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PROLOGUE

THEIRS was a | and of awesone grandeur, a |and

of mountai ns and noorl ands and cherished nyths. They called it Cynru and
bel i eved thensel ves to be the descendants of Brutus and the citizens of
ancient Troy. They were a passionate, generous, and turbul ent people, wth but
one fatal flaw They proclained thenselves to be Cynry"fell ow countrynen"but

t hey fought one another as fiercely as they did their English neighbors, and
had carved three separate kingdons out of their native soil. To the north was
t he al pi ne citadel of Gwynedd, bordered by Powys, and to the south lay the
real m of Deheubarth. To the English kings, this constant discord was a

bl essing and they did what they could to sow seeds of dissension and strife
anongst the Wl sh

During the reigns of the Norman Conqueror, WIlliamthe Bastard, and his sons,
the English crown continued to gain influence in Wal es; Norman castles rose up
on Wl sh soil, and Norman towns began to take root in the valleys of South

Wal es. As the Nornmans had subdued the native-born Saxons, so, too, it began to
seem that they woul d subdue the Wl sh

HENRY Pl ant agenet, King of England, Lord of Ireland and WAl es, Duke of

Nor mandy, Count of Anjou, ordered a wall fresco to be painted in his chanber
at Wnchester Castle. It depicted a fierce, proud eagle being attacked by four
eaglets; as the great bird struggled, the eaglets tore at its flesh with

tal ons and beaks. Wen asked what this portended, Henry said that he was the
eagle and the eaglets were his sons.

And as the King's sons grew to manhood, it canme to pass just as er|ry had
foretold. Four sons had he. Young Henry, his nanesake and
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heir, was crowned with his sire in his sixteenth year. R chard, the second
son, was invested with the duchy of Aquitaine, ruling jointly with El eanor,
his lady nother. CGeoffrey became Duke of Brittany. The youngest son was John;
men cal |l ed hi m John Lackland for he was the last-born and the Angevin enmpire
had al ready been divi ded anongst his el der brothers.

But John alone held with his father. The other sons turned upon Henry, seeking
to rend himas the eaglets had raked and cl awed at the bl eeding eagle on the
wal | of Wnchester Castle. In the year of Christ

1183, the House of Pl antagenet was at war against itself.



BOOK ONE



SHROPSHI RE, ENGLAND

JMH nS

ft

JL J.E was ten years old and an alien in an unfriendly | and, nmade an unw | ling
exile by his mother's marriage to a Marcher border |ord. H s new stepfather
seened a kindly man, but he was not of Llewelyn's blood, not one of the Cynry,
and each dawning day in Shropshire only intensified LI ewelyn's heartsick

| onging for his homel and.

For his nother's sake, he did his best to adapt to the strangeness of English
ways. He even tried to forget the atrocity stories that were so much a part of
his heritage, tales of English conquest and cruelties. Hi s was a secret sorrow
he shared with no one, for he was too young to know that misery repressed is
msery all the nore likely to fester

IT was on a Saturday norning a fortnight after his arrival at Caus Castle that
LI ewel yn mounted his gelding and rode north, toward the little village of

West bury. He had not intended to go any farther, but he was bored and | onely
and the road beckoned himon. Ten nmiles to the east lay the town of
Shrewsbury, and Ll ewel yn had never seen a town. He hesitated, but not for
long. His stepfather had told himthere were five villages between Westbury
and Shrewsbury, and he recited themunder his breath as he rode: Whitton
Stony Stretton, Yokethul, Newnham and Cruckton. If he kept careful count as
he passed through each one, there'd be no chance of getting lost, and with

l uck, he'd be back before his mother even realized he was gone.

Accustomed to forest trails and deer tracks, he found it strange to be
traveling along a road wi de enough for several horsenen to ride abreast.
tranger still to himwere the villages, each with its green and market

°ss, its surprisingly substantial stone church surrounded by a cluster



of thatched cottages and an occasional fishpond. They were in truth little
nore than ham ets, these Shropshire villages that so intrigued Ll ewelyn, small
i sl ands scattered about in a sea of plough-furrowed fields. But Llewelyn's
peopl e were pastoral, tribal, hunters and herdsnen rather than farners, and

t hese comonpl ace scenes of donestic English life were to himas exotic as
they were unfamliar.

It was midday before he was within sight of the walls of Shrewsbury Castle. He
drew rein, awed. Castle keep and soaring church spires, a fortified arched

bri dge spanning the River Severn, and the roofs of nore houses than he could
begin to count. He kept his distance, suddenly shy, and after a time he
wheel ed the gel ding, without a backward gl ance for the town he'd cone so far
to see.

He did not go far, detouring fromthe road to water his horse at Yoket hul
Brook, and it was there that he found the other boy. He | ooked to be about
nine, as fair as Llewelyn was dark, with a thatch of bright hair the col or of
sun-dried straw, and grass-green eyes that now focused adm ringly upon

LI ewel yn' s nount .

Ll ewelyn slid to the ground, led the gelding foward with a grin that

encour aged the other boy to say, in the offhand manner that LIewelyn was

com ng to recogni ze as the English equivalent of a conplinment, "lIs that horse
your s?"
"Yes," Llewelyn said, with pardonable pride. "He was foal ed on a Sunday, so

call him Dydd Sul ."

The ot her boy hesitated. "You sound . . . different," he said at |ast, and
LI ewel yn | aughed. He'd been studying French for three years, but he had no
i llusions about his linguistic skills.
"That is what Mrgan, ny tutor, says too,’
because French is not ny native tongue."
"You are not. . . English, are you?"

LI ewel yn was nmonentarily puzzled, but then he remenbered. The people he

t hought of as English thought of thensel ves as NormanFrench, even though it
was nmore than a hundred years since the Duke of Normandy had i nvaded and
conquered Engl and. The native-born English, the Saxons, had been totally
subdued. Unlike us, Llewelyn thought proudly. But he knew t he Normans had for
the Saxons all the traditional scorn of the victors for the vanqui shed, and he

he said cheerfully. "I expect it is

hastened to say, "No, | amnot Saxon. | was born in Gwnedd, Cynru . . . what
you know as \Wales."
The green eyes wi dened. "I've never net a Wel shman before,"” he said slowy,

and it occurred to Llewelyn that, just as he'd been rai sed on accounts of
English treachery and tyranny, this boy was likely to have been put to bed at
night with bl oody tales of Wl sh border raids.



"I"1l show you ny cloven hoof if you'll show ne yours," he offered, H the

ot her boy | ooked startled and then | aughed.

"I amLlewelyn ab lorwerth ..." He was unable to resist adding, "Ab Owain

Faw ," for Llewelyn was imrensely proud that he was a randson of Owain the
Great, proud enough to disregard Mirgan's oftfepeated adnmonition agai nst such
br aggi ng.

But the younger boy did not react, and Llewelyn realized with a distinct shock
that the nane neant nothing to him He seemed to want to respond to Llewelyn's
friendliness, but there was a certain wariness still in his eyes. "I am

St ephen de Hodnet." He hesitated again. "You do not live in Shropshire, do
you? | nean, if you are Wlsh ..."

The inplication seened clear: if he was Wl sh, why was he not in \Wal es where
he bel onged? Ll ewelyn was nore regretful than resentful, for this past
fortnight had been the loneliest of his life. "lI'mstaying at Caus Castle," he
said coolly, and reached for Sul's reins.

"Caus Castle!l"™ The sudden animation in Stephen's voice took LlIewelyn by
surprise. "Lord Robert Corbet's castle? You' re living there?"

LI ewel yn nodded, benused. "For now | am M |ady nother was wed a fortnight
ago to Sir Hugh Corbet, Robert's brother. You know t henf"

St ephen | aughed. "Who in Shropshire does not know the Corbets? They are great
lords. My papa says they have nore manors than a dog has fleas. In fact, he
hopes to do homage to Lord Robert for the Corbet manor at Westbury." And he

t hen proceeded, unasked, to informLlewelyn that he was the youngest son of
Sir Odo de Hodnet, that the de Hodnets were vassals of Lord Fulk Fitz Varin,
hol di ng manors of Fitz Warm at Mdston and Wl batch, that he was a page in Fitz
Warm s househol d at Al berbury Castle.

Llewelyn was a little hazy about the intricacies of English | andholding, but
he did know that a vassal was a tenant of sorts, holding land in return for
rendering his overlord forty days of mlitary service each year, and he was
thus able to make sone sense of this outpouring of names, places, and foreign
phrases. What he could not at first understand was Stephen's sudden thaw ng,
until he realized that the nane Corbet was his entry into Stephen's world. It
was, he thought, rather like that story Mdrgan had once told him a tale
brought back by the crusaders fromthe Holy Land, of a man who'd been able to
gain access to a cave full of riches merely by saying the words "Open Sesane!"
This realization gave Ll ewelyn no pleasure; it only reinforced his conviction
that English val ues were beyond understandi ng. How el se explain that he shoul d
Wi n acceptance not for what truly mattered, his
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bl ood-ties to Omain Faw, the greatest of all Wl sh princes, but for a
marriage that he felt should never have been? Al at once he was caught up in
a surge of homesi ckness, a yearning for Wales so overwhel ming that he found

hi nsel f blinking back tears.

St ephen did not notice, had not yet paused for breath. and ny papa says
Caus is the strongest of all the border castles, that it could withstand a
siege verily until Judgnment Day. Tell nmeis it true that Lord Robert has a
woven cloth on the floor of his bedchanber?"

LI ewel yn nodded. "It is called a ... a carpet, was brought back fromthe Holy
Land." He could see that Stephen was on the verge of interrogating him at
tiresone | ength about a subject that interested himnot at all, and he said

qui ckly, "But | know naught of castles, Stephen. Nor do | nmuch like living in
one. We do not have themin ny |and, you see.”

St ephen | ooked i ncredul ous. "None at all?"

"Just those that were built by the Normans. Qur people live in houses of
timber, but they're scattered throughout the nountains, not all clustered
toget her |ike your English villages."

It was obviously a novel thought to Stephen, that not all cultures and

soci eties were nodel ed after his own. They were both sitting on the bank by
the stream and he rolled over in the grass, propped his chin in his hands, and
said, "Tell me nore about the Welsh."

LI ewel yn no | onger had any reservations about boasting of his bloodlines.

St ephen was so woefully ignorant that it was truly a charitable act to
enlighten him he decided, and proceeded to acquai nt Stephen with sone of the
nore | egendary exploits of his cel ebrated grandfather, giving his imagination
free rein.

"And so," he concluded, having at last run out of inspiration, "when ny
grandf at her died, his sons fought to see who woul d succeed him M/ father was
deprived of his rightful inheritance, and Gwnedd is now rul ed by ny uncles,
Rhodri and Davydd."

Wl sh names were falling fast and freeto Stephen's unfaniliar ears, nuch |ike
t he musi cal murmurings of Yokethul Brook. But one fact he'd grasped quite
clearly. A prince was a prince, be he Wl sh or Nornman, and he | ooked at

Ll ewelyn with greatly increased respect. "Wait," he begged. "Let nme be sure
do follow you. Your grandfather was a Prince of ... Gwnedd, and your |ady
not her is the daughter of a Prince of . . . ?"

"Powys. Marared, daughter of Prince Madog ap Meredydd. My fa* ther was killed
when | was a babe, and ere ny nother wed Hugh Corbet, we lived with her kin in
Powys ..."

LI ewel yn had not begun tal king until he was nearly two, and since then, his
not her often teased, he seenmed bound and determined to



UP f°r a" "at “~ost “me- Now, with so satisfactory an audi ence as

ma hen and a subject that was so close to his heart, he outdid hinself,

JI Stephen | earned that anong the Welsh there was no greater sin

A to deny hospitality to a traveler, that Wl shmen scorned the chain-

.j arrnOr of the English knight, that Llewelyn's closest friends were

s naned Rhys and Ednyved, and the ancient Wl sh nane for

Shrewsbury was Pengwer n.

The sun had taken on the dull, red-gold haze of com ng dusk as Ll ewelyn
obligingly gave Stephen a lesson in the basics of Wl sh pronunciation. "Say
Rhys like this: Rees. And Ed-nev-ed. Now try Guffvdd; it sounds |ike your
Giffith. In Welsh, the double 'd" is pronounced as 'th.' So ny little
brother's name is spelled A-d-d-a, but we say it as Atha, Welsh for Adam" He
paused, his head cocked. "Do you hear that? Sonmeone is calling your nane."
Stephen scranbled to his feet so fast he all but tunbled down the brook
enbankment. "My brother! Jesii, but he'll flay ne alivel"™ "Wy?"

"I coaxed himinto taking ne with himto Shrewsbury this nmorn. W agreed to

nmeet at St George's bridge and I... | just forgot!" "Well, cannot you say
you're sorry and ..." Stephen shook his head, staring at the boys now nounting
the crest of the hill. "No, not with Walter. He ... he's not nuch for

forgi veness ..
The approachi ng boys | ooked to be about fourteen. The youngster in the |ead
had Stephen's butter-yellow hair. He strode up to Stephen and, w thout a word,
struck the younger boy across the face, with enough force to send Stephen
spraw i ng.

"We' ve been | ooking for you for nigh on two hours! |I've a nind to | eave you
here, and damed wel| shoul d!"

As Walter reached down and jerked Stephen to his feet, Llewelyn cane forward.
He' d taken an instant dislike to Walter de Hodnet, but for Stephen's sake, he
sought to sound conciliatory as he said, "It was ny fault, too. W were
talking and ..."

Walter's eyes flicked to his face, eyes of bright blue, iced with sudden
suspi cion. "Wat sort of lowborn riffraff have you taken up wi th now,

St ephen?”

LI ewel yn flushed. "I amLlewelyn ab lorwerth,” he said after a | ong pause;
instinct was now alerting himto trouble. At the same tine Stephen burst into
nervous speech.

"He is a Wlsh Prince, Walter, and ... and he's been telling ne all about
Wales ..."

"' Oh, he has?" Walter said softly, and Stephen, who knew his rother well
enough to be forewarned, tried to shrink back. But VWalter



still had a grip on his tunic. Wth his other hand he grasped a fistful of
Stephen's hair and yanked, until Stephen's head was drawn back so fa that he
seened to be staring skyward, and was whinpering with pajn

"That's just what | could expect fromyou. No nore conmon sense than the

st upi dest serf, not since the day you were born. So he's been telling you
about Wales? Did he tell you, too, about the crops burned in the fields, the
vill ages plundered, the wonmen carried of f?" Rel easing Stephen, he swung around
suddenly on LI ewel yn.

"Suppose you tell himabout it now Tell ny |lack-wit brother about the border
raids, tell himhow brave your murdering countrynen are agai nst defensel ess
peasants and how they run |ike rabbits when \ve send nen-at-arns agai nst
them "

Sul was grazing sone yards away, and for several nmoments Ll ewelyn had been
nmeasuring the di stance, wanting nothing so nmuch as to be up on the gelding's
back and off at a breakneck run. But with Walter's taunt, he froze where he
was, pride tenporarily prevailing over fear. He'd never run like a rabbit,
never. But there was a betraying huskiness in his voice as he said, "I have
nothing to say to you."

Walter was flanked by his two conpani ons; they'd noved closer to Llewelyn, too
cl ose, and he took a backward step. But he dared retreat no farther, for the
br ook enbanknent was at his back and he did not know how to swim He stood
very still, head held high, for he'd once seen a stray spaniel face down
several |arger dogs by showi ng no fear. They stepped in, tightening the
circle, but nade no nove to touch him He was never to know how | ong the

i npasse ni ght have lasted, for at that nonment one of the boys noticed Sul
"Damm me if he does not have his own nmount! \Where would a Wl sh whelp get a
horse |ike that?"

"Where do you think?" Walter, too, was staring at the chestnut, with frankly
covetous eyes. "You know what they say. Scratch a Wl shman, find a horse
thief."

Llewelyn felt a new and terrible fear, for he'd raised Sul froma

spi ndl e-1 egged foal; Sul was his pride, his heart's passion. He forgot al

el se, and grabbed at Walter's armas the older boy turned toward Sul. "He's
mne, to nme! You | eave him be!"

It was a grievous m stake, and he paid dearly for it. They were on him at
once, all three of them and he went down in a welter of thudding fists and

j abbing el bows. He flailed out wildly, desperately, but he could match neither
his assailants' strength nor their size, and he was soon pinned down in the
tranpl ed grass, Walter's knees on his chest/ his nouth full of his own bl ood.
"M sbegotten sons of Satan, the |lot of you!" Walter panted "Bl oody bastards,
not worth the hanging . . ." And if the profanity &



If consciously on his lips, flaunted as tangi bl e proof of passage into
nmysteri es of manhood, the venomin his voice was not an affectawas rooted in a
bi as that was agel ess, breathed in frombirth.

' "Know you what we nmean to do now, Welsh rabbit? Pluck you as

i an as a chicken ..." He reached out, tore the crucifix chain from

I levvelyn's neck. "Spoils of war, starting with that chestnut horse you

tole You can dammed wel |l wal k back to Wal es, nother-naked, and just

t hank your heathen gods that we did not hang you for a horse thief! Go

on Philip, I'I'l n°ld himwhilst you get his boots ..."

Sul. They were going to take Sul. His bruised ribs, his bloodied nose, hurt
and humiliation and inpotent furyall of that was nothi ng now, not when

bal anced agai nst the loss of Sul. Llewelyn gave a sudden frantic heave, caught
Walter off guard, and rolled free. But as quick as he was, the third boy was
qui cker, and before he could regain his feet, an arm had crooked around his
neck, jerking himbackward. And then Walter's fist buried itself in his

m dsection and all fight went out of him he lay gasping for breath, as if
drowning in the very air he was struggling to draw into his |ungs.

"Walter, no!" Stephen had at |ast found his voice. "He's not a nobody, he's

hi ghborn and kin by marriage to Lord Corbet of Caus! He's stepson to Hugh
Corbet, Walter, and nephew to Lord Robert!"

Suddenly, all Llewelyn could hear was his own | abored breathing. Then one of
the boys nuttered, "Ch, Christ!" and that broke the spell. They all began to
talk at once. "How do we know he's not |ying?" "But Walter, do you not
renenber? Lord Ful k was tal king at dinner |ast week about a Corbet marriage to
a Wl shwoman of rank, saying the Corbets hoped to safeguard their manors from
Wl sh raids with such a union.” "WII he go whining to Corbet, d'you think?"
"Since you got us into this, Walter, you ought to be the one to put it right!"
After a | owvoiced conference, they noved apart and Walter wal ked back to

LI ewel yn. The younger boy was sitting up, wiping mud fromhis face with the

sl eeve of his tunic. He was brui sed and scratched and sore, but his injuries
were superficial. Hi s rage, however, was allconsuning, blotting all else from
his brain. He raised slitted, dark eyes to Walter's face; they glittered with
hatred made all the nore intense by his inability to act upon it.

"Here," Walter said tersely, dropping the crucifix on the ground at

lewelyn's feet. The conciliatory gesture was belied by the twist of his

outn, and when Ll ewelyn did not respond, he | eaned over, grasped

ewelyn's armw th a roughness that was a nore honest indicator of his

tfue feelings.

Conme, I'Il help you up." Walter's voice softened, took on a hony malice. "You
need not be afraid," he drawl ed, and LI ewel yn spat
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in his face. It was utterly unpreneditated, surprising LI ewelyn alnost as nmuch
as it did Walter, and he realized at once that his Corbet kinship would avai
himlittle agai nst an of fense of such magnitude. But for the nonent the

i ncredul ous outrage on Walter's face was worth it, worth it all

Wal ter gasped, and then |unged. Shock sl owed his reflexes, however, and

LI ewel yn was already on his feet. He sprinted for Sul, and the gelding raised
its head, expectant, for this was a game they often played, and Ll ewel yn had
become quite adroit at vaulting up onto the horse's back froma running junp.
But as he chanced a gl ance back over his shoul der, he saw he was not going to
make it; Walter was closing ground with every stride. Llewelyn swerved,

tri pped, and sprawl ed facedown in the high grass. There was no tine for fear
it all happened too fast; Walter was on top of him and this tinme the ol der
boy was in deadly earnest, he meant to inflict pain, to maim and his was the
advant age of four years and fully forty pounds.

"Walter, stop!" The other boys had reached them were struggling to drag
Walter off him Llewelyn heard their voices as if froma great distance; there
was a roaring in his ears. Hs right eye was swelling rapidly, and an open
gash just above the eyelid was spurting so much bl ood that he was all but

bl i nded. Through a spangled crimson haze, he caught novenent and brought his
armup in a futile attenpt to ward off the blow But the expected expl osion of
pain did not come; instead the voices becane | ouder, nore strident.

"Jesus God, Walter, think what you do! Did you not hear your brother? The
boy's not fair game, he's kin to the Corbets!"

"He's tal king sense, Walter. You've got to |let the boy be!"

"I intend to ... as soon as he does beg ny forgiveness." Walter was now
straddling LI ewel yn, holding the boy immbile with the weight of his own body,
and he shifted his position as he spoke, driving his knee into Llewelyn's
ribcage until he cried out in pain. "W're waiting on you. Tell ne how sorry
you are . . . and whilst you be at it, let's hear you admit the truth about
your God-cursed kinfolk, that there's not a Wel shman born who's not a thief
and cutthroat."

Pai n had vanqui shed pride; Llewelyn was frightened enough and hurti ng enough
to hunmbl e hinself with an apol ogy. But it was unthinkable to do what Walter
was denandi ng.

"Cer i uffern!” It was the worst oath Ll ewelyn knew, one that dammed VWalter to
the fires of Hell. The words were no sooner out of his nouth than his face was
pressed down into the dirt and his armtw sted up behind his back. He'd been
braced for pain, but not for this, searing/ burning, unendurable. The shouting
had begun again. Walter's nouth
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gainst his ear. "Say it," he hissed. "Say it, or by Christ |I'll dammed wel |
break your arm™

Mo No, never. Did he say that al oud? Someone was gasping, no. rrv

Surely no*

h's v°ice- "Welshnen are . . . thieves . . ." No,
not hi m
"Again . . louder this tine."

"Enough, Walter! It was different when we did not know who he as But Philip
and | want no part of this. You do what you want with him but we're going
hone ... and straightaway!"

The pain in his armsubsided so slowy that Llewelyn did not at once realize
he was free. Tine passed. He was alone in the nmeadows now, but he did not
nove, not until he felt a wet muzzle on the back of his neck. It was Sul
nuzzling his tunic, playing their favorite gane, seeking out hidden apple
slices. Only then did tears well in Llewelyn's eyes. He wel comed them needi ng
to cry, but it was not to be; this was a hurt beyond tears, and they trickled
into the blood snearing his cheek, dried swiftly in the dying heat of the
setting sun.

Priding hinmself on his horsemanship, LlIewelyn had never felt the lack of a
saddl e before. Now, with his right armall but useless, with no saddl e ponmel
to grip, the once-sinple act of mounting was suddenly beyond his capabilities.
Agai n and again he grasped Sul's mane, struggling to pull hinmself up onto the
gel ding's back. Again and again he slid back, defeated. But Sul's placid
temper ament stood himin good stead; the chestnut did no nore than roll its
eyes sideways, as if seeking to understand this queer new gane Ll ewelyn was
set upon playing, and at |ast, sobbing with frustration, Llewelyn was able to
pull hinmself up onto Sul's withers. He was pronptly sick, clinging to Sul's
mane while his stomach heaved and the sky whirled dizzily overhead, a surging
tide of sunset colors spinning round and round like a child' s pinwheel, unti
the very horizon seened atilt and all the world out of focus.

He headed the gel di ng back toward Caus Castle; he had nowhere el se to go.
Village life ceased at dusk, for only the wealthy could afford the |uxury of
candl es and rushlight, and the little ham ets were deserted, his passage
heral ded only by the barking of dogs. It was well past nightfall by the tine
he approached Westbury. He had a hazy, halftornmed hope that he mi ght sonmehow
sneak unseen into the castle bailey, and then up into the keep, to the upper
chanmber where Robert orbet's three young sons slept. How he was to acconplish
this mrac°us feat, he had no idea, and it was rendered irrel evant now by the
sudden appearance of a small body of horsenen.

LI ewel yn drew rein, for he'd recognized the |l ead rider. Hugh CorDet his

not her' s new husband.
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"Ll ewel yn! Where in the nane of Jesus have you been, boy? YOU nother's frantic
and little wonder. W' ve been out |ooking for you sinc Vespers!"

The search party carried |anterns, and as Hugh reined in beside Llewelyn, a

glimer of light fell across the boy's face, only a flicker of illumnation
but enough. Hugh drew in his breath sharply. "My God | ad, what happened to
you?"

THERE was sone tal k of sunmoning a doctor from Shrewsbury, but it was finally
decided that Llewelyn's need was not so great as that. As the lady of the
manor, Enmma Corbet was, of necessity, a skilled apothecary, as adroit in
stitching up wounds, applying poultices, and brew ng healing herbs as any
physician. It was she who applied a salve of nutton fat and resin to

LI ewel yn's bruised ribs, bathed his swollen eye in rosewater, and washed the
bl ood and dirt from his face.

No, his shoul der was not dislocated, she said soothingly. If it were, he'd be
unable to nove the armat all. She did feel certain, though, that his wi st
was sprained; see how it was swelling? She'd need cold cornpresses for the
eye, hot towels for the wist, and her cache of herbs, she directed, and her
mai ds speedily departed the bedchanber, |eaving Ll ewelyn alone with Enma and
Mar ared, his nother.

Voi ces sounded beyond the door. Llewelyn recognized one as his stepfather's;

t he ot her belonged to Robert Corbet, Hugh's elder brother. "Do you not think
you' re making too rmuch of this, Hugh? Boys will get into squabbles. Look at ny
torn, how he"

"You have not seen himyet, Rob," Hugh said grinly, and pushed the door back
Robert Corbet, Baron of Caus, was only twenty-eight, but he was decisive by
nature and | ong accustonmed to the exercise of authority. At sight of LIewelyn,
his face hardened. Kneeling by the boy, he said, "Wio did this to you, |ad?"
Mar ared was standi ng behind her son. She reached out, let her hand rest on his
shoul der. Emma shook her head and said, "It is no use, Rob. He's not said a
bl essed word so far. Mayhap if we left himalone with Hugh and Margaret.

LI ewel yn's head canme up at that. Her name is Marared. Marared, not Margaret.
The words hovered on his lips; he bit themback with a visible effort, and
turned his face away, stayed stubbornly silent.

Servants had carried bedding into the chanber, were spreading bl ankets down on
the floor by the bed, and Hugh smiled at LlIewelyn/ said, "Margaret and

t hought it would be best if you passed the nigh*
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pth us. Now why do we not see about getting you out of those hSined cl ot hes?"
T lewel yn rose obediently, let his stepfather strip off the bl oodied, tunic,
his shirt, chausses, linen braies, and the knee-length cowboots. But as Hugh
pul | ed the bl anket back and the boy slid under overs, he said, very softly yet
very distinctly, "My nother's nane is

Mar ared. "

Hugh stood | ooking down at his stepson. He did not say anything, h t Llewelyn
had an unsettling suspicion that he understood, understood all too well.

Left alone at last, Llewelyn sought in vain to make hinself confortable on the
pallet. He held the conpresses to his injured eye, tried not to think of
anything at all. Wen the door opened, he did not [ook up, believing it to be
his mother. But the footsteps were heavier, a man's tread. Llewelyn raised

hi nsel f awkwardly on his el bow, and his heart began to thud against his sore
ribs, for it was Mrgan.

Mar ared had been only fifteen when LI ewel yn was born, w dowed the follow ng
year while pregnant with his brother. Wth Adda, small and frail and mai nmed,
she was fiercely protective, but she'd tended fromthe first to treat her

el dest son as if they were playfellows rather than nother and child. Llewelyn
adored the dark, beautiful girl who teased him |aughed at his m sdeeds, and
taught himto view their troubles with |ighthearted abandon. But it was Mbrgan
who set the standards that structured his life, it was Mrgan's approval that
mattered. Instinctively he knew that his nother would forgive himany sin, no
matter how great. Mrgan would not, and that nade his good opinion the nore
preci ous. He shrank now fromrevealing his shame to Mdirgan; that the yout hful
priest should | ook upon himwi th contenpt was a greater punishment than any
pain Walter de Hodnet had inflicted.

Morgan was carrying a platter. Setting it down, he tossed a cushion on the
floor by Llewelyn's pallet, and spreading the skirt of his cassock as if it
were a woman's gown, he settled hinself beside the boy.

"The Lady Emma has sent up some broth, and your |ady nother thought you m ght
like a slice of seedcake."

Ll ewel yn smiled wanly at that; his nother's invariable renedy

for any chil dhood hurt was to offer sweets. Mrgan | eaned forward,

spooned some broth into Llewelyn's nouth, and then turned the boy's

a" to the side, his eyes nmoving slowy over the bruises, contusions,

and swel | i ngs.

You re likely to have a scar over that eye," he observed dispassiony and, not
waiting for a response, fed Ll ewel yn another spoonful soup. Putting the bow
aside, he turned toward the tray, handed Uewelyn a fresh conpress.
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"Are you ready nowto tell nme about it?"

LI ewel yn flushed, shot Mdrgan a | ook of nute entreaty. But Mo gan's grey eyes
wer e unwavering, expectant. Llewelyn could not lie, not to Morgan. He
swal | owed, began to speak.

Shrewsbury. Stephen. The neadow. Walter de Hodnet, his fear and "Wl shnmen are
thieves . . ." He held none of it back, spared hinself nothing. But he could
not meet Mdrgan's eyes, could not bear to see Morgan's dawni ng di sgust. He

| ooked instead at Mbrgan's hands linked |oosely in his lap; they were
beautifully shaped, fingers long and supple, a symretry nmarred only by the
bitten, gnawed nails, chewed down to the very quick, an incongruous quirk in
one with such a disciplined nature. Llewelyn kept his gaze riveted on those
hands, saw them flex, tense, and then slowy uncl ench

When Ll ewel yn had at last run out of words, one of the hands reached out,
touched his hair in what seened strangely like a caress. But Mirgan's caresses
were sparingly doled out and surely would not be given now, not after what
he'd just confessed. And yet the hand had not been withdrawn; it was brushing
the hair back fromhis forehead, |ingering.

"Morgan . " Bewi |l dered, utterly at a |oss.

“I'"'mproud of you, lad."

" roud?" Llewelyn choked. "I shamed you, shaned us all. Did you not
understand? | did what he demanded, | di shonored my bl ood, grovel ed before
him"

"And woul d you rather he'd broken your arm mayhap maimed you for |ife?"

"No, but. . ."

"Listen to me, Llewelyn. Courage is a commendable quality, and a true test of
manhood. You showed that today, and may rightly take pride in it. But for a
prince of our people, courage alone is not enough; it must be tenpered with
conmon sense. You showed that too, today, |ad, showed you were able to nake a
realistic recognition of superior strength. There's no shane in that,

LI ewel yn, none whatsoever. Be thankful, rather, that in a world full of fools,
Qur Lord Saviour has blessed you with brains as well as bol dness of spirit."
"I was so ashaned . " Ll ewel yn whi spered. "Not for the apol ogy/ but for the
other, for saying ny countrynmen are thieves and cutthroats.

"And does saying it nmake it so?" Mrgan shook his head. "Do you know what the
Engli sh say of us, Llewelyn? They say a Wl shman s word is worth spit in the
wind. And they are right, lad. An oath given Wan eneny is nade to be broken
we understand that. We use what weap ons we have available to us, and when we
fight, we fight on our term/ not theirs.
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"These are | essons you nust learn, Llewelyn, and learn well The ill come when
you'll return to Gwnedd, lay claimto the |ands °a' uncl es now rul e You
nmust be ready to win back what is yours by y°" ancj above all, to deal with
the English

We are not a numerous people For every Wl shman born, the

H God has seen fit to beget twenty of English blood Qur princes

been forced to accept the English king as their liege lord But we

not been subjugated as the Saxons were, we have not becone a

hon of serfs and bondsmen These Norman | ords who rul e Engl and,

d would rule Wles if they could, hate us above all others And stil

we live free, with our own princes, our own ways and custons "

LI ewel yn nodded eagerly, intent on a lesson he'd long ago learned "This is
because when the English come onto our |ands," Mrgan continued, "our people
drive their livestock up into the hills and then they hide thensel ves The
Engli sh burn our houses, but we are not bound to the land like the English
peasants, and when they w thdraw, our people rebuild Nor do we despair when we
fight the English and find oursel ves out nunbered When we see oursel ves | osing,
we retreatand hit them again on the nmorrow When they send armies into our

| and, we fade away into the woods, and they cannot find us

"I'f you understand this, LlIewelyn, you nust understand, too, that you've no
reason to reproach yourself, no reason to feel shane "

It seened nothing less than miracul ous to Ll ewelyn that Mrgan could heal the
worst of his hurts with so little effort, and he gave the pnest a grateful
snmle Morgan smiled back and then said briskly, "Nowis it your w sh that |
tell the Corbets about this boy7" Llewelyn hesitated Although he was feeling
nore and nore cornfortable about the role he'd played in that frightening
encounter by Yokethul Brook, he still did not relish the prospect of confiding
in his Corbet km"No," he said slowy "No matter what they did to him he'd
just take it out on Stephen afterward I1'd rather we let it he, Mrgan " For
now, he added silently Walter de Hodnet Not a nane to be forgotten

Morgan wat ched as Ll ewelyn touched his fingers to the puffy, discolored skin
over his eye, to the swelling bruise high on his cheekbone, Alnost as if he
were taking inventory of his injuries And that, the priest new was precisely
what the boy was doing, naking a private acknow grnent of a debt due Mrgan
sighed Vengeance is mine, saith the rcl On that, Holy Church spoke quite
clearly But his people parted pany with their Church on this issue, they did
not believe in forgiving a wong” forgetting an injuryever

Here," he said, handing Ll ewelyn a brinmng goblet "The Lady a nuxed sone
bryony root in wine, to ease your pain and help you
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sleep. Drink it down and I'lIl stay with you till it does take effect. | hay
somet hing of great inportance to tell you. W |earned this noon of death, a
death that will change the lives of us all." Llewelyn sat up. "Wo, Mborgan?"

"Young Henry, the English King's eldest son and heir. W had word today that

he died in France on the el eventh of June, of the bloody flux. He knew he was

dyi ng and pleaded with his father to cone to himso they mght reconcile ere

he died. But Henry did not believe himfearing it was a trick. They are an

accursed famly, in truth, the Devil's brood." He shook his head, nade the

sign of the cross. "Wat will happen now, Mrgan?"

Odinarily the priest would have insisted that Ll ewelyn be the one to tell him

that. But it was |ate and the boy was bruised and sore, in no condition to be

i nterrogated about | essons of history and statecraft. "You know, LI ewelyn,

that the English give all to the firstborn son. Since young Henry had no son

of his own, the heir to the English throne is now his brother Richard. So this

nmeans that Richard will one day be King."

"That is not good for us, is it, Mdrgan? If Richard is as able a soldier as

men say..." "He is."

LI ewel yn swal |l owed sone nore wine. "lI'msorry Henry died," he said

regretfully. "Since he was to be King one day, you nmade ne learn as nmuch as |

could about him And now all that effort goes for naught and | have to begin

all over again with R chard!"

That triggered one of Mdrgan's rare laughs. "It is even worse than you know,

lad. It is very likely that one of Richard' s brothers m ght one day be King

after him so that nmeans you must fam liarize yourself with Geoffrey and John

too."

"Al'l three? But why, Morgan? Richard will surely marry and beget a son. How,

t hen, can Geoffrey or John ever be King?"

Morgan did not respond at once, seemingly lost in thought. "Aye," he said at

last. "I reckon you are old enough to know. | take it that your nother and her

br ot hers have spoken to you of carnal matters, explaining how a woman gets

with child?"

"Of course! Mama and nmy Uncle Guffydd told ne what | needed to know ages

ago. "

A youngster growi ng up around |ivestock could not remain sheltered for |ong,

and Ll ewel yn's were an uni nhi bited people who viewed sex as a natural urge and

a very enjoyable pleasure; nor was theirs a society in which the stignma of

illegitimacy carried nuch sting. Mdirgan was not surprised, therefore, by the

boy' s enphatic answer.

Actual ly, Llewelyn knew far nmore about carnal nmatters than MOP
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«n suspected, for he knew at"°Ut Gwy- The average parish priest gie Wlsh or

English or Fren, '~ "? a ”“-educated man; Mrgan

* s an exception. Mst were NJMN ** *p"*x °f G pacy -s one that not nmany

WA ?- 1 * was not

of

bacy was one that not many co', SheU der with equanimty. It was not

3 uncommon for these LA"*"?to f e/° ** hearths ~Z Uve-in concubines, and while
e Uurch officially decried these liai sons, they were tacitly accepts "*' *

PeoPl e as inevitable and even natural. Unlike so many of his # °W dencs'

Morgan had never taken a wife or hearthmate, and the o/”~! ere few when he'd

found his vow of chastity too onerous fo/" Y3 flesh" He wa« al ways quite

dis creet, and it was purely by cha™"" , Llewelyn had found out about

Gwnora. He had told no one, a” WU d never have dreaned of savine a word

to Morgan; it gave him$S WBrm gl ow of Pleasure to keep a secret for this man

he so | oved.

"I know all about carnal 1/7*1' Mrgan'" he said loftily "But what has that

to do with one of /<icnard s brothers beconi ng Ki ng?"

Morgan hesitated. "Richar/ 1S, f brilliant battle comrander, one of the best in

Christendom Nor, ft/* f, temPers, is he an inpious man It is well known



that he yearns t/7 cross-"
"You mean go on pilgrimag/ tO the Holy Land?" Morgan nodded and then h/Sl*fed

agai n" "The fact remai ns however, that Richard has been knov™" nmdu] 8e in
an unnatural vice He would rather satisfy his lust with me" wi th
wonen. "

LI ewel yn's eyes widened "ErUt' ' ' but how?" he blurted out then saw Morgan

frown, and |l apsed Jnt° a chastened silence. Men | avine with other nmen? How
was that P°SS K ? He'd SCen enoug* animal! mating to be able to envision a
coJP ng betwee" a man and wonman but when it canme to coupling betwee/* f6"' his
i magi nation failed himi "Mrgan ... do R chard' s bX share this sin?"

"It is not a hereditary vice tlefelvn- it does not pass with the

S Mrgan S3id dr™ " ?Cnry WS hWJ t hough h,1d, ess, CGeoffrey's sins are
be/°"d "Ttin8> but he does confine

youn N fleSh f° adultery- As <J°fhn' hi S Wenchi «g * notorious As young as
he is/ hfi hag » * Bastard and seens destined for a W

°t debauchery and |l echery " H's r~°Uth taghtened-

EnRl an5' eVare nO adnmirable men, )ad'. but one of *emw ||l one day be

h? z S~ and yo« lives will *? | ne*ly entw ned, yours and

ANor TthrnThat 6' 61161117 ~A A tCaCh 7°U "O nfre Val uabl e

mere”°nS? At this « °f night? fG°d God' M'gan, have you no

s”e bent f"~ had COre » '7 N LaUghi nS at Mcgan "Her ? Uewel yn's Palet,
en<lOp'ng himin a Plumed cloud C darling, |I thought you *°Ud have a Pi]l
tonight. And |
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brought you this

She opened her palm "See? It's a cora

Pat et

noster. You put it under your pillow and you'll not be troubled by x dreans."
She began to adjust the covers, tucking himin, all the while keep; up a
runni ng conmrentary about his "battle scars,” telling himof fight his father
had gotten into as a youngster. He had reached the age whe he'd begun to shy
away from caresses, and she confined herself to playful kiss on the tip of his
nose, saying cheerfully, "Get sone slee now, sweeting, and when next there is

a full noon, we'll go out by th mpat and catch a frog. Then we'll draw a
circle around it, throw a handful of salt about, and you whisper to the frog

t he nane of the wetch who gave you that fearsone black eye . . . and within a
month he'll find hinmself covered with | oathsone, hairy warts!"”

She got the response she was aimng for; her son grinned. But as she
strai ght ened up, Mrgan touched her el bow, drew her away fromthe pallet.

"I do wish, Madame," he murrmured, "that you would refrain fromfilling the
boy's head with such fanciful thoughts. Superstitions of that sort are rooted
in pagan rites and have no place in Christian belief."

Mar ared | aughed, unrepentant. "Do not be such a stick, Mrgan!" But then her
anusement chilled as if it had never been. The dark eyes narrowed, the ful
red mouth thinned noticeably. It was as if he were of a sudden |ooking at a
di fferent worman al t oget her.

"I want the names, Mrgan."

"Nanes, Madanme?"

"The nanes of the hell spawn who did that to ny son,"” she hissed "I know he
told you, he tells you everything."

"He does not want you to know, Madame. It's better forgotten.”

"Forgotten? That is ny son, flesh of ny flesh! I'Il not let"

" Mama?"

They both turned back toward the bed. Marared | eaned down, smled at her son
"Are you not sleepy yet, sweeting?"

"Yes . " The day's trauma and the medi cinal wi ne had | oosened Ll ewelyn's
tongue at last. "Mama, | do hate it here. So does Adda. |'Dl1 so honesick
Mama. | mss Rhys and Ednyved and Uncl e G uffyd® and"

"Ah, Llewelyn ..." Marared's eyes filled with tears.

"Pl ease, Mama, can we not go back where we bel ong? Can we not go honme?"

"You will, lad," Modrgan said quietly. "I prom se you that the daj shall cone
when you will."

LI ewel yn stared up at himand then turned his head aside on "1 pillow "You
mean we have to stay here for now "
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"Yes . ror now." Mrgan stepped back, stood |ooking down at boy- "But y°u
wi A *>° kack to Wales, Llewelyn. You will go hone.™

SHROPSHI RE, ENGLAND

Junc 1187

unr i

J.H NK you, then, that there'll be war?"

Hugh Corbet hesitated. It was no easy thing to be a younger brother in an age
in which all passed by lawto a man's el dest son. But Hugh had been | ucki er
than nost. His was a fam |y of considerable wealth; the Corbets held | ands not
only in Shropshire, but in Normandy, Warw ckshire, Wrcestershire, and \Wal es.
Robert Corbet had inherited the barony of Caus, but there were manors to spare
for Hugh, too, and his relationship with his brother was bl essedly free of the
poi sonous j eal ousy that bred such strife between a fortunate firstborn and his
| andl ess si blings.

Mich of the time they were in harmony, working in tandem for the conmon Cor bet
good. But in this they were at odds. In this they were a House divided, much
like the rival royal nasters they served, for Robert's loyalties lay with

Ri chard, King Henry's eldest son and heir, and Hugh's synpathies went out to

t he bel eaguered, agi ng King.

Hugh was silent, considering Robert's grimquery. "I would hope to God it will
not come to that, Rob," he said at last. "Father against

sonthat is the ugliest of all feuds; it goes against the natural order of

t hi ngs."

nev R hbert t0°k thiS 3S a Veiled Jab at Richard the unfilial son. "It would
as | T £ave,,conme to this if Henry would but formally recognize Richard
defend" 8" had to concede the truth of that. Finding hinself forced to the

i ndef ensi bl e, he at once took the offensive, saying sharply,
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"Be that as it may, Richard had no right to ally hinmself with the King
Francenot against his own sire!"

"You know dammed well why he felt that need, Hugh! Wth the' brother Geoffrey
dead in France |ast summer, that does |eave but Richard and John in line for
t he succession, and Richard knows all ton well that his father |oves himnot.
He knows, too, that Henry has eve favored John. What else can Richard think
except that his father neans to raise John up to the place that is rightfully
hi s?"

"And a right fine fear that be," Hugh scoffed, "one to cover a nultitude of
sins. You know fully as well as | that Henry could anoint John as the very
King of Heaven for all it'd avail him The lords of this real mwould never
count enance so flagrant a breach of the | aws of inheritance Nor can you doubt
t he out cone. Whatever John m ght be given, he'd not |ong hol dnot agai nst
Richard. No, Rob, if that be the bal mRi chard uses to soothe his conscience,
he is a man nuch in need of absolution."”

Robert's face was nottled, splotched with resentful red. "Richard is to be our
next King, should God so will it, and I'll not have you speak ill of himin ny
hearing."

Hugh si ghed. By now he could recite the dial ogue verbatimfor these

acri noni ous exchanges. Rob was as blind as a barn oW in a noonbright sun
dazzl ed by Richard' s celebrated skill with a sword. Mayhap it was true that he
was the finest soldier in Christendom but if he had in himthe nakings of a
good King, Hugh had yet to see any signs of it. Like as not, he'd pawn London
itself to raise the gold he needed for his foreign wars. And John . . . would
John be any better? Hugh thought not.

He cane abruptly to his feet. Wiy offend Rob and unsettle hinsel f? To what
end? Let it lie.

They were sequestered in the uppernost chanmber of the castle keep, alone but
for a bored page and a dozing nastiff, Robert's faithful shadow The w ndow
was unshuttered; in winter it would be screened with oiled and thinly scraped
hi de, but this was sunmer and it was open to sun and sound fromthe tiltyard
bel ow. Hugh went to it and watched for a while.

