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AUTHOR’S NOTE


      
      My first conscious memory of telling stories goes back to very early childhood. I was three years old, sitting up in bed on
         a light summer evening, making up a tale about the fairies decorating my cotton handkerchief.
      

      
      Throughout my childhood I entertained myself by inventing stories, generally based on visual prompts from illustrations in
         books, or from memories of TV programmes I had enjoyed. Champion the Wonder Horse was responsible for many an afternoon of involved imagining. At this stage in my life, the tale-telling was always verbal
         and it wasn’t until I was fourteen that I began writing things down – inspired to do so by summer holiday boredom and the
         BBC’s Six Wives of Henry VIII starring Keith Michelle as Henry. However, although I enjoyed the writing, my Tudor tale didn’t go the distance and was really
         just a sampler piece.
      

      
      The following year the BBC aired the children’s TV programme Desert Crusader, dubbed from the French series Thibaud ou les Croisades and set in the Holy Land in the twelfth century. I fell hook, line and sinker for the leading actor, André Laurence, and
         immediately began to write my own crusading novel. This time I persevered and completed it, realising along the way that I
         had found my period and my niche. I wanted to write historical adventures for a living – preferably medieval!
      

      
      It took me another seventeen years and eight full-length novels to achieve that ambition, but I never gave up or saw rejections as a waste. It was all a learning curve and still fun
         to do. The Wild Hunt was the novel that finally gained me both a literary agent and a publisher. It also won me a Betty Trask award, which is
         an award given to authors under the age of thirty-five for a first novel of a romantic or traditional nature. The year I won,
         the award was presented by H.R. H. The Prince of Wales at Whitehall. This was a somewhat surreal moment for me as six months
         previously I had been stacking shelves at the local supermarket to make ends meet while raising my family!
      

      
      The Wild Hunt has gone on to sell around the world and has been translated into a dozen languages. However, due to the vagaries of the
         publishing industry, it went out of print in English for many years. When Sphere wanted to reissue it, I was thrilled, but
         I said that in the light of increased writerly experience and with a bit more historical knowledge under my belt, I would
         like to go through the novel and give it a spring clean, so to speak.
      

      
      The Wild Hunt was the first step on the rung of my career as a professional full-time author, and since then I have moved from writing
         tales of imaginary historical characters set against authentic backdrops, into telling, as fiction, the stories of people
         who actually lived. However, I remain very fond of this, my first published novel. I hope that my established readers will
         enjoy revisiting this reworked version and that those who have not come across The Wild Hunt before will be delighted too.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 1


      ASHDYKE
THE WELSH MARCHES
NOVEMBER 1098

      
      Snow, driven by a biting November wind, flurried against Guyon’s dark cloak then swirled past him towards the castle glowering
         down from the high stone ridge overlooking the spated River Wye. His weary mount pecked and lumbered to a sluggish recovery.
         Guyon tugged the stallion’s ears and slapped its muscular neck in encouragement. Dusk was fast approaching, the weather was
         vicious, but at least shelter was within sight.
      

      
      The horse almost baulked at the hock-deep water of the ford, but Guyon touched him lightly with his spur and with a snort,
         the grey splashed through the swift, dark flow and gained the muddy, half-frozen village road. The crofts were lit from within
         by cooking fires and the sputtering glint of rushlight. As they passed the church, a cur ran out to snap at Arian’s heels.
         Shod steel flashed. There was a loud yelp, then silence. A cottage door opened a crack and was quickly thrust shut in response
         to a sharp command from within.
      

      
      Guyon rode on past the mill and began the steep climb to the castle, grimacing as if a mouthful of wine had suddenly become
         vinegar. On their arrival, Arian would receive a rub down, a warm blanket and a tub of hot mash to content him through the night. Guyon wished fervently that his own concerns could be dealt with as easily, but he bore tidings that made
         such a thing impossible.
      

      
      The drawbridge thumped down to his hail and the grey paced the thick oak planks, hooves ringing a hollow tocsin, for beneath
         lay a gully of jagged rocks and debris, foraged only by the most nimble of sheep and the occasional cursing shepherd in less
         than nimble pursuit. Emerging through the dark arch of the gatehouse into the open bailey, he drew rein and swung from the
         stallion’s back. His legs were so stiff that for a moment he could barely move and he clung to the saddle.
      

      
      ‘Evil night, sire,’ remarked the groom who splashed out from the stables to take the horse. Although there was deference in
         his manner, his eyes were bright with unspoken curiosity.
      

      
      Guyon released his grip on the saddle and steadied himself. ‘Worse to come,’ he answered, not entirely referring to the weather.
         ‘Look at the shoe on his off-fore, I think it’s loose.’
      

      
      ‘Sir.’

      
      Guyon slapped Arian’s dappled rump and walked across the bailey, slowly at first until the feeling returned to his limbs,
         his shoulders hunched against the force of the bitter, snowy wind. Greeting the guards at the forebuilding entrance, he stripped
         off his mittens, then climbed the steep staircase to the hall on the second level.
      

      
      The dinner horn had recently sounded and the trestles were crowded with diners. At the sight of their lord’s heir, jaws ceased
         chewing, hands paused halfway to dishes, necks craned. The men at the trestles marked his long, impatient stride and pondered
         what new trouble his arrival augured. The women studied his progress with different looks entirely and whispered to each other.
      

      
      Ignoring the assembly, Guyon strode up the hall to the dais table where sat his father with the senior knights and retainers of the household and also, he noticed with a certain irritation, his sister Emma in the lady’s customary place.

      
      Miles le Gallois rose to greet him, an expression of concern on his face. ‘Guy! We had not looked for you so soon.’

      
      ‘A man rides quickly when the devil snaps at his heels,’ Guyon answered, bowing to his father. Then he rose, kissed his sister
         and stepped over the trestle to take the place hastily made for him. His limbs suddenly felt leaden and the room wavered before
         his eyes.
      

      
      ‘The wonder is that you did not fall off. Guy, you look dreadful!’ Emma gave a peremptory signal to the squire serving the
         high table.
      

      
      ‘Do I?’ He took the cup of wine presented to him. ‘Perhaps I have good reason.’ He was aware of them all staring at him, their
         anxiety tangible.
      

      
      ‘Surely the King did not refuse to grant you your uncle’s lands?’ His father looked incredulous.

      
      Guyon shook his head and stared into the freshly poured wine. ‘The King was pleased to acknowledge me the heir and grant me
         all rights and privileges pertaining,’ he said in a flat voice. It was three months since his uncle had died fighting the
         Welsh on the Island of Mon that some called Anglesey. Gerard had been a childless widower and Guyon his named heir, but King
         William Rufus had been known to favour money above heredity when it came to confirming grants of land. Guyon had gone to Rufus
         in Normandy to make his claim and he had what he desired – at a price.
      

      
      ‘Then why the dark looks for such good news?’ his father demanded. ‘What else has happened?’

      
      Disinclined to make a public announcement of the news, Guyon tightened his grip around his cup. The ride had been so difficult
         and cold that he could barely think straight.
      

