
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_4e7ea5df62526a7929b92f4bf36e2f5e_49gctg_html_35699c79.jpg]







ON MOORSTEAD

 


 


 


 


Louisa Trent

 


 


 


 


Trent Publishing

www.louisatrent.com

Copyrighted Material


 


 


Copyrighted Material

 


 


 


 


ON MOORSTEAD

 


 


Louisa Trent

 


Copyright © Louisa Trent 2012

 


Published by Trent Publishing at
Smashwords


 


 


 


 


The reign of Edward the Confessor, the year 1051,
England

(Fifteen years before the Norman invasion of William
the Conqueror)

 


ON MOORSTEAD,

’Tis eventide. And deep within a
darkling fen of heath and heather, an Anglo-Saxon witch dances by
moon-glow,

Whilst a brooding Norman lord watches
transfixed.

Around them swirls a smoky scent:

Mossy peat. Magical potions. Medieval passions.

And malicious politics.

 



Prologue

 


The hunting party was gaining on
Avice.

To the well-trained hounds, she
was quarry, differing not at all from the hare or the fox. If the
vicious pack caught up to her, the dogs would bring her to ground.
Rip her apart, limb-by-limb, too -- should the order for
blood-spill be given by the mastiffs’ owner.

Gralam of Normandy.

Begging for charity from the
warlord would do her little good. The noble beastmaster who gave
chase here today had no understanding of mercy. In his jaundiced
opinion, she amounted to sport, a respite from his courtly ennui.
And citing her virtue would only earn her his royal ridicule as one
and all raped her. Mayhap, the assault would end a few violations
short of actually killing her. Then again, most likely
not.

Nobles were perverted pigs.
Swill-eating swine, the lot of them. Boars rutting in the mud owned
more decency than those snout-whiskered brutes.

Avice held a hand to the achy
stitch in her side. Why, oh, why had she taken it into her head to
go walking alone at cockcrow?

She should have piggin’ known
better. Venturing outside her little cottage whilst the new warlord
entertained visitors up at his tower fortress amounted to naught
short of a fool’s folly. Just as surely as rats nested in thatched
roofs, Gralam of Normandy had spied her strolling through the
woodlands. Straightaway, he had put aside his quest for red deer in
favor of pursuing her rosy tail.

Well, no wide-eyed doe was she. No
common trull for the taking. Neither jaw-snapping dogs nor their
cruel royal owner would find her easy pickings.

Avice hunched her shoulders and
rounded low. She wore a scratchy wool gunna the same hue as dirt.
The hunting party would be less apt to see if she remained close to
the spongy earth, where carking bindweed had choked out all
vegetation save for a few tenacious betony plants. Taking care not
to get tripped up in the vines, she jumped a tumbled-down
fieldstone wall. The lichen-covered rocks were all that remained of
a once prosperous farm, marauding Danes having burnt everything
else to the ground long ago.

Tyranny and neglect had almost
obliterated the moor folk. One invader after another had plundered
the land and enslaved its populace. This current influx of Norman
nobles -- all friends of King Edward the Confessor -- was more of
the same.

Bugger them all. No man enslaved
her.

Sweat beaded her upper lip. Avice swiped it away.
Narrowly avoiding an unearthed tree root here, a bent sapling
there, she cast her sights to the horizon.

A brook twisted and turned up
ahead, its watery depths dividing fallow pasturelands from
overgrown woodlands. If she braved the stream’s fierce currents,
the lead dog might lose her scent. The noblemen who pursued her
would have to scratch their pox-riddled bollocks to alleviate their
boredom, then.

For all that the
aequinoxium had come and
gone a fortnight since, spring had yet to awaken the dormant earth
and thaw the ice-jammed waters. No help for it, Avice gritted her
teeth and took the plunge.

Ack. The frigid waters chilled even her hot witch’s
blood.

Sopping wet to the skin and shivering to the bone --
courting ague for sure -- she emerged on the opposite side.

And the snarling hounds, tracking the acrid smell of
her fear, kept coming. The hunting party was too close, much too
close for her to shift her shape now.

The moors. She must reach the
heaths and heathers. Every rabbit warren, every foxhole, every
rotted-out tree stump was familiar to her there. As a child, she
had often squirreled herself away in their musty enclosures to
daydream. Those hidey-holes promised her sanctuary now.

Doubts assailed her. What if she
stumbled? Fell? What if the peat bogs remained forever beyond her
reach? What then, what then? Dear goddess, what then?

No choice then. Save death.

Avice snickered to herself. Not
her own death, of course. If there was a mortal choice to be made
this new morn, the barons, not she, would bear the brunt of
it.

Though -- the high-ranking stink
of all those rotting corpses might prove difficult to explain, as
well as deadly to others.

Due to the mysterious
circumstances surrounding the kill, the Confessor would blame
witches. In a quest to root out heretics, the king would send
inquisitors from court to their tiny village. Descending on the
moors like locusts, these inquisitors would torch every hut in
their search for justice, the guiltless inhabitants within
incinerated by royal decree.

A shudder shook Avice from head to
heel, and back up again. Someday, she might indeed meet her fate on
the faggots, but never would she take innocent lives with her. This
situation called for a more discreet use of her powers. An
alternative she had best come up with right quick.

A single steed approached at a
steady cantor. No ordinary moor rouncey was this. The animal
closing in on her was a warhorse, a charger trained to do his
rider’s bidding unto death.

Her heaving chest fit to burst,
her breaths shallow and ragged, Avice whirled about and looked the
lone courser directly in the eye.

Discharge your rider, Equus!

At her unspoken command, the dark
steed reared and bucked, unseating his equally dark
rider…

…just as a hedgehog appeared from
out of nowhere and darted across the trail.

Its duty to her done, the spiny
creature then scurried away. After proving an excuse for the
mishap, Avice released the steed from her
mind-connection.

Your task here is finished, Equus.
Go, and take my thanks with you.

Empty-saddled, the destrier
bolted, presumably galloping for the stables up at the
tower-fortress, and Avice gave over her attention to the fallen
nobleman.

Gralam of Normandy, himself.

To hide her identity, Avice quick
showed him her back.

“The hunting party arrives any
moment, and they will expect amusement,” the new overlord of the
moors said from behind her. “Strip off. Bare to the
skin.”

Like piggin’ hell!

Avice dove for the
trees.

A whoosh split the air and came with a
dagger attached. The throw’s mighty force slammed her into a
gnarled oak, leaving her unscathed, but deftly pinned at the
drooping shoulder of her too large gunna. A fur mantle sailed past
her nose and dropped at her feet.

Gralam of Normandy rasped, “The
coins within the cloak are yours. For the
inconvenience.”

