused within the royal box. She was getting more than enough speculative looks
than she could bear.


“Sir
Gavin will win the day,” Queen Anne said with a knowing look in her brown eyes.
“The man comes from a long line of determined men.”


Madeline
was glad to take her mind off the match for a moment. “You knew Sir Gregor?”


The
queen smiled warmly. “Truthfully, the man was my favorite at court. A pity we
saw him so rarely. He came only when he had to.”


Madeline
could hardly blame Sir Gregor after she learned what Queen Elizabeth did to the
man out of jealousy. She was curious about Sir Gregor, wanting to understand
his struggle.


“Sir
Gavin has great respect for his father, as do his men.”


The
queen smiled widely. “It was well deserved. His only fault was his honesty. It
angered my husband on occasion. But when counted upon; Sir Gregor was known to
speak the truth in all things.”


“Was
he innocent of what he was banished for?” Madeline asked hesitantly. A part of
her still believed the man did what he had to then to be with his family.


The
queen measured her words and her lips tightened slightly. Madeline could see
the lady was irritated with her question and regretted the asking.


“Anyone
who knew Sir Gregor would have never asked that, my dear. Does that answer your
question?”


“I
meant no disrespect, Your Grace,” she rushed to say. “I just couldn’t blame the
man if he saw such a way to be with his family.”


“My
husband’s cousin had years to break him and she couldn’t. Sir Gregor was
unjustly accused. Today he will be exonerated when his son receives all back
that was taken,” the lady went on to say and regarded her with twinkling eyes.
“Does it please you to marry Sir Gavin if my husband gives you to him?”


“I
had not thought it possible,” Madeline admitted and looked down at her hands.
“It pleases me.”


“Either
man would make you an exceptional husband. Do not rule out Sir Rohan. He
impresses my husband as a man who also has much honor and integrity.”


Madeline
stiffened, unwilling to think Gavin would not win, but in those moments she
realized he could lose. She could marry Sir Rohan. Those gleaming black eyes
taunted her in such a way that made her feel overpowered and unsettled. The
thought of him as her husband made her clench her hands in her lap, knowing the
matter was now out of her hands.


Minerva
would have cackled uproariously at that moment to see where her granddaughter
sat, elbow to elbow with a queen and her ladies. If it weren’t too incredible
to acknowledge at all; she might have felt proud at that moment to have such
two valiant knights fight to claim her.


For
a common born witch used to ruling her own destiny, it was torture to watch the
men take their places, lances and shields poised. Not a sound was heard before the
flag was lowered. Madeline did what no witch would have dreamt to do at that
moment. She squeezed her eyes shut, unable to watch her fate played out on the
field below.


****


Gavin
felt Cyrian fly beneath him as he met the charge. His eyes squinted beneath the
helmet, glued upon the opponent who flew at him on the gleaming gold horse. The
adrenaline roared in his veins in those moments.


Sir
Rohan met his advance without veering to the left or right, as he was known
for. This time he charged direct, his lance hitting Gavin’s shoulder, his own
glancing off his opponents shield to deflect the full impact.


He
ignored the roar of the crowd as he made the pass and took his place at the
other end of the field, his concentration fierce as he watched the flagmen run
out onto the field. Cyrian pawed the dirt, snorting. He tensed the reins, sweat
running in rivulets beneath his helmet. The silence was broken as the flag went
down once more.


Gavin
dug his heals into Cyrian’s sides and the horse bore him down the field. Gavin
caught a glimpse of Madeline out of the corner of his eye, seeing her clenching
her hands, her head down. He knew from all the studying he’d done of Rohan’s
jousting style, the man would either veer to the left or the right at the last
minute. What little he knew of the man was he always did the unexpected. He
anticipated his drive with the lance would be another direct hit to the center
trying to hit his breast plate.


Sir
Rohan’s lance came up and stabbed down center at the last, giving Gavin the opening
he needed to jerk his lance higher and deflect the blow, his own shattering
into the man’s shoulder plate, knocking him backward slightly, but not
unseating him.


The
crowd was standing at that moment, much shouting and cheering to see they were
evenly matched now, point for point. They took their places once more. Alastair
replaced his lance, looking pleased. Gavin looked to the king’s box and saw
Madeline’s expression filled with all the encouragement he needed.


He
leaned his hand down and touched the ugly, reeking favor for luck, seeing her
smile at the gesture before he took his stance. Silence fell across the stands.
All still stood. The flagmen noted debris from one of their lances and a boy
ran out to clear the field.


Gavin
cleared his mind of everything at that moment. All the faces of those that
depended upon his winning faded. One more turn would decide his destiny and Sir
Rohan’s.


 He
squinted at Sir Rohan at the end of the field. This one last point decided it
all. They were evenly ranked in the other skills throughout the competition
except this one. Gavin trailed him by a few mere points throughout.


All
he need do is knock the man off his horse and gain the points. Easy enough to
do if none but Rohan faced him. He closed his eyes and uttered a prayer to
Madeline’s Goddess for the sheer hope that particular deity was listening.


The
flag went down and Cyrian ground his hooves into the dirt, sending up clumps of
it as they bolted into the fray. What decision he made at that moment he was
never quite clear on later. Sir Rohan’s shield and lance lowered a degree at
the last, alerting Gavin he would once more drive to the center. With nothing
more to lose, Gavin met him head on, his lance splintering and cracking down
the middle as it hit Rohan’s breast plate dead center.


Gavin
watched in slow motion as the knight fought to recover his hold on the horse’s
pommel; his body flying backward from the force of the blow. The screams and
shouts that greeted him as Sir Rohan tumbled backward off Goldwyn were
deafening. The man hit the dirt sending up a cloud of dust, his lance flying
from his hands.


Cheers
resounded in his head. He was dazed from the noise, his eyes filled with
stunned amazement as he saw Sir Rohan roll to his feet, unharmed, though stiff.
His gaze went to Madeline. He frowned to see she’d fainted into the arms of the
queen. He grinned, wondering if witches fainted very often.


Soon
the field was filled with his men and the many spectators, all wishing him
well. He doffed his helmet and handed it to Alastair. The man had tears
glimmering in his gaze as he took it, his dark eyes filled with pride.


“Your
father would be proud today, my lord,” he said and lowered his dark head,
overwhelmed to know Gavin was once more his lord, in fact. “Go get your prize.”


Gavin
swung Cyrian about and galloped to the front of the king’s box, his eyes upon
the dazed redhead whose wide blue eyes met his in stunned amazement. He raised
his gaze to his king and the man smiled widely as he stood.


“Lord
Rivenhahl, may I present your bride?” the king acknowledged with a smug smile.
A silent look passed between both men for a moment. The king’s pleasure to give
the title and the lady to him was obvious. “Lady Lucinda of Strathmore is
yours, my lord.”


  Gavin
sat atop his horse in stunned denial at the king’s pavilion, amid cheers. His
green eyes met Madeline’s filled with regret as he heard Lady Lucinda squeal
with pleasure. Sir Rohan arrived on his mount next to him.


“Sir
Rohan, it gives me great pleasure to give you Madeline of Lunley, and the
barony of Rothford,” the king said and smiled at both knights. “We thank you
for a rousing fight this day.”


Rohan
stared at Madeline with a pleased smile as he wheeled his horse away, his dark
eyes gleaming in satisfaction, hardly acting like he’d lost at all. Gavin tore
his gaze from Madeline’s pale, sad features and returned to Alastair’s side,
dismounting and looking as though he’d lost instead of won all back. Losing
Madeline to Rohan took whatever satisfaction he felt.


“I
am sorry, my friend,” Alastair said as he joined him, his eyes filled with
sadness. “It could not be helped, my lord.”


“Nothing
makes me feel better to see Rohan take what is mine this day, Alastair,” Gavin
snapped, disgusted to know he could do nothing.


“Sir
Rohan will make her a fine husband, Gavin. You could not have known who the
king would choose. Lose or win, you might have married Lady Lucinda.”


“Do
not remind me I am now tied to Strathmore’s cow of a daughter,” Gavin snarled
and glared back at the pavilion. “Why do I feel as though I’ve lost here,
Alastair?”


“You
told me once you must take the good with the bad, my lord,” he offered and felt
miserable to know those words applied here.


“I
have won back my family’s honor, but lost my beautiful witch, Alastair,” he
fumed in despair. “Nothing consoles me, even knowing she is better off.”


“Do
you whine of it, my lord?” Alastair asked angrily, his dark eyes flashing. “You
have won the day, set matters to right for all of us. Madeline will marry Sir
Rohan and there is nothing you can do. You must face that and let her go. Be
happy of your time with her. Just the other day you claimed to not care at all.
What is this sudden turnabout?”


“What
are you talking about?” Gavin demanded, looking outraged. “I adore the woman. I
wanted to marry her had I lost.”


Alastair
looked suddenly suspicious but said nothing, taking the rest of his gear.


Gavin
knew he had little choice in this. He would wed Strathmore’s daughter before
the coronation. Dismay filled him to know with his victory came with such
profound loss.


****


Madeline
was sent back to her tent to pack, heartsick to know she would marry Sir Rohan
that very night. Thoughts of how those black eyes taunted her before he left
the field made her enraged, wishing for some spell to escape this.


Thoughts
of Gavin forced to wed his enemies daughter made her heart clench. The king
might have offered incentive for Gavin to win, but knew very well he’d not make
a common born girl a Countess. She should have known better.


She
was reminded of Lady Strathmore when she entered the tent and saw both the
white cat and Gerwin lying upon the rug, looking sated and content, both
purring loudly. She chose not to think how the two cats spent their time while
she was away. Gerwin looked delighted with his new companion.


Thoughts
of her newest pet reminded her she must find a way to reverse the spell. She
sighed depressively to realize how much better all would be if she left matters
alone. She needn’t worry Lady Strathmore would threaten her anymore. The baron
and Hugh would be unable to do away with Lord Strathmore, even if the man
hardly deserved her efforts.


Madeline
debated the merits of leaving well enough alone. She came up short as she saw
the cage lying upon the floor. With a cry of denial, she ran to pick up the
cage. The two rats were no longer inside. She looked about, finding bits of
grey fur and blood. It was obvious the two cats made a lunch of the two rats. She
covered her mouth in anguish to realize they’d been eaten, closing her eyes in
nausea. It was too much. She ran for the chamber pot, vomiting inside of it
until she had nothing left.


Madeline
was shaky and lightheaded as she sat upon the edge of the bed. She was
overwrought to know Lady Strathmore and Gerwin ate the baron and his son. She
found enough evidence of it on the tent floor to feel tears, despite what the
pair meant to do to her. Ultimately, she was responsible for three men dying
this day. Thoughts of the groom being trampled by Goldwyn made her cringe.


Tears
fell despite her best efforts to calm herself. She wiped at them but they
continued to come forth. It was then Alastair arrived to help her move her
belongings to the castle.


He
smiled to see the fluffy white cat lying with Gerwin. He saw her stricken
features and sighed sadly. “You have little say in this, Madeline. You are to
marry Rohan. Please assure me you resign yourself to it? I do not want to worry
over your fate when we leave for Rivenhahl.”


“It’s
not that! They ate the baron and his son,” she cried in desolate grief,
pointing to the fallen cage. “They’re dead and it’s my fault.”


Alastair
looked grim to see the blood and grey fur on the rug as he picked up the cage.
He regarded Madeline somberly. “You are not to blame for this, Madeline,” he
said softly and she cried harder. “They meant to do evil here. You’ve saved a
life here today as well. Two lives, if memory serves. Recall what Strathmore
intended for Rohan should he have wed his daughter?”


“Lord
Strathmore’s life is saved and that should please me?” she asked with a note of
hysteria in her voice. “Somehow I don’t think anyone would thank me for that!
You’re being too kind! I’ve killed three people this day with the use of my
botched spells!”


“Lady
Strathmore appears quite content,” Alastair offered and swallowed hard to see
the tomcat once more move to mount the female.


Madeline
cringed to see Gerwin mating furiously with the white cat, their enraptured
mewling making her cry harder. Alastair shooed the pair outside the tent. Soon
they were at it again outside, their growling growing louder.


“I’ll
never use magic again,” she replied tonelessly, her face filled with sadness.
“I have done this, and know not how to undo it.”


“Madeline,
you know what she planned for you; for her husband too. She can do no harm now.
You didn’t kill the baron and his son. It was an accident. You mustn’t blame
yourself,” Alastair told her and flinched from the sound of the animals mating.


“What
happens should Lady Strathmore have kittens?” she asked in renewed hysteria and
sobbed into her hands. “Good Goddess! This is just too horrible to believe! I
am the worst witch there ever was!”


“You
have no control over this, as I can see. You don’t know how to change her back.
My guess is it would be a mistake to do so. She would have saw you burn, if you
recall?”


Madeline
stopped crying then, knowing the lady would have made good her threats to
expose her. She felt relief to know reversing the spell was beyond her
knowledge. She would have felt obligated to change her back then, with dire
consequences to herself.


Alastair
encouraged her to gather her things. It took her mind off her troubles. She
wished Minerva had lived to see this day, thinking of how pleased she would
have been to see her granddaughter become a lady.


Feeling
she failed miserably as a witch, she vowed to never use magic again. Alastair
loaded her things into a wagon. He snatched up the white cat and grinned to see
Gerwin growl angrily, possessive of his new mate.


“Your
cat appears rather pleased with his new lady love,” he offered and chuckled,
finding amusement in the situation now. “She must be in heat. What think you of
that?”


Madeline
looked sick at the thought and picked up Gerwin and put him in the back of the
wagon. “I don’t wish to think of it at all.”


Alastair
chuckled as he petted Lady Strathmore and she scratched him. He put her in the
back of the wagon with the large orange tomcat. By the time they packed the
wagon, the pair was soon going at it once more to Alastair’s growing amusement.
Madeline looked sick to see her cat having his way with Lady Strathmore for the
third time in as many hours.


“We
can wait for them to finish,” he offered solicitously and chuckled at her
disgusted expression.


“This
isn’t funny, Alastair!” she cried and closed her eyes in dismay as the cats
grew louder in their mating. “Try to recall she was once a lady?”


Alastair
smiled as he watched the pair finish. “I can truthfully see no difference in
her now.”


“Let
us just go,” she replied sulkily and glared at Gerwin as he lounged in the back
of the wagon, sprawled out and panting. Lady Strathmore’s loud purring made her
red-faced as she climbed to the seat in the wagon next to Alastair. The man
chuckled all the way to the palace. Liveried servants arrived to take her
things to her room. Alastair carried a very contented Lady Strathmore as she
carried Gerwin.


Madeline
was wide-eyed as they were led through the palace. After following a servant
down endless corridors and stairs; they arrived at gilt-edged doors. She walked
inside the luxurious chamber and opened her mouth but no sound emerged. The
incomprehensible truth of where she was finally dawned on her.


The
room was obviously reserved for important royal guests. Everywhere Madeline
looked showed opulence and luxury. Everything was readied for her arrival. A
shy maid awaited her inside, introduced as Tillie.


Alastair
set down Lady Strathmore. The feline flounced upon a velvet chair before a
fire, lying down to nap. Gerwin loped to the huge platform bed and jumped upon
it, going in circles until he was comfortable on the rich silk comforter.


Seeing
her dazed expression made Alastair smile gently. “I think you should take a nap
for a time, Madeline. This day has taken much out of you.”


“Is
Gavin pleased? Please tell me he has no regret of this, Alastair?” she asked as
she met his sad expression.


“His
only regret is to lose you to the new baron of Rothford, my dear,” Alastair
replied grimly and saw her eyes fill with tears. “He does what his king
commands him to, but likes it not.”


She
nodded, grateful when he and the maid left her. She slipped off her shoes and
climbed into the huge, impossibly comfortable bed. She was asleep within
moments, the stress of the day forgotten.


****


Alastair
joined Gavin in the main hall of the palace, cringing slightly to hear royal
courtiers talking about Strathmore’s wife’s disappearance. Lady Blythe was now
feared the victim of foul play. Every royal guard within the palace was
dispatched to the festival grounds to search for her. The lady’s servants
believed she must have met a brigand on her way back from visiting the unknown
woman she was seen talking to. She was not seen since.


Alastair
was relieved the servants could not recall where they left the lady, confused
and turned around when they accompanied the guards back to the tent village.


He
breathed a sigh of relief to know the lady’s servants would not bring the royal
guard down upon their heads. Strathmore didn’t appear overly upset to know his
wife was missing. The man was more dismayed to know Gavin won the day,
glowering from his seat with the king.


The
king sent men into the city to continue the search. It was all that was talked
of besides the new Lord of Rivenhahl. Lady Lucinda held court with the queen’s
ladies as they planned her wedding.


“I
trust Madeline is resting while she can?” Gavin asked with a glum expression. A
buxom serving girl came with a tankard and a pitcher of ale.


Alastair
smiled as he lifted his tankard of ale, a dark brow quirked in humor. “Our
delightful witch has had quite a shock today, as you can imagine?”


“A
royal wedding is more than she ever realized.”


“The
king claimed to need to speak with you privately earlier,” Alastair said. “What
was that all about?” Gavin’s smile faded and he looked at his friend in pained
silence. Alastair saw his expression and chuckled. “Come now, only reinstated
to your former title half a day and you have complaints, my lord? What is it?”


“He
sought to pacify Sir Rohan further for his loss. He seeks to make sure the man
and I bear one another no ill-will.”


Alastair
looked confused. “How does he wish to make such up to the man? I would think a
barony and Madeline a fitting prize.”


Gavin
looked miserable and set his tankard down. “He has given Sir Rohan the barony
of Rothford nearest Rivenhahl, and also my former keep.”


Alastair
looked sick to hear such news. He had hopes of gaining the keep for himself and
Vivienne. Those were swiftly dashed now.


“I
pity the man when he seeks to collect his bride. This does not go over well
with Madeline, my lord.”


Gavin
seemed defeated despite his winning, drinking more than he was known. “Rohan
will marry Madeline and I must watch and do nothing? It isn’t fair, Alastair. I
have back all that was lost, and failed to win her.”


“What
could you offer her, Gavin?” Alastair asked in disgust and his dark eyes filled
with bitterness. “It’s not likely the king would have made her a Countess and
you know it as I do. Being your mistress is better than this? Is she not worth
more than that to you? She will be a baroness at least. That is more than you
could ever offer her.”


“You
need not rub the matter in, Alastair. It kills me to see her go to Rohan,”
Gavin remarked sadly. “Think well before you leave here. Don’t let pride keep
you from approaching the duke now.”


“What
would be the point in it?”


“Your
future, for one,” Gavin pointed out with anger blazing in his gaze. “Being a
retainer to me can hardly be the extent of your goals, my friend.”


“Leave
it alone, Gavin,” Alastair replied moodily and drank, fuming into his ale.


“How
much opportunity do you let slip away the longer you hesitate?”


They
were joined by the other knights then. Miles and his noble father came to sit
with them. Alastair had no chance to respond. Seeing Miles and his father
drinking and joking together made him look away, his dark eyes going to the
main table where Monteith sat with the king and his family. The man looked over
at that moment. Their eyes met and held briefly. Alastair looked away first,
unwilling to draw the man’s attention.


Gavin
saw the frown on Monteith’s face as his gaze lingered on Alastair. The
recognition on his face was unmistakable. Alastair was the man’s mirror image.
The speculation had already circulated within the king’s court that Monteith
was his sire. The man looked like he might take matters upon himself, even if
his friend seemed unwilling to pursue it.


Gavin
saw Monteith never looked away, clearly aware his illegitimate son sat across
the hall from him. Judging from the man’s keen look of interest, Alastair was
wrong in his assessment. It was not long before the duke’s page approached. The
duke requested Alastair join him later for a private audience.


Alastair’s
lips twisted as the young boy left. “It appears news travels fast here.”


“One
need only look at the two of you to know, my friend,” Gavin said with a grin.
“Do you a favor and meet the man and find out what he wants. You know you want
to.”


Alastair
didn’t reply, refusing to think anything of it. What was the point of it now?
He wouldn’t offer for Vivienne. They had no means and no home now that the king
gave it to Rohan.  They rode for Rivenhahl after the coronation. Alastair
and the men went on to the keep in Scotland to prepare all those there for the
move to England.


 “Rohan
wastes no time in claiming his bride,” Alastair commented pleasantly, good natured
despite his lord’s loss of Madeline.


“I
think he feared the king would change his mind,” Gavin replied darkly and
glared into his tankard. “He will regret this. I tried to get him to relent and
wait, not force this issue so soon to allow Madeline to grow used to the match
and give her time. He would not listen to reason.”


Alastair
grinned then. “I think it is safe to say your witch will greet the man with a
spell in hand this night.”


Gavin
shook his head at the thought. “I think we can both agree the man is in for a
surprise when he claims her. She can be most difficult when she wants to be.”


“We
talk of your witch, my lord. She’s going to him kicking and screaming and you
know it.”


Gavin
looked angry he had no say in the matter. “I do not wish to think of this
anymore. Tomorrow she leaves with Rohan.”


Alastair
rolled his eyes at his friend’s melancholy. “At least you can keep an eye upon
the man with Rothford only miles away.”


“I
think the less I see of my fair witch, the better.”


“In
truth, my friend; this is what is meant to be. You knew the king wouldn’t allow
you to wed Madeline as soon as he offered her. You had a choice to lose too, my
lord.”


“You
are right. I could have lost, but it was not within me to do so. Even for her,
I could not do that to my family,” Gavin said with remorse in his expression.
“Knowing Rohan is beyond the hedgerows at Rivenhahl does not please me.”


Alastair
knew Rohan would forget his loss when he took Madeline as his wife. She was a
force of nature. He pitied the new baron now, knowing her as he did. She wasn’t
used to being told what to do at all. No, Madeline did the telling. She would
make Sir Rohan question whether he was blessed, or cursed this day.


“Let
us drink to the happy couple,” Alastair said to all with a smirk and tipped his
tankard. “We drink to their health, or Sir Rohan’s, I should say.”


“Poor
bloody bastard is in for it,” Jasper was heard to murmur; Gaston seconded his
words.


Gavin
tilted his tankard, his face filled with sadness to know in a couple hours, his
fair witch would marry Sir Rohan de Warren.
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You must
break the shell to bits, for fear,


The
witches should make it a boat, my dear,


For over
the sea, away from home


Far bny
night the witches roam.


~Anonymous.


 


Madeline
was awakened by Tillie when the royal seamstresses arrived. The queen’s
giggling ladies arrived soon after. She was told to stand upon a stool,
measured and prodded as they fitted her for the wedding gown.


It was
made of ivory satin with iridescent seed pearls sewn into the bodice. The trim
was gold braid, the sleeves wide and flowing. The gossamer silk underskirts
were of gold silk. Madeline swallowed hard to see the beauty of the garment, in
awe as it was held up for her inspection. Knowing she would marry Rohan in a
matter of hours gave her some concern the gown would be ready in time.


She
was assured by all they would work on it all afternoon to have it done. She saw
the ladies and seamstresses out. In the melee, Lady Strathmore slid out the
door and was down the stone stairs before Madeline could catch her. She
muttered a curse as she returned to her rooms to worry over the cat, now loose
within the palace. Gerwin never roused during her fitting, snoring contentedly
from the bed.


Madeline
was still worrying over Lady Blythe when there was a knock at the door. She
approached and opened the door. Rohan was leaning in the doorway, a pleased
grin on his face. He appeared a bit tipsy as he entered the room. He kicked the
door shut behind him.


Madeline
glared at his pleased, arrogant expression. “What is it you want, Sir Rohan?
You appear to be into your cups.”


“Cups?
We dispensed with cups and went with full pitchers hours ago,” he told her with
a hearty chuckle, his dark eyes glassy. “I trust you are well, lady?”


“They
just fitted me for my wedding gown,” she said and avoided his gaze, still
unable to believe they married in a matter of hours. “I am very well,
considering.”


Rohan
reached out unsteadily and touched her cheek. “The marriage hardly pleases you,
I know. Can you not try to accept this?”


“I
never thought to marry,” she said truthfully. “It is all quite a shock.”


“I
know nothing about you, Madeline,” he said softly, his eyes tracing her face in
reverence. “I should like to learn one thing before we marry.”


She
looked up into his handsome face and stiffened from his expression of
possessive jealousy now. “What is it you wish to know?”


“Did
you love de Mortaine?” Rohan asked his dark eyes filled with dismay to await
her answer.


“I
do not see that matters anymore.”


Rohan
glared down at her. “Answer the question, Madeline. I would know your
thoughts.”


“Yes!
I love him! Are you happy to know you marry a woman who loves another, Sir
Rohan?” she asked bitterly, her blue eyes filled with tears.


Rohan
flinched at her words. “You will love him no more after this night,” he
commanded with flashing dark eyes. “You are mine! After what happened in the
barn, I think you confuse your feelings for the man.”


“I
might have no choice but to marry you, but you cannot make me forget him,” she
vowed and glared up at him. “I think you confuse what happened in the barn more
than I.”


