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For all my Irish relatives and friends, both Protestant and Catholic alike. May they learn to live in peace and tolerance.


Prologue

ULSTER 1630

S
he was coming. Sweet Jesu, she was coming!
Coming back to Maguire’s Ford. It had been twenty years since he had seen her last, but he knew everything about her there was to know; for her cousin, the priest, had never been chary about sharing her letters. She had borne a royal bastard by the late Prince Henry Stuart. How could a prince not love her? How could any man not love her? he wondered nostalgically. She had married again, to a Scotsman, and had given him three sons. Her eldest daughter by her second husband was a married woman with two children. She had had so much more these last twenty years, while he had only his memories of her. It had been enough until now. He ran a big hand through his thick hair, still a warm red-gold, but less so than it had been those many years back. His eyes, blue as Lough Erne itself, were troubled. He sighed deeply. Why now? Why when he had only recently begun to feel the lack of a family was she returning to Maguire’s Ford? He laid her letter to him aside.

“Rory. Rory Maguire!” Father Cullen Butler had entered the hall, an unrolled parchment in his hand. “Jasmine is coming back to Ulster!” he said excitedly. “I had not thought to see her again in my lifetime. Praise God, and His angels!” The years had been good to Cullen Butler. Despite the snow-white hair atop his head, his face was yet youthful. His blue eyes sparkled.

“I cannot be here when she comes,” Maguire replied.

“Ye have to be,” the priest said quietly, helping himself to a generous dollop of smokey peat whiskey from the decanter on the sideboard. “Yer her estate manager, Rory Maguire. She entrusted ye with Maguire’s Ford all those years ago, and now she is coming back. She will expect to see ye here. Whatever is in yer heart must remain hidden, man. I know it was easier when ye didn’t have to see her every day, but she will not be here for very long. A few months at the most. Did she tell ye why she’s coming?” He sipped at his whiskey.

Rory Maguire shook his head. “Nay,” he responded. “She didn’t.”

“The younger of her daughters, the one conceived and born here, Lady Fortune Mary Lindley, is being brought over to find a husband. There’s no man, it seems, in either England or Scotland that’s taken her fancy. A headstrong wench, it would appear. The girl is practically past her prime, but she’s stubborn,” the priest said with a smile. “She sounds very much like her mother was at that age, and I should certainly know for I was her tutor.” He chuckled, then grew serious again. “Jasmine wants to give her Maguire’s Ford for a dowry, Rory.” The priest settled himself into a chair by the fire, motioning his companion to join him.

Rory Maguire sat down, his hand worrying his thick hair again. “Then ’tis surely better that I go,” he replied. “The lass will want to choose her own estate manager, or rather, her husband will.”

“Now, nothing is settled yet,” the priest soothed his companion. “And ’tis unlikely ye’ll be replaced by a stranger. Jasmine knows it was yer family who were the lords here before Conor Maguire and his people departed with the earls. Even to this day you are still considered the lord of Erne Rock Castle, Rory.”

“Only because its English owner has not been in residence,” Maguire reminded the priest.

“Jasmine would not dispossess ye after all this time,” Cullen Butler replied. “I know my cousin. I helped to raise her.”

“We haven’t seen her in years,” was the response. “This is a woman whose second son has a king for an uncle. And what of her Scots husband? Certainly he will have a say in all of this, Father.”

“James Leslie has great respect for his wife, and does not meddle in her affairs,” came the certain answer. “Now, enough of yer foolishness, Rory Maguire. They’ll be here in early May.”

“They?
How many of them are coming?” Rory drained his crystal tumbler, and reaching for the decanter poured them a second libation.

“Jasmine, her husband, and the lady Fortune,” the priest answered.

“Her servants?” Rory queried.

“Adali, aye, and little Rohana. Toramalli is a married woman, and will remain with her husband to oversee young Lord Patrick who will remain behind at Glenkirk with his brothers. ’Tis wise. The holding will someday be his, and he will better get the sense of his future responsibilites left alone.”

“Erne Rock will welcome them as in my family’s time,” Rory said with a small smile. “I had best move my belongings back into the gatehouse.”

“Aye,” the priest agreed. “It would be better. Ye’ll probably be living there from now on anyways. As I remember, Jasmine gave it to ye for yer own. I believe my cousin means for Fortune to live in Ireland. She’s been in touch with the Reverend Steen regarding Protestant families. Of course, there is only one that he and I both agree is suitable. The Deverses of Lisnaskea. Sir Shane’s heir is a worthy young man of the right age. He is twenty-three, and the lady Fortune will be twenty this summer.”

“How can ye be a party to a Protestant marriage, Father. For God’s sake, ye baptized the girl yerself!”

