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      Catrin watched his progress across the bailey; his lean, blue-clad form and the glint of his hair, dried now to flaxen brightness.
         Since Lewis had died, she had lowered her guard to no one except Richard and Amice, and only then in small measure. Now she
         was perplexed to find it dissolving, and herself powerless to prevent it. Perhaps it was time to forget the pain left by Lewis’s
         death and salve the wound with the balm of another man’s attention.
      

      
      Catrin pondered the thought as she followed slowly in Oliver’s wake. Lewis had been slender, handsome, quick as a fox, with
         all a fox’s charm and cunning, and a voracious appetite too.
      

      
      Oliver was tall, big-boned and fair, with a powerful sense of duty and a dry sense of humour that matched her own. But for
         the rest, what did she know? He had grieved long for his young wife, as she had grieved for Lewis. His lands were forfeit
         to the vagaries of war, and his friends were mercenaries whom he would not stand to be questioned. Ethel said he would be
         furious to know that Catrin intended learning midwifery skills. But it was no concern of his and he had no right … unless
         she gave it to him.
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CHAPTER 1


      FOREST OF DEAN, GLOUCESTERSHIRE, SUMMER 1140

      
      Oliver Pascal drew on Hero’s rein and sniffed. ‘Smoke,’ he said.

      
      Gawin de Brionne, his companion in arms, halted his own mount and inhaled deeply. ‘There’s only the hunting lodge at Penfoss
         nearby. Aimery de Sens holds it for Earl Robert.’
      

      
      Oliver grunted and shifted his position to ease his aching buttocks. New saddles were always hell, and this one was scarcely
         a week old, purchased from a craftsman in Bristol. It would take at least a month to mould it into a comfortable shape. What
         Oliver wanted to do was cross the Severn at the ferry and ride on to the Earl’s keep at Bristol where he was assured of a
         hot meal and a safe place to sleep. With civil war raging through town and shire as King Stephen and his cousin Mathilda fought
         tooth and nail over England’s throne, opportunities to sleep sound were rare.
      

      
      A man more inured to the depredations of this particular war might have ridden on, but Oliver was still tender to the game
         of raid and counter-raid, of pillage and slaughter which was becoming so commonplace that men’s morals and sensibilities were
         bludgeoned from existence. For most of the conflict, he had been absent on pilgrimage, dragging a burden of prayers for his
         dead wife’s soul over the stony ground to Jerusalem’s Holy Sepulchre. It was only in the last six months that he had returned
         to a burning, bleeding land, and discovered that, like so many others, he was now a landless man.
      

      
      Gawin, five years younger at one-and-twenty but a world more experienced, slackened the reins and made to turn away. ‘Like
         as not it’s a charcoal burner.’
      

      
      ‘You believe that?’

      
      Gawin shrugged. ‘There is nothing we can do. It isn’t wise to become embroiled.’

      
      Oliver shook his head. ‘Perhaps not, but we cannot just ride on.’

      
      The younger knight sighed, his blue eyes weary within the shadows of his helm. ‘Your conscience is a millstone around your
         neck.’
      

      
      Oliver compressed his lips. Unlike most of his contemporaries he was clean-shaven, for in contrast to his flaxen hair, his
         beard, when permitted to grow, was a blazing fire-red that made him feel like a freak. ‘You leave my conscience to drag me
         where it will and search your own,’ he said coldly, and swung Hero towards the smell of burning.
      

      
      Gawin hesitated for a moment and then, with a roll of his eyes, spurred after his companion.

      
      Within half a mile the wafts of smoke were stronger, removing the hope that the source was a domestic, controlled fire, and
         they thickened significantly as the men struck the main track to Penfoss. The horses grew restive and difficult to handle,
         forcing the two knights to dismount and continue on foot.
      

      
      Penfoss was enclosed by a stockade of sharpened oak stakes cut from the surrounding forest, with entrance gates of the same,
         lashed together with hemp ropes. These now hung askew, and beyond them the thatch of the lodge and outbuildings was obliterated
         by licks of flame and churning black smoke.
      

      
      Cautiously, swords drawn, Oliver and Gawin abandoned the cover of the trees and approached the stockade. A man’s body sprawled
         across the gateway. There was a gaping wound in his throat and he had been stripped of every garment but the loin-cloth that
         he had stained in his death throes. A large black hound lay nearby, its breast split open.
      