Inconvenience! Is that what the new overlord called
rape?

Whether freely given or harshly
stolen, a forfeited maidenhead left a woman naught with which to
barter for marriage. Along with carrying the taint of promiscuity,
she also faced the very real possibility of growing a big belly.
With no way to feed a hungry babe, save the age-old one, many a
good maiden ended up on her back.

And the Norman thought a few
miserly coins would compensate for that lifetime of misery?

Avice stared at the rich fox
cloak, luxurious fur garb signifying noble wealth and lordly
prerogative, and something inside her snapped. Just.
Snapped. 

On a surge of defiance, she
stepped out of her run-down boots. A rip and a pull freed her
threadbare wool gunna and thin linen tunica from the pinning knife.
Save for the coif covering her hair, she stood naked.

And proud. Eat dung and die, Norman.

The new overlord had other
ideas.

“Don the fur and run,
wench.”

Gralam of Normandy thought to garb
her as a fox for the amusement of his hunting party, did
he?

The Norman’s cruelty tasting like
a bitter herb in her mouth, she bent over. Mooning the new overlord
full on, she reached for the cloak. The coins -- the price of her
maidenhead, the payment for her inconvenience -- rattled.

The clinking of precious metal did
little to drown out a decidedly male groan.

Not a groan of carnality. A groan
of suffering. After dodging many a groping hand and tending more
than a few hurting moor folk, she knew the difference between the
two.

Bundled up in the mantle, the deep
hood disguising her face, Avice turned to consider Gralam of
Normandy.

Agony had bleached his swarthy
skin and contorted his handsome enough features. The unnatural
angle of his left leg told of a broken the bone, the ragged
whiteness of which jutted out from the skin. If ever he walked
again, his gait would contain a pronounced limp. At best, he would
go through the rest of his days pain-wracked and shuffling, a
vestige of his former self.

Unless she interceded on his behalf.

After administering a sleeping draught of mandrake,
poppy and vinegar, she could pull the broken leg straight. Set
properly on a stout oak splint, the bone would knit as strong as
before. He would walk again, run again, ride again --

Rape again, too.

Nay!

As barking hounds crashed through
the trees, she silently moved her lips.

Softhearted witches burnt at the
stake, cruel nobles burnt elsewhere, and only a piggin’ idiot would
heal someone who would condemn her for her troubles.

After laying a curse on the
Norman’s head, Avice took off at a run, leaving the overlord lying
there, crumbled and broken on the ground.


Chapter One

 


After tossing and turning in bed
for hours, Gralam gave up on the notion of sleep, threw off his fur
pelt covering and stared up at his solar’s vaulted
ceiling.

Why would she not leave him alone?

She being
the young peasant wench he had rescued from certain rape. Every eve
she would invade his bedchamber high within the walls of his
tower-fortress and fling a heaping platter of derision in his face.
Rather than lavish him with well-deserved accolades for saving her
questionable peasant honor, she accused him of something -- he knew not what -- as
he hovered on the cusp of sleep. Little wonder he had given up on
the pastime.

“Fiendish night terror,” he
shouted into the darkness. “Begone!”

But nay, she stayed on, a constant
source of irritation. A twelvemonth since a riding accident had
claimed the use of his leg, and she bothered him more than his
disability.

Christ’s bones. Why did the wench detest him so?

Verily, her belligerence
confounded him. How dare she hate him, a powerful overlord of the
realm? In comparison to his importance, a lowly serf such as she
had no more worth than the muck that coated his boot soles. Why,
she should have dropped to her knees and kissed his feet in
gratitude for his intervention on her behalf. After all, he had
given her his best fur cloak, paid for her inconvenience in coin,
told her to flee, and then waylaid his hunting party until she
could get away -- all accomplished at great personal cost to
himself.

And by that he did not mean his
mangled leg.

His House of Wessex guests had not
taken kindly to having their rape-sport cut short. That little
wench had single-handedly ruined his chances of currying courtly
favor, royal influence he needed to save his skin, anti-Norman
sentiments being what they were in this damp and dismal
country.

Dragging himself from the tangled
tick, Gralam took up his second-best cloak and his newly
carved walking stick and left his private quarters for the parapet,
where he would limp back and forth until dawn. Sometimes, however,
exercise lessened his leg cramps and exhaustion would finally claim
him. Then, he would fall asleep against the battlements…if fortune
smiled favorably upon him.

A long shot. As the puffy baggage
beneath his eyes would attest, of late, luck frowned on him more
often than grinned.

Whilst shuffling along the
parapet’s notched wall, he pondered the identity of his nocturnal
accuser.

Maddening how he had caught only a
fleeting glimpse of her, and that through a thick fog of
discomfort. If they danced nose-to-nose -- something else he could
no longer do -- he still would not recognize the little
tart.

Unless, perchance, she glared at
him. Then, he would recognize her immediately. She had done quite a
bit of glaring, as he recalled.

What had he done to warrant her animosity?

Even his political opponents, many
and virulent within the Confessor’s court, refrained from
exhibiting such unmasked revulsion of his person. The same went for
mortally wounded enemies on the battlefield. Warriors everywhere
understood the impersonal nature of killing. After all, there but
for a mightier sword, the honor of death might just as easily have
gone to them. Not even his father showed him such personal
contempt, his sire basing his scorn on cold principle, not on any
actual heated feeling. Never had Gralam come up against anything as
hotly intimate as his nocturnal accuser’s regard.

And that included in bed. Like a
bonfire, her wrath singed him to the quick.

Gralam ran a hand wearily over his
heavy lids and down his gaunt cheeks. Since the accident, he had
become something of a ghoul, hollowed-eyed and sunken-cheeked and
always in a foul mood. Nowadays, he rattled chains wherever he
went. All because of her. What more could he have done for her?
What more had she expected
him to do?

“Speak, peasant wench. Speak!”
Mayhap the billowing winds would carry his shouted command to
wherever his accuser lived.

He waited. When no return answer
was forthcoming, Gralam bunched his black cloak around his
shoulders and, leaning heavily on his walking stick, left the
tower.

The stone walls were closing in on
him. Trapping him. Suffocating him. To breathe freely, he must
escape the palisades.

Without any further awareness, he
found himself outside the gates, across the drawbridge, and en
route to the moorlands, a fey region of secret pagans,
supposed fairies, and not to forget --
although he would dearly like to -- the subjects he
ruled.

His populace. Aloof peasants of
small stature, crafty ideas and odd customs. As an outsider, he
walked -- rather, limped
-- warily there.

Peat squished under his boots, the
scent of fetid decay withering his nostrils, altogether gagging
him. Ashes looped high above his head, the smoky ring leading him
further into the bogs he so detested.