“We
shall see,” Rohan said and his dark eyes clung to her lips. “I look forward to
that challenge, sweet one. You will regret offering it to me.”


Madeline
cringed to know their wedding night was hours away. Rohan would claim her as he
had in the barn; making a mockery of her words she loved another. She
stubbornly refused to accept the lust that blazed between them was anymore than
that, just lust. What she felt for her valiant knight was true and good. This
dark-eyed man would never claim her heart.


  “I
shall always love Gavin,” she bit out harshly. “Know that now. Your challenge
is an empty one.”


Rohan’s
handsome face filled with anger. “I will enjoy making you regret such words,
Madeline. You will be my wife! Can you not see the man never meant to offer you
more? Why do you persist in keeping him between us?”


“Your
offer to take me away with you was any better than his?” she jeered. “Did you
offer marriage then, Sir Rohan, or more of the same?”


Rohan’s
lips twisted bitterly. “You will never know that now, will you?”


Madeline
wasn’t able to answer him. Lady Strathmore did instead, mewling at the door
plaintively. Madeline stepped away from Rohan. She opened it and glared down at
the unrepentant feline, seeing her new furry suitor slinking away down the
stone stairs. She frowned down at the cat as she flounced into the room,
purring in obvious contentment.


Whatever
guilt she felt for turning the noblewoman into a cat was fleeting as she
watched her sprawl in abandon in front of the fire to groom herself. She paid
Gerwin little heed, hissing at him when he came near. Her cat swished his tail
in annoyance and tried another approach, earning a swat from his fickle lady
then.


“I
will leave you to think on that, Madeline,” he told her, smiling arrogantly.
“We both know de Mortaine will not be in your thoughts this night when I come
to your bed.”


She
bit back an angry retort as Rohan took his leave, blowing her an insolent kiss
at the door, his dark eyes amused before he left her. She fumed to know he was
right. Despite her assertions she loved Gavin, she couldn’t deny the passion
and lust felt with Rohan.


Soon
Gerwin gave up trying to woo Lady Blythe and returned to his nap upon a small
settee nearby. Madeline was dismayed she could do so little to curtail the
animal’s natural tendencies and keep her from mating with the palace strays.


Madeline
was grateful the ladies had trays of food brought during the fitting. She was
famished and knew she couldn’t get through what lie ahead without eating
something. She thought of her father’s family then. Lady Agnes could hear of
this. Her hope the lady forgot her husband’s bastard over the years was
short-sighted.


Madeline
hoped but found it unlikely the lady forgot anything. If Lady Agnes lived and
learned of her marriage there would be consequences. She realized her fears
were silly. Who would ever believe Minerva’s granddaughter was a baroness? If
any heard her former name, they would think it a mere coincidence. Still,
thoughts of her half brother and two half sisters worried her.


The
present Viscount of Lunley was as mean spirited as his two older sisters,
Sybilla and Mary. Lord Robert was three years older than her. Her memories of
him were not encouraging. He was oft times cruel to her when they were
children, enjoying tormenting her.


It
was only when she cast the childish spells upon him then did he leave her
alone. After young Robert broke out with unsightly, itchy dark spots and grew
hair in places no hair ought to be, did he leave her be.


The
oldest of the three Lunley children; Lady Mary learned well to leave her little
sister be. The older girl was to have wed that year. Due to Madeline’s spells,
most of her suitors were sent running from her in horror. Madeline placed a
glamour spell upon the girl. 


When
her suitors looked upon her they didn’t see the pretty blonde, but a horrid
creature in their minds. Mary left her alone, knowing her father’s child with
the servant was the cause of her lack of offers.


All
three bore her ill will, their mother even more so. Madeline felt uneasy by
such a lavish royal wedding this evening, fearful her father’s family would
learn of it and make trouble. She cursed telling the king of who her father was
now, too stunned to think to lie at that moment. Or maybe she saw a means to
get what she wanted then, which was to be a knight’s lady in truth. Only time
would tell if the news travelled to Lunley. Overwrought of the evening ahead,
she sought a nap to escape her turbulent feelings, distressed to know she could
find no way out of this debacle.


She
was awakened by Tillie as her bath reparations began. Madeline felt annoyed to
be so pampered. Not one part of her body failed to be scrubbed, buffed,
slathered in scented oil, or denuded of hair. She colored to know such was a
noblewoman’s habits, grimacing as her legs, arms, and other secret places were
unmercifully waxed.


Tillie
brushed her hair until it gleamed in luster, falling to her waist in dark red
waves. The hair was then painstakingly pinned and curled until Tillie was
satisfied with the result. The maid would not be dissuaded from the artful,
elaborate arrangement, considered slighted to do any less.


The
queen and her ladies helped her dress, giggling and joking all the while. She
felt nervous to know she would take her vows within the large cathedral before
all in attendance that evening. She felt aggrieved Minerva was not there to see
it.  The gown fit like a glove, she was relieved to see, standing in front
of a looking glass and turning this way and that.


Tillie
pinned the elaborate twelve foot train until she made her way to the cathedral.
A golden mesh veil was applied and all looked delighted once she was ready.
Madeline feared her nerves were a jumble as she waited to be sent for.


Her
spirits were low despite the great honor she received. She knew the cause. She
felt she lost a piece of herself by marrying Rohan now, knowing her heart bled
for another. What future she envisioned before this day began was not how it
was to end. Seeing Lady Strathmore reclined upon the pillows of her bed only
reminded her of what caused it all.


Her
blue eyes were determined as they met her reflection. Today she was a witch no
more, but a lady in truth. It was time she put aside her magic and embraced her
future with Rohan. Still, as the ladies left her alone to wait for her summons,
she felt lost.


The
change in her destiny was swift. It made her realize she could expect more
grief should she ignore what her magic had wrought. It was easy to blame her
magic now that Rohan no longer stood in front of her and mocked her continued
feelings for Gavin.


Madeline
bit back a sob to know she’d used spells to gain the man’s love. The one she
placed on him that morning came to mind, before he left for the
tournament.  She reasoned it was that love he believed he felt that
allowed him to win today. She should be glad for that now. The thought of him
marrying Strathmore’s daughter made her ill; knowing how he deserved better.


Her
thoughts grew dangerous then, realizing what she proposed was a contradiction
of her decision to cease to do magic. No, one last spell was called for. Gavin
could not possibly marry Lady Lucinda. She had the power to change that, if not
her own fate.


A
devious light entered her eyes as she retrieved her bag. She found bits of his
dark hair in her comb. She closed her eyes, summoning the spell to release him
from the betrothal.


Words
made in haste, denied in pride, give Lord Rivenhahl choice of bride


She
blew across the burning tray, pleased to know the spell would release Gavin
from having to marry Lady Lucinda. King James would merely change his mind, as
he was known to, and allow his loyal subject the choice. It came too late for
them, she knew, as she cleared the evidence away. A knock was heard at the
door. It was a royal page, sent to accompany her below. Tears filled her gaze
as she followed the young boy.


****


Madeline
bowed her head with Rohan as the vows were said, her hand trembling in his as
the blessings were made. Over two hundred guests filled the cathedral to see
her marry the baron of Rothford, Lord Rohan de Warren. She hadn’t seen Gavin or
his men among them, grateful when she walked down the aisle on the king’s arm.


Rohan
looked as handsome as sin in the black velvet surcoat with golden braid. The
snowy white shirt was in sharp contrast against his sun-darkened skin. His pale
hair gleamed under the tapers as he repeated his vows in a strong, sure voice.


She
stole a peek up at him and wavered over hers, her words stumbling until she
reached their end. The thunderous applause as the marriage was declared made
her tremble as her new husband claimed his kiss, boldly raising her off her
feet.


Rohan
kissed her so thoroughly to the delight of the onlookers the priest tapped him
on the shoulder and cleared his throat deliberately. He set her down and stared
down into her dazed features, his dark eyes meeting hers with promises gleaming
in their depths.


Madeline
was led away to the feast that followed; the married couple guests at the
king’s own table. She ignored her bridegroom until he leaned near her ear,
making her shiver as his hot breath sent an unsettled feeling down her nape.


“You
will be happy to know de Mortaine no longer has to wed Strathmore’s cow of a
daughter.”


“What
do you mean?” she asked, pleased, keeping her expression bland purposely. “What
has happened?”


“It
appears Lady Lucinda was caught with her father’s squire in a rather awkward
position earlier this night,” Rohan remarked with a delighted chuckle. “He is
to be given a choice of any lady here in attendance for his bride. The king
demands he choose before tomorrow. He moves among the crowd as we speak,
looking for his bride among them. Does that please you enough to know he has a
choice now?”


Madeline
smiled, tears in her gaze. It did please her, even knowing it could not be her
he chose. It was right he have some say in this. So much was out of his own
control from the start. He should be able to select his own wife, even hastily.
She hoped he chose well.


“He
deserves to have that and more,” she replied without sadness. “After what his
family endured, it is fitting.”


“We
leave for Rothford in the morning,” he informed her. “I would inspect my new
holding before we go on to my home.”


“We
go to Ireland?” she asked in surprise, her eyes swinging to his. “But I thought
we would live there.”


Rohan
smiled coolly as his eyes traced her lovely features. “I have been away from my
home far too long to ignore my responsibilities, Wife. We stay there for a time
until we make the move to Rothford. It is my hope you will resign yourself to
our marriage before we neighbor de Mortaine.”


Madeline
simmered to know this man made her choices now. She had little say in anything,
even where they would live. He took her to Ireland deliberately to keep her
away from Gavin, she knew. 


All her
life, she’d been her own mistress, beholden to no man. Now she was to be
dragged wherever Rohan took her. He took her hand and brought it to his lips,
kissing the back of it with lingering lips.


“I
took liberty to instruct your servant to pack for you, sweet wife,” he
whispered. “You’re to come to my room this night.”


Madeline
felt her heart beat unsteadily at his words, denials springing to her lips. She
ground her teeth to know she had little choice. This man was now her husband.
Pain filled her heart to know she wouldn’t have all she wanted when she left
this place. Her dreams had not come true. It was some consolation to know Gavin
would have his choice of bride. She was glad she would not be here to see him
wed another.


“The
king has been generous with you, my lord,” she replied softly, ignoring his
words. “You’ve gained much to lose this day.”


Rohan
shrugged, his dark eyes moving over her with amusement. “Does being my
consolation prize make you so unhappy, Madeline?”


“I’ve
given it no thought,” she denied, refusing to meet his teasing eyes.


“Sweet
liar, your words betray you,” he whispered. “We both know who you would have
wished in your bed this night. I will enjoy changing your mind of it, come
morning.”


She
flushed at his heated words, her reminder of the wedding night looming making
her uneasy and slightly over warm. Rohan seemed to like to torment her, knowing
what they shared in the barn mocked her feelings for Gavin. She was glad Rohan
had not seen fit to throw such in Gavin’s face.


“You
are my husband,” she countered coolly. “I can hardly deny you.”


Rohan
laughed mockingly and nipped at her fingertips. “We both know you would lie
again; sweet wife. The memory of your prior denial of me makes me hasten to
retire. Get you to my rooms. I will have your servant sent to you to prepare.”


Madeline
left the hall with every bit of dignity she could muster, avoiding his gleaming
dark eyes. She held her head high, following a servant to Rohan’s room.


****


Alastair
followed Gavin about the crowded hall, eyes peeled for anything in a skirt. His
amusement to help Gavin find a substitute bride drew scowls from his friend. He
was relieved he wouldn’t have to marry Lady Lucinda, but frustrated he must
choose one here tonight. He was resistant to enter the feast after Madeline’s
marriage.


He
knew Gavin was miserable to lose Madeline to Rohan. He could see the look of
longing in his eyes as he saw her with her new husband seated with the king.
The unforeseen circumstances made him disinterested in selecting his bride now.


“Must
I do it for you?” Alastair snapped under his breath as they walked among the
guests, pasting a smile for those they passed. “Try to appear as though you
care who you marry tomorrow.”


“I
don’t care!” Gavin bit back and glared at his companion. “Any one of them would
suffice. Why give me a choice when the one I want belongs to another?”


Alastair
grinned at his surly tone. “I see it as the king’s way of apology, my lord. Be
lucky Strathmore’s daughter was disgraced in the nick of time. You have a
choice now. Quit your sulking and look at these lovely ladies.”


Gavin
gazed about him, each hopeful lady they passed reminding him he must make a
choice. They smiled and went out of their way to draw his notice. Some more so
than others, were ridiculous and outrageous trying to draw his eye. He felt
none of Alastair’s relief. He didn’t have to marry the woman come tomorrow.


“You
do the choosing then, since I have no stomach for it,” Gavin decided and left
the proceeding, stalking away from the hall without a backward glance.


Alastair
continued on, weighing and assessing each lady he passed. He acted as if he
chose for himself, encouraged Gavin would accept whomever he selected for him.
He sighed as he looked the hopefuls over. He was sad Gavin and Madeline were
denied one another at the last. The king’s proclamation was done because of
Madeline’s lack of background, he knew, and for no other reason. 


The
king would not honor his most loyal knight by saddling him with a baseborn
wife; mores the pity, his friend would have welcomed it, as besotted as he was
with Madeline. He paused as he made it to the end of the hall, a flash of
something catching his eye.


He
perused the fair-haired beauty across the way with a pleased look. She was quite
beautiful with her golden hair and ivory skin. She appeared to be arguing with
her male companion, an older man he supposed was her father.


Her
obvious spirit as she looked up at the golden-haired nobleman intrigued him.
She was of small stature, petite, and curvaceous in all the right places. He
decided to move in for a closer look. Gavin might at least have a pretty wife
if he couldn’t have his fiery witch.


The
girl was young, perhaps eighteen or so, of a marriageable age for certain. She
was too busy arguing with her sire to note the dark-haired man who drew near.






[bookmark: _Toc325101627]~****~Chapter Sixteen~****~


 The great white witch
you have not seen? 

Then, younger brothers mine, forsooth, 

Like nursery children you have looked 

For ancient hag and snaggle-tooth; 

But no, not so; the witch appears 



 

“I
would like to retire, Father,” Lady Jocelyn Carlisle said in a seething tone.
“I have had enough of this for one day.”


Lord
Henry Carlisle glared down at his daughter. “You had best do as your bid, Girl!
I came to be rid of you. It is fitting de Mortaine seeks a wife! You will seek
to appeal to the man or so help me; you will regret it!”


Jocelyn
eyed her father bitterly. “The man has about as much a taste for this as I do!
He’s left the hall, or hadn’t you noticed? Your ploy has gone in vain, Father.
Either he’s made his choice or he doesn’t care who the king would choose for
him.”


“Kindly
lower your voice,” Henry said coldly and glared at his only daughter. “We
wouldn’t want anyone to hear what a little ingrate you are, Daughter. You’ve as
much a chance as any here to draw the man’s eye. It would behoove you to do so.
I know you care not for your alternative. You wouldn’t like a nunnery,
Jocelyn.”


“What
I want is to go home and forget all of this!” the girl cried under her breath,
her violet eyes filled with anger and tears.


“You’ve
offended my wife enough as it is,” Lord Carlisle said in disdain. “Sybilla
wants you gone. I’ll not have any more strife in my home. You will wed one way
or another, but you don’t come home. If I were you, I would try to appeal to
Lord Rivenhahl.”


Jocelyn
stewed as she looked about the room for the man, resistant to marriage
altogether. Her father’s new wife wanted her out. She was to be dropped at a
nunnery if she failed to ensnare a husband. The pain of his treatment sickened
her.


Since
her mother’s death, the elder Carlisle met and fell for a woman half his age.
Lord Lunley’s sister was pretty, if not ugly on the inside. She had her
grieving father besotted and fooled now, carrying his long-awaited heir, she’d
assured him. For that he would do anything the woman said, even abandon his
only other child for her.


Jocelyn
knew she would not go home on the morrow. He would make good his threats to
leave her at the nunnery on the way home. Marriage might not appeal to her, but
either did a cloistered life, swathed in black frocks.


   
“You give me little choice in it when you put it that way,” she muttered in
disgust.


“You
could do worse than an earl, Daughter,” he said with a sneer. “Had Sybilla not
found you out; you’d have married that pauper Grey.”


Jocelyn
stiffened at the mention of her heart’s intended, glaring through her tears.
“John did his best to appeal to you. I can see you don’t wish to be rid of me
as much as you say. He would have married me gladly!”


“The
man’s a damned commoner, Jocelyn,” the man said with a scowl. “You will not
sully my name or your mother’s memory by marrying a damned blacksmith!”


“He’s
a blacksmith’s apprentice,” she reminded him sharply.


“What
is the difference? The man’s beneath your notice for a husband.”


“What
do you care, Father?” she asked bitterly. “You do Sybilla’s bidding to be rid
of me and quibble over whether my choice is suitable?”


“You
are still my daughter, Jocelyn,” he snapped in annoyance. “Had you been more
amicable to Lord Lunley’s suit, we would not be here, I would think.”


Jocelyn
gasped in outrage. “So this is my punishment for offending Sybilla’s brother,
is it? I’m to be married off posthaste or left at a nunnery?”


“You
more than offended the man, my dear. You broke his blasted nose!” her father
snarled. “For that alone, you show how unruly you’ve become since your sainted
mother died. It is your choice. Find the man and charm him or resign yourself
to a nunnery!”


The
man left his daughter alone, stomping away to use the privy. She didn’t see the
one who walked away or the speculative look on his handsome features.


****


 “I
have found your bride,” Alastair informed him as they walked in the royal
gardens. “I have given her name to the king. You will be pleased with Lady
Jocelyn Carlisle, I think.”


Gavin
shrugged. “What does it matter? Whomever you’ve chosen will be suitable. I care
not.”


Alastair
was annoyed now. His friend really needed to snap out of his melancholy since
Madeline’s marriage. Lady Jocelyn’s father was only too delighted to unload his
daughter and couldn’t wait to leave her at court in the king’s custody. He felt
sorry for the girl. What made his decision was learning her stepmother was
Madeline’s half sister Sybilla.


Madeline
regaled him enough with tales of the woman and her brother to have pity on her.
He was only too happy to assist in getting her away from the Lunley’s. He
cursed her father for threatening the girl with a nunnery. The lovely blonde
wouldn’t suit the nunnery. He thought her just the means to bring his friend
out of his doldrums.


“It
might interest you to hear about the woman you would spend the rest of your
life with,” he said harshly, his dark eyes flaring. “Instead you pine for a
woman you were never in any position to offer more than a place in your bed. I
think we both know she deserved better than that. If it eases your mind, your
bride is both beautiful and spirited. Do you a favor and take notice on the
morrow. Madeline belongs to Rohan now. You must forget her.”


Gavin
watched Alastair stalk away and cursed under his breath to be reminded he would
wed Lady Jocelyn before the coronation on the morrow. Any other man might have
gone to his bride’s room to see her before the nuptials. He couldn’t bring
himself to do so. Alastair wouldn’t have saddled him with anything less than
his own taste.


Knowing
Madeline went to her husband this night would keep him up, imagining his lovely
witch in Rohan’s bed. He was frustrated to know he fought the urge to go find
her now and drag her away from here, damning the consequences. Instead he
retreated back to his tent to spend the evening with his men and drown his
sorrows.


****


Rohan
entered his room and smiled to see Madeline pacing before the crackling hearth,
her white silk nightgown drawing his gaze. His dark eyes glowed as he removed
his surcoat, gazing at his fiery wife in appreciation.


“Your
eagerness warms me, sweet wife,” he drawled and saw her eyes narrow in anger.


“Then
you see what you want, my lord,” she said with a scowl. “I would have no
illusions between us, Rohan. We are married, whether we like it or no.”


Rohan
chuckled at her words. “What illusions are these you speak of? I see you quite
clearly.”


“You
see nothing at all,” she snapped. “Recall what happened to you after our time
in the barn? Recall your dilemma with Lady Strathmore? I did that to you.”


Rohan
raised an eyebrow. “And here I thought my servants could be trusted. It was
obviously her servants who told you about that. What are you talking about?
What did you have to do with either of those incidents?”


“I’m
a witch, my lord,” she said with a steady look at him. “I would have no secrets
between us. It is not the way to start a life together, you agree?”


Rohan
smirked at her disclosure. “A witch, you say? You are many things, my fiery
one. A witch, I think not.”


“I
put the spell on you to make you sleep the day away in the barn. I also kept
you abed with Lady Strathmore. I did it to give Gavin more practice time with
you out of the way. It is my fault, no doubt, that you lost.”


“It
appears you are under some misconception you had anything to do with those
things, Madeline,” he argued and shook his head. “Both can be explained and
neither are your doing. Why are you saying such things?”


“Do
you know where Gavin found me?”


“Where
did he find you?”


“I
was being burned for witchcraft and he put a stop to it,” she informed him,
seeing his eyes widen, but still he remained unconvinced.


“I
should thank de Mortaine for saving my future wife,” Rohan teased and saw her
eyes narrow to slits. “This is ridiculous, Madeline! You’re no witch!”


“I
turned Lady Strathmore into a cat,” Madeline went on to say, unperturbed from
his disbelief. “I turned Strathmore’s groom into a snake when Sir Alastair and
I caught him trying to hurt Goldwyn before the tournament.”


“That
explains what happened to both of those missing,” he replied with a shake of
his head. “Why are you saying such things, Madeline? You are no witch!”


She
eyed him sadly, her smile forlorn. “Mayhap not a very good one, but it is
true.”


“So
you do spells and that such nonsense?” he asked and rolled his eyes. “You are
hardly a witch! I think you blame yourself for matters out of your control,
wife. Come, I would talk of more pleasant subjects,” he said and his dark eyes
filled with desire.


Madeline
came and stood before him, blue eyes filled with tears. “No, you will believe
me before we start a life. I’ll not have you find out later and claim I lied of
it.”


Rohan
removed his shirt, his dark eyes holding hers. “I know what I need to know of
you, sweet one. I have thought of nothing but you since the moment I set eyes
upon you. You could be a witch, for you have cast your spell upon me, well and
truly.”


“There
is more,” she told him as she watched him continue to disrobe. “I turned the
baron of de Valmont and his son into rats. They took gold from Lady Strathmore
to kill her husband.”


“Sounds
as if they all got what they deserved,” he said without concern. She gave an
exasperated sigh as he continued to undress.


Madeline
eyed him with something akin to distress. “You don’t believe me, do you?”


Rohan
could see she believed all she said and was dismayed, wondering whether his new
wife was a bit touched to think she had anything to do with any of that. He had
a personal knowledge of witches. This delightful redheaded creature was not one
of them. Thoughts of his mother began to dampen his pleasure of his wedding
night. His lips tightened and he vowed to think of it no more. He’d think of
nothing but the woman he won through losing.


At
the last moment, he gave de Mortaine the advantage, tipping his lance to give
him his way. He knew when James Stuart offered Madeline in the tournament, the
king never intended she go to the Lord of Rivenhahl. He knew it and allowed
himself to lose, knowing he could have won.


Those
breathless moments with her in the barn made his decision. A barony wasn’t
close to what he could have attained that day, but the woman in front of him
became all he wanted at that moment. She thought she loved de Mortaine, but he
would change her mind. 


The
man had the same choice as he, and took his prize, foolishly thinking the king
would allow him Madeline too. Rohan meant to marry her and take her back to
Ireland with him those last moments, never able to finish his pledge to her
before matters spiraled out of control.


His
lips hardened to know James Stuart held her over their heads during the
tournament for his own amusement. The king wouldn’t allow one of his earls to
wed a common born girl. That sad fact was known by him only too well, but not
by de Mortaine or Madeline.


The
man gave her up whether he acknowledged it or not. Rohan had only to convince
his lovely wife of it, make her see the truth. The man she believed she loved
wanted his birthright more than her. Rohan never had much to start with. A
barony was better than nothing. With this woman at his side, it was enough.


“I
believe whatever you believe, Madeline,” Rohan said as his hand reached out and
untied her robe. It slithered to her ankles and his dark eyes slid over her
bare ivory shoulders in the sheer night gown. “I don’t wish to talk anymore.”


Madeline
saw the desire in his eyes, felt her heart hammer to think of that hurried
encounter in the barn. To know they had all night made her tremble to see his
obvious arousal as he slid his breeches down, kicking them away.


Rohan
swept her into his arms and bore her to the large four poster bed, laying her
down before he came down next to her, sliding down the straps, his breath
catching as he bared her breasts. His hands stroked the soft flesh, his dark
eyes never leaving her face.


“You
are the only prize I saw today, Madeline,” he whispered as his hands stroked
her velvety flesh. “We begin anew tonight. No talk of witchery or your
misguided feelings for de Mortaine. You are mine, lady.”


Madeline
gasped as his lips took hers in a scorching kiss, forgetting all but the feel
of his hands and mouth. He worshiped her flesh with knowing caresses, making
her breathless. Rohan laved at her breasts making her moan as desire leapt
within her.


When
his big body covered hers, his dark eyes met hers with such intensity, she
couldn’t look away. He entered her with a low moan, closing his eyes with
ecstasy as he stroked within her. She held him, feeling the force of his ardor
as he drove deeply within her, murmuring her name as she dug her fingers into
his wide, muscled back.