      
      Gawin grimaced and looked around nervously. ‘Best leave. There’s nothing we can do here, and whoever did this must still be
         close.’
      

      
      Ignoring him, Oliver entered the compound. Smuts of soot soared on a fire-wind and gusts of heat belched at him. Bodies were
         strewn haphazardly across the courtyard, butchered in flight to judge from the number of wounds to the back. The armed and
         the unarmed; men, women and children. Fluid filled Oliver’s mouth and he tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword. It was
         either that or hurl the weapon as far from himself as he could. ‘Not in three years of wandering amongst the wildest places
         on God’s earth have I ever seen such as this,’ he said hoarsely.
      

      
      ‘Better grow accustomed then.’ There was a quiver in Gawin’s voice that gave the lie to the callous words and his free hand
         groped for the cross around his neck.
      

      
      Oliver moved on. A shining mass of golden hair drew him to the body of a woman. She lay on her back, her legs flung wide.
         Her eyes were open, staring blindly; her cheekbone was swollen and her lip was puffed and split, but she was still breathing.
      

      
      ‘God’s mercy!’ Oliver fell to his knees at her side. ‘Amice, Amice, can you hear me?’

      
      ‘You know her?’ Gawin’s voice was appalled.

      
      ‘From a long time ago,’ Oliver said without looking round. ‘She was one of Earl Robert’s wards at the same time as my wife.
         If circumstances had been different, I might have married her instead of Emma. Jesu’s pity, I do not believe this!’ He closed
         her legs and pulled her gown back down over her stained, bloody thighs.
      

      
      The woman turned her head and focused on Oliver, but there was no recognition in the dark sapphire eyes.

      
      Gawin tugged at the close-cropped beard edging his jaw. ‘How badly is she hurt?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Knocked down and raped as far as I can tell. We can’t leave her here. Go and fetch the horses.’

      
      Her vacant stare was unnerving. Oliver well remembered their first meeting for it was inextricably bound up in his memories
         of Emma. It had been the spring of 1129 in Earl
      

      
      Robert’s garden when he had encountered the girls – two giggling cousins of fourteen and fifteen – playing with a ball. Amice,
         the older, had a sheaf of golden hair, ripe curves, and a way of looking through her lashes that turned a man’s blood to steam.
         Emma, his future wife, was tiny and fey with a smile that lit up her little pointed face and made it quite beautiful. He had
         been fifteen too, a gangly youth in no hurry for the marriage that his family was foisting upon him, but Emma had changed
         all that. Now she was in her grave with the still-born daughter whose three-day bearing had been her death.
      

      
      The year of their wedding, Amice had become one of old King Henry’s concubines and had borne him a lusty son. It was the last
         Oliver had seen of her, if not heard, until now.
      

      
      ‘Go on, Gawin, damn you, stop gawping and bring the horses!’ he repeated on a ragged snarl.

      
      When Gawin still did not move, Oliver raised his head and looked round, his lungs filling with a bellow. Then he too saw the
         young woman standing against the well-housing, a wooden bowl in her hands. Her gown was of tawny-gold wool, worn over an underdress
         of contrasting green-blue linen. Both the cut and the colours of the garments proclaimed her noble status. Two heavy braids
         of raven-black hair hung for a full twelve inches below the end of her wimple. She had been creeping backwards but, realising
         that she had been seen, turned to flee.
      

      
      ‘Wait!’ Oliver cried. ‘We mean you no harm!’

      
      Gawin started after her, but had run no more than a dozen yards when a familiar whirring sound cut the air and he was stopped
         in mid-stride by an arrow, which punched a hole through his mail and lodged in his collar-bone.
      

      
      Oliver shot to his feet and stared wildly around, his hand flashing to his sword hilt.

      
      ‘Throw down your blade!’

      
      The voice was so cold that it should have belonged to a hardened warrior. Instead, Oliver found himself confronted by a lanky
         boy of no more than nine or ten years old. The bow in the child’s hand was drawn taut and the arrow was aimed straight at
         Oliver’s breast.
      

      
      ‘We’re not raiders, we want to help.’ Slowly, Oliver lowered his sword. His heart was thundering in his ears, reminding him how swiftly it could be stopped. To one side Gawin was clutching
         at the shaft protruding from his mail and swearing.
      