      
      His sister set her hand over his. ‘You are frozen! What were you thinking to make a journey in such weather? Could it not have waited? I’ll have the servants prepare a tub in the solar and you’ll come there now where it’s warm!’

      
      Some of the bleakness lifted from Guyon’s spirit and his lips twitched. Emma still viewed her three years’ seniority over
         him as a licence to command his obedience, more so since their mother had died of the sweating sickness two winters ago. While
         Emma’s husband travelled with the court as an assistant chamberlain, she dwelt here on the Welsh border, terrorising servants
         and family alike with her demands for a state of gracious domestic order.
      

      
      This time Guyon chose not to rebel and after a single look, let her have her way. ‘You had better stir the cooks to provision
         for my men,’ was all he said as he rose to follow her. ‘They will be here within the hour and cursing me to the devil.’
      

      
      Emma started to scold him about the folly of outriding them when the marches were so dangerous and unsettled, but Guyon let
         the words tumble away from him like spots of melting snow.
      

      
      Once the steaming tub was ready, Guyon began to disrobe and Emma dismissed the maids with an autocratic snap of her fingers,
         causing him to lift his brows. Cadi, his white gazehound bitch fussed around him, wagging her tail and panting. He paused
         in his undressing to pat her flank and tousle her silky ears.
      

      
      Miles dropped the curtain behind the two girls. ‘I doubt that Guyon has any designs on ravishment just now, Emma,’ he remarked
         drily.
      

      
      She scowled. ‘From what my husband tells me of the court, Guy would have designs on ravishment even if he were tied down and
         bludgeoned half unconscious.’
      

      
      ‘Half the tale and a fraction of the truth,’ Guyon defended himself as she snatched his padded tunic out of his hands and
         nudged Cadi away with the side of her leg. ‘It would depend who was doing the tying and what she had in mind.’
      

      
      As Emma made to cuff him, he ducked with agility, straightened and, seizing her by the shoulders, delivered a smacking kiss
         to her cheek. Emma glared at him, but her mouth started to curve despite her best efforts to keep it straight. ‘You need not
         attempt your courtier’s tricks on me. I know them by rote!’
      

      
      Falsely crestfallen, Guyon released her with a sigh and began to unlace his shirt. ‘I suppose you do.’ The teasing look fell
         from his face. ‘But I needs must hope they still have their effect on other women.’
      

      
      Emma’s gaze narrowed. ‘Not within this keep,’ she said with asperity.

      
      ‘I was thinking further up the march. Maurice FitzRoger’s daughter, to be precise.’

      
      ‘What?’ Miles, who had been lounging against a coffer was suddenly alert.

      
      ‘Judith of Ravenstow,’ Guyon said and having removed the rest of his garments, stepped into the steaming tub. ‘On the King’s
         order.’
      

      
      His father’s eyes widened. ‘Rufus offered you Maurice of Ravenstow’s girl?’

      
      ‘He did not offer. He said marry her or else.’ He looked bleakly at his stunned father. ‘He also sold the earldom of Shrewsbury
         to Robert de Belleme for three thousand marks.’
      

      
      ‘What!’ Miles’s concern became consternation. ‘Surely the King would not permit de Belleme to inherit Shrewsbury. Considering
         what he owns already and the kind of man he is, it is much too dangerous!’
      

      
      Guyon took the washcloth that Emma silently handed him. ‘Every man has his price and de Belleme has calculated Rufus’s to
         a nicety,’ he said with a grimace. ‘Belleme wanted Ravenstow as well, since it belonged to his late half-brother. He might
         have had it, too, if someone had not remembered that the heiress was of marriageable age and unbetrothed. The King chose to
         bestow her himself, and not without malicious amusement,’ He began vigorously to wash as if purging himself of the thoughts chasing round his mind.
      

      
      ‘You cannot do it!’ Emma’s mouth twisted with revulsion. ‘If you marry the girl, it will make you blood kin to de Belleme.
         Everyone knows what a monster he is. He robs and tortures for sport and impales those who displease him on greased poles and
         smiles as they die.’ She shuddered and hugged her arms. ‘God’s mercy, he keeps his own wife locked up in the cells below Belleme
         with only the rats for company!’
      

      
      Guyon did not accuse her of hysterical over-reaction. Even the hardest men were horrified by the sadistic cruelty of Robert
         de Belleme, eldest son of the late Roger de Montgomery, Earl of Shrewsbury. It was not his treatment of the peasants that
         caused distress – their lives were expendable – but his torture of noble prisoners capable of paying ransom, and he had no
         respect for any authority but his own.
      

      
      ‘If I do not accept this match, I forfeit Uncle Gerard’s lands. The King says he will give them to one of his Flemings. I
         am caught in a cleft stick. Not only does Rufus force a wife into my bed, he makes me pay for the privilege too – five hundred
         marks. Nowhere near three thousand, I know, but enough to make my tenants squeal when I squeeze them for its payment. It is
         fortunate for de Belleme that he does not have a conscience as to how he goes about raising his own relief.’
      

      
      Emma shuddered and crossed herself.

      
      ‘And of course,’ said his father, ‘the lands you gain with this match, added to what you own and what you will inherit, make
         you a suitable counterbalance in the middle marches to whatever schemes of advancement de Belleme may choose to plot.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes,’ Guyon said darkly. ‘I am to pay for that privilege too, mayhap with my life.’

      
      There was a taut silence. Emma drew a shaken breath and murmuring something about food and wine, fled the room.

      
      Miles sighed and sat down on a stool, his movements easy.

      
      As yet, his fifty-four years sat lightly on his body which remained, through vigorous activity, firm, if more stocky than
         in his slender youth.
      

      
      ‘I know the girl’s mother,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Alicia FitzOsbern, Breteuil’s sister. She was pretty at fifteen, very pretty
         indeed. If I had not already been married and satisfied with your mother, I might have offered for her myself.’
      

      
      Guyon grunted. ‘I always understood you had no liking for the FitzOsbern clan.’

      
      ‘The male stock, no. They all were – and are, when you consider Breteuil – snakes, but Alicia was different. She was courageous
         and gentle and she had eyes like summer twilight. She never forgave her menfolk for selling her in marriage to Maurice de
         Montgomery.’
      

      
      Guyon reached for the towel that Emma had left conveniently to hand and stepped from the tub. ‘Reason enough for any woman
         to hate,’ he said, thinking of the former lord of Ravenstow who he had always thought resembled a glutted boar atop a dung
         heap.
      

      
      ‘As I remember, Judith was born late into the marriage after numerous slurs of barrenness had been cast in Alicia’s direction,’
         Miles commented, folding his arms. ‘I doubt it was all her fault. As far as I know, for all his lechery Maurice sired no bastards.’
      

      
      Guyon donned a fur-lined bedrobe and called entry to the two servants who came to empty the water from the tub down a waste
         shaft in the corner of the room.
      