Before he saw her, he heard her,
chanting some unintelligible verse that assuredly had no basis in
Church dogma. And what did he do? Run -- er-- shuffle away? Hide? Make the Sign of
the Cross, as any rational and cautious God-fearing Norman overlord
would do?

Alas, nay. He did none of those things. He merely
stood there, irrationally under the stars, incautiously out in the
open, his sleep-deprived eyes widened.

On her, an otherworldly reed of a female.

Her unbound hair competed with the
night in hue. The looseness signified her looseness. Its
abbreviated length reflected her waywardness. Or, at the very
least, her distinct lack of Christian piety. Decent women did not
wear their hair cropped like a hedgerow. Long hair was a good
woman’s crowning glory.

Ergo, she was not a good woman.

Her jaggedly cut tresses
captivated him, nevertheless.

Squinting in pain from his long journey, Gralam
tried to make sense of it all. Lack of sleep could play tricks on
the mind. Had he perchance conjured her up?

Too late, he realized, ’twas the other way
round.

“You are cunning folk,” he said,
his tentative explanation giving them both an easy way out. “You
deal in herbs, not spell casting.”

She shook her head. “Nay. I use aromatic plants to
practice the Dark Arts. Sorcery.”

Despite his father’s often
repeated pronouncement to the contrary, he was no coward. Yet, at
her blatant confession of witchcraft, he fell back a pace or two.
“Good Lord! What magic do you perform?”

“Now, let me
see.” Tip-tap.
She drummed her pointed chin with two fingers. “I employ a fetch,
talk to the dead, and change my shape at whim. A white gyrfalcon is
my favorite disguise.”

“Why not a black cat?” he asked
facetiously.

She wrinkled her nose. “Lacking in
imagination. But any animal will do me in a pinch, even uninspired
ones.” The saucy puss grinned, tilted her lovely jaw to
entice.

Having none of that, he asked with
a sneer, “Are you a seer?”

“Nay. More is the pity. Alas, the
goddess deprived me of that handy skill. I grope about in the dark,
the same as everyone else, when it comes to prophesy and
foretelling.”

“Can you read minds?”

“Again -- nay.”

“Just as well,” he muttered under
his breath.

“But I do have my strengths.
Without resorting to boasting, suffice it to say, with the
assistance of spirits, I hold supernatural power over others. What
you heard, what you followed, what brought you here to me tonight,
was my rune to you. As explanations go, this one is a broad sweep
of the broomstick to be sure. I do, however, believe my answer
covers the extent of my abilities. Any further
questions?”

Aye. Why was the Cyclops in his
braies suddenly ramming against the linen for release?

He could hardly ask her that
question, though, and her inability to read his mind relieved
his.

After the accident, he had lost
his potency. And limp as grass, he had remained to this day. To
have his virility return, and so auspiciously, caused his
suspicions to rise.

Along with his cock.

Not that he was lamenting this
change. Far from it. ‘Twas only that -- of a temperate habit, he
had never before experienced such a powerful carnal urgency. His
rearing manhood left him more than a little confused. Delighted,
naturally, but still somewhat taken aback.

Christ’s boner -- er --
bones. Did the one-eyed
monster levitate as a by-blow of this female’s natural charm? Or,
had another sort of charm, sinister in origin, resulted in the
return of his lost vigor?

Gralam sniffed the air.

Henbane.

Witches often burned herbs to
promote a trance, receiving visions on each inhale. Without a sprig
of thyme or dill to ward off the hallucinatory plant, he was
defenseless. And alarmed.

The sorceress smoothed the
dull-hued wool of her gunna over her thighs, the shapeliness of
which was clearly outlined beneath the thin cloth. She wore no
distaff, a spinning tool that outwardly proclaimed a female’s
industriousness, but he never doubted her busyness.

In the wanton pursuit of their evil occupation,
witches never rested. This one most likely performed her wickedness
from dusk to dawn.

“Best be
forewarned,” she said. “Though I cannot enter your mind, I can
decipher your expression. La! You royals are so easy to read. No
amount of thyme or dill,”
she said pointedly, “or even angelica grown in the holiest of
monasteries will protect you this eve. There is no antidote for
me.”

Above the circling smoke, their
gazes connected. Lingered. Locked. Even in his nobleman’s cloak, he
felt naked, exposed, stripped of all subterfuge.

White knuckling his walking stick,
Gralam resisted her control as if he were a fortress under siege.
“You, sorceress, have bewitched me.”

“Not yet.” Her eyes twinkled with
mischief. “But I shall.”


Chapter Two

 


The witch danced.

Thrice around she twirled, her
short black hair thrashing the air like a falcon’s wing. Her bare
feet flying -- dared he say, above the
ground -- she rolled her hips and her
breasts...

Dear Lord. Her breasts. She had left off her
tunic. Under her loose gunna, she wore naught but skin. Her pert
nipples pointed directly at him. She swayed so close. Provocatively
close. Why, they almost danced nose-to-nose.

Almost was not in actuality. In
actuality, his lameness kept him rooted in place whilst her nimble
feet made a fool of him. Did she do everything with the same bloody
abandon, the same bloody gracefulness?

Battling her seduction, her
cantrip too, Gralam straightened his stance as best he could. “Your
name. You are to give me your name at once.”

“Avice the Enchantress. You may
shorten that to Avice, if it pleases you.”

Naught about any of this pleased
him, especially not her familiarity, certainly not her whimsy. Her
confession of practicing witchcraft justified his
condemnation.

Her sentence?

A fiery death at the stake. Duty
dictated he pass judgment on her posthaste.

Her green eyes bedazzling him, she
added, “Or, if you prefer a more formal address, call me
Enchantress.”

He cut through her inconvenient
forthrightness. “Enough.”

She came to a stop directly in front of him.
Unarmed, a full foot shorter than he, having no more substance than
a dream swaggered in rags, she looked guilelessly up at him.

Her innocent stare tricked him
not. She had brought him here to her tonight, which meant, for all
intents and purposes, she owned him, a tiny slip of a female like
her. But there ‘twas -- her spell-spinning governed him.

“I can put you to death for
sorcery,” he said with stiff authority as he puffed up his chest.
“Know you not who I am?”

“For starters, a pompous arse.
Churlish, as well.”

“I am a Norman warlord,” he
blustered. “A veteran of many military campaigns, here on these
moors to...”

“Hush. Say no more. You will only
dig yourself a deeper hole.” She applied two fingers lightly to his
mouth.