"What do you watch?" The question was polite in tone, conciliatory in intent;
Robert thrived on famly discord no nore than Hugh

"Ll ewel yn and some of his friends." As Robert joined him Hugh gestured toward
a small group of youngsters gathered bel ow. LIewelyn was nounted on a
bur ni shed chestnut gel ding; as the boys watched, he |lowered his | ance, took
aim and sent the gelding cantering across the tiltyard. He hit the target

of f-center and the quintain swng about in a wide arc, the sandbag slicing
through the air like an opponent's counter blow. It should have sent him
tumbling fromthe saddle to the straw
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soften youthful falls. But Llewelyn tw sted sideways in th" e&M | eani ng so
far to his left that it seened inevitable he'd be uru

cl and the sandbag swept by harm essly overhead. k”Hugh grinned. It was a
showy stunt, an undeniably inpressive feat enmanship, one that Hugh had seen

before. Robert had not, how* ° er® and he swore in startled wonder. CV  "How
in Christ did he do that w thout breaking his neck?"

Hugh | aughed. "You'd not credit what |'ve seen that |lad do or\ u rse I truly
believe the Wl sh do learn to ride even ere they're

weaned. "

Bel ow t hem Stephen de Hodnet was taking his turn upon Lie-

elvn's gelding. He, too, hit the quintain awmy and, seconds |later, went
spraming into the straw, with a bruising inmpact that earned himno

synmpathy fromthe two watching nen; they had suffered too many such

spills themsel ves during their own years as knightly apprentices.

Reclainmng Sul, Llewelyn led it over to the fence, held out the reins to his
brot her. Adda shook his head, but LIewelyn persisted, maneuvering the gel ding
up to the fence so the younger boy could nount. Once securely in the saddle,
Adda shed much of his awkwardness, and while he did not attenpt the quintain,
he put the gelding through several intricate naneuvers, showing hinself to be
a better rider than nost of Llewelyn's friends.

Robert frowned. No matter how often he told hinself that it was unchristian to
feel such abhorrence of deformty, he could not control his distaste, could
not keep his eyes fromAdda's twi sted | eg. Thank the Lord Jesus that his torn
was sound of linb, that the younger boys, too, were whole.

"He | acks for spirit, that one. If not for Llewelyn's coaxing, | daresay he'd
never stir fromthe hearth."”
"Well, it's hard on the |ad, Rob, being | ane. Wat future has he, after all?

Under Welsh law, that crooked |l eg bars himfromany claimto his father's

[ ands. "

Robert shrugged. "He's not like to starve. Their law al so holds that he nust
be provided for."

"True, but would you want to be taken care oflike a woman? At thirteen, Adda's
ol d enough to feel the shame of it."

| suppose,” Robert agreed, without interest. It was not that he

wi shed Adda ill, merely that he regretted his engrafting onto the Corbet

.a y tree- It was fortunate indeed that LlIewelyn was of nore proms-

8 stock. "Tell ne, Hugh, what plans have you nade for Llewelyn's

Wll, it is the customin Wales for boys to be placed with a | ocal when they
reach fourteen or so. Wiilst in his service, they learn the
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use of arms, the tactics of warfare, nuch |like our youths do whilst serving as
squires. Margaret thought to send Ll ewelyn back to her brothers for such
training, but I think I've persuaded her that we should place himas a squire
in a Norman household. | daresay the boy will balk at first, but | feel such a
nove would be in his best interest.”

"That is just what |1'd hoped you'd say, Hugh. You see, when | was in London at
Whi tsuntide, | had the good fortune to encounter his Grace, the Earl of
Chester. Naturally the conversation turned to our conmon interests, protecting
our respective lands from Wl sh raids He was npst interested to |l earn that
your stepson is the grandson of Owmain Faw, and he suggested that he find a

pl ace for the boy in his household."

"Jesu!" This was so far above Hugh's expectations that he was, for the nonent,
speechl ess, and Robert grinned, well pleased with hinself.

"I see | need not tell you what an opportunity this will be for the boy, for
us all. Chester is one of the greatest lords of the realm and as shrewd as a
fox for all his youth. He saw at once the advantage of befriending a boy who
m ght one day rule in his grandfather's stead. LlIewelyn has the bl ood-right,
after all, and nost assuredly the spirit. Wth luck ..." He shrugged agai n and
said, "But a chance like this, to come to manhood in an Earl's househol d!
Loyalties given in youth often last for life. As Chester's squire, the
brilliance of Llewelyn's world cannot help but eclipse all he's learned in the
woodl ands of Wales. He'll find hinself anongst the greatest Norman | ords, at
the royal court, and in time he'll come to enbrace Norman val ues, to adopt
Norman traditions as his own."

Robert paused. "Do not m sunderstand me, Hugh. | know how fond you are of the
boy, and | find hima likable Ilad nyself. But | cannot help feeling a certain
di sappoi ntnment that, after four years, he clings so tenaciously to the
teachings of an undeniably primtive people. Despite all the advantages you' ve
given him Llewelyn remains so stubbornly"

"Wl sh?" Hugh suggested dryly, and Robert |aughed. He'd actually been about to
say "untaned" before thinking better of it, and he did not dermur now at his
brother's interpretation; they were, he thought, merely different ways of
sayi ng the sane thing.

"Well, | shall talk to Margaret this forenoon, tell her about Chester's offer"
Hugh began, and then turned toward the openi ng door

"Ah, Margaret, we were just speaking of you. Rob hasMat" garet?"

Upon seeing Marared for the first time, Hugh had bl essed his |uck suddenly
found hinmsel f eager to consunmate their political alliance ill the marriage
bed. Marared was a beautiful woman, if rather exotic by
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r h standards, and after four years of marriage, he still took consid-

f.1 pl easure in the sight of her. But she had no smile for him now,

ef rl the golden glow that owed so little to the sun was gone. Bl eached of

3 i her face was ashen and her | ashes were sooty thickets, snudged

Cith the kohl bleeding into a wet trail of tears.

She paid no heed to Robert, crossed to her husband. "Hugh, we st eo honme. W
must go back to Powys at once. It is ny brother Onmain. He ... he's been

nmur dered. "

THERE was a word in Welsh, hiraeth, that translated as "longing," but it neant
much nore, spoke of the Welsh | ove of the |and, of the yearning of the exile
for famly, friends, honme. \Whenever he was clained by hiraeth, LlIewelyn would
flee to the heights of Breiddyn Craig, and there he would spend hours in
sun-drenched solitude, gazing out over the vales of the rivers Hafren, Vyrnwy,
and Tanat. Now he was back at last, sitting Sul before the grey stones and
slate roof of Llanfair, the church of St Mary.

This ancient church in the vale of Meifod was the traditional burial place for
the princes of Powys; here his mother's father had been entonbed and here his
slain uncle would be laid to rest. He sought to sumon up grief for this uncle
he could little remenber, but to no avail. He'd cone back for a funeral, to
mourn a man who was his blood kin, and yet as he | ooked upon the wooded hills
that rose up behind the church, he felt only exhilaration, felt |like a caged
gerfal con, suddenly free to soar up into the sun-bright azure sky.

Here he'd passed the first ten years of his life. Seven mles to the south was
Castell Coch, the ancestral seat for the princes of Pows. Hs nother's fanily
had a plusa pal acel ess than a mle away, at Mathraval. The woods of nountain
ash and oak and sycanore, the river teeming with trout and greyling, dappled
by sunmer sun and shadowed by wi || ow and al dereach stone was known to him
each hawt horn hedge rooted deep in nmenory. He was hone.

He gl anced si deways at his conpanion, one of his stepfather's

squires. Should he tell Alan of his famly's plus, he knew what the other

°y woul d expect, a Norman edifice of soaring stone and nortar, for

WIlle nost castles were tinbered fortresses, the word "pal ace" conjured

up i mages of grandeur and |uxury. Llewelyn had been to London, had

"een the Tower and the pal ace at Westminster, and he'd heard of the

corn" °f Wndsor Castle. He knew there was nothing in Wales to

npare to the nagnificence of the Norman court, and he cared not at

311 *at this was so
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He | aughed suddenly, and when Al an shot hima curious |ook, he slid from Sul
handi ng the squire the reins.

"I"d be obliged if you | ooked after Sul, Al an. Should ny |ady nother or ny
stepfather ask for me, concoct what excuse you will."

Al an grinned. "Consider it done. But are you sure you'd not want conpany?"

LI ewel yn was tenpted, but only briefly. He thought of Alan as a friend, but
his were nmenories, enotions, sensations that no Norman coul d hope to
under st and.

The Wrnwy was free of the nmud and debris that so often polluted English
rivers, for there were no towns to despoil its purity with refuse and human
waste. Ll ewelyn could see chal k-white pebbles glinmering on the shallow river
bottom see the shadows cast by fish feeding am dst the wavering stal ks of

wat er weeds. He forgot entirely that his uncle had died by this very river,
his plas at Carreghova besi eged by a nan who was Ll ewelyn's own first cousin,
Grenwnwyn, Prince of southern Powys. He forgot his nother's tears, forgot his
stepfather's anbitious plans for his future, forgot all but the here and now.
He' d wal ked these woods so often in menory, hearing the rustle of woodm ce and
squirrels, the warning cries of overhead birds, sentinels ever on the alert
for the intrusion of man into their domain. A fox cone to the river to drink
was slow to heed the alert and froze at sight of Llewelyn, nuzzle silvered
with crystal droplets of river water, black eyes bright as polished jet. Boy
and fox stared at one another in rapt silence, and then Ll ewelyn snapped his
fingers, freeing the fox to vanish into the shadows as if by sorcery; not a
twig cracked, not a leaf rustled to mark its passing. LlIewelyn |aughed and

wal ked on.

He felt no surprise when he broke through a clearing in the wood and came upon
t he boys by the river; sonehow he'd known that he would find them here. The
Wrnwy had al ways been their favorite fishing stream

Shyness was an alien enotion to Ll ewelyn, but he found hinmsel f suddenly
ensnared by it now, reluctant to approach the youths who'd once been like his
brothers. They were not tal king, theirs the comnpani onabl e silence born of the
i nti mcy of blood and a bondi ng that had begun in the cradle. Wtching them

LI ewel yn felt an unexpected enotion stir, one closely akin to envy. He

bel onged here, too, fishing on the banks of the VWrnw with Ednyved and Rhys,
but how to surmount the barriers built up by four years of English exile?
They were | ounging on the grass in positions as characteristic as they were
famliar: Rhys sitting upright, utterly intent upon the trout to be hooked,
Ednyved sprawl ed on his back in the sun, fishing po' e wedged into a pyram d of
pil ed-up rocks. And as ever, Llewelyn found
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hi nsel f marveling that two boys so unlike could share the sanme bl ood. First
cousins they were, but none seeing themtogether would ever have guessed the
ki nshi p.

Rhys shared with Ll ewelyn the pitch-black hair so common to their people, but
while Llewelyn's eyes were dark, too, Rhys had the eyes of a Wl sh nountain
cat, purest, palest green. H s unusual coloring, thick sable | ashes, and
features so symetrical as to draw all eyes were, for him a burden rather
than a bl essing. He | oathed being fussed over, and yet his startling beauty of
face doomed himto be forever fending off the eushing conplinents and effusive
enbraces of his doting female relatives, who considered himquite the
handsomest mal e child ever born and took great pride in showing himoff to

not hers and aunts of |ess favored youngsters, to Rhys's utter disgust and the
vast amusenent of his friends.

It was possible to | ook upon his beautyfor there was no other word for itand
to note his slightness of build and conclude that there was a softness, a
fragility about the boy. That was, Llewelyn had |ong ago | earned, an

i mpression so erroneous as to be utterly ludicrous, and not a little
dangerous. Rhys was as hard, as unyielding as the flint of his native |and;
there was no give in him none at all

As for Ednyved, in all honesty he could only be described as honely. Lanky
brown hair, deepset eyes of a nondescript color that was neither brown nor
hazel but a murky shade sonewhere in between, a nouth too wi de and chin too
thrusting, too prom nent. Big-boned even as a small boy, he seened to have
sprouted up at |l east a foot since Llewelyn had seen himlast, and Ll ewelyn had
no doubts that when fully grown, Ednyved woul d tower head and shoul ders above
ot her nmen.

As he watched, Llewelyn suddenly found hinself renmenbering a chil dhood gane
he'd long ago liked to play with his nother, in which they sought to identify
people with their aninmal counterparts. Llewelyn had pronptly pleased his

sl eekly i ndependent and unpredictabl e nother by categorizing her as a cat.
Hugh, whom he |iked, he saw as an Irish wol fhound, a dog as bright as it was
even-tenpered. Robert Corbet, whom he did not |ike, he dubbed another sort of
dog al together, the courageous but nuddl eheaded mastiff. Mrgan, too, was easy
to classify, for Morgan was a priest with the soul of a soldier, a man who'd
chosen of his own free will to fetter his wilder instincts to the stringent

di sciplines of his Church. Mrgan, Llewelyn had explained to Marared, could
only be a falcon, for the falcon was the nost predatory of birds, a pnnce of
the skies that could nonetheless be taned to hunt at man's comrand. Adda, too,
was a bird, a caged sparrow hawk, tethered to earth whilst his spirit pined
only to fly; when he'd told his nother that,



26

tears had filled her eyes. But when she wanted to know how he saw hi nsel f,

LI ewel yn grew reticent, evasive. Fromthe day she'd taken himto the Tower of
London to see the caged cats, he'd known what animal he wanted to claimas his
own, the tawny-nmaned lion, but that was a vanity he was not willing to
confess, even to his nother

He had never tried to characterize Rhys or Ednyved, but it came to himnow

wi t hout need for reflection, for Rhys had the unpredictabl e edgi ness of a

hi gh-strung stallion and Ednyved all the |latent power, the massive strength
and | azy good hunor of the tanme bear he'd seen at London's Smithfield Fair.
Ednyved yawned and stretched, reaching for the woven sack that |ay beside
their bait pail. He shook several apples out onto the grass, tossed one to
Rhys

"I daresay you want one, too, Llewelyn?" he asked nonchal antly and, wi thout

| ooki ng up, sent an apple sailing through the air. It was remarkably accurate
for a blind pitch, landing just where LlIewelyn had been standi ng seconds
before. He was no | onger there, however, having recoiled with such vehenmence
that he bumped bruisingly into the nearest tree. Rhys, no less startled, spun
around so precipitantly that he overturned the bait pail, and, as he cursed
and Ll ewel yn took several deep breaths, trying to get his pulse rate back to
normal, Ednyved rolled over in the grass and | aughed and | aughed.

"How in hellfire did you know | was there?" Llewelyn demanded, and Ednyved

fei gned surprise

"How could | not, with you maki ng enough noise to bestir the dead? Is that the
Engli sh style of woodl and warfare?"

He' d al ways been a | ethal tease, and Llewelyn was not normally thin-skinned.
But they'd not yet established the boundaries of their new relationship.

LI ewel yn opened his nmouth to make a sharp retort, but Rhys was quicker. Rhys's
pride was prickly and unpredictable, easily affronted, and he'd been
enbarrassed by his failure to take notice of Llewelyn. G aring at his cousin,
he snapped, "And Llewelyn mght well ask if this is the Wl sh way of wel cone!"
Turni ng back to Llewelyn, he smled, said, "W thought you'd be home for your
uncl e's funeral, were watching for you."

LI ewel yn smil ed back, and comi ng forward, he settled hinmself beside them on
the grass. A silence fell between them one that seened likely to swallow up
any words they could throwinto the void. It was broken at |ast by Llewelyn;
he heard hinself making courteous queries about the health and well-being of
their famlies, falling back upon all the obligatory conversational ganbits to
be shared between strangers. Nor did Rhys ease the awkwardness any by offering
LI ewel yn formal condol ences for the death of his uncle.
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I lewelyn would have liked to speak freely, to explain that he'd not his Uncle
Ona.in all that well. But he felt constrained to respond ha conventiona
politeness, and thus found hinself flying false col W conm ng before themin
the guise of a grief that was not his. ° ' Rhys offered himan apple. "Did
your stepfather come with you?" asked, as if he could possibly have had any

i nterest in Hugh's whereabouts.

LI ewel yn nodded - "Hugh came on behalf of the Corbet famly, as a sture of
respect to my nother's kin ..." He stopped, for Ednyved had teaned forward,
was regarding himw th exaggerated attention

"Why do you look at ne like that? Has ny face of a sudden turned

green?"

"I was trying to decide," Ednyved draw ed, "whether or not you' d picked up a
French accent."

LI ewel yn tensed, ~but then he | ooked nore closely at the other boy, saw that
Ednyved' s eyes were bright with friendly | aughter.

"No French accent," he said, and grinned, "but |I did spend sone right
unconfortabl e days this spring, worrying that 1'd picked up the French pox!"
Ednyved's nmouth twitched. "Llewelyn!™ Wth a frown toward his cousin. "If you
pl ease, no bawdy tal knot before the lad here!" Ducking just in time as an
appl e whi zzed past his head.

Seconds later, Rhys followed up his aerial assault with a direct frontal
attack, and Ednyved, caught off bal ance, was knocked flat. Rhys's anger was
nore assumed than not, and their scuffling soon took on an alnost ritualistic
quality, for this was an old gane, rarely played out in earnest, and likely to
continue until one or the other of the conmbatants lost interest. In this case
the nock battle lasted until they noticed that Llewelyn had appropriated the
rest of the apples and stretched hinself out confortably on the turf to watch,
for all the world like a front-row spectator at a bearbaiting.

"Go to it, lads," he said airily, and by common consent, they both pounced on
himat once. For a few hectic nmonents all three boys were tunbling about on
the riverbank, until at last they lay panting in a tangled heap, |acking
breath for anything but |aughter

After that, there seened to be too nuch to say and not enough tinme mwhich to
say it, and they plunged into the past as if fearing it mght sonehow be
forgotten if it was not shared i mMmediately, interrupting each other freely,
trading insults and nenories, |aughing for laughter's sake al one.

Rhys had gone to the river to drink. Returning, he threw hinself "W" 'n "e
8rass/ anc* broke into Ednyved's nonol ogue to demand, When rnust you go back to
Engl and, LI ewel yn?"
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"I"mnot going back," Llewelyn said, at once capturing their undivided
attention.

"You both know the history of nmy House, know how ny uncles Davydd and Rhodri
cheated my father and nmy other uncles of their rightful share of ny
grandfather's inheritance. They carved Gwnedd up between themas if it were a
meat pie, forced ny father, Onain Faw's firstborn, into exile, brought about
his death whilst | was shll in nmy cradle. His blood is on their hands and
they've yet to answer for it | think it time they did."

"You mean to avenge your father's death?" Rhys's green eyes were | um nous,
aglitter with sudden excitenment, but Ednyved seemed far nore dubi ous.

"Al'l know the English are born half nmad," he said slowy, "but | wonder if the
madness night not be in the water they drink or the air they breathe. How el se
explain that four short years anobngst them could have so scattered your wts?"
LI ewel yn was anused. "Your faith in me is truly wondrous to behol d, Ednyved.
Thi nk you that |1'm such a fool as to challenge ny uncles on ny owmn, with only
God on ny side? | had a long talk this norn with nmy Uncle G uffydd, and he has
sworn to give ne his full backing, men who know war well and the noney to pay
them he even offered the services of no |l ess a soldier than Gwn ab Ednywai n.
It is nmy intent, too, to join forces with nmy Uncle Cynan's two grown sons.
They were denied their inheritance just as | was, giving us conmmon cause

agai nst Davydd and Rhodri."

"When you do put it that way, it does not sound quite so crackbrained,"
Ednyved conceded. "But how in the name of the Lord Jesus did you ever get your
| ady nother and stepfather to give their consent?"

LI ewel yn hesitated. "Well, to be honest, | have not told themyet," he

adm tted, and flushed when they both | aughed.

"Can you truly blame me?" he protested. "We'll be bound to have a godawf ul
row. | know not with whomny nother'l|l be nore woth, me or ny Uncle G uffydd,

for aiding and abetting me in this. As for Hugh, he's like to have an
apoplectic fit. You see, he'd arranged for nme to enter the household of a

Nor man Earl ."

LI ewel yn shook his head in nock regret. "Poor Hugh, how he has struggled to
make of nme a proper Norman. | once overheard his brother grunbling about
turning a sow s ear into a silk purse, and | daresay Hugh has had nonents when
he's in heartfelt agreenment!”

This last was said without rancor. LlIewelyn never doubted tha Hugh's fondness
for himwas genuine, but he'd come to understand that affection and bias could
take root in the sane soil. In this he had tn
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fa ere of Rhys and Ednyved, and they | ooked so offended that he advanwg<- -]
11 i i F

felt conpelled to cone to Hugh s defense.

"Yet he is a good man for all that. My nother has been quite content th him
and | "he grinned suddenly"l even did cone to forgive vimfor his greatest sin,
t hat of not being born Welsh!"

But here they had no common neeting ground; neither Rhys nor Fdnvved had
English friends, English kin. Both | ooked bl ank, and then Rhys di sm ssed what
he did not understand, saying, "You'll not let themtalk you out of it?"

"No." Llewelyn sat up, his eyes searching their faces with sudden ober intent.
"I shall have men to counsel ne, men well |essoned in the ways of war. But no
matter how much help I get fromny Uncle Guffydd or ny cousins, | shall have
to stand or fall on ny own efforts. If | cannot convince people that nmy claim
be just, if | cannot win their allegiance . . . nor can | expect ny blood to
count for aught should I fall into Davydd's hands. And the risks will be no

| ess for those who follow ne." He paused. "My Uncle G uffydd has agreed to
speak with your fathers, should you"

"You want us to help you overthrow Davydd and Rhodri, to fight with you?" Rhys
could wait no longer, and burst out eagerly, "Jesu, Llewelyn, need you even
ask?"

LI ewel yn smiled. "What of you, Ednyved? Does Rhys speak for you, too?"

"I'"d as soon speak for nyself," Ednyved said, sounding quite serious for once.
"I want to be sure | fully understand. W'd be canmping out in the nountains of
Gwnedd, harassing your uncles howsoever we could, living |ike outl aws,
sleeping in the open, eating on the run, rebels with prices on our heads. Is
that a fair summ ng up of what we coul d expect?"

"Very fair," Llewelyn agreed, and a slow grin began to spread over Ednyved's
face.

"Who coul d possibly turn down an offer |ike that?"

"It is settled, then," Rhys said briskly, never having doubted what

his cousin's answer would be. As he spoke, he was rolling up the sleeve

of his tunic. Before Llewelyn and Ednyved realized what he nmeant to

0, he unsheathed his dagger and, without the slightest hesitation

drew it swiftly across the bared skin of his forearm

1 his is too inmportant for nmere words," he expl ai ned conposedl y, watching the
flow of his own blood with indifferent eyes. "For this, we nmust swear in

bl ood. "

was a gesture as irresistible as it was nelodramatic, at least to ew yn.
Ednyved | ooked rat her | ess enthusiastic, and when Rhys
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passed himthe bl oodi ed dagger, he took it with such reluctance that LIewelyn
burst out | aughing.

"Since you share the sane bl ood as Rhys, mayhap you could swear, too, in his,"
he gi bed, and Ednyved gri maced, drew a few drops of bl ood.

"Here, ny lord princeling," he grunted. "Your turn."

LI ewel yn made a far nore nodest cut than Rhys had, saying, "If I'mto spill ny
bl ood, I'd as soon spill it in Gwnedd." Ri sing, he searched the clearing
until he'd gathered a handful of rock mpbss. This he brought back to Rhys, and
| eani ng over, he applied it to the other boy's arm

"Hold this upon the cut till the bl eeding ceases, or you mght well end up as
the first casualty of ny war," he said, and | aughed again, realizing that he
was as happy at this nmoment as he'd ever been in his life.

HUGH Corbet was surprised to find the great hall all but deserted; as in

Engl and, the hall was the heart of Wl sh hone life. But then he heard the

voi ces, angry, accusing, and he understood. At the far end of the hall his

wi fe and her elder brother Guffydd were standing, and even Hugh, who knew no
Wl sh other than a few endearments Marared had taught himin bed, could tel

at once that they were quarreling, quarreling bitterly. Guffydd' s retainers
and servants had wisely fled the battlefield; only Ll ewelyn, Adda, and Mrgan
ap Bl eddyn, his wife's chaplain, were still in the hall.

As Hugh noved up the center aisle, Guffydd turned on his heel and stal ked out
t he door behind the dais, slamm ng it resoundi ngly behind him Hugh was
secretly amused that his wife should be giving her brother such grief. He had
di scovered early in his marriage that Wl shwonen were nore outspoken and | ess
subm ssive than their Norman sisters, and while he'd |learned to accept Marared
on her owmn terms, it pleased himto see Guffydd reapi ng what he had sown. For
certes, a society in which women were not taught their proper place was bound
to lack harmony, a natural sense of order

But he was taken aback by what happened next. Marared swung around on her

el dest son, put a question to him and when he shook his head, she sl apped him
across the face. Hugh was astonished, for he'd never seen her raise her hand
to LI ewel yn before, not even on occasi ons when the boy richly deserved it. He
hast ened toward them wondering what sins would oomso large in her eyes.
Coul d LI ewel yn have set his heart upon trading his gelding for an untaned
stallion? No, Margaret was a doting nother, not a foolish one;
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she'd never sought to wap the boy in soft wool. Wat, then? Had he gotten
some village lass with child? That was |ikely enough. He was an attractive

| ad, and having di scovered where his sword was nmeant to be sheathed, he seened
set upon getting as nuch practice as possible. But no, why should Margar et
fret over a peasant wench pl oughed and cropt? She was too sensible for that,
woul d not bl ame Llewelyn for so small a sin.

Marared had turned away abruptly, sitting down suddenly on the steps of the
dais. Llewelyn followed at once, hovering uncertainly at her side, his face
troubl ed. But when he patted her shoul der awkwardly, she pushed his hand away.
Hugh qui ckened his step, no | onger anused.

"Margaret? What is w ong?"

"Ask Ll ewelyn," she said tautly, and then, "He says he's not going back to
Engl and with us. He wants to stay in Wales, to try to overthrow his uncles in
Gwnedd. "

Her answer was so anticlimactic that Hugh felt laughter well up within him
dangerously close to the surface. He gave an abrupt, unconvincing cough
knowi ng she'd never forgive himif he | aughed. But how like a wonan, to |et
hersel f get so distraught over a boy's caprice, a whimof the nonent that bore
little relationship to reality. Doubtless, too, she'd been seeking to scare

LI ewel yn with horror stories of the hardships he'd be facing, the dangers and
deprivations, the hand-tonmouth exi stence of a rebel on the run. And what could
be better calculated to appeal to a fool hardy fourteen-year-ol d?

"I's this true, LIewelyn?"

LI ewel yn nodded, but his eyes were wary and Hugh hesitated, recognizing the
need to tread lightly, not wanting to tranple the boy's pride into the dust.
"That is a rather anbitious undertaking, lad, too nuch so. In saying that,

do not nean to belittle your courage in any way. But courage al one is not
enough, not when we are tal king of rebellion.”

"I know." Llewelyn slanted a sudden gl ance toward Myrgan. "Courage w t hout
conmon sense is the least of God's gifts.™

"It's glad | amto hear you say that, Llewelyn. For should you go up agai nst
your uncles nowon your ownl fear the only ground in Gwnedd you'd clai mwould
be enough to fill a grave.™

"I know," Llewelyn said again, and when Hugh smiled, so did he. Before adding,
"That is why | did appeal to my Uncle Guffydd for advice and assistance. He
thinks 1'mof an age to lay claimto what is nmine, has promsed to help nme do
just that."

Hugh's jaw dropped. "He what?" Jerking around to stare at his
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wi fe. "Your brother has agreed to this, to aid himin this mdness?" he
demanded, i ncredul ous, and she nodded grimy.

Christ, no wonder Margaret was so woth! "OF all the dammed fool. . . ! | am
sorry, Llewelyn," he said curtly, "but you nmust put this scheme from your
mnd. There is no way on CGod's earth that |I'd ever give ny consent."
"I"'msorry, too," Llewelyn said softly. "I should ve |iked to have your
approval . "

He' d spoken so politely that it was a nonent or so before Hugh realized he'd
just been defi ed.

"You're not being offered a choice, Llewelyn! I'mtelling you that you're to
forget this lunacy, you're to return to Shropshire with your nother and ne,
and that will be the end of it. As for your uncle, 1'd not speak ill of a man

in his own house, but he had no right to encourage you in this, to go agai nst
our wishes. You are not his son, after all."

"I amnot your son, either."

Hugh stiffened. The boy's matter-of-fact rem nder hurt nore than he'd have
expected or Llewelyn had intended. It was a hurt that campuflaged itself in
rage, and he clenched his fist, his face darkening with a sudden surge of

bl ood. But while Llewelyn felt that his nother had a perfect right to hit him
if she chose, he did not accord Hugh the same privilege, and he'd prudently
put di stance between them

"No, you are not ny flesh and blood. But when | wed your nother, your wardship
passed into nmy hands. That neans, Llewelyn, that you are answerable to nme, and

will be until you do conme of |egal age. Once you reach your mgjority, you may
do what you dammed wel |l please, may sell your life as cheaply as you like. But
for the next seven years you'll do what | say. Is that clear?"

"Very."

It was Ll ewelyn's composure that struck the first false note. The boy was too
calm was arguing nore |like an adult than a youngster with a head full of

fanciful dreans, and Hugh said warningly, "If you think to run away once we're
back in Shropshire, Llewelyn ..."

LI ewel yn was shaking his head. "I've heard you out, Hugh. Now I'd have you do
as much for ne. 1'd not have you think ne ungrateful . . . and | do not deny
your right of wardship over me until | come of |egal age. As we both know, in
Engl and that is twenty-one. But what you plainly do not knowis that in \Wales
it is fourteen . . . and | did turn fourteen in February."

Hugh stared at his stepson. Llewelyn's dark eyes were shining with triunph; a
snmle he could not quite repress quirked one corner of his mouth. Hugh caught
his breath, swore softly. Little wonder the | ad had
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been so cocky; he'd known fromthe first that he was playing with | oaded dice.
Hugh was swallowing bile, spat into the floor rushes. Rob was right; there was
no reasoning with the Welsh, they were all nad, beyond redenption or
under st andi ng. What were they to tell Chester? The opportunity of a lifetine
lost to them all because a headstrong boy wanted to play the rebel

"And what of your brother? Wuld you | eave himwi thout a qualm know ng he has
such need of you, knowi ng you go where he cannot follow

"Adda hears just fine! Do not speak of himas if he were not even here!"

There was a strained silence. Adda had gone very pale, but he said, quite
evenly, "I want Llewelyn to go, want himto claimwhat is his. So would I, had
God not willed otherw se."

Hugh felt a touch of shane; it was Llewelyn he'd wanted to wound, not the

i nnocent Adda. Llewelyn was staring at him accusing, defiant. \Whatever chance
he m ght have had of prevailing was utterly gone now Llewelyn mght, he knew,
forgive a slight on his own behal f, but on Adda's, never. He'd not yield in
this, knowing he had the full backing of his Wl sh kinsmen. Al their plans
set at naught, their hopes of an alliance with Chester now gall and wor mwood,
ashes in his nouth.

"Go to Gwnedd and be dammed, then!" he said bitterly, and turned away.

They watched in silence as Hugh strode fromthe hall. But when Marared rose to
follow him Llewelyn stepped in front of her. "Mama ..."

"No, Llewelyn. Do not expect mny bl essings. Do not expect ny forgiveness,
either."”

He'd won. But he could take no pleasure in it, not now LIewelyn sank down on
t he dais steps, passed sone nonents disconsolately sliding his dagger up and
down its sheath. The excitenment he'd experienced in sharing his plans with
Ednyved and Rhys had gone suddenly sour, tarnished by his nother's tears.
"Adda?" Marared let her hand |inger on her younger son's shoulder. "Are you
com ng, |ad?"

"Yes, Mana."

As Adda rose, Llewelyn |ooked up, said, "Hugh did not nean that, Adda. He was
angry, just did not think ..."

"Peopl e never do, do they?" Adda snmiled thinly. "Yet we'd be apart, too, once
you were sent off to serve as Chester's squire. Better you should follow your
heart."
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Their eyes caught, pulled away. Marared was waiting. Adda reached for his
crutch and angled it under his arnmpit. Watching his brother linp toward the
door, Llewelyn felt a protective pang. Wat Adda had just said was true. It
was al so true that he was being left

behi nd.

"Morgan . . . Morgan, am| doing the right thing?"

"I'f I said no, would you heed ne?"

LI ewel yn consi dered, and then gave the priest a rueful smile. "No," he
conceded. "Gwnedd is nmy birthright. But it's like to take years to claimit.
Years | can ill afford to squander in Shropshire. | have to do this, Morgan.
have to."

Morgan nodded slowy; he'd expected no |less. He, nore than anyone el se, had
nurtured in Llewelyn a love for his heritage, his honel and, had nol ded

yout hful clay into adult anmbition. He was proud of what he had acconpli shed,
proud of Llewelyn's resolve, his daring. But he could not help feeling fear
too, for Llewelyn was the son he'd never

have.

"I cannot say | approve, lad." And then, very softly, "But | do understand.
3

CHI NON CASTLE, PROVI NCE OF TOURAI NE

}um uSg

"w

V YHAT is your nanme, girl?"

"Lucy ..." She added "ny lord" for safety's sake; a fortnight at Chinon had
not been |ong enough for her to absorb the intricacies of the castle

hi erarchy. She knew only that this man was a bailiff, a being as far above her
as stars in the firmanment, and she was trenbling with dread that she'd sonehow
di spl eased, that she nmight be dism ssed in disgrace.

"Turn around,"” he directed, and as she conplied in bew | dernment, he gave a
satisfied nod. "Yes, you'll do once you're cleaned up sone;
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he's right particular about such niceties. Agnes, see that she has a bath

first. | expect it is too much to hope that you would still be a virgin?"
Lucy gasped so audi bly that several men | aughed, and the bailiff |ooked at her
with the first flicker of genuine interest. "Wll, well. That is a stroke of

luck for you, girl. How many wenches get to |l ose their mai denheads in a royal
bed?" He | aughed, noved on to other matters, and Lucy was forgotten

She stood there, rooted, until Agnes stepped forward and slipped a supportive
arm around her waist. "Shall we get you that bath?" she said, and giving Lucy
no chance to bal k, she guided the girl toward the door. "Do not | ook so
stricken, lass. It'll not be as bad as you think; you m ght even enjoy it."
"But . . . but he's so old and sickly!" Lucy shuddered. She'd seen the old
King infrequently since his arrival at Chinon. There was in his face the
haggard, grey gauntness of com ng death; it would, she thought with horror, be
i ke enmbracing a corpse.

"d d?" Agnes echoed and then | aughed. "You need not fear, Lucy, you' re not for
poor King Henry. God pity him he's beyond feeling the itch that only a wonman
can scratch. No, his son rode in within the hour, and it is a rare night when
that one does not want a wench to warm his bed."

"Lord John?"

"Well, for certes not Richard!" Agnes giggled, but thought better of pursuing
that particular brand of high-risk hunor; instead, she took it upon herself to
allay Lucy's fears. "He's handsome, is Lord John. Not as tall as Richard, of
stocky build like his father, although dark as a Barbary pirate. And young,
one and twenty against his sire's six and fifty, a far better age for

beddi ng! "

But Lucy did not seemto appreciate her good fortune; she | ooked dazed. Agnes
t hought she knew why, and gl anced about to make sure no others were within

ear shot .

"You must not believe all you hear, child. It is true John does have nen about
hi m who' d nake even Hell the fouler for their presence. He nmight not rein them
in as he ought, but he does not seemto be one for sharing their nastier

sport. In the five years |'ve been at Chinon, |'ve never heard it said that he
t akes pleasure in a wonan's pain, and whilst | cannot speak firsthand, nind
you, |'ve been told he has no quirks a woman woul d not enjoy, too. And he's
ever been generous in the past, will be sure to give you sonmething after."

She hesitated. "But in all honesty, his tenper's like to be on the raw. God
knows, he has reason and nore, with his father ailing, with Richard and the
French Ki ng encanped outside Tours, just a day's
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march fromhere. Richard has nuch to answer for, in truth. To war upon his own
father . . ." She shook her head. "At |east John is loyal."

HENRY nopaned, turned his face into the pillow H's shirt was soaked with
sweat; so, too, were the sheets, danp and darkly splotched. A servant had
renoved his shoes and chausses, and his | egs | ooked absurdly white and frail,
utterly incongruous supports for that barrel chest, those massive shoul ders.
But even that once-m ghty chest seened sonehow shrunken, dim nished. It was

i npossi ble for John to recognize in this bedridden invalid the father who'd
cast so colossal a shadow, larger than life, omipotent: King of England, Lord
of Ireland and Wal es, Duke of Normandy and Gascony, Count of Anjou, Touraine,
and Maine, liege lord of Brittany, Auvergne, and Toul ouse.

Henry was breat hing through his nouth, gulping air as if each breath m ght be
his last. Saliva had begun to dribble down his chin, but John could not bring
hinself to wipe it away, shrank fromtouching that wasted fl esh. He was

prof oundly shocked that in a nere fortnight his father's illness should have
made such lethal inroads; until this noment he'd not acknow edged that the
illness m ght be nortal

"John? Thank God you've cone. He's done little but fret over you. Could you
not have sent word that you'd gotten away safe from Le Mans?"

Two weeks ago the town of Le Mans had fallen to the forces of John's brother

Ri chard and Philip, the young French King. Henry and his foll owers had escaped
the burning city just as the French arny noved in, and in the confusion John
had gotten separated fromthe others, had passed sone harrow ng days hi nmsel f,

i n consequence. But he was not about to explain that now to the speaker, his
illegitimate hal fbrother CGeoffrey. Like all of his brothers, Geoffrey was nmuch
ol der than John, well into his thirties, a tall, powerfully built nman with
sandy hair, Henry's flint-grey eyes, and an acerbic tongue. John did not fee
for Geoffrey the consum ng, corrosive jealousy that he did for R chard, but he
had no nore liking for this Geoffrey than he'd had for the dead brother who'd
borne the same nane. Ignoring the accusatory, querulous tone of the other's
guestion, he said,

"Christ, but he | ooks bad. Is he in rmuch pain?"

Ceof frey nodded. "All the tine," he said bleakly, and then turned toward the
bed as Henry stirred.

The grey eyes opened, focused on John. "At last," he said huskily, held out
his hand. "You did give ne sone bad nonments this past week, lad."

John was nuch relieved at the hot, dry feel of the hand in his, hav-
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ing steeled hinmself for a touch cold and clamy. "You need not have vvorri ed,

Papa. Are you not the one who always said | had nore lives than a cat? O was

that the norals of a cat?" he added, coaxing fromhis father a grimacing

smle, a cough masqueradi ng as a chuckl e.

"Johnny ... | had WIlliamde Mandeville and WIlliam Fitz Ral ph swear to nme .
swear that should any evil befall me, they'll surrender ny castles to you,

and to you alone. Not to Richard, God rot him not to Richard ..."

To John, that sounded nore |ike a concession of defeat than a declaration of

trust. "Surely you do not expect it to cone to that, Papa?"

There was a wine flagon on the bedside table, and Henry gestured, waited till

John poured out a cupful. "OF course not, lad. You'll never see the day dawn

when | let themget the better of me," he said, with a bravado that ni ght have

been nore convincing had John not needed to help himup in order to drink. "Le

Mans was not the first town I've lost inny life, will not be the |last. "
He drank deeply, signaled for John to | ower himback against the pill ows.
"Johnny . . . listen, lad. | have not forgotten my promse to you. | do mean

to give you the earldom of Mrtain, give you the revenues from Cornwal
John's mouth twi sted. For how nmany years had he been hearing this? Prom ses he
had in plenty, but little else. His brother Henry had been the heir apparent,
Ceof frey had been Duke of Brittany, and Ri chard was Duke of Aquitaine, Count
of Poitou. But hinfP John Lackland. He'd been betrothed since age nine to his
cousin Avisa, a bride to bring himthe rich earl dom of d oucester, but that,
too, was proving to be an enpty expectation; the very |least that could be said
of a twelve-year-old betrothal was that his father was in no tearing hurry to
have himtie so lucrative a nuptial knot. It was John's private suspicion that
his father denied himincomes of his own for the same reason he'd refused to
nane Richard as his heir, to keep them close, puppet Princes who'd dance to
his tune only.

"I think you should rest now, Papa," he said, and Henry nodded; sweat was
breaki ng out again on his forehead, trickling into his beard.

"The fever is worse at night," he nunbled. "Stay with me till | sleep."

The chamber was heavy with the fetid odors of illness, with stifling sunmer
heat. John soon began to sweat, too, began to yearn for a lungful of the
cooling night air so fatal to the sickroom At last Henry found relief in

sl eep; his hold slackened, fingers no |onger clutched. John gently di sengaged
hi s hand, wi ped his pal magainst the sheet, and came to his feet.
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He stood for some noments | ooking down at his father, until joined by
Ceoffrey.

"He's dying, is he not?"

"Yes." Ceoffrey gave John a thoughtful |ook. "You surprise me, John; you sound
as if you care.”

John caught his breath. "Dam you, of course | care!"

Henry groaned, funmbled with the bl ankets, and Geoffrey at once bent over the
bed, naking soothing sounds, lulling the ol der man back into sleep. John

wat ched until Henry quieted again, then turned away with such haste that, to
Ceoffrey, it seemed not so much an exit as an escape

ENTERI NG hi s own chanber, John was reaching for a wine flagon when he caught
nmoverrent fromthe corner of his eye, spun around to see the girl cowering in
t he shadows.

"Who are you?"

"Do not be angry, ny lord," she pleaded, stunbling forward to make an

exceedi ngly awkward curtsy. "I ... | am Lucy, and | am here because Master
Randol ph ... he thought..."

Her painful stammer, her flamng face told John quite clearly what Master
Randol ph thought. His first inmpulse was to get rid of her, but even as the

di smi ssal was form ng on his tongue, he changed his m nd. Wat better way to
exorcise the horrors of the sickroomthan with flesh that was snooth and whol e
and heal thy? Moreover, he had ever hated to be al one. Tonight of all nights,
even the conpany of this timd little maidservant was preferable to his own.
"Remind me to thank Master Randol ph," he said and smiled at her. "Be a good

| ass now and fetch me sonme wine."

But the wine did not help as he'd hoped. Instead of dulling his anxieties, it
acted as a stimulant, spurring his imagination into unpl easant excesses,
conjuring up half-forgotten fears of boyhood and projecting theminto a future
t hat suddenly seened fraught w th nenace.

"He's dying, Lucy. Did you know that ?"

"Yes, nmy lord," she whispered. Hastening to refill his w ne cup, she
approached the bed and then skittered back out of range, putting himin mnd
of a squirrel caught between trees.

He'd sent Lucy down to the buttery for another w ne flagon when he heard a
commotion in the stairwell. He sat up on the bed as Martin Al gais and
Lupescaire burst into the chamber.

"Look what we found in the stairwell." Shoving Lucy forward into the room
"What is that saying about a bird in the hand?"

John was not anused. Al gais and Lupescaire were Brabanc. ons,



39

jnen who sold their swords to the highest bidder. In the past he had
permtted, even encouraged, famliarity, dicing and drinking with them
treating themas intimtes. But tonight he had no desire for their conpany*
and he found hinself resenting the way they were making free with what was
his, Lupescaire helping hinself to the wine while Martin Al gais backed Lucy
into a corner, laughing at her ineffectual attenpts to fend off his roving
hands.

"I do not recall summoning you,
a brinm ng wi ne cup.

"The tal k anongst our nmen is that the old King is in a bad way. You did see
him ny lord; how does he, in truth?"

John could not, in fairness, fault themfor their concern; their future, Iike
his own, rose and fell with each | abored breath Henry drew. But they were
servants, conpani ons, handpi cked hirelingsnot confidants.

"Well enough,"” he said, had his cup halfway to his nmouth when Lucy screaned.
H s hand jerked, and wi ne splashed onto the bed, splattered his tunic. John
junped to his feet with an oath. "Damm your soul, Martin, look at this!" He
stared down at the wine spill in disgust, then turned to glare at Al gais.
"Must you ever have your hand up a woman's skirts? If you want to tunble a
wench, you can dammed well do it soneplace else than in ny chanber. Let that
girl be, and get a servant up here to change these bedcovers."

But Al gais did not nove. Holding the weeping girl with one hand, with the

ot her he reached for the neck of her gown, jerked until the material tore,
bari ng her breasts.

"Did you not hear ne?" John demanded, astonished. "I told you to let the girl
al one. "

"Why?" Al gais sounded sullen, defiant. "W' ve shared wonen before; why not
now?"

Lupescaire put his wi ne cup down, eyes suddenly aglitter, cutting fromJohn to
Al gai s and back again. John's nouth went dry; never had either of them dared
to defy him before. "Because | say so, Martin. You take what | choose to give
you, no nore and no less."

Al gais had very pale eyes, an unblinking, feral stare. But after a few frozen
breat hs, he | oosened his hold on Lucy. "You want nme to ask? Then |'m aski ng.
have taken a fancy to this one; let nme have her for an hour."

It woul d be so easy to agree, a face-saving solution for them both, and John
was very tenpted; he'd never had a stomach for confrontation. But he knew
better, knewit had to be all or nothing with a man like Martin Al gais.

