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Dear Readers,

This is my first book set in the medieval period, a time in which women had special charge of family health. In these times of sudden violence, when disease ran rampant through whole populations, herbs were the first and best line of defense. The fabled demoiselles of tournaments, ivory towers, and flowing robes often found themselves using herbs to treat every ill from sword wounds to agues, as does my heroine, Juliana. The herbs mentioned in Lord of the Dragon are but a few the use of which was widely known. Troubadours may have written their finest poetry about delicate noble ladies, but as you will see in this story, these women shared a life of risk and danger with their men, and used their skills with herbs and healing to protect the ones they loved.

Please share with me now the world of Arthur and Guinevere, of Eleanor of Aquitaine and Richard Lion Heart.

Suzanne Robinson
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Katherine Ann Harrod, you were my first and best friend. It didn’t matter how long we were separated or how far away you lived. We shared a world of imagination, adventure, and dreams, and I believe we’ll always have that world in our hearts. My dear cousin, I dedicate this book to you with love and thanks.




Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23


About the Author





Lily of the Valley

[image: ] For apoplexy one soaked the flowers in wine for four weeks and distilled to make a liquor. This liquor mixed with peppercorns and lavender water and smeared on the forehead and back of the neck made one have good common sense.




• Chapter 1 •

STEALING OUT OF A CASTLE WASN’T EASY. JULIANA Welles shoved open her chamber door in the Maiden’s Tower of the old square keep and found the landing deserted. Then she motioned for her maid, Alice, to follow. She clutched a sack in one hand and lifted the skirt of her overrobe in the other as she glided down the circular stair. Alice came after her holding a basket that clattered with each step. The basket slipped, and pottery jars shifted, causing a loud clink.

Juliana halted on the stairs. “Shhhh! Thunder of heaven, you’ll wake my sisters and then we’re undone.”

Alice nodded vigorously, then gave Juliana a horrified stare. Her nose twitched; her head tilted back. She sneezed. Jars clacked as the noise resounded off the stone walls.

Juliana started, then glared at Alice. The woman was widowed, had borne seven children, and sometimes lacked the sense of a day-old lamb. Setting down her sack, Juliana held out her arms. Alice gave her the basket and picked up the sack while casting apologetic glances at her mistress. With their burdens redistributed, Juliana resumed her progress down the tower stair and soon led the way to an arcade that stretched the length of the great hall.

Light was streaming through the high, arched windows, giving the cavernous room an early morning glow of silver. As she entered the arcade, Juliana stopped abruptly and took shelter behind one of a line of thick columns decorated with spiral designs and carved garlands. Alice stumbled into her, then skittered into a shadow.

In the middle of the hall, near the great central fireplace, stood her parents, cousin Richard, her father’s chaplain, steward, and several squires and clerks. The group was silent, which was unusual for any group that included her father. Juliana followed the direction of their stares and saw a herald’s retreating figure. He passed near her on his way out, and she glimpsed armorial bearings—a rearing animal, the dragon rampant fashioned in gold on a field of green.

Juliana muttered the heraldic description to herself. “Vert, a dragon rampant or. Now who owns those bearings?” She couldn’t remember. Dismissing the mystery from her thoughts, she was tiptoeing down the arcade when her father’s bellow made her gasp and shrink against the wall.

Hugo Welles broke from the group at the fireplace and swept up and down in front of them, his thumbs stuck in his belt. “Him!”

Her heart had stopped bouncing against the walls of her chest, so Juliana gave her father an irritated look and resumed her tiptoeing. Alice hugged the wall and came after her.

“Did you hear what that smirking catamite said?” Hugo roared. “Gray de Valence in my tournament, for God’s pity. He’s come for vengeance, that’s what. To make mischief and evil, that’s what.”

Cousin Richard’s voice broke the tirade. “Forbid him.”

Hugo’s wide girth swung in his nephew’s direction.

“Forbid him? How? Who would have thought that he’d come back after all these years, and as the de Valence heir? He had four older brothers, four. And they’re all dead of disease, battle, or accidents.”

Juliana paused upon hearing the name of this new visitor. Gray de Valence. An infamous name. She remembered her mother’s whispered stories. Nine years ago, when she’d been but eleven, de Valence had been a new-made knight of eighteen years in the same household as Richard. Both had been sent to be fostered with a relative of Hugo Welles. A penniless youngest son, de Valence had achieved knighthood early by his skill and the favor of his liege, only to betray him. He’d seduced his lord’s wife.