At her touch, a conflagration
ignited within him. His testicles, already heavy and tight, turned
to two blazing boulders. And his erection! Her touch blew the
length and girth out of all proportion. His burning loins
effectively silenced any further admonishment from him. Never mind
speak, he could hardly breathe.

Not so she. The little
witch.

Avice laughed merrily, no lung restriction
whatsoever. “For your information, I already know who you are, what
you are called, and whence you hail. Your station outside these
moors matters not a thimble of piss to me. Here, all that matters
is the kind of man you are inside.”

Removing her hand from his mouth, she thumped his
chest where his heart wildly beat.

“Who are you in
truth, Gralam of Normandy?” she asked earnestly. “What kind
of spirit dwells inside here? That question begs for an answer, and
explains why I called you forth to me.”

He trembled in agitation.
How dare she?

Of all the effrontery, thinking
he, a Christian overlord, would ever grant her, a lowly pagan
peasant, a reply as to the quality of his character.

Her interrogation proved
particularly irksome when he found he had no answer. Who held his
allegiance in these politically perilous times? And how might he,
an outsider, ever hope to rule the odd mixture of clans who
inhabited the moors? Finally, and most importantly, how might he, a
warrior-killer, become an agent of peace? All he had ever excelled
at was strife…

Avice the Enchantress took a great
inhale of night air. “Smell that peat, would you? To my nose, ’tis
finer than Frankincense.”

At last, he found his tongue. “’Tis not peat you
smell, but the smoke of burning henbane seeds.”

“Why can both not be true, and at
the same time?”

“Egad, wench. You speak in
riddles.”

“Riddles, you say? Forsooth, I
offer this up as a solution: Here amongst heather and heath, we
walk on level ground. Not peasant and lord, not Anglo-Saxon and
Norman, not witch and warlord -- simply man and woman. One need not
follow only one destiny in life. And peat can burn alongside
henbane.”

Absurd to give the witch credence,
yet he found himself hearkening to her words. At five and thirty
years, he had fought in numerous military campaigns, had shed blood
and had the favor returned. In recent years, though, he had lost
the belly for constant killing and had sought, at least on a
temporary basis, another way to make his way in the
world.

To put it mildly, his sire had not agreed with his
decision.

Upon hearing his son’s alternate
point of view, his father had stripped him of his paternal
inheritance, which explained Gralam’s presence in this ungodly
backside of the world.

Gralam had shamed his warrior-sire, had disgraced
his family’s coat of arms. His father had even declared their
shield should no longer portray a proud and roaring lion, but
rather a squeaking mouse.

By rejecting the last call to war,
by abdicating his responsibility to the family name, Gralam had
failed his father. His twelvemonth of impotency merely reflected
that failure. Now, even if he changed his mind about returning to
battling, he could no longer lead men to war, not without riding
destrier, an ability that required two strong legs. Since the
accident, he had not sat a gentle palfrey, never mind a combative
warhorse.

Gralam contemplated the witch’s dainty feet, lovely
feet, really, and sighed.

When all was said and done, why
must he bear the brand of coward for dropping a sword he had
carried since he was but a lad? Could he not now take up the banner
of peace and still show courage, still show himself worthy of his
father’s love? Why could he not be both warrior-killer and
peacekeeper in the same lifetime? And why, in Christ’s name, could
he not remain his father’s son, regardless of their disagreement,
regardless of everything? Why must one condition exclude the
other?

Of a sudden, an anvil pounded in Gralam’s temple.
His head felt about to explode with the merciless refrain. Who had
put these subversive thoughts in his mind?

Her! Avice the Enchantress. Who else?

With an elegant pirouette, the
culprit moved away from him.

“On the morrow, I shall expect an
answer to my question,” she said imperially. “Arrive on the moors
promptly at dusk, for I shan’t tarry long. Unlike the nobility, we
witches have useful things to do.”

“Question? What
question?”

“Who you are in
truth,” she flung
over her shoulder as she slipped away into the
night.

He followed her with his molten gaze until she
disappeared into the smoky darkness, his mouth feverishly agape at
her temerity, his ears blistered with her laughter, his skin burned
as if by the sun, and his cock --

Impotent no longer, his manhood spewed fire.

For Avice the Enchantress.

And he feared only she could douse
the flame.

 


* * * * *

 


At the mud-plastered wall of a neatly kept cottage,
Avice hooked two fingers in her mouth and blew.

“Hold up,” Martin bellowed to his
team of oxen, his booming voice matching his great stature whilst
belying his gentle nature.

Immediately, the tandem-harnessed
animals halted.

The plowshare’s blade made grooves
for rain runoff, whilst the moldboard’s curved plate turned over
the soil. Exposed to the air thus, weeds soon wilted and died, and
tender seedlings could be planted. Farming required awe-inspiring
strength and saintly patience.

Her best friend possessed both
attributes in abundance.

Martin cupped two massive hands
around a sensual mouth. “Come for a nice chat, have
you?”

“Aye, that and more,” she shouted
in return. “Truth to tell, I have an ulterior motive for my
visit.”

Putting aside his tilling, Martin approached.
Considering his enormous size, the ground hardly trembled at all.
Considering the length of his stride, his toes made the trip before
the rest of him arrived.

“Regardless of the reason, Avice,
’tis blessed I am to see you,” he said to the top of her
coif.

Owing to his elevated height,
everyone looked up to Martin. Owing to his great humility, the
giant of a man never looked down on anyone.

“Now tell me,” he said. “What is
this ulterior motive?”

To evade his too-intent gaze, she surveyed the tiny
plot of land -- far less than an arpent -- that Martin shared with
his brother and sister-in-law.

“Are Agnes and Simon about?” she
asked.

“Both working up at the fortress
-- her cooking, him blacksmithing. Why do you ask?”

“For privacy’s sake.”

“Finally! You admit to having
designs on my person.” He wiggled his sunshine yellow brows
lecherously at her.

“You always did suffer from a head
too big for your hood.” With a raucous hoot, she took a sprig of
dill from the pouch hanging at her waist and threw the herb at his
skull.

Since their shapes had grown interesting, so had
they jested with one another. But now, Avice lowered her voice
conspiratorially and her manner sobered.

“Martin, please to keep our
conversation confidential.”

Her friend nodded his golden cap of hair, the
bowl-style favored by the monastery he had joined. And left. But
most probably would return to again soon.

Confident their talk would remain
between them -- the Godly Martin would never lie -- she proceeded
without caution. “What is your opinion of the pigheaded Norman up
at the fortress?”

“Pigheaded?” He tssked. “Sounds
like your mind is already made up about the new
overlord.”

Her mouth twisted. Martin had an uncanny knack for
sorting her out. “You can convince me otherwise.”