      
      ‘At least Ravenstow is a formidable keep from which to establish your dominance,’ Miles said. ‘Whatever other sins lie on
         de Belleme’s soul, he is a master architect.’
      

      
      ‘And I suspect one way or another he will attempt to annex it to his earldom. Ravenstow guards the approach to the Chester
         plain and all roads east – ideally suited to the purposes of robbery and extortion, would you not say?’
      

      
      Miles eyed him and said nothing, although his jaw tightened.

      
      ‘There is always the Holy Land, I suppose,’ Guyon added with a twisted smile. ‘Freedom from Rufus and de Belleme, and the
         glory of slaughtering infidels to gild my soul. I—’ He broke off and drew a deep breath as Emma re-entered the room followed
         by a maid bearing food and wine.
      

      
      Compressing his lips Guyon sat down on the bench near the hearth.

      
      ‘Rhosyn is in the hall,’ Emma announced as she dismissed the woman and poured the wine herself. ‘You will have to tell her.’

      
      Guyon eyed his sister warily as he took the cup and drank. ‘What of it? She made it plain at Michaelmas she would not dwell
         as my mistress. She has no cause to complain.’
      

      
      ‘She might not have had a cause at Michaelmas, Guy, but she certainly has one now.’

      
      Guyon’s wariness sharpened. ‘Meaning?’

      
      ‘Meaning she is not so skilled a herb wife as she thought and the rounding of her belly proves it. Midsummer I would say,
         to look at her.’
      

      
      Guyon glanced from his sister’s disapproval to his father’s blank surprise. He took another swallow of wine to hide his consternation
         and feigned nonchalance. ‘I’ll speak to her tomorrow, but I do not see that this marriage will change anything. Willingly
         I will acknowledge and provide for a child if that is what she wants, but Rhosyn is a wild law unto herself.’
      

      
      ‘I am not thinking of wild law, but Welsh law,’ Emma said, as he reached for a piece of bread. ‘A man’s firstborn son, even
         begotten out of wedlock to a mistress, has equal rights with the other legitimate heirs of his body.’
      

      
      Guyon discarded the notion with a shake of his head. ‘I am Norman born, Em, and Welsh rights do not pertain this side of the
         border. I could cede a couple of holdings to a chance-gotten child without too much hue and cry, but no more than that. Besides,
         the child is yet unborn and might well be a daughter, in which case I will find her a good marriage when the time comes.’
      

      
      Emma’s full mouth pursed. ‘It needn’t have happened at all.’

      
      ‘Don’t be so finicky, sister,’ he growled. ‘The sin of fornication is a peccadillo compared with the ones I could have perpetrated
         at court.’
      

      
      Colour flooded his sister’s face. Her husband, as a minor chamberlain, knew most of what transpired in the immediate circle
         surrounding the King: the scandals, the petty power struggles, the prevalent vices, and Guyon, with his striking looks, disregard
         for propriety and hint of Welsh barbarity was a magnet to which all three were drawn whether he wished it or no. ‘I expect
         you and Prince Henry keep tallies to compare your ruttings,’ she snapped.
      

      
      ‘Indeed we do,’ Guyon said with a sarcastic flourish. ‘How did you guess?’

      
      Miles eased tactfully to his feet and stretched like a cat uncoiling. ‘Time enough for discussion tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’m
         for my bed and I’m sure Guyon is too.’ He gave his daughter an eloquent stare. Guyon had his trencher piled high enough already
         without her heavy-handed seasoning of moral chastisement and righteous advice.
      

      
      ‘A conspiracy of men,’ Emma declared with a sniff, and then gave a tight smile. ‘I know when I am beaten.’ Going to her brother,
         she stooped and kissed his stubble-blurred cheek.
      

      
      He tugged the copper-coloured braid peeping from beneath her veil. ‘That does not mean you will give in!’

      
      ‘Does it not?’ She arched her brow at him. ‘Let me tell you, I will gladly relinquish the battle to your wife and hope she
         has better fortune in taming your ways!’
      

      
      ‘Know when you are beaten, do you?’ he needled as she went towards the curtain. ‘Is that why you always have to have the last
         word?’
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 2


      
      In the great hall, Rhosyn rolled over on her lumpy makeshift pallet and sat up, irritated to discover that yet again her bladder
         was full. Beside her, oblivious, her father snored. He was a prosperous wool merchant these days, with a paunch to prove it.
         Complacent. They had fared well since their business dealings with Miles le Gallois. There was much profit to be had in wool
         and the cloth woven from the fleeces. Lord Miles bred it raw on the hoof. Her father sold the clip in Flanders and speculated
         a little on the wider trade markets – spices and leather, silks and glass – and they prospered.
      

      
      Beside their grandfather, the children of her first, now widowed marriage slept in a puppy huddle. Rhys was ten, a sturdy,
         dark-eyed replica of his father. Eluned, seven, resembled herself – slender and fey with raven hair, autumnal eyes and a luminous
         complexion. This coming child, as yet scarcely realised; well, if a boy, she could only hope by God’s charity that he inherited
         Guyon’s beauty married to a less difficult nature.
      

      
      Stupid, she thought, irritated at herself as she quietly left her children and her father to seek out the garderobe. Stupid
         to have been so easily caught, she who knew all her herbs and simples, or thought she knew because they had always worked
         before. Too late now, too dangerous, and not the season for the plants that would have cured her condition.
      

      
      She had been in two minds whether to make this trip to Hereford with her father, but had reasoned that it would be her last
         opportunity before the weather grew too difficult for travel. She needed to purchase linen for swaddling bands that she could
         stitch during the dark, hall-bound months of winter; and winter’s threat was already upon them. The knife-bitter wind and
         the scudding snow squalls had caused them to curtail their journey early in the day and seek shelter under Lord Miles’s roof.
      

      
      Guyon’s arrival at dusk had been a surprise, and she was not sure if it was a welcome one. The news of his impending marriage
         had caused her no grief. She had always known the day would come, indeed, had held herself a little aloof with that knowledge
         in mind. He had a duty to take a wife of his own status and beget heirs, a wife who would have more in common with him than
         she ever would.
      

      
      Rhosyn’s practical nature told her there was no point in building upon their tenuous relationship. For all his fluency in
         the Welsh tongue and his ability to adapt to Welsh ways, he was only one quarter of the Cymru and he was raised to be a marcher
         lord who would ride into Wales on the back of a warhorse to ravage the land if his King so commanded. He regarded the towering
         Norman border keeps as home and refuge, not as grey, enclosing prisons that hemmed in the soul.
      

      
      The latrine was cold and stank of its main function, and she did not linger. Instead of returning to the hall, however, Rhosyn
         made her way to the small wall chamber where Guyon usually lodged when he stayed here. His gazehound, Cadi, lay outside the
         entrance, her nose tucked into her tail, but rose with a joyous whine of greeting. Rhosyn paused to stroke the dog and make
         a fuss of her, before lifting the heavy curtain.
      