      
      The boy’s face was ashen. ‘Get away from her,’ he spat. ‘Get away from my mother!’

      
      ‘Your mother?’ Oliver dared not take his eyes from the lad to look at Amice. This then must be the son she had borne to King
         Henry. ‘I know Lady Amice, lad, she’s an old friend.’ He made a calming gesture. ‘I’ll take you both to safety, I swear.’
      

      
      The boy’s arm trembled. In a moment he was going to release that arrow, and in all likelihood this time he would kill. Oliver
         took his chance and charged, weaving from side to side as he ran. The arrow shot from the bow and whined past his ear like
         a hornet. The next shaft was already nocked as Oliver struck. Man and boy rolled over in the dust and Oliver discovered that
         he was wrestling with an adversary as slippery as a Severn eel. A sharp elbow jabbed his ribs, drawing a grunt of pain; a
         fist flailed in his face and connected with his eye socket. The fingers uncurled and gouged. Oliver ceased being gentle, hit
         the lad with his fist, forced him down and sat on him.
      

      
      ‘God’s teeth!’ he panted. ‘The only safety you need is a cage!’

      
      The boy lay rigid beneath him. Gingerly Oliver relaxed his grip, but remained alert to tighten it again if needful. ‘I spoke
         the truth,’ he said in a breathless but less fraught tone. ‘I do know your mother and I can help.’
      

      
      The stiffness remained a moment longer, then the battle-light left the boy’s eyes which filled with the glitter of unshed
         tears. A lump was swelling on his temple where Oliver had cuffed him.
      

      
      ‘I was out hunting squirrels with my bow,’ he said jerkily, ‘and I saw the knights in the forest riding away from here with
         bloody swords. I ran home and I found … I found …’ His throat worked and the words strangled.
      

      
      ‘All right, all right, go gently, lad.’ With a feeling of guilt for his own violence, Oliver rose off the boy. Small wonder
         that the child had reacted as he had. Great wonder that he was not reduced to a cowering huddle.
      

      
      Gawin came up to them, the boy’s arrow now in his hand.

      
      ‘Are you hurt?’ Oliver looked from the flight to Gawin’s white face.

      
      ‘Stung more than anything, thanks to decent mail,’ Gawin said with a grimace. ‘It’s not a full-grown man’s barb or I’d be
         dead, but it’s still made a nasty nick. The repair to my hauberk will cost the best part of half a mark.’ He pressed the upper
         edge of his quilted gambeson against the wound to stanch it and gave the boy a jaundiced look. ‘I told you we should have
         ridden on.’
      

      
      ‘Put your morals before your mouth for once,’ Oliver snapped. He jerked his head at the blond woman lying in the dust, alive
         but lifeless. ‘That’s his mother. Look around you. What would you have done in his place?’
      

      
      Before Gawin could respond, the boy leaped to his feet and sprinted across the compound towards the other, younger woman who
         had stopped in mid-flight when he attacked the knights. ‘Catrin,’ he sobbed and she swept her arms around him and hugged him
         desperately, burying her cheek in his hair.
      

      
      Gawin looked puzzled. ‘I thought you said yonder was his mother.’

      
      ‘She is.’ Thoughtfully Oliver returned to Amice and, removing his cloak, laid it gently over her. Her eyes were now clear,
         and this time they widened in recognition.
      

      
      ‘You missed the festivities, Oliver,’ she whispered with a bitter half-smile.

      
      ‘I missed them more than ten years ago, Amice. Look, we have horses; we’ll take you to tending and shelter.’

      
      The sinews tightened in her throat and she folded her knees towards her belly and clutched with rigid hands. ‘It is too late
         for that!’ she gasped.
      

      
      The other woman hastened over, the boy in pursuit. ‘I knew this would happen,’ she said grimly as she flung herself down beside
         Amice. ‘It’s been threatening for days now, and after what they did to her …’
      

      
      ‘Knew what would happen?’ Oliver demanded.

      
      ‘She’s with child, but not carrying well. For the last month she’s been spotting blood. That’s the father over by the gate,
         Aimery de Sens. They slaughtered him like a Martinmas hog and raped her as he died – one after the other, turn upon turn.
         Richard, go and bring me some water.’ She gave the boy the wooden bowl and spared Oliver a look from clear, amber-green eyes.
         ‘I thought you were scavengers come to pick over the bones.’
      