Now Martin furrowed his brow like
the field he tilled. “Me, convince you. How so?”

“Folk entrust you with their
secrets. You hear things.”

“Having only just returned to the
moors, myself, I have heard very little.” Evidently remembering his
bare forearms, Martin unrolled the raised sleeves of his
tunic.

The giant stringently followed the
tenets of his faith, and the Church prohibited baring large
expanses of skin, as well as lovemaking for any reason other than
procreation. That sort of thinking completely escaped Avice. To her
mind, nudity was not an occasion of sin, but a means of exultation.
Naught brought a body closer to the Earth Mother than nakedness.
Whenever possible, she frolicked in the altogether and rejoiced in
her female form. And love, now that was not a diminishing commodity
one must save, but a wellspring that never ran dry. The more one
gave away, the more stores of love one kept on hand.

After modestly hiding his brawny muscles beneath the
coarse cloth of his tunic’s sleeve, Martin added, “Gralam of
Normandy arrived here over a twelvemonth ago. Surely, you have
heard talk of him yourself.”

“Ack! With whom would I exchange
this gossip? All the day long, I see naught save big-bellied
mothers-to-be screaming at me to loose them of their latest mouth
to feed. That, and the sick and the infirm. And they seek delivery
from their miseries, not idle conversation. Only the hale and
hearty tell juicy tales.”

“The sick travel great distances
to see you. I greatly admire your curative skills.”

Only because she kept Martin in the dark as to their
source.

Since childhood, Martin and she
had shared a bond. On his side, truth and integrity strengthened
the tie with each passing year. On her side, falsehoods and deceits
threatened their closeness at every turn. Whilst he shared
everything about himself with her, she had always kept the most
elemental part of herself hidden from him.

Namely, her witchcraft.

The web of lies she had spun protected Martin...and
kept him as her friend. She had no plan to change any of that for
the sake of a full disclosure.

Avice resorted to her usual ferreting for
information without revealing the part she had played in the tale.
“I understand the Norman warlord recently left for the court of the
Confessor strapped in a lowly hog cart.”

“That, he did. Unable to sit a
steed for the journey, he hired a wagon that brings sows to market
when he went to consult with the king’s physicians.”

Her chin shot up. “Royal
physicians, my rosy arse. Those meat cleavers are royal
butchers.”

“I grant you that. The word is --
Lord Gralam left court in worse condition than when he arrived. He
should have gone to see you instead, Avice. You would have fixed up
the poor devil right proper.”

Despite the heat of the day, Martin’s misplaced
faith turned Avice corpse cold.

She shivered with guilt. “Did the warlord mention
how he sustained his injury in the first place?”

“A careless trip over a log is
what Agnes said he told her.”

Avice chafed her arms, and then crossed them about
her middle. The actions did little to warm her. “Not a hedgehog,
then? Someone mentioned that spiny creature was to blame.”

“Gralam blamed only himself for
the accident.” Martin made a fretful face. “What ails you? You have
gone pale.”

The shivering hit her hard. Shaking with the
tremors, she persisted. “Is that what he called it -- an
accident?”

“Aye, and rightly so, from my
understanding of the injury.” Martin shrugged. “Personally, I have
naught bad to say against the new overlord. Oh, some complain about
his standoffishness, his formal ways, but Agnes calls him
‘unfailingly polite.’ She says, ‘he is far superior to the rest of
us’.”

“He shits same as everyone
else.”

“Avice! Watch your language, would
you now? Cursing is a sin.”

Cursing also played a part in her craft. Not a large
part. But Gralam was an example of what might happen when she gave
free rein to her temper.

She blew out a calming breath. “Has the Norman ever
done rape?”

“All noblemen rape, Avice,
regardless of where they are from, regardless of their fine
manners. Best stick to your own kind and stand clear of
them.”

Refusing to drop the topic, she persisted with the
same line of questioning. “Before his accident, did Gralam molest
any females up at the tower?”

“Not that I know of. Then again,
females generally ascribe those sorts of incidents to
demons.”

“The only true demons are Normans
and royalty.”

“Lord Gralam answers to both, and
still he seems fair and just to those he owns.”

The cold left her.

“No man owns me,” she heatedly
replied.

“Lord Gralam absolutely does own
you. And that goes the same for me. None of us are free to do as we
choose. But I believe this present overlord to be a decent
man.”

“Ha!”

“Avice -- you asked and I am
answering. And not only do I believe it, already, I see small
improvements he has made. Not only up at the tower. In the village
below, too. Unlike the greedy warlords of the past, who only
remained long enough to steal and destroy, this one may stay put
long enough to give back and build up. Mayhap if he does, bellies
will no longer rumble louder than the choir in church on a Sunday
morn.”

And that thought must have led to
another for Martin waged a big finger at her. “The Good Word
strengthens us, one and all. You should attend vespers,
Avice.”

“And you should get your big thick
skull down out of the clouds for a moment, giant, so I might reach
you.”

Martin immediately bent his knees.

“My thanks for your concern, but
preach your soul-saving to someone else. Your sweet-smelling breath
is wasted on me.” Going up on tiptoe, Avice kissed his
cheek.

As Martin touched the spot where she had
affectionately left the imprint of her lips, she stepped away.
“Have you made up your mind about returning to the monastery?”

“I still have contemplating to do.
And praying. Devotion is not easily forsaken.” Tucking in his head
like a turtle, he said shyly, “Whilst gone, I thought of you all
the time, Avice. You are dearer to me than anyone -- save
God.”

“Oh, Martin! Ever and anon
constant in your beliefs and true to our friendship.”

With a sigh for the giant’s innocence, Avice turned
on her heel and departed.

Before the big, sentimental dolt saw her tears
spill.


Chapter Three

 


Avice ambled along the woodland’s
path.

A centipede slithered near her
foot, the venomous insect having crept out from beneath the
feathery fronds of a maidenhair fern, and she tiptoed past in
avoidance, all the while mulling over that morn’s conversation with
Martin.

She had learned a great deal about
Gralam of Normandy, enough not only to enlighten her but to shame
her.

After summoning the hedgehog for
that intended purpose, the new overlord had piggin’ refused to cast
blame for his fall on the lowly creature. Foregoing the readymade
excuse, he had accepted the full responsibility for his injury.
That spoke well for his character.

Avice bit her lip. Truth to tell,
even before her conversation with Martin this morn, she’d had
lingering doubts about her interpretation of the Norman’s actions
that long ago day, inconsistencies that warranted further
investigation. And so -- letting go of her bad opinion of all
nobles in general, she had given one noble in specific a chance to
convince her of his innocence.