      
      Guyon had been sound asleep, but came immediately to his senses at the first soft clink of the curtain rings and the muffled
         whine of the dog. This was the keep where he had been born and raised, his welcome here guaranteed, but these days he was so conditioned to react to danger, and complete security
         was so seldom his, that he was out of bed and across the room in the space of a heartbeat. He lunged at the figure outlined
         in the glow from the corridor flare. The crown of his captive’s head butted his chin, jarring his teeth together. He bit his
         tongue and tasted blood. A supple body writhed against his and he felt the swell of a woman’s breast beneath his fingers.
      

      
      ‘It’s me, Rhosyn!’ she gasped indignantly, her French bearing the lilting accent of Wales. ‘Have you lost your wits?’

      
      ‘More likely you have lost yours!’ he retorted, but with amusement now that he was fully awake and enjoying the feel of her
         body against his own. ‘It is a foolish thing to creep up on a man in the middle of the night, cariad. Oft-times I sleep with a naked sword at my side. I might have cut off your head!’
      

      
      ‘I have seen your naked sword frequently enough for it not to concern me,’ Rhosyn replied with spurious innocence and pressed
         against him in the darkness. She tangled her fingers in his hair and stood on tiptoe to bite his ear and then whisper into
         it: ‘But perhaps it would be safer to sheathe it, my lord.’
      

      
      Guyon laughed huskily. ‘That sounds like a fine idea,’ he said, before closing her mouth with a kiss, his fingers busy with
         the lacings of her gown. ‘Do you happen to know of a fitting scabbard?’
      

      
      Rhosyn stretched languidly like a cat and then relaxed, a contented half-smile curving her lips. ‘I had forgotten what a pleasure
         it was,’ she purred, eyeing Guyon sidelong across the tossed coverlet in the glow from a cresset lamp.
      

      
      ‘Your fault,’ he remarked, but easily, without accusation. ‘I wanted you to come with me.’

      
      ‘I would have stuck out like a sore thumb among those Norman women and been as miserable as sin.’

      
      ‘Sin is never miserable,’ Guyon remarked, thereby earning himself a playful slap. He caught her wrist and pulled her across
         him and they tussled for a moment, before he let her go and she drew back to study him. With his dark hair and eyes, he could
         easily have passed for one of the Cymru, although his height and breadth spoke of his Anglo-Norman descent.
      

      
      ‘I hear that you are with child,’ he said, giving her a serious look now.

      
      Her gaze grew wary. ‘What of it?’

      
      ‘Were you going to tell me?’

      
      Rhosyn bit her lip. ‘Probably.’ She avoided his eyes. ‘My father and yours do too much business together to keep such a matter
         secret and Rhys and Eluned both chatter like jack-daws. You would have discovered sooner or later.’
      

      
      Guyon felt a pang at her intimation that had she been able to keep it from him, she would have done so. ‘My sister seems to
         think that you will invoke Welsh law on the child’s behalf.’
      

      
      Rhosyn stared at him.

      
      ‘In Welsh law the son of the handmaiden is equal to the son begotten on a legal spouse,’ he clarified.

      
      She shook her head. ‘Your sister is wrong. What good would it do on this side of the border where Norman custom reigns? It
         would be a hobble of broken straw indeed and I am not sure I would want a child of mine to dwell among saesnegs in a great stone tomb like this.’ Her eyes roved the comfort of the room with disparagement.
      

      
      Guyon almost retorted that he was not sure he wanted a child of his to grow up running barefoot over the Welsh hills or huckstering
         in wool for a living, but he curbed the words, knowing from bitter experience that they too were hobbles of broken straw.
      

      
      ‘Emma spoke from the viewpoint of a Norman lady,’ he said instead. ‘She imagines what she would do in your position, and that
         would be to fight tooth and nail to have that child accepted as my responsibility.’ He reached to twine a tendril of her hair through his fingers. ‘Also, I think she said it to put me in dread of ever doing the like again. She disapproves
         of what she sees as my casual fornications.’
      

      
      Rhosyn made a face, remembering Emma’s frosty expression as her family arranged their pallets in the hall, and then her grimace
         became a smile as she imagined the lady Emma’s response had she witnessed herself and Guyon a few moments ago.
      

      
      The lamp sputtered in its pool of fat and Guyon gently tugged the strand of hair. ‘But our concern is not with Emma, but with
         you.’ His gaze ranged over her body which was just beginning to show the changes of pregnancy.
      

      
      Rhosyn stared at the coverlet and chewed her lip. ‘I try to learn by my mistakes,’ he said gently. ‘I will not try to hold
         you; nor, though it be my greatest desire, is it fitting that I should.’
      

      
      ‘Your bride, you mean?’ she said without rancour.


      Guyon made a face. ‘You know about that? Ach, how can you not when gossip
         travels so fast? Rhosyn cariad, you are well out of this coil. Take the road to Wales and in the name of God, do not look back.’
      

      
      ‘Guy?’

      
      He flashed her a grim look. ‘Did you also hear that I am to wed into the house of Montgomery? It is by royal command and the
         girl’s mother is an old family acquaintance. My refusal would put her in mortal danger from Robert de Belleme, the new Earl
         of Shrewsbury. If he can lock up his own wife in some dark oubliette and put out his own godson’s eyes, what need to cavil
         at tossing his sister-in-law and niece over Ravenstow’s battlements? It is about power, my love, and you are well out of it.
         When your father has finished his business in England, go home, keep to your own hearth and forget about venturing across
         the border unless you have a well-armed and determined escort. Robert de Belleme and his minions will turn the marches into
         hell for such men as your father.’
      

      
      Rhosyn shuddered, wanting to believe he was exaggerating, but denied that comfort.

      
      ‘I will speak with your father tomorrow before our roads part, make sure he knows not to take short cuts across Shrewsbury’s
         domain.’
      

      
      ‘Is it really so dangerous?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ His voice filled with emphasis. ‘I mean what I say, Rhosyn. Either go into the heart of Wales and do not venture forth
         again, or stay here with me, under my protection. There can be no middle path.’
      

      
      She shook her head numbly and shivered. He drew her back down beside and against his body, pulling the coverlet around them.
         She pressed herself against him but continued to shiver. This was the end of it. She could no more live in one of these great,
         grim fortresses than a Norman lady could sit milking a ewe on the slopes of Yr Wyddfa. She needed her measure of freedom and,
         aside from that, Norman women had entirely different views upon the subject of mistresses and their offspring. She had no
         desire to feud over a lost cause with Guyon’s new wife. If he wanted to see her and the child, then let him come to Wales.
      

      
      ‘Ffarwel fy llewpart du,’ she murmured against his throat, and kissed him first there in the brown hollow and then raised her head to find his lips.
         ‘R wy’n dy garu di.’

      
      Guyon’s arms tightened around her. ‘I love you too, cariad,’ he muttered, and silently cursed the whole Montgomery clan into the deepest pit of hell.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 3


      
      Judith hissed through her clenched teeth as Agnes, her mother’s maid, discovered a hitherto overlooked snarl in the mass of
         tawny-bronze hair she was combing.
      