"No, " he said.

John said irritably, as Lupescaire handed him
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Al gais's fingers clenched, dug into Lucy's upper arm and she sobbed anew But
t hen he pushed her away.

John's breathing sl owed, steadied. "Go down to the great hall,"” he said. "Send
a servant up to me. You need not cone back after. 1've no use for you
toni ght."

He'd won. They did as he bade, if not docile, at |east unrebelling. John noved
to the table, poured the last of the wine with a shaki ng hand. He knew t hem
for what they were, his pet wolves, but he'd never thought they might turn on
him He knew why, of course. For the sane reason that Geoffrey had suddenly
dared to voice his dislike. The scent of blood was in the air.

Lucy was still sobbing, and he snapped, "WII| you stop your whinpering, girl?
You were not hurt, after all!" But as he turned toward her, he saw that was
not true. There was an angry red welt upon her left breast; there would soon
be an exceedi ngly ugly bruise.

"Do not cry, lass," he said, nmore gently, and then she was on her knees before
him clinging to his | egs, weeping incoherently. It was sone nonments before he
coul d make sense of her sobbing, before he realized that she was feverishly,
hysterically thanking himfor saving her fromMartin Al gais. John choked back
an unsteady, nirthless |augh, raised her up

"Lucy, listen to ne. Dry your tears and go down to the hall. Find ny squire,
tell himto get up here. Then go to the kitchen, tell the cooks | said to give
you mutton fat for that bruise." As he spoke, he was steering her toward the
door. "After that, lass, go to bed . . . your own."

G ving himan incredul ous | ook, she fled. Wthin nmoments his squire was
panting up the stairs. "My lord, what is am ss? That girl acted so strange

"CGet our nen together. | want us ready to ride within the hour."
"Ri de where? My lord, it's full dark. \Where would we go? At such an hour, we
m ght well have to bed down by the roadside"

"I was giving you a command, not inviting a debate. | want to be gone from
here as soon as we can saddle up, and if you nake ne repeat that, you'll have
nore regrets than you can handle. Now see to it!"

Hastily the man said, "I will, my lord, indeed. But. . . but what of your lord

father? |'ve been told he sleeps; is it your wish that he be awakened ere you
depart ?"

"No," John said. "Let himsleep."

"i KNOWyou Angevins have ever been short of brotherly |ove, but surely John
is not as worthless as you think? Admttedly, | know himnot well, but he
never struck ne as a fool."

"Ch, John is clever enough. But what do brains avail a man if he does |ack for
backbone?"

In Richard's lexicon of insults, that was the nbst dami ng accusati on he could
make, and to Philip, it cast a revealing light upon Richard' s rel ationship

wi th his younger brother. He found hinself feeling a touch O synpathy for
John, who'd been wei ghed agai nst Richard' s exacting standards of manhood and
found wanting, for he knew that he, too, had failed to neasure up in Richard's
eyes; their friendship had never been the sane since Richard di scovered that
he had an irrational fear of horses, rode only the npost docile of geldings.
"But to be fair," Richard said grudgingly, "ny father has ever played the sane
gane with John as he did with me and, whilst they lived, CGeoffrey and Henry,
prom sing all and delivering nothing. Al though the one time he did entrust
John with power of his own, sent himto Ireland, it was an unniti gated

di saster. So badly did John bungle his rule that he achieved the all but

i mpossi ble; he got the Irish chieftains to stop squabbling with one anot her
and unite against him"

"Surely that was Henry's blunder as nuch as John's. You do not send a boy of
seventeen to do a man's work."
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poi ntedly, and Philip, conceding defeat with a wy smle, sighaled to a
servant.

"We'll see Lord John now. "

John had rarely been so nervous; eleventh-hour allies were not always wel coned
with open arms. He was rnuch relieved, therefore, when the French King sniled
as he knelt, at once notioned himto rise.

"Your Grace," he said, with an answering snile that lost all spontaneity, al
sincerity, at sight of his brother. Even in the dimlight of a command tent,

Ri chard's coloring had | ost none of its vibrancy, eyes blazingly blue, hair
bronzed even brighter now by a summer in the saddle. Mst likely, John thought
sourly, he did glowin the dark. "Richard," he said, as if they'd been parted
just that norning, and Richard gave himan equally indifferent greeting in
return.

"You did surprise ne, John," he said dryly. "I'd expected you to turn up weeks
ago. Cutting it rather close, were you not, Little Brother?"

Fortunately for John, hatred choked all utterance. He stared at Richard,

rem nding hinmself this was but one nore grievance to be credited to Richard's
account, prom sing hinmself that payment would be in the coin of his choosing.
Philip had been watching the Angevin brothers with covert anusement. Now he
asked the question John nost dreaded. "John . . . how does Henry?"
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John had given this a great deal of thought in the hours since his m dnight
flight from Chinon. He had no way of knowing if Philip and Ri chard were aware

of the gravity of Henry's illness, could only hope they were not; an infide
who converted at knife-point had, of necessity, to count for |ess than one who
wi I lingly renounced his heresy.

"I do not know, Your Gace. |'ve not seen ny father since we fled Le Mans."

Ri chard and Philip exchanged gl ances, and then Richard said, "Runor has it he
i s bedridden, but |I expect it's yet another of his dammable tricks; he could
teach a fox about slyness.”

John sai d nothing, concentrated his attention upon a nearby fruit bow .

Pi cking out two apples, he tossed one to Richard, a sudden, sw ft pitch that
di sconcerted Richard not in the least. He caught it with the utnost ease, his
the Iithe coordination, the lazy, |oose grace of the born athlete. John
doubted that Richard had made a carel ess misstep, a clunsy nmove in all of his
thirty-one years.

Ri chard crunched into the apple. "Let's talk about you, Little Brother. What
is the going price for" He caught hinself, but not in tine.

"Betrayal ? What ganme are we playing now, Richard? If we are tallying up sins,
| rather doubt you're in any position to cast the first stone.”

There was a silence, and then Richard gave a short |augh. "Fair enough. |
deserved that. Let nme put it another way. Wat do you want for your support?"
"Only what be ny just due," John said cautiously, "what |'ve been pronised
since boyhood. The county of Mortain, the earldom of G oucester, the incones
fromthe lordship of Ireland, Nottingham Castle."

Richard did not hesitate. "Done," he said, so readily that John regretted not
asking for nore.

He nurnmured a perfunctory expression of appreciation, and then said, "You

m ght want to do sonething for our brother Geoffrey, too. If | were you,
Richard, 1'd keep Geoffrey in mnd when it cones tine to fill the next vacant
bi shopric."

Ri chard frowned, but after a moment he began to | augh. "An excellent thought,
Little Brother. | shall do just that."

Philip | ooked fromone to the other in bemusenent. "I seemto have m ssed
somet hing. Correct nme if | be wong, but | never thought either one of you to
be overly fond of Geoffrey. Wiy, then, do you want to nmake hima bi shop?"
"Ceof frey has no nore calling for the priesthood than | have," Richard said
with a grin. "Sone years ago, our father sought for hima career in the
Church, tried to make hi m Bi shop of Lincoln, but he bal ked, refused to be
ordai ned. So we'd be doing himno favor."
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"Brother CGeoffrey has anbitions ill befitting his base bl ood," John added
softly. "Too often have | heard himrem nd people that WIIliamthe Conqueror
was hinmsel f bastard born."

Philip saw the light. "And as a priest, he would, of course, be barred from
ever laying claimto the crown. Cever, John, very clever. But risky. Wat's
to keep Richard fromconcluding that Holy Orders m ght do your soul great
good, too?"

Ri chard | aughed until he choked, sputtering sonething unintelligible about
"Fat her John." John | aughed, too, but his eyes narrowed on Philip wth sudden
specul ation. Philip, he decided, was one for nuddying the waters. That would
i ndeed bear renenbering.

"You did arrive just in tinme, John. W are about to lay siege to Tours, for

its fall is sure to force the old fox fromhis lair. This canpai gn has dragged
on far too long. It's nigh on two years since | did take the cross; |I'd hoped

to be before the walls of Jerusal em nonths ago." Richard paused, then said

wi th sudden seriousness, "Philip will be |l eading a French army, and we expect

men to flock to our standards. You ought to give some thought to taking the
cross yoursel f, John. What better quest can a man have than pledging his life
to the delivery of the Holy City fromthe infidels?"

John was appal |l ed, forced a strained |augh. "The truth now, Richard," he said
wi th what he hoped woul d be di sarm ng candor. "Can you truly see nme as a pious
pilgrimon the road to Damascus?"

Philip laughed; so did Richard. "No," he admtted, "I confess |I cannot, Little
Brot her. You'd disappear into sone Saracen harem never to be heard from

agai n!"

John smiled thinly, marveling that Richard should dare to sneer at another
man's sexual habits, given Richard' s own vulnerabilities in that particular
area. There were, he thought scornfully, worse vices than |iking wonmen overly
well. But all at once he found hinself thinking of that ugly scene at Chi non
renenbering the fear he'd felt when facing down Martin Al gais. That woul d, he
knew, never have happened to Richard. Men did not defy his brother. The

fool hardy few who'd dared were dead. He had a sudden wild inmpulse to tel

Ri chard that their father was dyi ng, wondering what Ri chard woul d say or feel
Not hi ng, he suspected. Everything was always so damably easy for R chard.
JOHN was t he youngest of the eight children born to Henry Pl antagenet and

El eanor of Aquitaine. His sisters had been bartered as child brides to foreign
Princes, were little nore to himnow than tinme-di nmed nmenories. His brothers
had been, by turns, indifferent and antagonistic to this |ast-born of the
Angevi n eagl etswith one exception. WIIliam
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Longsword was, |ike Geoffrey, a bastard half-brother. But WIIl had sonmehow

m ssed his share of the Angevin tenperanent; his was a placid, uninmaginative
nature, sentinental and straightforward, an unlikely drab grey dove in that
fam ly of flanboyant hawks. WII| had been amiably interested in the little
brother born within days of his own tenth birthday, had taken it upon hinself
to wi pe John's nose, to pick himup when he fell, to be for John a
good- nat ured guide through the pitfalls and passages of chil dhood. He'd becone
quite fond of the dark little boy so eager to please, had watched rather sadly
as John was utterly ignored by his nother, overly indulged by his father, as
the twig was bent, twisted awy, seeing the distortion but not knowi ng how to
set it right Yet the bonds of boyhood had proven to be enduring ones, and WII
and John did to this day enjoy a relationship remarkably free of strain in a
fam |y notorious for its internecine rivalries.

It was nightfall by the time WIl reached Rouen and was escorted up to John's
chanmber. John greeted himwith a grin, with genuine pleasure, at once sent to
the castle buttery for wine, even dismssed an uncomonly pretty bedmate so
they could tal k al one.

Ri chard had that day departed Rouen for G sors, where Philip awaited him and
John and WII joked now about the exorbitant price Philip was likely to claim
for his support in securing Richard the crown. WII could not help thinking
that John, too, had profited handsonely. Richard had wasted no tinme in

i nvesting his younger brother as Count of Mrtain; John's marriage to Avisa of
A oucester was to take place on August 29, and WIIl had heard that Richard
meant to bestow upon John the incones fromthe English counties of Cornwall,
Devon, Dorset, Somerset, Nottingham and Derby. WIIl thought Ri chard had been
surprisingly generous, and said as rmuch to John

"That," John said cheerfully, "is because | anby the vagaries of fateBrother
Richard's heir. And Richard's nore peculiar proclivities do make it at | east
likely that 1'll be the only heir."

W1l sighed, feeling much like a parent with a | oved but wayward child. "Bear
in mnd, |lad, what Scriptures say about coveting," he said mldly, and John

| aughed.

"What we need to do now, WIl, is to get Richard to find an heiress for you
ere he goes galloping off to find martyrdomin Messinaor was it sainthood in
Syria? Can you believe the man, WIll? He's not even set the date for his
coronation yet, and all he can talk about is how he cannot wait to risk his

life in sone infidel hellhole. | truly think he nust be nmad," John said, wth
such sincerity that WIIl had to |augh
"I'f you can coax Richard into giving ne a landed wife, I'lIl be nuch in your

debt. But now we do need to talk. | rode in from Fontevrault
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ith Ceoffrey He's right bitter, John, like to say that which would be better

left unsaid | thought 1'd best get to you first, tell"” "My lord7 My lord, your
br ot her"

Ceoffrey did not wait to be announced, but shoved the servant side, and strode
into the chanber "I do want to talk to you, John "

"How | ucky for ne," John said coolly, signaled to the servant to pour them

wi ne "What shall we drink to, Geoffrey7 Your good fortune7 Did he tell you,
WI1l, that Richard has ordered the canons of York to elect Brother CGeoffrey as
their Archbi shop7 OF course, there is still a mnor matter of taking vows, but
that is a small price to pay to becone a prince of the Church, is it not7"

"I rather thought | had you to thank for that," Geoffrey said "But that is not
why |I'm here, and you dammed well know it, John I'mgoing to tell you how our
father died, and you're going to listen "

"Am | indeed7" John's eyes had gone very green "I think not If you want to |ay
bl ame about, lay it where it bel ongson Richard's head Not mine If you have
anything to say, say it then to Ri chardl"”

"I did at Fontevrault He at |east was man enough to hear me out Are you7"

John had half risen fromhis chair Wth that, he sank back "Say what you have
to say and then get out "

"dadly " Geoffrey reached over and, w thout asking, hel ped hinself to one of
the wine cups "I would to God | knew what Papa saw in you He kept faith to the
end, you know Even your cowardly flight from Chnon did not open his eyes
Almost to the last, he kept expecting you to come back, even worned about you,
if you can credit that'" "Geoffrey," WII said uneasily, "this does serve for
naught " "Keep out of this, WIl On July third, Tours fell, and Philip and

Ri chard sumoned Papa to Col ombi eres He was sick unto death, nmade it only as
far as the Knights Tenplars at Ballan But when he sent word to Philip, Richard
i nsisted he was mal i ngering, playing for time By then he could barely stay in
the saddl e, but he refused a horse litter, sonehow got hinself to Col onbieres
Even Philip was noved to pity at sight of him even Philip, offered to spread
a cloak on the ground for himBut he would not agree He was too proud, you see
" CGeoffrey's voice had thickened, he drank, keeping his eyes all the while
upon John

"They told himhe was there not to discuss ternms, but to yield to their
demands They dared to speak so to him and he could do nothing about it Then
they told himwhat they wanted He must do honmage to Philip for nis lands in
Nor mandy and Anj ou, accept Philip as his overlord He rmust pay Philip twenty

t housand marks, must have all his barons swear fealty to Richard, mnust promn se
not to take vengeance
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upon those who'd betrayed him All this they demandedand nore. By then the
noonday sky was black as ink, sweat ran off himlike rain, and how he ever
kept to his saddle, the Lord Christ Jesus al one does know But they were not
t hrough yet. He nmust publicly give Richard the kiss of peace, they said. Even

that he did, even that. . . and then hissed in Richard' s ear, 'God grant | do
not die ere | have revenged nyself upon you.' O course, you may al ready know
that, John. | understand Richard told one and all at the French court, as if
it were some droll joke!

"W brought himback to Chinon by horse litter, and | watched through the

ni ght as his fever burned ever higher. The next day Roger Malchet rode in from
Tours with a list of rebels, those nen who'd gone over to Philip and Ri chard.
Need | tell you, John, that your nane did head the list?"

Ceof frey paused, but John said nothing. "He did not believe it at first,
cursed Roger, me, all within hearing, accused us of lying, of trying to poison
his mnd agai nst you, his 'dearest born.' And when he could deny it no | onger
he turned his face to the wall, said no nore. Wthin hours he was dead. Hi s
last words to me were, 'You are ny true son. The othersthey are the bastards.'
"There were only a few of us with himat the last; nost had al ready taken

t hensel ves off to Richard' s encanpment. Whilst | was in the chapel, his
servants stripped his body, stole rings, clothing, whatever they could find.
W' d have had to bury hi m not her-naked had not one of his squires let us wap
the body in his cloak, and as it was, we had not even noney for al ns.

"So died the greatest Prince in Christendom our lord father. You think on
that, John, think on how he died, and then tell me again that you bear no

bl ame. Well? Have you nothing to say? Passing strange, neither did Richard."
Ceoffrey drained the wine cup very deliberately, turned and wal ked to the
door. "Richard forced himfrom a sickbed, broke his power, his pride. But you,
John, you broke his heart. | truly wonder which be the greater sin."

W1l shifted unconfortably as the door slamred, slanted a surreptitious | ook
toward John. It may have been the dimlighting, but John seened to have | ost
color. He'd turned his head away; his face was in profile, utterly still,
maskl i ke. WIIl fidgeted, opened his nmouth, and then sat back, defeated. \Wat,
after all, was there to say?
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V YILL was frowning as he followed a servant up the stairwell to his brother's
chanmber, dreading the scene that was sure to follow He was alnost tenpted to
stand aside, to let John rush headlong to his own destruction. Al nost.

H s mouth softened somewhat at sight of the man and boy together on the
settle. John was surprisingly good with children, could not be faulted when it
cane to the care of his own, and whenever WII found hinself despairing of his
brother's flexi ble nmeasurenents of nmorality, he took confort in renenbering
how consci enti ous John was in acknow edgi ng and providing for the children
born of his bedsport. That was no small virtue to WIIl, hinmself born of
Henry's passing lust for a greeneyed mlkmid with well-turned ankl es.

He was as yet unnoticed. John was hol ding out his hands, fists clenched. "Now
tell me, Richard. Wich hand holds the fig?" The little boy pointed. "Sorry!
Thi s hand, then? No, wong again. Were did it go? Ah, there it is ..."
Reachi ng out, he seenmed to find the fig behind the child' s ear, to WIIl's
anmusenment and Richard's utter delight.

"One nore tine, Papa!" he pleaded, as John turned at sound of WII's chuckle.
For an unguarded nmonent, his face showed sudden unease, and then he sml ed,
beckoned WIIl into the room

"'One nore time,"'" he mmnmicked. '"One nore tine.' Mayhap we ought to call you
that rather than Richard!" He then plucked the fig fromRi chard's sl eeve,
while WII watched and wondered, not for the first time, what perverse inmpul se
had pronpted John to nane his son after Ae brother he so hated. As with nuch
of what John did, the answer eluded him WIIl had | ong ago recognized that his
i magi nati on was rooted in barren soil; no matter how he strained, it brought
forth only a
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nmeagre crop, never the sort of creative conjecture he'd have needed to track
the tw sting byways of his brother's brain.

Ri chard was munching on the elusive fig; now he offered the un. eaten hal f
first to John and then to WIIl, with a gravely deliberate courtesy that was
bot h unexpected and poi gnant in one so very young. He was, WII| knew, just shy
of his third birthday, a date well etched in WII's nmenory because of the
scandal attached to that birth. For Richard' s nother was quite unlike John's
ot her bedmates, was no inpoverished knight's daughter, no Saxon mai dservant.
Alina was the daughter of Hamelin de Warenne, Earl of Surrey, half-brother to
Ki ng Henry, al beit baseborn

That was the first and only tinme WIIl could renmenber Henry show ng concern for
one of his sons' sexual escapades. He had even taken it upon hinself to rebuke
John for seducing a first cousin, a girl of high birth. Unfortunately, his own
nmoral arnmor was particularly vulnerable to that very charge, and he succeeded
only in arousing in John an indignation that was, WII| conceded, not

al t oget her unjustified. John's involvenent with Alina was of ninor nonent,

after all, when conpared to Henry's seduction of the Princess Alais.
WIl did not like to think of Alais; he was by nature protective of wonen, and
he coul d not deny that Alais had been ill used, first by his father and now by

Richard. Sister to Philip, the French King, she had been betrothed to Richard
i n childhood and, at age seven, was sent to England to be reared at Henry's
court in accordance with custom It was hardly customary, though, WII thought
grimy, for a man to bed his son's betrothed, and yet his father had done just
that, had taken Alais to his bed when she was sixteen. It was scarcely
surprising, WII acknow edged, that upon Henry's death Richard refused to
honor the plight troth, telling Philip bluntly that he'd not wed his father's
whore. WIIl saw no justification, however, for keeping Alais in close
confinenent, and yet for alnost three years now, Richard had held Al ais
prisoner in Rouen

But WIIl had troubles enough of his own wi thout taking on those of a captive
French Princess, and he shifted inpatiently in his seat, waiting for John to
send Richard off to bed so they could talk.

"You did that trick with the fig very adroitly. Were did you learn it?"
"Froma juggler at the French court. He told ne that | have a rare gift for

sl ei ght of hand!"

John | ooked at him eyes alight with laughter, and WIl felt a dull ache, a
wrenching realization that he was too late, years too late. Yet he had to try,
and as soon as Richard's nurse cane to collect the boy, he said very quietly,
"John ... do not do this."
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"Do what, WII|?"

"I know why you are here in Southanpton. You nean to sail for F ance, to neet
in Paris with the French King."

"I's that why you cane racing from London? Poor WIIl. . . you did bruise your
bones for naught, in truth." John's smle was wy, faintly reproachful. "I am
about to sail as soon as the weather does clear, but for Normandy, not
France."

He was nore than plausible, he was thoroughly convincing, and he was |ying.
W1l |eaned over, grasped his wist. "John, do not play me for a fool. You owe
me better than that. If | cared enough to nake an eighty-mle ride in weather
as foul as this, then you can dammed wel|l hear nme out!"

"Al'l right, WIIl," John said slowy, taken aback by this uncharacteristic

out burst. "What makes you think I nean to ally nyself with

Philip?"

"Because Philip and Richard buried what was left of their friendship in the
Holy Land. Because Richard is still in Acre and Philip is now back in Paris,
nursing a nortal grudge. Because you'd barter your very soul for a chance to
do Richard ill. Because Philip has of a sudden invited you to Paris. Need | go
on?"

"I'f disliking Richard be grounds for accusing a man of conspiracy, | daresay

you could inplicate half of Christendomin this so-called plot," John scoffed.
"Ri chard endears hinself easiest to those who've yet to meet him" Ri sing, he
nmoved to the table, gained tine to think by pouring hinmself a cupful of cider
He poured, too, for WII, stood for a nonent |ooking down at the ol der man.
So, he thought suddenly, must their father have | ooked at thirty-four, for
W1l had Henry's reddish gold hair, his ruddy col oring, even the sane
scattering of freckles across the bridge of the nose.

"Just suppose, WII, that you are right, that | do mean to throw ny lot in
with Philip. If you had proof of that, what would you do? Go to ny | ady

not her? Betray nme to Richard?"

WIl"'s shoul ders slunped. "No," he munbled, full of self-loathing. "You know
could not."

"Do not begrudge ne your loyalty, WII. | deserve it nore than Richard, for he
| oves you not and I love you well." John thrust a dripping cider cup into
WIl's hand, took the closest seat. "I even |ove you enough to trust you with

the truth. Did you by chance see a nmonk in the great hall when you arrived?
That is Brother Bernard de Coudray, Phiup's nman. You were right, of course;
Philip has indeed made nme an offer. '"All the lands of England and Normandy on
the French side of the Channel.' | need only swear homage to him as overlord,
and once we get his sister Alais out of Richard s power, take her to wife."
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W1l choked on his cider, began to sputter. "Christ Jesus, John! You cannot
mean that? You'd truly agree to wed Al ai s?"

"Why not ?"

W1l drew a strangled breath. "For one thing," he snapped, "you already do
have a wife! O did that sonmehow slip your nind?"

John drank to conceal a grin; his brother's ponderous attenpts at sarcasm
never failed to anmuse him but he did not want to offend WII by I aughing
outright. "Have you forgotten that Avisa is ny second cousin? O that we

negl ected to get a papal dispensation for our marriage? Nor need your heart

bl eed for Avisa, the abandoned wife. W nmay not agree on much, but we do share
a deep and very nutual dislike."

"But Al ais! She bedded with Papa for years and all know it, even bore hima
stillborn son!"

John shrugged. "Being Papa's concubi ne does not make her any less Philip's
sister, and if she's the price for Philip's support... at least we'd be
keeping her in the famly!"

"That's not amusi ng, John! How can you jest about betrayal and treason, a
marriage all but incestuous?"

John set his cup down with a thud. "Wat would you have nme do? It's been

si xteen nmonths since Ri chard nanmed our dead brother Geoffrey's son as his
heir, nine nmonths since ny | ady nother coerced himinto taking a Spanish w fe.
Ni ne nonths, WIIl. For all | know, she could already be with child. Wat if
she is, if she manages a niracle, keeps Richard in her bed | ong enough to give
hima son?"

"Ah, John . . . you'd still be Count of Mrtain, Earl of d oucester, with an
i ncome of four thousand pounds a year. Can you not content yourself wth

t hat ?"

John stared at him and then gave a short, incredul ous | augh. "God hel p you,
WIl, I truly think you' re serious!"

Until that monent, WII had been slow to see the magnitude of his mstake. Had
he really thought he could talk sense into John? Al he'd done was to take on
a share of the guilt, to conprom se hinself in the conplicity of silence.

"Do not |eave on the morrow, WIlIl. Stay till week's end. How is your manor at
Kirton? This was a bad year for crops; if you're in need of noney ..."

W1l had no fal se pride, saw no reason to refuse aid from John, not when he
had only the manors of Kirton and Appl eby, and John had the revenues from six
shires. He made a point, though, of not abusing John's generosity, never
asking unless there was a specific need. "Thank you, lad, no. | do not"

"My lord!"™ A flustered servant stunbled into the chanber. "My lord, the Queen
has just ridden into the bailey!"
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John spilled his cider. "That cannot be! My nother is in Nornandy."
"No, nmy lord, she's in the great hall."

"You both are wong," a cool voice said fromthe doorway. "lI'mout in the
stairwel|."
Will junmped to his feet. He was very much in awe of John's nother, for

El eanor of Aquitaine was nore than the wi dow of one King, nother to another.
She was a creature rarer even than the unicorn, a wonan who, all her life, had
been a | aw unto herself, as Duchess of Aquitaine, then as Queen of France, and
finally as Queen of England. She had in her past two failed royal marriages, a
crusade, scandal and | overs, even a rebellion, for when Henry betrayed her
she'd incited their sons to civil War, had spent sixteen years in confinenent
as a result. But she'd won in the end, had outlived the husband who' d shut her
away fromthe world, from her bel oved Aquitaine. Mreover, she had sonehow
survived those bitter years with her soul unscarred, her spirit unbroken

Upon regai ni ng her freedom she had, at age sixty-nine, journeyed to Navarre
to fetch a bride for her favorite son, brought the girl across the Alps to
Richard in Sicily. She was now in her seventy-first year, and in the high

el egantly hol | owed cheekbones, the posture that conceded nothing to age, and
the slanting green-gold eyes, WIIl could still see traces of the great beauty
she'd once been. He was both fascinated and repelled by this woman who' d dared
to outrage every tenet of the code governing proper female behavior, but he
was gl ad, nonethel ess, to see her now, for she was the one person John m ght
not dare to defy.

W1l watched as John greeted her with guarded formality, did not mind in the

| east when she made it pleasantly yet perfectly plain that his presence was
not required. In a contest of wills between John and his nother, he did not

t hi nk John woul d prevail, indeed hoped he would not. But he did not care to be
a witness to their confrontation; he suspected El eanor's methods woul d be
nei t her maternal nor nerciful

ELEANOR snapped her fingers and the | ast of the servants di sappeared. As John
handed her a goblet of nulled wi ne, she sipped in silence for sone nonents,

then confirned his worst fears. "I do hope you have not entangl ed poor WII in
your intriguing, John. That would be rather unsporting, like spearing fish in
a barrel."

"Shoul d I know what that neans, Madane?"
She | eaned back against the settle cushions, eyed himreflectively.

Do you have any nenories of Gaendol en, John? No, | see not. She
was a young Welsh girl, nurse first to your sister Joanna and then to
y°u. | liked her, found the Welsh to be nuch like my own Poitevins, a

peopl e passi onate yet practical. There was one Wl sh proverb in par-
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ticular that Gaendol en was fond of quoting- 'Better a friend at court than
gold on the finger.'" She smiled faintly, glanced down at her hands, at the

jewel ed fingers entwined | oosely in her lap. "As you can see, | have gold
rings in profusion. But | also have friends at court, John ... at the French
court."

She waited, but John continued to | ook at her blankly, with the suggestion of
a quizzical smle. "Way is it," he asked, "that | suddenly feel as if |'ve
stunbled into the wong conversation?"

"You do that very well, John. Honest bew | derment, with just the right touch
of humor. | do not doubt your indignation will be equally inpressive. And if
you insist, we can play the gane out to the end. 1'll tell you exactly what ny
informants at the French court reveal ed, and you can deny any and al

know edge of Philip's intrigues. I'll confront you with the fact that | know
you' ve coerced the constables of Vallingford, Berkshire, and Wndsor to turn
over the royal castles to you, and you can then concoct sone perfectly

i nnocent expl anation for that

"But eventually, John, we'll get to the truth. It may well take all night, but
we will, that | pronise you. So why do you not nmake it easy on both of us? It
has been a very long day. I'mtired, John, am asking you to keep this charade
mercifully brief . . . for ny sake if not your own."

John could not say with which precise word she hit a nerve; it may have been
the tone as nmuch as the content. But by the tine she stopped speaking, he was
rigid with rage. "For your sake? There was a tinme when |'d have done anyt hi ng
on God's earth for you, just to get you to acknow edge | was even alive!l But
now? You're too |ate, Mother, years too late!"

There was a sudden silence. John rose, retreated into the sheltering shadows
beyond the hearth, but he could not escape her eyes, could feel themfollow ng
himall the while. Wat had ever possessed hinf? Fool1l In | ashing out |ike
that, he'd only shown her where his defenses were weakest, nost vulnerable to
attack.

"What woul d you have nme say, John?" she said at last. "That you are ny flesh
and bl ood, ny last-born, that | care, care nore than you know? It would be

easy enough to say, and | admt | nmight be tenpted ... if | thought you'd
bel i eve ne."
"I would not," he said hastily, and she gave hi man unexpected snmile, a |ook

of sardoni c and surprising approval

"Why shoul d you? You were not yet six when Henry confined ne in Salisbury
Tower, sixteen when next | saw you, twenty-one when Richard ordered ny

rel ease. How could I love you? | do not even know you. You were ever Henry's,
never mne."

I
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"That's a he," John said bitterly "You never cared for ne, neverl Mot fromthe
day | was born You think I do not remenber how it was7"
"You exaggerate," she said, but there was that in her voice which he'd never
heard before, a faintly defensive note "Mayhap | did not have you with ne as
often as | should in those early years, |I'll concede that 1'll concede, too0,
that | could take no joy in a pregnancy at fortyfjve Wiy should 17 | had just
found out about Henry and that Cifford slut He'd even dared to install her at
Wodst ockWbodst ock, ny favorite manor1" She stopped abruptly, and John saw
that she, too, had been goaded into saying that which she'd not meant to share
"It is a pretty fiction that nmothers nust |ove each child in equal measure

a fiction, no nore than that There is always a favorite Wth me, it was
Richard Wth Henry, it was you "
"No," John said, too quickly "I was not his favorite It was rather that | was
the only son he had left Have ypu forgotten7 My brothers sided with you "
Agai n, John had the disquieting sense that he'd have done better to hold his
tongue El eanor's eyes were too probing, too knowing Cat's eyes, ever on the
alert for noverment in the grass, he thought uneasily, not reassured when she
shrugged, said, "If that's how you'd rather renenber it But | did not nmean
that as a reproach | do not, in truth, think less of you for having the common
sense to abandon a ship once waves began to break over the bow Nor, after
si xteen years shut away fromthe sun, aml| likely to find tears to spare for
Henry Pl ant agenet "
Wt hout warning, she came abruptly to her feet, crossed swiftly to John "But
Ri chardthat is another matter altogether, John Did you truly think I'd stand
idly by whilst you plotted with Philip to usurp Richard' s throne7"

When he sought to nove away, she caught his arm"OF ny children, | have ever
| oved Richard best, have never made a secret of it My first loyalties are to
him wll always be to him But what you do not seemto realize is that they

are then given to you You want to be Richard's heir Well, 1, too, want that

for you, amwlling to do what | can to make it so "

She sounded sincere, but John knew how little that nmeant, neither of his
parents had ever held veracity to be a virtue "Why7" he said wanly "The soul
of sentiment you're not Mdther "

She | aughed "To your credit, neither are you |'ve always thought
sentinmentality to be one of the cardinal sins, second only to stupidity "
That afforded John a certain ironic amusenent, for it was his private
conviction that his brother Richard was decidedly stupid, in all but kill-
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i ng, at which he excelled. But he said nothing, |et Eleanor |ead himback to

the settle.

"Richard's marriage is not working out. Unfortunately, the girl is as insipid
as she is innocent, and so absurdly sweet-tenpered that | suspect if you cut

her, she'd bleed pure sugar. She and Richard . . . well, it's been I|ike
pairing a butterfly with a gerfalcon. I do not think it likely she'll give him
a son."

"And if she does not, that |leaves only ne ... or Ceoffrey's son. Richard

prefers the boy; why do you not, Madane?"

"Arthur is not yet five; you're twenty and four. That in itself would be
reason enough to favor you. And you are ny son; that's another. Lastly, |
think you have it in you to be a better King than your past record would

i ndicate. At least you're no fool, and nost men are."

"Even if you do favor me over Arthur, what of it? Richard has already nade his
choi ce. "

"No choice this side of the grave is irrevocable. Richard naned Arthur as a
nmeans of keeping you in check whilst he was on crusade. Once he does return
fromthe Holy Land, he may well reconsider, especially if | urge himto do so.
I"msure you'll agree that if there be one voice he heeds, it is nmne. If |
speak for you, he's like to listen. But it does cut both ways, John. If |
speak against you, he's apt to listen then, too. So it is up to you."

"What do you want nme to do?"

"It is rather what | want you to refrain fromdoing. No intrigues with Philip.
No pleasure jaunts to Paris. No conniving with the Wl sh or the Scots." She
paused, hazel eyes holding his own. Satisfied with what she saw in them she
rose, stifling a yawmn. "I expect a bedchanber has been made ready for me by
now, so I'll bid you good night. I'mglad we did reach an understandi ng. But |
rat her thought we woul d, Johnny."

"Do not call me that!" John said sharply, startling hinmself even nore than

El eanor. She stared at him eyebrows arching, and he fl ushed.

"I'"d alnpbst forgotten," she said softly. "That was what Henry al ways call ed
you, was it not?"

John sai d not hing, and she nmoved toward the door, where she paused, turned to
face him "If you should happen to suffer a change of heart in the night,
John, decide that Philip's offer is a better ganble than mine ... | think it
only fair to tell you that, on the sanme day you sailed for France, | would
personal ly give the command to seize all your |ands, castles, and manors in
Engl and, confiscate them on behalf of the crown." And cl osing the door quietly
behi nd her, she left him al one.
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GAYNEDD, WALES

]anwry upj

J.HEY left Ha warden Castle in the early hours of

a cl oud-dar kened dawn. A week of unrelenting rains had reduced the road to a
nmere nenory, and as they headed west into Wales, they found thensel ves
trudgi ng through nud as thick and clinging as nolasses. It spattered their

| egs and tunics, squished into their boots, made them fight for every
footprint of ground gained. Exhaustion soon claimed Edw n; so, too, did
disillusionment. Stunbling after his conpanions, blinded by gusts of

wi nd-driven rain, chilled and utterly wetched, he could only wonder where the
gl ory had gone.

Al'l of his eighteen years had been passed in the Cheshire village of Al dford.
He had never even seen Chester, a nere five nmles to the north. But three
nmont hs ago his cousin Godfrey had come back to Aidford. Godfrey was a | egend
intheir famly, the youth who'd willingly abandoned home and hearth for the
alien world waiting without. Godfrey was a solidarius, a man who fought for
pay, and he told his awestruck kin that he was now being paid by no less a
lord than Ral ph de Montalt, Lord of Hawarden and Mol d, Seneschal of Chester
And then he told them why he'd cone back: for Edw n.

There was no question of refusal; any village | ad woul d have pl edged his soul
for such a chance. Mich envied, Edwi n had acconpani ed Godfrey back to

Hawar den, eager to | earn about war and wonen and the world beckoni ng beyond
Al df ord. But at Hawarden he'd found only | ong hours, |oneliness, scant

pl easure. Garrison guard duty was nonotonous and dreary. But this was far
worse, this was unmitigated msery, and as he tripped and sprawled into the
mud, blistered and sore and soaked to the skin, Edwin w shed fervently that
he'd never even heard of CGodfrey, that he'd never |laid eyes upon Hawarden
Castl e.

O their mssion, he knew only that the young knight they were
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escorting had an urgent message for Davydd ab Owain, a Welsh Prince who had
allied hinself with the Normans. CGodfrey had told himthe Wl sh Prince was
encanped at Rhuddl an Castle, sone twenty-five miles from Hawarden, and he
wonder ed how | ong the journey woul d take. He wondered, too, why they were no

| onger follow ng the coast, why they'd swung inland at Basi ngwerk Abbey.

"CGodf rey?" He qui ckened his pace, caught his cousin's arm "Godfrey, why did
we change our route? Are we not nore vulnerable to attack in the hills?"
"You' d bl oody well better believe it!" Godfrey tripped, cursed as the nud
sucked at one of his boots. "But our guide told de Hodnet that this is a

qui cker way, a road nmade | ong past by the Romans. And that Norman whoreson is
set upon getting us to Rhuddlan as fast he can, no matter the risk."

Edwi n had been about to ask who were these Romans, but with his cousin's |ast
words, he forgot all else, stared at Godfrey in amazenment. De Hodnet was a

Nor man, a knight; to Edwi n, that nmade hima being beyond criticism He glanced
ahead at the knight, his eyes lingering adniringly upon the man's roan
stallion, the silvery chain-mail arnor. He felt no resentnent that de Hodnet
shoul d ride while they wal ked. That was just the way of it, and now he
ventured a timd protest.

"But Codfrey, surely he knows what he's doing. After all, he's a knight."

"So? Does that nake himthe Lord Jesus Christ come down to earth agai n?"
CGodfrey sneezed. "Think you that no man Norman-born can be a fool? As for his
Nor man kni ght hood, that'll count for naught agai nst a Wl sh | ongbow. "

"Shoul d you speak so?" Edwi n asked uneasily, provoking a snort of derisive

| aughter from his cousin.

"You think he'll hear? Nay, he knows just enough English to order us about."
Codfrey reached out, grasped Edwin's arm "If a man is like to | ead you over a
cliff, Little Cousin, you' d best see himfor what he is. De Hodnet wears a
long sword and sits a horse well, but he's no nore fit to wage war agai nst the
Wl sh than our Aunt Edith. He's as green as grass, lad, and as arrogant as
Lucifer, and there are no nore dangerous traits known to man or CGod."

Edwin stared at him dismyed. "But . . . but he's been taught the ways of
war. Al knights ..."

"Aye, and | daresay he'd fare well enough on a battlefield in France or

FI anders. But what does he know of the Welsh? He was in service with Lord Fitz
Warin for a tine, did garrison duty at Fitz Warin's manor of Lanbourne in
Berkshire. After that, he found a place with a Wltshire lord. Then his lord
took the cross like King Richard, and de Hodnet

I
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had no urge to see the Holy Land." Godfrey sneezed again, spat into the road.
"Shropshire, Berkshire, WIltshire. But not \Wales, Edw n, not \Wales."

He shook his head, said bitterly, "Gles tried to tell him warned himthat
the risk be too great, what with Ll ewelyn known to be in the area. But what
Nor man ever heeded Saxon advi ce? He does not know his arse fromhis el bow when
it cones to fighting the Wl sh, but he gives the orders, we obey, and if we
reach Rhuddl an Castle, it'll be only by the grace of the Alm ghty."

Edwi n gl anced over his shoul der at the shadowed, wet woods that rose up around
them dark spruce and pine blotting out the sky, giving shelter behind every
bush to a Wl sh bowran. The Wl sh scorned the crossbow, preferred a weapon
called a | ongbow, and they used it with deadly skill. According to Godfrey, a
Wl sh bowran could fire twelve arrows in the tine it took to aimand fire one
crossbow;, he swore he once saw a Wl sh bowran send an arrow t hrough an oaken
door fully four inches thick. Remenbering that, Edwi n hunched his shoul ders
forward, suddenly sure that even at that nonent a Wel sh arrow was being
 aunched at his back

"Who is Llewel yn?" he asked at |ast, and at once regretted it, for Godfrey
gave him an incredul ous | ook

"God keep ne if you are not as ignorant as de Hodnet!" But Edwin's di sconfort
was so painfully obvious that he rel ented somewhat. "You do know t hat Davydd
ab Omnain clainms to rule nost of North Wales? Well, Llewelyn ab lorweth is his
nephew and sworn enemny. They've been warring for nigh on six years, and were |
to wager on the outcone, |I'd want my noney on Llewelyn. He's not nuch ol der
than you, | hear, yet he's been able to get the people on his side, has forced
Davydd on the defensive. Davydd still holds a few stronghol ds |ike Rhuddl an
Castle, but LlIewelyn now controls the countryside, owns the night."

Edwi n deci ded he did not want to hear any nore, |apsed into a subdued silence.
The rain had ceased, but the snmall patches of sky visible through the trees
were an om nous | eaden grey. Although it was unusually mld for January, Edw n
shivered each time the wind caught his ganbeson. Stuffed with rags, quilted
like eiderdown, it suddenly seemed a poor substitute for de Hodnet's

chai n-mai | hauberk. He ran his hand over the padding, trying to convince
hinmself that it could deflect a |ance.

As the men noved deeper into the woods, so, too, deepened their sense of
unease. They were bunching up, all but treading upon each other's heels,
nmovi ng at an unusually brisk pace for men who'd been on the march all day.
Edwi n paused to fish a pebble fromhis boot, sprinted
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to catch up. Panting, he slowed, cane to a bew | dered halt. The nmen had
stopped, were gathered around G les. Edwi n squeezed into the circle, straining
to hear.

Edwi n was very much in awe of Gles. A dark, saturnine man in his forties,

| aconi ¢ and phl egrmatic, he was renowned for his icy conmposure, and Edwi n was
stunned now to hear the raw enotion that crackled and surged in his voice.
"We've taken too great a risk as it is, should have foll owed the coast road.
But if we take this path, we are begging to be anmbushed!"

"I do not agree. W're losing the light, are wasting tine even now that we can
ill afford to squander. | have an urgent dispatch for Davydd ab Onmain, a
nmessage that comes fromH s Grace, the Earl of Chester. | swore to ny lord
Montalt that |'d get it to Rhuddl an without delay, and that is what | nean to
do."

G les stepped forward, stopped before the roan stallion. "Sir Walter, | urge
you to heed what | say. You do not know the Wl sh, you do not know how t hey
fight. This is not war as you learned it. It is bloody, brutal work, with no
quarter given. Let nme tell you about the battle of Crogen. The old King, Henry
of blessed nmenory, led an arny into Wales, went up agai nst Onmain Faw . The

Wl sh won the day, and King Henry was forced to retreat back into England. But
ere he did, he had a nunber of Wl sh hostages brought before him wellborn nmen
all, including two of Onain's own sons. He ordered themblinded, Sir Walter."
The other's face did not change. "That battle was fought nigh on thirty years
ago. Why tell me this now?"

"Because you may be sure the Wel sh do remenber. Because that's how war is
waged in Wal eson both sides. I've fought in Normandy, in Scotland, even in
Ireland, and | tell you true when | say the Welsh do make the worst enenies.
They do not play by your rules, they win when they are not supposed to, and
they do not know when they're beaten. They're wild and cunni ng and
treacherous, not to be underestimated. It's been only a week since we captured
one of Llewelyn's nmen not a mle fromHa warden. When we put the knife to him
he admtted that Llewelyn was encanped in these woods. Knowi ng that, we'd be
mad to take yon path, no matter how rmuch tine we'd save."

"Qur guide assures nme that this rebel you seemto fear so nmuch is not in the
area, that he's known to be in Arfon. He also assures me that this is the

qui ckest way to Rhuddl an.” Walter de Hodnet paused, his eyes noving fromGles
to the encircling men. Although nost of them spoke only rudi nentary French, it
was evident that they'd foll owed the argunent; their faces were flushed,
hostile. He stared them down and, turning back to Gles, said curtly, "Gve
the order to nove out."
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G les had bl ack eyes, flat and shallowlidded. They flickered now,

mering with inpotent fury. And then he nodded, signaled the nen

fo fall into line. There was hesitation, but only briefly. Fromthe

die, they were taught obedience to rank; rebellion was utterly beyond

their ken.

But al t hough they obeyed, they did not like it. Walter could hear them
muttering anmong thenmselves in the guttural English he found so harsh upon the
ear. Saxon swine. As a boy, he'd thought it was one word, Saxonsw ne. Stupid
and sly, the ot of them It was always his accursed ill luck to have such
oafs under his command. Little wonder he'd yet to win the recognition he
craved, to find his niche. But this tinme would be different. By getting
Chester's nessage to Rhuddlan by nightfall, he'd stand high in Mntalt's
favor. It was not inconceivable that Mntalt m ght even make nmention of himto
Chester.