In a round about way, he had.
Martin, whose opinion she valued, had only confirmed it. She now
understood that beneath all his pomp and circumstance beat the
heart of a good man. A hero, in fact. When a hunting party had
chased her, Gralam of Normandy had given her his cloak, the thick
fur of which had masked her scent and sent the advancing dogs
running in circles. He had done so, not to humiliate her, but to
rescue her.

Had the baron condescended to
explain himself a twelvemonth earlier, he would not suffer a game
leg now. But cold arrogance defined the Norman’s temperament, as a
hot temper defined hers, and neither of them had seen the other’s
point of view.

They had both paid dearly for
their blindness.

Indecision had altered her ability
to perform magic in the twelvemonth since she had destroyed the
overlord’s graceful gait. She second-guessed her judgment now, even
in healing.

All well and good to say her short
temper and preconceived ideas about the Norman filled her with
regret. Remorse alone was insufficient. She must also make the
overlord amends for her misdeed.

As for Gralam of Normandy -- the
overlord must drop his piggin’ arrogance and do better by the moor
folk. ‘Twas not enough to give lip service to his rule, he must
fully commit to it and to the moors, not only as a place of last
resort but as a place lodged deep in his heart. To do that, he must
understand…and accept…who he was, in truth, inside.

Raising her loose brown gunna to
the waist, Avice backed up to a boulder draped in moss -- a soft
green cushion for her bare haunches -- and pressed a finger to her
passion spot.

Oh...

She did hunger so, an earthy
hunger that possessed a life of its own, a female hunger that ebbed
and flowed according to her monthly courses.

And the timing of the full
moon.

Over the next few days, both
cycles would join forces. The convergence would increase her desire
for a man. And not just any man, either.

Gralam of Normandy.

Would the overlord accept her base
desires? Would the swarthy-skinned, dark-haired, dark-eyed nobleman
know without a qualm how to pleasure her?

His fleshy lips, carved for
kisses, hinted that he might.

Built on elegant lines, his
muscles long and lean rather than bulging and brawny, he possessed
strength no less powerful for the refinement of his build. She
sensed wondrously perverse desires lurked beneath those fine
courtly manners of his. He might very well lock her in his arms,
ply his open mouth to hers, ram his hard fingers up inside her, and
stroke her until she...until she...

Her eyes fluttered, her tendons
went tight, a warm flush suffused her flesh. And in her belly, low
in her belly, a clenched fist released.

With Gralam’s face front and
foremost in her mind, she screamed in bliss.

 


* * * * *

 


Once again, Gralam made his stumbling way from his
tower to the detested moors.

Surrounded by wet bogs and halfway
to his destination, Julian stepped out from behind the green
shadows of a single tree in an otherwise flat and marshy
landscape.

The lad cleared his throat, a habit of his before
speaking. “My lord, a boar was sighted foraging along this trail
today. Best take care.”

“Discounting a humbling fall from
a steed, I generally do,” Gralam replied, absently stroking his
wooden companion, a crutch he never went far without since the
accident. Extending his vassal a small courtesy, he stepped aside
to allow his much younger fellow countryman room to negotiate the
narrow path. Otherwise, he would have fallen into the
muck.

After reaching the other side, Julian folded his
arms across the breadth of his barrel chest. “How is the walking
stick serving you, my lord?”

“Superbly!” Gralam smiled in
appreciation of Julian’s gift. “A great deal of yourself, lad, went
into the carving. The craftsmanship is of the highest
order.”

Julian bowed. “Thank you, my
lord.”

The lead hunter’s face boasted large brown eyes, a
smallish nose, and thin, nicely shaped dark brows. Long thick
lashes fanned sculpted cheekbones. Julian possessed an altogether
attractive, albeit disarmingly feminine, countenance.

Long ago Gralam had surmised his
lead hunter preferred the lads to the lasses. He gave the
predilection no censure. After all, the disposition to favor one
sex over the other was a trait bestowed at birth, an unalterable
facet of a person, the same as height and coloring. Having led
similarly disposed warriors into battle, Gralam could personally
attest that those oriented to their own gender fought and bled and
died, the same as other men. At times they battled more fiercely
and died more bravely, as if seeking to prove their virility and
courage to the very end.

Julian had naught to prove to Gralam on that
score

“My lord--if you will -- may I
accompany you?”

“I would welcome the
companionship, Julian.”

They walked for a piece before Gralam offered
conversationally, “Tell me, lad, do you miss Normandy?”

Julian smiled his comely wide
smile. “Often and always, my lord.”

“As do I. For both our sakes, I
hope this dreary place eventually grows on us.” Where the trail
veered off sharply, Gralam gave the lead hunter a commiserating pat
on his sturdy shoulder. “Lad, I fear this is where our time
together must end. I bid you farewell for now.”

Without a backward glance or an extra thought,
Gralam left his vassal and continued along his journey. Verily, he
had no choice but to follow the boggy trail to the moors. A witch’s
cantrip had called him, a spell-cast summons he could hardly
refuse.

A long and grueling hike later, a trip that depleted
his physical stamina and tried his soul, Gralam faced Avice the
Enchantress for a second time on the much hated moorlands.

A day’s distancing in no way reduced her impact on
him.

Her presence shook him, reduced him to a quivering
mass of conflictions. Unsure of himself and his view of the world,
he had no idea of what to say.

Lame and struck mute -- certainly
not the best way to present himself. His physical impairment made
him feeble. But to show
that weakness to a peasant subject?

Unforgivable.

Particularly if that subject was a
witch.

In an effort to appear in fine
fettle, he smoothed a hand over his wool cloak. Of late, he had
taken to grooming himself in a style that reflected his state of
mind.

Darkly morose.

Although -- today, he
had taken grave care
over the selection of that dark wardrobe, picking every gloomy item
of garb to impress a certain witch.

Avice the Enchantress.

She had not taken similar pains
over her own toilette. Her shabby linen under-tunic --
indeterminate of hue, but a closer match to mud than to sky --
followed the barbaric Anglo-Saxon style, with long sleeves that
clung from her wide shoulders to her slight wrists. Over this, as a
seeming afterthought, she had pulled on a shabby gunna, which had
decidedly not seen better days.

The thing had clearly been tailored ugly right from
the start.

The distasteful garment should have been
formfitting. Alas, the garb hung so loosely on her frame it flapped
on her person like the feathers of a very homely bird.
Consequently, her shape remained all but indecipherable.

As was the custom, she had drawn
the right side of the atrocity up to her waist and stuffed the
excess cloth under a leather girdle. Unhappily for him, the cinch
contained the deplorable embroidered stitches with which women in
this unfashionable country routinely adorned themselves. A starched
headdress completed the ensemble and piously hid her black hair
from view.