Rohan
took her fiercely, bringing her to a shattering release. Her eyes were wide
with wonder as he surged within her. She cried out against his neck, holding
him tightly at the last. She felt a thousand suns burst within her. His hands
held hers in his as he joined her in the fiery aftermath.


He
held her against his sweaty chest, his hands sliding through her long red hair.
They didn’t speak as they lay entwined. He could see the confusion in her deep
blue gaze. The passion that flared between them took her off guard, made her
question all. Rohan curved around her, holding her close, the day catching up
to him as he slept contentedly.


****


Madeline
was tormented by her burning responses to Rohan. She sat up and watched her new
husband sleep with the ease of a child, his handsome face soft in repose. He made
her feel so out of sorts she couldn’t sleep. She sat up and hugged her knees,
her eyes sliding over him appreciatively, despite her best efforts to ignore
him.


Rohan
had a tall powerful build with heavily corded muscles. There was no spare flesh
anywhere. She was ashamed to feel herself growing aroused just by looking at
him in the dim firelight. Husband, she thought in wonder once more this
day. Thinking of their future made her frown.


Rohan
refused to believe his new wife was a witch. He humored her before he
consummated their marriage with such thoroughness she grew breathless to think
of it. In those moments she had not thought of Gavin at all. Her husband
refused to believe she loved Gavin, mocked her for dwelling upon the knight who
brought her to the tournament.


A
practical part of her recalled she was only here to give Gavin his reward for
saving her. It was her daily bindings that made him love her, she thought
wistfully. She wanted so much for him to feel that way, basked in his
affections, and never stopped to face the grim truth it was all by her spell’s
design. Tomorrow he would wake up and be free of her spell.


Tears
filled her eyes to know no amount of magic could have made him want her more
than what he came to London to reclaim. No bitterness was felt to know that.
She was happy for him, knowing she helped him achieve that.


Her
gaze slid to her handsome blond husband and wondered how he came to lose. Rohan
never lost a jousting match in his career, a fact she couldn’t ignore,
recalling his offer before the tournament. He asked her to leave with him if he
lost. That only told her he intended to from the start, before she was led away
by the king and his entourage.


A
feeling of hope leapt within her to think Rohan gave up all he wanted for her.
He was nothing but ambitious. Was it possible he gave up the earldom of
Rivenhahl for her? She shook her head, thinking it ridiculous to conceive. Her
magic helped Gavin win and cost her husband everything he could have ever
wanted. Guilt assailed her to know it. She was suddenly relieved he didn’t
believe her. She felt hopeful of her marriage now. Rohan blaming her for
getting a modest barony and a rundown keep in Scotland would hardly endear her
to him now.


I
gave up magic, Madeline recalled with a sigh as she traced
the rigid muscles of her husband’s flat stomach. She was the baroness of
Rothford now. Magic had cost her too much and threatened all she could ever
have. She vowed to use it no more.


She
slid back down and lay next to Rohan. He didn’t rouse as she cuddled close to
him for warmth, her cheek against his side. Soon, she fell into a dreamless
sleep, her body pressed against his side.


Madeline
awoke with pleasurable sensations, eyes fluttering open slowly. Rohan’s lips
were sliding along the inside of her thigh, making her gasp as his mouth soon
delved into the smooth denuded flesh, making her gasp aloud.


Hot,
urgent sensations rocked through her in relentless waves as his lips and tongue
attacked the soft flesh there. She gripped his pale locks, arching under his
seeking mouth. Cries escaped her as a torrent of sensations coursed through
her.


Madeline
climaxed with a low moan, her heels digging into his shoulders. When he rose
above her she was dazed and overwhelmed. Rohan took her lips and made love to
her slowly, his body rising and falling over hers.


She
wrapped her legs around him, urging him to her now, her hips meeting his
hungrily. Rohan was pleasantly encouraged to hurry his movements, thrusting
deeply within her. His black eyes were filled with admiration as they moved as
one.


Madeline
nearly wept as he brought her to another scorching release, clinging to him,
breathless as he finally lay still within her. He raised his head from her
chest and smiled, displaying dimples in both cheeks, looking so boyish she
could forget he was a battle-tested knight. The white scar under his left eye
was round and thin. She touched it then, seeing him stiffen and his dark eyes
skittered away from hers.


“How
did you come to be scarred here? Did it happen in battle?” she asked curiously
as he slid away and rolled to her side, bringing her up against his chest.


Rohan
chuckled and held his wife. “I came by that from a woman, my sweet. So aye, it
was indeed a battle scar.”


“What
did you do to deserve such a wound? You could have lost your eye.”


Rohan
laughed and rolled her to the mattress, staring down at her with a grin. “Why
do you assume I deserved to be nearly blinded, wife?”


Madeline
smiled despite herself. “Your reputation with women precedes you. I was warned
to stay clear of you several times during the tournament.”


Rohan
smiled as his chin rested upon her stomach. “Do you listen to all that people
say, Madeline?”


“Do
you deny it?”


“I
don’t deny having many lovers, Madeline. I can’t recall any of them complaining
of me enough to earn this poor reputation you speak of,” he told her, his dark
eyes caressing her flushed face. 


“You
have yet to tell me how you came to have the scar,” she prompted, blue eyes
filled with amusement.


“Her
name was Callista. She was my mistress for a time,” Rohan explained as he
nibbled upon her abdomen. “She was jealous of another woman and swung a wine
bottle at me in a fit of rage. There? Does that satisfy you to know?”


“Was
her jealousy well-founded?”


“Yes,
I was ending the relationship,” he disclosed and she sighed as she felt his
stubble against her hip as he kissed the indent there. “She felt I threw her over
for another.”


“And
did you?”


Rohan
raised an eyebrow and lifted his head, his dark eyes twinkling. “That doesn’t
merit trying to blind one, does it?”


Madeline
was enjoying herself too much to resist needling him further. “You admit to
deceiving her with another and are surprised by her reaction?”


Rohan
shrugged. “I didn’t actually admit to it.”


She
giggled and shook her head. “Then you got what you deserved.”


Rohan
chuckled and bit at her hip. “You would take her side in this? Would it matter
to you she had other men?”


“Why
would she try to blind you?”


“What
else can one do when you see them as they are for the first time?” Rohan asked
softly, his profound words making her question his depth. Madeline could see
now there were two sides of Rohan. The exaggerations of who he really was
startled her to see such contradictions now. His arrogance was real and earned.
His ambition was obvious having made it so far in the King’s Day tournament.
His prowess with women certainly couldn’t be argued by her. Rohan neither lied
nor gave her the impression he couldn’t be trusted. He had enough honor to
refuse Strathmore at the last. The only question she had was why he would seek
her out.


There
was more to him than those stories that were passed around. His black reputation
didn’t please him as much as it amused him. Other’s opinions of him didn’t seem
to bother him either. His confidence radiated from within. He didn’t second
guess himself. Rohan was his own man; that much was true.


“Tell
me about you now, Madeline,” he encouraged as he caressed her. “I know how you
came to be in de Mortaine’s company, but nothing beyond that.”


“My
grandmother raised me when my mother died,” she said softly. “We moved around
quite a bit. What do you wish to know?”


“The
Viscount of Lunley was your father?”


Madeline’s
lips tightened. “I grew up in his household. He never claimed me when he was
alive.”


“I
grew up much the same way,” Rohan replied with a touch of sadness. “My father
had no children and had no choice, as I saw it, but to accept me. That is how I
became a knight in King James’ service.”


“I
have three half siblings who despise me,” she continued with a sigh. “They
would make trouble for me should they hear of my marriage, I warn you.”


“Then
you can turn them into rats,” Rohan said with a soft chuckle as he slid up
against her and dropped a kiss upon her lips. “You needn’t worry over Lunley. I
have met your half brother. He is more a girl than a man.”


“They
threatened to see me burn before I left Lunley. I think you don’t see the threat,
Rohan. They would do as they said if they discover where I am,” she told him
with a shiver of unease. “I wouldn’t want them to make trouble for you.”


“You
are worth whatever trouble they would bring to my door, Madeline,” he breathed
against her ear, his dark eyes filled with desire. “We leave here in a few
hours. I would not waste our time worrying of things that may not come to
pass.”


He
once again became the teasing seducer. He made her forget the threat of her
half siblings. Rohan brought her to pleasure once more making her shake and
cling to him, wonder in her expression before he rose to see to the wagons that
would take them to Rothford. While he was gone, Tillie arrived to assist her in
bathing and changing.


She
returned to her room and found Gerwin and Lady Strathmore reclined upon the
settee together, purring contentedly. Tillie had all her chests packed when
there was a knock at the door. She answered it and smiled to see Alastair
there.


He
came in and grinned down at her. “I came to see you off. Your husband is down
at the stable driving the servants into fits right now over the neglect of his
horse. I hope the man treats you as kindly as he does that animal.”


Madeline
giggled. “He treats me well, Alastair. You need not worry over it. Rohan is
nothing like what you think.”


Alastair
smiled at her use of her husband’s name. “Then I am pleased for you, Madeline.
The men ordered me to see to you this morn. They vowed to beat Rohan should I
see one bit of disappointment on your face. I see none of that.”


“Did
Gavin choose his bride?” she asked hesitantly, pain flickering in her eyes.


“I
got that thankless task,” he complained and smiled. “I found him a bride during
the feast, though he has not seen fit to even meet her yet. The wedding is in
three hours and he hunts with the king.”


“He
will come around, Alastair.”


“The
lady is quite lovely, though I must warn you she is the stepdaughter of Sybilla
of Lunley, your half sister. I came to warn you that your half brother will
attend the nuptials,” Alastair said and his eyes were concerned. “It is best if
you are not here then.”


“We
leave within the hour, Alastair,” she informed him and looked uneasy despite
knowing she would bypass running into Robert. “How is it you chose Sybilla’s
stepdaughter out of all the ladies you had to pick?”


“She
seems to despise that one, enough of a recommendation already,” he said with a
smile. “I overheard her arguing with her father. It was either she marry or go
to a nunnery. I took pity on the nuns. She is quite spirited.”


Madeline
was pleased Gavin would have a suitable bride. By now her binding wore off. He
was free of the spell that she put upon him. He would no longer feel such angst
over her marriage to Rohan.


“All
is as it should be,” she said and sighed. “We leave for Rothford today, and
from there, Ireland. Rohan takes me to his home.”


Alastair
grinned at the peevish tone in her voice. “Rothford is but a few miles from
Rivenhahl, Madeline. I can see the man’s concern.”


“Gavin
is to be married. He will forget about me.”


“Regretfully,
that is hardly the case this morning. He is in a foul temper and can’t be
reasoned with,” Alastair said with a shrug. “There was more than just magic at
work there, Madeline. He cares for you deeply. I don’t think he realized it
until he lost you to Rohan. Whatever spell you cast upon him has not lessened.”


She
glanced at him in surprise. “How did you know what I did?”


“He
was besotted with you one minute, and acting like the knave he’s been known to
be with women the other. He was acting very unlike himself,” Alastair replied
with a teasing grin. “The incident with the horse made me question all before I
discovered the truth in the barn.”


“It
was naught but a simple binding,” she argued. “It shouldn’t have held this
long.”


“Perhaps
Gavin cared for you without you using such methods,” he pointed out. “Either
way, he is grieving his lost love this morn and regretful. It is fortunate you
go with Rohan to his homeland.”


Madeline
smiled wistfully, unable to conceive Gavin cared for her without the spell. She
thought it impossible without it. Knowing he still had feelings for her this
morning troubled her. She recalled Alastair’s meeting with the Duke of Monteith
and pushed such feelings of guilt aside.


“How
did your interview with Monteith go?”


Alastair
scowled. “He doesn’t deny me. The man thinks to run my life now. He’s adamant I
take my place as his heir, even offered me one of his lesser titles. That
should please Vivienne well enough.”


“That’s
wonderful, Alastair!” she exclaimed and saw he still frowned. “Why are you not
happy? I thought this would please you?”


Alastair
sighed and looked away. “The man’s wife and daughters are another matter. They
loathe the very sight of me. I can see to take his offer would be to engage
several enemies within his home.”


“You
will win them over,” she assured him. “Take the chance, Alastair. What have you
to lose?”


“You
don’t understand, Madeline,” Alastair said and sighed, his dark eyes filled
with unease. “He claims he married Lady Anne by secret ceremony. This was
before the queen commanded him to marry his current wife. That is why Lady Anne
never married after I was born. That makes me his heir and her daughters all bastards.
How do you think that goes over with his Duchess?”


“It
was not your doing,” she argued. “You had nothing to do with it.”


“It
does not matter to her. I have a very dangerous enemy in her. I can see that.”


“What
will you do?” she asked, biting her lip. “Do you wish for my help?”


Alastair
looked appalled. “No! We know what that would mean. Turning those devious
ladies all into cats won’t help me.”


Madeline
giggled and agreed. “If you should change your mind I will be at Rothford.”


“I
will handle this without magic, but thank you,” he said with a smile. “Do you
see now you have no need of it?”


She
looked confused. “What do you mean?”


“It
is obvious Gavin cares for you without it. You should have more faith in
yourself, Madeline. Try not to bewitch your husband overmuch.”


When
Alastair left, she thought about his disclosure. Gavin had feelings for her a
bit too late, she thought with sadness. She was married to Rohan now and looked
forward to getting to know her handsome enigmatic husband. He needed to give
Lady Jocelyn a chance. She glared at her bag of spells. She vowed to throw it
away but decided one last spell for Gavin’s sake would be allowed.


Madeline
set up the spell and smiled as the words came to her. She chuckled after she
cleaned up the remnants. Gavin would be hard-pressed to ignore his bride now.
The rest was up to the fates. She was embarking on a new adventure now, one
with a husband at her side. Rohan was as complex and mysterious as they came.
She faced their future with great hope.






[bookmark: _Toc325101628]~****~ Chapter Seventeen~****~


 


With this spell it is best to make a magic pillow which you place red
rose petals, honeysuckle flowers, powdered orris root, allspice, and a lock of
the spell maker’s own hair are all placed together and sewn up in muslin. The
bag should then be moistened thoroughly with oil of pine. When you place this
under your pillow the person you wish for should dream only dreams of thyself.


 


Rohan
smiled down at her as she arrived in the courtyard, her chests and animals secure
in the wagon. She thought he meant for her to ride in the wagon. He had other
thoughts as he pulled her up to sit in front of him. Her husband was bristling
with excitement to see their new home. His enthusiasm was contagious. His dark
eyes glowed and his spirits were high. Rothford was a three day ride from
London. He wanted to get out of London posthaste. 


Plague
had come to the city once more. They learned of it that morning. The afflicted
and dead were now in the thousands. The king’s coronation would signify the end
of the entertainments before the king and his family left the city for the
country. Many nobles came and went as they readied to go in the courtyard.
Madeline snuggled against her husband’s hard chest, excited despite her initial
misgivings.


“I
learned Sir Marlowe paid you a visit,” he said as they left the palace. His
look of disapproval was obvious.


She
looked up and saw the jealousy there. “He came to wish me well. We are friends.
You needn’t worry over Alastair. He seeks to marry Gavin’s sister.”


“You
need to put those people out of your life now, Madeline,” he informed her with
an angry gleam in his gaze. “That is all in the past.”


She
got angry at his high-handedness. “You will not tell me who I can befriend,
Rohan. I may be your wife, but you do not own me.”


Rohan
snorted angrily. “I’ll not have you pining for de Mortaine! The man will only
seek to keep you thinking of the past.”


“Gavin
marries another this day,” she said more gently, seeing his obvious jealousy.
“What we were to another is very much in the past. You needn’t worry over it.
Alastair assures me his bride is quite lovely and accomplished.”


“Rivenhahl
is not far from where we will live,” Rohan replied tightly. “The man will be my
liege lord. Do not tell me not to worry. I’ll not have him lusting after my
wife!”


“You
will concede the man hasn’t had time to get over all that has happened?” she
asked with waspish tone. “He will get over it and have a wife of his own. You
are being ridiculous!”


“You
are being naïve again, my fiery one,” Rohan replied tightly. “He will not
forget you anytime soon, Madeline. I’ll not have you encouraging the man’s
feelings in the future.”


“Is
that why we go to Ireland?” she asked angrily, eyes flashing. “You don’t trust
me?”


“We
go to Ireland to settle my affairs,” Rohan snapped back at her. “I thought to
give us time together before I put you back under de Mortaine’s nose. Trust has
little to do with it! You claim to love the man. You think me a fool? I’ll not
have you raising your skirts for de Mortaine while he sends me off to fight his
border wars.”


“How
dare you imply such a thing?” she demanded hotly, color riding on her cheeks.
“Your low impression of me is very obvious.”


“I
know women when they think they are in love, Madeline. You say that now, but
what when he comes to you behind my back? What say you then?”


“Gavin
marries another today,” she argued. “He will have a wife. You worry
needlessly.”


“And
you do not see your value, wife, and never did,” Rohan flung back. “The man will
not forget you as you seem to think. Until I’m assured I can trust you, we go
nowhere near Rothford.”


“You’re
being ridiculous!”


“I’m
being a husband, Madeline!” he exploded, his dark eyes filled with fire. “You
go nowhere near de Mortaine until you look at me as you did him!”


Madeline
looked stunned at his words. Her anger evaporated to see he worried over her
continued feelings for Gavin. He must care something for her to feel that way and
it warmed her to know it. She wisely stayed silent as they made their way
through the city.


She
was appalled at the sight of the carts carrying away the dead. He refused to
stop to allow her to be of assistance to those who cried mournfully on the street
corners begging for aid.


“You
cannot help them without putting yourself at risk,” he said flatly and refused
to stop. “This is the result of too much merrymaking during the coronation
festivities. If it distresses you, look away. I’ll not endanger my men or
servants.”


Madeline
looked away, knowing he would not relent. She was relieved when they left the
city finally, unable to bear to see such suffering and do nothing. She lay
contentedly against Rohan’s hard chest, looking up at her handsome blond husband
and sighing despite herself. He might be bossy and think he knew best, but
after their wedding night, it wasn’t Gavin she was thinking of.


She
felt fickle in her emotions, wondering why a mere ceremony changed what was in
her heart. Knowing Gavin could have never cared for her without the use of
spells allowed her to hold back her feelings. The fact she intended to leave at
the end of the tournament told her volumes. It wasn’t Gavin who held her
thoughts now, but her new husband.


Rohan’s
worries were groundless. After last night, she couldn’t think of another. She
recalled his ardor with a blush, knowing this man was now hers. She would
strive to be a good wife to him, knowing he worried he couldn’t trust her.


They
needed to get to know one another now. He needed to see his worries had no
basis. After she said the vows before God; and the Goddess privately, she was
very much inclined to give their marriage a chance. Certainly he would see that
and cease to worry?


Her
lips tightened to think of his past. Rohan had more old lovers than he could
count. Women flocked to him. While he worried over Gavin, she could hardly
ignore her own jealousy. It surprised her to feel so possessive of a husband of
only one day. She again thought of the white cat in the wagon and groaned. Lady
Strathmore was still an issue she could hardly ignore. It reminded her of her
husband’s former sponsor.


“How
did Lord Strathmore take your loss?” she asked hesitantly as they moved more
slowly down the road.


Rohan
looked down at her and shrugged. “I think it safe to say I have made an enemy
of the man.”


“Does
this worry you?”


“I
answer to Rivenhahl now, not him, Madeline,” Rohan fumed and she knew it hurt
his pride to know he was beholden to Gavin.


“He
has no means of making trouble for you then.”


“Men
like Strathmore never fail to find ways,” he countered with a frown. “He is
none too happy to have his plans dashed. His daughter is disgraced. His wife’s
gone missing. He has no heirs. I can assure you he is looking for the means to
secure his future.”


“What
will he do?” she ventured to ask, dreading what he would say.


“He
will seek to remarry as quickly as possible. Blythe is thought dead by all. He
will try to get an heir,” Rohan mused. “After that, I can see him coming after
both myself and de Mortaine in revenge. He thinks we betrayed him.”


“You
did in a roundabout way.”


“We
had help from you, my sweet,” he said and grinned down at her. “Do not think
the man has forgotten how instrumental you and Marlowe were in this? If not for
you both, he would have had his way. My worry is he will seek to harm you.”


“Me?
Why would he see me as a threat?”


“Strathmore
is petty enough to make trouble. That is another reason we go now.”


Madeline
recalled the gold within her chest still and thought of how she inadvertently
saved the man, knowing Lady Blythe meant for the baron and Hugh to kill him.
Now she regretted such a rash spell, even if it saved her from the pair then.


“He
wastes little time in finding a new Countess,” she said and felt for Lady
Blythe, knowing her husband obviously cared little for her.


“He
was getting permission to have her declared dead before we left,” Rohan said in
disgust. “He seeks de Mortaine’s sister as his bride now. What does that tell
you?”


Madeline
stiffened, thinking of Alastair. “Surely the king wouldn’t give him such
without proof Lady Blythe is truly dead?”


“Our
new king seeks allies among the nobles. He has already given his permission to
annul Strathmore’s marriage. Your friend may wish to hurry up and seek de
Mortaine’s sister. The king considers his suit as we speak,” he told her,
ignoring her outraged gasp.


“Why
did you say nothing of this when we were at the palace?” she asked angrily. “I
could have warned Alastair!”


“Their
matters are no longer yours, Madeline, that is why,” he said and glared down at
her. “You can do nothing anyway. The king seeks to console Strathmore after his
wife went missing. Leave it be.”


“You
did it on purpose!” she accused sharply.


“I
will not allow you to continue with helping these people,” Rohan muttered. “Let
them find their own way, Madeline. They are not your problem anymore.”


 Madeline
was furious with him and went silent until nightfall. They stopped in the woods
along the road. She knew her husband didn’t have the funds for them to stay at
an Inn with their large entourage and felt guilty to think of the gold in her
chest.


The
money was better used to serve their purposes now. He let her know in many
comments he had little in the way of wealth. She was glad she kept it instead
of giving it to Gavin now. The gold was a pressing issue, knowing it could be
used to see to their comfort. How did one get past Rohan’s pride in such
things?


She
giggled as she returned from relieving herself behind a tree. Perhaps her
husband would “find” the gold? She knew he would question how she came by such
a fortune. 


While
it might make him consider she told him the truth about Lady Strathmore’s
goals, she doubted he would believe that same lady now accompanied them in the
form of a cat. Gerwin didn’t appear to mind. 


Her
cat quite forgave his lady’s betrayal with the many strays within the palace.
The pair snuggled together in the back of the wagon. Madeline could almost bet
the feline would have a litter of kittens before long. She scowled to think of
how else her magic botched matters.


Now
that Lord Strathmore set his marriage aside, she knew the matter was now out of
her hands. Turning the lady back was to cause more mischief. No, she’d done
quite enough harm in her efforts to help.


“What
has you upset, my wife?” Rohan asked as he saw her downcast expression.
“Missing your lover already?”


Madeline
glared at him. “No, I have other matters to dwell on, Rohan. You might wish to
quit needling me over Gavin. May I remind you that you didn’t think about me at
all the night you lay with Lady Strathmore? You have no cause to continue to
provoke me.”


“Had
I found you, none of this would have happened,” he snapped back. “I would
likely be married to Lady Lucinda now and you would be de Mortaine’s mistress
as he intended.”


“I
was leaving when the tournament was over,” she argued, blue eyes narrowing in
anger. “Why do you persist in this?”


“My
man Burroughs overheard de Mortaine’s men comment on how he was taking you with
him regardless if he won or not that day before the tournament. I can see this
surprises you, knowing he never entertained losing. What would have been your
place in his life then?” Rohan said and seemed to enjoy the way she flinched at
his obvious innuendo.


“You
are wrong!” she said angrily. “I was leaving, I say! I would have never agreed
to that.”


“It
appears your lover gave what you wanted little thought, Madeline. He intended
for you to be his mistress; that much was clear. I think we both know the
truth.”


“He
won and all is changed,” she fumed. “Why do you continue to pester me?”


“Why
do you continue to moon over the man?” Rohan asked and glared down at her. “I
didn’t see him give up anything to have you at his side, Madeline.”


“And
you did?” she accused and paused seeing the truth in his face. His lips
tightened and he looked away. Rohan threw the tournament as she suspected; for
her. Her eyes blinked, seeing for the first time his determination to have her,
even to lose if need be.


“Now
do you see?” he asked without bitterness. “Would he have done the same for you?
I think you credit de Mortaine with too much, Madeline. He foolishly threw you
away, thinking he could have it all in the end.”


“Why
would you do such a thing?”


“I
found you to be a more worthy prize,” he said and avoided her gaze. “The
thought of being owned by Strathmore held little appeal. Suddenly winning
wasn’t as important or as desirable to me.”


“You
accept your loss well, my lord,” she observed without rancor.


Rohan
looked back at her and his dark eyes blazed down at her. “I am not the one who
lost, Madeline. It is a pity you do not see it as I do. You are better off with
me.”