      
      ‘Stand still, sweeting and it won’t hurt so much,’ Agnes said, a hint of exasperation in her voice, perspiration streaking
         her double chin. ‘It’s nearly done now.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not a babe to be cozened!’ snapped Judith, shifting from foot to foot.

      
      Agnes’s mouth puckered to become another fold in her fleshy face and she turned away to pick up a rope of polished agate beads.
         Judith sniffed, set her jaw and refused to cry. Tears availed her nothing – a lesson hard-learned in early childhood. Her
         father had dismissed them as a silly female weakness. Her mother had wept too many herself in grief over lost causes to encourage
         her daughter in like indulgences.
      

      
      Judith looked down at her wedding garments. A pale green linen undergown, close-fitting to her slender, almost thin body was
         topped by a dress of dark green silk damask, gorgeously embroidered with thread of gold at throat and hem and trailing sleeve.
         Her narrow waist was accentuated by a girdle of jewel-embroidered braid. She felt like the centrepiece at a feast, dressed
         to be devoured.
      

      
      In a few hours she was to make her marriage vows in the castle chapel to a man she had never before set eyes upon.

      
      She was to leave her home, go with him, his property to deal with as he pleased; to be bedded by him tonight and perhaps bear
         his child nine months from now. She was a week short of her sixteenth birthday and terrified. She knew how much her mother
         had suffered at the hands of her father before his death in September. The growls, the curses, the frequent slaps, the drunken
         beatings, the disdain that tore at the foundations of confidence. Her mother had borne the brunt, shielded her daughter from
         the worst of it, but Judith had known, had observed the hell, and could not bear that it might be her own fate.
      

      
      ‘Hold still, my sweeting,’ said Agnes. ‘Let me pin these in your hair, there’s a good girl.’

      
      The maid’s fingers tweaked and tugged, trailing pain in their wake. Resentment flared in Judith’s breast, not just at Agnes,
         but at everything. She uncoiled her clenched fists and slapped Agnes’s hand aside. ‘You should have been a butcher’s wife,
         not a lady’s maid!’ she spat.
      

      
      Affronted, Agnes clucked like a hen.

      
      The curtain rings rattled, announcing the arrival of Alicia de Montgomery. Taking in the scene before her eyes and sensing
         the atmosphere, the faint vertical marks between her brows became more defined.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Agnes, you have wrought wonders. Our cygnet is a swan. Will you go and ask the chamberlain’s lad to bring fresh
         candles ready for tonight?’
      

      
      Head carried high, the maid swept out.

      
      ‘Agnes is an old besom at times,’ Alicia said when they were alone, ‘but that is no excuse to strike out. Is it what I have
         taught you? You will become no better than your father.’
      

      
      Judith bit her lip and held her chin rigid to stop it from quivering. ‘I am sorry, mama,’ she said unsteadily, ‘but she hurt
         me. I feel like a filly being groomed for a horse-coper’s approval!’
      

      
      Alicia shook her head and, uttering a sigh, folded her daughter in a rose-scented embrace. ‘I know you do not think it now, but you are most fortunate in this match.’

      
      Judith’s response was a stifled sob and her hands gripped suddenly tight on her mother’s sleeves.

      
      ‘Hush now, you’ll undo all Agnes’s good work.’ Alicia stroked Judith’s hair. ‘This match was made for men’s political purposes,
         but it is a blessing for you could you but understand it. The man whose son you will wed … I was almost his bride myself.
         Would to God that I had been so fortunate.’
      

      
      Judith wiped her face on her sleeve and stared at her mother.

      
      ‘Your grandfather FitzOsbern offered me to him, but he chose to wed an English heiress instead because it better suited his
         plans and besides, he was smitten. Christen had been widowed on Hastings field and she was a grown woman. I was your age and
         unknowing of the world. Your grandfather was not displeased when the offer was rejected because in the meantime he had received
         an offer from Maurice de Montgomery.’ Who had beaten her for the slightest transgression and behaved with all the finesse
         of a rutting boar. Occasional baronial gatherings had afforded her glimpses of Miles le Gallois as he grew into middle age.
         The cat-like grace of his twenties had set, becoming less supple and rangy, but in essence remaining. Maurice had grown ever
         more to resemble a boar as his waistline overspread the bounds of his belt.
      

      
      ‘I know very little of Guyon, but with Miles and Christen for examples I do believe your marriage will be easier than mine.’
         Alicia gave a regretful shrug. ‘If circumstances had been different, you would have had time to know each other before the
         wedding, but as it is I would rather you had a strong protector when your uncle Robert comes to claim his earldom. Already
         the vultures are gathering.’
      

      
      Judith eyed at her mother whose expression revealed nothing – too much of nothing. Judith well knew the rumours surrounding Robert de Belleme. The maids delighted in terrifying each other of a night with tales of his brutality and Judith
         understood more English and Welsh than was seemly for a girl of her station. They said that he tortured for sport and robbed
         and murdered without conscience. The more fanciful of them even said that he possessed a forked tail and cloven hooves, but
         Judith gave no credence to their imagination. What need when the truth was already so lurid?
      

      
      He had designed Ravenstow himself and loaned her father the money to build it. They were still in his debt to the tune of
         several hundred marks. She knew her mother was afraid he would come immediately to claim it, being himself in debt to the
         King. It was the reason that this marriage had been arranged so quickly – before he had a chance to reach out and seize and
         strangle.
      

      
      Judith shuddered. The wedding was supposed to be a quiet affair with a select number of guests and vassals – supposed to be,
         but de Belleme’s brother Arnulf of Pembroke had ridden in yestereve and with him had been Walter de Lacey who was a powerful
         vassal of de Belleme’s, a hunting crony of her father’s and former suitor for her hand. Her mother had been hard put to find
         them either house-room or cordiality, for it was obvious they were not present for the sake of wishing joy on the marriage;
         however, such eminent men could not be turned away and thus guested in the hall with those of official invitation such as
         Hugh d’Avrenches, Earl of Chester and FitzHamon, Lord of Gloucester.
      

      
      The curtain swished and Agnes reappeared followed by a youth bearing a basket of fresh candles. ‘They’re sighted, my lady.
         Be here within the hour, so de Bec says,’ Agnes announced.
      

      
      Judith began to tremble. The walls seemed to be closing in on her, caging her in a space so small that there was no room to
         breathe. She felt hot and sick, but her hands were icy. ‘Agnes, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have struck you,’ she said in a choked
         voice.
      

      
      ‘That’s all right, my love,’ Agnes said comfortingly. ‘Bound to be a bit strung up today, aren’t you?’ She held out her hand.
         ‘Child, what’s wrong?’
      

      
      Judith knew she would die if she did not escape. Gathering her skirts in one hand, the other clapped across her mouth, she
         bolted from the room. The chamberlain’s lad leaped out of the way, dropping his candles. Alicia and Agnes called out to her,
         but Judith was gone, fleeing heedless of the dangerous spiralling stairs, fleeing with the wild instinct of a hunted animal
         to escape. While she was running, she did not have to think. While she was running, she was not fettered.
      