A snile softened his mouth at that, and for a happy nonent he indulged in a
gratifying daydream imagi ning hinmsel f sumoned by the mghty Earl, friend to
King Richard, one of the npbst powerful lords of the realm A knight in
Chester's service would be a made man. He'd have no reason then to envy his

el der brother Bal dwi n; Bal dwi n m ght even envy him

Hs smle faded; thoughts of Baldwin were always sure to sour his nood. There
was | ess than a year between them but Baldwin was the el dest born, Bal dwi n
was his father's heir, would inherit all when Sir Odo died. For Valter, for
his brothers WII and Stephen, there would be nothing, only what they could
win with their wits or their swords. And a younger son's options were |imted.
If he was fortunate, he mght find a place for hinself in sone lord's
household. O he might try his luck in the tournament lists, but that was a
risky way to earn a living. For those who'd failed to find service with a
lord, or lost inthe lists, there was little left but banditry. O course, one
coul d becone a clerk, like his brother WIIl. But a clerk had no social status;
he was a nonentity, of no account. Walter's nouth tightened. WAs he any better
off, in truth? What had he except his horse, his arnor, and a shilling a day

i n wages?

But if he could do this for Montalt and Chester ... he gl anced back over his
shoul der, at Gles's dark, sullen face. He'd managed to infect themall wth
his dammed fool fears; they were shying at every sound, as junpy as cats. As
little as he liked to adnmit it, it was even getting to him He tilted his head
back, studied the sky with narrowed eyes. Dusk was '"ailing fast. But if their
gui de was right, they were | ess than seven mles from Rhuddl an

Walter slid his fingers under the noseguard of his helmet, rubbed the chafed
skin across the bridge of his nose. Wat was the guide's
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nane? Martin? A quiet sort, half-Wlsh, half-Saxon, an outcast in both worlds.
But he knew these hills as few nen did, and he

"Sir Wlter!" Gles had cone up alongside his stallion. Keeping his voice
pitched for Walter's ear alone, he said tensely, "You hear itthe silence?
Suddenly there is not a sound, no birds, nothing."

Walter stiffened, listened. Gles was right. "Ch, Christ," he whispered. He
swung about in the saddle, peering into the surroundi ng shadows, saw not hi ng.
"Martin!" he called sharply. A few yards ahead, the guide turned, his face
guestioning. But as he did, a |l ow humm ng noi se cut through the eerie
stillness. Walter gasped, flinched as a rush of hot air fanned past his face.
H s stallion | eapt sideways, and he jerked on the reins, turned the animal in
acircle. Only then did he see Gles. The other man had dropped to his knees
in the road. As Walter watched, he tugged at the arrow shaft protruding from
his chest, and then fell forward, slowy slid into the mud churned up by
Walter's stallion.

For a nonent frozen in tinme, nothing happened. And then one of Walter's nen,
the one called Godfrey, dropped to the ground, rolled toward a fallen | og,
shouting, "Take shelter!" An arrow slammed into the |og, scant inches from
where he crouched, followed by an earsplitting, wordless yell, and Walter's
men pani cked, whirling about, slipping in the nmud, crashing into one anot her
in their haste to escape the trap

Walter jerked his sword fromits scabbard. CGodfrey's action had been
instinctive, but Walter knew it was also futile. The Wel sh were firing from
both sides of the road, w th savage-sounding battle cries that only panicked
his men all the nore. The woods offered no refuge, only shafted death, and he
shout ed, "Make haste for the castle!"™ An arrow burned past his thigh, grazed
his stallion's mane, and he spurred the animal forward. The horse stunbled
over Gles's body, righted itself, and | engthened stride. In the fading |ight,
Wal ter never saw the rope stretched across the road. It caught himin the
chest; he reel ed backward, hit the ground with jarring inpact.

Wien he cane to, dazed and disoriented, he did not at first renenber where he
was. He groaned, started to move, and a knife blade was at once | aid agai nst
his throat. Behind the knife were the col dest green eyes he'd ever seen. The
man was young, twenty at nost. He said sonmething in Wl sh, and Walter said, "I
do not understand."”

The yout h spoke again, harshly, and Walter shook his head, tried to sit up
H's coif was jerked off, and the knife nicked into his throat; a thin red line
appear ed upon his neck. He froze, scarcely breathing, and the pressure eased
slightly.

From the corner of his eye he could see several figures huddled on the ground:
a freckle-faced, frightened youngster, Godfrey, and a third
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an sneared with his own bl ood Beyond them a body |lay sprawled in the nmud, and
near by was a young Wl shman, seeking to soothe Walter's roan stallion

Anot her man was now bendi ng over him a huge youth with a scarred cheek and
deepset brown eyes He reached for the neck of Walter's hauberk, and as \Walter
recoi l ed, he grinned "Easy, English," he said, maccented but understandabl e
French "The Lord | oveth a cheerful giver'"

He drew out the rolled parchment, eyes w dening at sight of the Earl of
Chester's seal "Chester," he murmured, passing the scroll to his conpanion
"Well, well You fly high, English "

Walter drew a deep breath, thanking God for this French-speaking, am able
giant Surely he could reason with this one But the other he glanced at the
glinting blade, swallowed, and said in a rush, "My nane is Sir Walter de
Hodnet, son of Sir Gdo de Hodnet of Wl batch in Shropshire My father is a man
of means, and will pay dear for ny safe return "

"l ndeed7" The Wel shman smiled at him "Horses7 Gol d7"

"Yes, both," he said, knowi ng his father would not part with so nmuch as a
shilling on his behalf

"You hear, Rhys7 W've a man of wealth in our midst Tell me, English, what of
your men there7 Who ransons thenv"

Walter stared up at him perplexed Wo'd pay noney for men-atarns7 "I do not
see"
"No, | know you do not But |I'd wager your nmen do " He was no |onger smling,

and Walter's mouth went dry G les's voice was suddenly thudding in his ears
He blinded them Blinded them Blinded them

HE was barely twenty, his face contorted with pam sweat beadi ng his upper

lip, his temples A dark stain was spreading rapidly across his tunic Ll ewelyn
knew few i njuries were as dangerous as an upper-thigh wound, all too often the
man di ed before the bl eeding could be checked Drawi ng his dagger, he split the
tunic, set about fashioning a rude tourniquet It was with considerable relief
that he saw it begin to take effect

"You're a lucky lad, Dylan," he said, and grinned "Half a hand hi gher and
you' d have lost the famly jewels "

Dyl an was chal k-white, but he nanaged a weak snile at that, whispered, "Jesu
forfend "

Two nmen were bnngng up a bl anket stretched across two poles, and Ll ewel yn
rose, watched as Dylan was | owered onto it A flash of nmovenent caught his eye
He turned, saw the guide, Martin, standing
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several feet away. Llewelyn unfastened a pouch at his belt, sent it spinning
through the air. Martin caught it deftly, tucked it away in his tunic For a
nmonent their eyes held; then he silently saluted Ll ewelyn and vani shed into

t he wooded dar kness beyond the road.

Ednyved was now at his side. He said, "WllI?"

"Three dead, including one gutshot so badly that | thought he'd count death a
mercy. Four captured. The rest fled. One horse taken. And this." Handi ng

LI ewel yn the parchment roll

LI ewel yn, too, was startled at sight of the seal. "Chester, no less!" He
turned, beckoned to the closest man. "Rosser, fetch a torch.”

"One of those taken is the lack-wit who led themright to us. A fool of the
first order, but you might want to talk w th hi mnonethel ess, Llewelyn. He
says his nane is de Hodnet. Is that not what an English friend of yours be
cal | ed, too?"

Surprised, Llewelyn nodded. "Yes, Stephen de Hodnet. Yet the last | heard,
Stephen was attached to Fulk Fitz Warin's household, not Mntalt's. O course,
St ephen does have several brothers" He broke off and, after a nmoment, |aughed
and shook his head. "But no, | could not be that |ucky!"

GODFREY was cursing under his breath. Edwi n sat stunned and silent beside him
They both stiffened at Ll ewelyn's approach, watching warily as he stopped
before them and then noved toward Wal ter de Hodnet.

Walter waited no less warily. The man standi ng before himwas quite young,

ni neteen or twenty, dressed in the sane honespun as his conrades, and Walter
was startled when he said, in fluent French, "I'mLlewelyn ab | orwerth.

Wl conme to Wales.”

Wal ter flushed; even as frightened as he was, he did not m ss the nockery in
the other's voice. But he could not afford pride, not now, and he said
hurriedly, "It's glad I amthat you speak French, ny lord. If | may say so
you' re young to have made such a nane for yourself." He sumoned up a snile
was encour aged when Ll ewelyn sniled back. "My lord Ll ewelyn, may | speak
plainly? | can pay for ny rel ease; you need only name your price. My father"
"You do not remenber ne, do you?"

Bewi | dered, Walter shook his head. "We've nmet? My lord, | think not. | would"
LI ewel yn was still smling. "A pity your nmenory is so poor, Walter de Hodnet.
For | do renenber you, all too well."

This was no pretense, Llewelyn saw, Walter was genuinely baffled. He stood

| ooki ng down at the Norman knight, and then, abruptly tiring
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f this cat-and-nmouse ganme, he said, "I think you'll renenber if you put ur
nmnd to it. Think back some years, to a sumer noon and a rneadow beyond
Shrewsbury, to a chestnut gelding and a fearful tenyear-old boy."

"I still do not" Walter began, and then sucked in his breath.

LI ewel yn saw his face twitch, saw his eyes glaze over with horror, and he
said, "You see? You have not forgotten ne, after all."

Rhys and Ednyved had been follow ng this exchange with increasing curiosity.
Now Rhys denanded, "What is this English to you, LIewelyn?"

"A man who has long owed ne a debt." Speaking rapidly in Wlsh, Llewelyn gave
thema terse summary of that |ong-ago encounter by Yokethul Brook, concl uding
in French, "So what say you? Wat shall | do with hin®"

Rhys's eyes flicked to Walter. "Need you ask? Kill him" he said, wthout
hesitation. He'd answered in Wl sh, for he used French only under duress, but
it was obvious that Walter understood; he was ashen

"Ednyved?"

Ednyved shrugged. "This English is such a dolt, it would be alnbpst a shane to
| ose him never have | seen a man so eager to be anmbushed. And he is the

brot her of your friend. Wuld his death grieve Stephen?"

"I very much doubt it," Llewelyn said dryly, saw Walter flinch, and thought

t hat Stephen had just unknow ngly gai ned vengeance for a chil dhood of beatings
and intimdation.

"Well, | can think of no other reasons to spare him Llewelyn. There are too
many English as it is; one |l ess would be no loss. This grievance you hold
agai nst him how deep does it fester?"

Llewelyn smiled at that. "lIs there ever a tinme when you do not go right to the
heart of the matter? The answer is, of course, that it does not . . not
anynore."

He gazed down at Walter, his eyes thoughtful. And then he turned, for Rosser
was approaching with a burning pine torch.

"Ah, at last." Breaking the seal, he held the parchment up to the |ight.
"Let's see what nmessage is worth the lives of three nen." Beginning to read,
he | aughed al oud, beckoned to those w thin hearing range.

"It seens King Richard had nore to fear fromhis fellow Christian crusaders
than he did fromthe infidels. On his way back fromthe Holy Land, he fel
into the hands of his erstwhile ally, the Duke of Austria, and is being held
for ransom by the German Enperor!"

H s men had gathered around to listen. They burst out |aughing, too, began to
exchange markedly unsynpat hetic qui ps about the English King's plight.

LI ewel yn was rapidly scanning the rest of the letter. "Wait, you' ve
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yet to hear the best of it. Wien word reached Engl and, Richard's brother John
did hinmself proud in the finest tradition of Cain and Abel, at once set about
gaining the crown for hinself. He's sailed for France, where he nmeans to ally
hinself with the French King Philip. It seenms they plan to offer the Enperor
an even larger ransomnot to let R chard go!"

LI ewel yn was el ated, for nothing better served Welsh interests than English
di scord. God had i ndeed been good to Wl es, he thought, in giving Richard a
brot her as untrustworthy as John. Wth Richard | anguishing in sone Austrian
castl e and John schemng to steal the throne, the English would be too taken
up with their own troubles to have tine to spare for Wl sh conquest. That
meant he'd have a free hand to nove agai nst Davydd, to force a battle that
woul d break his uncle's power once and for all

"One good turn deserves another, so | w sh John well," he said, and | aughed
again. "For although he does not know it yet, he's going to give ne Gwnedd."
"I do not doubt it, ny Prince," Ednyved said with nock servility, "but at the
nmonent you're a rebel on the run, and we'd best be gone ere any of those

Engl i sh sol di ers reach Rhuddl an. Now," jerking his head toward their captives,
"what nmean you to do about then®"
"To tell you true, Ednyved, | have not nade up ny nind." LlIewelyn walked over,

| ooked down at his prisoners.

Codfrey tensed, and then blurted out in broken French, "My lord, spare ny
cousin. He's but a lad of eighteen; do not put himto the knife, | beg you."
"Why should | put any of you to the knife? There are but two legitimte tines
for torture, when a man has information you nust have or when he has committed
a sin so great that justice demands he suffer for it." But Godfrey did not
fully believe him LIewelyn saw.

And what of Walter de Hodnet? A rare jest of God, in truth, that de Hodnet
should fall into his hands now, years too late. Walter was mute; but his eyes
pl eaded wi t h angui shed el oquence.

"You fear nore than death, do you not?" Llewelyn said slowy. "You think I
mean to extract every ounce of nortal suffering for a boyhood wong. A pity,
Walter, you know so little of the Wl sh. You see, we have a sayi ng anongst ny
people: O hir ddyled ni ddyhr dim 'Froman old debt, nothing is due.'"
Walter stared up at himin utter disbelief. Rhys | ooked no |l ess startled, but
Ednyved | aughed, as if at sone private joke.

"I thought it was your ambition to be Prince of Gwnedd, Llewelyn. Are you
seeki ng sai nt hood, too?"

"I know you're woefully ignorant of the Scriptures, Ednyved, but
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en V°u nust have heard: 'Vengeance is nmine, saith the Lord.'" LI ewe-

1 n paused, and then added in Welsh, "O course, we do have another verb i

rat her fancy: The best revenge, contenpt.'" Ednyved nodded, eyes alight in
anused understandi ng. "Now that ounds nore |ike you," he said, as Walter found

hi s voi ce.
"You truly mean to let ne go?" Walter sounded nore suspicious than relieved,
for magnanimty to an eneny was an alien concept to

hi m
"Yes, | do, but | rather doubt you'll thank me for it. For | nean to
rel ease your nen, too. | should think they'll have a nobst interesting tale to

tell Montalt. You've hardly endeared yourself to them have you?"
Wal ter opened his nmouth, shut it abruptly, but he was unable to keep his eyes
fromshifting toward Godfrey. Llewelyn saw, sniled

"OfF course you will have time to think up an explanation for your appalling
ineptitude ... on your walk to Rhuddl an. For although you are free to go,
we' || be keeping your horse and arnor. Spoils of war . . . renmenber?"

Five m nutes ago, Walter woul d have bartered anything on God's earth for his
life and not counted the cost. But his were now the changed priorities of

reprieve, and he gave a gasp of dismay. "If | do reach Rhuddlan Iike
t hat naked, al one, on footChrist, I'll be a | aughi ngstock!"
"Yes," Llewelyn agreed. "I know." And signaling to two of his men, he said,

"Strip himof his arnor."

Walter scranbled to his feet, began to back away. In that instant his fear of
hum liation was greater than his fear of death, and his eyes darted to the
dagger in Llewelyn's belt. For a mad nonent he saw hinself lunging for it,

pl ungi ng the bl ade into Ll ewelyn's chest, and racing for the woods.

But his was an easy face to read. Llewelyn felt a sudden surge of excitenent.
"It is your choice, Walter," he said softly, alnopst encouragingly.

Walter's throat nuscles contracted; he had not enough saliva to swallow The
realization that Llewelyn wanted himto go for the knife was a lifeline back
to sanity. Appalled by what he'd al nost done, he sagged agai nst the nearest
tree.

"I swear by all the saints that you'll regret this day," he said, choking on
his hatred, and Rhys lost all patience. In three strides he'd crossed the

cl earing, had his dagger poised at Walter's throat.

"Are you so eager to die, English?" he demanded. "Think you that we need an
excuse to claimyour |ife?"

"He does not speak Wl sh, Rhys," Llewelyn said, amused, and Rhys sniled
grimy.

"Mayhap not, but he understands ne well enough."
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Walter had lost all color; a vein showed at his tenple, throbbing wildly

agai nst skin danp with sweat.

"Yes," Llewelyn conceded. "I daresay he does!" d ancing up at the darkening
sky, he realized that they'd already tarried here too | ong, and he noved
toward Valter's nmen. "You understand what was sai d?"

Codfrey had been staring at Walter de Hodnet, eyes glittering. Now he | ooked
up at Ll ewelyn, nodded, and then grinned. "Mem" he said, and then gestured
toward Walter, adding something in English which Ll ewelyn did not understand;
he caught only a nane, G les.

But tinme was on his uncle's side; some of the fleeing soldiers nmight have
reached Rhuddl an by now. He still held Chester's dispatch. Unsheathing his
dagger, he slashed at the parchnent until it hung in tattered ribbons. Handi ng
it to the wide-eyed Edwin, he said in slow, deliberate French, "Here, |ad.
Gve this to Montalt. And tell himthat Llewelyn ab |orwerth has a nessage for
Chester: Stay out of Wales."

Edwi n coul d not envision hinself ever giving a nessage like that to a Nornman
lord, and he was ruch relieved when his cousin said, "lI'd |like nothing better,
nmy lord!"

Edwi n rel eased his breath, clutched the shredded parchnent to his chest.
CGodfrey woul d keep faith with the young Wl sh lord, and he was glad, for they
owed this man their lives. He doubted that the Earl of Chester would heed the
war ni ng, woul d stay out of Wales. But he would, he thought, w th sudden

resol ve. He was goi ng hone. Hone to Al dford.

LI SI EUX, NORMANDY

Majj 1194

L

J. N January 1194, Queen El eanor reached Germany with the one hundred thousand
silver marks demanded as ransom for her son's freedom Richard was finally

rel eased on February
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one year and six weeks after he'd been taken captive in Austria. By ' ~j, he
was once more upon English soil, where he set about exri guishing the enbers
of his brother John's rebellion. John's castles of TickhiH and Nottingham fel
to himwithin a fortnight, and on March 31 . sUWlnrnoned John to appear before
his great council. John was given forty days to answer the charges of treason
He defied the summons, did not appear, and on May 10 he was outl awed, decl ared
to have forfeited any clainms to the Angevin crown, and then stripped of the
earl dons of d oucester and Mrtain, of his castles, estates, and nanors in
Engl and and Nor mandy.

Two days later, Richard and El eanor sailed from Portsnmouth. Landi ng at

Barfl eur, they headed south into Normandy. After lingering a few days at Caen
they noved on to Lisieux, where they were greeted with excessive affability by
Archdeacon John de Al engon, Richard's vicechancellor, and there joined by
Joanna Pl ant agenet, sister to Richard, daughter to El eanor, young w dow of
WIlliamthe Good, King of Sicily.

". . . AND after | set up a gallows before the walls of Nottingham Castl e,
hanged a score of John's nmen, and left themfor the ravens, the others | ost
their taste for treason, noved out even faster than the ravens noved in!"
"What of Johnny, Richard? Have you any word as to his whereabouts?"

"Ch, | know exactly where John is, Joannaskul ki ng about the French court. He
fled to Paris nonths ago, after Philip sent himwarning that ny rel ease was

i mm nent. 'Look to yourself; the Devil is loose,'" Richard quoted with relish,
and then | aughed.

Joanna | aughed, too. "This has not been one of Philip's better years, what
with your return and his troubles with the Pope."

"What is the straight of that, Jo? The garbled account | heard did not seem
likely to ne, that Philip sought to repudiate his Queen the day after their
marri age."

"Likely or not, it's true enough. They were wed at Am ens |ast August, and the
very next day Philip disavowed the nmarriage, refused to recogni ze | ngeborg as
hi s Queen. Wen she bal ked at being shi pped back to Denmark |ike defective
goods, Philip convened a council of French bishops at Compi egne, got themto
declare the marriage null and void, then confined Ingeborg to a nunnery. But

t he Dani sh King did not take kindly to this, and he appealed to the Pope on
his sister's behalf. | expect H's Holiness will order Philip to take Ingeborg
back, but Philip is nothing if not stubborn, and I'mnot sure he'll yield even
if the Pope does |lay France under Interdict."
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"Jesii, the idiot, the utter idiot!" Richard shook his head in anused
amazenment. "Mayhap | ought to ask himif he wants to send Ingeborg tO ne at
Rouen. We could pen her up with Alais, split the cost of their upkeep!”

He | aughed again. In the shadows behind him Archdeacon Al enc.on coul d not

hi de his disapproval. After a monent, his eyes shifted fromRi chard to the
worman at his side. Eleanor was watching her son, a faint smle curving her
mouth. It was not a smle to give Alenc.on cornfort, rem nding himwhat an

i mpl acabl e enenmy this wonan made. Upon gai ni ng her own freedom one of her
first acts had been to declare an amesty for those inprisoned in English
jails, declaring that she knew from personal experience "how irksone it was to
be a prisoner." And yet she'd shown no pity at all for the wonan confined for
five years now at her son's command, the unfortunate Alais, who' d been raised
at her court, had cone to wonmanhood in her husband' s bed.

But it was too late to worry about Eleanor's enmty. He'd chosen to ganbl e,
could only hope he'd not made a fool's wager. Mving closer, he nurmnured,
"Madame, might | have a few noments alone with you? I've a matter nobst urgent
to discuss.”

El eanor felt no surprise. She had a sharp eye for the unease of others, and
Alenc.on's overly hearty wel cone put her in mnd of a man whistling his way
past a graveyard. She asked no questions, canme unobtrusively to her feet and
foll owed Al en$on fromthe hall

The Archdeacon's manor was a substantial structure of stone and tinber, rising
up two stories on the bank of the River Touques. It was to an upper chanber
that Al enc.on | ed El eanor, stepping aside so she could enter first. As she
did, he closed the door quietly behind her. El eanor stood very still, staring
at the man by the unshuttered wi ndow, silhouetted against a twlight sky of
soft, shadowed | avender

"Mt her," he said at last, so | ow she could not be sure he'd spoken at all
There was an oil lanp sputtering on a trestle table. She reached for it, took
several strides forward into the room held it up so that the snmoky Iight fel
across his face.

John blinked, flinched away fromthe sudden illuminating glare. H s nother's
face was inpassive, but her eyes pinned himto the wall, anber ice in which he
could read the reflection of his every sin, could read accusation and

i ndi ctment, but no hint of absolution

He forgot entirely his carefully rehearsed pl ea of explanation and atonenent.
Wien the silence had beconme nore than he could endure, he blurted out, "You
know why |I'm here. | need you to speak for nme. You're the one person Richard
woul d be likely to heed."

"I daresay you're right. But whatever makes you think | woul d?"
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El eanor set the lanp on the table, turned back to her silent son "At | st

you' ve shown you're not the utter coward Richard thinks you to , he was sure
you' d not dare |eave the sanctuary of the French court Although how you'd have
the nerve to face himafter all you' ve done Hying yourself with your brother's
sworn eneny agai nst your own House, pronising to wed your father's harlot and
to cede the Vexm back to Philipin return for his support, hiring Wl sh

nmer cenanes and seeking to stir up a rising in England, doing your damedest to
sabotage the collection of Richard' s ransom And when all else failed, joining
with Philip moffering to better Richard' s ransomif the German Enperor woul d
but hold Richard for another year Have | |eft anything out7"

"No," he said shortly, unwillingly

"Well, then, suppose you tell me why | should want to hel p you escape the

puni shment you so deserve, why | should raise even a finger on your behalf And
do spare ne any maudlin pl eas about you being flesh of ny flesh, you'll have
to do better than that, John nmuch better "

John drew an uneven breath "Nothi ng has changed since that night we talked in
Sout hanmpt on Your hopes for an Angevin dynasty are not going to take root with
Richard's seed He's not laid eyes upon his wife in nigh on two years, did not
even bother to summon her to England upon his return Unless you are counting
upon another Virgin Birth, Madame, | suggest that |eads us right back to
Arthur or me, a child of seven or a man grown of twenty-six "

"Yes," she said icily "But the child is as yet unforned clay, who knows what
manner of nman he may becone7 Wereas we already know the man you are, John "
John was not as inpervious to insult as he'd have her think, he betrayed
hinself with rising color "Yes, you doa man who knows what he wants and wil |
fight to keep what is his Can you say as nuch for Arthur7 | night make use of
Philip's help if it serves ny need, but we'll see the Second Coming ere |'d
trust himout of ny sight But Arthur7 Hi s advisers wax fat on French gold,

| ook to Pans for guidance the way infidels do | ook to Mecca He'd be Philip's
puppet and you well know it, Madame Just as you know | would not "

"What | want to know," she said, "is how you can be shrewd enough to see al
that and yet stupid enough to fall in with Philip's schemes, to so disregard
nmy prom se and my warning "

Her tone was barbed, each word earned a separate sting And yet John sensed
he'd ganed sone ground "For what it's worth, | fully neant to hold to our
under st andi ng "

"Why did you not, then7"

"The truth7 Because Richard's capture unbal anced the equation |
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truly did not think he'd ever come back, not with the enem es he's nmade. | saw
the crown up for the taking, and so . " He shrugged. "I put in ny bid. \Wat
nmore can | tell you?"

El eanor's nmouth twitched. "Credit where due, you can surprise. | was curious
as to what your last line of defense would be. But | admit | did not expect
you to fall back upon honesty!"

Wth that, John no |onger hesitated. "Well?" he said. "WII| you help ne,

Mot her? W1l you intercede with Richard on ny behal f?"

She gave hima | ook he could not interpret. "I already have."

John's relief was intense but ephemeral. So this whole scene had been yet

anot her of her dammabl e ganes, he thought resentfully, a stupid charade as
nmeani ngl ess as it was nalicious.

"Ri chard can be unpredictable, so there are no guarantees. But he did agree
that if you cane to him he'd hear you out. It night help," she added dryly,
"if you sought to appear somewhat contrite."

She started toward the door, stopped when he made no nove to follow "What are
you waiting for? Richard' s belowin the great hall; now would be as good a
time as any."

"The great hall?" John echoed in dismay. He thought it penance enough to have
to hunble his pride before Richard, was not about to put on a perfornance for
a hall full of witnesses. But as he opened his nouth to protest, he caught the
contenpt in his nmother's eyes. She was |ike Richard, he knew, in that she,
too, was one for setting tests and traps for people, measuring their worth by
standards that made no allowance for frailties or failure. Richard judged a
man by his willingness to bleed, to risk his life upon the thrust of a sword.
Wth his nother, the test was nore subtle and yet nore denmandi ng. She m ght
forgive deceit and betrayal, but never weakness, woul d expect above all el se
that a man be willing to answer for the consequences of his actions.

"I suppose you're right." He noved away fromthe w ndow, gave her a crooked
smle. "What was it the Christian martyrs always said before they were thrown
to the lions? Mrituri te salutanus?”

"Your command of Latin is not bad, but your grasp of history is rather weak.
"W who are about to die salute you' was the battle cry of the Roman

gl adi ators, not the Christian martyrs. W can safely say you have no yearning
what soever for martyrdom but it will be interesting, nonetheless, to see how
you handl e yourself in the lion's den." Eleanor's |laugh was not in the | east
mat ernal , but John knew he'd pulled back fromthe brink in tine, had scranbl ed
to safety even as the ground seemed sure to crunble under his feet.

MEN stared at sight of John, fell suddenly silent. Eleanor stepped aside so
that he stood alone. Richard was sitting on the dais at the far end of
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the hall. John hesitated, then began the | ongest walk of his life. So quiet
as that he could hear the scuffling sound his boots nade as they trod pon the
floor rushes, hear the clinking of his sword in its scabbard even hear, or so
he i magi ned, the thudding of his own heart. Richard had not noved, was

wat chi ng hi m approach, eyes narrowed and utterly opaque. John stopped before
the dais, slowy unbuckled his scabbard, and laid it upon the steps. Then he
knel t.

"My liege." In the brief time allotted to himfor calculation, he'd deci ded

t hat candor was his best hope. It had served himwell with his nother, and
mght, if he was |ucky, appease Richard, too. In truth, what other choice did
he have? For what could he possibly say that Richard woul d believe?

"I can offer you no excuses, Richard. | can only ask for your forgiveness.
know |'ve given you no reason to" He stopped in nidsentence, for he'd just
recogni zed the worman seated at Richard's left, a slimwonan with green eyes

and reddi sh gold hair gleani ng under a silvery gossaner veil, a wonan he'd not
seen for eighteen years. His sister Joanna.

"I"'msurprised to see you here, John. Frankly, | did not think you'd have the
nerve. | was not surprised, however, by your treachery, by your willingness to

snap at Philip's bait. You're as easily led astray as any child, have never

| earned to say no. It's lucky you were not born a worman, Little Brother. You'd

have been perpetually pregnant!”

Ri chard | aughed, and so did nmost of the others in the hall. The col or drained

fromJohn's face; he bit down on his lower lip until it bled, sought to focus

upon the pain to the exclusion of all else.

Ri sing, Richard bent down, picked up John's sword. "But you're here; that

counts for something. And our |ady nother would have ne forgive you; that

counts for much. | suppose | should just be thankful that since you are so

much given to treachery, you' re so reassuringly inept at it!" He stepped

forward, held out John's sword. "Your betrayals are forgiven, Little Brother
if not forgotten. But though your bl ood buys you a pardon, the price is

hi gher for an earldom higher than you can pay. 1've no intention of restoring
your titles and | ands, not until |I'm damed well sure that you' re deserving of
them... if ever.”

John came to his feet, reached for his sword. Richard was sone inches the
taller of the two, and now, standing on the dais stairs, he towered over the
younger nman. As their eyes net, John said, quite tonelessly, "I shall renmenber
your generosity, Brother. You nmay count upon that."

SUPPER was generally an afterthought, but that evening's meal was an unusually
bountiful one; in his relief that his risky role as peacemaker
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had met with such success. Archdeacon Al engon enptied his |arders set before
Ri chard a succession of neat and fish dishes, highly seasoned veni son and
salnon swimmng in wine gravy. The salnon Richard di spatched to John's end of
the table, with a good-hunored but heavy, handed jest about the Prodigal Son
and the Fatted Calf. To John, the taste was bitter as gall, and as soon after
the neal as he could, he escaped the hall, out into the dark of the gardens.
He was al one but a few nonents, however. Joanna had fol |l owed, canme forward to
sit beside himon a rough-hewn oaken bench. "Here," she said, thrusting a w ne
cup into his hand. "I think you' re in need of

this."

They'd gotten on well as children; she was only two years ol der than he, and
he' d been sorry when their father had sent her off to Sicily as an

el even-year-old bride for Wlliamthe Good. When he thought now upon his

hum liation in the great hall, it was Joanna's presence there that he m nded
the nost, and he said sharply, "If you ve cone to offer

pity, I do not want any!"

"You need not worry; | do not think you' re deserving of any. You were not |ed
astray,' knew exactly what you were doing . . . and got what you deserved."

But then she gave hima direct, searching gl ance.

"Does that offend you, Johnny?"

"No," John said, surprised to discover that he actually preferred her
matter-of-fact rebuke to R chard's contenptuous pardon, and when she snil ed at
him he smled back

"I"'mglad," she said sinply. "I can tell you, then, that | think Richard
erred. A pardon should be generously given or not at all. For all that Richard
has a fine grasp of tactics, he's always been woefully lacking in tact!"

And what was he expected to say to that, John wondered, agree and incrimnate
hinsel f? But after a noment to reflect, he dismssed the suspicion as
unwarranted. For all the love that |ay between them he could not truly see
Joanna as Richard's spy. Nor, were he to be fair, was that Richard' s way,
either. Richard would not take the trouble.

"I"d rather not talk of that, Jo." The chil dhood name cane wi t hout thought,
was curiously conforting, evoking echoes of an alnpbst forgotten famliarity.
"You' re beautiful, you know, you truly are. Not at all the skin-and-bones
sister | renenber! Joanna Pl antagenet, Queen of Sicily, Duchess of Apulia,
Princess of Capua. Were you happy, Jo, in Sicily?"

"Not at first. | was too young, too homesick. But WIIliamneant well by ne,
gave me no cause for conplaint. He was sone thirteen years ol der, treated ne
like a daughter until | was ready to be a wife. Yes, | was happy enough. But

at thirty-six he died, leaving no heirs, and as you know, his bastard cousin
Tancred seized the throne. Tancred not
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only denied ne ny dower nghts, he put me into close confinenment at Pal erno |
somet i nes wonder what woul d have beconme of me, Johnny, f not for Richard He

| anded at Messina on his way to the Holy Land, and when Tancred bal ked at

rel easing ne, restoring ny dower, Richard laid siege to the town, forced
Tancred i nto subm ssion

Yes, John thought, and then he took you with himto the Holy Land, where he

of fered you to the brother of the infidel Prince Sal adm But he said nothing
"Richard's arrival at Messina was a godsend, in truth, and 1 will be ever
grateful to himYet | do not doubt you' d have done as much for ne, too, Johnny
So woul d our brother Henry Even Geoffrey, provided it did not inconvenience

hi m unduly Any one of you would have conme to ny aid, | know that And yet none
of you would e\er have come to the aid of each other 1've often thought on

t hat "

"When | was sixteen, Jo, Papa sought to persuade Richard to cede the Aquitane
to me Qur brother Henry was a year dead, and Papa promi sed to name Richard as
his heir, but he thought it only fair that Richard should then yield up
Aquitame in return Richard did not see it that way, flared into a rage and
swore he'd be damed ere he'd agree Papa flew into an equal rage, told ne that
Aquitanme \\as nmine if | could take it from Ri chard A sixteen-year-old boy has
no money for troops But the Duke of Brittany does, and Ceoffrey offered to
provi de the men and noney, told ne this was the chance of a lifetime So
Ceoffrey and | led an arnmy into Poitou, and Richard burned dammed near hal f of
Brittany in retaliation until Papa nade haste to summmon us all to London, told
us he had not nmeant to be taken senously "

They were both silent for a tine after that John | eaned over, plucked a
prinrose fromthe cl osest bush, and presented it to Joanna with sel f-nobcking
gallantry "Tell me, Jo, why did you follow nme out to the gardens? Wat did you
want to say to ne'

"Do you renenber what | would call you whenever we'd have a falling-out?
Johnny-cat, because you were al ways poki ng about where you had no nght to be
"I remenber | never liked it nuch "

"I could not help thinking of that as | watched you and Richard in *e great
hall You offered up your eighth Iife in there, Johnny-cat You do know that 7"
"Christ, Joanna, of course | do Do you think anything |less than that could
have brought ne to Lisieux?"

"Thank God you see that," she said sonmberly "\ was so afraid you "“oul d not
Because | know Ri chard, he'd not forgive you again, Johnny J116 next time you
fall fromgrace will be the last tinme For your sake, | do »ope you never
forget that "
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YORKSHI RE, ENGLAND

Sept enber 1196

JLoo excited to sleep, Joanna awakened just before dawn on the norning of her
fifth birthday. Taking care not to disturb her nother, she slid fromtheir
bed, pulled her gown over her head, and ran a wooden conmb through her tangled
dark hair. She knew she should wash her face, clean her teeth with a haze
twi g, but she could not wait; the day, her very own, was beckoni ng.

In the outer room Maud still slept, rolled up in blankets by the hearth.
Joanna tiptoed around her, searching for food to break the night's fast. The
only furniture the roomcontained was a trestle table, a coffer chest, and
several stools, but it was cluttered with household utensils: her nother's
distaff and spindle, a pile of reeds that Maud neant to plait into baskets,

the hand mill that Maud used to grind their corn, several letten pots and
pans. In the corner an arnful of peeled rushes was being steeped in tallow
fat; Joanna's nose winkled at the pungent snell. Reassured by Maud's steady

snoring, she broke off a chunk of thick, black rye bread, smeared it with
cheese, and headed for the door

Qut si de, she detoured by the hen roost, soothed her conscience by scattering a
handf ul of seeds in anong the chickens. Joanna very much wanted her nother to
t hi nk her responsible, did not nmean to shirk her household duties. But the
nmorni ng sky was clear and cloudl ess, the brilliant blue of her nother's eyes,
and the wind rippled through the nmoorland grass, stirring up a billow ng green
sea that swept all before it as it raced for the distant silver of the River
Ure. Joanna let the wind take her, too; breaking into a run, she skimed the
grass, arns outstretched and hair stream ng behind her |ike an ebony sail, and
for a noment or two she actually was a small boat, bound for exotic, alien

shor es.

She sl owed as she approached the cottage, home to Cedric, the
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Saxon farmer who did for themthose chores that required a
n'S hand. Cedric's cottage | ooked, at first glance, much like their

t hatched roof and tinber franmework, covered with clay, chopped
w, anc[ cow dung. But it was much snaller, contained a single room
, cedric, his wife, Eda, and their three children. Joanna had once
neaked a | ook inside, knew they all slept on pallets around the hearth,
| acking the straw mattress and wooden bedframe she shared with her
mother. Nor did they have the feather pillows, the enbroidered
coverlets, or the hand mrror of polished netal, all of which Joanna's
not her had brought with her from her home to the south, the hone
Joanna had never seen
As early as it was, Cedric's famly was already up and about. He was
di sappearing into the distance, on his way to the fields he worked with the
other villagers. Eda was toting a bucket of mlk toward the cottage, and the
children were chasing the chickens out of the garden. They were making a noi sy
gane of it, herding the hens in a circle, and Joanna felt a pang of envy,
yearning to join in. She'd watched Cedric's children for nonths, knew the boy
was called Derwin and his sisters Rowena and El frida, names strange and
forei gn-sounding to Joanna. She knew, too, that they were not proper playnmates
for her; Maud had warned her often enough of that. Saxon peasants, she'd said
scornfully, bound to the | and, who could be bought and sold and were born to
serve. That had confused Joanna sonewhat, for she knew that Maud, too, was a
servant. Maud had nursed her nother, called her "lamb" and "sweeting," and yet

she was still a servant; Joanna had heard her npother rem nd Maud of that nore
than once. So why, then, did she | ook upon Cedric and his famly wi th such
cont enpt ?

No, Joanna did not understand. It nmattered little to her that Cedric's
children were serfs, that they spoke an alien tongue. She would even have
dared her nother's wath, so lonely was she, so eager for friends. But Rowena
and Elfrida had shied away fromall her overtures, stared at her with

suspi cious, wary eyes, and at |ast she'd stopped trying. Yet she stil
wonder ed why they would not play with her. Was it because she was Norman?
Because Cedric addressed her nother as "ny |lady"? O because she was
"different"?

As young as she was, Joanna was aware of the irregul ar aspects of her
honelife. She had no famly but her nother. They had no friends, no visitors,
and the past was a forbidden terrain, a |land of dark secrets, secrets Joanna
instinctively feared. There was so nuch she did not un-

i *

uer stand, but she sensed that what was wong in their |ives was sonehow her
fault.

Now t he other children had noticed her, were whi spering anong thensel ves,

| aughi ng. Joanna turned, wal ked away.
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But her spirits lifted, as always, at sight of the castle. She spent hours
here sonme days, watching the people passing in and out of the bailey. Four
times a year Maud woul d nmount the steps into the keep, would pay the rent for
their cottage to GQuy, the bailiff for Robert Fit? Ranulf, Lord of M ddl eham
Joanna had begged in vain to acconpany Maud on these quarter-day visits, and
the worl d hi dden away behind those tinbered outer walls remained a nystery to
her .

Stretching out in the grass, she picked up a stick and cleared a space. Her
not her was different fromthe villagers in yet another way; she could read and

wite. Very few wonmen had such a skill, she'd told Joanna one ni ght when w ne
had | oosened her tongue, but her fatherJoanna's grandfatherhad permtted her
to be taught with her brothers. "He was so proud of ne, Joanna . . . once,”

she whi spered, and when she began to cry, Joanna cried, too; she dreaded her
nother's tears even nore than her slaps.

Now she patted the earth till it was snooth, took the stick and | aboriously
scraw ed her nother's name in the dirt: CLEMENCE. Then she traced JOANNA bel ow
it. But that was the extent of her know edge; C emence had neither the

pati ence nor the aptitude to instruct, and her sporadic attenpts to teach
Joanna t he al phabet had cone to naught.

A solitary child is nore given to daydreanm ng, and Joanna was no exception.
She lost track of tine; the norning drifted away on an easterly breeze.

Yawni ng, she sat up in the grass, and then saw how high the sun was in the
sky. It was nigh on ten o' clock; she was perilously close to being late for

di nner. Joanna scranbled to her feet, began to run

Sprinting through the village, with several barking dogs at her heels, she
raced for home. Maud kept a water bucket outside the door and, proud that
she' d remenbered, she conscientiously washed the dirt from her face and hands.
But she'd spl ashed water about too freely, and | ooked with di smay now at the
spl ot ches darkening the skirt of her gown. She was al ways di spl easi ng her

not her and Maud, and yet she tried so hard to be good, she truly did.

She hoped the rmud stains would pass unnoticed, but at sight of her, Muud set
down her bow with a thud. "And where have you been, rooting about in the

pi gsty? For the love of the Lord, look at the child!"

G enmence, thus appealed to, turned fromthe hearth. "Ch, Joanna!" Ruefully.
"What a slovenly little beggar you are."

There was no anger in her voice, though, and Joanna's tension dissipated in a
rush of relief. But the bew | dernment remai ned. The sane nisdeed that would, on
one day, earn her a slap in the face mght, at another tinme, be shrugged off
wi th indul gent laughter. Her nother's erratic tenpers were baffling to the
little girl, but they were disquieting/



77

t oo
There was a perverse security in the constancy of Maud's dour dis-
roval , none whatsoever in her mother's quicksilver npbods a" AN speci al

bi rt hday di nner had been cooked for Joanna a rabbit w flavored with onions,
saffron, and wine, a thick bean pottage, wed apples There was cider for

Joanna, red wine for Cenmence, ale for Maud, and plumtarts for the fina
course Sitting mthe place of "honor," Joanna was flushed w th happi ness
Their di nner usually conisted of soup or fish, bread and cheese, and she took
this rich fare as proof that she was |oved, in favor She even dared to hope

t hat her nother m ght have heeded her pl eadi ng, have gotten her the dog she so
want ed She held her breath in excitement now as Maud cl eared away the stale
bread trenchers that served as plates, as her nother rose, noved toward the
bedchanber

"Joanna, these are for you " Her nmother was sniling, holding out her presents
several scarlet hair ribbons and a wooden top

Joanna bit her lip, blinked back tears "Thank you, Mama," she nunbl ed, and
Cl enence frowned

"I told you we'd be having no dogs in this house | thought you understood
that "

Joanna swallowed |If only Manma knew how rmuch she wanted a puppyl She'd tried
so hard to nake Mama under st and

"Joannal Joanna, | like it not when you sulk, you know t hat
"I"mnot sulking, Mama, |'mnot," Joanna said hastily, and after a |ong
nonment, C enmence nodded

"See that you do not Now come here and get your birthday kiss
Joanna did

JOANNA sat on a stool, watching in awe as her nother |oosened her thick bl onde
brai ds, shook her head ma swirl of brightness Joanna was fascinated, when
unbound, her nother's hair cascaded down her back in a silky tunble of light,
reaching well bel ow her hips She smiled over her shoul der at Joanna, held out
t he brush, and Joanna reached eagerly for >t/ she | oved brushing her nother's
hair, took pride in making it gleamlike gold

" Marma when is your birthday7"

"In less than a fortnight " O enence seenmed to sigh "My twentyfirst | expect
that sounds very old to you7"

"Yes," Joanna admitted, and they both |aughed

"Then | was al nost born on your birthday, was | not, Mama7 Mana

was | not7"

She felt her mother stiffen "Yes," Cenence said at |ast, a grudgi ng one-word
answer that thudded between themlike a stone, and Joanna
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suddenly wanted to cry. Once again she'd nanaged to say the wrong thing.

"You have pretty hair, Mama," she said inmploringly. "So pretty, ~ is like

| ooking at the sun.”

"That's sweet, Joanna." O enence reached over, patted Joanna's hand, and then
pi cked up the mirror. As she shifted, Joanna saw her own eyes staring back at
her. Not blue like her nother's, but a strange col or neither brown nor green
what her mother called hazel, slanting queerly at the corners. Joanna hated
her eyes, just as she hated the straight, coarse hair that even now was
defying her birthday ribbons.

"Mama . . . why do | not look like you? Wiy do | have hair black |like a crow?"
"Because you take after him" C enmence turned on the stool, gazing upon her
daughter, the blind i nward | ook that Joanna nost feared, for she knew it meant
her nother was remenbering, not seeing her at all

"That was all | asked of God, that | need not see himeach tine |I |ooked into
your face. Little enough to ask, | should think." She | aughed suddenly,
unsteadily. "But we do pay and pay for our sins, it seems, and you grow nore
like himwith each day that passes.”

Joanna shrank back. She knew who "he" was, the father who had not wanted her
who had nade Mama so unhappy. "Mama . . ."

"Ch, God, how like himyou are!"