He
strode away to see to his horse. She could see he was still angry. The thought of
all he gave up for her still made her cringe in disbelief. It was
incomprehensible to believe he would give up a rich title and estate to marry
her. He only knew of the barony after the fact. He could have ridden away from
the tournament with nothing; nothing but her, that is. It stunned her.


The
thought that Rohan would give up all he strived to attain his whole life took
her breath, making her look at him with renewed faith. He had never seen her as
a consolation from the onset of the tournament. She was the prize he sought
from the start. 


Wonder
filled her gaze to think he would think of her before himself, reminding her
Gavin never gave her future a thought. No, her lover thought to give her a
purse of coins and see her on her way. Then he decided he could have both a
wife and a mistress when he won. She was angry to think of his underhanded
plans. She felt shame for her disloyal thoughts of her husband in the
beginning.


****



They
made camp late that night. Rohan and his men were conversing some distance away
and she was free to study her new husband. Where Gavin had been dark and
brooding; Rohan was fair and teasing. The two men were as different as two men
could be, yet both had one alarming thing in common. They both made her yearn
to be different than she was.


Denying
her witch’s nature became difficult even after two days on the road. She had no
outlet for her thoughts, no Goddess to console her, no religion to lay her
hopes and fears upon. It was deflating to know Minerva had been right all along.
Her grandmother told her this thing they did was not a choice. Even now her
hands itched to make her remedies, hearing his men’s complaints along the
roadside, wanting to ease their suffering.


The
comfort she drew from the daily prayers to the Goddess made her nearly weep for
the loss. Such was the price of being a lady. Even as she told herself it was
for the best she put her magic aside; she longed to return to her former ways.
She was quiet and withdrawn as a result. Rohan gave up trying to draw her out
after hours of her silence.


Madeline
had some consolation to know Gavin attained his heart’s desire. She could only
hope the spell she cast upon him at the last held to see him through his
wedding. She was disturbed by what Alastair told her, could find no means to
explain why he suddenly had a change of heart. Was it possible he’d begun to
care for her without her magic? She was dismayed to think of him now, knowing
it had all been derived from the spells and not what she would have wished.


Suddenly
her relationship with Rohan seemed far more real and honest. She’d cast no
spell to make him desire her, and he did, enough to give up all he wanted. He
didn’t even resent it, she saw, as his dark gaze lingered upon her with warmth
often that evening. No, her new husband found her to be the prize, despite the
cost to him.


He
joined her and gazed at her in concern, dark eyes troubled. “What has you so
quiet this night, Madeline?”


“I
was thinking about life’s ironies,” she said with a smile as she saw Gerwin and
his lady lying by the fire. “When do we arrive at Rothford?”


“By
end of day tomorrow,” he said as he sat beside her. “Do life’s ironies mean you
being given to me and not your lover?”


Madeline
glared at him. “Can you cease to call him that?”


“Isn’t
that what he was?” Rohan asked with a look of jealousy in his dark eyes.
“Forgive me if the thought my wife was kept by another holds some lingering
concern to me. It was only three days ago you left the man’s bed to come to
mine.”


“We
are married now. You might wish to put that behind us.”


“Have
you put it behind you, Madeline?” he persisted, his handsome face filled with
sudden hope.


“Gavin
has what he wanted, and you are right, he never would have given it up for me,”
she said and felt saddened to know it. “I was foolish to think he returned my
feelings.”


“It
pleases me to hear you say that,” Rohan said and reached out and touched her
cheek gently. “But I think you can hardly know the man’s mind. He came to me
before we left the palace. He threatened me should I ever make you unhappy.”


Madeline
ignored the flutter of excitement to know it was possible Gavin might have
truly cared for her. She smiled at her husband. “Then it appears you have a
duty to me.”


“It
is no duty to make you happy, wife,” Rohan told her with a disarming smile. “I
see it as a challenge more each day to prove to you that you received the
better offer here, even if you don’t see it as such.”


“Despite
what you think; I would have never agreed to stay with him after his marriage,”
she told him with her eyes blazing in indignation. “I had no desire to be kept
by any man before or after he saved me, even for love.”


“Yet
you claimed to have loved de Mortaine?” Rohan mused thoughtfully. 


“Enough
to let him go,” she injected with a shake of her head. “My mother once held
such a place in my father’s life. I saw it kill her from the time I could
notice her sadness. I had no such plans for myself, I assure you. I would have
left him, and been happy for it.”


Rohan
said nothing to that, his dark eyes implacable. “Then we will speak of this no
more. I would regale you with my homeland.”


“You’re
an Irishman?” she asked, eyes filled with amusement. “You sound and act like an
Englishman.”


“My
sire was Lord Latimer de Warren, and yes, he was an English earl there. While
he couldn’t leave me his title, he was determined to make a nobleman of me,”
Rohan disclosed with a grin. “My mother was very much Irish.”


“Tell
me about her,” Madeline said and saw him stiffen and look away. She knew there
was something he didn’t wish to talk about.


“She
abandoned me at de Warren’s estate when I was a lad of nine years,” he said
bitterly and tossed a twig into the fire. “There isn’t much to tell. She moved
about often and obviously no longer wished a child along with her. I recall she
tricked me, leaving me on the man’s doorstep.”


Madeline’s
heart went out to him, knowing how it must still pain him, seeing his tight
expression. “Mayhap she did it for your benefit, Rohan?”


His
lips twisted into a sneer. “Don’t presume she had that much fondness for me,
Madeline. I can assure you; that was not the case. Ursula was very much
inconvenienced by me, no more.”


“Why
did you move around so much?”


“Ursula
claimed to be a witch also, sometimes a gypsy, even a fairy on occasion,” he
said with a snort of disgust. “From what I recall, she was nothing short of a
trickster who cheated others with false claims. We ran more often than not when
she was found out.”


“Then
perhaps it was for the best she left you with your father?”


“It
was the one noble thing the woman ever did in her life, and for her own
purposes.”


“You
were but a boy; surely you cannot believe she didn’t care for you?”


Rohan
snorted in disgust. “You grew up with such a woman. Was your grandmother any
different?”


Madeline
grew defensive. Minerva might have been focused upon her craft to their
detriment and they moved often, but she never doubted the old woman adored her.


“My
grandmother loved me. She would have never cast me off even if she was on the
run.”


“Then
it is fortunate for you the trickster who raised you had more concern for you
than my mother did for me,” he said bitterly.


“Why
do think she was a trickster?”


He
glared at her and rolled his eyes. “Can we dispense with this nonsense of you being
a witch, Madeline? It is not possible. You have no need to continue to claim
such things. I’m not some damned villager asking for a spell to improve my
lot.”


She
grew angry and bit back a retort. It was obvious he didn’t believe. “Perhaps
she had some magic powers?”


Rohan
laughed at that, a bitter sound. “No, she quite played the part. I can recall
helping her fool some ignorant soul more than once into believing they spoke
with their dead child on occasion. I helped her then. She had no magic.”


Madeline
could see now why he refused to believe her, thinking she was like his mother.
He forgave her for it, seeing Minerva must have misguided her. She was sorry
for his early life, knowing it must have been difficult.


“She
did what she could for you. Maybe leaving you with your father was all she
could do.”


“Wrong
again, my sweet forgiving wife,” he said coolly. “She merely didn’t want me
slowing her down. She fleeced some nobles along the road and they chased us.
She left me there so she could be free of me.”


“Then
it appears you were better off for it,” she argued and her blue eyes filled
with compassion at his early abandonment. “Your father took you in, did he
not?”


Rohan
glared at her. “Aye, he took me in. He had no choice. He had no children. His
first wife died in childbed and his current one was barren. He never failed to
remind me of what was expected of me.”


“It
appears you exceeded his expectations then.”


“No,
winning Rivenhahl would have done that,” he disclosed in a flat tone. “I very
much failed him.”


Her
heart went out to him then, seeing all he wanted was given up for her. “Does he
live yet?”


Rohan
shook his head. “He died the year I won my spurs. His only wish was for me to
be a great man one day, have all he couldn’t give me.”


“Who
holds his title now?”


Rohan
looked disgusted. “My stepmother produced a male child within months of his
death, though I suspect she didn’t bear it herself. My guess is she stole some
villager’s child to claim it as her own. She was a sly one, as I recall.”


“Why
do we go there?” she asked, wondering what home he spoke of.


“I
have a home of my own there,” he replied and smiled teasingly. “It is not some
grand keep, but it requires my attention. I have a mind to sell the land. Need
I remind you, we are penniless?”


Madeline
realized he did this because he was without funds. She thought of the fortune
within her chest and hoped once he had it they had no need to return to his
homeland. 


“Have
you seen Rothford?” she asked, thinking of her new home with excitement.


Rohan
frowned. “There has been no baron there from the time of Elizabeth. I do not
expect much for that reason, Madeline.”


She
was deflated at his words, but still hoped to find their home livable. “Still,
it will be our home.”


Rohan
regarded her in amusement. “After those damned Scots raided the land these last
years, do not expect much. I’m told Rivenhahl is no better. It is what happens
when the land is abandoned.”


“But
we have a house, do we not?” she persisted, wanting to hear of her home.


“Aye,
a large house with much land around it,” he told her, smiling to see her
excitement. “The barony of Rothford was once a rich estate until the former
baron was executed for treason.”


“Then
it will be again one day,” she said with a gleam of determination in her gaze.


Rohan
chuckled and shook his head. “A barony with no tenant income is hardly
promising at all. I am to be Rivenhahl’s great dog to scare the Scots into
behaving while we live no better than paupers ourselves.”


Madeline
was angry at his continued pessimism. “You might wish to refrain from judgment
until you see our home, Rohan. You might be surprised.”


“I’d
be surprised if it still stands, wife,” he joked and earned a glare from her.
“The borders are dangerous, Madeline. It is no quiet place we go. The king saw
a way to secure his border with this gift to me, nothing more. With both de
Mortaine and me there, he feels content the border wars will die down.”


“Isn’t
Strathmore’s estate close by?”


“It
is fifty miles from Rivenhahl, hardly close,” Rohan said and saw her worry.
“The man has his own issues for now. He will wait to seek his revenge, but do
not doubt it comes.”


“How
is it you got mixed up in Lord Strathmore’s schemes?”


“He
learned of my jousting skill and found me,” Rohan replied and shrugged. “I can
assure you, had he not funded my going to England to enter the tournament; I
would have gone on my own. To imagine such a prize was within my grasp was too
much to resist.”


“And
Lady Strathmore?” she asked archly. “How did you come to be involved with your
sponsor’s wife?”


“I
wondered when you would come back to the lovely Blythe,” Rohan said in
amusement. “Trust me, it was not I who pursued her, but the other way around.
She is much like the cat you claim to have changed her into, wife. She is very
much about her own pleasure.”


“I
did not lie to you. She sought me out to help her cause that day. She meant to
kill her husband and all else I told you.”


“Are
we back to that again?” he asked in annoyance, his dark eyes narrowing. “If
what she planned is true, than I am pleased she is no longer around to threaten
you, wife. You must give up this pretense of being a witch. I know you didn’t
turn the bloody woman into a cat. Tis’ more likely she ran afoul with some
other at the festival and got as she deserved.”


Madeline
eyed the white cat who dozed with Gerwin with a smug smile. “I’m sure she is no
longer a threat. Had she gotten her cousin to follow through on that, her
husband would be dead now and you the Lord of Rivenhahl. These are the ironies
I spoke of earlier.”


“I
am pleased with how matters turned out, Madeline,” he said with a heated look.
“Come and bewitch me with your presence in my bedroll, wife.”


The
excitement she felt as those dark eyes held hers over the fire made her
tremble. They made their bed some distance from his men, but she was still
uncomfortable with having relations with him within earshot of his squires and
knights. Her dismay was obvious. He laughed and rose, gazing at her with lust
flaring in his gaze.


“I
will keep your mouth quite busy, my fiery one. You needn’t worry they will hear
us,” he promised and held out his hand to her.


She
blushed at his words but her pulses leapt as she took his hand. He guided her
away from the fire to where his bedroll was made up by his squire earlier.
Burroughs was quite fastidious in seeing to his master’s comforts. She removed
her cloak and shook under her husband’s appreciative gaze.


“You
are quite sure they will not hear us?” she asked in worry. He chuckled huskily
and drew her to his hard chest.


“I
will take great pains to keep you silent, Madeline,” he assured her as he
loosened the ties to her gown, his hands lingering at her waist. “You must
learn to trust me.”


Madeline
looked up at him and hoped she could. This handsome enigmatic man was now her
husband. She longed to share more than her body with him. As he eased her down,
she was hesitant at first; worried the low moans he cut off with his kisses
would alert his men of their doings. She needn’t have worried. 


Rohan
suckled slowly at her breasts, his lips pulling at each peak until she was
quivering with need. He eased up her skirts at last and caressed her with
urgency, readying her with knowing flicks of his fingers. She was writhing
against him, biting into his shoulder to keep from crying out, nails digging
into his arms. He rolled atop of her and entered her swiftly, cutting off her
cries of delight with his hungry kisses. 


She
held him tightly, moving with him eagerly as he stroked deeply within her. He
brought her to a shattering release, taking his own soon after, burying his
face in her neck as a low moan escaped him. He held her tightly afterward, his
hands stroking her back. There were few words necessary. She was sated and knew
in this one way, her husband pleased her very well. She hoped for more, knowing
desire to be a fleeting thing at best.


“Sleep
now, my fiery one. We have a day’s ride ahead of us and know not what we find
when we get there,” he told her as he held her close, dropping a kiss on her
lips.


“You
could be pleasantly surprised when we get there,” she murmured and enjoyed the
feel of his body curved around her.


“Nothing
surprises me anymore, Madeline,” he whispered at her ear. “Only you continue to
do that.”


She smiled
against his chest, pleased at whatever compliment she sensed in his words. She
was lulled against his chest into an untroubled sleep, basking in the glow of
her husband’s ardor. Rohan held her until she slept. She knew he remained
alert, as was his tendency. He was conscious of thieves and brigands on the
road to Rothford, warned her many times to be wary.


She
felt safe in his arms; felt a sense of peace she could hardly ignore. Even with
Gavin, she never felt such ease, always guilty to know she made spells to bring
on his affections. This man needed no spell to hold her to him with soft words
and lingering caresses.






[bookmark: _Toc325101629]~****~Chapter Eighteen~****~


For this
spell you need a sachet bag containing sage, rosemary, and thyme which is kept
in a drawer or under a pillow, or even worn against the skin. The bag must be
moistened every seven days with seven drops of bergamot oil to be truly
effective in enabling your heart's desire.


 


They
arrived at Rothford’s border near dusk. She was disappointed she could see
nothing of her home by the time they entered the valley below where the house
was seated. She rode in front of Rohan, conscious of how quiet he grew the
closer they got. She sensed his nervousness. She knew he didn’t expect much.


The
house was large and gabled. The men lit torches and went within to assess the
home. Rohan left her with the wagon, a teasing look in his dark eyes.


“It
appears the walls still stand. We go in to see what conditions we find. I’d not
have you see it if it is a hovel. Take your rest, my wife.”


She
waited outside gnashing her teeth as they inspected the large house. She was
relieved to see light flaring inside the broken windows finally from lamps lit
within. Rohan returned to her side and smiled down in relief.


“It
is not as bad as I thought it would be,” he told her and kissed her forehead.
“I think a good cleaning and some new furnishings and it will be more than
adequate.”


“Show
me our new home,” she urged softly, a light of excitement in her eyes as he
held her hand and propelled her to the front door, swinging her into his arms
at the very last before he stepped inside. She giggled as he swung her to her
feet inside the heavy double doors.


“Your
new home, my lady,” he offered and gestured to the interior with an apologetic
look. “The place needs much work as you can readily see, but it has promise.”


The
many oil lamps allowed her to see the interior. She ignored the broken remnants
of furniture littering the foyer, or the dirt, cobwebs and decay of time. She
saw it through eyes able to visualize a large hall made of the finest mahogany,
gleaming marble floors, and high, cathedral ceilings where a crystal chandelier
still hung. Thieves made off with anything of value, she could assume. The
years of neglect were marked and obvious.


Rohan
led her from room to room on the ground level. The conditions were much the
same in each, showing vagabonds had obviously stayed there for a time. The
filth could be cleaned away, she saw, and saw only that, bristling with
excitement as he lead her up the curved wooden staircase. His men wondered the
house, looking for intruders.


The
house was large, boasting a dozen bedchambers on the second level. Rohan held
the lamp aloft as they entered each room for her inspection. She had quite a
lot of work ahead, but found the prospect exhilarating and not as daunting as
she thought.


He
opened the last door in the hallway and she could see it was a nursery. A
broken cradle sat within and discarded toys littered the floor. He looked at
her and her breath caught to see the look of longing in his gaze.


“We
should fill this room soon, if God is willing,” he noted with a pleased look.
“Have you a fondness for many children?”


Madeline
never gave motherhood many thoughts. Suddenly the idea of having Rohan’s son or
daughter appealed to her greatly. She decided to forego her use of the potions
that kept her from conceiving. They were married. A child could only bind them
together now. She was secure knowing he cared something for her.


“I
never thought about it. Do you want many?” she asked hesitantly.


“I
had no brothers or sisters growing up,” he replied as he picked up a broken
doll from the floor and set the lamp down. “I was quite lonely growing up as a
result.”


“A
child would please me,” she admitted and looked around with a wrinkle to her
nose. “But later when we have this place cleaned up.”


Rohan
grinned at her words. “Such matters are not for you to decide, wife, but the
powers that be.”


She
smirked as she turned her back upon him and inspected the room, knowing he
would hardly appreciate knowing she had the means. Minerva believed women
furthered their own demise by not limiting the amount of children they had. It
was impressed upon her to pass such knowledge to those who sought her. What he
didn’t know wouldn’t dismay him. She would have a child because she wanted one,
not by nature’s dictates. She could see her husband wished for as many as she
could give him and groaned under her breath. If only he had to endure bringing
one into the world, he would cease to look around the room so hopefully.


“But
as you say,” he conceded reluctantly as he came to her side and took her hand
in his larger one. “Waiting seems more practical than not. We must take
measures if that is your feeling. I can wait.”


Madeline
felt a tightening in her chest at the way he looked at her, his dark eyes
filled with some emotion she couldn’t know yet. She squeezed his hand
encouragingly.


“I would
enjoy being a wife for a time, my lord,” she replied and saw his naughty grin.


“I
can help you there, my fiery one,” he whispered huskily. “I would enjoy you
being a wife right now, but the men wish to inspect the stables.”


She
giggled at his words. “You are impossible! Is that all you think of?”


“I
think of food right now,” Rohan admitted and his lips curved into a beguiling
smile. “Then I think of you free to vent such loud wailings in my ear while I
am making love to you all night in this wreck of a house.”


The
thought made her smile and tremble in sudden eagerness. “Go inspect the
property. I will see if the kitchens are intact.”


Rohan
led her out of the nursery and left her with several lamps burning throughout
the lower level. Burroughs and another burly man brought in a crate of food.
She was pleased to see the kitchen was the cleanest room in the house,
obviously the hearths in each room used to cook since the house was abandoned.


She
muttered a soft incantation and a roaring fire soon lit the hearth. She forgave
her use of magic, knowing it couldn’t be helped at that moment. She whispered a
spell to clean the place so she could set about making a meal for the twenty
men in their company. With the sweep of her hand, the place was wiped free of dirt
and debris. The crates with their provisions were also sorely depleted, making
her continue to abuse her magic to produce more food.


Madeline
shook her head as she was forced to use magic to have a decent kettle and pots
to cook with, as the ones used previous weren’t clean to her satisfaction. By
the time she was done casting, she had a fully stocked kitchen and despaired of
her vow to abstain from sorcery. She told herself she only saw to their
comforts as she set a hearty stew to boil and broke fresh bread loaves baked in
seconds by her spells design. On impulse she laid her hand in a sweeping manner
above a plate and fresh apple tarts appeared.


Within
the hour the men returned and several wandered near, smelling the rich smells
coming from the kitchen. Rohan entered and looked pleased the kitchen appeared
intact, kissing her in relief as he saw she had a pleasing meal for all near
ready.


“You
are a wonder, Wife,” he said as he swung her up to kiss her lips before he
snatched an apple tart and she shooed him out of her domain.


Madeline
smiled as he left her, dark eyes glowing in pleasure as he ate the delicious
tart. She excused her use of magic now because it could not be helped, she told
herself. She knew she missed the daily use of it and muttered under her breath
to know she had to do things differently now. A little help never hurt to add
to her husband’s comfort, she thought as those traitorous thoughts filled her
mind, betraying her intent to live as a normal woman might.


Her
house was a wreck. Her husband’s sacrifice gave her guilt. She told herself the
use of magic was necessary and she would stop once the house was in order. A
smile of satisfaction lit her face as she blinked and produced a bottle of fine
mulled wine for later. Her husband’s promise to allow her to vent made her
anxious to please him now.


Burroughs
looked decidedly pleased when he entered the kitchens. The young man bore the
thankless task of cooking for his master, she learned, and was compassionate to
see his relief she was well-versed to the task.  


“It
pleases me Sir Rohan has married,” he admitted shyly, his eyes meeting hers for
the fewest of moments. “The king did well in giving him so accomplished a
wife.”


“How
long have you squired for my husband?” she asked as she dug bowls out the crate
for the men. “You appear very young.”


Burroughs
smiled as he helped her with ladling up bowls for the men. “My father sent me
to Sir Rohan when I was nine. I was once his page. I have been with him seven
years now.”


“You
would be a knight as well?” she asked and saw the way his eyes lit up and
chuckled. “What do I ask? It is obvious that is your goal.”


“Sir
Rohan is the best knight I have ever known, my lady,” he disclosed proudly, his
face flushed with admiration. “I could learn from no one better than him.”


Madeline
was touched he thought so highly of Rohan. She smiled at his stout
proclamation. “He is Lord Rohan now. I think it will take us all getting used
to that.”


Burroughs
nodded in agreement. “A barony is much less than he sought, but more than he
thought he’d get when he gave up all to de Mortaine.”


“You
knew of that?” she asked in surprise.


Burroughs
eyed her with a smug look. “I have never seen him lose, my lady. I saw him
leave himself open deliberately to de Mortaine’s lance and lower his shield. I
wondered at it until I saw the way he looked at you.”


Madeline
blushed at his words, unsure to respond. He saw her unease and smiled.


“Lord
Rohan gave up an earldom and a rich fife to wed you, my lady. It is easy to see
he loves you,” the young man gushed with such pride, she nearly cringed. It was
obvious the young man worshiped Rohan and saw him more a romantic hero now.


“Yes,
well he will adore us both more should we feed his men,” she said as she loaded
trays with bowls, avoiding dwelling upon his proclamation or allow her to feel
the sense of pleasure those words evoked. “Let us hurry now. They must be
famished.”


Rohan's
men seemed stunned when their new lady served them, mumbling thanks and
grunting with obvious pleasure as they ate ravenously. She drew more than one
look of praise as they delivered the meal to the men. By the time they were
done, all were commending her efforts without benefit of servants, declaring
her the epitome of a lady to see to their needs first.


****



Rohan
eyed her in admiration as she came to sit with him at the window seat in the
dirty salon. They ate quietly, his dark eyes filled with pride as he saw how
she tended to his men without complaint. He could almost be sure Lady Lucinda
wouldn’t have raised a hand to feed his men, but wailed of her own hunger and
lack of servants.


Madeline
didn’t seem to care that she was a baroness now and it was beneath her to do
such drudgery. It needed to be done and poor Burroughs had his hands full. He
took on six more retainers before he left for Rothford. The men would add to
the forces needed to secure the border. 


The
men expected nothing from his wife and looked positively charmed by the time
she took her seat with him. Her cooking was wonderful. He wished to pull her
onto his lap but refrained as they were among others. There would be enough
time to show her his thanks later. Burroughs was clearing the debris in the
master chamber for them so they could sleep there. The men would bunk in the
stable, as it was far more habitable than some of the houses rooms. He knew as
soon as daylight came, the true condition of the house would be revealed. He
hoped Madeline had enough stomach for it. He had men enough to clear the mess,
but the cleaning fell to her and Burroughs. He couldn’t see any of these
hard-bitten knights swinging a mop or broom.


“You
have won the appreciation of my men, Madeline,” he said near her ear. “They
didn’t think to get such a meal, or any meal for that matter. We have no
servants until such a time as we can pay them. Tenants haven’t occupied these
lands for years.”


“They
will earn it, my lord,” she replied and was pleased at his praise. “We have much
to do here. When do you seek to leave for Ireland?”


 “I
have to swear fealty to Rivenhahl and ask him for permission,” he fumed and
looked away, obviously not pleased to have to bend a knee to Gavin. “He dallies
at court now. I expected him to be here before us.”


Madeline
could only assume his new wife distracted him and grinned. Her spell to keep
the pair in London enraptured with one another no doubt worked. She counted
upon the delay, hoping not to go at all. Rohan would see taking her away
wouldn’t be necessary or selling his parcel of land soon enough.