The liege lord raged and nearly killed his wife, but for de Valence he reserved a special penalty. Biding his time, he denounced the youth before a tournament crowd and took him prisoner. This measure ruined de Valence before the entire kingdom. Then, realizing that condemning the youth to live in shame was his greatest revenge, the lord ordered de Valence taken from England by his fellow knights. Richard had been their leader.

They returned a few months later with harrowing news of an attack at sea by pirates. De Valence had been taken prisoner, and vanished. Years passed during which rumors drifted from the Holy Land and beyond of a tall green-eyed slave of a heathen general in Egypt, a slave with the same hair of silken silver as the vanished Gray de Valence. Then, without warning, de Valence reappeared out of nowhere with a French title, a riding household of over two hundred, and a desire to destroy the knights who had turned against him.

That was only a few years ago. In that short time de Valence had befriended the powerful William Marshal, Earl of Pembroke. After the battle of Lincoln in which the invading French dauphin was driven from England, rumors again flew like black bats across England. The Sieur de Valence had fought with a skill that rivaled both Richard Coeur de Lion and Saladin. The great barons of the kingdom stirred uneasily and muttered among themselves, sensing a rival who threatened to surpass them in skill and ruthlessness. No wonder Father was disturbed.

Juliana had reached the end of the arcade. “Gray de Valence,” she whispered to Alice as she waited for her father to look in another direction so that she could leave unseen. “A phoenix risen from ashes. This miserable tournament may afford some amusement after all.”

“Aye, mistress. He be heir to Stratfield now. Imagine that evil one inheriting the Stratfield castles and riches.”

“Quiet,” Juliana whispered, staring at her father. “Now, he’s looked away. Hurry.”

Clutching her basket, Juliana hurried for the doors that could be seen through an archway.

“Juliana!”

She jumped at the bellow that echoed from the roof beams. Jars clinked inside the basket, and Alice squeaked and scurried behind her, as she turned to face the striding figure of Hugo Welles. Lord Welles was a man whose body could have been made of stacked tree trunks—thick, gnarled, and dense of muscle. His ruddy face had grown even more red at the sight of his daughter. Havisia, his wife, trailed after him like a midge fluttering after a dragonfly.

Hugo halted his charge in front of Juliana, who set her jaw and squared her shoulders. Hugo’s thick black brows lowered until they nearly hid his gray eyes. He almost shouted.

“Where are you going, daughter?”

“To Vyne Hill, Father.”

Hugo threw up his arms and turned to Havisia. “We’re to give a tournament tomorrow, and she’s off to that ruined manor of hers.”

“You said I could go, Father.”

“When?”

“Last night.” She’d asked him then because he’d had two flagons of ale.

“Last night? Last night? I don’t remember.”

“You did, my lord,” said Havisia.

Hugo waved his hand impatiently. “No matter. I mistook myself. There’s too much to do. What of the food, the linens, the—Now don’t you try to dazzle me with your glares and glowers, Juliana Welles.”

“Mother has Laudine and Bertrade to help her.” She began to stomp back and forth. With each step her heels snapped against the floorboards, calling attention to the men’s boots she wore beneath her rough woolen robe.

Her voice rose as she spoke. “Thunder of God! I’ve Vyne Hill to look after and no time for another tournament. The castle fills up with strutting rooster knights and simpering women. I’ve much work to do if I’m ever to get the manor in condition for me to occupy it.”

By now her voice rivaled Hugo’s roar. Her father winced and glanced back at the group around the fireplace while her mother rolled her eyes and sighed. Waving his hands at Juliana, Hugo lowered his own voice.

“Peace, peace, daughter.”

Juliana’s boots pounded a drumlike rhythm. Her basket clattered in time with her steps and she waved her free arm as she uttered a stream of oaths.

“Holy saints, scourge and pestilence!”

Juliana whirled on her father, her face a darkening pink. Her gray eyes might as well have flashed small bolts of lightning. If her hair hadn’t been caught in a net at the base of her neck, it would have flowed about her like a black storm cloud.

She thought of another oath. “By our blessed Lady of Mercies—”

Hugo threw up his hands again in the face of his daughter’s colorful and intemperate display. The whole of Wellesbrooke castle knew he could face battle with the French king’s army with better fortitude than he could withstand Juliana’s temper. Now he blustered and grumbled as he turned away from his oldest daughter.

“The lot of the damned, that’s what I have, the lot of the damned to be cursed with so evil-tempered a daughter. I don’t wonder she’s without suitors. Her humor is as black as her color. And no doubt that devil’s whelp of a stripping bandit will return to plague my tournament and make my suffering unendurable.” Hugo turned to his wife. “He’ll swoop down on one of my most important guests and take his clothes, I know it. He’s done it before. An impudent thief and a black-natured, willful daughter. I must have the fortitude of a saint.”