Interestingly, she had worn no
head covering the previous eve. Why pretend now?

Gralam mentally slapped a palm to his forehead.

Egad! But of course! In avoidance
of detection as a heretic, she must ordinarily follow certain
prescribed rules of propriety. To save her pretty skin from the
fires, she passed as a Christian dameisele. Thus, the coif and all
the rest. The night before, she had meant to impress him with just
the opposite.

Her need for conformity came as a
relief, for if his populace openly espoused witchcraft what would
he do?

Deal with the heathens from a
position of unquestioned strength. No ambivalences. No ambiguities.
No inner discord. A man with no self-doubts.

Unfortunately, Gralam was not that man.

But he must learn how to be.
Ruling his subjects with anything less than the strength of
Christian conviction and lordly imperative would undermine his
already tenuous position on the moors and thereby endanger his
subjects.


Chapter Four

 


To lighten the strain on his useless leg, Gralam
shifted his stance, a subtle rebalancing of his weight from one hip
to the other, the corners of his black cloak hiding his
increasingly tight grip on the walking stick.

His injured knee throbbed like
Hades. Giving into the pain would never do. The Enchantress would
view any sign of weakness in him as an inlet to his
control.

To compensate, he feigned a powerful bearing, the
haughty manner an overlord would assume with a truculent and
subservient peasant audience.

Little good it did him with her.
The brazen wench tilted her chin up at him, as if he were a
crippled pauper, beggarly cup in hand.

“Here to pay me another visit,
then, Norman?”

She asked the question as if this were a social call
when they both knew her spell had commandeered his presence on
these blighted moors.

He remained resolutely silent. This differed
tremendously from her striking him mute. Ignoring her was a
stratagem, a military plan to throw her off balance --

The way his impairment threw him off balance.

The witch rolled right along. “’Tis gladdened I am
to see you again.”

He met her pleasantry with a blank stare. Though, he
did wonder why she bothered to be civil when she was so clearly
not.

“I have an offer to make you,
Norman.”

“What sort of offer?”

“Oh. So you can speak. I had begun
to wonder.”

Good Lord. He had jumped at her bait like a halibut.
Where was his lordly mien now?

She grinned hugely. “As to my offer -- you shall
soon see.”

Hanging onto his shredded dignity,
Gralam clenched his teeth against the relentless ache racing up and
down the back of his leg. In deference to his wobbliness, he braced
his spine. “Regardless of the terms, I shan’t accept any offer from
you.”

Not even if the witch offered him
a cure for his limp.

Only to get his mind off his discomfort, he
stealthily contemplated her lips, full and red, and slightly
parted. Situated within, flashed very nice, very even, very white
teeth.

She must use a hazel twig to clean
them, he mused, but only as a means of diverting himself from the
agony of a kneecap that refused to bend. How would those very nice,
very even, very white, very clean teeth feel on his flesh? Sunk
into a shoulder, mayhap. Or, the inside of a thigh --

Or scraping his cock. Only a
little. Only enough to prove he could still feel something
down there.

Though, he was functioning again.
No small relief, that. His staff burgeoned from the retracted
foreskin, the head already dripping with seed. Would her wide red
mouth accommodate his girth?

To distance himself from his crooked stance, the
instability of his posture due to his slightly lopsided carriage,
which in turn was due to his increasingly withered limb, Gralam
concentrated on the topic of fellatio.

Would she kiss him with those red lips? Run her
agile tongue down his length? Would she suckle him? Softly?
Strenuously? At his resolution, would she swallow?

No woman had ever
cum close enough to.
Even widows had qualms.

And sensitive gag reflexes.

When erect, he measured large in
size. Correspondingly, the receiving throat must measure long.
Avice the Enchantress possessed a swan-like throat, a lovely
throat, a graceful throat, a pale throat in startling contrast to
his own Norman darkness. Her elegant white throat would accommodate
his dark bounty with ease.

To deflect his attention from his knotted leg
muscles, he speculated on the act’s conclusion.

Without any factual experience in
the area, he could only hazard a guess that the ending depended
upon the woman’s need for recompense. No female went to her knees
before a man for the enjoyment of the view. Payment must always be
involved.

Was Avice sufficiently impoverished to swallow?

Not that he would allow it. In
fear of dire consequences, he would never entrust his cock between
her clean, white, perfectly sharp
teeth. Witches had been known to drop all manner
of strange items in their boiling cauldrons.

His lurid reflections came to an abrupt end when
Avice took a step in his direction.

It struck him that hers was not the fey footfall of
a supernatural being. Nor the mincing gait of a seductress. Neither
was it the heavy-footed stomping of a peasant. Hers was a forceful
stride that brought them nearly belly to belly. In that close
positioning, she slipped her very pale hand inside his very black
cloak, her slender fingers landing on his chest, lifting and
falling with the wild beating of his heart.

This was twice now she had touched him, freely
touched him, without reservation touched him. Inappropriate in the
extreme for the likes of such as her, a serf with a lowly station
in life, to take such liberties with a nobleman’s person.

Regardless, an incredible rush of heat spilled over
him, and he staggered. Naught new there. Since his accident, he
staggered more often than not.

She ignored his instability in
favor of asking, “Who are you?”

“A Norman baron and your
overlord.”

She laughed full out at his prepared reply, the one
he had rehearsed the whole night through.

“None of those superficial titles
apply here on the moors. Here on the moors, you are but a flesh and
blood man.” Her forehead puckered. “What kind of man,
though?”

A man whom spies from the House of Wessex watched at
every turn; their suspicious eyes bored holes in his back. One
misstep and he was a man who would find himself sailing back to no
place in particular, exiled due to politics. Either that or a
hunting accident -- a fatal error in a bowman’s aim -- would bury
him here on this blighted foreign soil. In either event, he was a
man lost.

Her lips found him. And her tongue, warm and
welcoming, supple and sweet, led him into her mouth.

He raised his arms to try and ward
off her embrace.

If only attempts counted. The
men, his men, the
ones he had tried to save in battle and lost anyway, called him a
failure. His botched efforts in life called him a failure many
times over. His sire had, too.

He failed here, as well. Instead
of keeping her back, he fixed his fingers on her thin shoulders,
where they spastically clenched, a drowning man seeking purchase on
anything afloat, including the very circumstance that had flung him
into the water in the first place.

How had this happened? How was it
he reached for her, crunching her drab gunna between his fingers,
when, if anything, the witch would sink him rather than lend him
buoyancy?

No matter the hows and whys, he opened to her. Not
only to her mouth, not only to her kiss. To her persuasion. He knew
then he would follow her wherever she would take him. To exile, to
death by arrow, to a little death -- la petite mort -- inside her
woman’s body.