“Gavin
is not an unreasonable man, Rohan,” she began and could see his pride was
greatly tweaked, and done for her, she reminded herself. “What little I know of
him; he is honorable and his men loyal. You couldn’t have a better liege lord.
Mayhap when you are over this silly jealousy of yours, you will see that.”


“Do
you love him still?” Rohan countered and threw her off guard.


She
had not thought of Gavin since leaving London. She felt more than a little
fickle since her marriage. She saw Rohan’s look and sought to allay his fears.
“I cast a spell upon him, if you must know. Without it, he cared nothing for me
beyond his own pleasure. You think me a fool? I know what I was to him.”


“That
is not what I asked you,” he insisted, his dark eyes never leaving hers.


“I
begin to question whether what I felt was real at all,” she admitted and saw
his look of relief. “When the spell wore off, he didn’t feel the same. I know
you don’t believe I’m a witch, but it’s all true. I wanted to know what it was
like to be loved and be a knight’s lady. I saw it wasn’t real. You have nothing
to fear of my feelings. I had no right to them. I tricked Sir de Mortaine.”


“You
expect me to believe that you put a spell on the man?”


Madeline
gazed at him in exasperation. “I would show you if you insist. I did all I said
I did.”


“Turn
Burroughs into a toad then, if you be a witch,” he said and saw her cringe.


“I
do not know how to reverse such a spell,” she admitted with a scowl. “You can
see Lady Strathmore is still with us? Something easier my lord; if you please.”


 Rohan
glared at her and looked down at his empty bowl. “Refill my bowl with stew.”


She
whispered the words and sat back in satisfaction, seeing his bowl was now
filled with the steaming stew. Rohan nearly dropped the bowl, staring at her
with suspicion in his dark eyes.


“I
did all I said,” she told him under her breath, her eyes meeting his intently.
“I swore to not use magic anymore, but it is obvious it becomes necessary at
times.”


“Can
you conjure such things we need now?” Rohan asked and considered her words.


Madeline
frowned. “Such as wealth? Luxuries?”


“Yes,
among other things,” he asked, looking unconvinced despite what was steaming in
front of him.


“To profit
by the use of one’s own magic is forbidden, but it’s possible,” she admitted
and looked at him with a pained expression. “The Goddess would punish me for it
and turn my magic against me should I do such a thing.”


Rohan
looked disbelieving. “Punish you how? Now you would pull my leg?”


“The
Goddess can destroy me if she wished,” Madeline informed him uneasily. “It is
certainly better not to draw her notice with such things.”


“She
would condone you turning Lady Strathmore into a cat though?” he asked in
amusement, his lack of belief obvious.


“I
was threatened and it was for my own protection,” she said sorrowfully as her
gaze went to the hearth where the two cats lay. “To randomly punish one in such
a way is altogether different.”


“Why
had you need of de Mortaine at all then?” he demanded with denial in his gaze.
“If what you say is true; you could have freed yourself from the priest in
Valmont.”


“I’m
afraid I’m not that good of a witch, my lord,” she said and shrugged. “My
grandmother died before teaching me everything. I’ve had to learn all on my own
these last months since she died. Had she lived, none of this would have
happened.”


“You
and she simply would have run once more after de Valmont’s complaint was
aired?” he asked and shook his head in disgust. “Even you must see that you
can’t run forever, my dear wife.”


“Do
you believe me now?” Madeline asked hopefully.


Rohan
eyed her and the stew thoughtfully. “We shall see. I have another task for
you.”


“I
will not go against the Goddess to prove it to you,” Madeline informed him
tearfully. “I am on her tolerance now! You either believe me or you don’t!”


“Is
giving comfort forbidden to you?”


She
looked uneasy. “No, not at all; it is encouraged. What sort of comfort would
you ask for?”


Rohan
grinned and decided to let her stew as he ate his second helping, weary and
wanting rest. When he finished, she and Burroughs collected the dirty dishes
and the young man said he would clean up the mess. Madeline was tired and
followed her husband up the stairs to their chamber. He set down the lamp and
looked about the destroyed room with a raised eyebrow.


“Would
your Goddess deny us a fit room to sleep within?” he asked and folded his arms
across his chest, still resistant to her claims.


“You
wish me to clean and set the room to rights?” she asked and appeared relieved.
“Tis’ considered lazy, my lord. I can clean it with hardly much effort
tomorrow.”


“You
are as tired as the rest of us, Madeline. I’d see this magic you speak of,” he
taunted and gazed at her with a look that made her scowl. He didn’t believe she
could do it.


Madeline
glared at him and looked about, her lips moving soundlessly as she cleared the
room of broken furnishings and filth before his eyes, leaving the room bare.
She looked to the hearth and a fire sprang up, making him jump with eyes wide.


“Is
that enough to assure you I tell you the truth?”


“Do
you wish for us to sleep on a bare stone floor?” he countered and nodded. “I
would see what you can do.”


Madeline
mumbled the words and a large bed appeared, covered in silk bedding and
pillows. She nearly completed furnishing the room when he finally sat
unsteadily upon a chair she conjured by the fire and gazed down at it in
wonder, hands trembling as he touched it, feeling the wood and getting up
quickly.


“Do
you believe me now?” she asked him, biting her lip in dismay to see his worried
look.


“Aye,
I believe you to be a sorceress as you say,” Rohan replied, his dark eyes
unable to fathom the fact his wife was truly a witch as she claimed. “You must
never allow anyone to see you do such things. They would put you to death. Do
you understand?”


“Very
well, my lord,” she said with a sigh. “If not for Lord Rivenhahl, I would be
dead now.”


“I
can see you felt you owed him your life now,” Rohan began, but she shook her
head.


“It
was the code, my lord.”


“What
code? Now you would tell me witches have a code, much like knights?” he said in
disbelief, obvious in his expression.


“He saved
me. Taking me with him to the tournament was what he asked as a reward. I had
no say in it.”


“Could
you have refused?” Rohan asked curiously.


“No,
the code is quite clear in that regard,” she replied and shrugged. “Most would
have settled for a token of luck.”


Rohan
fumed to know de Mortaine used her code to his own advantage, never believing a
word of it himself. He saw with his own eyes what his wife could do. His look
of horror was profound.


“Lady
Blythe is that white cat down below?”


Madeline
looked at him with an apologetic look. “I have tried to change her back. I
haven’t the skill. I told you my training was not finished. Such power escapes
me yet. My grandmother’s book is incomplete. It is no help in that regard; I’m
afraid.”


“It
appears it’s just as well you can’t change her back. You don’t know her as I
do,” Rohan said stiffly, still looking around the richly appointed-room in
stunned amazement. “She would have made good her threats to you.”


“She
planned to have your child if I hadn’t stopped her,” she told him uneasily and
looked away at his gasp of outrage. “She wanted me to see to it she conceived
from you. Such things are forbidden for me to do. We cannot create life. To do
so would go against our laws. I could have expected far worse than her threats
should I have done so.”


“Tis’
likely they all got as they deserved, Madeline,” Rohan told her grimly and
paced before the fire.


“What
are you thinking, Rohan?” she asked worriedly. 


He
regarded his wife warily. “Who else knows of these things you can do,
Madeline?”


“My
three half siblings and their mother,” she said softly and clasped her hands in
front of her. “All that happened to Hugh was hearsay, my lord. I never offered
such spells to the villagers there to think me more than a healer.”


“Marlowe
knows about you now, as well,” Rohan snapped in reminder and looked unhappy.
“No one else can know of this. If the Viscount of Lunley brings charges forth;
Lord Rivenhahl will certainly plead your case as our liege lord, but no more of
these spells, Madeline. Tis’ wondrous to have such a gift, but don’t you see
the danger to yourself?”


“I
have hurt no one who didn’t wish to harm me!” she cried in her own defense.


“I
do not argue it, Madeline,” he allowed wearily and his dark eyes met hers. “I
ask you to keep this to yourself. The world fears such things.”


“You
do not,” she said hesitantly.


“I
have been on the receiving end of your gift twice now. Both were unpleasant
enough to guard my words here. What would you have me say? If I anger my wife,
must I worry she turns me into a toad?” he asked incredulously and shook his
head in obvious distress to think of it. “You can agree I am taken aback by
this skill of yours?”


“I
would never do such a thing in anger!” she informed him in outrage. “I would
never seek to harm anyone unless-,”


“Unless
you felt threatened, wife?” he asked and finished her sentence, looking at her
sadly. “When do we not all feel threatened at times? That is no recourse to you
using this thing to protect yourself. Might you have grabbed a weapon when Hugh
came at you in the tent?”


She
looked miserable at his words, telling him her magic was her greatest weapon
and they both knew it. When cornered, she need only use it to save herself.


“Now
do you see why I caution you?” he asked more gently. “Magic is not the only way
out of these situations you find yourself in. Your grandmother might have
taught you that much.”


“You
fear me now,” she said and saw the dismay in his eyes he couldn’t hide. “I
would never hurt someone deliberately.”


“How
do expect me to feel to know my wife could unman me as she did another?” he
asked harshly, and shook his head in obvious concern. “Should I trust you bear
me such affection as you did de Mortaine, who by your own admission loves you
because you put a spell upon him to do so?”


She
remained silent, considering his words. He saw her blue eyes fill with tears.
He hated these things he tossed at her, but after seeing what she could do with
a word he did fear her. He faced men who were fierce and powerful in battle,
and felt weak now, next to a woman who barely came to the middle of his chest.
It was more than enough to level his already injured pride.


“I
made a vow to do no more magic, Rohan,” she said quietly and met his gaze
without wavering. “I know it has gotten me into nothing but trouble. You are my
husband. I couldn’t keep these things from you. I understand if you wish to put
me from your life.”


Rohan
chuckled suddenly at her words then, making her frown. “I express some obvious
concerns and you assume I would banish you for them? What do you do when we
have our first quarrel, sweet witch?”


“You
think me petty enough to punish you with spells, my lord,” she pointed out with
a raised eyebrow. “It would appear you don’t trust me.”


“I
will need time to learn to accept these things you have shown me, Madeline,” he
admitted gruffly. “I encourage you to find some other means to protect yourself
in the future. Only when your life is imminently threatened or what Hugh
intended should suffice as cause.”


Madeline
smiled at him and he could see her relief. He felt a bit in awe of her still.
It would take time for him to accept it. His own mother was a charlatan. To
think his wife was the real issue was felt with a sense of childlike
excitement. He stilled those thoughts suddenly. 


Lady
Blythe was not the only one who would see all Madeline could bring them. The
fear someone would seek to use her as Lady Blythe wished to, for their own
purposes, made him feel fear for her.


“I
promise not to use magic unless necessary, Rohan,” she replied dutifully,
making him smile despite his best efforts to appear stern. “Only if someone
seeks to harm me should I even think to cast.”


“That
is good, I will be sure to never seek to harm you, wife,” he allowed with a
teasing glow in his dark eyes, suddenly more aroused than ever. “Have you a
spell to make a man more…ah…appreciative of his wife?”


She
blushed and her eyes grew soft. “You have no need of those, Rohan.”


“You
will tell me when I do?” he asked with a teasing smile. “A spell like that is
one of those comfort ones you spoke of, surely?”


Madeline
approached him and her hand reached for his. She pulled him with her to the
large, inviting bed. Rohan followed with a sigh, already bewitched by his lovely
wife, feeling nothing short of wonder as she led him to the bed.


“What
other comforts do you require this night, Rohan?” she asked softly as she
pushed him to sit at the edge of the bed, helping him pull off his boots. He
grinned in delight at her seductive question.


“The
list may be a long one, my sweet witch,” he informed her with a lazy smile,
falling back on the counterpane with a sigh at its softness. “I need many, many
comforts now that I’m a poor baron with a dilapidated house and pillaged, abandoned
lands.”


“What
would be your most immediate comfort you would require, my lord?” she asked as
she came to lay next to him in the large bed, tugging up his tunic with a smile
curving her lips.


“I
need only you, Madeline,” he said and slid an arm around her neck, bringing her
to lay upon him with a sigh, looking up at her with a naughty grin. “Be gentle
with me, sweet witch.”
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Jeers and
cheers ripple in the crowd,


as they
see the first licks of fire,


In the little
town of Salem,


when will
trials finally tire?


~Anonymous


 


The
Viscount of Lunley eyed his sister in disgust. Lady Mary was wringing her
hands, her pretty face stark with fear. He paced before the hearth in her
chambers. His elder sister was quite adept at securing court gossip through her
friends. The news today was most enlightening and disturbing.


“You’re
sure it is she?” Robert demanded and raked her with a scowl, making her bob her
head nervously.


“Lady
Bette assures me it is no coincidence. Our sister Madeline married Sir Rohan de
Warren by the king’s decree,” his sister informed him with a look of fear.


“That
creature of Satan is no sister to us, Mary!” Robert fumed and glared at her.
“Our father’s evil spawn shares no blood with us! What else does Lady Bette
say?”


Lady
Mary cleared her throat and looked down to the floor under Robert’s wrathful
gaze, cowed by his rage. Even if he was of the same height as her and small of
build; Robert never failed to terrify her. What the smaller man lacked in size,
he made up with cruelty.


“She
said Sir de Warren was given a barony at Rothford for his efforts.”


 Her
cornflower blue gaze widened to see his wrath-filled expression. While she
feared their half sister; she never hated her as Robert and Sybilla did. Mary
knew how they wronged Alessandra and her daughter long ago. Spinsterhood cured
her of the bitterness that was felt long ago to have men run in fear of her
ugliness and never returned.


“She
said the king was quite taken with our…ah…her, and gave her hand in marriage at
the tournament during the King’s Day festival,” Lady Mary muttered nervously.
“She said she bewitched both knights and they fought over her, making the king
place her as the lady of the tourney.”


Robert
was livid as he heard this, his fair head bowed as he paced, gnashing his teeth
as his elder sister finished her tale. He wanted to slap her for her continued
stammering. Daft woman was twenty and six and still unwed, despite his best
efforts.


Due
to the witch’s curse upon his sister, he could get no man to take her off his
hands, another crime he laid at Madeline’s feet. His older sister became timid
after her many suitors were sent running in horror at the sight of her still.


She began
to look in the mirror and see the ugliness their father’s foul child cursed her
to see, unable to face a man without becoming like this pathetic, stuttering
creature in front of him. He recalled the curses the girl cast upon him and
stiffened, eyes filled with hatred.


Robert
still shaved the bottoms of his feet, the palms of his hands, and the tip of
his nose. He was appalled every time he saw the dark fur covering those areas.
The itchy spots would flare up then and keep him hidden until they faded.


Sybilla’s
hair never grew back when it fell out that year Minerva came for her
granddaughter. She wore wigs whenever in public. Robert doubted even her
husband knew his wife’s golden hair was false. Sybilla despised their sister as
he did. She would be delighted to know the witch’s daughter was found. Mary
thought they needed to atone for their sins against Madeline. She believed the
curses she afflicted them with would end then.


Robert
wouldn’t apologize for treating the witch’s child as she deserved. Only when
she burned would their curses be lifted. He was as tireless as their mother had
been while alive in tracking down Minerva Farrand and her granddaughter. No
sooner did he find them, they disappeared in the night. His hireling sought to
capture them in Valmont and returned empty handed.


He
learned from his man who returned that Minerva was now dead. Her granddaughter
was carried off by a knight on his way to the coronation festival. Knowing the
foul creature used her evil to worm her way into the king’s own mind made him
seethe.


“We
shall see about these claims. I will send my man to court to find out if this
is true,” Robert muttered and glared at his sister. “I feel the spots coming on
once more or I would go myself.”


“Robert,
it has been ten years,” Mary whispered brokenly and gazed at him sadly. “What
we did to her was more than cruel. Until we atone for all; we will suffer these
curses. Don’t you see that, Brother? You invite more suffering upon yourself if
you persist in this.”


“The
witch will die!” Robert snarled and turned on his sister, raising his hand and
watching her cower with fiendish pleasure. “There is nothing to atone for! She
is the child of Satan! You heard mother proclaim it the night the witch’s child
was born.”


“Mother
found out Alessandra was father’s mistress and the child his, Robert. She said
many things you took to heart that night,” Mary said angrily and refused to
cower this time when he bore down on her. “Mother put the nightshade in
Alessandra’s tea. We knew of it, and did nothing. That is why we are all cursed
now!”


“Lies,
you say! Mother was right to poison that foul witch! You would condemn her
actions?” Robert said harshly as his fingers dug into her slender arm.


Mary
cried out in pain and pulled away from him, scooting away, fear in her eyes.
“What has this hatred ever gotten you, Robert? You still grow hair where no
hair should be. The spots come upon you as often as they ever did. I look into
a mirror and I see an ugly creature each day. Our sister’s beautiful hair will
never grow back. We have wronged her! Don’t you see that? Killing her will only
make it worse for us!”


“You
know nothing of a sort!” he snapped as he glared at her, red spots already
forming in his sallow cheeks before her eyes.


“I
made it a point of seeking those who could help us over the years, Robert. They
have all said the same thing. When you receive a curse from a witch, the only
thing to save you is forgiveness.”


Robert’s
face grew increasingly spotted now. She flinched to see it, knowing they would turn
dark and purple, painful, with green pustules that would keep him to his rooms
for weeks until they were gone.


“I
need no forgiveness to do the Lord’s work, Sister,” her brother said with a
sneer. “She will die by fire as soon as I verify these claims. The king can’t
ignore our charges or the church in this matter.”


“Then
you doom us all!” Mary cried, tears filling her gaze. “Look at how our mother
suffered before she died, Robert? It was because of what she did to Alessandra
and her daughter.”


“And
for that; the witch’s brat dies!”


“Or
we suffer far worse,” Mary said sadly and shook her head, tears falling freely.
“You are so like mother in this, Robert. She wouldn’t stop either. I remember
when she used to beat Alessandra’s daughter black and blue. Do you recall how
cruel our mother was to her then?”


Robert
looked unaffected by her words; itching his enflamed cheek absently. “It was no
more than she deserved.”


“No,
it was merely cruel, Brother. Look at what happened to our mother after the old
one came for her and saw what she did?”


Robert
flinched to recall their mother’s sudden condition after Minerva collected
Madeline and saw her many bruises, new and old. 


Lady
Agnes’s suffering made them bar even the clergy from her room, fearing
reprisals for what they saw then as their mother’s punishment for poisoning
Alessandra. Lady Agnes never knew a peaceful day from that moment on; going mad
slowly from the visions the witch tormented her with.


Robert
found her when she tore her own face off with her nails, screaming and raging
that bugs crawled upon her skin. She writhed and screamed until she was drugged
to keep her quiet. The open sores she developed all over her body broke open
and spiders emerged. She laid abed a babbling, incoherent shell while her body
rotted from the inside out. It was all they could do to watch, knowing why
their mother was cursed.


“I
will see her dead!” Robert railed and glared at his older sister.


“You
will die as horribly as she, Brother. You get it all back to you times three,
do you not?” Mary predicted sadly and shook her head. “Have you learned nothing
at all? We all loved Alessandra before mother turned our minds; even you! We
turned upon her because of mother’s lies! We watched mother give her that tea.
We even stood by that lie to Madeline and said she killed herself. We more than
earned her spite! We even denied her daughter what father wanted for her to
have.”


“When
she is dead it will all end, you will see,” Robert raged, his blue eyes filled
with contempt.


“You
must find her and atone for what you did to them, Robert,” Mary whispered
furiously with fear in her eyes to see the stark hatred in his face. “We will
never be free of this until we do.”


“I
will not bow to my father’s evil bastard, Mary,” Robert said coldly. “I took
great pleasure in seeing father’s whore die. It was just and God’s work!”


Mary
flinched to recall seeing Alessandra drink her poisoned tea. She fell to the
floor clutching her throat, staring at them all in shock. Robert laughed then,
enjoying seeing their former nurse be poisoned, or cleansed by God as their
mother said. She was just a girl of fourteen then, Sybilla was ten, and Robert
was eleven.  


Lady
Agnes made them all watch, forced them to endure their beloved nurse’s death
throes that long, hellish day before the poison killed her at last. God was not
at work that day, but their mother’s spite and jealousy their father loved his
mistress more.


She
gazed at Robert in pity. “I no longer fear the creature I see in the mirror,
Brother. It is but a reminder of where I failed in this life. You persist in
this, you will suffer far worse.”


Robert
Lunley glared at his normally timid older sister, wishing she had half of
Sybilla’s backbone. “You will thank me when the witch is dead, Sister, and men don’t
run screaming from your presence to this day. I will free us from this curse.”


“Then
you will die as horribly as our mother, Robert, and none can save you from your
hatred.”


He
stormed out of her bedchamber and she collapsed into a nearby chair, feeling
desolate to know she had only one choice. The lady stood up and hesitated to
approach the mirror. She kept this one to remind her of the evil she acted upon
another. Mary gazed at her reflection and didn’t flinch to see the monster that
stared back. It no longer scared her as it did the men who gazed upon her. She
touched her cheek, feeling it’s smoothness despite the green scales she saw
within the looking glass. Her blue eyes met the glowing orange ones and filled
with tears and she turned away from the horrid-looking creature.


Mary
went to her writing desk and wrote a note to her half sister, imploring her to
run for her life. Robert would seek the king now with his claims Madeline was a
witch. He had the priest at Valmont’s word Madeline cursed the baron’s son. The
baron signed her death warrant. It was all he needed, and would insure their
doom. 


****



Madeline
gazed at the pile of rubble within the courtyard in approval. With the help of
Rohan’s men, they cleared the house of broken furniture and rubbish. They swung
mops and brooms as they once swung swords by her command. It was a month since
they arrived and the house was coming along.


Even
her husband rolled up his sleeves to wash the grime from the walls, though he
eyed her pleadingly throughout. The men all white-washed walls and sanded down
banisters and wooden trim, scarred in the years of neglect and abandonment. 


They
found enough furnishings within the attic to make do. Madeline was encouraged
by her husband to add as many comforts as she thought they would need. She
smiled as she thought of how contented she was he knew the truth of what she
was. Rohan didn’t run from her screaming or fear her. No, her handsome husband
quite exploited his wife for every comfort she could bestow upon him. She
chuckled to think of his childish demands for treats and the like daily.


Her
eyes filled with softness to know the weeks she abstained from the potions to
stop conception were realized. She was carrying Rohan’s child. The thought made
her so happy she longed to share it with him. It would be many weeks before she
would be confidant to share it with her husband. 


Suddenly
the rest of her life was filled with faceless children and the dark-eyed blond
man who tormented her daily, teased her unmercifully, and captured every bit of
her attention. Rohan’s new men all volunteered to serve Rothford, she learned.
They reminded her of the foundling knights with Gavin, those dear friends she
missed sorely. They never failed to jump to do her bidding. She giggled to know
they all complained of the women’s work out of earshot, but felt obligated for
her feeding them so well.


Her
husband’s liege lord had yet to arrive at Rivenhahl. The black smoke that
filled the sky in the distance alerted them not long after their arrival. They
sent men to the estate and the scene there was far worse than what they found
at Rothford. Gavin’s dream was now rubble, the grand keep a burned-out shell.
Madeline knew the act had to have been deliberate. Rohan levied blame at
Strathmore first, but reasoned the Scottish rebels and outlaws might have
learned they had a new border lord. 


He
sent word to court and Gavin and his men had yet to arrive. She knew Rohan was
anxious to be off and matters were spiraling out of control along the borders.
Two horses were stolen in the night, the act of petty reevers, it was believed.


Madeline
could see her husband thought his job along the border to be a thankless one.
He joked of his gift from the king now, saying it was more of a punishment than
anything else. She could see the pride restored in his gaze as their hard work
revealed a house that now glowed with cleanliness and added comforts from
his wife’s magic.


The
men were building a new barracks in the back. Madeline found a loose stone in
the wall of their room. She hid the gold inside and made sure her husband found
it. He believed it the fortune of the former baron of Rothford. She saw the
light of relief in his gaze as he assessed the wealth there, telling her they
had nothing to worry about now.


Rohan
purchased enough wood to add onto the stable and build the men’s barracks. He
seemed to have recovered from his loss in London, telling her stoutly these
days he was the true winner that day.  Madeline believed more than
anything she won that day, getting the better man and more than she could have
ever dreamed.


She
hardly thought of Gavin anymore, realizing it was merely infatuation that
pulled at her then. Now that she was married to Rohan, he was all she thought
about. He never failed to make her feel his presence, even when he was out
patrolling with his men as he was today.


He
left Burroughs and Sir Kildare behind with her. When the runner arrived from
London with a missive for her, she fought her trepidation as she accepted the
letter and bade the man seek refreshments in the hall.


Her
hand trembled as she saw it was a letter from Lady Mary Lunley, her oldest half
sister. The lady began by apology, citing youth and her mother’s lies for her
regretful behavior then. It warmed Madeline to know not all Lady Agnes’s
children despised her. After congratulating her on her marriage, the lady
informed her that their brother still meant her harm. He sent word of the
charges against her to court. Her sister then implored her to run. Lady Mary
told her their brother Robert was unwilling to relent and feared she would be
arrested soon. 