Havisia placed her hand on Hugo’s arm and murmured words of comfort. A beauty in the accepted mode of white skin and golden hair, Mother had always pitied her eldest daughter for her coloring. Juliana watched her parents turn away, Hugo complaining, Havisia consoling. Her booted foot tapped against the floor. Slanting black brows drew together and her fingers drummed against the basket. She turned abruptly on her heel without another word and stomped out of the hall with Alice in her wake.

Holding her skirt high, Juliana charged down the keep stairs and out into the icy morning air. Winter had stayed late this year and hurled cold winds across Wellesbrooke in an attempt to forestall spring. The sun was floating up over the battlements now, and the castle was awake.

Cooks scurried back and forth between the kitchen building and the keep. Children chased dogs, a stray piglet, and each other around the yard in front of the boar pit. Juliana ignored the din issuing from the smithy, the armory, and the carpenter’s workshop. Sparing no glance for the dozens of castle folk in the bailey, she turned her back on the newly constructed hall with its glass windows. Wellesbrooke wasn’t the largest castle in the kingdom, but Hugo was determined to make it one of the most modern.

She marched past the brewhouse and laundry, and by the time she came to the stables her steps had lightened. She and her father often engaged in such clashes, but she’d grown accustomed to them. Their temperaments were alike, too alike to avoid noisy battles. In any case, her mood was foul because of the coming tournament. Hugo was holding it ostensibly to celebrate Yolande’s sixteenth birthday. An heiress of great wealth, Yolande de Say had been entrusted to Lady Welles’s training. Hugo, ever the wily maneuverer, was hoping to match the girl with his nephew Richard.

“Thunder of God, I hate tournaments,” Juliana said under her breath as she waited for the grooms to bring her mare.

“But this be the last one before we move to Vyne Hill. You said so, mistress.”

“Thanks be to God.”

Juliana scowled across the bailey without seeing the shepherds, brewers, cooks, and armorers in her view. For her, tournaments had always been an occasion of humiliation. So had May celebrations, festivals, and feasts. So many occasions at which she sat while her sisters flirted, teased, and danced with suitors.

At Wellesbrooke on May Day last month there had been a feast and dancing. It was a custom for the youths and young men to gather flowers and make garlands for their favorite lady’s hair, and this year as in most, Juliana went bareheaded. Oh, she had received a garland from her father, and one from his oldest retainer, Sir Barnaby. Tokens of pity. She’d thanked Hugo and Barnaby, separated the garlands and worn the flowers on her gown.

Barnaby appeared leading her mare. “Good morrow, Mistress Juliana.”

Barnaby’s years could be counted by the number of gray hairs that were rapidly obscuring his brown ones. Even his thick mustache was mostly gray. His skin was weathered like old wood and cracked like drought-dried earth. He had a small fief from Hugo and had known Juliana her whole life.

“Barnaby,” Juliana snapped as she saw the mare’s saddle. “You know well I ride astride on long journeys.”

Blinking at her, Barnaby pretended surprise. “I forgot.”

“When donkeys sing carols you’ll forget,” Juliana said. “Oh, never mind. I’ve lost too much time already. Are you coming?”

Juliana mounted her mare before either Barnaby or a groom could assist her. Barnaby shoved Alice on another mare.

“Aye, mistress. I’ll follow directly.”

Alice sneezed again. “Oh, mistress, you know how I am with horses.”

“Alice, I’m not going to listen. The rushes on the floor make you sneeze, geese and chickens make you sneeze, new-dyed cloth makes you sneeze, horses make you sneeze. Pull your head-rail up over your nose.”

Juliana arranged the voluminous folds of her overrobe and cloak and checked the set of her leg over the sidesaddle. Her eye caught the built-up heel of her right boot. All her footwear had to be made this way, for her right leg was a thumb’s width shorter than her left. The sign of the devil, her chaplain said, a sign that Juliana was cursed and must guard against evil more than most. Her lips thinned and pressed against each other, forming a tight seam like that between the stones in the castle walls.

Hugo complained of her stormy temper, but who wouldn’t feel disgruntled. Everyone either pitied her for her deformity or feared her as the minion of the devil. Alice said she brought much of it on herself by glowering all day long and by her contrariness. Juliana had no time for pleasantries. They did her no good.

“Well, come on, then,” she said to Alice and Barnaby. She patted the sack fastened to her saddle. “We’ve over three hours’ ride ahead and I want to get these herb seeds to Vyne Hill so they can be planted.”