      
      Oliver watched the boy trot away to the well and shook his head. ‘We were on our way to the Severn ferry when the smoke guided
         us to you from the main track.’ He looked at her curiously, for her French accent bore a lilting inflection. The boy had called
         her Catrin, which he thought might be Welsh. ‘How came you to escape this carnage?’ He gestured around.
      

      
      ‘I was in the woods gathering oak bark for dyeing, but close enough to hear the commotion – and see what the whoresons did.’
         She leaned over Amice. ‘What quarrel did we have with anyone?’
      

      
      ‘We have to get her to safety.’ Oliver’s gut was queasy. He would rather face the entire hoards of hell single-handed than
         deal with a woman in childbirth. It was worrying too that a band of raiders should be abroad in the heart of Gloucester’s
         territory.
      

      
      ‘No. If she is moved, she will bleed to death. I have only a little knowledge, but that much is certain.’ She sat back on
         her heels and regarded him sombrely. ‘Her only chance is to remain completely still.’
      

      
      ‘Is there no midwife nearby?’

      
      ‘Dead,’ she said with a grim gesture at the bodies strewing the compound. ‘And the nearest settlement is more than ten miles
         away.’
      

      
      He swore beneath his breath. Jesu, Gawin was right. They should have tarnished their consciences and left well alone.

      
      Walking carefully so as not to spill a drop, the boy returned with the bowl of water. Catrin took it from him and gently raised
         Amice enough to drink.
      

      
      ‘I’ll go and make camp,’ Oliver said abruptly. He felt as helpless as a straw cast upon the surface of a raging flood. ‘Come,
         lad, you can help me.’
      

      
      The boy hesitated, but at Catrin’s nod and his mother’s forced smile followed Oliver.
      

      
      It was a little beyond full dark when Amice’s child came still-born into the world, drenched in its mother’s blood which continued
         to trickle and seep despite all Catrin’s efforts. The afterbirth that followed the baby was torn, and Catrin knew that when
         such a thing happened the mother either bled to death or died within a few days of a suppurating fever.
      

      
      Sitting at Amice’s side, her hands red to the wrists, Catrin uttered a small sound of frustration. The fair-haired knight
         had given them his own portable shelter for the night and had built an open fire before it. Then he had made another camp
         across the compound for himself, his companion and Richard, giving the women a modicum of privacy. For much of the time Catrin
         had been aware of his presence in the corner of her vision as he moved among the dead, straightening and composing, murmuring
         prayers. Between the labour pangs, Amice had told her his name and a little about him. What she had said had made Catrin even
         more aware of his quiet, deliberate movements.
      

      
      ‘It is no use, Catrin,’ Amice said in a reed-thin voice. ‘There comes a time when death will not be cheated.’

      
      ‘My lady, I …’

      
      ‘Be quiet, there is no time to argue.’ Amice licked her parched lips and Catrin helped her to sip from the bowl of water.
         ‘Bring me Oliver Pascal. I need to speak with him – hurry.’
      

      
      Catrin rinsed her hands and, drying them on her gown as she walked, approached the men’s fire. Richard was staring into the
         flames, his hands wrapped around his upraised knees. He raised his eyes to her face, then slid his gaze over her bloodied
         clothes. Catrin wanted to cry. Instead, her voice wooden with control, she delivered Amice’s summons to Oliver.
      

      
      ‘How is she?’ The knight rose swiftly to his feet, his expression full of question and anxiety.

      
      Catrin compressed her lips and shook her head. ‘There is nothing that anyone but God can do. She has lost the baby and there is too much blood.’
      

      
      He flinched, but Catrin was too busy containing her own emotions to notice. Sinking to her knees beside Richard, she drew
         him into her embrace.
      

      
      Oliver crossed the compound. Behind him, a pattern of glowing embers marked the place where half a day since buildings had
         stood. From what the child had told him, Oliver understood that Aimery de Sens was a man of few ambitions beyond the bedchamber
         and even fewer personal enemies. Penfoss had simply fallen foul of a random raid. It was destruction for destruction’s sake,
         and someone had derived warped pleasure from the deed. Oliver shivered at the thought and wondered how men managed to live
         with themselves.
      