Before his accident, he rarely
gave himself over to mindless orgasm. Unthinkable to let go
entirely. With her, he thought mayhap he might. Even in the kiss,
he groaned, full out, naught held back.

“Mmm,” she responded in kind, her
softly appreciative murmurings bouncing and echoing against his
throat.

He was done for when she wrapped her slender arms
about his neck and held him tight. She gave him no opportunity
whatsoever to digest what was happening, to dissect and analyze
this improbable occurrence. Where was her discretion? Where had his
own gone?

Her weight, as insignificant as a
butterfly, nevertheless caused him significant distress. Her small
pointed breasts first teased his chest, and then sealed to his
chest, the dainty mounds flattening against his cloak. Immediately,
he imagined her breasts naked. Surely, because of the way they
looked garbed, her breasts would be conical in shape, the nipples
high and hard, tight buds --not small buds, large buds -- of a less than
innocent hue. As to the rest of her --

Her overly large gunna hid much. Not, however, a
narrow torso that went along with a slim build. He suspected her of
owning long and strong legs to match her long and forceful stride.
He fantasized that her belly rose flat above a nest of dark curls,
a thatch that would draw his eyes to the wetness within.

Gralam shook his head. What ailed him? Why wonder
about such unseemly details?

The time, the circumstances, the very law of this
appalling land, would crush the passion from any interlude started
here this night. And yet...and yet...the very precariousness of the
situation sparked his desire.

Or, so he told himself.

Verily, he needed no additional
spark. From their first encounter, she had lit his fire. He wanted
her. Plain and simple, and as hot as a burning flame.

Dear Lord in Heaven! His carnal thoughts involved a
female who had openly professed to sorcery. If he had not a care
for himself, what of her?

He was being spied upon. Gralam
knew this to be so. Should one of these cutthroats happen upon
Avice’s witch activities in the course of their inquiry of him, she
would have no option of exile, no swift death at the end of an
arrow. Slowly, agonizingly, she would burn for heresy over a bundle
of sticks. And not dry wood, either. Green wood. Faggots that would
smolder long before fully igniting and engulfing her in the mercy
of death. Her sentencing would take forever to be carried out and
would last an eternity.

If not for his sake, for her sake, he must end this
embrace.

He endeavored to back up, endeavored to dislodge his
lips from hers.

And failed. Miserably. Apart from his ability to
kill, he had always failed.

He brushed his warrior’s scarred knuckles along the
perfect line of her jaw. Roughened from the weather, coarsened from
the daily scraping of his sharp blade, his cheeks would surely
scratch her silky textured skin.

He thought this, and kept kissing her, anyway.
Sinking his mouth into her clean-scented mouth, he kissed her.
Could not stop kissing her.

Why?

The cantrip again. Why else?

A spell explained his inability to break free.

In the end, she, not he, broke
their lips apart and stepped away. “Well, Gralam. My, my,
my.”

That last, she purred like a cat. And, just like a
cat, too, she licked her tongue across her upper lip.

He glanced away from the sight. But that pink tongue
of hers pulled his gaze back.

“What else do you hide beneath
that piggin’ cool exterior of yours, Norman?”

Shaken, he spoke unguardedly. “I am poison to
you.”

“Witches have curative
knowledge.”

On his one good leg, he held firm. “Not from the
vipers that slither about me.”

She chuckled. “My bag of tricks
contains a host of serums against snakes of every description.” She
leaned into him again, and her breath moistened his ear. “I say, we
beat the tall grass with your walking stick and bring the fangs out
into the open, so we might dispose of the pests.”

“Chop off one serpent’s head,” he
said dourly, “and two will replace it.”

“Eye of newt!” She shuddered.
“What is all this talk of snakes? One would think you a wizard.”
She raised a jaunty brow. “Alas, though you kiss like magic, you
are no mage. I am acquainted with all the wizards on the
moors.”

“Who are these wizards? I command
you, name names!”

“’Twas but a tease,” she replied
with a wide grin. “Even a serious-minded overlord such as yourself
must tease from time to time.”

“Not of late,” he grumbled. “For a
Norman, this is a hazardous place and these are dire
times.”

“For a witch, the same. All the
more need for jocularity.” She crossed her eyes, stuck her thumbs
at the level of her linen-covered ears, and gave the remaining
eight fingers a wiggle.

He guffawed. The unexpectedness of the rumble shot
his good leg out from out of him, leaving him to totter like a babe
learning to walk.

She reached out to steady his wobble. “Allow me to
help you.”

He shook off her assistance.
“Nay, Christ help
me!”

The irreverent oath -- the fervent
prayer -- hung suspended between them. When he spoke again, ‘twas
an oath of loyalty to the crown and to the cross. “I am an overlord
of Edward’s court. More importantly, I am Christian.”

“So? Keep to your papist
leanings.” She bit his earlobe, and not at all gently. “And I shall
keep to my pagan ways.”

He closed his eyes. Better to savor her very nice,
very even, very white, very clean teeth. “You cannot help me,
witch.”

“All of us, Norman, need help
occasionally. All of us must lean on a crutch from time to
time.”

“Some more often than
others.”

She gasped. “I meant naught
untoward by that remark. I see only strength when I look at you,
and I have been watching you from afar for a long
while.”

He pounced. “So -- you do admit to
spying. Tell me, I command you, to whom do you report? The House of
Wessex, is it not?”

She tssked. “A pig’s arse, the
House of Wessex. As if I would ever besmirch myself with
their ilk.” She took a
breath. “I am no spy. Royal scheming does not provoke my
observation. Though, you have only to say the word, and I shall
serve you politically, too.” She winked. “At present, let us
concentrate on the personal. Later, we take on the
kingdom.”

“Little heretic. Do you take me
for a jackanapes? A traitor to the crown? Think you, a lord like
myself, would accept political help from a witch? Think you, a
nobleman, would consult a scheming sorceress to advance
himself?”

“Aye to all counts. Let us face
realities: Like the circumstance or dislike the circumstance, you
need me. Heed me well here. You will not last on these shores all
on your own, not in your desperate straits. Normans have fallen
into mortal disfavor, and not only on the moors.”

An understatement.

Her argument, one with which he could hardly
disagree, shot his remaining leg out from under him. With naught
left to stand on, he pitched forward.

She righted him.

And it was just too much.
Mortified, he stumbled away.

The witch called gaily after him. “Until the morrow,
then?”

She controlled his every move. Must she taunt him
too?

Due to a cantrip, he had no choice but to make the
long trip to the moors for a third eve in a row.


Chapter Five

 


 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/122496
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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