“We should take more men,” Barnaby said.

He urged his horse alongside Juliana’s as she rode across the bailey and through the gatehouse.

“No time, and I don’t need them. Damnation, we’re only going to Vyne Hill.”

Vyne Hill was a manor left to her by the Countess of Chessmore after she’d saved the old lady’s life with her herbal skills. Juliana had caused a scandal by insisting upon occupying the rundown estate. Hugo had ranted and bellowed, with his usual success. Mother had demurred, but Mother had given up finding a husband for her after that disastrous aborted marriage ceremony with Edmund Strange. Had it been a whole year? The shame still seared her as if he had rejected her last night.

Her parents had negotiated a marriage with Edmund, who was Baron Stratfield’s nephew and cousin to Gray de Valence. Juliana had been uncertain, but obedient. The ceremony was performed. There was feasting and merriment, and then the bedding ceremony. Juliana’s thoughts veered away from that memory. It was the reason she’d balked at having anything to do with another suitor. She secretly suspected that her parents dreaded trying to find her a husband of the proper rank almost as much as she.

Now, after a year’s persistent refusal on her part, no one objected to her spinsterhood. She had convinced Hugo that she was like a Beguine, one of those religious women who took minor orders and devoted themselves to service in the world. Juliana suspected that, like herself, her family was looking forward to August, when she would move permanently to Vyne Hill. Then she would have peace, and so would they. In the meantime, it was a fine day for a ride.

She led the way beneath the giant iron teeth of the portcullis and out of the castle. Wellesbrooke castle had been erected on a spit of land that jutted out into the river Clare and divided the stream into two branches. The castle loomed over the divergence, connected to shore by two bridges, one over the east and one over the west branch.

Juliana threaded her way through the foot traffic on the west bridge—farmers bringing produce, huntsmen, reeves, bailiffs, women bringing dough to be baked in castle ovens. As so often happened, Juliana’s temper improved with the distance between her and Wellesbrooke. Once off the bridge, she turned north along the track beside the Clare.

She rode in this direction through fields and then woods for over an hour. By the time she reached the stream that marked her turn eastward, she’d had her fill of Alice’s sneezes and complaints about her delicate health. The maid was a big woman, plump, with burnished, flyaway hair and a nose that was always pink. Juliana was guiding her mare along a portion of collapsed stream bank when Alice moaned.

“Me back. Me back’s near broke with riding this bony nag. Ah-ah-ah-ahchoooo!”

Juliana glanced back to see Alice’s hands fly up to her face. The end of a rein flicked her horse’s ear, and the animal bolted. Jumping the stream, it careened into the forest along a muddy track that pierced deep into the North Wood. Alice shrieked and bounced in the saddle.

“Watch your seat,” Juliana shouted as she kicked her horse and rode after her maid.

Barnaby came after her, but he was old and rode much slower. Juliana plunged down the narrow track dodging branches wet from a night’s heavy rain. Alice vanished around a twisting curve in the track. Soon all Juliana could do was follow the sound of her wails. She swerved along the jagged path. Mud flew in her face as her mare galloped, but she urged the horse on, fearful that Alice would lose her balance and fall or be dragged.

She heard another scream, and then nothing. Rounding another sharp bend, she slowed and came to a halt. Alice sat in the middle of the path. While Juliana dismounted, the maid got on all fours, put her hand on her back and moaned.

“Me back, me poor back. It’s broke, it is.”

Barnaby joined them and sat on his horse gawking at the muddy and moaning figure of the maid. Juliana stalked over to her.

“Hush. Have you no pluck at all, woman? Here, take my hand.” Juliana pulled the maid to her feet and began poking and prodding her to the accompaniment of Alice’s groans. “Just as I thought. Nothing broken.” She looked around and spotted a spray of ceramic shards. “Nothing except my herb jars, by God’s grace. Thunder of heaven! If you’ve broken all my pots, I’ll skin you, I will.”

“I couldn’t help it,” Alice wailed.

Juliana winced at the sound, then sighed. “I know, Alice. Pay me no heed. This tournament has me right evilly disposed. You rest here. Barnaby, you find her horse, and I’ll go back for the basket. I’ve no doubt she dropped it back there somewhere.”

She walked her horse slowly back down the track. To the side, beneath a dead shrub, she spotted a squat blue jar. Dismounting, she hiked up her skirt and picked her way toward it through dead leaves and mud. She’d been wise to wear an old gown of coarse wool and one of her mother’s oldest cast-off cloaks. The end of the garment trailed in the mud. Juliana stopped to pick it up and sling it over her arm. Then she began to pick up herb jars.