      
      Reaching the shelter, he stooped inside and crouched beside Amice. His dark cloak covered her from throat to feet, making
         her resemble a corpse on a bier. Her skin was waxen, her eye sockets the dark hollows of a skull. To one side there was a
         pile of bloodied rags made from a torn-up undershift.
      

      
      For a moment his inner eye exchanged these cramped surroundings for the well-appointed bedchamber of his brother’s keep at
         Ashbury, the fire built high, the huge walnut-wood bed dwarfing Emma’s pale, still form. Her cold hands were wrapped around
         the cross that the priest had given her to hold in her dying moments and had it not been for the drained complexion, the bluish
         tinge in socket and cheekbone, she might have been asleep. Five years had passed, but the memory was still unbearable.
      

      
      ‘Amice?’ Kneeling, he held her hand.

      
      Turning her head, she forced her lids apart. Her fingers twitched and Oliver felt the cold strike through his own warm flesh.

      
      ‘You know that Richard is the old King’s son,’ she said in a thready whisper.

      
      ‘Yes, of course I do.’ And what a scandal it had been at the time. A girl of sixteen and a man old enough to be her grandfather.
         People said that the troubles in England now were God’s payback for Henry’s fifty years of lechery.
      

      
      ‘It has been so long. I do not know the roads you travel these days, but I ask …’ she swallowed. ‘I ask you to take Richard to his kin at Bristol.’
      

      
      ‘I serve his uncle, Earl Robert, and I’m bound there of my own accord. You need not worry about the lad. I’ll deliver him
         safe.’
      

      
      She gave him the ghost of a smile. ‘I know you will. You were always steadfast, whatever the temptation.’

      
      He winced. She did not know how close he had come to yielding to that temptation.

      
      ‘Emma saw it in you. I was jealous of her.’

      
      He cleared his throat and looked away; he did not want to think about Emma. ‘It is in the past.’

      
      ‘It is as fresh as yesterday,’ she contradicted.

      
      Oliver fought the urge to leap to his feet and stalk away. What she said was true. Despite the passage of time, some memories
         remained as sharp as glass. If Amice had been jealous of Emma, how much more had he envied Amice her life and her healthy
         child. Both might have been his had he chosen differently. Now, in place of envy there was weariness and the all-too-familiar
         sensation of guilt.
      

      
      ‘There is one more boon I must ask of you while I yet have breath,’ Amice whispered.

      
      Oliver clenched his jaw to withhold the snarl gathering within him. When he spoke, it was with great gentleness, his hand
         smoothing hers. ‘Name it, and it is yours.’
      

      
      ‘Find a place at Bristol for Catrin too. She is a widow without family and she has been a loyal companion to me.’

      
      ‘As you wish.’

      
      ‘Nothing is as I wish.’ Amice smiled bitterly. ‘Yesterday was better.’ She closed her eyes. ‘In the garden, Emma and I …’
      

      
      Oliver set his hand against her throat. The pulse still beat there, but erratically. Her breath stirred the guard hairs on
         the wolfskin border of his cloak; then it didn’t and her mouth fell open. Oliver released her hand and gently crossed it with
         the other one upon her breast. In the garden. Was that a reference to the past or where she was now?
      

      
      Taking his cloak, he returned slowly to the fire where the living were gathered.

      
      Catrin rose from her place beside the boy and hurried to meet him. Her eyes went from his face to the cloak draped over his
         arm and he saw the small shudder run through her body.
      

      
      ‘I will tell the lad,’ he said quietly. ‘Go and prepare her so that he can look at her if he wants.’

      
      Her gaze filled with hostility. ‘It is not right. You are a complete stranger to him.’

      
      ‘Sometimes it is better that way. You will still be here to give him comfort, won’t you?’ He nodded towards the small shelter.
         ‘I’m sorry.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be!’ she snapped. ‘You know nothing about us!’ Her face started to crumple and she pushed blindly past him.

      
      Oliver frowned and smoothed the fur on his cloak. Perhaps his regret was for not knowing until it was too late. After a brief
         hesitation he went to the fire and took Catrin’s place beside the boy.
      

      
      ‘You don’t need to tell me,’ Richard forestalled him. ‘I know she’s dead.’