Madeline
bit her lip as she thought of being clapped into the tower and tortured as was
rumored until she admitted to being a witch. Robert Cecil, the king’s advisor
would hardly listen to Gavin or Rohan when the priest at Valmont was given a
chance to speak. Even with the baron and Hugh missing and unable to give
testimony, she could be sure her arrest would be ordered. Tears filled her gaze
to know the happiness she found with Rohan was to be denied her.


Thoughts
of all he gave up for her made her hesitate to tell him of Lady Mary’s warning.
He would risk all once more to run with her. She wouldn’t have it. He didn’t deserve
to give up anything more. Thoughts of leaving him and setting out alone made
her think of the child. She closed her eyes in dismay, feeling miserable to
know there was no choice. She must leave, or her husband’s future would be in
jeopardy. Even Gavin could not save her. No, the king’s guards would come for
her soon. She must go before they arrived back at nightfall. It seemed a good
time to go. The men’s dinner simmered in the kitchen’s under Burroughs’s
watchful gaze. Sir Kildare was exercising his horse and not paying any
attention.


She
stuffed the letter in her skirt pocket, too distraught as she packed a bundle
to know it fell out. She took a small cache of coins and looked about the room,
sorrowful to leave. The warrant issued by the baron would force the king to
have her arrested and questioned. Madeline would rather run than endure such
torture as she heard went on within the tower. They had methods for getting
some poor creature to admit to anything. She didn’t trust herself to not use
magic to save herself.


The
child’s fate was uncertain and all that mattered now. Rohan’s child made her
decision. She’d not have the baby suffer her same fate or die by fire with her
to appease those who meant her harm. She snatched her cloak and left the room.


Sir
Kildare didn’t see her lead a mount out of the stable or ride away in the rear
field, heading north. She knew going to Scotland was foolish, but it was likely
the only place she could run. Thoughts of the keep once owned by Gavin made her
plan. It was likely Gavin’s sister was still there and would take her in.


Rohan
couldn’t know where she went or why. He was under Gavin’s orders to secure the
border now. She’d not let him go down with her. He might trust the king and the
church’s justice; she did not. To stay would be to burn as she would have two
months before. No, it was better she go. Rohan could seek another wife. Just
the thought of not being there when he and his men returned from the border
patrol made her weep as she rode hard for the hills.






[bookmark: _Toc325101631]~****~Chapter Twenty~****~


 


As the
heat reaches the people's faces,


witches
succumb to the blaze,


In the
little town of Salem,


they
think of it as God’s praise,


~Anonymous


Rohan
snatched up the letter and his expression darkened as he read Madeline’s sister’s
words of warning. He burned the letter, hearing the sounds of horses to know
the king’s guard had arrived finally to arrest his wife. He ran outside and
stood with his men as they filed into the courtyard and dismounted. The head of
the king’s guard approached with a look of disdain.


“Were
here by order of the king to remand the condemned witch Madeline Farrand to the
tower for examination, Lord Rothford,” the man said in a clipped tone. “My men
are prepared to take the baroness of Rothford by force if necessary.”


“She’s
not here,” Rohan said coolly and shrugged. “She didn’t find marriage to her
liking and ran nearly a fortnight ago. My guess is she returns to her former
village.”


“We
will see for ourselves,” the man said in obvious disappointment their long
journey was for nothing. “You are reminded that hiding her from the king’s
justice is an act of treason, Lord Rothford?”


“Since
I was unaware of any of this; I find it hard to anticipate hiding anyone,”
Rohan said with a glare at the man. “Search all you like. She is not here.”


The
king’s guards searched the manor from top to bottom. He was warned by the
leader of the king’s guard again to aid and abet his own wife was tantamount to
treason. The desire to take a sword to the man was strong as he waited for them
all to leave.


He
glared at the man who handed him the arrest warrant. It was signed by the baron
of Valmont. The king was enforcing the man’s will, even if he was now missing.
He could do nothing as they tramped through his home with their dirty boots on
the king’s business.


His
men were chomping at the bit to go after Madeline. Rohan was hard-pressed not
to deny them refreshments before their return to London, wanting only to go
after his wife too. They went on their way and he stared at them all grimly as
they stood in the stable yard at his command.


“Suit
up and travel warm. We go north,” he told them and his dark eyes were filled
with worry. “Bring as many weapons as you can carry. We go right into a hotbed
of rebels.”


Sir
Kildare stepped forward. “Are you sure she would have fled that way, my lord?
Its right into the heart of all this mischief we chase here nightly.”


“If
I know my wife, she heads straight for the trouble,” Rohan replied and shook
his head, knowing Madeline likely panicked when she got the letter. He silently
praised Lady Mary for her kindness to her sister. He knew her brother Robert
was at the bottom of it all, plotting against Madeline as his mother once had
while alive.


Rohan
was furious and worried sick, but recalled his little witch had the means to
defend herself and saw to Goldwyn for the journey. Burroughs arrived with food
provisions. The young man appeared quite worried, eyes grim with concern.


“You
will find her, my lord. My guess is she goes to your keep in the north,” the
young man said matter-of-factly.


Rohan
raised a golden eyebrow at his words. “And how would you know that?”


Burroughs
smirked and puffed himself up with pride. “She took the liberty of ripping out
the map to it in your book before she left. Just happened to leave it open
too.”


“You
did well and saved us days of searching, lad,” Rohan said and was pleased the
younger man was so observant.


Rohan
felt relief to know his wife headed to his northern keep, but cursed her for
running away before speaking with him. He thought of how de Mortaine saved her
from the villagers of Valmont once and knew she wasn’t thinking. If he was
discovered anywhere near Madeline now it was treason. He no longer cared. He’d
not let anyone harm his wife. Thoughts of sending word to his liege lord were
dismissed. Gavin was more than a little obligated to their king. He couldn’t
talk Madeline out of this any more than he could.


Thoughts
of his wife going to the tower for examination made him stiffen in outrage. He
knew they would torture her to confess what she was. It was rare that one
dragged there for examination survived the ordeal to be publically burned. Few
walked away from such charges. He cursed Robert Lunley and vowed to pay the man
a visit one day. He took the remaining gold and left a half dozen men to guard
the manor in his absence and await Lord Rivenhahl.


Rohan
had no intention of letting them take his wife to the tower. He’d die himself
before they’d touch one hair on her head. They would run, he determined grimly
as he packed all he dare carry. His men refused to leave him. He informed them
they would be outlaws if it was discovered what they did.


None
of his men desired to stay behind. Even Burroughs showed up, wearing a bag
about his neck with both cats inside, both hissing and struggling within. He
grinned at his master’s look of disgust.


“Lady
Rothford would be upset if we left her cats behind, my lord.”


The
sixteen riders left Rothford in a dead run going north. Rohan knew the thieves and
outlaws preyed on the main roads, so they remained off the road in the woods
during their flight. They stopped by a stream at midnight and his man arrived
to show him a piece of muslin from a woman’s skirts found snagged in a bush.
Relief filled him to think he was on his wife’s trail.


By
midday the next day, they found signs of Madeline’s cook fire that gave Rohan
relief she stayed off the road. He was fuming as they road on, aware into the
second day she had a considerable head start on them.


The
third day he was anxious to catch up with his wife. Burroughs appeared to be
overwhelmed handling his wife’s unruly pets. The men were good natured despite
the uncertainty they faced following Rohan. Most would agree they knew not what
they came back to, if they returned at all. Rohan had much time to think. He
didn’t think it likely he would return.


Burroughs
rode alongside him. He petted Lady Blythe until the feline purred loudly.
Gerwin peered out of the bag with narrowed eyes. He chuckled to see the cat’s furious
expression. 


Madeline
would be pleased the boy brought the pair. He still couldn’t believe his former
lover was once now the fluffy white cat who showed distinct signs of having a
litter of kittens soon. Blythe might have been miserable in life as a woman,
but she appeared happy as a feline.


“We
run now, don’t we, my lord?” the younger man asked sadly, looking like all his
dreams of being a knight were well and truly dashed.


Rohan
said nothing for several moments as they travelled down the path. “Once I
collect my wife; we sail to France. You and the others can return.”


Burroughs
looked outraged. “You don’t mean to send us back?”


“When
Lord Rivenhahl is aware of our flight, you will all be charged as mine and my
wife’s accomplices. You all must go back,” he said quietly. “I’ll not deny you
your spurs one day, Burroughs. You have served me well, but I don’t ask you to
give up all.”


“Where
will you go?” he asked and looked sad. “The men will not leave you, nor will
I.”


Rohan
smiled and looked away. “It is your choice. I mean to take my wife and flee.”


“They
will not let her live, will they?” he asked hesitantly.


Rohan’s
lips tightened. “Her death warrant was signed months ago. The king would honor
it. No, I think it unlikely King James will listen to Lord Rivenhahl, much less
a meager baron like myself.”


“Lady
Rothford was blessed to have found you then, my lord. Tis’ obvious how much you
love her.”


Rohan
was too surprised by Burroughs words to respond. Everything he’d done since
discovering Madeline was not a groom in the barn reminded him how caught up in
her he was. It was as if he was under a spell she never bothered to cast upon
him, but one he couldn’t ignore now. Love her? Yes, he supposed he did, if
that’s what made him consistently lose his life’s ambitions over her. What had
he not given up for her? Now he gave up his meager barony and became an outlaw
to keep her safe. Was love a strong enough word? He thought not.


Rohan
rode ahead and they soon found Madeline’s trail once more. He was relieved to
know they weren’t far behind. He left his men by a stream to water their mounts
and went ahead on foot, listening to the sounds in the woods.


He
grinned when he heard his wife muttering beyond the trees. He peeked through
some foliage and saw she was having difficulty with her mount. The horse kept
backing away when she tried to climb up. She was so distracted by the horse;
she hadn’t heard him or his men approaching.


“Come
on, you silly horse, we haven’t all day,” she fumed and pulled the animals
reins, glaring at it.


“I’m
afraid if you want to get it to move, you have to say the magic words,” Rohan
informed her, making her jump as he entered the clearing and whispered a couple
words in Gaelic that made the horse more agreeable. “Next time you steal a
man’s horse, be sure you can control the damn thing. I’m surprised you made it
this far on the animal.”


Madeline
glared at him. “You shouldn’t have come, Rohan! Turn back around and go back.
This is not your problem, but mine.”


Rohan
came forward and snatched the reins from her, his dark eyes filled with fury.
“I am your husband. It is my problem too.”


She
looked upset then, eyes filling with tears. “You have lost enough because of
me! They will arrest you too if they catch us! What of all you worked for these
many years? You would throw it away?”


“They
haven’t caught us yet.”


“You
are a fool! When the guards come for me and you’re gone; they will likely know
we fled together. Go back while there is still time. Gavin and the king will
not hold this against you if you go back,” she implored him, blue eyes filling
with tears.


“The
king’s guards have already come for you once,” Rohan replied and shrugged.
“Lord Rivenhahl is at court still and no doubt heard of all while there. The man
will plead your case, and mine, but we both know that will not appease the
church.”


“Think
of yourself, Rohan!” she snapped, angry he refused to think of his future. “You
would be hunted as well as me.”


“My
men are with me,” Rohan added with a smile. “And we’ve brought Gerwin and Lady
Blythe. It appears we are all fugitives from the king’s justice, sweet witch.”


Madeline
looked outraged to know he dragged his men into her matters and shook her head.
“Why do you do this? You will lose everything, Rohan. You could likely burn
with me if you’re caught.”


“You’re
my wife! That is why!” he barked, his dark eyes filled with anger. “I go where
you go, and my men follow. What do you expect me to do? Do you think I could
sit by and see you go to the tower? What kind of man do you think me?”


Madeline
looked away from his fierce expression, hugging herself around the middle.
Rohan saw her frail shoulders shake and knew the days of being on the run
caught up with her. He reached for her and snatched her to his chest, hearing
her sob.


“We
will make due,” he assured her and his hand tangled in her hair, feeling her
tremble under her cloak. “I know of many places we could go to hide. There are
many who would take me in for my sword arm. The men agree it is our best recourse.”


Her
head shot up and her blue eyes were angry. “Mercenaries? You are all knights!
What are you thinking, Rohan? If you walk away now, the king would forgive the
matter and you could marry another.”


Rohan
caressed her back under the cloak and shook his head. “I want no other so stop
trying to get me to leave. I’ll not leave you to run alone.”


“How
do you propose we hide in a party this large, Rohan?”


He
grinned. “We go to my keep in the north until I can find us a ship. You just
don’t worry.”


“How
can I not? I have brought this upon you all!”


“My
men didn’t like chasing Scottish outlaws anyway, Madeline. They were hardly
pleased with my consolation.”


“You
will regret this one day,” she fumed and shook her head.


He
dropped a kiss on her brow. “No, I would only regret letting you go, so stop
your complaining. We have another day’s ride until we reach the keep. I will
send Sir Kildare and Sir Markham to Edinburgh to secure a ship.”


“Where
can we go that the king cannot find us eventually?” she asked in a tormented
voice. 


Rohan
grinned. “There is France to consider. I certainly don’t wish to turn traitor,
but we have to live somewhere. They will find us in Ireland.”


“You
don’t have to do this,” she said sorrowfully, eyes wide to know her husband
would be forever a traitor if he crossed the channel into France.


“I
don’t have to do anything, Madeline,” he agreed in an even tone. “You are
right. I could go back and chase Scottish rebels until I’m an old man and kiss
Rivenhahl’s boots for the rest of my life. I might even find another wife one
day. What I can’t do is the feel the way I do right now.”


Her
eyes were filled with stunned amazement. “What are you saying?”


“I
love you, my silly little witch,” Rohan replied and tilted her chin up to stare
into her eyes. “Why else would I flee home and country? You are all I would
ever want.”


“Rohan,
you could never come back here! What of your men? What of their families?”


“They
were given a choice when we last stopped to eat, Madeline,” he informed her
with a shrug. “They would rather go with us than stay here. They’re not all
English, even if they were trained as such, Madeline. Most are Scots or Irish.
They have no ties to England and either do I.”


“You
would turn traitor for me?” she asked in shocked outrage.


“Technically,
I turn only accomplice and witch’s familiar,” he argued with a grin. “It
remains to be seen the French king will even hire seventeen displaced knights
from King James court and a squire.”


“You
mean to go to France?” she asked, unable to hide her dismay. “Is there no other
way?”


“Unless
you have a spell to make this all go away so we can go home, I don’t think so,
my love,” he said sadly.


“My
grandmother might have known what to do, but I do not,” Madeline said sadly and
walked to the horse and delved within her bundle to pull out her grandmother’s
book. “Somewhere in this book is the answer. I have looked at every spell I can
think of to stop this.”


“There
is another matter,” he said with a frown. “When it is known we have fled
Rothford; de Mortaine will be sworn to hunt us down, Madeline. He and his men
will come for us. I know you think them your friends; but they will do their
duty.”


“Why
do you tell me this?” she asked and her eyes filled with sadness.


“If
it should come to a battle; I would warn you now I see no friend should they
try and take you back,” Rohan replied and his dark eyes filled with regret.
“I’ll not let them take you from me, Madeline.”


 Madeline
thought of Gavin and the five foundling knights, four since Miles went with his
father. The thought of Rohan cutting down Gaston or Jasper brought tears to her
eyes. Thoughts of Gavin and her husband coming to swords made her eyes fill
with pain.


“Perhaps
it won’t come to that?”


Rohan
made a noise of disgust. “Lord Rivenhahl will be dispatched to Rothford. When
he learns we have all left, he will know. The keep is the likely place he would
think we would flee.”


“How
much time do we have?”


Rohan
frowned as he saw her face pale. “Three days ago the king’s guard left
Rothford. I can expect when they came back to London empty handed, de Mortaine
was sent from court to collect you. He is perhaps three days behind us, maybe
four. We have hardly covered our trail.”


“Gavin
would not do this! You forget he saved me once!”


“Yes,
once! And it cost him nothing but a few words and the wave of a sword, as I
recall! Some hero you have there, wife!” Rohan raged and eyed her with disgust.
“You credit him for some softness for you still? He would do his duty in this,
Madeline, for his honor and his damned king! I will kill him if he dares try to
take you.”


“Mayhap
it won’t come to that?”


“The
men leave us for Edinburgh soon,” Rohan said quietly, not answering her. “They
will return with news of a ship. We go as soon as we get passage arranged for
all the men and the horses. I’ll not leave Goldwyn behind.”


Madeline
stared at her husband in growing concern. “You are serious about this?”


Rohan
smiled and his hand caressed her cheek. “For you I would give up king and
country. They cannot get to you in France. We would be free there.”


“You
would be an outlaw, Rohan!”


“I
would be far worse without you by my side. I remind you I have French
ancestors, wife. Even de Mortaine has ties to France. I’m an Irishman at heart,
so don’t question whether or not I’ve thought this through,” he said somberly.
“I would rather spend the rest of my days running with you, than live without
you.”


Madeline’s
eyes were filled with stunned amazement. “You have thought it all through on
your way here, haven’t you?”


“I
might have overlooked some small details,” he said smoothly and chuckled at her
disapproving look. “Come, we have to get back on the road. We wait for Sir
Markham and Sir Kildare before we leave for Edinburgh. I would rest for a time
before we run for our lives.”


Madeline
allowed him to rein in her mount and followed him to the stream where his men
loitered. They all looked delighted and relieved to see her. Burroughs was
overwrought, with tears in his eyes. She was overwhelmed with their obvious
concern.


“You
gave us a horrible fright, my lady!” Burroughs fussed, holding Lady Blythe in
the crook of his arm. “What were you thinking running off? You might have run
into rebels!”


“I
did run across some rather uncouth men,” she said and ignored her husband’s
indrawn gasp. “They were pleased to leave me be. I think they still chase their
own tails in the field.”


Burroughs
had no idea she meant what she said and smiled with relief. “We have found you
now. How do you feel about us fleeing for France, my lady?”


“Try
not to look so delighted of it, Burroughs,” she chided. “This is no lark! You
cannot come back! Surely you have thought this through?”


Burroughs
looked away and appeared sad. “My family has not seen me since I was a lad of
seven, nor have they bothered, my lady. I am Scottish as well, and don’t see
myself a traitor at all. This injustice against you must be rectified. We have
all sworn fealty to Lord Rohan. We go with him.”


“There,
do you see?” Rohan said as she shook her head. “I do not coerce them into this,
Madeline. They know what this means to them all.”


“What
of the men you left behind at Rothford?”


Rohan
grinned. “They all desired to stay there. As I said; I forced none of the men
to come with me. We take our chances in France, wife.”


Madeline
didn’t know how to feel by such a show of loyalty to her cause. For so long it
was just her and Minerva running, then just her. Knowing she had friends and
family was a comfort. Rohan loved her. The thought made her heart soar. To know
he felt the same for her made her eager to get to the keep and share her
secret.


Rohan’s
men were chomping at the bit to leave the place they rested. The woods were
quiet, if not for the chirping of birds in the distance. The constant threat of
pursuit made them hasten to remount. She rode in front of her husband, content
they had only one more day until they arrived at his holding there. Then, as he
said; they would be running for their very lives. She knew Gavin would come
after them. It pained her to know she caused them all such grief.
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Their victim has once
again fallen,


to the cruelty of
their conclusion.


In the little town of
Salem,


their beliefs are
mere confusion.


~Anonymous


Gavin
walked through the manor at Rothford and cursed under his breath, knowing Rohan
fled with Madeline rather than trust him to plead her case with the king. He
was given the task of running the witch and the traitor to ground now. He liked
neither duty.


The
men were outraged. Gavin could hardly refuse his king. His green eyes filled
with distaste. He knew where they fled. He gave them a five day head start
before he went to his former keep in Scotland. The thought of taking Madeline
to the tower sickened him. Few left there alive after they were examined by the
courts. He’d not see that happen to her, but he could hardly refuse this duty.


Thoughts
of the Viscount of Lunley made his eyes flare. The man was Madeline’s half
brother, the one who brought the charges forth and demanded Madeline be held
accountable. Without the baron or his son available for questioning, King James
had no choice but to follow through on the original death warrant. The writ was
brandished by Father Belsay when he arrived at Lunley’s insistence.


There
would be no trial for Madeline, no question of anything at all. Rohan was right
to take her and flee. Gavin knew real pain to think of her burning to her
death. His continued feelings for his fair witch made him linger here, allowing
them time enough to get away. His smile grew wide to think of his king’s
reaction should he come back to court empty handed. He wasn’t overly concerned.


“You
know where they go,” Alastair said as he joined him, looking around the manor
with a pained look. “Do we give chase now, my lord?”


“We
wait for a few days,” Gavin said and saw Alastair sag with relief. “If Rohan
has any sense, he will take her and leave the country.”


“You
could not get the king to relent?” he asked in despair.


“It
is out of his hands and in the church’s,” Gavin said in disgust as he walked
down the hallway of the upper level of the newly restored manor house. “He will
not intercede on her behalf, even to please me. We both know how he feels about
witchcraft. He will not stop this.”


Alastair
looked aggrieved. “I’ll not raise one hand to stop them, my lord. I warn you
the men have all said the same. They have no stomach for this.”


Gavin
nodded sadly. “That is why we let them get away. I have no wish to battle Rohan
over this. But, it must appear we try to do the king’s will.”


“When
do we leave?”


“We
leave at the end of the week and we ride slowly. That should give them enough
time.”


“Vivienne
will not know what to think of all this,” Alastair mused, thinking Gavin’s
sister would be in the middle of all when Rohan and his men arrived there.


“My
sister will make them welcome. That is the least of my worries. Strathmore has
pressed his suit and rides for the keep too,” Gavin said in disgust.


 “You
did well to send that courier bird to warn her he was coming.”


“I
fear for the man’s life should he force the issue.”


“Let
us hope Rohan dispatches Strathmore to Hell and saves us the trouble. I would
not see him leave Scotland alive, my lord. Do not think he didn’t have a hand
in destroying Rivenhahl.”


Gavin’s
eyes filled with rage to know his enemy burned his home to the ground. He and
his wife were now displaced and took rooms at court, a place he despised.
Without funds and on the king’s tolerance, he had few choices but to do as he
was bid. He looked about the manor with a considering glance.


With
Rohan having run off, Rothford was now under his protection. He could bring his
wife here until their residence was rebuilt. It was a better alternative than
being in the middle of the court intrigues waging now.


“Strathmore
has much to answer for,” Gavin replied and gazed at his friend with an
implacable look. “I don’t intend to let him leave alive.”


****



Madeline
would have recognized the stone keep in the distance anywhere from Gaston’s
stories. It was a grey stone structure, ancient in looks. The stone was blacked
in some places and overgrown with ivy. Smoke billowed from cook fires within
the inner bailey. She glanced up at Rohan and he smiled encouragingly down at
her.


“I
told you I would have you here before dusk, Madeline. I’m in need of one of
those comforts we discussed miles ago.”


She
giggled and snuggled against his chest. “You require more than your fair share
of comforts, Rohan. You would bleed me for every comfort you could get from my
magic.”


He
chuckled and leaned down to kiss her briefly, his dark eyes flashing. “What
were you reading in that book? Did you find a spell to fix all this?”


She
frowned and looked away. “I hoped to find the means to change Lady Blythe back
before we sail. I have found nothing.”


Rohan
kissed her forehead. “I like her better as a cat, my love.”


“Her
coming back would solve many problems, Rohan. Strathmore would have no foothold
in Rivenhahl. They would be stuck with one another.”


“It
appears we are stuck with her, my love. Just hope she doesn’t have her litter
before we arrive in France. Burroughs is up to his armpits in cats now.”


She
giggled as she looked back to see the young man bearing Gerwin and Lady Blythe
in the bag about his neck. “He doesn’t appear to mind.”


Rohan
chuckled as he twisted in the saddle to see his squire. “He adores you, my
love. Bringing your pets was his idea.”


“How
long will it be before your men get back?”


“It
should take three days or more, give or take. I don’t dare go into the city
until we sail. I am well known there, my love.”


“Are
you concerned we will be stopped at the port?” she asked in worry, blue eyes
wide.


“Madeline,
we don’t know what we walk into there,” Rohan replied with a frown. “I find it
unlikely you are regarded as such a threat the king would cut off every port or
avenue out of the country. We know Lunley wishes to see you caught. For that
alone; I’m questioning whether the Viscount sets a trap for us.”


“How
can he know where we would go?”


“Madeline,
I knew where you would go when I found you gone,” Rohan replied. “It was the
logical avenue of escape. Lunley knows we are in Scotland by now. I would wager
he sends a man in wait for us. Edinburgh is the closest port to the keep.”


“Robert
is much like Lady Agnes. He won’t stop.”


“That
is why we leave, my love. I’d not see you burn to please that man,” Rohan said
with a fierce look in his dark eyes.


“Lady
Mary has no hatred for me,” Madeline mused. “Why do Sybilla and Robert still
seek my death?”