Cl emence's eyes were not blind now, they were riveted on Joanna's face with an
enotional intensity that terrified the child; she thought she could read

revul sion in them and she sobbed, "No, Mama, |I'mnotl Pl ease, Mama, |'mnot!"
This was not the first time her nmother had accused her of this bloodsin, but
for once her tearful denial proved stronger than the pull of the past.

G enmence blinked, sagged back on the stool. "Do not weep, Joanna," she said,
with an effort. "Hush now It matters not if you've his coloring, as |long as
you've not his accursed, evil soul."

Joanna's tears dried; once nore her nother had forgiven her for a sin beyond
her understandi ng. But when she cane back fromthe garden privy, she found the
bedchanmber door barred to her. Maud was al ready asl eep, and she scratched
softly on the door. "Manma? Mama, it's ne."

There was no response. After a few nmonments she gave up, found a bl anket, and
dragged it over to the hearth next to Maud. This had happened before; there
were times, Maud expl ai ned, "when your |ady nother needs to be alone." But as
she edged closer to Maud's bul ky shelter, Joanna wi shed her nother had not
felt such a need on this, her birthday.

The next norning, Cemence was novi ng about the kitchen by the
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[ oanna awakened She was pal e, holl oweyed, and as she bent over

ki ss Joanna, there was a sour-wine snmell on her breath But she

med to have laid her ghosts to rest, at least for a tinme, and Joanna

5 ked for no nmore than that Nor did Maud, who set about cooking breakfast with
unusual cheer

It was m dnmornng Joanna was weedi ng mdst their cabbages and nons, chanting
under her breath, "Plant a seed, pull a weed," when he | ooked up and saw the
cart nmoving slowy down the road

The comi ng of the cart was an occasion in their lives, nmuch |ike Christnmas or
Easter week, and she dashed to nmeet it Three or four tunes a year, a
tight-1lipped driver she knew only as Luke pulled up at their door Wen Joanna
had been younger, she'd confused himwith St Nicholas, for, like the

cel ebrated saint, Luke brought riches, food, and bl ankets, and sonetines a
pouchful of small silver coins Dancing with excitenent, Joanna sought now to
see what the cart held Two crated eeese Sacks of salt and flour A barrel of
salted pork Bundl es of flax stems, Maud woul d soak themto separate the
fibers, and her nmother would then spin theminto |inen for sheets and cl ot hi ng
Jars of honey and flagons of w ne

"Marmal Luke's come, and with so much food' Can we have a goose for M chael nas,
can we, Mama7"

Cl emence did not answer, she was staring at the object Luke was hol di ng out
toward her, a seal ed parchment Joanna slid down fromthe cart wheel Mama had
never gotten a letter before She shivered suddenly, watched her nother break
the seal with clunsy fingers

"Nol On, God, no " The letter fluttered to the ground, and Joanna grabbed for
it But her mother had whirled, was fleeing back into the house

"Luke7 Why did the letter nake ny mama cry7"

He rarely acknow edged her, generally acted as if she were invisible to adult
eyes But he | ooked down at her now, said, "Her father is dead "

The bedchanmber door was ajar Joanna gave it a push and it swung open Her

not her and Maud were on the bed, Maud cradling the younger woman as if she
were no ol der than Joanna

"I always thought thought soneday he'd forgive ne | had to believe that, had
to but he did not, died believing ne to be a whore

and I'mnot, |'mnot1"

I know, |ovedy, | know " Tears were streani ng down Maud's face "% little girl,
do not | beg you

"And George he'll inherit all, will not pay the rent on the cota8e you know he

will notl And what will we do, Maud7 Mother of Gd, what will we do7"
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Joanna could bear no nore. "Mana . . . Manm, do not cry!" But her nother was
beyond any consol ati on she or Maud could offer. She con. tinued to weep as the
day dragged on, sonetimes silently, hopel essly sonmetinmes with deep, shuddering
sobs that convul sed her in gasping spasnms, until at l[ast her body rebelled and
she retched niserably into the floor rushes around the bed.

At dark, Maud nmade pallets for Joanna and herself by the hearth. But the
bedchamber door could not conpletely shut out the sounds of sobbing. At |ast
Joanna cried herself to sleep. She was awakened wel | past nidnight by a dul
thud. Sitting up, she saw her nother standing by the table, two of Luke's w ne
flagons clutched to her chest. She put her fingers to her |ips, backed
stealthily toward the door. Her face was waxen in the nmoonlight, her eyes
swollen to slits, blonde hair spilling down her breasts and shoulders in a
colorless, tangled snarl. Joanna's breathi ng quickened; this glassy-eyed,
swayi ng stranger was not her nother

By the time she wiggled free of the blankets, Cenmence had retreated back
into the bedchanber. As Joanna reached the door, she heard the bolt slide into
pl ace. \When Maud awoke at dawn, she found the little girl asleep on the floor
huddl ed agai nst the bedchanmber door

THE day seened endl ess. Joanna wandered about the cottage |ike a ghost; not
even M ddl eham Castle could lure her away fromthat closed bedchanber door
Maud made periodic attenpts to coax Cl emence out. Sonetimes her entreaties
provoked curses and slurred abuse; at other tinmes her pleas echoed into an
eerie silence. At dusk, Maud set a plate of cheese and bread before Joanna,
stood over the child until she choked down a few nout hfuls, and then put her
to bed by the hearth. Exhausted, Joanna sl ept.

But the next norning the bedchamber door was still bolted. Maud sent Joanna
for Cedric, and as they hastened back up the path toward the cottage, they
could hear Maud's fists thuddi ng agai nst the oaken door

"My lady, | beg you, open the door. You' ve not eaten for two full days."
Maud' s hands were raw, knuckl es bl eeding, but she continued to beat futilely
on the door until shoul dered aside by Cedric. He tested the |latch severa
times, and then said, "Were is your axe?"

Maud gave a | ow npan and gestured, but a shudder passed through her body each
time the axe connected with the wood. As the door gave way, Cedric put his
shoul der to it, shoved inward, and stum
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hied into the room Joanna heard hi mgasp, and then he had spun ound, was
seeking to block Maud's entry with an outstretched arm She |unged past him
and then began to scream

There was a strong stench in the room of w ne and vonit and urine. Joanna
could see part of the bed, see the overturned flagon on the floor. Wne
dripped fromthe rim had gathered in a sodden pool mdst the rushes. Her

not her' s bl onde hair swept the floor; the ends were trailing in the w ne,
matted and dark. The wi ne | ooked Iike blood to Joanna. She tried to take a
step closer, but her knees gave way.

"A doctor, name of Cod, fetch a doctor!"

A white arm dangl ed over the side of the bed, fingers tightly clenched. Cedric
reached out, reluctantly grasped the wist and quickly let it drop. "Nay, we
do need a priest," he said huskily, and Maud fell to her knees by the bed,
began a high keening wail. Cedric crossed hinself, backed toward the door
Joanna found herself sitting on the floor by the hearth. She slid along the
ground until she reached the table, crawl ed under. There she crouched, putting
her hands up to her ears to shut out Muud's screans.

MAUD had yet to nove away from C enmence's body. She | ooked up as Cedric
reentered the bedchanber, and her face contorted in fear, for he'd not
sumoned the village priest; the white-garbed nonk at his side was John
Bronpt on, Abbot of Jervaul x Abbey. He | ooked at the wonman on the bed, shook
his head slowy, and Maud sobbed, grabbed his arm

"A m schance, Reverend Father, that is all ... |I swear it! She wanted only to
sleep ..."

He di sengaged her clutching fingers, gazed down at the enpty wi ne fl agons.
"She did take a sl eeping draught?"

Maud sobbed again. "Her nights were so bad, Abbot John. Last spring | went to
the castle | eech; he gave nme henbane and white poppy. But she neant no harmto
hersel f. You nust believe that, nust |let her be buried in consecrated ground,

| beg you ..."
Her voice rose shrilly, and the Abbot said hastily, "Calmyourself, woman. You
do disturb yourself for naught, | assure you. It is plain enough what

happened. She was distraught, did m sjudge the potion."

Maud nodded dunbly, then snatched up his hand and, before he could w thdraw,
pressed it to her lips. He patted her shoul der, said, Do you wish Cedric to
see the wainright about building a coffin?"

She' d buried her face in her apron, only wept the harder, and he sighed,

unf astened the crucifix that dangled fromhis belt, and aPproached the bed. As
he di d, he happened to gl ance toward the
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outer room and for the first time he noticed Joanna, cowering under the

tabl e.

"God in Heaven, did you never think of the child?"

Joanna wat ched as he knelt beside her, held out his hand. "Come to ne, little
one. That's a good | ass . "

He smelled of sweat and horses and garlic, but his voice was soft coaxing.
Joanna wrapped her arnms around his neck. She was trenbling so violently that
her teeth were chattering, and she bit down on her thunb, tasting blood in her
nmout h. "Mama . "

"She's in God's keeping now, |ass. She's dead."

CLING NG to the Abbot's hand, Joanna entered into the bailey of M ddl eham
Castle. Ahead of her rose the limestone ashlar keep. She stared up at it,
opennout hed, for it seened to reach straight toward Heaven. A wooden stairway
extended out into the bailey, led up into the keep, and she hesitated, dizzy
at the thought of scaling those heights, but the Abbot gently propelled her
forward, and she grasped the railing, began a slow, cautious clinb.

The great hall could easily have accommpbdated their entire cottage, so vast it
was, with wi ndows soaring toward the roof and an open hearth in the center of
the floor. A woman was noving toward them dressed in the softest blue wool
Joanna had ever seen

"I"ve been expecting you, Reverend Father. |Is this the child?" "Aye. Joanna,
this is the Lady Hel weisa, wife to Lord Robert. Make your curtsy and then
await me in the wi ndow seat."

He watched as the child noved away, said, "She has not cried, not even

yest erday when we buried her nmother." Turning, he gratefully took the w ne cup
a servant was offering, followed Helweisa to the hearth.

"Tell me, Madame, what do you know of the girl's nother?" "Nothing, if truth
be told. Guy, our bailiff, rented themthe cottage, and all their dealings
were with him Neither nmy husband nor | concern ourselves with such m nor

matters. | did assunme that the woman was a young widow or, nore likely, a
foolish girl who'd listened to the wong nman's bl andi shnents. "
He nodded. "An all-too-common tale, | fear. The girl was very young, and the

man was married. Wien her famly discovered she was with child, they cast her
out in disgrace."

"How, then, did she pay the upkeep on the cottage?" "From what the old woman,
Maud, told ne, the girl's father paid the rent, saw that her needs were net.
Not so rmuch out of charity, ' fear, as to keep her frombringing further shane
upon the fam ly name
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| yi ew enough to realize that a girl turned out to starve will buy her

d with all she has left to barter, her body. But although they put

d on her table, they denied her their forgiveness. The father said she

dead in his eyes, and held to that, even upon his deat hbed. The

i Her son was no less rigid. The younger son was nore synpathetic, but

could not gainsay his father and brother, although he did take it upon

- se]f to wite her of their father's death. The rest you know. "

"As you say, Reverend Father, a conmon tale, and likely to remain o as |long as

there be born nen with glib tongues and silly chits willing to pay tnem heed.
What nmean you to do about the child? A pity she is not a boy; it m ght be
easier to find a famly willing to take in a lad."

"That is why |I've cone to you, Madame. You see, the girl was wellborn, of
Norman stock. | got the famly name from Maud: d' Arcy. The father held his
manor fromno less a lord than Wlliamde Ferrers, Earl of Derby."

"Ah, that does put a different |light upon it," Helweisa conceded. "If the
child's mother be of gentle birth, then a villein's hut is no fitting place
for her, bastard or no. Wiat would you have ne do, wite to the

fam|y?"

The Abbot nodded. "Aye, to the younger brother, Sir Roger d' Arcy. He should be

told of his sister's death . . . and of her child s need."

"I shall be glad to oblige you, of course, Abbot John." Hel weisa's eyes
strayed across the hall to where Joanna sat, very still, in the w ndow seat.
"Poor little lass, | wonder what shall become of her."

"She is in God' s hands, Madane. As are we all."

THERE was no reality in Joanna's time at Mddleham it left little inprint
upon her menmory. She did as she was bade, spoke when spoken to, and when |eft
to her own devices, she sat for hours staring out at the dal es, now burni shed
wi th bracken. To the other children of the castle, pages and playmates of Lord
and Lady Fitz Ranulf's young son Ral ph, she was a curiosity and, provoked by
her eerie indifference, they baited her with words | earned fromtheir elders:
"bastard" and "sideslip." They were the first to put a name to it, to the sin
of birth that somehow made her different fromother children. A fortnight ago,
she'd have been devastated by their nockery. But now their taunts had no power
to hurt. What mattered if they called her "bastard"? She had so rmuch nore
grievous wongs to answer for. Mama was dead because of her. In her grieving,
Mama had sobbed out the truth at last, had cried, "If only sr>e'd never been
born!"

Mama had not wanted her, and now Mana was dead, and it was er doing, would not
have happened if not for her. She did not wonder
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that Maud did not come to the castle to see her. How could there be
forgiveness for a sin so great?

On her ninth day at M ddl eham she was awakened by a young mnai dservant, and to
her astoni shment and apprehension, was told to attend Lord and Lady Fitz
Ranul f in the solar.

She'd seen Lord Fitz Ranulf only in passing, was much in awe of him a
heavyset man in his fifties, with the brusque, no-nonsense manner of one who
does not suffer fools gladly, and prides hinmself inordinately upon that

i npati ence. Lady Hel weisa was nmore fam liar to Joanna. A plunp, conplacent
worman much her husband's junior, she would stop and tal k to Joanna whenever

t hey happened to neet in the bailey or great hall, but Joanna did not think
Lady Helweisa truly heard her answers.

Her nervousness eased sonewhat, though, at sight of Abbot John, for he had
been kind to her. The fourth nman in the chanber was young, dressed in starkest
bl ack, with a long sword at his left hip. But it was his hair that held
Joanna's eyes; it was blond, the same sunlit shade as her nother's.

"Come here, Joanna." Lady Hel wei sa beckoned her into the solar. "There's one
here to neet you, your uncle, Sir Roger d' Arcy."

Joanna gasped, stared up at this nman who was her kin, her famly. As her gaze
reached his face, she saw he had her nother's sapphire-blue eyes.

"Jesu!" H's breath hissed through his teeth; the blue eyes w dened. "Christ,
if she's not his very inmage!"

For the briefest nmonent, hope had flickered in the dark of Joanna's world. Her
uncl e had come for her. But with his words, that faint hope guttered, died.
There was on his face the sane expression that had been on her nother's the
ni ght she'd cried, "Ch, God, how |like himyou are!"

Seeing they all were staring at him Roger d Arcy drew a deep breath, said,
"I'"d never seen her, you see ..." There was a wine cup on the table, and he
reached for it, drank until he began to cough. "I expect you think my father
was a hard man. Mayhap he was. He put fam |y honor above all else, taught us
to do |ikew se. He taught us, too, that a woman of rank rmust be chaste, nust
go to her marriage bed a virgin. Wien ny sister confessed she was with child,
he felt betrayed. Shaned."

"And you?" Abbot John asked quietly.

"It was my duty to obey my father's wi shes." Roger drank again, not neeting

their eyes. "But. . . she was so pretty, ny sister. So quick to laugh. And so
young. Just fifteen when she canme to court. Fifteen . . ." He turned back to
face them said tautly, "I always did blane him not her. She was such an

i nnocent, such easy prey. |'d have killed himif |
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., /' His voice sounded suddenly nmuffled, as if he were swall owi ng C "But
could not. | could only watch ny sister suffer for his accursed lust."

Hel wei sa and her husband exchanged gl ances. Roger d' Arcy had

t unwittingly confirmed a grow ng suspicion of hers. Wiy had not

, d' Arcys taken vengeance upon the man? As bitter as they were, one

th' nK al one coul d have stayed their hand; the man had to be hi ghborn.

Very hi ghborn

"What of the child' s father, Sir Roger? Wuld he do nothing for your sister?"
He shook his head. "She'd have died ere she asked himfor so nuch as a
shilling. My sister was a d' Arcy, Madane; she, too, was proud."

Hel wei sa hesitated, and then decided that the best tactic mght be a direct
frontal assault. "Sir Roger, who is the child' s father?"

He | ooked at her, then down at Joanna, and she said, "Your sister is beyond
slander. If you keep silent now, you do but protect the man."

"You're right," he said abruptly. "By God, you're right. The man who seduced
nmy sister, the man | blane for her deathhe is the Count of Mrtain."

There was a shocked sil ence; even Hel weisa had gotten nore than she'd

bar gai ned for. Her husband whistled softly, as Abbot John echoed, incredul ous,
"The Count of Mortain? John, the King' s brother?"

Roger nodded. "Mayhap you understand now why we coul d not..
trailed off.

"Joanna, " Abbot John said hastily, "go and sit in the w ndow seat," and held
up his hand for silence till she was out of earshot. "That does explain nuch.
But there is one thing | do not understand. For all his vices, Lord John has
never failed to acknow edge his bastards. He may spill his seed without care,
but he's then willing to claimthe crop as his; he has at |east five baseborn
children, and they lack for little. Way would he not do as much for Joanna?"
"My sister hated him Abbot John, blamed himfor her plight. She took her
vengeance the only way she could, by denying himhis daughter. W gave it out
that the child was stillborn." Roger saw the Abbot's di sapproval, added
defensively, "My sister feared, too, that John night take Joanna from her if
he knew. Christ curse him he had the power."

He drained the wine cup, set it down. "I amin your debt for what you did for
nmy sister, Abbot John. | shall be taking Maud back with ne. she nursed us all
we' d not have her starve. | shall send Luke for the furnishings of the
cottage." As he spoke, he was taking a pouch fromjus belt, spilling severa
silver pennies onto the table. "Take these, Abbot John, and have Masses said
for ny sister on her nonth-mind."

H s voice
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The Abbot nodded, but then realized that Roger d Arcy neant to depart. "Sir
Roger, wait! What of the child?"

Roger seemed no | ess taken aback. "Surely you do not expect us to take her in?
John's spawn? My brother would sooner shelter a leper, and in this | do agree
with him There are always villagers in want of children; place her with one
of them"

"Sir Roger, these be hard tines; few of our serfs have food to spare for their
own. And what of your sister? Joanna is her child, too."

Roger was shaking his head. "W cannot take her. My brother woul d never
consent, and | Do you not see? Every tine | did | ook upon her, |I'd renenber
the Hell that was ny sister's life these five years past. Christ, you cannot
ask that of us. She'd be a living, festering sore in our mdst, and we will
not take her. We cannot!" But he did not nove, and after a monent, he shook
additional coins out onto the table

"There; use that for her corrody, place her with the nuns at St Cenments. |
can do no nore than that." Not waiting for their response, he noved swiftly
toward the door, did not |ook back

Abbot John approached the table, |ooked down at the silver pennies. "Well
mayhap it is for the best. May the lass stay with you, ny lord, until | can
make arrangenents with the sisters in York?"

Robert Fitz Ranul f nodded, then turned in surprise as his wife said, "No,
Reverend Father. We can put that noney to better use. Wiy not send the child
to her father, to John?"

"Madame, you woul d undertake that? Lord John is in Normandy, and to be

truthful, | think such a journey would cost nore than d' Arcy's grudgi ng
of fering."
"No matter, we will pay the difference," Helweisa said placidly, and her

husband stared at her in outraged astoni shrment.

"That is indeed a kindness, Madame, and you shall not go unrewarded for it.
CGod sees . . . and approves."

"I do not doubt it, Abbot John." Helweisa sniled, shepherded the Abbot toward
t he door.

"Have you |l ost your senses, worman? What ever possessed you to nmake an offer
like that? You do not even know that John woul d accept her as his!"

"Ah, Rob, that is a false fear. Whatever other evils may be credited to his
account, John does tend to his own, and that child is his. Once he sees her
he'd be the last to deny that."

"Even so, you do not expect himto reinburse us for our trouble, do you? What
prince ever paid back a debt?"

"That is true enough,” she conceded readily. "But it will be a cheap price to
pay for the favor of a King."

"And what makes you so sure that John will ever be King?"
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"My dearest, can you doubt it? It's been five years now since Ri chard's nother
badgered himinto taking a Spanish wife, and she's yet ven to set foot in

Engl and! Richard will give England no son of his loins; n°r is ne a man *° ~*e
peacefully in bed. He has but two possible heirs, his brother John or his
nephew Arthur. Arthur is a child of nine. John is twenty-eight, and has
Lucifer's own luck. Did we not all think he'd ruined hinmself with his schem ng
when Richard was taken by his enemes in Austria? Remenber what happened when
Richard's ransomwas finally paid? John was bani shed from Engl and, had the
earl dons of Mortain and d oucester taken fromhim And then? He did neet with
Ri chard in Normandy, sonehow got Richard to forgive himand, within a year
even to restore his titles. Any man who could work a miracle like that is no
man to wager agai nst, Rob."

Her husband nodded slowy. "Mayhap | was overhasty in objecting. Very well,
you do have ny perm ssion."

Hel wei sa, who'd never doubted that for a nonent, nonethel ess gave hima
grateful smile, a dutiful kiss. "I think I know just the one to escort the
child, Rob. Sinmon, our bailiff's eldest. He's a likely lad, and can be trusted
to keep his wits about him™

Across the solar, Joanna sat, forgotten, in the wi ndow seat. She understood
now why her nother had not wanted her, why her uncle and Maud did not want

her. There was sonething shameful in her birth, so nmuch so that her uncle had
| ooked upon her with | oathing.

"Joanna?" Lady Hel wei sa was standi ng by the wi ndow seat, snmiling at her. "l do
have wondrous news, child. You are to go to Normandy, to go to your |lord
father."

Joanna's breath stopped. She could only stare up at the woman, too stricken
for speech, for nore than a whispered, "Please, no . " that none heard, or
woul d have heeded.

JOANNA' S fear of her father was soon eclipsed by the utter misery of her
journey. Perched precariously behind Sinon's saddle, she slowy overcanme her
pani cked conviction that each dip in the road would jar | oose her hold on
Sinmon's belt, send her sprawing into the dirt, to be tranpled by the horses
of Simon's escort. But the jouncing soon raised blisters and welts upon her

t hi ghs and buttocks. As Sinmon was under orders to make haste, sonme days they
covered thirty mles, and Joanna's nuscles would be so cranped and sore that
she could barely crawl into bed at night. Bed was generally no nore than a
scrat chy wool en bl anket, and on those nights when they could find no nonastery
or inn to take themin, they bedded down in the fields, Joanna huddling

agai nst Si-
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chill.

The days blurred, one into the next. They would be on the road at dawn, noving
south through ghostly hamets and silent villages, for plague and fam ne were
abroad in the land. Sinmon's nen kept swords |oose in their scabbards, for al
knew that in troubled tinmes the roads abounded with hi ghwaynmen and bri gands.
Joanna's anxieties were nore i medi ate; too shy to ask Sinon to stop when she
needed to relieve herself, she suffered agoni es of disconfort, and once, the
ultimate humliation, as urine trickled down her |egs, stained her skirt. Her
worl d was taking on nore and nore the aspects of a terrifying dream one that
of fered no escape.

They reached London on the tenth day. Joanna had not thought there could be so
many people in all of Christendom The streets were never still. Heavy carts
runbl ed by; men | ed overladen pack animals; wonmen rode sidesaddl e and in horse
litters; the activity never seenmed to cease. Nor did the noise. She was gl ad
when, after a night passed in a seedy Cheapside inn, Sinmon | ed her toward the
whar ves.

The docks were crowded with vessels, |large galleys manned by oarsnen, snaller
esneques rigged with canvas sails. It was one of these that was to convey them
across the Channel, and Joanna found herself squeezed into a dark

foul -snelling canvas tent already overflowing with pilgrins, merchants, and
nmercenaries. Joanna had never even seen the sea, and she becane seasick al nost
at once. Mst of the passengers were experiencing the same distress, and the
fetid, airless tent soon becane unbearable for all entonbed wi thin.

It took several days to navigate the River Thanes and turn south into the
Channel . They reached the Seine estuary on the third day, began the sl ow
passage upriver toward Rouen, not dropping anchor in the harbor until dusk on
the following day. It was dark by the tinme they di senbarked. Joanna had | ong
since passed the limts of her endurance. She stunbled after Simon in a daze,
clutching his hand as if it were her only lifeline. When he dragged her into a
riversi de al ehouse, she sinply sat down on the floor at his feet. Snatches of
his conversation drifted to her. " in Rouen for the wedding of his sister
Joanna, the Queen of Sicily, to the Count of Toulouse . . . bringing his
baseborn daught er " Joanna at once was surrounded by strangers, suddenly
the center of attention. She heard someone say, "He is at Le Vieille, at the
castle." That was the last thing she renenbered. There on the dirt floor of
the tavern, she fell into an exhausted sl eep

When she awakened, she found herself in a large, torchlit chanber, again
encircled by strangers. The snoke fromthe hearth stung her eyes,
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ne rubbed themw th the back of her hand, tried to focus on her surroundings.
"I suppose we nmust take your word that there is a child hidden underneath al
that grime. Has she ever, in all her life, had a bath?"

The voice was scornful, belonged to the nost beautiful wonman Joanna had ever
seen, fair-skinned and flaxen-haired, a flesh-and-bl ood enbodi rent of idea
wormanhood, as extolled in C enence's bedtime chansons. But this bewtching
creature was | ooking at her with such distaste that Joanna fl ushed, pressed
back agai nst Sinmon, who seened no | ess flustered. He stanmered somet hi ng about
t he hardshi ps of the road, and the woman | aughed.

"I daresay you never even noticed how she | ooked. God knows, you're filthy
enough yoursel f!"

Joanna did not like this woman, not at all. "My mama gave me baths," she said,
and was bew | dered when those around her | aughed.

But then the door was opening, and two enornous dogs were rushing at her,
barking furiously. They towered above Joanna; when one |unged at her, hot
breath brushing her face, her nerves gave way and she began to scream could
not stop even after soneone had lifted her to safety.

Joanna's screans soon gave way to choked sobs. Her rescuer let her cry, having
silenced the dogs with a one-word command. Hi s tunic seemed wondrously soft to
her, fragrant with orris root. She rubbed her cheek against it, felt his hand
nmovi ng on her hair.

"Do you not |ike dogs, |ass?" he asked, stirring an inmedi ate, indignant
deni al .

"I love dogs! But they were so big ..." Peering down fromhis arnms, she saw
that the dogs were not quite so nonstrous after all, were merely | arge,

friendly wol fhounds. "I |ove dogs," she repeated. "But nmy mana woul d never |et
nme have one."
He | aughed, and touched his finger to a smudge on her nose. "Well, you are a

surprise package, if a rather bedraggled one. How woul d you fancy a bath?"

A PALLET had been made up by the bed; they stood | ooking down at the sleeping
chi | d.

"Do you renenber the nother at all, John?"

"Yes, | do; does that surprise you? Cenence d Arcy. A very pretty girl

and a very stupid one."

Joanna's clothes lay on the floor by the bathing tub, and John touched t hem
with the toe of his boot. "Have these rags burned, Adele.
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| assune there is a seanstress in the castle? See that she has enough
material, fromyour own coffers, if need be."

"But John . . . it's nigh on ten; she's abed for certes."

"Not for long. | want a new gown for Joanna by norning, sonething soft, in
green or gold." Reaching for the corner of the blanket, he rubbed gently at
Joanna's wet hair. She stirred, but did not awaken

"I''mamazed, in truth, that she does not seemto fear nme. | rather doubt that
Cl emence spoke tenderly of me. Until | can engage a suitable nurse, [|'l]
expect you to care for her," he added, and Adele's nouth dropped open

" NB 2"

"Yes, darlingyou. Passing strange about the nanme. Joanna was C enence's
mother; | recall now | think |I shall tell her that she was naned after ny
sister Joanna. She is ny first daughter, Adele; all the others have been
sons. "

Adel e | aughed. "I've never seen this side of you before, John. You remnd ne
of nothing so nmuch as a lad with a new toy!"
John raised his head, gave her a long, level look. "I begin to think you m ght

be as stupid as C enence," he said, very softly, and Adel e pal ed.
"I did not nmean to offend you, nmy lord."

"Well, then, you'd best think howto make it up to me, darling," he said,
still softly, and she nodded.

"It shall be ny pleasure.™

"Not entirely yours, | hope!" He | aughed then, and after a pause, she |aughed,
t 0o.

JOANNA slept till mdnorning, awakening, bew ldered, in a huge curtained bed

as soft as a cloud. There was a fox-fur coverlet pulled up over her, and at
the foot of the bed lay the npst beautiful clothes she'd ever seen: a linen
chem se, an emerald wool gown, and a bliaut over-tunic of green and gold. But
her own gown was nowhere in sight.

W apping herself in the fur coverlet, she noved cautiously fromthe bed, began
to search the chanber for her clothes. Never had she been in a roomlike this.
The walls were covered with [inen hangings, glowing with color. Thickly laid
floor rushes, intermngled with sweet-snelling basil and mnt, tickled the
soles of her feet. There was a table covered with a clean white cloth, an

enor nous oaken coffer, even a |large brass chanber pot.

Joanna was at a |l oss. But she was renenbering nore now, remenbered being

bat hed and put to bed, renmenbered a man with a reassuring smle, green-gold
eyes, and the beautiful, unfriendly woman he



91

lied Adele. She renenbered, too, how, when she'd awakened in the 'eht not
knowi ng where she was, he'd taken her into bed with himnd Adel e; nestled

bet ween them she'd soon slept again, feeling safe for the first tinme since
her nother died.

The door opened; Adele entered. "Well, you're up at last. John's awaiting you
in the great hall, so hurry and dress.”

"My clothes are gone," Joanna said reluctantly, suddenly afraid that she'd be
bl amed for their |oss.

"They're right there on the bed." Adele pointed inpatiently when Joanna nerely
| ooked at her, unconprehendi ng. And only then did Joanna reach out, timdly
touch the soft |ace edging the chem se, not truly convinced such cl othes could
be hers until Adele snapped, nuch as her nother had so often done, "Are you
going to tarry all day? Put themon."

Fol | owi ng Adel e down the wi nding stairwell, Joanna discovered it led to a
great hall, nuch like the one at M ddl eham Dogs were rooting in the floor
rushes for bones; servants were carrying platters of food; nmen seated at |ong
trestle tables | aughed and joked as they ate, the overall atnosphere one of
cheerful chaos. Joanna hesitated, daunted by the sight of so many people, but
Adel e pushed her forward, into the hall. "Go on in. Wuld you keep him

wai ting?"

At the end of the hall a dais had been set up, and Joanna recogni zed the nman
who' d been so kind to her the night before. She was gathering up her courage
to approach hi m when he beckoned to her. She canme at once, realizing, with a
jolt of astonished happi ness, that he was as glad to see her as she was to see
him Wthin nmoments she found herself seated beside him being urged to share
the food | adled onto his trencher. She was dazzled both by the size of the
portions and the anmazing variety: roasted venison, |anpreys in sauce, a

ri ssol e of beef marrow, pea soup, glazed wafers, pancake crisps, and a sweet
spi ced wi ne he call ed hippocras.

John let her sip fromhis cup, naned each food for hereven | et her choose for
hersel f which dishes she wanted to try, and by the end of the meal, Joanna was
utterly captivated by him He had a | ow, pleasant voice, never raised it, and
yet was obeyed with celerity. It was obvious to Joanna that he was a man of

i nportance. That nmade it all the nmore wondrous that he should take such an
interest in her. She watched himclosely, eating what he ate, and | aughing
when he did, so intent she did not at first notice what would normally have
clainmed all her attention, the small spaniel puppy being |l ed toward the dais.
"You said your nother would allow you no dog, Joanna. Well, | wll," John
sai d, depositing the squirm ng spaniel in her |lap. He heard her catch her
breath; she | ooked up at himw th eyes so adoring that he
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| aughed. "I think you shall be cheaper to content than the other wonen in ny
life; they yearn for pearls and silks, not puppies.”

"For me? Truly for nme?" The puppy was a soft silver grey; it wiggled as
Joanna ruffled its fur, swiped at her fingers with its tongue.

"Have you a name in mnd, Joanna?" Wen she shook her head, John sniled. "l've
one for you, then. Wiy not call her Avisa?"

Joanna thought that a very pretty nanme, wondered why so many of the nen

| aughed. One, wearing a priest's cassock, said, "Despite your differences, the
Lady Avisa is still your wife, my lord, in the eyes of both man and God."
"And precisely because she is, Father, | can say for certes that Avisa is an
uncomonly apt nanme for a bitch," John said dryly, and again those around the
dai s | aughed.

Joanna did not understand this byplay, but she reached out, shyly stroked
John's sleeve. "I do like Avisa for the puppy," she said, seeking to please
him saw by his smle that she had.

After the meal was cleared away, the nmen sat down at one of the tables and
unroll ed a | arge map of Normandy. Joanna hovered in the background, playing
wi th her puppy. Wen her curiosity drew her toward the table, John did not
chase her away; instead he sat her on his lap, spent several nonents pointing
out places on the map, showing her a French town called Gamaches and telling
her how he had taken and burnt the town that August past for his brother the
Ki ng. Joanna did not understand about battles or canpaigns; what mattered to
her was that he should take the time and trouble to explain.

She was so happy that she went quite willingly when Adele canme to fetch her
Back in the bedchanber, she sat docilely upon the coffer while Adele brushed
her hair, wondering why Adel e, who obviously did not |ike her, should care if
her hair was conbed or not. Wen Adele put the brush away, she went to the

wi ndow, clinbed onto the seat to gaze down into the bailey. And pani cked at
what she saw.

"Sinmon!" She'd actually forgotten all about him

"Who is Sinmon?"

"He brought ne here." Joanna jerked at the shutters, tugged until she'd

bl ocked Sinon fromview "Wen does he go?"

Adel e shrugged. "On the norrow, | expect."

On the norrow. On the norrow Sinon woul d take her away, to her father

As soon as Adel e departed the chanber, Joanna scranbled fromthe w ndow seat.
Never before had she thought to rebel, but never before had so much been at
stake. She quickly settled upon the coffer. Rooting in the hearth for a
suitable stick of firewod, she tucked the puppy under her arm | owered
herself into the coffer, and jamed the stick under
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lid so she'd not be utterly in the dark. On the norrow Sinmon would rch for her
in vain, wuld have to | eave without her

"Joanna?"
She tensed, heard her name called again. Avisa had begun to hinper. She
shivered, kept very still. And then the coffer lid was thrown back, her hiding

pl ace exposed.

"Way did you not answer me, Joanna? \Wat foolish game is this?" But at sight
of her tearstained face, John's annoyance ebbed away. Reaching down, he lifted
her out, set her beside himon the bed.

"Now, tell me what is wong."

"I was hiding from Sinon," she confessed. "So he could not take me to ny
father."

There was a silence. She slanted a gl ance through wet |ashes, saw he was

wat ching her, with a very strange | ook on his face. "Please," she entreated.
"Do not make ne go with him™"

Still he said nothing. As hope faded, tears began to streak her face again.
"I thought you understood. Joanna ... | amyour father."

He saw her eyes widen, pupils dilate with shock. He started to touch her
stopped hinmself. "Joanna . . . what did your nother tell you of me?"

She swal | owed. "That you were wi cked, that your soul was accursed, that you
did not want ne."

The corner of John's nmouth twitched. "She lied to you, lass. | do want you."
Joanna stared down into her lap. "Mama did not want ne," she whi spered.

"Did you |l ove your nother, Joanna?"

She nodded, and then said, alnpst inaudibly, "I was afraid of Mama sonetines.”
John reached out, tilted her chin up. "Do you fear nme?"

She did not answer at once, and he was later to tell Adele that he'd actually
been able to see it in her eyes, that nonent when loyalty given to a dead
worman was given to him

"No," she said, and as the wonder of that realization registered with her, she
shook her head veherently. "No, oh, no . . ."

"You're flesh of ny flesh, Joanna, of ny blood. You understand what that
means?"

"That | belong to you?" she ventured, and he snil ed.

"Just so, Joanna. Just so." And then she was in his arnms, clinging, and he was
| aughi ng, huggi ng her back.

That was the beginning of the good times for Joanna.
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Qo you' ve cone. | was not sure you would."

"OfF course | cane, Madane. You sent for me, did you not?" John's snile faded.
"What is wong? Wiy do you | ook at ne |ike that?"

"As if you do not know " El eanor had stood notionless by the hearth as John
crossed the chanber. But as soon as he noved within reach, she took two quick
steps forward and struck himacross the nouth. "You fool! You utter fool!"
John gasped, grabbed her wist when she raised her hand as if to strike him
again. Hs face was stinging; her signet ring had scratched his cheek. "Chri st
Jesus, Mother, what is the matter with you? Wiy should you be woth with ne?"
"Why, indeed? Betrayal is as natural to you as breathing, is it not? Mre foo
I, for imagining it could ever be otherw se!" Eleanor jerked her wist free,
began to pace. "Five full years without a m sstep, five years of fidelity.
Besi egi ng Evreux, burning Gamaches, taking the Bi shop of Beauvai s prisoneral
for one reason only, to win Richard's favor. And you were nore successful than
you know. Not that Richard would ever trust you again, in this life or the
next, but you had shown himyou could do nore than intrigue, that you were not
as worthl ess as he once thought. Five years, John, all for naught. Nane of
God, why?"

"Why what ? Just what am | supposed to have done?"

"Ch, enough! W know, you see, know of your |atest scheming with the French
King. Philip told Richard all when they net on Wednesday | ast to declare a
truce. And how fitting that you should be betrayed to the very one you did
mean to betray!"

"And Richard believed this?" John was incredulous. "What joy i' mnust give
Philip, that he has only to dangle the bait and Richard invari-
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, lunges for it like a starving trout! But you, Madame, God's truth, I'd have
expected better of you!"

"Philip clains to have a letter that proves your conplicity in this . trjgue,
a letter in your own hand."

"Ch, for the Iove of Christ! \Wat better proof of ny innocence

ould you ask for than that? If | were involved in sone scheme to betray

Ri chard, do you truly think I'd ever be so stupid as to incrimnate nyself
inwiting? Are you sure Philip does not have a conveni ent confession

too, that | sonehow happened to sign and | eave in his safekeepi ng?"

El eanor felt the first flickers of doubt. "Your denial has the ring of truth
toit," she said slowy. "But then your denials always do, John."

"I'f you and Richard believe this lunatic accusation, it can only be because
you want to believe it, Madame. You yourself said it; five full years |I've
devoted to regaining Richard's goodwiIl. Think you that 1've enjoyed being at
his beck and call, being subject to his erratic tenpers, his every whin? O
that 1'd ganble those five years on sonething so worthless as Philip's word?
Jesus God, Mdther! What would | gain by intriguing with Philip? W both know
he has no hope of ever defeating Richard on the field."

He was as angry as El eanor had ever seen him too angry for either artifice or
di scretion. His was not a defense calcul ated to endear, and woul d have found
little favor with Richard. But there was an icebl ooded, unsparing honesty to
it that was, to El eanor, nore persuasive than any indignant avowal s of good
faith. It was the very anorality of John's argument that carried so nuch
conviction. "You're saying, then, that Philip was nerely seeking to stir up
troubl e between you and Ri chard?"

"And succeeding, fromthe sound of it. Know you where Richard is now? WII |
find himstill at Castle Gaillard?"

El eanor no | onger doubted. There could be no better indication of John's

i nnocence than this, that he would willingly seek Richard out. \When he was in
the wong, the last thing he ever wanted was to face his accusers, to confront
t hose he'd betrayed.

El eanor's relief was inexpressible. Her easy acceptance of John's guilt had
been pronpted as much by fear as by her son's dismal record of broken faith
and betrayals, the fear that she had m sjudged him after a'l/ that he was not
the pragmati st she'd thought himto be. Had he indeed been intriguing with
Philip, that would nean to El eanor that his judgnent was fatally and
unforgivably flawed, flawed enough to taint any claimhe mght have had to the
crown. That was a conclusion she sr|rank from for it would signify the end of
all her hopes for an Angevin
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dynasty, and that was the dream which had sonehow sustai ned her even when
she'd had nothing else to hold on to.

She sat down abruptly in a cushioned chair. "Thank God," she said sinply, with
enough feeling to soothe John's sense of injury.

"But of course | do accept your apol ogies, Mther," he said, very dryly.

Ri ght eous indi gnation was not an enotion indigenous to his tenperanental
terrain; he had too nuch irony in his makeup to be able to cultivate nora
outrage, and now that he no | onger feared being called to account for a sin
that truly was not his, he was beginning to see the perverse hunor in his
predi canent. " 'Be not righteous overnuch, he quoted, and grinned. "But how
can | help it? After all, how often have | been able to expose ny conscience
to your exacting eye . . . and lived to tell the tale?"

El eanor could not help herself, had to smle, too. "By what strange al cheny do
you manage to make your vices sound so nmuch like virtues?" She shook her head,
gestured toward the table. "Fetch ne pen and parchnent. Better that | be the
one to assure Richard of your innocence."

THE ancient river port of Rennes was the capital of Brittany. It was, as well,
the favorite residence of Arthur, the young Duke who bore the name of a fabled
Celtic King and never doubted that one day he, too, would be a King.

The April w nd had suddenly shifted and servants were hastening to shutter the
wi ndows on the | eeward side of the great hall. A juggler was maki ng a nanful
attenpt to entertain, but only Arthur was finding his antics anusing; the
adults were far nore interested in specul ating upon the provocative presence
of the man seated at Arthur's right. John had arrived in Rennes at dusk the
precedi ng day, bearing lavish gifts for his "dear nephew' and "sweet
sister-by-marriage." Wile all agreed that he nmust have an ulterior notive in
m nd, none coul d agree upon what it was, and after twenty-four hours of
unbridl ed conjecture, runors were ranpant, the Breton court was in turnmoil,
and John was enjoying hinself i mensely.

Growi ng bored now with the amateurish efforts of Arthur's juggler, John
appropriated a ruby ring fromthe prettiest of the wonen. Show ng off the

sl ei ght of hand that never failed to delight his daughter, Joanna, he soon had
an appreci ative audi ence, and when he at last pretended to find the ring in
the girl's bodice, she blushed mdst all the laughter, but then slanted hima
| ong- | ashed | ook of unmi stakable invitation

"I want to learn howto do that trick, would have you teach ne."
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ft r a nudge fromhis nother, Arthur grudgingly added, "If you will,

"jt would give ne great pleasure to | esson you, |lad,"” John said

1 asantly- "On the norrow, shall we say?" Knowi ng that Arthur was a t pica
twel ve-year-old in that what he wanted, he wanted at once.

Arthur was not that nmuch ol der than John's son Richard, but the two cousins
had not hi ng what soever in comon beyond a bl ood bond, gichard was an unusually
i ntrospective youngster, conscientious and cautious, but quietly stubborn

too; John was fond of his youngest son, but he never knew what Ri chard was

thi nking. Arthur was Richard's opposite in all particulars. Boisterous, cocky,
i nperious as only a cherished only son can be, Arthur was not accustoned to
sharing the linelight, and he'd taken John's unexpected arrival wth

exceedi ngly poor grace. He could not conprehend why he nust wel cone his only
rival for the Angevin crown, and at first he'd not even nade a pretense of
civility. But the ruder he was, the nore courteous John becane, indulgently

af fectionate, playful, answering insult with an exaggerated solicitude that
stopped just short of parody. Arthur was spoiled, but by no neans stupid, and
he was not long in realizing that John was getting nuch the best of these
exchanges. He was too young, however, to understand that he was, in effect,
maki ng a fool of hinmself. Now he opened his mouth to protest, thought better
of it, and lapsed into a sul ky sil ence.

But John had lost all interest in baiting the boy. A woman was approachi ng the
dai s. Making a graceful curtsy before Arthur, she then curtsied to John. She
had utterly conpelling eyes the shade of purest sapphire; she | ooked briefly
into his face, and turned away. John waited a discreet interval, announced he
was retiring for the night, and nade an ostentati ous departure for his own
chanbers.

The gardens were deserted. Although early April, it was as if spring were
being held in abeyance that year; the trees were barren, the grass stil
browned and sere. John hesitated, stepped off the path.

She was waiting for himin the arbor, came quickly into his arnms. He slid his
hands under her mantle, kissed her mouth, her throat, and she sighed, pressed
cl ose against him

"I heard you'd cone, but did not believe it. Wat devious gane are you pl aying
now, John? Wy are you here?"

"To see you again, why else?" John said, in part because he thought Jt was
expected of him and in part because he was curious to see if she was naive
enough to believe him

She | aughed softly. "How gallant! But have you forgotten how well know you, ny
| ove? Have you sone specific troublemaking in mnd, or are you nmerely seeking
to nmuddy the waters?"
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"The latter,"” John admtted; he, too, was |aughing now. "Philip could find
conspiracy in a convent of Cistercian nuns, and his favored pastinme is junmping
to conclusions. Need | tell you what dire plots he'll read into ny visit to
Arthur's court? And whilst Philip is convincing hinmself that Arthur and | rnust
be up to no good, Arthur's advisers are unable to sleep for worrying over what
I"ve got in mnd. It's not often |I've been able to sow so nmuch discord with so
little effort!”