      
      ‘Weep if you want.’ Oliver extended his hands to the flames, drawing life and warmth back into his body. Across the fire,
         Gawin poked the burning wood, sending flickers of yellow heat into the night sky.
      

      
      ‘I don’t feel like weeping,’ Richard said stiffly.

      
      ‘It will come.’ Oliver took the flask of ginevra that Gawin stretched out to him, gulped a burning mouthful and passed it
         on to the boy. ‘Sooner or later everyone has to weep.’
      

      
      Richard took the flask, drank, then choked on the fiery brew; but when he had ceased coughing, he put the flask to his lips
         and took a second, longer swallow. ‘She is better dead.’
      

      
      Which was not the kind of remark for a ten-year-old to make about his newly deceased mother.

      
      ‘Why do you say that?’ Oliver retrieved his flask before the boy could avail himself again.

      
      Richard shrugged. ‘She always had to ruin what she had,’ he said moodily.

      
      When nothing else was forthcoming, Oliver broke the silence by murmuring, ‘I knew her before you were born, when Earl Robert
         was her guardian.’
      

      
      ‘Did you lie with her like all the others?’
      

      
      Oliver’s palm flew, but he stopped it just short of the boy’s ear. Richard did not flinch, his stare blank and dark with misery.
         ‘Christ, boy, what sort of question is that?’ Lowering his hand, Oliver wrapped it around his belt and drew a steadying breath.
         ‘No, I did not lie with her,’ he said evenly. After all, it was the truth, no matter how easily he could have joined the ranks
         of ‘all the others’. ‘She was my wife’s cousin and childhood companion. Last time I saw her was at your father’s court when
         you were a tiny baby.’
      

      
      ‘We didn’t stay there long,’ the child said in a savage voice. ‘Did you know that she wasn’t married to Aimery de Sens? He’s
         just my most recent “papa”, but of course he’s dead now too.’
      

      
      Oliver’s fingers tightened around his belt. He made a conscious effort to relax them. The boy’s pain was a raw, open wound,
         hence the provocative tone, but what he said was probably true. Amice’s nature had been inconstant and wanton as he had cause
         to know. Had she been male, she would have been granted a modicum of leeway, but as a woman she was damned as a whore. It
         was unfortunate if the boy had been a witness to the darker machinations of adult behaviour. ‘No, I didn’t know,’ he said,
         ‘but it makes no difference to me. She was a friend, and she was kin by marriage.’
      

      
      Richard frowned and toyed with the frayed end of one of his leg bindings. ‘What will happen to me now?’

      
      ‘As to that, I do not know. I told your mother that I would take you to your half-brother, Earl Robert, at Bristol. You will
         be cared for, I promise.’
      

      
      ‘Promises are easy.’ The boy’s tone was far too adult for his years.

      
      Oliver sighed and rubbed his hand over his jaw where the prick of red stubble was beginning to replace the morning’s smoothness.
         ‘Not to me,’ he answered, ‘and not of this moment. I swore to your mother that I would see you safe, and do so I will. Catrin
         too.’
      

      
      ‘What if I don’t want to go?’

      
      ‘Since I promised your mother, I suppose I would have to tie you to my saddle.’

      
      The boy threw him a look to see if he really meant it. Knowing that he was being tested, Oliver returned the look for long
         enough to impose his will, then rose to his feet. ‘Do you want to see her?’
      

      
      Richard silently shook his head.

      
      Oliver rubbed his jaw again in thought, then turned and stooped. ‘Here,’ he said gruffly, ‘roll yourself in my blanket and
         try to sleep. It will be a long journey on the morrow.’
      

      
      When Richard did not move, Oliver draped the blanket around the boy’s shoulders himself and then went to check on the horses
         before walking a circuit of the burned-out settlement.
      

      
      Kneeling beside her former mistress, all signs of the bloody struggle cleared away, Catrin sniffed and knuckled her eyes.
         She had been fond of Amice, who had taken her in, a soldier’s widow with nothing more than two silver pennies and a roan mule
         to her name. For almost three years Catrin had sheltered beneath Amice’s generous, mercurial wing, turning a blind eye when
         a blind eye was required, being a companion and confidante, sometimes a scapegoat, but always needed – if not by Amice, then
         by Richard. What would happen to her and the boy now she did not know; she could only hope that Robert of Gloucester would
         have the compassion to take them in, penniless dependants as they were.
      