“Who
can say? It is likely they blame you for everything that has gone wrong in
their lives.”


“No,
it is more than that, Rohan,” Madeline replied and frowned. “Minerva said a man
hired by the Viscount of Lunley has been the one who pursued us all these
years. It makes no sense. My father left me nothing when he died. I am no
threat to them, yet still they seek me. Why?”


Rohan
shook his head. “Hatred needs no reason, Madeline.”


“No,
this is more than hate, Rohan. My brother has gone to great expense to find me
these last ten years.”


“He
will not succeed,” Rohan declared harshly.


Madeline
shivered as they crossed the mist-enshrouded meadow. It began to drizzle. She
saw a small figure running across the parapets in the distance to raise the
alarm at the sight of them. She looked up at her husband, still unsure of his
plan to flee to France. Robert could find her there. He could find her
anywhere. She would never be safe while he lived to seek her death.


****



“Patience,
Lord Lunley, you will have the girl as soon as we arrive,” Lord Strathmore said
as they rode down the main road towards Scotland. “The king knows de Mortaine
has no intention of doing his duty, despite his orders.”


“My
hirelings should have arrived in Edinburgh by now,” Robert Lunley replied and
shrugged. “They will not get away.”


“Why
do you seek your half sister, Lunley?”


“She
is a witch! She cast her foul curses upon my family. I will seek vengeance when
she burns for her wickedness,” he fumed vehemently.


“A
witch eh? Well, that is a better reason to muster than your father leaving her
half his wealth, is it not?”


The
viscount glared at his companion as the large party of riders moved down the
road. He held his tongue, wondering how the earl came by such knowledge. Not
even his sisters knew of it. They thought he received all of their father’s
wealth. No, he’d betrayed them all and left half to Madeline and her mother.
With Alessandra gone, he need only see his half sister dead to claim the other
half of the fortune held by tight-fisted bankers in London.


“Relax,
Lunley, I made it my business to find out what your true motivation was in
coming along with me,” Strathmore said with a cold smile. “I agreed to help you
because it pleases our king.”


“You
agreed because you know she was de Mortaine’s whore,” Robert snapped and saw
the older man stiffen.


“Yes,
I admit to a certain bit of pleasure knowing her capture and inevitable
execution will pain de Mortaine.”


“What
of her husband? He will hardly allow us to just take her?”


“What
are his dozen knights against a force of thirty of the king’s guard, Lunley?
Trust me, de Warren will know he is beaten.”


“I
want my sister taken back to London and burned before all,” Robert said
harshly. “Only then will I sleep at night.”


Strathmore
chuckled. “I should thank the girl. My wife’s servants recalled Blythe speaking
to a certain redhead before she disappeared. She has done nothing but help me
in this.”


“Why
do you seek to provoke de Mortaine by forcing his sister to wed you?”


“Let
us just say he holds something that is mine,” Strathmore said harshly. “Sir
Rohan threw the match to have the girl and ruined all my plans.”


“May
I ask why you seek Rivenhahl, my lord? Strathmore is a far richer estate.”


“It’s
not the land I want,” he said and shrugged, refusing to share what that might
be. 


Robert
had his own plans and could care less what Strathmore meant to do. Madeline and
her husband would go back to London in chains. The man was being charged with
treason for refusing to hand over his wife. His death warrant was signed by the
king before they left. The baron and baroness of Rothford were fugitives now.


“Let
us hope we both get what we come here for, my lord,” Robert said and eyed the
earl smugly. “I’ve left nothing to chance them getting away. Lady de Mortaine
will hardly appreciate her home being overrun by English guards. You risk
alienating the girl before you marry her, Strathmore.”


“The
wedding takes place when we get there. I’ll not risk our sovereign changing his
mind. The girl will be my wife when we leave.”


“Lord
Rivenhahl will not appreciate you forcing the issue with his sister, my lord,”
Robert commented.


“He
can do nothing! The girl is mine! He risks the king’s wrath himself if he
interferes,” Strathmore said with a scowl. “I mean to have Rivenhahl. His
sister is merely a means to get what I want.”


“What
will you do if de Mortaine arrives and objects?” Robert asked with an uneasy
expression in his eyes.


“I
have thirty men to watch after your backside, Lunley. Do not fear.”


Robert
longed to strike the older man for his insult that he was a coward. He thought
of how he’d beaten his sister Mary when he discovered she spoke on Madeline’s
behalf with the king. He also recalled none of the men at the palace saw a
monster the day she arrived there. Her curse was lifted, while he and Sybilla still
suffered theirs.


He
refused to believe a mere apology would end the curse that afflicted him for a
decade. No, only the fires of purgatory would do that. He would not apologize
to her for his mother doing what needed to be done, or that he was sorry for
it.


“I
was not as worried for myself as I was for you, my lord. You are the one who
gives insult to de Mortaine’s sister, not I.”


Strathmore
chuckled and dug his heels into his mounts sides. “I am hoping to outrage the
man, Lunley.”


Robert
watched the Earl spur his mount forward to catch up to the leader of the king’s
guard. His eyes narrowed to see the pair conversing quietly. He didn’t trust
Strathmore. Something told him to question the man’s true intentions. His wife
was barely missing two months months and he hastily wed de Mortaine’s sister.
He was far too determined to get his hands on Rivenhahl for Robert to not
wonder at it. He kept such thoughts to himself, but he had a nose for money.
Strathmore saw something in it for himself, that much was clear.


It
was common knowledge de Mortaine was penniless but for his estate and the small
purse he won in the tournament. His wife came to him with a pittance of a
dowry. Whatever the man was after, Robert vowed to learn what it was.


****



Rohan
glared at the steward with annoyance as the man stuttered to get through the
introductions. He finally strode past the man and ushered Madeline into the
hall. She sat near the large hearth warming her hands as Rohan and his men
secured the keep. She saw the lady descend the stairs and would have known her
anywhere.


She
was quite lovely and had Gavin’s coloring, raven hair with bright, glittering
green eyes. She looked infuriated to see her home invaded. Twin spots of color
suffused her ivory cheeks as she swept forward, her demeanor hardly welcoming.


“Lord
Rothford, I was informed by my brother you would give us adequate time to
vacate the premises,” Lady Vivienne de Mortaine said as she approached Rohan,
her eyes glimmering with outrage. “I had no knowledge of your arrival to
prepare, my lord.”


“I
will not be here long, Lady de Mortaine,” Rohan said with a grin. “You need not
hurry out the door. I hardly care how long you stay.”


Vivienne
eyed the tall, handsome blond baron suspiciously. “My brother sends word Lord
Strathmore is on his way. Did you perchance see the man on the road?”


“Had
I seen him, you need not worry about your upcoming marriage, dear lady,” Rohan
said in amusement and all his men chuckled uproariously. 


Lady
Vivienne appeared to relax at his words. “Why are you here, my lord?”


“Merely
a stopover, my lady,” Rohan assured her. “You need not pay us any mind. My wife
Madeline is warming herself by the fire. Any kindness you would show her is all
I would ask.”


Vivienne
smiled, obviously charmed by the new owner of her former home. She left them to
see about food and refreshments, had rooms prepared for them, and made
accommodations for his knights. When she returned, she approached the petite
redheaded woman by the fire.


“Lady
Rothford, I’ve had rooms readied for you,” she said softly, eyes noting the
lady’s pale features. “A hot bath will be brought up as well.”


“You
are very kind, my thanks. You are Gavin’s sister?” Madeline asked and smiled.
“You look like him, forgive me for stating the obvious.”


The
girl smiled widely. “My older brother and I take after our father, my lady.
Some would say in all things. How is it you are acquainted with Gavin?”


Madeline
decided to say as little as possible. “We met during the tournament.”


Vivienne’s
eyes lit up. “We are all so proud of him, my lady. I wish I could have attended
to see him too victory.”


“It
was wondrous to see, truly, you’ve cause for pride,” Madeline said, eyes
shining at the memory of the joust. “Tis’ how I was won by my husband, though
him being the one to fall from his horse wouldn’t see it as such.”


Lady
Vivienne stole a glance at the towering blond man and giggled in obvious
amusement. “My brother had night terrors for months to face Sir Rohan in the
field. It is good to see the stories of him were exaggerated.”


Madeline
made small talk with Gavin’s sister for a time and could see why Alastair
adored her. She was a female version of Gavin. Her straightforward manner was
refreshing after all the whining, manipulative ladies at court.


Rohan
came forward and frowned down at her. “You must rest, my love. You look like
you’ve taken a chill.”


She
smiled at his solicitous manner, seeing the speculative looks from Lady
Vivienne. “I was just about to go up, my lord. You might take your rest as
well.”


Rohan
grinned at the subtle invitation. “You are right, I’m suddenly feeling the need
for a nap, wife.”


Vivienne
smiled as she looked back and forth between the pair. “Margery will show you to
your chamber. It’s the best we have in this drafty rock. I have to see to the
evening meal preparations.”


Gavin’s
sister took her leave and Rohan helped his wife up from her chair, smiling down
at her as the servant approached. They followed the woman up the winding stone
stairs. 


“Do
you see a bath in my future as well, fair witch?” he whispered at her ear,
making her shiver with anticipation.


“I
see a bath in your future and far more, my lord,” she allowed with a soft smile
and glowing eyes. “I see an evening of unsurpassed pleasures and comfort. We
both know how dearly you love those comforts, my love.”


“Curse
me with the longest night of my days, fair witch,” he breathed, drawing
scandalized gasp from the maid, who looked over her shoulder and hurried her
steps.


****


The
meal was merry and the knights made free with casks of ale brought along.
Burroughs sat with Madeline. She chuckled to see Gerwin fighting off several
tomcats that dared approach Lady Blythe as she lay sprawled in front of the
hearth.


“Sir
Kildare and Sir Markham will arrive soon with passage,” the young man said
softly as he looked at his lord’s lady under his lashes. “We go ahead of you to
make certain no trap waits. You and Lord Rohan will follow a day later. He
thinks it would be better for us to separate and meet at the ship. I bid you
Godspeed, my lady, and hope to see you on that ship by week end.”


“We
will be there, Burroughs,” she reassured him and looked at her husband and the
men who made merry their last nights in Scotland sadly. “Rohan takes no chances.
He even had the groom put a darkening agent on Goldwyn’s coat so none would
recognize the horse in Edinburgh.”


“There
will be trouble then,” Burroughs said and looked grim. “I feared as much.”


“My
brother will take no chance I will escape the fires of his wrath.”


“The
foul man deserves to be cast into the fire himself for his own wickedness,”
Burroughs said with a scowl.


Madeline
stared into the flames and her eyes grew tense, thinking of Robert and his
malignant hatred of her. He would not stop until she was dead. She knew it
before her arrest in Valmont. The man seen in the village was one who followed
them for years, easily recognized over time.


The
day before her arrest she’d spied the man asking questions in the baker’s shop.
He was trying to blend in with the villagers, wearing an old wool tunic tossed
over clothing far too fine to hide, and boots newly shined. She ducked down and
saw the Widow Perkins give the man every bit of information she knew of Minerva
and her granddaughter. Madeline’s eyes narrowed to think she might have cursed
the woman’s bread that one particular day.


Her
intuition told her more than her death was sought. Minerva always questioned it
as well. It was only after her grandmother took her from Lunley the man started
to come after them. At first he was content to watch, making Minerva nervous
enough to move in the night. 


It
wasn’t until the last year the man grew bolder, actually trying to follow her
discreetly, make note of her movements. When they left Strathmore, they thought
they lost the man, but he appeared in Valmont not long after Minerva’s death.


She
saw his face in the crowd the day Father Belsay meant to commence with her
sentence. He was far younger than she had thought him, with thinning brown hair
and expressionless eyes. The man seemed to be waiting for what was to come, no
sign of what his intent on his face. He seemed impatient, she recalled. Then
Gavin and his men arrived. She quite forgot the man after that.


Had
he followed them to the coronation grounds? Was he there, dogging her every
step? She shivered, wondering what he wanted with her. Did he work for her half
brother? If he meant to kill her, he had more than enough opportunities these
last ten years.


“Pity
those like him, Burroughs,” she said with a sigh as she tore her gaze from the
flames. “My brother has little love in his heart for anyone.”






[bookmark: _Toc325101633]~****~Chapter
Twenty-Two~****~


 


'Tis now the very
witching time of night,


When churchyards yawn
and hell itself breathes out,


Contagion to this
world.


~William Shakespeare


 


Gavin
and his men followed Strathmore and the king’s guards. They stayed far enough
behind to not draw notice, keeping the large party within their sights.


Alastair
stole up next to him, gazing down into the misty valley with a worried look.
“We are once again outnumbered, my lord,” he said pleasantly. “I do hope Rohan
covers us sufficiently at his end.”


“Don’t
count on the man’s good will, Alastair. You forget what we’ve been sent here
for in your eagerness to see my sister,” he said with a grim look. “Rohan will
be no happier to see us than Strathmore and Lord Lunley.”


Alastair
saw the wooden cage on wheels they pulled behind a wagon. He grimaced to think
of them getting their hands upon Madeline and dragging her back in such a cage,
tormented by all those they passed upon the road.


“What
is your plan or do we go with our usual flair in matters like these?” he said
with a chuckle.


Gavin
smiled and shook his head. “I haven’t one plan, my friend. We follow and when
we reach the keep; we try to reason with Rohan.”


“I
don’t see him handing his wife over to the church’s justice come tomorrow,
Gavin.”


“No,
but how he plans to outrun thirty guardsmen should prove interesting.”


“Mayhap
he plans better than us?” Alastair asked hopefully.


Gavin
grinned as he watched the men camp below. “We can help matters along, delay
them a bit.”


Alastair
smiled as he saw the mischievous light in his lord’s eyes. “Aye, there be many
strange things that can go afoul once night falls. Do I go get the MacMillan?
The man would enjoy helping us scare some Englishmen, mayhap enough to leave
Campbell alone a day or so.”


“Send
Henry and Jasper and tell the man to leave his bells and whistles at home,” Gavin
said with a smile. “A ruse as a highland ghost only works once. He’s used that
already this year. We need more originality tonight.”


Gavin
watched Alastair slide back from behind the rock they hid behind to retreat to
their camp. Archie MacMillan was the old Laird of clan MacMillan. He’d been
fighting the Campbell’s for so long, he forgot the pleasure in tormenting the
English. It would be too much fun for the old man to pass up. He prayed his men
found his neighbor and his sons at home this night.


****


Rohan
looked out the high tower window and his expression was guarded. Madeline slid
to his side and shivered as the chill from the open window pane made her
tighten her wrapper around her. 


“The
men have all left,” she asked softly and frown marred her brow. “How long
before we follow?”


“Sir
Markham said the ship leaves at midnight,” he told her and closed the pane and
drew her away from the window. “We have two days to get there.”


“You
are worried, my love?” she asked softly, her eyes filled with fear.


“I
worry more about what waits in those hills than the city, Madeline,” he told
her and his dark eyes were grim. “Strathmore is coming with a large force and
de Mortaine is no doubt not far behind. This keep can’t withstand such a
horde.”


“Perhaps
I could help?” she offered and he chuckled and regarded her with a glow of love
in his gaze.


“And
offend your Goddess further? I think not. She might cut off my comforts and
where would we be then?”


She
giggled and stared up at him with a delighted expression. “She would be lenient
given the nature of your list of ailments, husband. She would think me the most
set-upon of witches.”


Rohan
smiled down at her and his hand went to her cheek. “We have three days until we
leave to follow the others. We ride hard, my love. There will be no stopping
until we get there. The road between here and there has its own perils. I will
not breathe easy until you’re aboard that ship.”


“What
if Gavin arrives before then?”


“I have
no doubt he comes as surely as Strathmore.”


“How
do we get out of here?” she asked in alarm and shook her head at his unworried
face. “You realize he brings the king’s men with him?”


“I
have a fair idea de Mortaine is on our side in this, Madeline. He should have
been here by now. His dragging his feet is most telling. He allowed us time to
get away before Strathmore spoiled our escape.”


“I
hope you have some plan, Rohan,” she whispered, her blue eyes filled with
urgency. “There is a matter I failed to discuss before you found me.”


“What
matter might that be?” he asked as he pulled her into his arms. He held her in
a chair before the fire.


Madeline’s
lips trembled with a suddenly shy smile. Tears brightened her gaze. “I’m having
your child. I know this is the worst time to tell you of it.”


Rohan’s
eyed widened and he smiled in obvious pleasure. “It is the best time. I’m
pleased you told me before we run for our lives, woman. You give me added
incentive.”


“I
love you so, Rohan. Do you never think of anyone else? Does nothing scare you?”
she asked as her smile faded.


Rohan
stared into her somber features and his own smile brightened. “The thought of
them getting their hands on you terrifies me, my love.”


“Why
do we not leave now?”


“You
must trust me, sweet witch,” he replied and his hand slid into her hair,
drawing her lips to his. “I would enjoy these comforts a while longer yet.”


****


Madeline
awoke before dawn and saw Rohan standing watch at the tower window. She sat up
in the bed and her gaze grew sultry to recall how much comfort she gave her
husband the night before. She hoped the Goddess had a sense of humor. Her
husband acted like a spoiled child at a wishing well with a fist full of coins.


“Have
you seen any sign of Lord Strathmore yet?”


Rohan
turned a smiled. “I saw his archers take position in the trees. He is not alone
and quite ready to storm the keep.”


Madeline
paled at his words and grew perplexed at his unworried demeanor. “You have a
plan to get us out of here by tomorrow eve?”


“Not
a one. I was hoping de Mortaine had one.”


She
glared at him and stomped from the bed, yanking on her wool wrapper. “You make
a joke of this?”


Rohan
chuckled at her signs of temper. “The man will not give us up to them,
Madeline. I know enough of de Mortaine now to know that much.”


“And
how did you come to this conclusion?”


“His
sister assured me he comes here to rid her of her intended husband, not capture
us,” Rohan said and shrugged. “He has to appear as though he does the king’s
will in this. Your brother rides with Strathmore.”


“You
know this for certain?”


“My
men got close enough last night to overhear the guards laughing over Lunley’s
constant whining during the journey here.”


Knowing
Robert wasn’t far away made her tense, an old habit from childhood. He
tormented her worse than the girls did then. He delighted in inflicting pain,
she recalled, with a grimace of disgust. 


“He
doesn’t usually handle such matters himself,” she said, wondering where his
hireling was. She already knew the man waited for them in Edinburgh. The
thought didn’t scare her. Knowing ahead of time was half the battle to control
her fear and panic.


“They
plan to lay siege to this keep at anytime and you seem unconcerned,” Madeline
said and rolled her eyes. “How many knights do you see here, my lord? Old men
and little boys is all I saw when we rode in.”


Rohan’s
dark eyes twinkled as they met hers. “Shall we go down for the morning meal, my
love? Such talk of battle makes me hungry.”


Madeline
bit back words of anger and worry, knowing Rohan must have some sort of plan.
He got up from their bed in the wee hours, staring out over the misty fields
and beyond, a thoughtful expression on his face.


Margery
arrived to help her dress and her husband went below to see his horse was now
dry. The color was a dark, drab brown stain. The golden Destrier was too
well-known not to draw notice in Edinburgh. They had one chance to get to the
docks while pursued by dozens of the king’s guards. The fact her husband didn’t
appear to panic right about now should have allayed her fears.


She
enjoyed a game of backgammon with Lady Vivienne by the fire while Rohan
disappeared to the stable to oversea his mount’s transformation. It was
nerve-wracking to know dozens of guards camped beyond the woods, their archers
poised in the trees. What they waited for unnerved her. 


They
had to know the keep was undermanned in Lord Rivenhahl’s absence. She realized
they had no way of knowing Rohan’s men left two days before under the cover of
darkness, blending into the mists on their way to Edinburgh. For that reason,
they remained watchful.


“My
brother will make short work of the Englishman,” Lady Vivienne said as she
trounced her soundly once more, declaring her awful at the game. The lady shook
her head at her forlorn expression. “You have to know my brother and his men
are out there, Madeline. The five of them are fiercer than thirty of the king’s
best.”


“We
have no way of knowing Gavin means to let us go.”


Vivienne
glared at her. “My brother would not see an innocent woman burn, no matter what
you think of him. He means you no harm, Madeline.”


She
no longer knew Gavin. Her Gavin was lost to her when the spell ran its course.
This man who arrived on Strathmore’s heels was a stranger, a man who put
loyalty and honor ahead of all. His border baron rebelled against him and his
king. A part of her questioned whether he would allow them to leave.


“I
pray you’re right,” she said and her gaze went to the heavy doors, bolted and
barred, and barricaded for an imminent attack.


Vivienne
smirked as she set up for another game. “You must take your mind off the games
of men and learn to trust in what I say, Madeline. There is no more honorable
man than my brother. He will see you out of this.”


Madeline
might have added her husband had more than his fair share of honor, but the
lady was biased. She idolized Gavin, it was obvious. She prayed he meant them
no ill-will, knowing Rohan abandoned his post at the border for her, and for no
other reason.


Would
that be enough for Gavin to look the other way and let them flee?


****



Rohan
hardly recognized Goldwyn now. The horse was fully painted and dry. He would
pull a cart with an old crone driving, he and Madeline buried under a mound of
hay while it made its way out of the keep. The true test was getting the cart
past the guards outside the gates.


“Ye
better hope it dinna rain, Milord,” Fergus said and chuckled as he joined him
at the horses stall. “One good dousin’ and our golden boy here be known by
all.”


“We
need only get through the city,” Rohan remarked and patted his horse’s nose
before closing his stall.


“The
MacMillan and his sons were up to mischief in the night,” Fergus said with a
chuckle. “They scared the puny Englishmen near to death thinkin’ ghouls and
beasties were runnin’ through the mists after them.”


“My
thanks to them,” Rohan said with a pleased grin. “Let us hope they are rattled
enough to not notice an old crone on her way to the market come morning.”


“Ye
need ta be gone then, Milord,” Fergus replied and the old man’s gaze met his
directly. “We canna fight them off should they bust inside.”


Rohan
nodded and said nothing as the old man returned to the keep. He felt a presence
behind him. The hair at his nape prickled. He unsheathed his sword and swung
around to meet Gavin’s own sword tip, dark eyes clashing with green.


“I
wondered if you skulked about these hills in wait, de Mortaine,” he said pleasantly,
his dark eyes narrowing, his sword never wavering. “I mean to take my wife from
here. You’ll not stop me.”


“Why
did you linger here, Rohan?” Gavin asked harshly, his handsome face filled with
anger. “I gave you enough of a damned head start!”


“There
is a matter of Lord Strathmore and Lord Lunley to be dealt with,” Rohan replied
as he backed away, sword still advanced. “I would see we aren’t pursued where
we go.”


“I
will deal with Strathmore on the way home,” Gavin snapped. “Lunley is
harmless.”


“The
man won’t stop until Madeline is dead. He’s hunted her for years. I’ll not
worry he extends his reach for her when we are gone.”


Gavin
reflected his words grimly. “You’ve put me in an awkward position, Rohan.”


“Yes,
I’d say I’ve put you exactly where you are right now, my lord,” Rohan boasted
with a cocky grin. “The title of Lord Rivenhahl suited you far better than me.”


Gavin
showed little surprise to know Rohan threw the match. He more than suspected it
before the man admitted it to him now. He also knew why and bristled to know
the man did it to have Madeline, and for no other reason.


“I
can’t let you just walk out of here, Rohan,” Gavin said harshly. “The words
treason come to mind.”


“We
will not walk out of here, my lord,” Rohan said quietly. “The old crone in the
keep will drive a cart to market tomorrow at dawn. See to it we are allowed to
pass by unmolested.”


“And
just how am I to do that?” Gavin asked sourly. “Strathmore and I are hardly
allies. The man is here to force marriage upon my sister.”


“You
will think of something,” Rohan said and shrugged as he withdrew his sword.
“Madeline is expecting my child, de Mortaine. Do you think the church will care
to wait until it’s born to condemn my wife to the fires for cleansing?”


Gavin
flinched at his words and shook his head. “No, they would see the child guilty
as well. You are right to get her out of the country. I could do nothing for
her. The king would not relent.”


“Do
not worry we will make you appear inept, my lord. My men left two days ago,” Rohan
told him. “If the King’s guards breech the doors to the keep, none are inside
but old men, women, and children. They would believe we we’re never here.”


Gavin
glared at him. “You better ride hard, de Warren. When they get through the
doors; they ride for Edinburgh.”


Rohan
smiled thinly. “I can ask for no more than that. I know you don’t do it for
me.”


“Aye,
I do it for her,” Gavin said and his green eyes filled with regret. “I would
see her happy.”


Rohan
nodded and the two men regarded one another quietly for a moment before Rohan
slipped back to the keep. He surprised his wife by sneaking up on her while
Lady Vivienne beat her at the game they played once more.


He
drew her aside, whispering in her ear. “Be ready to leave at dawn, Wife. We
ride for the city before the siege on the keep commences.”


“How
do we pass by the guards?”