She worked her way down the path, leaving it occasionally to retrieve a pot. Her boots soon wore thick coats of mud. It was growing harder and harder to walk in them. She’d made a sack of the end of her cloak, and it was filled with small stoppered pots, each carefully labeled.

Juliana stopped for a moment beside a water-filled hole in the middle of the track. It was as long as a small cart. She remembered splashing through it when she chased after Alice. A little way off she could hear the stream churning on its way to join the Clare. She would have to turn back soon, but she was reluctant. She still hadn’t found the jar containing leaves of agrimony, a plant with spiky yellow flowers. She needed the agrimony, for one of the daughters of a villein at Vyne Hill had a persistent cough.

The child, Jacoba, needed to drink a decoction of the herb flavored with honey. Juliana didn’t want to admit that much of her ill humor arose from her concern about Jacoba and her desire to get to Vyne Hill as soon as possible and dose the little girl. Yesterday Jacoba had been worn out from the violent spasms. If she lost more strength, she could be in danger.

Clutching her cloakful of pots, Juliana searched the woods to either side of the track for the small white jar. All at once she saw it lying on the opposite side of the path at the base of a stone the size of an anvil. So great was her relief that she lunged across the track. She sailed over the puddle of water, but landed in mud. Her boots sank to her ankles.

“Hell’s demons.”

Stepping out of the ooze, she picked up the jar, balanced on the edge of the mud, and bent her knees in preparation for a jump. At the last moment she heard what she would have noticed had she been less intent on retrieving the jar. Hoofbeats thundered toward her. Teetering on the edge of the mud, she glanced in the direction of the stream. Around a bend in the track hurtled a monstrous giant destrier, pure black and snorting, with a man astride it so tall that he nearly matched the size of his mount. Juliana stumbled back. She glimpsed shining chain mail, emerald silk, and a curtain of silver hair before a wall of black horseflesh barreled past her. An armored leg caught her shoulder. She spun around, thrown off balance by the force of the horse’s motion. Her arms flew out. Pots sailed in all directions. Legs working, she stumbled into mud and fell backward into the puddle. As she landed she could hear a lurid curse.

She gasped as she felt the cold water. Her hands hit the ground and sent a shower of mud onto her head and shoulders. Juliana sputtered and wheezed, then blinked her muddy lashes as she beheld the strange knight. He’d pulled up his destrier, and the beast had objected. The stallion rose on his hind legs and clawed the air, snorting and jerking at the bridle. Those great front hooves came down and landed not five paces from Juliana. More mud and dirty water spewed from beneath them and into her face.

This time she didn’t just gasp; she screamed with fury. To her mortification, she heard a low, rough laugh. She had closed her eyes, but now she opened them and beheld her tormentor. The knight sat astride his furious war horse as easily as if it were a palfrey. He tossed back long locks the color of silver and pearls as he smiled down at her, and Juliana felt as if she wanted to arch her back and spit.

Juliana scowled into a gaze of green that rivaled the emerald of the length of samite that draped across his shoulders and disappeared into the folds of his black cloak. It was a gaze that exuded sensuality and explicit knowledge. And even through her anger she was startled at the face. It was the face of the legendary Arthur, or some young Viking warrior brought back to life—wide at the jawline, hollow cheeks, and a bold, straight nose. The face of a barbarian warrior king, and it was laughing at her.

“By my soul,” he said in a voice that was half seductive growl, half chuckle. “Why didn’t you stand aside? Have you no sense? No, I suppose not, or you wouldn’t be sitting in a mud puddle like a little black duck.”

Shivering with humiliation as well as the cold, Juliana felt herself nearly burst with rage. The knave was laughing again! Her hands curled into fists, and she felt them squeeze mud. Her eyes narrowed as she beheld the embodiment of armored male insolence. Suddenly she lunged to her feet, brought her hands together, gathering the mud, and hurled it at that pretty, smirking face. The gob of mud hit him in the chest and splattered over his face and hair. It was his turn to gasp and grimace. Teeth chattering, Juliana gave him a sylph’s smile.

“And so should all ungentle knights be served, Sir Mud Face.”

She laughed, but her merriment vanished when she saw the change in him. He didn’t swear or fume or rant in impotence like her father. His smile of sensual corruption vanished, and his features chilled with the ice of ruthlessness and an utter lack of mercy. In silence he swung down off his horse and stalked toward her. Juliana gaped at him for a moment, then grabbed her skirts—and ran.
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