      
      ‘Shall I go after her, my lady?’

      
      Alicia gnawed her lip and gazed at the still swaying curtain. ‘No, Agnes,’ she said after a moment. ‘We have hemmed her about
         too much. Let her be alone awhile. It will be her last chance.’
      

      
      ‘She is not ready for this yet,’ Agnes said grimly. ‘They say he’s used to the women of the court – that he plays fast with
         other men’s wives.’
      

      
      ‘Gossip!’ Alicia snapped. ‘And you know better than to listen, Agnes. Do not give me that pitying look. I do not doubt he
         has owned casual mistresses, but tales are always embroidered to give them colour and I trust to his breeding more than I
         do to third-hand tittle-tattle. Besides, whatever marriage to him holds for Judith, it can be no worse than a fate at the
         hands of her uncle Robert, or Walter de Lacey.’ Her lips tightened. ‘She has to be ready.’
      

      
      When Judith returned to her senses, there was a tight stitch in her side and she was leaning against a jagged lump of stone.
         Her breathing rasped in her throat, her recently combed hair was dishevelled and a dark stain was spreading upwards from the
         hem of her gown where she had splashed heedlessly through the bailey puddles. Her gilded shoes were soaked and her toes clung
         cold together inside them.
      

      
      Sleet spattered fitfully in the wind which was as raw as an open wound. Judith’s teeth chattered. Her new cloak with its warm
         fur lining was hanging upon her clothing pole in the chamber she had fled, and not for anything would she return to fetch
         it.
      

      
      ‘I cannot do it,’ she whispered miserably, knowing that her words were empty. If she did not agree to this marriage, she exposed
         them all to the threat of her uncle Robert. Sooner or later she would have been contracted to wed anyway, probably to Walter
         de Lacey, and nothing could be worse than that, she told herself as she stared at the grey choppy water of the river below.
      

      
      Guyon FitzMiles, lord of Ledworth. She tested the name on her tongue and tried to envisage the man, but nothing came except
         sick fear. What if his teeth were rotten or he stank? What if he was gross and balding like Hugh, Earl of Chester? What if
         he beat her just because his mood was sour? For a wild moment she contemplated flinging herself from the promontory to break
         like spume upon the rocks below, but she dared not, because such an act would earn eternal damnation for her soul. Gasping,
         the wind blinding her face with her hair, Judith drew back from the treacherous edge.
      

      
      A plaintive mew drew her gaze down to the golden tabby cat that was twining sinuously around her skirts, back arched, round
         head butting and rubbing.
      

      
      ‘Melyn!’ Momentarily diverted from her unhappy dilemma, Judith bent to scoop the cat into her arms. ‘In the name of the saints,
         where have you been?’
      

      
      The cat, missing for three days, purred and kneaded Judith’s sleeve with her paws, her yellow eyes filled with smugness and
         disdain.
      

      
      Melyn was unusual in being a house pet. Usually cats roamed the undercrofts and barns, tolerated to keep vermin at bay, essentially
         wild, sometimes caught and skinned for their fur. Judith had discovered Melyn last year out on this headland, as a mangy kitten
         with an infected paw. Alicia had been teaching Judith her herbs and simples at the time and had let Judith develop her knowledge on the kitten, Lord Maurice
         not being at home to see the little creature destroyed. By the time he returned, Melyn was fully recovered, had become accustomed
         to life in the bower and had learned manners to suit. Her feline sense of self-preservation sent her either out of the room
         or into hiding whenever Maurice appeared. Following his death, the cat had stalked the keep like a queen surveying her domain,
         imperious and aloof. Her disappearance three days ago had been an ill omen. It was as if Melyn knew a new tyrant was coming
         to Ravenstow and wanted no part of it … except that now, when his arrival was imminent, she was back.
      

      
      Melyn suddenly and painfully dug her hind legs into the crook of Judith’s arm and clawed herself on to her favourite perch
         across her mistress’s shoulder. Judith yelped in protest, but bore with the discomfort because she was so relieved by her
         pet’s return. She tugged her hair to one side out of the way. Melyn uttered a strange noise, halfway between whine and growl.
         Her claws needled Judith’s neck as another cat emerged from the tangled dank grass and padded without haste across their path
         towards the keep. He was sleek, rangy, and as black as jet.
      

      
      ‘Sweet Mary!’ Judith exclaimed in exasperation, not knowing whether to be annoyed or amused, and most definitely concerned.
         God alone knew how her future husband would react to a bowerful of kittens. God alone knew how her future husband would react
         to anything.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 4


      
      Guyon drew rein and, while the herald rode forward to announce him formally, stared up at the limewashed keep, gleaming against
         the heavy grey clouds and wind-whipped tussocks on its slope.
      

      
      ‘I must be mad,’ he muttered as the drawbridge thumped down across the ditch and, beyond, the serjeants in the gate-house
         made shrift to raise the portcullis and open the door into hell. Foreboding scuttled down Guyon’s spine. One of the most impregnable
         keeps along the northern march Ravenstow might be, desirable in the extreme, but for two pins he would have ridden away and
         left it. But as there were more than two pins at stake, he heeled Arian’s flanks and the stallion stepped delicately on to
         the planks. Cadi bounded joyously forward with no such reservations, and Guyon whistled her sternly to heel.
      

      
      ‘The Welsh won’t take this in a hurry,’ Miles said as they turned at a sharp angle to ride between the outer defences and
         the palisade of the inner bailey before turning again to enter the inner court through a second gateway.
      

      
      Guyon grunted in reply and studied the formidable defences with a jaundiced eye, appreciating their strength even while he
         felt revulsion. If only Robert de Belleme was not so closely connected with the place, he would have been much easier of conscience
         and mind.
      

      
      Upon dismounting, they were greeted by an officious little man in a scarlet silk robe that embraced his paunch and made him look as if he were heavily pregnant. Behind him stood a taller,
         iron-thewed greybeard in full armour and a welcoming party of what looked like the more prominent vassals and household knights.
      

      
      ‘God’s greeting my lords, and welcome,’ said the paunch in red silk, hands clasped together like a supplicant. ‘I am Richard
         FitzWarren, chamberlain to the lady Alicia, and this is her constable, Michel de Bec …’
      

      
      Guyon forced himself to listen and look polite as he was introduced one by one to all the members of the group. It was politic
         to remember names, since it was a valuable asset when it came to handling their owners, but it gave him cause to wonder what
         was amiss that the constable and his underling should emerge to greet them instead of the hostess herself and then freeze
         them here in the bailey, drivelling of matters that could wait.
      

      
      Glancing briefly beyond the men while he made acknowledgement, he noticed a woman hurrying from the forebuilding towards them,
         her manner agitated. Her cloak was fur-lined and her rose-coloured gown shimmered beneath it as she moved. Exposed below her
         veil, her braids were a handspan thick and lustrous as jet.
      

      
      ‘The lady Alicia,’ Miles said in a tone of voice that caused Guyon to divert his gaze and eye his father sharply instead.