"I cannot blame you for wanting to give Philip sonme grief. My husband told ne
about the good turn he tried to do you. There were nore than a few here in
Rennes who were right disappointed that Philip's ploy came to naught."

"That | do not doubt, sweetheart. It's lucky, in truth, that Richard and

have such pure and perfect trust between us ... is it not?" John began to Kkiss
her again. "I hear your husband is in Nantes; how long will he be gone?"

"A fortnight, at least. How long can you stay?"

"Till the week's end. Richard's been besiegi ng some godforsaken castl e near

Li moges; one of his vassals found a Roman treasure on his |ands and was then
idiotic enough to refuse when Richard clainmed it all as his liege |ord.

Ri chard expects to need just a week to weak utter havoc upon the poor fool's
| ands, told me to neet himand our |ady nother at Fontevrault Abbey for

Easter. But ere | do, | want to pass sone time in Rouen; |'ve a |lass there
nost eager for the sight of ne."
"I ndeed?" Feigning anger, she dug her nails into the back of his hand. "If you

think I came out into the cold to listen to you boast about your other
bedmat es . "

"She's ny daughter, darling. | do not have her with me as often as | ought,
but I do try. Wth ny sons, it is different. Save for Richard, they're old
enough to fend for thensel ves. And, bastard or no, many woul d envy Richard.
He's highborn, after all; his nother is a Warenne But Joanna is just seven,
has no one but ne. And now that |'ve satisfied you, when can you do the sane
for me? Can you cone to me tonight?"

"John, it's so risky ..." But after he devoted some nmoments to increasingly

i nti mate persuasion, she sighed again, murnured, "Yes ... yes, | wll. But we
dare not tarry here any |onger; we might be seen.” She pulled away, set about
rearrangi ng her clothing, and then turned back, gave himone |ast kiss, biting
his lip and taking his breath.

John waited, giving her time to depart unseen. But as he emerged onto the
garden path, a shrouded figure detached itself fromthe shadows, barred his
way. The man was garbed all in black, his face hidden by a deep cow ed hood.
He was no apparition to encounter on a noonless nighta stark, spectra

enbodi ment of the nost irrational and el emental of nortal fearsand John
recoiled violently.
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"My I°rd'l must talk with you//

John took a second | ook, recognized the habit and mantl e of a Bene-

ri ne nonk, and swore, fluently and with considerable feeling.

The nonk listened in stolid silence, and when John had exhausted

ry abusive possibility in an uncommonly extensive vocabul ary, he

6 neated stubbornly, "W nust talk, my lord."

But as the nonk noved cl oser, John happened to gl ance down, saw the dusty
boots protruding fromthe hemof the nonk's habit. For a nmonent he froze, and
then jerked his sword free of its scabbard.

"Indeed, we'll talk. We'll begin by you telling me who you are, in whose pay,
and just why you went to so nuch trouble to find me alone like this. And
Christ save you if | do not like your answers."

The man burst out |aughing. "And | thought | nmade a truly adnmirabl e nonk! Wat
gave me away?" He reached up, pulled back his hood, and John swore again.

"De Braose!" Slowy he lowered his sword. Suspicions were com ng too fast for

himto take themall in. "I thought you were at Chalus with ny brother
Ri chard. "
"I was." De Braose was fumbling at his belt. "Your nother the Queen bade ne

give you this, so you'd not doubt |I came at her behest."

John stared down at the ring de Braose had pressed into his hand; it was

i ndeed his mother's. Sheathing his sword, he foll owed de Braose off the path.
"My lord, you do not know how very |lucky you are. Wrd has not gotten out yet.
If it had, you'd not live to see the nmorrow "

John caught his breath. "Do you nmean what | think you do?"

Wlliam de Braose nodded. "I do ... ny liege."

"Richard . . . he's dead?"

De Braose nodded again. "He was near death when your |ady nother commanded ne
to get to you, to warn you away from Rennes ere Arthur learns the crown is up

for the taking. Too many of his men know ny face, hence this nonk's cow. |'ve
men and horses waiting; they are at your disposal, ny lord."
"I still cannot believe it. That it would happen like this, so sudden . "

"You're not alone in your disbelief, nmy lord. Your brother was so sure of
victory that he had not even bothered to armhinmself. He'd ridden out to

i nspect the siege's progress with only a shield, took an arrow mhis |eft
shoulder. It was full dusk, and his men did not see himhit. He nade no sound,
turned and rode back to his tent, had his surgeon cut it out. He took the
castle, ordered every living soul in it hangedservants, wonen, children

al I sparing only the nman who shot him for ~od knows what fate. But the wound
festered. Wien he realized it was



200

like to be nortal, he pardoned his killer and sent for your nother tta Queen."
" "Near death/ you said. Are you sure he could not recover?"

De Braose's mouth twitched in a grimsnile. "My lord, | coul <j scarce bear to
enter the tent for the stench of rotting flesh." He stiffened suddenly; so did
John. But they'd heard only echoes on the wind, \vere still alone in the
gardens. De Braose |oosened his grip on his sword hilt "I think it best, ny
lord, if you do not return to your chanbers, nake no farewells. If we |eave
now, we can put a good thirty mles between us and Rennes by dawn."

"Jesu, yes! My life would not be worth spit should this get out whilst I'm

still in Brittany." John gave an abrupt |augh, both exultant and unsteady.

"But you have no idea, WIIl, what I'll be passing up!"

"You still have not asked it, what | expected to be the first question you'd
put to nmeif Richard named you as his heir."

"He did . . . did he not?"

"Yes," de Braose admitted, and John grinned.

"You did say nmy |lady nother was at his deat hbed, no? Well, as soon as you told

me that, there was no need to ask. For even if he had not named nme, she would
have told the world that he had!"

A WOMAN was wal king alone in the cloisters of Fontevrault Abbey, a frail,
forlorn figure swathed in deep nmourning. She turned at sound of John's

foot steps, and he recogni zed Berengaria, his brother's neglected Queen

He' d gone out of his way to befriend her, notivated as much by a nmali cious
desire to vex Richard as by pity for her plight, and now he found hinsel f cast
in an unfam liar role, giver of confort and sol ace.

"Juan!" Berengaria held out her hands, gave hima shy, sisterly kiss, and
burst into tears.

"Cal ma, querida, calma." That was, however, the extent of John's Spanish, and
he could do no nore than pat her consolingly on the shoulder, wait for her to
regai n her rather uncertain grasp of French

"Forgive ne," she sobbed. "But it's been so hard ... so hard. | was at
Beaufort-en-Vall ee, would have gone to himat once, Juan. But | did not know,
not till he was dead. He sent for his mother, but not for nme Not for ne . "

"But of course he would not! He was in great pain, quenda. He knew you coul d
never bear to see himsuffer so, wanted to spare you that Any husband woul d."
"Truly you think it so?" Fawn-brown eyes beseeched himto convince her. "If |
could but believe ..."
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Hugh of Aval on, Bishop of Lincoln, had followed John into the sters, reached
themjust in time to hear this exchange H s eyes soft-

j and he watched with approval as John gently di sengaged hinmself f mhis
sister-in-law s tearful enbrace But no sooner were they alone the cloister

wal kway than John shook his head, said wyly, "Damm nme if those tears were not
genui ne And yet she could count herself lucky that Ri chard even renenbered her
nane fromone day to the nextl That girlls a born martyr if ever there was one
But, to be fair, there's sonething to be said for Richard, too Al that
Madonnahke purity and goodness woul d be enough to put any man off, who wants
to bed a

sai nt 7"

The Bi shop jerked his head up, gave John a | ook of poorly conceal ed dislike
"Such talk is nmost unseemy, my lord," he said, so stiffly that John | aughed
He' d been al nmost continuously in the aged churchman's conpany on the ride from
Chi non, and he was wearying of the Bishop's homilies on virtue, his
exhortati ons about sin and salvation, it was all too plain that he thought
John's soul to be in nortal peril, thought John to be the mpbst ungodly of a
fam |y never noted for its piety, and John, who'd begun by good-naturedly
seeking to placate, was now deliberately doing all he could to confirmthe
priest's worst fears

"You seemto be |aboring under a m sconception, my |lord Bishop," he said
cheerfully "I mean to be crowned, not canonized " But by then they were
entering the abbey church, and he sobered abruptly, did not at once nove into
the sunlit stillness of the nave

ELEANOR st ood before the nmarble tonbs of her husband and son, John's father
and brother Her face was tearless, all but bloodl ess, her grieving was pai nful
to | ook upon, but intensely private, had in it a fierce pride that conceded
little, asked for even |ess

"Mt her " John stopped before her, hesitated, and ki ssed her on the cheek He
could discern the faintest stiffening of her body at his touch, an al npst

i nperceptible pulling away, so slight he might have inagined it Rel easing her
at once, he stepped back For a |ong nonment they | ooked at one another, and
then he said, "I amsorry | could not get here in tinme for the funeral "

The others had tactfully w thdrawn, giving them some degree of privacy, and he
could risk asking, very low, "Did Richard truly nane ne'"

"Yes he did " El eanor glanced down at Richard's tonb, back to her
surviving son's face "But that alone will not make you King," she said
tonel essly "You're likely to have to fight for the crown, John VWilst you'l

have no trouble w nning acceptance in England and Nor -
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mandy, the barons of Brittany, Mine, and Touraine will hold fast fOr Arthur
Al ready his partisans are noving on his behalf. W had vvor<j this norn that
Angers has been taken in Arthur's name, that Le Mans is likely to fall to his
forces, too. Angers is not ten | eagues from here, John."

"Your point is taken, Madane. You need not worry; | nean to head north on the
nmorrow, to raise an army in Normandy if need be."

El eanor searched his face, found what she sought, and nodded. "I've done what
| could. It is up to you now. "

"Yes," John said coolly. "I know. "

El eanor watched as he departed the crypt, pausing for only the briefest of
nmonents before the tonbs of their dead. She did not nove until the Bishop of
Lincoln canme to stand beside her

"Do you know why he m ssed the funeral, Madane? As soon as he | earned Richard
was nortally stricken, he rode straight for Chinon. Not Chalus, where his
brother lay dying, or Fontevrault, where he would be laid to rest, but Chinon
. where the royal treasury is kept."

"I know," Eleanor said wearily, and he presuned upon an old and enduring
friendship to put a supportive hand upon her arm

"Madame ... | would not add to your griefs for the very surety of ny soul. But
| cannot deny ny fears, not even for you. |If John does prevail over Arthur, it
will be in |arge nmeasure your doing, Madame . .. and your responsibility. Are

you sure you're making the right choice?"

' "Choi ce?" El eanor echoed, with such bitterness that he shrank back. "Think
you that I'mblind, that I do not see John as he isas Henry's son?" She drew a
| abored breath, then said softly, "But he is still ny son, too. And at |east
he'll not be Philip's puppet, as Arthur would. At least he'll not be that..."



9
POWYS, WALES
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| . NEVER havi ng been in Wil es, Aubrey de Mara | ooked about with interest when
Thomas Corbet informed himthat they'd just crossed from Cheshire into Powys.
"I hear Wales is a wild, beautiful country, deeply wooded and right
nmount ai nous." But Thonmas just grunted, and Aubrey cast a sideways gl ance at
the other man, a big-boned, burly youth in his early twenties. He had no
liking for Thomas Corbet, would not of his own accord have chosen Thomas as a
traveling conpanion. But in his passage through Shropshire, he'd tw ce enjoyed
the hospitality of the Corbet famly, first with Thomas's uncle, Walter

Corbet, Prior of Ratlinghope Priory, and then with his father, Robert Corbet,
at the latter's castle of Caus, and when Thomas deci ded he woul d acconpany
Aubrey into Cheshire, Aubrey could think of no graceful way to escape Corbet's
conpany.

He' d hoped Thomas woul d turn back once they reached Hawarden, but he showed no
signs of honesi ckness, spent a month as the guest of Aubrey's cousin, Ral ph de
Montalt, and when Aubrey announced his intention to nmove on to the Mntalt
castle of Mold, Thomas nonchal antly allowed that he, too, would stop over at
Mol d.

"Your cousin at Mdld, Lord Ralph's brother . . . you've never nmet him

ei ther?" Thomas now asked idly, and Aubrey shook his head.

"No. Their grandfather and ny great-grandfather were brothers, but they
settled here in England with Wlliamthe Bastard whilst ny famly kept to

Nor mandy." Turning in the saddle, he signaled to his squire, was handed a

wi neskin. "Are you sure, torn, we needed no escort from Hawarden?"

"Dammed sure. Ml d is but six miles from Hawarden. Moreover, "e Wl sh dare not
trespass in these parts; they're not ones to risk their necks unless the odds
are rigged in their favor. So you need not fret, 1'Il
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get you there safe enough." Thomas smled, to signify that he was, O course,
joking, and Aubrey smiled sourly back; he did not doubt that Thomas coul d
nmerely wi sh a man good norni ng and yet manage to glVe of f ense.

"Tell me of the Welsh," he said. "Who rules in these parts? Was there not a
Wl sh Prince named David, who was wed to a half-sister of old King Henry?"
"Yes, although the Wl sh do pronounce that as Dav-ith. But Davydd was

det hroned nigh on five years ago. The man who now wi el ds the greatest power in
Gwnedd is Llewelyn ab lorwerth.”

"Ah, yes, | recall hearing some tal k about him He sought to overthrow Davydd
at a rather young age, did he not?"

"At fourteen." Thomas was frowning. "Wen he was twenty-one, he defeated
Davydd in a bl oody battle at the mouth of the River Conwy, and since then has
ruled Gwnedd with his cousins and allies; they hold the | ands west of the

Conwy and he all that lies east... for now Sooner or later, he'll find a
pretext to claimall of Gwnedd. Nor would Iwere | a prince of Powyssl eep well
nights with himfor a neighbor; I'd sooner bed down with a snake."

Aubrey grinned. "Still, though, few men gain so nuch so young. How old is he
now?"

"Twenty-six this February past,
wi th sudden curiosity.

"You seem uncomonly well inforned about the man, even to his very birthdate."
"He's nmy cousin,"” Thomas said reluctantly, and then made haste to add, "by
marriage," |est Aubrey think he had Wl sh bl ood. "My uncle Hugh did wed with
LI ewel yn's not her."

"I gather there is no love | ost between you," Aubrey said wyly, and Thomas

| eaned over, spat into the road.

"What of Llewelyn's uncle Davydd? Was he put to deat h?"

"No," Thomas said grudgingly. "Ll ewelyn banished himinto English exile."
Aubrey was thoroughly enjoying the turn the conversation had taken. "Mbst
magnani nous, " he murmured, much anmused when Thomas rose at once to the bait.
"Do not fool yourself," he snapped. "He knows no nmore of mercy than he does of
honor. If he spared Davydd's life, it was only so as not to make a martyr of
the man; |I'd wager ny birthright on that."

Aubrey | aughed. "It sounds as if the poor man cannot win with you, torn. If
he'd claimed Davydd's life, | daresay you' d have scorned himfor a col dbl ooded
mur der; yet because he did not, you scorn himeven nore!"

Thomas said flatly, and Aubrey's eyes shone
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"If that is a jest, | see no hunor in it " Thomas | apsed into a sullen
ce and they rode without speaking for a tine, Aubrey congratul at-

5 hi nsel f upon havi ng di scovered so effective a burr for Thomas's
saddl e

"Where nean you to go after our stay at Mol d7" Thonas asked at

| ast and Aubrey, grimacing at "our stay," shrugged

" "l thought | mght venture down into South Wal es, the | ands under

Norman control Whilst serving with King Richard in Nornmandy a few

ears past, | becane friendly with a Marcher border lord, and | should

like to renew that friendship, to spend sone days with himat Aber-

gavenny Castle "

"AberJesu, man, are you talking of WIIliamde Braose7"

"Yes, Lord of Brecknock and Upper Gnent Way does that so surprise you7"
"Because de Braose's nane stinks |like a mackerel in the sun, 1'd have thought
the foul smell sure to've reached even as far as Nornandy "
"You speak of a man | call friend," Aubrey said stiffly "I’
choose your words with care "

"You are an innocent, Aubrey, in truth,” Thomas said inpatiently "Ere you
unsheath your sword, you'd best hear ne out, hear how de Braose avenged the
death of his uncle The nan responsible was a Wl sh lord, Seisyll ap whatever
De Braose summoned this Seisyll and his followers to Abergavenny to hear a
royal proclamation, set out for thema rich table, as much wine as they craved
When the Wl sh were off guard, de Braose's nen fell upon them killed them al
Then, ere word could get out, he dispatched others to Seisyll's canp, there
abducted Seisyll's wife and, right before her eyes, nurdered her sevenyear-old
son " Thonmas reined in, |ooked challengngly at Aubrey "I bear no |love for the
Wl sh, but vengeance such as that does no man honor "

Aubrey was shocked "But he had such an agreeable nature, was quick to jest, to
open his purse to his friends And he seenmed truly pious, never passed a
waysi de cross without offering up a prayer "

"Farsighted of him | daresay, given how greatly he'll be in need of prayers
cone Judgnent Day Although, to be fair, there are those who say de Braose was
urged to it by his km There are even those who think 'he old King was not

di spl eased And that bl oody night at Abergavenny

15 twenty years past But none would deny that de Braose is a hard man, a man
not overburdened with scruples " Thomas | aughed suddenly Little wonder his
greatest friend at court is none other than Lord John'"

Aubrey was not surprised that Thomas shoul d be so indiscreet, not

d advise you to
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after some six weeks in the letter's conpany. But he had no intention O
conprom sing hinself, of sharing his political prejudices w th Thornas

"I ndeed?" he said coolly, and then, "torn, |ook at the sky. There rnUs[ be a
fire ahead."

Thomas stared at the snoke spiraling up through the trees, and then spurred
his stallion forward. Rounding a bend in the road, he earn? to an abrupt halt.
Aubrey and the squire reined in, too.

"Christ Jesus!" Thomas sounded stunned, turned to Aubrey in dis. belief. "The
whor eson' s besi egi ng Mol d!'"

Aubrey searched in vain for an identifying banner. "Wo?"

"Ll ewel yn, you fool! W el se woul d dare?"

SMOKE fromthe snoldering palisades drifted across the outer bailey, set

LI ewel yn's nen to coughi ng. Most of the faces around himwere well snudged
with soot, but he saw only jubilant smles, for they'd broken through the
first ring of the castle defenses. Ahead lay the deep ditch that separated the
i nner and outer baileys, and beyond, the castle curtain wall, a far nore

form dabl e obstacle than the tinber palisades, which had been easily set afire
wi th brushwood and flanming arrows. But the curtain wall was stone, the gateway
shi el ded by a portcullis grille.

The drawbridge nmeant to link the two baileys still blazed, torched by
retreating soldiers. Llewelyn glanced about at his captains, said, "W can do
nothing till we fill in the ditch; see to it. But we'll need cover Renenber,
their crossbows may be nore cunbersone than our bows, but they have a greater
range."

As if to prove his point, behind hima man screaned, fell forward into the
dirt. Up on the walls, an English bowran gave a triunphant shout. Encouraged,
his conrades | oosed their own arrows down into the bailey. The Wl sh drew
back, retreating behind a wall of upraised shields.

When enough wood, sand, and fagots had been thrown into the ditch, Llewelyn
signal ed and the battering ramwas brought up, a huge tree trunk capped in
iron, sheltered by a | arge-wheel ed shed fireproofed with raw cowhi de.

Ednyved ducked behind the shed, gave the battering ram an approving pat. "What
are your orders?"

"Whil st we seek to break through with the ram turn the mangonel s upon the
wal I's. Now | want every bowran we have ainmng up at the walls. Have the

scal ing | adders ready."

Ednyved gave a pl eased grunt. "Consider it done," he said, crawl ed under the
shed to confer with the men crouching within. Llewelyn raised his right arm
dropped it sharply. At once the air throbbed
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t he twangi ng of Wl sh | ongbows, and the battering ram began peaki ng across the
bai | ey

RV the time the shed reached the curtain wall, the castle defenders rajnng
every possible sort of missile down upon it stones, |ances, torches, even
quicklinme But it continued to creep inexorably forward, ke a huge shelled
turtle, leaving a trail of deflected weaponry in its ke Once within range, the
men inside jerked on the ropes, straining ntil the massive | og began to sw ng
back and forth, gathering nomenturn and smashing into the portcullis There was
a splintering, the iron einforcements held, but the wood buckled, and the

Vel sh raised a

cheer

The capture of Mold Castle would be a signal victory for the Wl sh, and

Ll ewelyn had left little to chance, his arny was equi pped both with the huge
crossbow machi nes known as bal hstas and with the even | arger mangonel s,

cat apul t hke devi ces capabl e of | aunchi ng boul ders of considerable size He

wat ched as his |argest mangonel was dragged forward, as a w ndl ass was
wrenched to pull the beam back, as it was | oaded with heavy rocks, and then
rel eased The beamjerked back to a vertical position, propelling the rocks
into a deadly overhead arc Sone shattered against the castle walls, others

pl umret ed down into the inner ward Not waiting to savor their success, his nen
were al ready rel oadi ng the nangonel Llewelyn paused | ong enough to shout,
"Good lads'" and then sprinted across the open ground toward the | ean-to being
set up by the ditch "Bring out the second mangonel ," he panted "And keep your
shields up They're | aunching red-hot bolts fromthe walls, | just saw one go
clean through a man's belly "

So far, all was going according to Ll ewelyn's expectations The battering ram
continued its relentless thrusting Up on the walls, men were |owering |arge
hooks, desperately fishing for the ram but the arrow fire was too intense for
any man to risk exposure for long, and they were grappling blindly

"Ll ewel yn1" Rhys raced for the |lean-to, flung hinmself down a split second
before an arrow buried itself in the wood above his head It had all but grazed
his hair, yet he said only, "Cl ose, that one Llewelyn, they signal fromthe
ram They' ve broken through the portcullis, have reached the door "

"Nowl" Again Llewelyn raised his arm let it fall "Do not let up, drive them
off the walls'" And as his bowren obeyed, |aunching arrow after arrow with
eye-blurring speed, he pulled his sword fromits scabbard, brought his shield
up

Wth wild yells, the Wl sh rushed the castle walls Those up on the el enents

t hrew down stones, flam ng pitch, nore than one Wl shan Was engulfed in fire,
roll ed screanmi ng upon the ground But LI ewe-
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lyn's bowren had achieved their aim forcing nany of the English tO retreat,
and the Wel sh headed now for these exposed areas, threw seal ing |adders

agai nst the walls, and began to scranble up, trailing ligu thong | adders over
t hei r shoul ders.

By the time Llewelyn reached the walls, the battering ramvvas smashing

t hrough the oaken door. He was anong the first to plunge through, fought his
way cl ear of the gatehouse to find nmany of his rnei\ already wthin,

cl anmbering down their thong | adders to head off the English retreat. O the
bui | di ngs ranged along the curtain walls, only one was not of wood: a squat,
two-story tower. Seeing thensel ves overwhel med, the English soldiers were
running for this, their last refuge, and Ll ewelyn shouted, "Christ, cut them
offI"

But even as he raced for the keep, he knew they'd be too late. Men with
torches were standing in the doorway. Wen nost of the soldiers had made it to
safety within, they scattered brushwood upon the stairs, tossed their torches
onto the pile. The stairs ignited at once. One of the torchbearers was too
slow, took a Wl sh lance in his chest, and tunbled down into the flanes, but
the ot her ducked back inside; the door was slamed and bolted behind him
SMOKE hung heavy over the inner ward; the wooden buil dings had been put to the
torch. Llewelyn and his captains had gathered in the gatehouse, were neasuring
the keep with specul ative eyes.

Rhys gestured toward the charred ruins of the wooden stairway. "Even if we
built a platformand then forced the door, all the advantages would lie with
them they could smite us down one by one as we sought to enter. Better we
shoul d build a mne, tunnel under the wall, and bring it down about their

ears. O else use the battering ramto smash into the cellar.”

"The River Al yn sinks underground here; the ground is like to be too wet for

tunneling." Ednyved took up a flask, drank, and passed it around. "But we
could use the battering ram though it'd be sl ow going. Wat say you,

LI ewel yn?"

LI ewel yn considered. "If we go across the battlenents, we can enter onto the
roof of the keep. If we then stuff burning brushwood down the | ouvres, mayhap
we can snoke themout. But ere we decide, |1'd see if | cannot talk themout."
Moving to the door of the gatehouse, he raised his voice. "I would speak with
your castellan or constable!"

There was a silence, and then a shutter was cautiously drawn back "I am Sir

Robert de Montalt. Identify yourself."
LI ewel yn and his friends exchanged surprised | ooks; they'd not ex-
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, to hook so large a fish. "I amLlewelyn ab lorwerth, Prince of fSynedd bel ow
t he Conwy."

The silence was even longer this time. "Wat would you say to

ne?"

"Just this. | shall take your keep. If nothing else, | need only wait, -ve you
out. You can neither escape nor hope for succor. Your overd the Earl of
Chester, is in Normandy with your King. The Lord de Mntalt, yOU brother, is
known to be ailing; nor has he the nen to break ny siege. Remain nmewed up
within the keep and you do but prolong your own suffering, do only delay what
is wit in blood. Yield now and with honor. Your lives shall be spared, and
you may ransom your freedom with no shane to you, for a fight well fought."
The shutter opened wider. "And if | refuse to yield?"

"Need you ask? You know full well what's like to befall a besieged garrison
that persists in holding out after all hope is gone. My people call this place

Yr Wddgrug: the burial mound. If need be, I'Il turn this ground into a burial
mound in truth. | shall take this keep, easy or hard, but take it | shall, and
when | do, all within shall be put to the sword. So the choice is yours. | do

gi ve you two hours to decide.”
LI ewel yn passed the next hour conferring with his captains, getting reports on
the casualties suffered, the prisoners taken, and planning for their assault

upon the keep, should it becone necessary. There was still an hour renaining
upon hi s deadli ne when Ednyved appeared at his side.
"Well, ny lord, once nore your silver tongue triunphs!" He pointed toward the

keep. The door was opening. As they watched, elated, a | adder was slowy

| owered over the side.

"MY grandfather took Mold Castle, too, Rhys. The garrison held out for three
nmont hs before yielding, and he later said it was his sweetest victory ever."
"My lord!" Llewelyn and Rhys turned fromthe w ndow, toward the man just
entering the solar. He was carrying a large bolt of enerald velvet; this he
held out to LlIewelyn, saying, "As soon as | sawthis, nmy lord, | knew your

| ady should have it. Nothing better becones a wonan with red hair than the
color green.”

Ll ewel yn fingered the cloth. "Indeed, you are right, Dylan. It shall please
her greatly to make a gown of this."

"LI ewel yn?" Ednyved paused in the doorway. "Is it your wish to see de Mntalt
now? And our nen captured two English knights up on *e road. I'll fetch them
too."

Sir Robert de Montalt was no | onger young, had advanced well into
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his fifties, time enough to have acquired a phil osophical approach to tk
vicissitudes of fortune. If he felt any resentnent now at bei ng ushere(j/
prisoner, into his own solar, he was too politic to let it showin his face
"My lord Llewelyn," he said, stiffly correct. "I assume, of course that you
nmean to raze the castle.”

"OfF course," Llewelyn agreed politely, secretly amused, as always at the

Nor man i nsi stence upon preserving the anenities. As if war \vete a ganme of
sorts, to be played according to recogni zed rul es.

Robert de Montalt gestured toward the table. "I will, with your per. mssion
wite to my brother, tell himthat our nmen shall be set free once your forces
wi thdraw. May | ask what price you nean to put upon ny freedon"

LI ewel yn cal cul ated rapidly. "I think seven hundred marks to be a fair sum"
It was steep, but not exorbitant, and de Montalt nodded. "You will take
partial paynment in cattle and horses, | trust?"

"Naturally," Llewelyn said, no | ess gravely, not daring to meet Ednyved's eyes
| est he laugh, reveal what a charade he thought this to be.

The ot her men were now being escorted into the solar. The first was a

fl axen-haired youth, expensively armed. He did not |ook particularly pleased
by his predi cament, but neither did he look all that worried. Here, Llewelyn
saw, was anot her ganes-player, confident that nen of rank woul d al ways nake
conmon cause agai nst those of inferior birth, acknow edge their menbership in
an international aristocracy of class. They woul d never understand, LIewelyn
knew, that he felt a greater kinship to the |east-born Wl shman than to the

hi ghest - born Norman | ord.

H s eyes narrowed, though, at sight of the second man. "Well, torn,’
coolly, "you're a long way from hone."

Thomas was not cowed. "So are you," he shot back. "This is Powys, not

Gwnedd. "

Aubr ey deci ded Thomas Corbet was indeed mad. Al knew the Wl sh were as
unpredi ctabl e a people as could be found in Christendom and comon sense
dictated that a man did not bait a bear in its own den. "You are, of course,
Prince Llewelyn," he said hastily. "I am Sir Aubrey de Mara of Fal ai se, cousin
to Lord Ral ph and Sir Robert de Montalt." He turned then to de Montalt, sniled
ruefully. "I regret | must inmpose upon our kinship, Cousin, nust request that
your brothe' pay my ransom My lord father will, naturally, reinburse you."
Wth such a victory, Llewelyn could afford to be generous. "AJd anot her
hundred marks for your cousin, Sir Robert, and | shall be content."

Aubrey grinned. "I do not know whether | should be thankful to

escape

so cheaply," he confessed,
Sr”~ore highly!"

LI ewel yn | aughed, and upgraded Aubrey in his estinmation; generwhen a man was
bested in conbat, his sense of hunor was the first

casual ty-

"Well, you two can barter what you will for your freedom but I'Il be

dammed ere | pay so nuch as a penny for mne," Thomas said trucul ntly/ aru*
Aubrey and de Montalt jerked their heads about, stared at himin astoni shnent.
There was on Aubrey's face grudging admiration for so bold a stance, yet
resentment, too, for his own easy acceptance of his plignt suddenly seened

| ess than honorabl e when contrasted with Thomas's defiance.

LI ewel yn was regardi ng Thomas wi th unconceal ed contenpt, but it was to Aubrey
that he said, "Mwaf trwst |Ilestri gweigion. In your |anguage that translates
as, 'Empty vessels make the npst noise.' Your heroic friend knows full well
that his release is already secured, bought with his Corbet blood. | do owe
Hugh Corbet too nuch to claimthe life of his nephew, and, as ever, he does
trade upon that."

Thomas had flushed angrily. "I accept no favors from Wl shrmen!" LI ewel yn, t oo,
was angry now. "You're an even bigger fool than I once thought. . . Cousin.

he said

or insulted that you do not val ue ny



That does not, however, alter the debt I owe your uncle. But come the day when
he's gone to God, | shall be sorely tenpted to burn Caus Castle around your
head. 1'd think on that, if | were you."

Thomas opened his nmouth, and Aubrey jabbed himw th an el bow. "For Christ's
sake," he hissed, "do not stretch your luck!"

"My Prince!" It was Dyl an again, pushing before hima fearful youngster of
ei ghteen or so. "This one ran right into our scouts, claims he has an urgent
message for de Mntalt."

The boy funmbled within his tunic and withdrew two rolled parchments. Wth an
apol ogetic glance toward Robert de Montalt, he knelt and handed the nessages
to LI ewel yn.

De Montalt had stiffened. He watched tensely as Llewelyn broke his brother's
seal . He saw surprise upon the latter's face; Llewelyn said sonething in

Wl sh, and the others | ooked no less startl ed.

"Cousi n?" Aubrey had sidled closer. "See the second di spatch? Does it not bear
H s Grace of Chester's seal? The news, then, is from Normandy."

The Wl sh were still tal king anong thensel ves, wi th considerable arunation.
Several were smiling, but Llewelyn |ooked suddenly penSlye. He wal ked toward
them said to de Montalt, "Your brother has just received a letter fromthe
Earl of Chester. Your King Richard was sore wunded whil st besiegi ng Chal us
Castle; he died on the sixth of April."



112

Thomas di d not appear overly affected by the news of his KWdem se, but de
Montalt was stunned and Aubrey stricken. He sagge(, back against the wall,

whi spered, "Jesu have nercy upon his soul."

Thomas dutifully crossed hinmself at that, then blurted out, with the

si ngl e-m ndedness of the true pragmatist, "Wiomdid he nane as hls heir, John
or Arthur?"

"Hi s brother John." Llewelyn's eyes flicked fromthe letter to the ashen-faced

de Montalt. "If you wish," he said, "your chaplain rnay offer up prayers for
Richard's soul ."
De Montalt swallowed, nodded. "He ... he was a great soldier."

LI ewel yn nodded, too; that he could acknowl edge in all honesty.
AS soon as the Wl sh were alone in the solar, Llewelyn's conpanions crowded
around him "Wat of Arthur, Llewelyn? Did he not put in his claim too?"

LI ewel yn gl anced again at the letter. "lIndeed he did, Ednyved. Chester says
rebel barons of Brittany and Touraine |laid siege to Angers and Le Mans,
procl aimed Arthur as Richard's rightful heir. He says John alnost fell into

their hands at Le Mans, but he was able to reach safety at Rouen, and there
the Norman lords did rally to him answering his call to arnms. He led an arny
back into Anjou, razed the castle at Le Mans, and burned the city. Arthur
escaped, fled to the French court, and John seens |ike to prevail. Chester
wites that he was invested as Duke of Normandy on the twenty-fifth, that he
sails for England within the fortnight."

"LI ewel yn?" Rhys was frowning. "Wat neans this to us? Are we the better or
the worse for his death?"

"I would that | knew, Rhys. For certes, |I'd rather have seen Arthur crowned
over John; a twelve-year-old | ad would cast no great shadow in Wales. As for
John ... | hope | amwong, but he may well prove to be nore troubl esonme than
ever his brother was. For all his vaunted skill with a sword, Richard never
bot hered much with Wales. Or with England, either, if truth be told. He was
King for ten years, and how often was he even on English soil? Twice, | do
bel i eve! But John has no interest in crusades or foreign canpaigns, is like to
make England the central jewel in his crowm. And he knows our ways better than
nost; he was, as Earl of d oucester, hinself a Marcher border lord. No, |
suspect we've no reason for rejoicing that John is to be King.

"Ki ng John," Llewelyn repeated softly. "Mdirgan is a better prophe'



113

even he knows. Once, years ago, he told me our lives should en' ne John's and
m ne. And, so it now seens, they shall."”

10

FONTEVRAULT ABBEY, PROVI NCE OF ANJQU

June 1200

J. HE royal abbey of St Mary of Fontevrault was young in years when neasured
agai nst the tinmeless span of stone and nortar, but few religious orders were
as influential or as wealthy. Matilda de Bohene, the proud, pious worman who
rul ed as Abbess, was related both by bl ood and marriage to the great Houses of
Chanpagne and Blois, and the thriving community within Fontevrault's walls

i ncluded a convent for wellborn nuns, a nonastery for nmonks and | ay brothers,
a hospital for lepers, a honme for those nuns and nonks grown too old to serve
God in other than prayer, even a shelter for penitent prostitutes. At
Fontevrault were buried the Pl antagenet dead of Henry's House, and El eanor was
of ten an honored guest of the Abbess. Taken ill that spring, she had chosen to
conval esce in the white-walled stillness of the abbey, and lingered there
weeks later, having found an unexpected contentnment in the cloistered and

pl aci d peace, so utterly lacking in the turbul ence and high drama that had
marked her life for alnost eight decades.

The Abbess Matil da wel comed her with heartfelt gladness; theirs was a
friendship of genuine affection, if not genuine intinmcy. She wondered,

t hough, how long it would be before Eleanor's restless spirit would begin to
yearn for the pleasures of the world that was truly hers, we glittering court
at Poitiers, where for alnmost sixty-five years she had reigned in her own

ri ght as Duchess of Aquitaine. Eleanor was not, she knew, a woman ever to
renounce power, no matter the acconpanying Pain . . . and pain there had been
i n plenitude.

Looki ng pensively at Eleanor's scul ptured profile, at the face so fanmiliar and
yet so unrevealing, Matilda found herself thinking of all the
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griefs El eanor had endured in recent nonths. Death had cl aimed four O{ her
children in a heartbreakingly brief span. Both the daughters born O her
marriage to the French King were now dead; Richard had died in her arns, and
not five nonths later, she'd stood a ghastly vigil over y» another child, as
Joanna died giving birth to a stillborn son. She had, Mtilda thought, been no
| uckier as a nother than she had been as a wife. O the ten children she'd
borne, she'd buried eight, had only a daughter in distant Castile and the son
she was even now awaiting, the last of her eagletsand the |east |oved.

And yet Matil da knew she had | abored tirelessly for that sane son to gain for
hi mt he Angevin crown, had then exhausted herself seeking to win recognition
of his right. She'd traversed the I ength and breadth of her domains on his
behal f, formally designated himas heir to her duchy of Aquitaine, and,
lastly, undertaken for hima grueling journey that woul d have daunted a wonan
hal f her age. This past January, Philip and John had conme to terns, sought to
secure peace with the marriage of Philip's son and John's niece. El eanor took
it upon herself to fetch the young Spani sh bride, child of the daughter sent
so long ago to wed the King of Castile. Daring a dangerous w nter crossing of
t he Pyrenees, she'd brought her granddaughter to Nornmandy for the weddi ng that
woul d one day make her Queen of France. But however indomitable her spirit
still was, her body was in its seventy-ninth year, and she'd fallen gravely
ill upon her return, had been forced to niss the royal weddi ng she'd done so
much to bring about.

El eanor rose, noved restlessly to the wi ndow and back again. John had sent
word that he'd be arriving at noon; he was already two hours |ate.

"This will be the first tine that you' ve seen your son since the wedding, wll
it not, Madanme?" Matilda would have liked to discuss the controversial peace
that the wedding was nmeant to warrant. The treaty was not proving popular in
Engl and, where nmen | ong accustomed to Richard' s readiness to wage war for
honor and profit |ooked askance at any resolution not bought wi th blood. Anmong
t hose nost eager for plunder and among those who' d have cheered the canpaign
on fromthe battle lines of London al ehouses, John had earned hinself a
derisive sobriquet, one utterly at odds with the admring "R chard Lion-Heart"
t hat had been bestowed upon his brother: "John Softsword." But Matilda knew
better than to broach the subject; El eanor did not share confidences, |east of
al | about her youngest son

"Madame . . ."A young novice nun stood in the doorway"Madane, the King's G ace
has just ridden into the garth."
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AND we cel ebrated the wedding the day after Philip and | con-

| ded the treaty. W had to hold it across the border in Normandy, of

urse, what with France being under Interdict, and Philip had to get

econdhand account of the cerenmpbny, since he's barred fromall the

Sacranents. "

At that, John and El eanor exchanged identical anused sniles, for the French
King's marital troubles had only grown nore tangled with tine/ had now
enbroiled himin a confrontation with the Holy See. It was seven years since
he'd rejected I ngeborg, four since he'd defiantly wed the Duke of Meran's
daughter, and the Pope had at |last |ost patience. Six nonths ago he had turned
upon Philip one of the nore effective weapons in the papal arsenal, |aying
France under Interdict until the King agreed to set aside his present wife and
recogni ze the | ongsuffering I ngeborg as his Queen

"A pity you had to miss all the festivities, Madame . . . especially that
nmenor abl e noment when Philip conpelled Arthur to do homage to me for the duchy
of Brittany, to acknowl edge ne as his King and liege lord. If |I'd gai ned
nothing else fromthe treaty, the look on Arthur's face woul d be reconpense
enough! "

This last was said with a trace of defiance. John knew what was being said in
al ehouse and arny encanpnentthat his brother Richard woul d never have made
such a peaceand he'd cone prepared to defend hinself with irrefutable logic
and common sense. But his relationship with his nother was too tenuous, too
fraught with anbi val ence and i nconsi stencies to be governed by the detached

di ctates of reason.

Instead of citing the very material advantages of peace with Philip, he found
hi nsel f saying sarcastically, "But |I'mdiscovering that a truce not won at
swor dpoi nt is somehow suspect. People crave glory, | give them peace, and they
fancy thenselves the poorer for it. Wat of you, Madane? Do you, too, fault ne
for renouncing glory in favor of crops in the fields and noney in ny coffers?"
El eanor gave a startled | augh. "Good God, no! Do you know ne as little as
that? War is the | east productive of men's pastinmes, and the nost indul gent.
Why should | want you to fight for what you can gain at the bargaining table?"
John was pleased, but still wary. "I yielded to Philip only that which I could
not hope to hold on the field," he said cautiously. "The fruth of it, Mother,
is that | cannot afford a war. The noney is just not there."

They both knew why: because Richard had depleted the royal treasury with his
wars, his crusade, his ransom El eanor said nothing, and
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John, disarnmed by her unexpected approval, forbore for once to criticize the
son she still nourned.

"Not that | expect the peace to last," he admtted. "But it will give me the
time | need to replenish ny coffers, to checkmate Arthur, and to deal with
trouble froma source I had not expectedyou have heard? Despite years of
rivalry and bad bl ood, the Count of Angoul ene neans to wed his daughter to

t hat whoreson de Lusignan. It is a marriage guaranteed to give nme naught but
grief.”

El eanor's mouth twisted; in their dislike of Hugh de Lusignan, she and John
were in rare and full accord. That past January, as El eanor was setting out
for Castile, she'd been intercepted by Hugh de Lusignan, conpelled to accept
the hospitality of his stronghold at Lusignan Castle. Just as de Lusignan's
invitation could fairly be termed an abduction, the favor he sought from

El eanor was nmore in the nature of extortion than appeal: that she yield to him
the county of La Marche. El eanor was proud, but hers was a pride tenpered by
pragmati sm making a grinmy realistic assessnment of her predicanment, she acted
to cut her |osses, gave de Lusignhan what he demanded, and, within hours, was
free to resune her journey westward. John, on the verge of making peace wth
Philip, could do little but acquiesce in the fait acconpli, accept de

Lusi gnan's homage as the new Count of La Marche. But he knew that de Lusignan
woul d never have dared to commit such an audacity while Richard lived, and
that was a raw, ulcerous sore, a grievance beyond forgiving.

"Yes," Eleanor said flatly, "I heard. That is why | sumoned you to
Fontevrault. We know what Hugh de Lusignan is; the nan has the scruples of a
snake. But the Count of Angoul eme is another mal content who serves only his
own interests, and both of them are hand-in-glove with Philip. Should they put
an end to their feuding, ally their Houses in this marriage, that would one
day gi ve Hugh both Angoul ene and La Marche. W cannot allow the marriage to
take place . . . although | confess I'mat a loss as to howto prevent it. You
dare not forbid it outright; as jealous as ny barons be of their rights, every
lord in Aquitaine would rally to their support.™

"If I forbid it, yes." John | eaned back in his chair. "Yesterday | sunmoned

t he Count of Angoulene to do homage to me on July fifth ... at Lusignan
Castle."

"You what ?" El eanor's eyes w dened. "The three of you under one roof? That is
a volatile mx if ever |I heard one! What nean you to do, John?"

"I mean to stop the marriage."

"But how? | do not see . . ."

"I"d rather not say just yet. | will tell you this much, that if | succeed,
Aymer of Angoul ene and Hugh de Lusignan will be bl ood en-
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nes till the day of nortal reckoning and beyond, and I'l|l have nade of

Avrner a steadfast allywhich is nore, Madanme, than Richard could

ver do. And if it also happens that Hugh de Lusignan should find him

el f a laughi ngstock, the butt of every jest fromPoitiers to Pariswell,

that's not like to break ny heart. Nor yours, either, I'd wager."

El eanor did not respond as he had expected. After sonme nmonents of silence, she
said thoughtfully, "If you are asking whether I'd |like to see Hugh de Lusignan
hum liated, of course | would. If you are asking whether | think it would be
wise, I'd have to say no. Wth all the enem es you have, John, vengeance is an
i ndul gence you can ill afford right now "

John was irked, disappointed, too. "Life at Fontevrault is making you very

pi ous, Mdther. Next you'll be quoting Scriptures."

"I"'mtal king of foresight, not of forgiveness," Eleanor snapped, but John was
already on his feet. She tensed, but did not protest. Wth Richard, she could
have insisted that he stay, hear her out. She had no such | everage with John
and well she knewit.

"I do not know what sort of devious scheme you have in mnd. | can only tel
you this: Whilst stupidity may indeed be a sin, it is also possible to be too
clever. | sonetimes fear, John, that you are too clever by half."

John shrugged. "At least," he said, "you m ght wish ne luck."

WLL Longsword was seated at a table in his brother's chanber, |aboring over a
letter to his girl-wife. He wi el ded the pen awkwardly, for his was a hand nore
accustoned to grasping a sword hilt, and he swore under his breath as he
searched for words to put to parchnent.

Done this sixth day of July in the Year of Qur Lord 1200, at the castle of
Hugh de Lusi gnan, Count of La Marche and Lord of Lusignan and Couhe.

To the Lady Ela, Countess of Salisbury, nmy dear wife, greetings.