Cullen Butler shrugged. “We’re a long way from Rome, my lad,” he said quietly. “We both know that if Lady Fortune Lindley is to have Maguire’s Ford, then she must be wed to a Protestant. Besides, she’s been raised by a Scots Anglican stepfather; and Jasmine, like my Aunt Skye, may God assoil her good soul, is a law unto herself where her faith is concerned. If Fortune is her mother’s daughter then she will treat all with equality and tolerance. Twenty years ago there were no Protestants in this village, yet now there are, and a church for them as well. We all get on because Samuel Steen and I will have it no other way. My Aunt Skye, who was born an O’Malley, was fond of quoting Queen Bess, who often said, ‘There is but one lord Jesus Christ. The rest is all trifles. ’ I’m sorry to tell ye that the damned woman was right, even if Rome would excommunicate me for even thinking it, let alone saying it aloud. I love the church else I should not have devoted my life to it, Rory, but even the church can be wrong sometimes. And not just our church, but the Protestants as well. How some of them can justify their bigotry, and believe God does too, is beyond me! So I sanction, without publicly saying so, a Protestant marriage between Lady Fortune Lindley and Sir Shane Devers’s son. Will it not be good to have a young couple at Erne Rock, and please God, children too?”

“Yer getting sentimental in yer old age, Cullen Butler,” Rory Maguire said, but his tone was affectionate, and not at all condemning.

The priest chuckled. “I’m very surprised myself to find I am sixty years of age, Rory Maguire, and ye but ten years behind me for all yer flaming pate. Now, I’ll have no more nonsense about yer leaving Maguire’s Ford, eh?”

“I’ll stay unless I’m ordered to go,” the estate manager said. “I don’t know where the hell I would go anyways,” he admitted with a wry grin; then he sobered. “But it will not be easy seeing
her
again.”

“Nay, I don’t imagine it will,” the priest agreed, “but ye’ll do what ye must as ye did all those years ago, Rory Maguire, won’t ye?”

Maguire sighed deeply. “Aye,” he said, “but then I’d do whatever I had to to please
her,
Father.”

The priest nodded, satisfied, and then draining his tumbler he stood up. “I’ll be on my way then. I’ve Vespers to oversee.” He set the crystal down on the sideboard. “I’ll be here to get ye through it all, Rory Maguire. God bless ye.” He made the sign of the cross over his host, and departed the little hall.

Rory Maguire sat staring into the fire. Jasmine was coming back to Maguire’s Ford. He had fallen in love with her the moment he had first seen her in Dundeal, stepping gracefully down the gangway off the
Cardiff Rose,
on her husband’s arm. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, then or since. She had taken that obsequious little royal estate agent, Eamon Feeny, quickly in hand. When they reached Maguire’s Ford several days later, she learned Feeny had driven off the villagers because they were Catholics. Jasmine had dismissed him on the spot, and sent the vicious bastard packing back to Belfast.

But Eamon Feeny had returned several months later with evil in his black heart. He had attempted to kill Jasmine, but had murdered her husband instead. They had caught him that same day. Jasmine, fierce as any Celtic warrior, had hanged him on the spot. Only when the devil breathed his last did she collapse with her overwhelming grief. They thought she was going to die for she lay unconscious for several days. Then her servant, Adali, the Indian in his neat white turban, and the priest, her own cousin, had come to Rory. She was, they told him, calling out for her husband in her anguish and heartbreak; and they feared she would put herself into the grave unless she could be made to believe that Rowan Lindley came into her bed again.

He was shocked by their suggestion. It was bad enough the servant made it, but that the priest would condone such a thing! But they assured him that she would die otherwise, and perhaps she would anyway. Still, it was worth the chance they were all taking if they could save her. Rory Maguire had wrestled with his scruples, but he had wanted her so desperately. He had known people, as well as creatures, who had willed themselves into the grave in grief. So he had slipped into the castle that night with the aid and complicity of his fellow conspirators. He had made tender love to the unconscious woman. Afterward, she fell into a deep and natural sleep. But he had gone on his way brokenhearted. Though Jasmine would now survive, she would have no knowledge of their single encounter. Nor was there any chance she would ever love him, or know how deeply he loved her.

It had been a terrible burden on his honest conscience all these years. The priest and Adali had borne the burden too, although it didn’t really help him to know that. Their love for Jasmine had been of a different kind. His was the heaviest part of the guilt. He wondered what she would say if she ever learned that he had been her lover for that single hour. She would probably be horrified. He doubted her current husband would be too pleased either. Her ignorance had allowed him to remain in his family home, husbanding former Maguire lands all these years. Better she remain ignorant, and he behave like a man of fifty, and not some lovesick boy. Jasmine would never love him. It had not ever been meant to be. He knew it, and had long ago accepted it. The next few months, however, would be the hardest time of his life, but he would get through it. He had to—not just for himself, but for Jasmine too.
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