      
      She approached the men with a fixed smile on her lips and a slightly desperate expression in her eyes. ‘I am sorry, my lords,
         I should have been here to greet you. I apologise for my lack. The more I try, the more obstacles seem to be cast in my path.
         Forgive me, welcome now, and come within, I pray you.’ She gestured with an open hand.
      

      
      ‘What is wrong, my lady?’ Miles asked. ‘Can we be of service?

      
      Alicia drew breath to deny, but then let it out on a heavy sigh. ‘Nothing of great import, my lords. The guests are squabbling;
         the cook has just tipped boiling lard all over the spit boy and the bread is burnt to cinders. The maids don’t know their heads from their heels; my constable, when told to
         play for time, keeps you standing in the ward in the cold as I am doing now; and to season the stew, my daughter has taken
         fright and run off heaven knows where. Otherwise, everything is as normal as you would expect for a wedding so quickly arranged.’
      

      
      Miles stifled a grin. Guyon started to ask a question, but the words were driven from his mind as Cadi gave a bark of antagonistic
         joy and sprang from his side to hurtle across the ward towards a girl who was trying to slink unnoticed around the side of
         the forebuilding, and would have succeeded were it not for the dog.
      

      
      The cat that was curled around her shoulders became a hissing arch of erect orange fur. The bitch launched herself at the
         girl, who overbalanced and sat down hard on the muddy bailey floor. A feline paw flashed. Blood sprang to the accompaniment
         of an anguished yelp. The cat leaped over the dog, avoiding the belated snap of her teeth, whisked, through the legs of a
         startled guard and into the keep.
      

      
      Hampered by her gown, Judith floundered to rise. A swift glance around made her wish that she had been knocked unconscious.
         The grooms, guards and kitchen maids on errands were gawping in horrified delight. Her mother’s face as she bore down upon
         her was set like stone. Someone sniggered. She closed her eyes, decided that shutting out the situation was not going to make
         it go away and opened them again upon a neatly built greying man of middle years who had overtaken Alicia to set a hand beneath
         her elbow.
      

      
      ‘I take this for an omen,’ he chuckled. ‘You and my son are bound to fight like cat and dog and scandalise the entire castle!’

      
      Judith gaped at him too stunned to respond. Her father would have shaken her for this until her teeth rattled.

      
      ‘No more than you and mama ever did!’ a younger man retorted amiably, appearing beside them, his fingers gripped around the white dog’s collar as she strove, forepaws flailing,
         to pursue her quarry into the keep. ‘It is my fault,’ he owned with a smile. ‘Cadi’s still a pup and has yet to learn her
         manners.’
      

      
      Judith looked down. He was beautiful and unreal. A courtier, a gilded image with a voice as smooth as dark mead. Her uncle
         Robert was handsome and smooth too, and rotten to the core beneath the gilding, and her fear increased.
      

      
      Having delivered Judith to the bower to repair the ravages of the first encounter between bride and groom, Alicia summoned
         her courage and returned to the hall to attend to her guests.
      

      
      Miles le Gallois smiled and waved his hand at her apology. ‘It is already to be an irregular wedding,’ he said. ‘I am sure
         my son’s memory of his first encounter with his bride will remain vivid for the rest of his life.’
      

      
      Alicia cast a glance over her shoulder to where Guyon was giving the dog into the temporary care of one of his knights, then
         returned her attention to Miles. ‘You are laughing at me, my lord.’
      

      
      ‘I may be.’

      
      Her mouth began to curve. She straightened it. ‘Judith is anxious,’ she said. ‘Tonight she will be a wife, when this morning
         she was a child.’
      

      
      Miles sobered. ‘Guyon has a sister and nieces and is by no means green about women.’

      
      ‘So we hear,’ Alicia replied waspishly, and then shook her head. ‘No surprise when you consider his looks and the ways of
         the court.’
      

      
      ‘I am not at court now, my lady,’ Guyon said, joining them.

      
      Alicia jumped. He moved as softly as Judith’s cat.

      
      ‘You need not fear,’ Guyon continued. ‘I promise I will treat your daughter with every respect and courtesy.’

      
      ‘Judith is young, but she is quick to learn and quite capable of managing a household,’ Alicia replied, recovering herself.
         ‘If she appeared in a bad light just now, it is because she has been unsettled by her father’s death and this sudden change
         in her situation.’
      

      
      In other words, Guyon thought wryly, she was a resentful, frightened little girl who would take a deal of delicate handling
         if anything was to be salvaged from the morass.
      

      
      The wine arrived, and with it Hugh d’Avrenches, Earl of Chester, thus sparing Guyon the need to make Alicia a reply.

      
      ‘It is bound to be difficult at first,’ Miles said to Alicia as Guyon lent a relieved ear to what his neighbour had to say
         concerning the Welsh alliances of the region. ‘Given different circumstances, there would have been the time we all need.’
      

      
      ‘Given different circumstances,’ Alicia said with a side-long look at Guyon, ‘there would have been no arrangement at all,
         would there?’
      

      
      Lost for a reply, Miles lifted his cup and drank.

      
      Guyon looked at the girl to whom he had just bound himself in Ravenstow’s freezing chapel, his vows committing him to her
         protection for the rest of his life, no matter how short that might now be. Her own voice making the responses had been tremulous
         and more than once swallowed in tears.
      

      
      He had felt the daggers in men’s eyes as they witnessed his marriage. Arnulf of Pembroke had barely been civil in greeting
         and Walter de Lacey was sneeringly hostile. Judith’s face was turned towards him, awaiting the sacrificial kiss of tradition.
         The high cheekbones gave a distinctly feline expression to her eyes, which were a peculiar mingling of brown upon grey like
         water in spate.
      

      
      Dear Christ, what had he sold himself into? Probably an early grave, he thought as he slipped his arm around her waist. She
         was rigid and trembling beneath the glowing green damask. It was a grown woman’s gown cladding the thin frame of a child and
         he knew that he could no more bed with her tonight than he could with one of his nieces. He kissed her cheek as he would a vassal, the touch brief and impersonal.
         Her skin smelled faintly of rosewater, and her hair of the rosemary and camomile in which it had been washed for the wedding.
      

      
      Judith shuddered at the contact and Guyon immediately released her. Together they turned to receive the congratulations of
         the guests and witnesses; few in number because of the hasty arrangements, to Judith they seemed a claustrophobic throng.
      

      
      The entire occasion for her was a nightmare endured through a fog. Sporadically the mist would lift to reveal a sharply coloured
         tableau with herself bound victim at its centre. The awful moment when the dog had sent her flying, her arrival at the chapel,
         the faces turned towards her, their expressions stamped with speculation, with pity, with predatory greed. Now, clearly, she
         could see her hand resting upon her husband’s dark sleeve, her wedding ring of Welsh gold proclaiming his ownership. She was
         as much his property now as his horse or that dog, to be used and abused as he chose.
      