And that was as far as he'd gotten. WIIl had no idea why they were at

Lusi gnan. Neither, he suspected, did Hugh de Lusignan. It was well known that
John never forgave a wong or forgot a grudge, and Hugh had nade ready for his
lord's goodwi Il visit with skeptical wariness, much like a man who'd just been
assured that the wolf wandering mdst s flocks was in fact a donesticated dog.
But whatever John's ultimte 'Mentions, he was presently on his best behavior.
Even his enemi es never denied he had a certain scapegrace charm when he cared
to exert
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hi nsel f, and he'd been draw ng upon that charm so |avishly that Hug" had begun
to relax sonmewhat, to let down his guard. The workings OF Hugh's brain were
too broadly neshed for subtlety. He knew Richard would not have rested unti
his head rotted on a pi ke over his own gatehouse, until his castles were
reduced to rubble and his lands to charred enbers, his womenfol k despoil ed and
hi s brother hanged. But John drank with him diced with him swapped bawdy
jokes, and hinted at royal favors to cone. Such a nman was not to be feared.
Once Hugh reached that fateful conclusion, he was hard put to hide his

di sdain; there was a bluff heartiness in his manner that was a shade too

fam liar, a swaggering assunption of intinmacy that filled WII wth

f or ebodi ng.

Now W Il sighed. Even if he had been privy to John's plans, he could not have
shared themwith Ela. She was just fourteen, all el bows and knees and sudden
bl ushes, a sweet child, he thought fondly, who'd brought himan earl dom and
deserved in turn to be sheltered and protected until she outgrew her
little-girl awkwardness. But what to tell her, then? WII|l gazed at the
parchnent as if willing words to materialize of their own accord, at |ast gave
up and elected instead to watch the game of tables in progress between John
and Ayner Taillefer, Count of Angoul ene.

Aymer was staring down at the ganeboard wi th unblinking blue eyes. He played
as he did all else, with a conmpetitive intensity that knew no quarter, and he
sucked in his breath when the dice roll gave the gane to John, paused too |ong
bef ore saying, "Wat do | owe Your G ace?"

"Shall we play again? Only this tine let's double the stakes." John sniled as
if oblivious to the other man's ill hunor, and reached for the wine cup by his
el bow. "Hugh tells me you' ve set a date for the wedding."

"August twenty-sixth." Aymer tossed the dice onto the table. Hi s were eyes as
hard as stones, enpty of all save suspicion. "Shall we speak plainly, Your
Grace? Hugh de Lusignan may be a fool, but I amnot. | know full well that
Hugh's coming marriage to nmy daughter is not to your liking, that you would
prevent it if you could. It is your right as ny liege lord to speak agai nst

it, and if it is your wish, | will hear you out. But | think it only fair to
tell you that |I shall not change ny nmind, that | nean to see lsabelle as

Count ess of La Marche."

John drank, studying Aynmer all the while. "It is said that your daughter is
uncomonly pretty. Is that true?"

"She is a beauty, Your Gace. \Wy?"

"Your daughter is a great heiress, will one day inherit all of Angoul eme. And
she is of high birth, her nmother a first cousin to the King of France. Now you
say she is a beauty in the bargain. \Wat escapes ny

r
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nder standing i s why you woul d waste such a girl on Hugh de LusigU n | should

t hi nk you' d ai m hi gherrmuch hi gher."

"Your Grace?" Aymer was no |onger feigning disinterest. "Just Wat are you
sayi ng?"

"I am saying that you'd be doing your daughter a grave disservice if you
settled for Hugh de Lusignan." John paused; there was faint nockery nowin his
smle. "Unless, of course, you have no interest in seeing her as Queen of

Engl and. "

Aymer's intake of breath was audible even to WIIl. He hastily cast his eyes
down, but not in time; John caught the sudden hot |ight, the glinmrer of
bedazzl ed greed. "You overwhelmne, ny liege, and do ny daughter great honor
But you al ready have a Queen, have you not?"

"No," John corrected ami ably, "I have a wife, not a Queen. Think you that I
negl ected to have Avisa crowned with ne through sheer oversight? It has |ong
been ny intent to end the narriage; |'ve nmerely been awaiting the opportune
tinme."

Aymer swal | omed, so caught up in John's spell that he absentm ndedly hel ped
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Lady Avisa?"
John laughed. "Unlike Philip, who's likely to be yoked to the martyred
I ngeborg for all eternity, | happen to be able to satisfy the nbst scrupul ous

papal conscience. Avisa and | are second cousins, you see, well within the
prohi bi ted degree of consanguinity, and we never did bother to get a papa

di spensation for our marriage. Need | say nore?" Aymer |aughed, too, in that
nmonent vul nerable as only a man could be who suddenly found reality exceedi ng
al |l expectations, even the fantasy world of dreams. "It will afford ne great
pl easure, Your Grace, to give you ny daughter. But what of de Lusignan? He
makes an ugly eneny, is one to nurse a grudge to the grave. How shall we
manage it?"

"Easily enough, | think. | understand the girl is now at Hugh's castle of

Val ence, no? Well, after you depart here, you need only ride to Val ence, tel

t he de Lusignans you wi sh to take her back with you to Angoulene for a fina
visit with her nother ere the wedding. In the neantine | shall find sone

di stant task for Hugh and his kin to undertake on ny behal f. | daresay you've
noticed that Hugh's acting much 'ike a cat that got into the cream He's sure
that he's basking in nmy royal favor, will see this charge as proof positive
that he's truly won ny trust, ny friendship."

"I ndeed,"” Ayner said approvingly. "And then?" "Fromhere | go to Bordeaux,
where 1'l1 have the Archbi shop dec'are ny marriage void ab initio. As you
know, | plan to pass the sumrer °n Progress in ny |ady nother's domain. \Wat
woul d be nore natural
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than to accept your hospitality when | reach Angoul ene, at which tine | shal
right gladly plight troth with your pretty daughter ... on the twenty-sixth of
August, mayhap? After that, we need only deci de whether we want to invite de
Lusi gnan to the wedding!"

This time, however, Ayner did not join in John's |aughter. "~ plight troth,"
he echoed sharply. "Wy not a weddi ng?"

John hesitated. This was the only weakness he could see in his schene. A
plight troth would give himall the political benefits of a marri agewoul d, as
wel |, enable himto disavow I sabelle without difficulty should a better
marital prospect appear at a |later date. But the advantages of a plight troth
were so blatantly one-sided that he was not at all sure Aymer would ever

agr ee.

"Because of your daughter's extreme youth," he said earnestly. "She's but
twelve, is she not? | think it only fair to give her time to adjust. It wll
be bound to come as a shock, to arrive in Angoul eme expecting to marry Hugh, a
man she knows well, only to be told she's to wed a total stranger."

Aymer reflected upon this in silence, then gave John an oblique snile. "Your
concern for ny daughter is comrendable.” He rose as John did, nede a
perfunctory obei sance, and suddenly burst into malicious |aughter. "Damm ne if
de Lusignan's not going to |look a right proper fool when word gets out!"

"Yes," John agreed conpl acently. "I expect he will."

He waited till they were alone, but no longer, at once turning to WIIl and
demandi ng, "Well? Wat think you?"

"It is brilliant, John," WII| said admringly, "in truth, it is. That marriage
woul d have been a disaster for us, and you' ve hit upon the one way you coul d
stop it. But. . . but would it not be better to |l et Hugh de Lusighan save
face? You need not do it this way, could |l et Ayner end the betrothal, then
wait a discreet interval ere you claimed the girl. |I fear that if you stea

her out from under Hugh's nose" John was smiling and WIIl stopped in

m d-sentence. It had baffled himthat a man as bright as his brother could be
so blind to consequences; now John's sardonic smle brought it all into focus
for him "You want to humiliate Hugh de Lusignan, do you not?" he said slowy.
"Fully as much as you want the girl, if not nore. John . . . are you sure

you' ve thought this through, that the game be worth the candl e?"

"Shall 1 tell you, WII, why you always | ose to me when we play at hazards or
tabl es? Because you're so cautious it damed near cripple5 you! Poor WII,
just once in your life have you never wanted to risk all upon one throw of the
di ce?" John noved back to the table, gestured for WII to pour them w ne
"Only one thing does puzzle ne," he confessed. "Ayner is right
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, ho fool. So why, then, did he agree to a plight troth? Wy did he not

i nsi st upon a weddi ng?"

OM Bor deaux, John noved south into Gascony, and then began a slow circuit back
into Poitou. On Wednesday, August 24, he crossed the River Charente, and the
next norning was wel comed into the walled capital city of Angoul ene.

The great hall of Ayner's ancient castle had been swept clean, strewn with
fresh rushes and sweet-snelling herbs, hung w th enbroi dered wall hangi ngs of
red, green, and gold. Ayner's Countess, a striking, statuesque woman who bore
no resenbl ance to her cousin the French King, insisted upon personally acting
as John's guide, proudly pointing out her favorites anobng the hangi ngs: the
Five Joys of the Blessed Mary, and the Story of Paris and Hel en. John nade the
proper admiring responses, but he was inpatient to see the girl he'd one day
be taking to wife and, sensing that, the Lady Alice excused herself, went to
fetch Isabelle.

"You have told her, | assune?" John asked, and Aymer nodded.

"But of course. She was both awed and honored that Your G ace should think her
worthy of a crown, and she vowed that you should never repent your choice."
John gave Ayner a skeptical smle, and winked at WIl. He had enough
experience with children to know that no twel ve-year-old was |ikely to harbor
such lofty sentinments, much | ess express them aloud. He only hoped the girl
was truly reconciled to the plight troth; England nust seem as di stant as
Cathay to a girl who'd never been anywhere but Angoul emre and Val ence. WIIl's
littla Ela had been a twel ve-year-old bride, too, and renenbering how fearful
she had been, approaching the altar like a lanb led to the slaughter, John
hoped | sabell e woul d be of sturdier stock. But the nenory of Ela's unease gave

him an i dea, and he beckoned to WII. "What say you we send the lass to El a at
Sal i sbury?"
W1l bearmed. "An excellent thought. | daresay she'd be | ess honesick with Ela

and ne than at your court. She'd be good company for Ela, too
He stopped, for John was no |onger |istening. He'd taken an involuntary step
forward; WII heard himmrmr, "Good God." Turning to see what had so
transfixed his brother, WIIl found hinself staring, too, at the girl coning
toward them H s nouth dropped open; the shock was all the greater because
he'd instinctively cast Isabelle in Ela's i mage. Expecting an endeari ng,
coltish clunsiness, bitten nails, and shy, sidelong glances, he saw, instead,
a slender vision in turquoise and silver silk, a delicate oval face franed in
a cascade of shimrering light. WII
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had occasionally seen young girls who'd nmatured too early, overly ripe and
knowi ng beyond their years. |sabelle d'" Angoul eme was not one of these, had not
forfeited the touching and poi gnant appeal of innocence. And yet she held the
eye of every man in the hall. It was the first time in his life that WII had
ever seen a worman who could truly be called "unforgettable,” and it was with a
vague sense of shame that he acknow edged the sheer physical inpact of the
girl, reminding hinmself hastily that she was not a womanwas, for all her
startling beauty, still a child of twelve.

What anmazed hi m even nore than her appearance was her poise. She approached
John without a trace of nervousness, sank down before himin an eye-pl easi ng
curtsy. But after a noment to reflect, WII realized why; no girl who | ooked
as this one did could long remain ignorant of her advantages. For the first
time he glanced toward his brother. John was staring at |Isabelle so avidly
that WI I decided John, too, needed to be renmi nded of |sabelle' s extrene
yout h.

"Your Grace," she said, her French attractively enhanced by the soft accents
of Provencal, the | angue d'oc spoken throughout El eanor's domains.

"No, darling, the grace is yours," John said huskily. "I'd have you call ne
John. ™

Aymer had been standing to one side, watching with an odd little smle, one
W1l had seen once before, that July night at Lusignan Castle. Stepping
forward now, he said, "I explained to Isabelle that you thought it would be a
ki ndness to delay the marri age. She assured nme, however, that will not be
necessary, told me she would like to be wed at once. Is that not so,

| sabel | e?"

"Yes, Papa." l|sabelle gave John a dazzling smile. "That is indeed ny w sh."
But only WII noticed as she then surreptitiously w ped the pal ns of her hands
agai nst her elegant silk skirt. Poor little |lass, he thought; so she was not
so different fromhis Ela, after all. And his heart went out to her in a surge
of protective, paternal tenderness.

"I's that agreeable to Your Grace, then? Have | your perm ssion to nake pl ans
for the weddi ng? As the Archbi shop of Bordeaux is in your entourage, he could
officiate. On the norrow, shall we say?"

John had yet to take his eyes fromlsabelle. "By all means, Aymer," he said,
and smled at Aymer's daughter. "The sooner the better."

"OH, how beautiful! Is it truly for nme?"

John smiled. "Truly. Here, turn around and I'Il fasten the clasp for you."

| sabell e did as he bade, sitting beside himon the garden bench
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Because of her youth, she wore no winple or veil, but let her hair fall , e
down her back. John brushed it aside, fastened the neckl et about her throat;
even in the noonlight, the stones gl owed, opals the shade of twlight and

anet hysts of deepest purple. "Eneralds would suit you better, | think. Do you
i ke eneral ds, |sabelle?"
"They are green, no? |'ve never owned rmuch jewelry. | do have a betrothal ring

from Hugh. But | suppose | nust give it back now, must | not?" she said

i mpi shly, and John | aughed.

"I ndeed not; consider it a keepsake. You have no regrets, then? About not
marryi ng Hugh?"

"Ch, no! | would have tried to be a dutiful wife, truly I would. But but | did
not want to marry him" Isabelle hesitated, not sure whether such candor was
perm ssible. "He was so nuch ol der than nme, ol der even than ny papa. He had
salt-grey hair, not black and glossy like yours, and his eyes were al ways

bl oodshot and he ... he nade ne unconfortable sonetinmes, the way he | ooked at
me ..."

"As if he were starving and you were on the nenu?" John suggested, and she
gave a startled giggle.

"But | look at you that way, too; have you not noticed?"

"I do not mind it with you," she said softly, |owering her |ashes to cast
si | ky shadowed crescents upon skin so perfect it |ooked |ike porcelain. John
reached over, stroked her cheek. Wen she did not pull away, he |eaned cl oser
still, touched her mouth with his. Her breathing quickened; he could see the
rise and fall of her small breasts, budding against the bright silk of her
bodi ce. He kissed her again, this time as a man woul d ki ss a worman, and found
that the entrancing flirt who'd invited such intinacies was but an illusion
born of the moonlight and his own desire, found hinself holding a fearful
little girl. She submitted docilely to his enbrace, |let himexplore her nouth
with his tongue, but her body had lost all pliancy, was rigidly unresponsive
under his hands. John rel eased her, frowning, and tears filled her eyes.

"I did not please you?" she faltered. "Papa said | nust, said I"

"I sabel l e, hush. There is nothing about you that does not please roe. | do not
expect you to know how to pleasure a man, will teach you all you need to
know." He began to caress her hair, let his fingers trail across her throat.
"And they' Il be lessons much to your liking, that |I can Prom se you."

There was no anger in his voice, and |Isabelle was enbol dened to confide, "Papa
told me | must not |let Hugh touch me till we were wed, °ut.. . but he said
should I et you do what you will. And | was so afraid because if we bedded

toget her and then you did not want me as a wife, Papa would have bl aned nme for
that, would have been so Woth ..."
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"Isabella, listen to me. Forget what your father told you; it does not nmatter
You do not belong to himany | onger. You belong to me, and I dO want you.

want you as my Queen, | want you in my bed, and right now | want you on ny
lap." John smiled, but she reacted as if to a conmand, at once settled herself

upon his knee, and put her arns shyly about his neck

Her obedi ence delighted him and he realized suddenly that he wanted her as
much for her youth as in spite of it; she was still unformed, as malleable as
she was beautiful, soft clay to be nol ded and shaped as he desired. "You are
so fair to |l ook upon,” he murmured, then began to |augh. "And |'ve done Hugh
de Lusignan an even nore grievous hurt than | dared hope for!"

THE great hall was in utter chaos, as the entire household of the Count of
Angoul erre | abored to make ready for the wedding on the morrow. When Wl could
abi de the confusion no | onger, he escaped out into the gardens. It was
becom ng increasingly apparent to himthat this weddi ng had been pl anned weeks
i n advance, so sure was Ayner of his daughter's power to enchant. He wondered
briefly if he should nention this to John, decided it was pointless; John was
not being shoved to the altar at swordpoint, after all.

He was approaching an intricate arbor of white thorn and willow, walled by
trellises and fragrant with sumrer honeysuckle. As he canme nearer, he heard a
man's voi ce, |ow and coaxing. "You have to trust nme, love. You do, do you
not?" The girl's voice cane even nore clearly to WIIl's ears, an innocent
acconplice in her own seduction. "Ch, but | do, truly |I do." WII was

genui nel y shocked; he'd recognized the nmale voice at once as his brother's,

but he found it alnost inpossible to believe that John could be so reckless,
so unforgivably ill-mnnered as to debauch one of Ayner's wonenfol k on the
very eve of his marriage to Ayner's daughter. Wat if it had been Aynmer who'd
cone upon thenf? he thought, and strode forward, a warning hot on his |ips,
only to stop, dunmbfounded, at sight of I|sabelle.

| sabell e gave a little gasp of dismay, flushed bright red. It was one thing to
tell herself that John had every right to fondle and caress her as he chose,
that it was proper to allow himsuch intinacies. It was quite another for his
brother, the Earl of Salisbury, to discover her sitting on John's l|ap, her
hair in telling disarray and her bodice partially undone.

She came hastily to her feet, jerking at her gown, so flustered she m ght have
fl ed had John not reached out, caught her hand. Ri sing unhurriedly, he said
soot hingly, "You' ve no cause for enmbarrassment/ love. It is not for WIllor any
ot herto pass judgnment upon you."
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And with that, |sabella suddenly and fully conprehended just what marriage to
John woul d nmean. That she would get to wear a crown and nj Oy unknown | uxury,
that a son of hers would one day be King of cnglandall of that she'd already
grasped, though it was not quite real to her, not yet. The awareness that cane
to her now was nore i medi ate, and therefore nore easily understood. Al of
her life she'd been taught it was her duty to obey, to please others, first
and forenpost the father whose expectations she could never quite satisfy. But
no nmore. She need not ever worry again about her father's anger. Nor about her
not her' s sharp-tongued reprimands, or Hugh de Lusignan's hot rages, or the
jealousy and spite of girls less favored than she. She had only to pl ease one
man and one man al one, and as | ong as she was secure in his approval and

af fections, no one el se's disapproval mattered.

| sabel la drew a deep breath, giddy with the realization that she who'd had so
little power would now have so much. When | am Queen of the English, she
thought in awe, it will be Papa who'll have to please nenme! And she | ooked at
John in wondernment, WIIl all but forgotten

They coul d hear other voices in the gardens now, woren's voices. |sabelle

cocked her head, listening. "My mother . . . she's calling for ne." But she
did not nmove, |ooked to John for guidance. "Wuld you have me go to her?"
John nodded, bringing her hand up to his nouth and kissing her palm "It is

late; you'd best be in." Watching as she gathered up her skirts and ran
lightly up the garden path, he said admiringly, "Lord God, what a beauty she's
going to be, WII! To think she al nbst ended up in Hugh de Lusignan's bed;
tal k about casting pearls before sw ne!"

He was turning to follow after |Isabelle when WIIl grasped his arm "John

wait. | want you to tell me | misinterpreted what | just saw. | want you to
tell me that you do not nmean to bed that little girl."

John's eyes narrowed, took on sudden green glints. "Are you worrying that |
shal I di shonor her ere the weddi ng? How quaint. But you can put your mind at

ease. | dointend to wait till the morrow. . . though that be no small
sacrificel™

"Christ Jesus, John, she is but twelve years olda child! You do not think I'd
have touched Ela, do you? Nor will I, not till she's of a proper age for

beddi ng. As you nust wait with Isabelle. Her father would exPect no less; he's
entrusting her to your care, your keeping. If he even suspected you"

John gave an angry, incredulous |laugh. "There are tines when your innocence
truly defies all belief! Wo do you think sent us out into *he gardens? You
fool, I could lay with Isabelle at high noon atop a table In trie great hall,
and Ayrmer woul d cheer us on!"

But John did not truly want to quarrel with WIlI. Those very el e-
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ments of WIIl's nature that made hi m chanpion |sabelle so stubborn! were al so
those that made himthe only man John had ever been able t trust. He paused,

then said inpatiently, "WIIl, you are ny brother, m conpanion, even ny
confidant. But ny conscience you are not, and thank God for it. | suspect
you'd put a saint to shane! Good Christ man, what do you think | nean to do,
go after her like a stag in rut? Yon know ne better than that, WII, or you
bl oody well should! | adnit |I've forced a woman or two in ny life, but you
nane ne a man who has not I'mno WIIl de Braose, and you know it. | prefer a
willing bednmate prefer a wonan who wants what she's getting."

He grinned suddenly. "I assure you, lsabelle will be in good hands. | had ny

first woman at fourteen, have |ong since |lost count. You think! did not |earn
fromall those couplings? That |1'd not nmake |sabelle's defl owering as easy for
her as | coul d? She's nore wonan than you know, 1'd wager it'll take no nore
than a fortnight ere she's not only willing, but eager.”

"John, you nust not"

"Sweet glory of God, enough! Better ne than de Lusignan. Now | et that be an
end to it."

W1l knew his brother well enough to read the danger signals, but he felt
honor - bound to persevere. "I do not doubt that de Lusignan woul d have wasted
no tine dragging the lass into bed. But you know better, John. The very fact
that you feel the need to justify yourself proves that. It would be wong to

bed a twelve-year-old girl, no matter how fair she is. It's not . . . not
decent. And it's dangerous, as well. Wat if you get her with child? |I need
not tell you how many wonen die in childbirth . . . and the younger the

not her, the greater the risk."

John caught his breath and then swore. "WIIl, I'mwarning you for the |ast
time! You've pushed to the very limts of my patience. |I'mheartily sick of
this, will hear no nore on it."

But as he swung about, WII followed himonto the path, hastening to keep
pace. "What of your own daughter, what of Joanna? Can you tell me you'd want

to see her as a man's bedmate at twelve, a nother at thirteen? John, | know
what |'m saying! My Ela could not have"
"Pox take your Ela, and you, too! | see nothing noble in your forbearance;

I've net Ela, renenber? | do not wonder that you're in no hurry to claim her
mai denhead. But | doubt you'd be so saintly if it were |Isabelle naked and
eager in your bed!"

W1l recoiled violently, backed away. John did not wait for a response,

stal ked up the path. He did not |ook back, but WII watched, unnoving, unti
he was out of sight.

As deeply offended as WII| was, even greater was his sense of hurt. Never
before had he felt the full lash of John's Angevin tenper. Hi s was



327

uejy privileged position; he al one dared speak his nind utterly
3 Afreely to his brother, with no fear of incurring the King' s disfavor.
* ... was honest enough to admt to hinself that he relished the many
gi bl e benefits he derived from John's kingship, but even nore did he
rsh his special status as the King's brother and confidant. He prided
h' nsel f on his candor, told hinmself that even if John did not always heed
h's advice, at |east John was always willing to hear himout, liked to
t hi nk he al one knew how to appeal to John's better instincts, and in
consequence, he'd been slowto feel the ground shifting under his feet.
He stood there alone for a time in the darkness, half expecting John
to return, seeking to nmake anends. But John did not cone back, and
WIl was left with the envenomed echoes of that |ast |ethal exchange,
wi th the unhappy understanding that his influence over John was nore
illusory than not, that he nust take John on his own terns ... or not
at all.
Pl CKI NG up a brush, Joanna parted her hair and then began to plait it into two
thick braids. Inpatience nade her clunsy, and the strands kept slipping
t hrough her fingers. But she persevered; she was nine now, too old for wld,
unkenpt hair, especially on the day of her father's return from Nornandy.
Never before had he been gone so long, five lonely nonths. Al ways before, he
had taken her with hiny in the past four years Joanna had | earned to | ook upon
a Channel crossing as nonchalantly as a Londoner viewed an outing across the
Thanes i nto Sout hwark. But when John had sailed for Normandy that past April
he'd | eft Joanna at Coni sbrough, the Yorkshire castle of his uncle Hanelin de
Warenne, Earl of Surrey, home, too, to Hanelin's grandson, her half-brother
Ri chard.
Now it was Cctober and Joanna was back at Westninster Pal ace, awaiting John's
arrival. Al around her, women were sleeping; she shared a chanmber with the
| adi es-in-waiting to the nobl ewonen of John's court. Snapping her fingers to
attract Avisa, she unlatched the door, noved into the stairwell, the spaniel
at her heels.
Emergi ng out into the sunlight of the New Pal ace yard, she was just in tine to
collide with a man com ng around the corner of the old hall. He stunbl ed,
caught her as she reel ed backward.
"I"'msorry, ny lord."
"No matter, Joanna. If | cannot sustain a bruising froma little lass |like
you, |'d best retire to ny hearth and give ny |ands over to nmy sons," he said
and snmiled at her. WIlliamde Braose, Lord of Brecknock, was an attractive
man, fit and sun-browned, blond hair and beard only '"ightly touched by grey
al t hough she knew he was well into his fifties.
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He was one of her father's closest friends, and was unfailingly pleasant to
her. There was no reason why she should be so ill at ease with him and yet
she was. It was with relief now that she saw de Braose was not al one, was
acconpani ed by her father's half-brother WIl, Earl O Salisbury.

WIl was famly; with him she need not stand on formality. "Papa's cone?"
W1l nodded. "W rode in fromFreemantle late |ast night, so | expect he's
still abed."

"I'"d wager the surety of ny soul on that!" de Braose said and | aughed.

W1l frowned and Joanna edged closer. "Uncle WII. . . Papa's new wife, is she
conel y?"
"Very comely, Joanna." WII |ooked intently into her face, and then put his

arm around her shoul ders, drew her aside. "Does it bother you, |ass, that John
has wed agai n?"

Joanna shook her head swiftly. "No, but. . . but I did not think he would wed
again so soon." She fidgeted and then blurted out, "Unde WII, | heard sone
men tal king last nonth after we had word of Papa's marriage. They . . . they

said Papa's new wife was plight-trothed to another lord, that Papa stole her
away fromthis lord. That is not true, is it?"

W1l did not answer at once. Joanna was, he knew, normally well insulated from
runors and gossip; no rational man woul d dare criticize the King in the
hearing of his daughter. But this nmarriage had been virtually guaranteed to
stir up controversy. It was said that Hugh de Lusignan had gone berserk wth
rage, raving and ranting and swearing to avenge hinsel f upon John, even if it
took a lifetime. And Hugh found some synpathizers anong the Poitevin nobility,
men who di sapproved of the cl andestine, underhanded nature of the marriage,
others who'd willingly seize upon any pretext for rebellion. The result was
that a marriage whi ch shoul d have solidified John's hold upon Poitou was in
itself proving to be a source of dissension, while John had alienated the nore
pi ous of his subjects by his lustful infatuation with a girl of Isabelle's
tender years.

W1l shook his head slowy, wondering just how to answer Joanna. "Yes, it is
true, lass. Isabelle was betrothed to as untrustworthy a nan as you could find
in all of Christendom and her marriage would one day have put into his hands
all of Angoul eme. Your father could not |et that happen.™

Joanna was quiet. "Is she truly only twelve?" she asked at last, and WII
nodded. 4

I
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"I think I do know what frets you. But she is a lively, good-natured

ss, and I/msure y°U shall |like her' 'That was not what was fretting Joanna at
all. She was quite pre-

ed to like Isabelle, although she did think it distinctly odd to have a

t nnother only three years ol der than she. Her fear was that |sabelle

uld not Iike her. She had | ong since accustomed herself to her father's

onen. Most were kind to her, sonetinmes cloyingly so; Adele alone

h d not been friendly, and Adele's reign had been brief. One day she

was gf ne an<® Joanna had | earned a val uabl e | esson: Wilst Papa's |adies

cane and went, her own place in his heart was constant. But a wife ... a

wjfe was not like a mstress.

Broodi ng on this as she crossed the bailey, she was pleased to see Richard
conm ng toward her. She'd gained nmore than a father at Rouen, she'd gained six
brothers, too. Mst were well into their teens by now, and she saw t hem but
seldom Wth Richard it was different. He was only two years ol der than she
and fromtheir first nmeeting he had appoi nted hinmself her protector, her guide

and mentor. She could ask R chard what she could not ask WIl, and as he fel
in step beside her, she said, "Richard . . . what if she does not |ike us?"
Ri chard was eating nmanchet bread gl azed with honey. He took a large bite,
handed what remmined to Joanna. "Papa will not love us any the less if she

does not, Joanna. My mana says not to worry, that Papa is no man to be swayed
by a woman's cajoling.”

It occurred to Joanna that Richard was not as confident as he sounded, else
he'd not have felt the need to consult his nother. But she took confort,
nonet hel ess, fromhis assurance. H s nother was nore than a onetine ni stress.
Alina was John's first cousin, and had remained on friendly terms with himto
this day, was often at court. Hers was a voice to be heeded.

"Richard . . . when your manma's fanmily found out she was with child, were they
shaned?"
"Angry, yes, but shaned . . . no. After all, Papa was a Prince. And then, too,

nmy grandpapa Hanelin is baseborn hinself; he was a bastard brother to King
Henry. Mama told nme that G andpapa and nmy uncle did berate her sone at first,
but they know wonmen are weak vessels. They could hardly blame her for being
true to her nature."

"My mama was not so |ucky," Joanna said softly. "Her fam |y shunned her for
her sin." She hesitated. "I told you that ny nama died. But | never told you
that | did think it was my fault."

Ri chard had been reaching to reclaimthe honeyed bread. He stopped, gave her a
| ook of sudden interest. "You did? Why?"

The nenories of her nother's death were so fraught with pain even
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now t hat Joanna had never been able to share themw th anyone but John, and
she said evasively, "Ch, because she was so unhappy. But Papa explained it al
to ne, told nme that the blame did lie with ny mama's famly, not with ne."
Richard's interest waned. "Well, you'reJoanna, |ook. There's Uncle WII."
WII raised an arm beckoned. "Joanna, Richard, nake haste. Your lord father
is ready to see you now. "

ST Edward's chanber had been for well over a hundred years the traditiona
bedchanmber of the King, was still used even though it was part of the old

pal ace of the Confessor. John was sitting on a coffer as his barber carefully
trimmed his beard, but he waved the nan away at sight of his children

Joanna ran to him into his arns. "Papa, | mssed you so!"
"I mssed you, too, sweetheart. But keep your voices down. Isabelle is stil
asl eep. "

Joanna and Richard quieted at once, cast subdued gl ances toward the curtai ned
bed. John smiled at them gave Richard a playful poke. "You need not act as if
you're in church! Come over here and see what | brought back for you."
Lifting the coffer lid, he fished around, at |ast unearthed their presents:
spurs for Richard, a carved ivory conb for Joanna. "I do have a second gift
for Joanna, lad, but that is because | did mss her birthday. Here,

sweet heart."

Joanna gave a delighted gasp, slipped the ring onto her finger. It was a
perfect topaz, set in silver, but too big, was sliding over her knuckle unti
she nade a quick fist.

"John . . . John, where did you go?" The voice was young, sleepily content.
Ri chard and Joanna turned as a tousled head poked through the bed hangi ngs.
Joanna felt a sharp pang of envy; as she'd suspected, Isabelle's hair was a
lustrous swirl of sunlight. She yawned like a lazy kitten, blinked at them
wi th | ong-1ashed, |avender-blue eyes. Joanna could not, of course, begin to
conprehend the conplicated sexual cravings that made this beautiful

chil d-woman so desirable to a man with jaded sensibilities, a man in need of
novelty. But she could see how undeniably | ovely |Isabelle was, and her fear
cane rushi ng back. How coul d Papa not be influenced by |sabelle?

"You must be Joanna and Richard." Isabelle jerked the bed hangi ngs aside and,
wr appi ng herself in the sheet, accepted a servant's offer-
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a cup of watered-down wine. "I guess |I'mnow your nother!" She 'n” hed
suddenly. "But do not dare call me Mamal!"

"What shall we call you, Madane?" Joanna asked, at a loss, and |Isabelle gave a
conmi cal grimace.

"How serious she is, John! |I amlsabelle, of course. Cone, sit beside e On the
bed and | shall tell you of ny first neeting with your father. |

tell her, can | not, John? It is six weeks to the day; we were wed w t hout
even posting the banns! John said he knew as soon as he saw ne, knew he woul d
have ne for his Queen and no other."

Joanna and Ri chard exchanged benused gl ances. Both qui et by nature, they were
overwhel med by Isabelle, who seemed able to talk without even pausing for
breath. But her friendliness set their fears at rest, and Joanna gladly did as
| sabel | e bade, settled herself upon the foot of the bed. She should have had
nore faith in Papa, she thought, should have known he woul d not have chosen a
wi fe who'd scorn his children.

H
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XA. FTER passing the night at Basi ngwerk Abbey, Bal dwin de Hodnet and his
br ot her noved cautiously westward, keeping to the narrow coastal road. The sea
was frothed with whitecaps, the sky flaming to the east in a sunburst dawn
that prom sed a day of surpassing beauty. But Bal dwin had no eye for God's
wonders; he was too much taken up with man-made troubl es.

"How do you know where he is, Stephen?"

"I do not. The Wel sh court noves about no less frequently than John's.

LI ewel yn has pal aces at Aber, at Aberffraw on the isle of Mn, at Caer yn
Arfon, has palaces and hunting | odges scattered throughout the Eryri

Mount ai ns. "

"Well, then, how shall we find hinP"
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"W will not. He'll find us," Stephen said, and w thdrew from hi saddl e pouch
a brightly painted silk banner: quartered |ions passant, red on gold.
"Llewelyn's arnms. \What better way to make known that we seek hinP"

"Clever," Baldwin said grudgingly. "But to what avail? |I'mdamed if | know
why | let you talk ne into this. W'll find no welconme at his court, Stephen.
How can we? Just last nonth he did sign a truce with King John, did agree to
do homage to John as his overlord, and, jn return, was recogni zed as rul er of
Gwnedd. Why shoul d he risk angering John by aiding men branded as rebel s?"

St ephen | aughed. "You do not understand the Wl sh, Bal dwin. You share all the
conmon mi sconceptions about Llewelyn's people. Ask any lord at John's court to
describe the Wel sh character, and what is he like to say? That the Wl sh are

i mpul sive, quick-tenpered, easily stirred by passion. That may well be true.
But it is also true that in matters of statecraft, no people in Christendom
are as pragmatic as the Welsh princes. They have to be, with England nore than
twenty tines the size of Wales. Since the reign of Onain Faw, their princes
have sworn all egiance to the English kings, because they were shrewd enough to
see they had no choice. The Wl sh are realists, Baldwin, and an oath of

al l egi ance is cheaper than blood as the price of sovereignty. Do not ever

t hi nk, though, that Llewelyn sees hinself as a vassal of John's. He does not."
St ephen grinned. "The great weakness of the Wl sh has al ways been their
penchant for fighting anongst thensel ves, a weakness our ki ngs have been quick
to exploit. But Llewelyn has a rare gift for fishing in troubled waters. John
may well find"

"I'"d as soon you spared nme a lesson in Welsh history," Baldwin interrupted
impatiently. "All that does concern nme at the nmonent is whether we're likely
to find refuge at Llewelyn's court. And you' ve yet to convince ne that we
will."

Now it was Stephen who showed inpatience. "W always knew it might conme to
this, Baldwin. Wien Fulk Fitz Warin rose up in rebellion against John, and we
deci ded we coul d not do otherw se than support himas our kinsman and |iege

lord, we had no illusions about the risks, or the likely outcome. Tell ne,
woul d you rather seek exile in France?"
"No," Bal dwin conceded. "I ought not to be taking out nmy foul temper on you,

Little Brother. As you say, better Llewelyn than PhilipHow | ong has it been
since you saw him | ast?"

"Three or four years, | think," Stephen said, and Baldwin | et out an expl osive
oat h.

"Bl ood of Christ! You expect himto incur John's wath for a man he has not
even seen in years?"
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St ephen was unperturbed "The Wl sh make bad enem es, better |, your trouble,
Baldwin, is that you have so little faith'" "My trouble is that | have a price
upon ny head, and an ngrate of a ther set upon laying claimto ny

i nheritance," Baldwi n said sourly "Wat else would you expect fromWalter7"
"Better than this Did | not persuade Fulk to give hima place in his

usehol d7 And when he came to ne, claimng he'd had his horse and

or stolen, did | not Iend himthe noney for another nount and

hauber k7"

"And | thought you were mad to do it, | still do As the eldest, you never knew
him Baldwin, not as WIl and I did "

"What el se could | do, Stephen7 He's still blood km"

"I'f he were drowning, |I'd throw himan anchor," Stephen said flatly, and

Bal dwi n gave his brother a surprised, specul ative | ook

"You truly mean that, do you not7 | did not realize" He stiffened suddenly,

and then said softly, "Stephen, to your left "

"I know I think we're about to be wel conmed into Wl es
There was a flash of novenent through the trees, a |lance thudded into the path
a few feet ahead, quivered like a snake coiled to strike They both drew rein,
wai t ed

A man enmerged fromthe woods, cane to a wary halt Stephen tilted his |lance up
so that Llewelyn's banner caught the breeze "Tangnefedd, ' he said |loudly
Rydu i Stephen de Hodnet, cyfaill o Llewelyn ab lorwerth, o Tywysog Gaynedd
There was a silence, other men were now com ng out of the shadows Stephen
ventured a few nore sentences in halting Wl sh, then turned to Bal dwi n,
smling "Did | not tell you7 These are Llewelyn's men, will take us to himl
told themthat | amhis fnend, that he will want to see ne "

"You hope," Bal dwi n said

THEY were traveling south, through a well-wooded river valley Stephen was
carrying on a disjointed conversation with their guides, partly in his

rudi mentary Welsh and partly in their fragnented French, and fromtine to tine
he'd translate for Baldwin's benefit "W have to ford the River Conwy up
ahead, and then veer west "

"Did you, by any chance, think to ask where we're going7" "Dol wddel an Castle
" Anticipating Baldw n, Stephen grinned, said with exaggerated precision

"Dol e-with-eflan I'd hoped Ll ewel yn woul d be at Aber or Aberffraw, wanted you
to see the Welsh court But iJolwddel an should be of interest, too, it's one
of the few Wel sh-built castles, belonged to Llewelyn's father lorwerth "
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That did interest Baldwin. So, too, did the countryside once th» were across
the River Conwy. It was far nore nountai nous now, on a! sides the sky was

sil houetted by snow capped crags. Baldwin was in, pressed in spite of hinself,
forbore to nock as Stephen shared tK know edge gl eaned fromtheir guides.
"They say snow is sonetinm found all sunmer |ong upon the highest peaks. The
steepest is that on to the south, Yr Wddfa. And over to your right is Me

Si abod, whic), all but overshadows Dol wddel an."

"Littl e wonder the Welsh are so hard to dislodge," Baldwi n said and shook his
head. "Their whole wetched country is a fortress of sorts!"”

They reached Dol wddel an Castle at dusk. It appeared w t hout warning, seened
to spring suddenly fromthe rough-hewn rocks overlooking the Ri ver LI edr

Bal dwi n, appraising it fromhabit, with an eye to assault, saw at once that it
woul d be no easy prize for the taking. On the south, the ground fell away
sharply, and deep ditches had been cut into the rock to the west and east. But
what inpressed Baldwin was the high curtain wall. Mst castles were encl osed
by tinber palisades, but Dol wddel an was encircl ed by stone.

St ephen, too, was regarding the curtain wall with surprise. "Wen last | was
here, that was a wooden encl osure.”

"He's doing right well for hinmself if he could undertake an expense |ike
that," Baldwi n said thoughtfully, and Stephen frowned.

"He's not just another Marcher border lord, Baldwin. He's Prince of Gwnedd.
Power is power, be it Wl sh or Norman; you'd best bear that in mnd."

Passi ng through a gateway in the north wall, they dismunted in the bailey.

Bal dwi n' s eyes cat al ogued t he wooden buil dings clustered along the walls,
focused upon the two-story rectangul ar keep, its entrance protected by a
wooden forebuilding. He noted with satisfaction that the stairs | eading up
into the forebuilding were of stone; a miscalculation for certes. But as he
reached the top, he abruptly revised his opinion of the keep's defenses. A
wide pit lay between the stairs and the door of the keep, a gap that could be
spanned only by drawbri dge.

"Clever," he murmured to Stephen. But his brother was al ready hasteni ng across
the drawbridge, utterly sure of his welcone within. Followi ng nore slowy,

Bal dwi n di scovered that the entire first floor of the keep contained one |arge
chanmber. By the hearth, his brother was kneeling. As Bal dwi n watched, Ll ewelyn
rai sed Stephen to his feet, and the two nmen then enbraced. Stephen turned,
gave Baldwin a smle shot through with triunph.

hi s

N | eaned back in the wi ndow seat, only half listening to his |° ,
conversation with Llewelyn. He was nore interested in his

BAL /s conversation with LIewelyn. He was nore interested in his kf°
undi ngs than in Stephen's boyhood rem ni scences, and he gl anced
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with frankly curious eyes. They were in Llewelyn's bedchanber; a

kf ° undi ngs than in Stephen's boyhood rem ni scences, and he gl anced
SUfr t with frankly curious eyes. They were in Llewelyn's bedchanber; a
curtai ned bed stood at the far end of the room The furnishings

killed Baldwin, in that they were so famliar: rushes for the floor, a
5 tie table, coffers, even a privy chanber tucked away into the thick-
of the southeast wall. He could, Baldwin rmused in surprise, quite

jlv have been in the bedchanber of any Norman | ord.

He did not realize how nakedly his thoughts showed upon his face

ntil Llewelyn |ooked at him said, "Did you think to find us living in
caves?"

Al though said with a snile, it carried a sting nonethel ess, and Bal dwi n
flushed. He was honest enough, however, to acknow edge he'd been fairly
caught, and he summoned up a smile of his owm. "To tell you true, ny lord,
knew naught of how the Welsh do live."

"W have our own ways, but we are not too proud to learn fromothers."
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Norman custom|'mquite willing to adopt for Wales."

"Papa even sleeps on a pillow," a voice said, right at Baldwin's el bow, and he
junped, turned to find hinmself under the unblinking scrutiny of a small boy.
He | ooked to be about five, an unusually handsonme youngster with dark red
hair, w de-set green eyes, and a rather renmarkabl e assurance for his years,
vol unteering now without waiting to be asked, "I'm Guffydd ap Ll ewelyn."

LI ewel yn | aughed. "My son G uffydd, who does delight in giving away all ny
guilty secrets!™

G uffydd thrived upon attention, and he noved cl oser to Bal dwi n, confidi ng,
"Papa has two pillows. But he lets my mama use one."

Bal dwi n was not confortable with children. "Does he indeed?" he said |anely.
Addi ng, since the boy was obviously cherished, "You speak French very well,
lad."

"I know," Guffydd said. "Are you English? Do you know what Papa says of the
Engl i sh? He says, 'Poor Wales, so far from Heaven, so dose to England!'"
"Guffydd!" LlIewelyn frowned, sought w thout success to | ook disapproving.
"Where are your manners, |ad?"

Not in the | east amused, Bal dwin managed a thin snmle. Stephen, who was
anused, diplomatically piloted the conversation toward safer waters, saying
swiftly, "How is your |ady? She's not here with you, | take it?"

"No, she's at Aberffraw. Her babe is due next month . . . our
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fourth.” A man now | eaned over Llewelyn's chair, nurnured a f*~ words, and he
rose.

"Alun will escort you to the great hall, where our cooks have set out a neal
for you. I'll join you directly | put this hellion to bed." Guffyd<j at once
darted for the door, but LlIewelyn was quicker, grabbed the boy and swung him
up into the air, making himshriek with |aughter

BALDW N si gnal ed for another hel ping of stewed eels. "Your friend does feed
his guests well," he admtted. "But tell nmewhilst we're alone you asked after
his 'lady.' A concubine, not a w fe?"

St ephen hesitated. "Llewelyn is not wed to Tangwystl. But do not be m sled by
that, Baldwi n. Tangwystl is highborn, daughter to Lord LIywarch of Rhos. Less
than a wi fe, mayhap, but nuch nore than a nere bedmate. Theirs is | ooked upon
as an honorabl e liaison. The Wel sh have their own ways, as Llewelyn told you,
and | confess | find none stranger than their attitude toward bastard-born
children. They see no sin attaching to the children; under Wl sh law, G uffydd
is fully equal to any sons Llewelyn rmay | ater have in wedl ock."

Bal dwi n was shocked. "You nmean that even though he's a bastard, he's

LI ewel yn's heir?" And when Stephen nodded, he could only shake his head in

ast oni shment. "The Welsh are mad, in truth. You' ve met her then, this Tang
on

"Tang-o0o0-is-til." Seeing Llewelyn enter the hall, Stephen smled a wel cone,
said, "I was telling Bal dwi n; Tangwystl does nean 'pl edge of peace,' does it
not ?"

"And never was a worman nore aptly nanmed, Stephen. She clains | like to ride
the whirlw nd, but she's nanaged to nake of our home a veritable haven of
peace." Llewelyn tasted the nmead set before him and then said, "I understand

Fulk Fitz Warin has rebell ed agai nst King Johna dispute over a castle, |
bel i eve?"

Bal dwi n stiffened; he'd not expected so abrupt an exposure of their need.