“Allow
me to worry of that,” Rohan said smoothly and held her to him tightly, tilting
her chin up to gaze deeply into her eyes. “I’ll not risk you or our child.”


Madeline
nodded and gazed at the barred doors in unease, expecting them to come crashing
open at any moment. Thoughts of what lay on the other side made her tense.
Robert would not leave anything to chance. The man he hired who dogged her
steps for years was not far behind, perhaps waiting in the city. She prayed
whatever plan Rohan had was successful.


****


Gavin
and his men rode into Strathmore’s camp at dusk. The Earl regarded him with a
smug look as he dismounted. The older man felt secure with the king’s guard around
him as Gavin approached, his green eyes snapping with outrage.


“Is
this any way to greet your bride, Lord Strathmore?” he asked and glared at him.
“My sister and a dozen old men, women, and children are hardly a threat to your
suit.”


Strathmore
strode forward and regarded the younger man with a gleam in his pale eyes.
“Your baron and his witch are within, Lord Rivenhahl. We have the matter well
in hand. His Majesty had his doubts you would feel compelled to pursue your
former lady. That is why we are here, that, and to collect my bride.”


“What
makes you think Rohan and his men are inside?” Gavin asked with a raised
eyebrow. “Have you inquired of it, or do you likely assume they be here?”


Strathmore
seethe under his questioning look. “We followed their trail here, Lord
Rivenhahl. It went no further.”


“The
rains have covered whatever trail existed, Lord Strathmore,” Gavin snapped. “I
would ask you allow me to intercede before you insult my sister this day. She
hides no fugitives within, I can assure you.”


“Lord
Lunley’s half sister is condemned to die by fire, de Mortaine,” Strathmore said
coolly. “The man is most eager to see her soul redeemed. If you can get Lady
Vivienne to open her doors so we may verify none are inside, I’d be much
appreciative.”


Gavin
longed to take his sword to the man, but flung Alastair a look instead. “Get
word to the keep I’m here. Tell Vivienne to open the doors. This has gone on
long enough.”


“What
if Lady Vivienne is held hostage by the outlaw Rohan, my lord? Should we not show
a bit of caution?” Alastair asked and glared at Lord Strathmore.


“Take
two of the guards with you,” Gavin ordered and gestured to two of the royal
guardsmen. “Ascertain whether the brigand is inside.”


Alastair
and the two guards mounted up and rode hard for the keep. Lord Strathmore
regarded him warily. “I do not need you to handle this matter, Lord Rivenhahl.
Lady Vivienne is my betrothed and under my protection now.”


“I
have orders from the king to arrest both de Warren and his wife, Lord
Strathmore,” Gavin said coldly. “I’m here only to see that duty met. I’ve no
say in the marriage.”


“A
pity about dear Blythe,” Strathmore said and shrugged. “Her servants assure me
your former mistress was the last to speak with her. I will want to question
the girl myself.”


“Worried
she’s not dead as you hope?” Gavin couldn’t help but ask. “Madeline is no
murderer, Lord Strathmore. She’s no damned witch either!”


“It
appears the baron de Valmont and his son went missing during the festival as
well. It seems the pair ran afoul after visiting my wife. Most coincidental,
wouldn’t you agree? No matter,” the older man said silkily. “The clergy await
her in London for questioning. We both know they will get to the bottom of
all.”


“I’m
here to see she makes it back there safely. Why is Lunley here?”


“He
wishes to make sure you do your duty, Rivenhahl. Your former relationship with
the witch is well known by all.” 


“For
a man who cares so much for his sister’s immortal soul; I do not hear him plead
her case,” Gavin said, stalling for time, knowing Alastair and the guards were
likely ignored at the gates.


“He
is indisposed,” Strathmore allowed with a snicker. “Her curse upon him reared
its head this morn and the man’s unfit for company.”


“Don’t
tell me you would believe such nonsense, Strathmore?” Gavin asked in disgust.
“I saw no witchery in the girl.”


“Perhaps
you spent too much time abed to notice her spell upon you, Rivenhahl?” Gavin
stiffened as the man laughed insultingly. “What does Lady Jocelyn think of you
consorting with such foul creatures to ease your lust?”


“My
wife certainly doesn’t apply herself to it, so she has no opinion,” Gavin
snapped, still sensitive his new wife kicked him out of their rooms recently in
jealousy.


Strathmore
shrugged, his pale eyes squinting toward the keep. “We wait your man and then
we go in, Rivenhahl. I would see this matter concluded.”


“If
there is no threat, my sister would open the doors. It appears you have waited
for no reason.”


“We
shall see.”


Gavin
saw Alastair and the two guards speaking with Fergus and the old man opened the
gates. He turned to Strathmore, the smile he wore not reaching his gaze.
“There, you see, there is no threat here. It appears my sister thought the keep
under siege.”


They
watched as Alastair and the two guards stopped the cart at the gates. The old
woman got down and Alastair searched the cart. He waved her through and the
three waved back at those waiting in the valley.


“Let
us go greet my sister, my lord,” Gavin said with a menacingly look. “You can
explain to her why you nearly pillaged her home without cause.”


Strathmore
glared and gestured to his men to mount up, his suspicious gaze never wavering
from Gavin’s. “I would be careful if I were you, Lord Rivenhahl. The king might
believe you loyal, but we both know you took your time getting here.”


“Border
matters prevailed,” Gavin said with an unconcerned shrug. “Surely an outlaw and
a witch don’t merit me abandoning my lands without my securing the threats
before I do his duty.”


Gavin
mounted Cyrian and rode on ahead, his gaze following the cart that just topped
the hill. He mentally counted as it disappeared over the top and disappeared,
praying Rohan took his advice and rode hard for Edinburgh. One slip and the
royal detachment would be in hot pursuit.


He
rode through the gates of his former home, tossing his reins to a groom as he
slid down off his mount and went inside. His sister stood at the hearth with a
tense expression, Alastair at her side.


Lord
Strathmore and the royal guards came in, all separating to search the keep. The
older man came forward and smiled in pleasure to greet so lovely a bride, his
pale eyes sliding over her appreciatively.


“Lady
de Mortaine, the tales of your beauty did you no justice.”


“I
trust your journey was without event, my lord?” Vivienne asked him, inching
closer to her brother.


Strathmore
gazed at her warmly. “Our wedding will take place as soon as a clergyman can be
found, Lady Vivienne. I bid you go make ready.”


She
stiffened at her brother’s side. “Why the haste, my lord?”


“We
leave here for Edinburgh within the hour, my lady,” Strathmore said smoothly,
ignoring Gavin’s outraged expression. “I’d leave you a wife before I depart.”


She
will be a widow upon your return, Gavin thought in fury.
Alastair fumed but could do nothing as the man sent a guard into the nearby
village for a clergy member. Vivienne was tearful as she made her way up to her
chamber.


“How
far do we go with this, my lord?” Alastair said coldly, his dark eyes following
Strathmore around the hall in hatred. “Must she marry the man?”


“We’ve
no choice in it, Alastair,” Gavin said in disgust as he watched Strathmore and
the guards drink to his marriage at the long tables.


“Rohan
and Madeline are safely away. Why do we allow this?”


“We
stall to give them time,” Gavin offered under his breath. “Trust me, the
thought of that man marrying my sister has little appeal. If I interfere, it
will be questioned. Let it go for now.”


“Let
it go?” Alastair demanded harshly. “You expect me to stand by and let that
bastard marry the woman I love and do nothing?”


“It
is the king’s decree, Alastair,” Gavin reminded him. “When Lord Strathmore and
his party fall prey to outlaws and cutthroats upon their return to London, it
would be better accepted the marriage has taken place when the king here’s of
it.”


“We’ve
given them merely a few hours head start.”


“Rohan
knows what he is doing,” Gavin replied and hoped that was the case as the guards
filed up the stairs to search the chambers above.


****



Madeline
peered up out of the hay pile and sat up. Rohan grinned and came out of the
hay, a grin on his face. 


“You
enjoy this,” she accused as the old woman stopped the cart off to the side of
the road.


Rohan
jumped down and unhitched Goldwyn, pushing the cart off the road into the trees
where he hid it. He gave the old woman a few coins to stay hidden until after
the royal guard left for Edinburgh.


He
mounted up on Goldwyn and swung his wife up in front of him, his expression
tense, despite his words.


“While
I admit to a certain enjoyment in the hiding, we must ride very fast Madeline.
We’ve a day to get to Edinburgh and no time for many stops.”


“Can
we outrun them?”


He
gazed at the road back towards the keep and swung his mount about, kicking
Goldwyn into a full gallop. “We’re going to try, sweet witch.”


****


Burroughs
stood on the deck of the ship and eyed Sir Markham worriedly. “He should have
been here by now. Why does he delay?”


“He
will be here,” the man said and leveled the squire a reproachful gaze. “When
has Rohan ever failed?”


“Only
once,” Burroughs said, more to himself than the knight at his side. The ship
would sail at midnight. They had many hours to wait. The men aboard kept a vigilant
eye upon the docks, watching those that came and went, alert for signs of the
royal guard dispatched to find Rohan and Madeline.


Burroughs
watched the two felines chase one another across the deck and turned back, a
frown between his brows as he noticed the man who seemed to be waiting there,
watching the traffic up and down the docks.


“Did
you notice the man there?” Burroughs asked. Markham’s gaze followed his at the
rail to a nearby building where a man leaned against the wall, in no apparent
hurry to leave, just watching everything. “He was there last night. I think it
safe to say we’ve found the man Lunley hired.”


Sir
Markham went below decks to get some of the other knights and they left the
ship to deal with the man. As if he had a sixth sense he was discovered, he was
gone when they arrived where he stood. Burroughs lost sight of him in the
milling traffic.


Sir
Markham sent him a look of unease before him and the men returned.


“We
will watch for the man,” he said grimly.


“I
don’t like this,” Burroughs fretted and knew he’d not relax until Rohan and
Madeline were aboard.


“I
sent Sir Kildare to watch out for the man,” Sir Markham replied, his frown
fierce. “It will be hours yet before Rohan gets here. He said it would be dark
when he arrives.”


“He
cuts it close.”


“That
is our Rohan,” Sir Markham chuckled. “And if I know the man, he’ll have half
the royal guard on his tail.”


“Never
a dull moment,” Burroughs complained. 


“Just
wait until we get to France, my young friend,” the man said with a laugh. “The
fun has only just begun.”


Burroughs
leaned upon the rail and remained diligent in watching the docks, troubled by
the mysterious man who waited below. He could only hope the man grew tired of
his post eventually and left before long.


****


Rohan
slowed his mount when they neared the gates of the city, mindful of the
detachment of royal guards in pursuit. He didn’t need to turn about to see the
dust in the distance. They were right behind him. He kicked Goldwyn into a
canter as he entered Edinburgh, conscious of the distance between the docks and
where they were, and that they sailed in under an hour.


It
would be close, he allowed with a frown as he looked down at Madeline’s pale,
frightened features. They’d ridden without stopping for hours until he needed
to allow Goldwyn rest before he went lame. They walked nearly a mile when he
heard the sounds of the horses clattering behind them.


He
didn’t turn, but dug his heels into the horse’s sides. Goldwyn was exhausted
but they pressed on, skirting signs of people as they made their way through
town. He took alleyways and cut through, riding up on walks to go around
stalled conveyances, ignoring the curses of shopkeepers as his mount cut them
off on the cobbled walk.


“We
must slow down or he’ll not make it, Rohan,” she said in concern for his horse.


Rohan
slowed the Destrier and was watchful as they made their way through the
darkened city. Slatterns threw catcalls at them as they passed. Madeline
blushed as the lewd comments continued, signifying they entered a less than
savory area.


“Madeline,
we run out of time,” he told her as he dug his heels into Goldwyn’s sides. “I
don’t dare linger. We haven’t a moment to waste.”


Madeline
knew the horse hardly got enough rest before they were once more galloping through
the city. She heard the sounds of pursuit and fought back panic as she looked
back and saw a large group of riders.


“They
are here!” she cried and tensed in his arms.


Rohan
looked back only once and began to dig his heels into Goldwyn’s flanks. The horse
whinnied in protest but continued on, slathering now from exhaustion. When they
were in sight of the docks, they heard shouts behind them. She looked back and
saw the guards carried torches and they were seen.


“Hold
on, my love, this is going to be a bit more difficult than I thought,” he said
with a grin despite his tense features.


Madeline
felt nauseated from the constant motion of the horse. She looked and saw the
men on the deck of the ship waving to them and fought panic. The seamen were
untying the hemp ropes securing the ship in its berth. They were pushing off.
Rohan was galloping towards the narrow gangplank at full speed. She squeezed
her eyes shut, unable to watch if Goldwyn stumbled at the last and went down.


She
opened one eye to see the gang plank was tossed onto the dock. Her heart leapt
in her throat to see Rohan wasn’t stopping. She looked up at him and saw his
intent, a scream lodged in her throat. Goldwyn’s hooves left the dock and they
were sailing over the wooden railing, sending seamen scattering everywhere.


Rohan
managed to keep Goldwyn from going down as the horse skidded across the deck.
The horse hit the opposite railing, screaming and rearing in protest. He tossed
Madeline into Burroughs waiting arms as he got the frightened horse under
control. The fuming ship’s Captain shook his head and returned to the wheel as
the ship slid out of its berth.


The
large group of mounted men arrived at the end of the docks and watched the ship
slide into the harbor, moonlight showing the man on the horse in the middle of
the deck.


****


Gavin
and Alastair grinned at one another as they watched Rohan jump the ship’s
railing at full speed. Both breathed a sigh of relief to see they’d made it.


“Now
do you believe the man let you win?” Alastair asked with a chuckle and shook
his head. “Tis’ doubtful we will ever live this down, my lord.”


“Do
you want to, Alastair?” Gavin asked with a chuckle and felt relief to know
Madeline was safe.


“Not
for one bloody minute,” he said with relish. “I shall enjoy the retelling of
this for a long time.”


Strathmore
was gnashing his teeth as he watched the ship sailing away. He regarded both
men with ill-concealed hatred. “The king will here of how you slowed us down
all the way with your false sightings, Marlowe.”


“They
got away, my lord,” Gavin replied in annoyance. “It would appear horses really
do fly. Do you tell that to our king while you’re at it?”


Strathmore
wheeled his exhausted mount around and left them; getting down too upbraid his
men. The man got louder as the ship sailed into the moonlit harbor. The only
two men who appreciated Rohan’s daring escape slid from their mounts and
watched the sails unfurl, grinning ear to ear.


“A
damned pity the man fights for the other side now,” Alastair lamented with a
frown.


Gavin
chuckled and shook his head. “Just hope you don’t have to face the man in
battle one day, my friend. Something tells me he fights much like he rides his
horse.”


The
two laughed at that for a time, unmindful of the detachment of guards who
retired to the palace in Edinburgh to rest up before the journey back.


“How
long before we widow your sister?” Alastair asked harshly as he watched them
leave, his dark eyes fierce.


“I
let our outlaw friends know who burned down Rivenhahl and blamed them for it.
They were only too happy to lay in wait for him,” Gavin said in disgust and
spit upon the ground. “Have no fear, my sister returns to London a widow.”


Alastair
nodded and walked his horse away from the docks with Gavin at his side.


“This
is not how I saw my day unfolding, my lord,” Alastair fumed and shook his head
in disgust. “Let us partake of no more witch trials in the future. With no
disrespect to dear Madeline, but we’ve not had a moment’s peace since.”


“You
still think she’s a damned witch?” Gavin asked in annoyance and shook his head.
“There is no such thing, Alastair! For pity sake, you need to let this go!”


Alastair
grinned as he held his horse’s reins, amused his companion didn’t know the half
of it. Maybe he’d save that for another time, inform him all Madeline did to
help him win back his birthright. Maybe not. Some stories were best untold.


“What
of Lunley? He sickened and was left behind at the keep?” Gavin asked and
scowled to know his people tended the man.


Alastair
said nothing, knowing Lord Lunley would suffer three-fold for what he’d done to
Madeline. He knew enough of the peasant’s legends to know you didn’t anger a
witch and get off lightly. Madeline didn’t have a mean bone in her body, but he
was not so sure the Goddess she spoke enough of would forgive Lunley’s actions
this day.


 “He’ll
not last long,” Alastair predicted grimly. “Margery said the man was raving he
had bugs crawling on him and was out of his mind. Fergus had to tie the man
down or he would have injured himself.”


“I
suppose you would tell me a witch did that too?” Gavin asked in annoyance and
shook his head. “I for one; will be pleased to get my very normal wife at court
and go home now.”


“Your
very normal wife threatened to unman you upon your return, my lord,” Alastair
said with a chuckle. “What is this effect you have on the fairer sex? First one
threatens to turn you into a toad; than the other a gelding?”


“It
was a hawk,” Gavin recalled with a fond smile as he looked back to the harbor.
“She said I’d make a much better hawk than a toad.”
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Toil and grow rich, 

What's that but to lie 

With a foul witch 

And after, drained dry, 

To be brought 

To the chamber where 

Lies one long sought 

With despair?


 


Cologne,
France 1608


The
Chateau was bustling with activity as the Count de Warren and his wife made
ready to depart for Paris. Chests and trunks were milling out to the waiting
carriages as three redheaded children were carried downstairs to the foyer.


Rohan
smiled as he kissed each one of his daughters, ages four years to four
months-old. Alessandra was their firstborn, the image of her mother. Ursula
looked more like him; if not for her bright red hair. Their youngest daughter,
Minerva, was a toss-up of them both, but for the hair.


Rohan
waited for their mother to arrive down below with an impatient gleam in his
gaze. The holiday he promised his wife in Paris was realized at last, after
five years of earning unbelievable accolades from the French government for his
jousting career. The title of Count and a huge Chateau were the least of it. He
was a national hero, some would say, forgiven for the taint of the Irish and
English ancestry he shared with his French blood.


He
finally could stand it no more. He knew where she was. The last five years had
hardly deterred her to master Minerva’s book. It was not in time to spare Lady
Blythe an army of kittens that ran about the Chateau now, but in time to
harness and hone her gift. Gerwin never complained of it and the pair was
content.


He
built her a secret room behind a false panel in her sitting room. It was the
one room where she was free to practice her magic without fear of prosecution,
there and in their bedroom. He still needed his comforts, even if he was a
French Count.


She
was muttering under her breath when he pulled back the panel, his dark eyes
filled with amusement, seeing her racks of bottles and vials on the walls and
her huge worktable littered with glass beakers of smoking, colorful substances.


“Paris
awaits us, my love, cannot your grandmother’s book?” he teased as he joined
her.


Madeline
regarded her handsome husband with pride and removed her apron, smoothing her
emerald green silk skirts. Her blue eyes met his, brimming with excitement. Her
charming hat sat upon her head at a defiant tilt.


“I
have finished! The last spell in the book is now complete,” she said with smug
satisfaction. “I feel like a real witch now, my love. You must take care.”


Rohan
gave her a heated look and shut the panel quickly. “I wish we had time for you
to feel like a real witch once more today, my love, but our daughters are eager
to be off.”


“You
are eager to be off!” she accused with a laugh. “Do you never get tired of
jousting, Rohan? What is this new tournament all about? You’ve been so
secretive.”


“Rivenhahl
wishes for a rematch,” he said gloatingly and his dark eyes were smug. “Did I
not tell you the man would not be content with a bloody earldom? He’s probably
grown soft and fat all these last years with no real competition in England.”


Madeline
grinned to know Gavin and the foundling knights she adored were in Paris for
the annual tournament, representing King James I of England. Gavin and his wife
came, bringing both their sons. She was eager to see them all, unable to
believe it was five years since their dramatic flight from Edinburgh.


“What
does he wish to wager now to appease you; his damned soul?” she asked in
amusement as she shook her head, finding them both childish for their continued
rivalry on the field of honor.


Rohan
chortled and gave her a lusty kiss on her neck as he swung her into his arms.
“He wishes to lose Cyrian’s colt to me now, that’s what! The daft man’s already
lost you, now he would lose the best horseflesh he owns to boot!”


“I
can see you won’t be happy until you’ve turned the man’s confidence inside and
out once more.”


Rohan
smiled as he kissed her lingeringly, raising his head to gaze down at his
beautiful witch in mock innocence. “The man is far too easy to manipulate, you
of all know that. No wonder your spells made him into a blathering idiot back
then, my love.”


“You’ve
only been taunting him with letters for two years, Rohan,” she reminded him
with a giggle and shook her head. “Does the horse really mean so much to you?”


“I
had to lose to him once to win you, my fiery witch,” Rohan whispered and she
could see her husband would plead no mercy on Lord Rivenhahl this time. “Yes,
knocking de Mortaine on his ass in the dirt will give me nothing but pleasure
this time.”


Madeline
could see the excitement in his gaze and felt the contagiousness of it as he
set her back upon her feet. Rohan would not lose this time. Just in case, she
vowed to mix up a batch of the same favor she insisted helped Gavin long ago in
the tournament Rohan lost to claim her. He might not like the smell, but he
could appreciate its properties. Would she tell him what the foul dead thing he
carried at the end of his lance was? Probably not, she knew.


In
five years, their life had been one joyous adventure after another. Her husband
and his insatiable desire for comforts made her wonder if the Goddess chose to
indulge her husband just to keep him quiet. 


Unlike
most men who wished for sons, he declared himself a content man with three incorrigible
daughters. Most husbands would be outraged to have a witch for a wife. Her
husband never failed to find a silver lining in it for himself. She could never
imagine being so happy, blessed in the magic found only in his love.


“How
much would you wager on me this time, Witch?” Rohan asked arrogantly. “Come
now, you take risks these days, do you not?”


“I
would never dream of betting on any but you, my love,” she said and meant it.
The man who followed her all these years found them in Paris shortly after they
arrived. He turned out to be an agent hired by her father before his death. As
it turned out, the man only meant to give her the inheritance her father left
her, not kill her as she assumed.


The
man was quite put out to find himself at the end of Rohan and his men’s swords
when he arrived there asking questions about her. Nathanial Hines was entrusted
with keeping an eye out for her all those years after her mother’s death. She
was a wealthy woman now, their future secure.


The
death warrant against her in England was overturned the year before. Due in
large part to the tearful testimony in court by her older sister, Lady Mary,
Gaston’s wife these last four years, she was pardoned. The heir to the Duke of
Monteith, Alastair Marlowe, also spoke at her appeal. 


Her
husband was still considered an outlaw however; charged with treason for
refusing to comply with the royal demand for her arrest for witchcraft.


Strathmore
and his party never arrived back in London, killed by Scottish rebels along the
roadway that following week after their escape. His widow was found to be
carrying his heir not long after. Strathmore was now under Alastair’s control
through the child. They married soon after. None ever wondered if the child was
Strathmore’s or not, except for Lady Lucinda who remained at court thereafter.


It
was Gavin’s new wife, Jocelyn who discovered the hidden wall at Rivenhahl when
they began to rebuild. The hollowed out secret room which held Gregor de
Mortaine’s fortune hidden behind it came at a time when his son needed it most.
Rivenhahl was now rebuilt and rivaled its former glory. All believed that had
been Strathmore’s goal all along in securing the estate.


The
Viscount of Lunley died a broken, rotting shell like his mother, his remains
burnt and left for the crows. The Scottish people were quite superstitious and
would not have him buried within hallowed ground. His sister Sybilla never
tired of complaining of her half sister’s flight from justice. Her hair had yet
to grow back. 


Lady
Mary married Gaston Saint-Pierre and the pair lived at Lunley as Robert had no
heirs. Madeline finally found out what happened to her mother at Lady Agnes’s
hands and forgave her older sister for her part. Lady Mary’s curse was lifted
after warning her of her imminent arrest. She never doubted for a moment what
forgiveness had wrought.


All
the knights were doing well. Henry finally found his nerve and none of the
others dared torment him again. Miles took a wife and had so many children; he
was called The Pied Piper by the others. Jasper went on to win the tournament
year after year after that. That is, until Rohan learned Gavin’s Destrier had a
promising colt from Cyrian. Gavin wasted no time dusting off his lances and
shield once more, rising to his challenge. 


Goldwyn
never recovered from the lame foreleg after their jumping onto the ship. It was
Rohan’s one regret to have sacrificed his beloved horse. The beautiful bronze
horse was put out to stud now, making a tidy profit for her husband. Adding
Cyrian’s colt to his stables was a coup he’d not avoid to snatch up.


Alastair
believed if Rohan continued to beat all King James’ champions the man would
relent in time and pardon him. Happily wed to Gavin’s sister, the pair was
frequent visitors to the Chateau. Madeline knew Rohan no longer cared to go
back to England. He’d given up all for her long ago with few regrets. Sometimes
it dismayed her to see how easily he accepted such things. Other times, she was
in awe he loved her enough to find her worth it.


At
one time, Madeline believed magic was the most important thing in her life; and
the sole cause of all her misfortunes. Now, the greatest magic she found was
within her husband’s arms, her only misfortune; the lack of time to stay there
every minute of the day.


The
End
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