      
      The guests mingled in the great hall. Below the dais they danced in honour of the bride and groom. Guyon watched his new wife
         perform the steps with one of Ravenstow’s neighbours. Ralph de Serigny was another of de Belleme’s vassals, a thoroughly disagreeable,
         parsimonious old ferret who, according to Alicia, was only here in order to eat and drink at another’s expense. As his borders
         marched with Ravenstow’s on the Welsh boundary, it had been necessary to invite him lest he take offence. His wife, apparently,
         was dull-witted and had been left at home tended by her women. At least, Guyon thought half smiling, if Ralph de Serigny was
         only here to eat, drink and escape his wife, he was a deal more welcome than certain others claiming the right of hospitality
         at his wedding.
      

      
      The dance progressed and Judith was passed on to the arm of her uncle, Arnulf de Montgomery. He had a nose like a pitted stone
         and possessed a dour, unsmiling character. De Montgomery had none of Robert de Belleme’s charisma or genius but was the owner
         of a low, dull cunning. Not having the inventiveness to scheme, he was sufficiently shrewd to attach himself to the plots
         of others if there was benefit to himself – a man to be watched from the eye corners, frank confrontation not being his style.
         But how did one look before and behind and to the side at one and the same time?
      

      
      De Montgomery swept his niece into the clutch of Walter de Lacey who was waiting at the end of the line. The younger man pulled
         her against his lean body, caught her wrist and turned her around. Judith’s face wore a fixed smile. His hand lingered at
         her waist and he murmured something against her ear.
      

      
      ‘More oil than you’d find in an entire olive grove,’ muttered the Earl of Chester from the corner of his mouth. Guyon glanced
         round and up. Hugh d’Avrenches, known as Hugh le Gros on account of his enormous height and girth, was the ugliest man Guyon
         had ever seen and even now, long acquaintance had not bred the indifference of familiarity.
      

      
      He had small, hooded eyes of watery pale blue. His cheeks were pendulous red-veined jowls and his mouth was small and soft
         with a sweet, surprisingly childlike smile, the similarity enhanced by the gap where his two upper front teeth were missing.
         He cultivated a jolly, bumbling personality to match his gross figure and the unwary stepped in, never thinking of the dangers
         lurking beneath the shallows. A good friend, an implacable enemy.
      

      
      ‘Enough to slip his feet from under him, I would say,’ Guyon agreed.

      
      Hugh d’Avrenches folded his arms and regarded Guyon with a twinkling stare. ‘Good soldier, though. He led a competent command
         on the Mon campaign.’
      

      
      Guyon’s lip curled. ‘He also amused himself with torture and the rape of girls not old enough to be women.’

      
      The Earl shrugged. ‘We all have our own little foibles and sometimes tortured men can be made to sing a very pretty tune.’

      
      Guyon’s nostrils flared. ‘Yes,’ he said without inflection.


      Chester laid a hand on Guyon’s shoulder. ‘Son, you’re too finicky
         and you can’t afford the luxury of principles in the present company.’
      

      
      Guyon watched Walter de Lacey set his hands on Judith’s hips and swing her round. The stiff smile on her face threatened to
         shatter. ‘I realise that. De Lacey offered for the girl himself shortly before her father was killed; he had de Belleme’s
         sanction to the suit.’
      

      
      Chester pursed his soft, small lips. ‘Did he so?’ He eyed the dancers with interest. ‘He’ll bear watching then, because it
         doesn’t look as though he’s willing to concede you the victory.’
      

      
      Guyon turned and his gaze narrowed in anger. The music had finished on a flourish and Walter de Lacey had pulled Judith hard
         to his chest and was kissing her passionately on the mouth, one hand roving and probing the curve of her buttocks. Guyon swore,
         thrust his wine into the Earl’s hastily held out paw and stalked across the room to reclaim his bride.
      

      
      ‘The privilege is mine, I believe,’ he said icily as he forced himself between de Lacey and Judith. ‘I do not want the wedding
         guests to confuse the identity of the bridegroom.’
      

      
      De Lacey bestowed on Guyon a snarled smile. ‘I doubt they are in any confusion, my lord. Be welcome to the wench while you
         have the wherewithal.’
      

      
      ‘And guard yours if you wish to keep it intact, and mind with whom you drink.’ He snapped his fingers at the musicians, who
         fumbled and then struck up a lively carole. Guyon held out his arm to Judith.
      

      
      She pressed her lips together and shook her head. ‘I cannot,’ she muttered. ‘My lord, I … I think I am going to …’
         She clapped her hand to her mouth.
      

      
      Her face reflected the green of her gown. Taking her arm, Guyon propelled her out of the hall, ignoring salacious remarks
         and concerned enquiries alike.
      

      
      Outside it had begun to snow. Judith leaned miserably against the wall of the forebuilding and vomited until her stomach was
         empty and her muscles ached. The feel of de Lacey’s tongue slithering slug-like around her mouth had filled her with shuddering
         revulsion. She could still taste him, feel his hand digging into her buttocks, forefinger slyly probing, and the hard thrust
         of his pelvis against her belly and loins. It had been horrible. Tonight she must endure that and worse in her marriage bed.
      

      
      ‘Did he hurt you?’

      
      She shook her head, unable to speak.

      
      ‘There are always men like him,’ her new husband said contemptuously. ‘It was thrown down to me by way of a challenge. I am
         sorry that he chose to use you as his gage.’
      

      
      Judith bit her lip and wished that he would go away. The snow floated down.

      
      ‘You need not be afraid of me, child,’ he said gently. ‘I will do you no harm.’

      
      ‘I am not a child!’ she snarled at him, jerking away. Sleeving her eyes, she wondered if he would hit her.

      
      He touched her shoulder. ‘I know it is hard for you.’


      Judith raised her chin. ‘Do you, my lord?’ she demanded flatly.

      
      ‘You have been forced into a match made for the purposes of others and to a partner you had not set eyes upon before today.
         How should you not be afraid and resentful? I understand more than you think.’
      

      
      She gave him a surprised look. Whatever else she had expected, it was not this rueful candour. It had not occurred to her
         that the resentment was mutual, that he might not want her rich lands and the burdens that accompanied them, not least herself.
      

      
      He applied gentle pressure to her shoulder with his fingertips until she turned hesitantly to face him.

      
      ‘I have said you need not fear me for any reason … The bedding ceremony, it worries you?’

      
      Judith looked down, wondering where all this was leading. She did not desire a lesson in enlightenment, no matter how kindly
         meant.
      

      
      Guyon took her downcast silence for modest assent. ‘The first part is something that will have to be borne. The second we
         can abandon. Rape has never appealed to me.’
      

      
      ‘I … I know my duty, my lord,’ she stammered.


      ‘I have no doubt, but it would be rape all the same and I prefer the pleasure
         to be mutual. In your own time, fy Cath fach.’ He lightly brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. She lifted her lids, eyes torn between relief and doubt.
      

      
      ‘You truly mean that, my lord?’ He had called her a small cat – a kitten.

      
      ‘I would be a fool if I did not. There is enough on your trencher already without burdening your body so young.’
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