St ephen seemed unfazed, however. "Yes," he said. "John did unjustly deny
Fulk's claimto Waittington Castle. Baldwin and I... we felt honor-bound to
support him But John has passed Bills of Attainder against us all, and we've
been hard pressed these weeks past, Llewelyn. WII you help us?"

"OfF course. You are welconme at ny court, for as long as you wish. So, too, is
your lord, Fulk Fitz Warin. Did you doubt that?"

St ephen shook his head. "No, | know you too well, know the way8 of Wl sh
hospitality."

Bal dwi n was still unable to believe salvation was being offered so
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ally- "Way?" he blurted out. "Wy should you risk John's enmity

for us'

LI ewel yn | ooked amused. "Scriptures set forth Commandnents for

11 Christians to honor. But mny people honor other commandments, too, u se that
speak to the difficulties of dwelling in England' s shadow. Let t an eneny be
thy neighbor. It is no deceit to deceive a deceiver. And the eneny of ny eneny

is ny friend."
Bal dwi n nodded slowy. "So you see John, then, as your enenmy?" Llewelyn
smled. "I said that?" Reaching over, he clinked his cup against Stephen's.

"Croeso i Gynru, Steffan. Welcome, Stephen, to Wales."

THE man seated at Baldwin's left had been introduced to himas Rhys ap Cadel I,
but he seened little inclined to polite conversation. The nman on his right was
Gwn ab Ednywai n, Llewelyn's Seneschal; he was friendly enough, but at the
nmonent was concentrating all his attentions upon the food being | adled from
chafing di shes: venison baked in coffyn pies; boiled pears flavored with
honey, dates, and ci nnanon; oatcakes; roast heron. It was, Baldw n

acknow edged, a neal fit to grace any Norman table. He was beginning to think
his stay in Wal es would not be so great a hardship after all.

He gl anced around the hall with interest. Except that it was a ground-fl oor
structure, it |looked exactly like any Norman hall: three parallel rows of
wooden pillars, the side aisles occupied by beds and partitioned off by
screens. He and Stephen had slept here | ast night, as confortably as ever they
had in Fulk's Al berbury Castle, had been given places of honor near the
heart h.

LI ywarch, Llewelyn's court bard, now noved toward the center aisle, carrying a
smal | harp. The hall quieted at once. Men laid down their knives and spoons to
listen as he began a haunting ballad, not a word of which Bal dwi n under st ood.
He was rather surprised that LlIywarch had so much standing at Llewelyn's
court, being treated by all as a man of inportance. Bards and minstrels

enj oyed no such privileged status in England. There was much that Bal dwi n
found odd in Llewelyn's world, but gratitude was proving stronger than bias,
and he was determined to adapt as best he coul d. When the song ended,
conversa"°n resumed again, and he | eaned forward with interest when he heard
tephen say, "You expect war with your cousin, Meredydd ap Cynan, ny lord

LI ewel yn?"
"It may well cone to that. Wen my cousin G uffyddMeredydd' s "otherdid die
| ast year of a wasting fever, | laid claimto his lands. As at gave nme nost of

Gwnedd above the Conwy and all of Gmynedd
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bel ow t he Conwy, Meredydd took it am ss, and there's been naught bi discord
bet ween us for nonths now. "

LI ewel yn did not sound particularly grieved about this, and Balj wi n snothered
a smle with his napkin. He did not know Meredydd ao Cynan, but he had a
strong suspicion that, having snapped at the bait Meredydd was about to bite
down upon the hook

LI ewel yn drained his wine cup. "I was sorry to hear of your lor(j father's
deat h, Stephen.”

"Thank you, ny lord. H's death was a tragedy tw ce over for us, as Walter is
now laying claimto ny father's estates, |ands that should by rights have
passed to Bal dwi n."

"l see. Baldwin is under attainder, so Walter noves in for the kill."

St ephen nodded glumy. "And there is little we can do to stop him"

"Mayhap not. But | rather think I can. Shall I?"

"You mean that? Jesu, we'd be ever in your debt! Baldwin, did you hear?"

Bal dwi n did not share Stephen's excitenent. "That woul d be very kind of you,

my lord," he said slowly, "but in truth, I do not see how you can help."
Ll ewel yn's smile was suddenly cool. "You'd not care to wager upon that?"
St ephen | aughed. "1'd not take himup on that, Baldw n. You see, Walter has

| ong owed hima debt!"
LI ewel yn | aughed, too. "Not so, Stephen. That debt was discharged in full sone
ei ght years ago; did Walter never tell you? No, this | do for you."

Stephen did not reply; he was staring across the hall, at the man standing in
the door. A slender, silver-haired priest in his md-forties, he | ooked
somehow famliar to Stephen. "My lord Llewelyn, | may be wong, but is that

not your chapl ain, Mrgan ap Bl eddyn?"
LI ewel yn turned at once. "Yes, it is. Strange, he knew |'d be back at

Aberffraw by week's end. | wonder what could not wait. "

"My lord ..." Mrgan knelt, rose stiffly to his feet. "A word with you, if I
my . . . alone."

LI ewel yn pushed his chair back. "Mrgan, are you ill? |'ve seen corpse candl es
with nore color. Here, take some wine ..."

"Llewelyn ..." The priest waved the cupbearer away. "If we might retire behind

the screen ...
LI ewel yn moved around the table, grasped the older nan by the arm "Tell ne,
he said. "Tell me now. "

"I't happened yesterday norn. Tangwystl was entering the chapel *' sonmehow she
stunbl ed, fell upon the stairs. As soon as your doctor saV
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birth pangs had begun, he did sunmon the midw ves." Morgan oped, drew a deep
breath. "You have a daughter, Llewelyn. 1'lIl not to you; she's fearfully tiny
and frail. But with our prayers . "

"I'I'l leave for Aberffraw as soon as the horses can be saddl ed. You Id
Tangwyst! you were coming to fetch ne?"

"Llewelyn . . . she began to bleed. The m dw ves, they did what they could,
but. . . they could not save her, lad."

"She's dead?" Llewelyn's was the calmof utter disbelief. He stared at Mrgan
saw tears well in the priest's eyes. He was aware now of the others. The hal
was very quiet, but all else |ooked as it had only noinents before. Dogs stil

| urked under the tables, snarling over bones. Sunmer sun still spilled through

the unshuttered wi ndows. Qut in the bailey a curlew cried, a rising nournful
pl ai nt that went unanswered.
Morgan pressed a crucifix into Llewelyn's hand. "Cone with ne to the chapel

"Il say a Mass for her soul, and afterward, we'll talk ..."
LI ewel yn | ooked at the crucifix, let it drop into the rushes. Turning away
from Morgan, fromthemall, he wal ked rapidly across the hall

Unli ke Bal dwi n, who'd been listening in utter bafflement, Stephen had grasped
enough for appall ed understanding. He took a quick step toward the door, but
Ednyved caught his arm

"No," he said. "Let himbe. There is nothing any man can say now that will
ease the pain. | know, | did lose ny wife in childbed, too."

Morgan retrieved the crucifix. "It is God's will," he said, sounding very
tired, and Ednyved turned upon himw th somet hing much |ike anger

"I can tell you, Father, that is but little confort to a man who's just | ost
his wifel"

"It is all we do have, Ednyved." Myrgan's grey eyes net Ednyved's brown ones,
held them steadily. "I know Ll ewelyn, better even than you do. AH his life he
has al ways gotten what he wanted, has shrugged at obstacles that woul d have
daunted other men. It has been his strength, that utter assurance, the
certainty that he can shape his own destiny. But you see, he's never | earned
to deal with defeat. He's never had tountil now. "

Ednyved nodded. "Yes," he said softly. "You do understand."

THE air was cool and danmp against his face. Llewelyn slid fromthe saddle. The
sky was no |l onger visible, stars hidden by |leafy clouds of oak, torch, and
hazel . Here was no woodl and qui et; the night echoed with 'he white-water
sounds of river raging agai nst rock. Llewelyn could see a ghostly gl eam of
white through the trees as the cliffs rose up above the bank. The roaring was
| ouder now. Rhaeadr Eywnnol . his people called
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it, the Foam ng Fall. Even at m dday the water was al ways dark near the rocks,
lightening to a paler green in the shallows. Now it was the black, est of

bl acks, faintly silvered by nmoonlight. Above the pool surged the River LIugwy,
spilling down onto the rocks in a wild, white cascade of foam

LI ewel yn did not know how | ong he stood there, scant inches fromthe cliff.
Instinct alone had drawn himto Rhaeadr Eywnnol,where he'd so often cone with
Tangwystl, just as instinct had gui ded hi mduring those hours al one on the
hei ghts of Model Siabod. He had no nenory of where he'd been, nerely a blurred
awar eness of tine passing, darkness blotting out the Iight. There was only
nunbness, an inability to accept Mdirgan's words as true. Tangwystl was dead.
He knew that. And yet how could she not be waiting for himat Aberffraw? How
could she be gone forever fromhis life?

Exhaustion at last |ed himback to Dol wddel an Castle. They were watching for
him the drawbridge was |owered by the time he rode up the north slope, and a
groomwas waiting to take his stallion. He crossed the bailey, noting with
dull surprise that the sky showed pale grey along the horizon. Munting the
steps into the keep, he all but stunbled over his son

"Guf fydd? Guffydd, [ad, what are you doi ng out here?"

The boy blinked sleepily, |ooked about himas if he, too, wondered why he was
not in bed. His face was puffy, streaked with dirt fromthe stairs. "I was
wai ting for you, Papa."

Lifting Guffydd in his arnms, Llewelyn carried himinto the keep. Rushlights
burned in wall sconces, the bed coverlets were turned back, a | arge flagon of
nead and a | oaf of manchet bread had been set out on the table. But the
chanmber was enpty; the servants who nornmally slept on pallets were nowhere to
be seen. Mead and solitudeall his friends could think to offer him

"Sit beside ne, Guffydd. There is something | nust tell you . . . about your
not her . "

G uffydd had Tangwystl's green eyes; they were, Llewelyn now saw, swollen and
rimred in red. "Uncle Rhys told ne, Papa, told me Manma is dead."

LI ewel yn touched the boy's cheek, stroked his hair. "You understand what that
neans, |ad?"

G uffydd nodded. "That | will not see her anynore." Tears escaped his |ashes,
snudged a griny path down his face. "Uncle Rhys said Mama's soul has gone to

God. But. . . but when ny dog died, Papa, you buried himin the ground. WII
Mama be buried, too? | do not want her buried, Papa, do not want her in the
ground . "

"Ch, Christ ..." Llewelyn stunbled to his feet, backed into the
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table- Guffydd had, with those few words, nmade Tangwystl's death eal at |ast.
The nerciful nunmbness, the stunned sense of disbelief gave way before the

i mage now burning into his brai nTangwystl covered ~th dirt, |ying al one under
cold, dark earth, Tangwystl who'd so loved |ight and sumrer warnth

The flagon rocked as he bumped the table, and his fingers closed of their own
accord around the handl e. The earthenware jug shattered on inpact against the
heart hst ones, scattered clay fragnments into the rushes. The flames sputtered
and hi ssed; fingers of fire shot upward, feeding upon the sudden surge of air.
Guffydd still sat upon the bed, staring w de-eyed at the w eckage strewn
about the floor. And then he scranbled down, ran to LIlewelyn. "Do not cry,
Papa, please ..."

LI ewel yn knelt, and G uffydd wapped his arns around his father's neck, sobbed

into his shoulder. "Hush, lad, hush. | did not mean to frighten you."
Guffydd' s tears were wet upon Llewelyn's face; his son's breath, hot and
gaspi ng, rasped against his ear. "It is all right to weep for her, Guffydd.
But the pain will ease, | prom se you . " And in seeking to confort his

stricken son, Llewelyn finally found a small neasure of confort for hinself.
12
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"W

V YHEN do you depart for Fontevrault Abbey, Joanna?"

"At week's end, Papa said." Joanna sat on the bed, began to brush her
stepmother's long, silky hair. "WIIl you tell me about her, I|sabelle?"
"About El eanor? What could | add that you have not |ong since heard by now?"
"But | have not. . . heard that much, | nean. People rarely tell me ab°ut
scandal s," Joanna said regretfully.
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| sabel | e needed no further coaxing. "You do know, of course, that she was the

greatest heiress of her tine, Duchess of Aquitaine and Countess of Poitou. So

great a marital prize was soon taken, and whe” she was fifteen, she becane

Queen of France. They say Louis doted upon her, could deny her nothing, even

to allowing her to acconpany hi mon crusade."

"I'n truth?" Joanna asked, having | earned the hard way to be rather dubious of

| sabel l e's nore extravagant clains, and |sabelle crossed herself with a

dramatic flourish.

"Upon the soul of Blessed Mary, ever Virgin, | swear it so. And whilst in the

Holy Land, she did bring great scandal to her nane. Her Uncle Raynond was

Prince of Antioch, a nost handsonme nman only eight years ol der than she.

El eanor had not seen him since chil dhood, and he wel coned her right lovingly .
too much so, nen thought. Wil st none can prove they did bed together, it

is known that El eanor told Louis she wanted to end their marriage. But he was

still besotted with her, had her taken from Anti och by forcel

"Theirs had al ways been a marriage of fire and m | k. El eanor was once

overheard to say she'd thought to marry a King, but found she'd married a

nmonk! The Pope sought to reconcile them but when El eanor gave birth to a

second daughter, even Louis began to think their union was not blessed in the

eyes of God. And then, in the fall of 1151, Henry Pl antagenet, Duke of

Nor mandy, came to the French court. El eanor was el even years ol der than he,

but still surpassingly beautiful. W do not know what passed between them but

as soon as Henry left Paris, Eleanor again besought Louis to annul their

marriage. This time he agreed, and the marriage was declared invalid in March

1152. She at once withdrew to her own lands in Poitou, and there stunned al

of Christendom by taking Henry Pl antagenet as her husband.

"Loui s woul d never have let her go had he suspected her intent, would rather

have seen her wed to the Devil, so deeply did he fear Henry's anmbitions. And

with cause. Wth El eanor's backing, Henry pushed his claimto the English

crown, and within three years of their nmarriage, Eleanor becane the only woman

ever to wear the crowns of both France and Engl and. "

Joanna was, as usual, proving to be a highly satisfactory audi ence, and

| sabel | e pl unged ahead, scarcely pausing for breath. "In fifteen years as w fe

to Louis, Eleanor had given himbut two daughters. But as Queen of Engl and,

she bore Henry a rich crop, eight children in fourteen years. Four healthy

sons she gave Henry; what king could ask for nore?"

"How, then, did she fall out of favor with Henry?"

"I'"d say, rather, that Henry fell out of favor with her! He'd never
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faithful, but that is a wife's lot, and she'd turned a blind eye to his

ne Rosanmond difford, however, could not be ignored He

5 ht Rosanmond into his bed, even to his table, honored her as if she
Queen, not concubi ne Most husbands are nore di screet than that,

w e God, for the truth of it is, Joanna, that even if a man sets up his

h lot right in the keep, there is little his wife can do about it But El ea-
El eanor was not |i ke other wonmen, when Henry shaned her so,

he left him wthdrew to her own Poitou, and raised the standard of

rebel li on agai nst him"

Joanna had been listening, opennputhed |Indeed, her grandnother was not I|ike
ot her wormenl "What happened then7" she pronpted, as if listening to sone

i nprobable mnstrel's tale

"John was just a little lad, but their other sons were well nigh grown, and
they sided with El eanor So, too, did Louis, the French King, who was only too
eager to turn Henry's own sons against himln the fighting that foll owed,
Henry ravaged El eanor's | ands, took her prisoner She was," |Isabelle said with
relish, "not waiting neekly by the hearth for capture, but had dressed as a
man and was seeking to escape into Anjou Henry sent her back to Engl and under
guard, inprisoned her in Salisbury Tower, kept her closely held until his
death nigh on sixteen years, Joanna "

"Ch, nol" Joanna had utterly forgotten these were events froma | ong-gone
past, her synpathy for Eleanor, the captive Queen, was as inmediate as it was
unl awf ul She knew she should feel only disapproval toward a wayward wi fe, a
rebel Queen, but she was aware, instead, of a sharp, piercing regret, an ache
for that wild spirit caged at last within Salisbury Tower

"They were bitter years for Henry, too," |sabelle conceded, "years of strife
with his sons Henry, the eldest-born, died of a bloody flux Geoffrey was
killed in a tournanent in France, leaving his wife with child, that wetched
boy Arthur who now gives John such grief Richard allied hinmself with Louis'
son Philip, and between themthey brought Henry to bay, forced himto accept
their terns for peace He died days 'ater, muttering, so they say, 'Shame upon
a conquered King ""

But Joanna's imagination was still fired by Salisbury Tower "What of El eanor'"
'"Ch, Richard at once dispatched WIliam Marshal to free her They ere al ways
cl ose, when Richard was taken captive by the Holy Roman nperor, she |abored
day and night to raise his ransom" Have you ever net her, |sabelle7"

Yes, two years ago John took me to Fontevrault soon after our arnage She was
nost generous, dowered me with the cities of N ort
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and Saintes. But | confess | amever so thankful that she divides her ti
between Poitiers and Fontevrault, that she dwells not at John's courts

Joanna had heard few fables as enthralling as this factual account a

fl esh- and- bl ood woman, her own kindred. But she had noted o strange om ssion
in lsabelle's narrative. "But where was Papa in all thi |sabelle? Did he not
help to raise the ransom too?"

| sabel | e | aughed. "GCh, indeed! He and Philip pledged one hundred thousand
silver marksif the Enperor would but hold Richard for yet another year. Does
t hat shock you? It should not; you know John | oved

Ri chard not."

Joanna nodded slowy. Wile her father spoke but rarely of his fam

ily, he did occasionally relate sardonic stories about his brother, stories
that were far fromflattering to Richard: how, when he and the Saracen

Prince Saladin failed to cone to terns over the ransom of prisoners at

Acre, Richard had given the conmand to slaughter themall, sone

twenty-five hundred captives; how it had cost every nman in Engl and

one-fourth of his year's incone to pay Richard' s ransom how, when

| ssac, the Emperor of Cyprus, had surrendered to Richard, he'd done so

on the pronise that he would not be put in irons, only to have Richard

fetter himin chains made of silver.

"Papa had no reason to love Richard," Joanna said defensively. "He was not a
good King. Papa is a better one."

"I can guess who taught you that!" Isabelle teased.

"And do you find fault with it, |sabelle?"

| sabelle turned a startled face toward the door, said hastily, "Of course | do
not, John! | think you're a far nore able King than your brother; surely you
do know that, my |ove?"

Joanna waited as |sabelle crossed to John, sought to placate himwith a | ong,
lingering kiss. Then she, too, rose, noved to greet her

f at her.

"Isabell e was telling me about your |ady nother, Papa," she expl ai ned,
watching himall the while with anxi ous eyes. Never had she seen himso tense,
so quick to take offense as he'd been in recent weeks Since the spring, since
the outbreak of war with France.

Wat chi ng unhappily as her father's nerves frayed under the dark strains of the
com ng canpai gn, Joanna sought to cheer himin srrw| ways, engaging himin
talk of his cherished fal cons, nenorizing a verse he'd nuch adm red, obeying
his every whimwith the alacrity of a cornmand. But all her efforts had so far
gone for naught. She knew her fath*1 to be deeply troubled, and every night
she prayed for God to smte h>l enemies, Philip, King of the French, and the
youth to whom | sabel * always referred as "that wetch Arthur."

Three years ago, when her father had clainmed the crown, Joar"12
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n too young to realize how close a thing it had been, his prevail ha Arthur
Now she understood all too well. The Angevin Enpire

'n™ ed dangerously divided over the succession, with England and tem ndy
favoring John, and the barons of Brittany, Anjou, Miine, "~° T uraine
preferring Arthur. Tine had not reconciled themto John, an Arthur
Breton-born, was casting a | ong shadow i ndeed. He was ~ n now, old enough to
assert his own clains to what he'd been

ht was his birthright, and he had a valuable ally in the cal cul ating

I'r e of France. Just as he'd once sought to advance his own interests by
rning Ri chard agai nst Henry and, |ater, John against Richard, Philip

w saw in Arthur the nmeans of John's downfall. In May he'd accepted

Arthur's oath of honage, had betrothed his five-year-old daughter to

t he young Duke of Brittany. And that meant, Joanna knew, the stakes

for her father were all or nothing. Aloss to Philip and Arthur woul d cost
himhis crowm, his realm his life.

She hastened now to pour a cup of wine, offered it to himw th exaggerated
care. "Wat is she like, Papa . . . your |ady nother?"

John was quiet for so long that she thought he was not going to reply. "A

| egend,” he said softly. "Aliving legend . . . like ny illustrious brother
the Lion-Heart." H s eyes, shadowed by weariness, shone with a hard green
glitter.

"You want to win her favor, Joanna? Talk to her of Richard, then." He'd
drained the cup already, set it down with a thud. " T have lost the staff of
nmy age, the light of ny eyes.' Those were her words, what she cried out upon
his capture. Yes, talk to her of Richard."

Joanna did not know how to answer him Nor, she saw, did |sabelle. They | ooked
at each other hel pl essly.

"I would rather talk to her of you, Papa," she ventured, and John gave a
sudden | augh, a staccato sound that had in it little of mrth.

"I"d not advise that, lass. My nother has never been one to feign interest
where she has none."

Joanna's eyes filled with tears. She was aware by now that he was drunk, and
that only made her all the nore uneasy, for he generally had a good head for
Wi ne.

| sabelle, no less at a | oss than Joanna, reached out to steady his hand as he
refilled the cup. "Cone to bed, beloved," she coaxed, know r>g no ot her
confort to offer, knowing only what he'd taught her

He touched her cheek, brushed aside the bright hair falling free about her

face. "You're such a child, Isabelle, a lovely child. I do not *ant you

toni ght. Go away. Both of you, go away."

| sabell e started to speak, and he put his fingers to her nouth. "I ouid not
take out ny denons on you, Isabelle. But if you stay, | shall. |a*e Joanna and

go.
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She nodded, retreated toward the door, pulling Joanna after her i the

ant echanber she sank down, white-faced, upon the nearest coffe "Mayhap |
shoul d not have left him. . . Joanna, Joanna, was | wong> Should | have
stayed?"

Joanna was accustonmed to |sabelle asking her questions better put to an adult,
but that did not nmake the answers conme any easier. "\ j not know, " she
confessed. "I never saw Papa |ike that before ..."

"He's afraid,"” Isabelle said, alnpost inaudibly. "God knows, he has reasons
enough for fear. So many enem es. So few he can trust." She shivered. "He's
afraid, Joanna . . . and so alone.”

THE Benedi cti ne abbey of Fontevrault was situated in the province of Anjou,
not far fromthe crossing of the Rivers Vienne and Loire. It was a rich |and,
famed for its vineyards, lush and green in the sumrer sun, and Joanna's
journey from Rouen shoul d have been a pl easant one. But the threat of war

over hung the countrysi de, hovering |ike woodsnoke al ong the horizon, and
Joanna soon di scovered that distance did little to ease her fears for her
father's safety. She was nervous, noreover, about neeting her grandnother.

El eanor was entering her eighty-first year, an age no | ess vast to Joanna than
that of the ancient, gnarled oaks shadowi ng their path, Joanna's craving for
fam ly, for belonging, was the mainspring of her being, but as Fontevrault
Abbey cane into sight, she found herself beset by m sgivings. She had no right
to her father's name, was accepted at court only on his sufferance. Wuld

El eanor wel come a grandchild born of sin?

THE room was in shadows, shielded fromthe sun by heavy |inen hangi ngs. Joanna
groped her way forward, blindly, knelt before the woman sitting in an oaken
upright chair, much like a throne.

"Come closer, child, so | night see you." The voice was not at all the
croaki ng whi sper Joanna had been expecting; it was clear, perfectly pitched,
made her long to hear it again.

Joanna rose shyly, took the hand outstretched to her. It was hot ana dry, so
frail she could think only of the tinme she'd held a captive bWw thin her

pal ms; her grandnother's bones seened no less fragile, to b« broken by a
breath. But then the fingers, |ong and tapering, ablaze winl enerald and opa
and turquoi se, closed around her own, firmy, draw ing her forward. For a
monent she felt a cheek pressed against her own it, too, was hot, crinkled

i ke parchnent. An exotic, beguiling fragran® perfuned the air; as her
grandnot her enbraced her, she heard the
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er of silk. She lifted her |ashes, |ooked into hazel eyes nuch |ike vvhisr

e [//go you are Joanna," El eanor said, and when she smiled, Joanna, ht |ike
so many ot hers before her by the potent pull of that sudca capri ci ous
charm gave up her heart with reckless and i nnocent abandon

Sj Oes were cloudl ess, shimering nmetallically above vines scorched beyond
renewal by the unrelenting sun. Joanna rarely ventured out into the mi dday
heat, having adapted her habits to those of her grandnother. Eleanor was that
rarity in an age of dawn-risers, a creature of the night. She flowered in

t hose hours after dusk, not going to her bed until the world was long stilled
and hushed, sleeping away the bright, hot afternoons under the soft sw shing
of her ladies' fans. That was, she told Joanna, one of the advantages of age,
that she could at |ast follow her own inner clock

"\What ot her advantages does age offer, Madanme?" "Precious few, child. The
sweet satisfaction of outliving all ny enem es, of burying nmy mstakes, of
renmenbering and savoring ny triunphs. Menory is nerciful, Joanna, nore so than
man. It fades past pain, yet holds bright the colors in recalled joy."

Joanna was not long in discovering that Eleanor's menory was no | ess
remarkably preserved than her small white teeth. It was rare to reach such an
age wi thout gaping bl ank spaces in the nouth and mnd; nobst ancients were
reduced to gruel and nuddl ed nenories in which tinme blurred all boundaries.
But El eanor had sonehow triunphed over the vagaries of age, just as she'd
somehow triunphed over the confines and constraints of wonanhood. Her past was
very much with her, vivid and precisely drawn, a treasure trove of nenories
ripe for sharing. And share them she chose to do, in those sultry sumer

ni ghts when sl eep would not come and her yesterdays seemed so very close, just
beyond reach.

She told Joanna of her |ong-ago girlhood, conjured up the ghosts of

her marital bed: Louis, so mld, so pious and softspoken, so utterly un-

Me the Angevin great-grandson of the Conqueror, the youth who'd

dared to seek her out at her husband's court, caressing her boldly with

not grey eyes as he tal ked of enpires. "I was twenty-nine and Henry

Was eighteen, but nore of a man than any I'd ever known, in bed or

ut' El eanor said softly, startling Joanna by the nonchal ance wth

nich she confessed to adultery, but then she gave the girl a self-

°cking snmile not entirely free of bitterness. "I must have loved him in

~fh, else | could not have hated himso nuch after."
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She told Joanna of Henry's bitter quarrel with Thomas a Becket how Henry had
seal ed Becket's doomby crying out in a fit of rage, "Vtaj none rid ne of this
turbulent priest?" Told her the legend that the royai House of Pl antagenet
cane fromthe Devil; told her, too, how her sons had | aughed at their Angevin
heritage, turning aside criticismwth jest about the denpbn Countess of Bl ack
Ful k of Anjou.

Sone of her nenories were tragic: her daughter Joanna's death ~ chil dbed at
thirty-four; Richard s foolish and fatal bravery before the walls of Chal us.

O hers were fraught with nmenace: Eleanor's perilous journey from French
territory into her own lands in Poitou after her divorce fromLouis; two
separate attenpts had been made to anbush and abduct her, for |anded wonen
were often forced into marriage against their wills, and El eanor was the
greatest heiress in Christendom

And some of her stories were tales of horror, none nore so than that of the
massacre of the Jews the year before Joanna's birth: "Richard had forbi dden
all Jews to attend his coronation, but some wealthy nerchants brought gifts to
t he banquet foll owi ng. Menbers of his court, the worse for wine and having no
liking for Jews even when sober, expelled themfromthe hall, and the citizens
of London took this to nean all Jews in the city were fair ganme. Rioting broke
out, the ghetto burned, and nany died. Gther cities were soon caught up in the
same violence, as it swept like plague across the realm but nowhere was the
out break worse than in York. There the Jews had sought refuge in the castle
keep, and when it appeared certain they'd be taken by the besieging nob, the
men, wonen, and children trapped within, nunbering in the hundreds, did kil

t hensel ves. "

Joanna, dutifully crossing herself, felt no real surprise; death seened to
follow her uncle Richard Iike a lover. The thought was not her own, of course,
but had its seeds in a caustic comment once nmade by John, that R chard's | ust
was sated on the battlefield, not in the bedchanber.

But in these weeks at Fontevrault, slowy another inmage of Richard was taking
shape. Richard | oonmed large in his nother's nenories. From El eanor, Joanna

| earned that Richard, having to withdraw fromthe Holy Land, denied hinself
even a glinpse of Jerusalemfromthe heights of Nebi Sammi |, saying, "Those
not worthy to win the Holy City are not worthy to behold it." She |earned of

t he cel ebrated exchange between Richard and Philip, the French King, over
Richard's great fortress, Castie Gaillard, Philip boasting, "If its walls were
made of solid iron, yet would | take them" and Richard's nocki ng rejoi nder
"If its walls vvetf nade of butter, yet would | hold them" Richard had i ndeed
been2 great soldier, Joanna reluctantly acknowl edged. But she did not under"
stand why her grandnother shoul d have preferred hi mabove her othe'
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I dren, and wi shed she could sunmon up the nerve to ask El eanor h she spoke so
often of Richard and so rarely of John W She never did, though, sensing that
such a question would not be to . anor's liking As bedazzl ed as Joanna was by
El eanor, she was very ch in awe o”her, too, and uneasily aware of the fragile
foothold she'd d mj~r grandnother's life There was indeed iridescent magic in
Fl eanor's spell, but no security El eanor could be anusing, indulgent, tterly
captivating She was al so inpatient, unpredictable, easily bored On any given
eveni ng, Joanna might find herself welcomed into El eanor's presence with
genui ne pl easure, El eanor woul d share confidences both intimate and adult in
nature, tutor Joanna in the intriguing cornplexities of politics and
statecraft, and at such nmonments Joanna knew happiness in full and abidi ng
nmeasure But on the nmorrow she might find her grandnother preoccupied, pensive,
with no interest whatsoever in a child' s conpani onship Joanna did not resent

El eanor's mercurial mood sw ngs, her sense of self was too tenuous, too

vul nerable, to allow for the indul gence of wounded pride She only tned all the
harder to earn her grandnother's goodw |Il, and when she did not, she accepted
the failing as her own

On this particular night in late July, Eleanor was in markedly good spirits,
rel axed and responsive to Joanna's eager queries about times |ong past and
peopl e 1 ong dead But as nidni ght approached, Joanna's energy began to ebb, she
sought to stifle a yawn, was relieved when El eanor said, "You' d best get to
bed "

Joanna rose obediently "May | go and light a candle first for the French
Queen, WMadane7"

"I'f you wish " Joanna's inpassioned partisanship for Philip's unfortunate
Queen was a source of sone anusenent to El eanor, but she was touched, too
suspecting that Joanna's pity for Ingeborg' s plight could be traced to her own
years of confinenent, that it was the captive El eanor whom Joanna was nour ni ng
as much as it was the hapl ess | ngeborg, whose |luck had yet to change for the
better Philip had held out against the Pope's Interdict for seven stubborn
nmont hs, and then agreed to set aside his second wife, to recogni ze I ngeborg as
his Queen But he d then confined her in Etanpes Castle, and rumor had it she
was not beng treated kindly

Joanna's synpathies went out to the Danish Princess, Queen of

ranee in name only, being made to suffer for no sin of her own, and

ed been lighting nightly candles on |Ingeborg' s behal f Now she

ast ened back from St Magdal ene' s chapel, stripped, and crawled into

he Pallet nmade up for her at the foot of her grandnother's bed

Lights still burned, and the constant nurmnur of conversation Unded around her
El eanor's ladies could not retire until she did But
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Joanna had | earned to bl ock out background noi ses, and she fell at or\c into a
fitful sleep. Her dreans were troubled, reflecting the tenor of ~ waking
hours. El eanor had recently had a letter fromJohn, in whi® he'd told her that
he'd broken Philip's siege of Radepont, just ten miles southeast of Rouen. But
that was the only good news the letter held Isabelle's father, Ayner, Count of
Angoul ere, had di ed suddenly that past nonth, but John had not dared to risk
her attendance at the funeral Angoul emre bordered upon La Marche, and Hugh de
Lusignan stil] nursed a bitter grudge over I|Isabelle's |oss.

Tossing and turning on the pallet, Joanna attracted the attention of the
Abbess Matilda. Matilda was intrigued by her friend s unexpected rapport wth
Joanna; she'd never before known El eanor to show nore than the nost
perfunctory interest in children. It was, she decided, probably because Joanna
was such a serious child. The questions she asked were invariably sensible, of
the sort El eanor had al ways encouraged in her own daughters; she had not hi ng
but scorn for the prevailing viewpoint that wonmen shoul d abjure interest in
such mascul i ne concerns as power, policy, and tactics.

Matil da was surprised, too, that El eanor should suddenly evince a hitherto
unexpressed interest in |ooking back, in dwelling upon yesterday; at |ast she
attributed this to the twin crosses of age and illness, for El eanor was not
wel I, had not been well for nmonths. Her spirit sti blazed so brightly that

t hose around her did not always notice how frail the shell enclosing that
spirit had become. Mitilda did. For all that Eleanor was fiercely private
about her ailments, Matilda saw with sorrowi ng eyes how easily she tired in
this sumrer of her eighth decade, how she'd begun to | ean upon a conpanion's
arm when wal ki ng, to place a hand over her breast as if willing away the heart
pal pitations she'd not acknow edge. And as Matil da watched on recent evenings
as El eanor pieced together her past with the gossaner strands of nenory while
Joanna listened, intent and enthralled, she found herself wondering if El eanor
was not reaching out to right a wong, seeing in this hazel -eyed, dark-haired
granddaught er the son she'd never | oved.

This was sheer specul ati on, she knew, El eanor was the |east fanciful of wonen,
little given to regrets. The thought |ingered nonethel ess, and she | aughed
soundl essly now, envisioning what El eanor's reaction would be should she be so
foolish as to confess what she suspected. Joanna sighed, nunbl ed sonet hing
unintelligible, and Matil da stooped, touched her hand to the sleeping child's
forehead. "She doe5 not feel feverish, but her sleep is not a restful one.™

El eanor sat down on the bed. "She fears for her father." "As well she m ght,
poor lass. She's utterly devoted to him" El eanor |ooked up at that. "Need you
sound so surprised?" she saW
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"Or think you, as do John's enem es, that he
| oved?"

"No, Madane, indeed not. | would not presune
your son. But | nust admt to being troubled
5, £s acts, such as how i nfrequently he does
"That is rash of him | agree, and | daresay
for it-"

"I woul d hope, Madane, that he will repent

that he should go unshriven to his Mker," t
El eanor gave her a thin, ironic smle.

"I ndeed. But | was not thinking of his inmor
that history is chronicled by nonks."
Joanna had begun to whinper in her sleep
girl's shoul der. Joanna awoke with a gasp
dream ng of her father, abandoned and al one
was reluctant to admt it;
she'd be revealing his own fears. She hesita
El eanor's query with the first lie to cone t
| ngeborg. "

"You must not dwell upon her, Joanna. Hers
worren of rank. Wuld you pity the swan that
your father's table? Well, princesses, too,
pawns in the marital game. That is just the
that you were spared such a fate, that you n
a far-off land. Unless, of course, you do ye
smled, shrewdly certain that Joanna did not
Joanna had | ong been thankful that her taint
val ue on the marriage nmarket; her anbitions
children of her own, a husband of respectab
father's household, so that they m ght be of
"No, | would not want a crown, Madane. | wou
woul d that he were still Count of Mrtain.
She was hoping for sonme sort of assurance fr
of faith that all would go well for John. Bu
frowning at the woman standing in the antech
"Your Grace, Sir Aubrey is wthout, requests
Joanna sat up on the pallet, pulling the she

an
e

it seemed sonehow di sl oya

Mayhap then he'd be safe

i s incapable of lovSr being

upon our friendto speak ill of
by sone

partake of the Holy Sacranents.”
he'll pay a high price

ntime; God forbid
he Abbess said with fervor, and

tal soul, Matilda. | was thinking
d El eanor | eaned over, shook the
yes wi de and staring. She had been
before Philip and Arthur, but she
to John, alnost as if
ted, and then turned aside

o mnd. "Yes, a bad dream ... of
s a sad fate, yes, but conmon to

ends up swinmm ng in gravy upon

are bred to be sacrificed, as
way of it. Be grateful, rather,
eed not fear a foreign marriage in

arn for a crown ... El eanor

ed birth so severely reduced her
rose no higher than a manor and

e rank, ideally a knight of her
ten at court.
I d that Papa had not one, either

om her grandnot her, an expression
t El eanor was turning away,
anmber doorway.
an urgent word with you."
et up to her chin. Aubrey
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de Mara was the captain of her grandnother's guards, but Joanna had never
known himto seek El eanor out at such an hour. She watched uneasily as he
entered the chanber, knelt before the Queen

"Madame, forgive ne, but a courier has ridden in, sent by your son The King's
Grace wants you to | eave Fontevrault on the norrow, tO withdraw with all speed
into your own lands in Poitou."

"Arthur and the de Lusi gnans?"

"They' ve been encanped at Tours, not forty miles to the north, ate now known
to be on the road south. The King has |left Queen Isabelle in Rouen, is heading
for Le Mans. But he fears for you, Madame, as well he should. You'd be a nost
tempting prize, in truth."

El eanor nodded slowy. "My son is right. We depart for Poitiers at first

light. See to it, Sir Aubrey."

THEIR journey south proved to be a slow, arduous one. The road was rutted and
rock-strewn, the soil cracked and seared by weeks of burning sun, and their
horses churned up cl ouds of thick red dust. Jolted fromside to side in her
swayi ng horse litter, Eleanor at last called for a halt. As her servants began
to set up a tent so that the Queen mght shelter a while fromthe heat of high
noon, Joanna slid fromher mare, hastened to join Eleanor in the shade of
several elms. In addition to his m dnight nmessage for her grandnother, her
father's courier had carried two letters for her, a brief dispatch from John

i nstructing her to acconpany El eanor south for safety's sake, and a | onger
conmuni cation from her brother Richard. Cutching this letter, she settled
herself in the grass next to El eanor

"Shall | fan you, Madanme? |'ve a letter frommy brother; may | read it to you?
Richard is serving as squire to the eldest son of Lord de Braose, is with his
househol d in South Wales. He says there is trouble between the de Braose sons
and a Wl sh Prince, Grenwnwyn of Powys, that Gaenwynwynwhat queer nanes the
Wl sh havei s set upon war."

"I'd say, rather, that the de Braoses are the ones set upon war." El eanor

| eaned back against the tree, closed her eyes. "Your father did grant themthe
right to any Wel sh I ands they could gain by conquest And they know that there
has been a shift in our Wl sh policy, that John has decided it is nore to his
advant age to back Grenwynwyn's chie' rival, Llewelyn, Prince of Gwnedd."

"Ri chard makes nention of him too . . . Prince Llewelyn. He says Fulk Fitz
Warmis still in rebellion against Papa, that he has taken refug6 at this

LI ewel yn's court. He says, too, that Llewelyn has been pulling

r
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nors. The fam |yde Hodnet, they're calleddid hold | and of the rbets, and
Robert Corbet, as overlord, refused to recognize the younde Hodnet's claim

Ri chard says all do know the Corbets were acting * Llewelyn's behest, he being
kin."

Joanna frowned. "I net Lord Corbet once, when we were at Wrester two years
past. Papa granted himthe right to hold a weekly market at Caus. | do not

t hi nk he should be so quick to do a Wl sh Prince's bidding, not when that
Prince is aiding nen outlawed, men who are papa's sworn enemes."

Getting no response, she glanced up, saw that El eanor was no | onger |i stening.
Sweat was glistening at her tenples; her face was bl eached of color, as white
as the linen winple that hid her hair. "Two years ago," she said, bitterly
anused, "I did ride a rmule across the Pyrenees, and in the dead of w nter

too. But who'd believe that, seeing ne now . "

"Madame! " Aubrey was coming toward themat a run. "Madane, our scouts report a
large arned force on our trail. 1'd wager ny life it is the Duke of Brittany
and the de Lusignans, that you are the prey."

Joanna was amazed to see how rapidly her grandnother seenmed to shake off her
fatigue. She at once held out her hand for Aubrey's assistance, cane quickly
to her feet. "If ny nenory serves," she said coolly, "we are but a few | eagues
distant from Mrebeau. It's not much of a refuge, but beggars, as they say,
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Aubrey nodded grimy. "Mudane, can you ride astride?" "I shall have to, shan't
| ?" Sonme of her servants were struggling nowto disnantle the tent they'd just
erected, and El eanor said inpatiently, "For Jesti's sake, let it be!" Seeing

Joanna still standing i mobile, she gave the girl a push. "Go on, child, make
haste to nmount. Sir Aubrey . . . which of your men do you nost trust?"

Aubrey did not hesitate, beckoned to a slight bandy youth, one who | ooked to
have been born in the saddle. "Edrmund, take ny stallion. Kill himif you have

to, but get to Le Mans, get to the King."

Edmund did not even pause to acknow edge the command. Vaulting up onto

Aubrey's roan, he set off across the fields at a dead run, and w thin nonents

was | ost from vi ew

M REBEAU was a walled town in the marches between Anjou and Poitou, having

sprung up around a small border castle. It was little nore than a village, and

the sudden arrival of the Queen created a sensation. Men and wonen abandoned

their daily labors, crowded into the street to

strings in Shropshire on behalf of the rebels, that he did prevent a youn-
catch a glinpse of the | egendary El eanor of Aquitaine. Aubrey at once ger

brot her of one of Fitz Warml s vassals fromlaying claimto his father s

set about conscripting nmen to guard the walls, gave orders to bar the



154

town gates as the Queen and her party passed on into the castle bailey There

t he exhausted El eanor was assisted fromher mare, up into the keep

Rel i ef at having reached Mrebeau was not long in giving way t0 di smay. Even
to Joanna's untrained eye, it was all too clear that the castle was in a

rui nous state. The nmpat was clogged with debris and weeds, silted and

foul -snelling. The outer curtain walls were constructed of aging tinbers,

| ooked likely to tunble down in a stiff wind. The keep itself was a
stone-and-nortar tower, but it, too, showed the effects of |ong neglect.

Aubr ey, assumi ng conmand in the name of the Queen, put the small garrison to
work shoring up the walls as best they could, sent nen into the town to
appropriate food supplies. The wonen did what they could to convert the solar
into a suitabl e bedchanber for the Queen. And then they waited for the
inevitable to occur, waited to be found by the pursuing arny, an arny |led by
El eanor's own grandson.

They appeared before the town gates as sunmer tw light slowy darkened the

Poi tevin countryside, flying high the banners of Arthur, Duke of Brittany,
Hugh de Lusi gnan, Count of La Marche, and his uncle Geoffrey, Lord of Vouvant.
A perenptory demand for surrender was rejected with equal dispatch by Aubrey.
Negoti ati ons dragged on for a futile time under a perfect crescent noon, and
then both sides settled down to pass the night.

Soon after sunrise the next day, the negotiations resumed. Arthur and the de
Lusi gnans want ed El eanor alive, and she exploited that, her only advantage, to
the fullest, feigning belief in their goodwi I, playing desperately for tine.
They, in their turn, prom sed whatever they thought likely to lure her out,
swore she could continue unnmol ested on her journey, that she need only agree
to cede Poitou to Arthur. Back and forth the lies flew, until Hugh de Lusignan
| ost patience and gave the conmand to assault the town walls. The townsnen,
unwi I lingly inpressed into a quarrel not of their making, put up only feeble
resi stance, and by day's end Mrebeau was in eneny hands. The ancient castle
al one held out, ripe for the taking.

The keep was stifling, its shuttered wi ndows barring entry to cool er night
air. Joanna huddl ed on a bench in the great hall, a plate of food untouched
upon her lap. It was quiet now, but her ears still echoed with the cries of

t he wounded and dyi ng, the screans of the wonen cl ained as spoils of war by
Arthur's jubilant soldiers. Wen the assault was first |aunched, she'd clinbed
with El eanor up to the battlenments atop the keep, had watched as the town's
def enders sought to push aside the scaling |adders, as nen plunged screamn ng
to their deaths. Hours later, the horror of it was still very much with her;
unabl e to sl eep, she kept



155

nspi cuously to the shadows, watching as her grandnother and ~ urey sought a
vi abl e pl an of defense.

It was very |l ate when Aubrey rose, sent a man to the kitchens for first food
of the day. Joanna slipped fromthe bench, crossed to

El eanor.

"Madame . . . what will happen on the norrow?"

"They shall assault the castle."

"Can we hol d?"

"No, child, we cannot, not for long."

Joanna swal | owed, sought to emul ate her grandnother's composure. "But.

m ght not Papa come in tinme?"

"No, Joanna. |'d not give you fal se hope. W cannot be sure ny courier nmade it
to John's canp. And even if he did, Le Mans is well over eighty nmiles away.
John could not reach us before Friday, Thursday night at the earliest. . . and

by then it shall be too late."

Joanna knelt on the floor by Eleanor's chair. "Aubrey is a b