
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The First Betrayal


A Prequel Novelette to The Hand of Maud
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Prologue

Normandy, 1139
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The wind clawed at the shutters of the fortress, rattling them like dry bones. Inside, the air was damp and cold, the chamber lit by no more than two torches. Their flames bent sideways with each draft that snaked through the stone, sending shadows leaping across the walls.

At the table sat Empress Matilda—widow of the Holy Roman Emperor, daughter of England’s late King Henry I, and by right his chosen heir. Yet the crown that should have rested on her head now rested on the head of her cousin, Stephen of Blois. When Henry had died, the very barons who once swore their fealty to her had thrown their support to Stephen instead. England, her inheritance, had been stolen.

Matilda, though, was not a woman to bow. She was steely beneath her rich velvet gown, with a will sharpened in the courts of emperors, tempered by exile and loss. Though she commanded only a few loyal men, though her fortune was meager, she carried with her something stronger than parchment claims and oaths easily broken.

She had a relic.

On the table between her and her half-brother, Robert of Gloucester, lay a golden hand, palm upraised as if in benediction, its surface sparkling with jewels. Diamonds, rubies, sapphires, and emeralds sparkled in the firelight. Even in the dimness, the hand glowed as though it held its own flame.

Robert folded his arms, his face etched with worry. “When you cross into England, men will call you a pretender. They will call you foreign.” His voice hardened. “They will call you a woman. But with this relic, they will call you the chosen heir to the throne.”

In the corner, the goldsmith shifted uneasily. His stained hands clutched a rag, his shoulders stooped, seemingly beneath the weight of secrets being discussed before him. For weeks he had labored at Matilda’s command, crafting a second hand, a perfect twin. His voice trembled as he spoke.

“My lady, forgive me, but the copy is not what the true one is. The metal is but a copper alloy, gilded with leaf. The stones are glass and enamel. To most eyes it will glitter, but at a closer gaze—”

Matilda cut him off with a sharp look. “It need not endure forever. It need only buy us time, should the true relic fall into unworthy hands.”

Robert leaned forward, his tone low and grim. “And it will fall, Maud. All relics do. Men covet them and kill for them. If thieves seize one, let them boast of the false hand while the true remains hidden.”

The goldsmith swallowed hard and bowed. “Then may God grant you favor, for this task is perilous. Should word spread that I—”

“You will speak of this to no one,” Robert snapped. “If your tongue betrays you, this will be the last service you perform.”

The goldsmith’s courage wavered, but his hands remembered what to do. He drew a deep breath, then stepped to the bench, tapping a bundle no bigger than a prayer book. “This is how I did it,” he said, his voice low. “Brass and copper, hammered thin and shocked in vinegar. Leafed in gold, burnished with a dog’s tooth till it lied like sunlight. The stones? Paste—fire-colored, wheel-cut, dressed to pass for truth under a torch.”

He lifted a narrow tool, its point no thicker than a thorn. “For the true one, as you commanded, my lady—here is the mark no man would know to seek.” He traced the underside of the true Hand’s wrist, where the gold was smooth. “A craftsman’s cross, no bigger than a flea.”

Robert’s mouth tightened. “And if a thief looks?”

“Then God grant him poor candlelight,” the goldsmith said, with a flicker of humor. “A man sees what he wants to see. The jewels will attract all eyes first, not the craftsman’s cross—or lack of it.”

Matilda’s bright gaze never left the counterfeit relic. “Then let all of England see,” she said. “And let those who would steal learn that even the brightest gold can deceive.”

Matilda reached for the relic, lifting it in both hands. The torchlight caught the jeweled palm and sent beams of color scattering across the chamber like a rainbow.

“My father named me his heir,” she said, her voice steady, each word the weight of her determination. “Stephen stole what was mine. But England will see, with this true Hand, that heaven’s blessing is not his but mine. I will not bend, and I will not break. England is mine, and I’m coming to claim it.”

She kissed the golden fingers on the Hand as if they belonged to a lover. But in doing so, she was sealing her oath.
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