      
      A shadow passed between Catrin and the fire. She glanced up in alarm, then breathed out in relief as she saw it was the knight,
         Oliver Pascal.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t mean to frighten you,’ he said, and crouched at her side, adding when she did not speak, ‘I’ll keep vigil now while
         you go and rest. I’m taking you and the lad with me to Bristol on the morrow and it will be a long ride.’
      

      
      Catrin eyed him warily. ‘I suppose Amice asked you.’

      
      ‘She did, but I’m bound there anyway. I serve the Earl and I’ve to report to him.’ He looked at her curiously before leaning
         over to replenish the fire. ‘Amice said you are a widow without kin, but surely you must have had a home once?’
      

      
      Catrin watched him select and arrange the split logs. In all the earlier conflagration it was ironic that the wood pile had not been touched. ‘Chepstow, I suppose, since I was born there, but there is no one left in that place to welcome my return,’
         she said with a shrug. ‘My mother was Welsh, my father a serjeant of the Chepstow garrison, but they are both dead. My husband
         was also a soldier there.’ She compressed her lips, her mind filling with a vision of Lewis’s thin, dark features and blazing
         smile. ‘And he too is dead.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      The predictable response. She had heard it from so many lips by now that it was irritating and meaningless, a stepping stone
         to buffer the discomfort of others. ‘Amice came to Chepstow a six-month after my husband’s death,’ she said, eager to have
         done with her story. ‘When she left, I begged to go with her rather than dwell alone with my memories.’
      

      
      He positioned the last piece of wood and dusting off his hands, rested them on his thighs. ‘I too am a soldier, one of Robert
         of Gloucester’s hearth knights,’ he said after a while, ‘although not by choice. My family lands lie close to Malmesbury and
         my older brother lost them, together with his life, when he declared for the Empress Mathilda. I’m his heir – his dispossessed
         heir.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said in the same polite tone he had used to her, paying him back in the same coin. Then felt honour-bound
         to add, ‘And I’m sorry about your wife. Amice told me about her.’
      

      
      He gave her a long, level look. ‘Sorry doesn’t help, does it?’

      
      Catrin blinked and turned away. Mary Mother, she was not going to weep in front of this man. ‘I must go to Richard,’ she said
         and started to rise.
      

      
      Oliver grimaced. ‘Be warned then; he was angry – with her, not me – and because of the anger, the grief is trapped within
         him. He asked me if I had lain with his mother like “all the others”.’ He glanced grimly at the dead woman’s shrouded figure,
         the red shadows licking the hem of her gown. ‘How many “others” were there?’
      

      
      ‘Because it matters to you or to him?’

      
      She saw the twitch of his brows, the knotting of muscle in his jaw. ‘Obviously it matters to him,’ he said stiffly. ‘I am
         not about to sit in judgement if that is your fear.’
      

      
      ‘I do not fear your judgement,’ Catrin snapped angrily. What else was he doing but sitting in judgement? ‘Yes, she liked the
         company of men, yes, she took them to her bed when she would have been wiser to abstain, but Richard was always well cared
         for. Her heart was too soft and she sought for love in all the wrong places, but if that is a sin, then more than half of
         us are damned!’ She drew an unsteady breath that caught across her voice in distress.
      

      
      He stared at her, his mouth slightly open in a surprise that might have been comical under different circumstances. The fire
         spat and a burning ember flared in the space between them. ‘And the rest either find it or go without,’ he rallied as the
         blossom of wood dulled to grey, but his gaze held poignancy and regret rather than challenge. He made a rueful gesture. ‘Go
         and take what rest you can. Tomorrow will be a long day.’
      

      
      That at least was not something to be disputed. Catrin had neither the heart nor the sharpness of mind to spar any more tonight.
         Glancing at the weary set of Oliver Pascal’s shoulders, she thought that neither did he.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 2


      
      The morning dawned overcast, with a whisper of drizzle in the air. The stink of smoke had seeped into clothing, hair and skin.
         Every breath tasted of it and everyone was eager to leave the remains of Penfoss behind. It was impossible to take the dead
         with them or, with just three adults and a child, to dig graves here. Only Amice’s body was going to Bristol. As Earl Robert’s
         former ward and Richard’s mother, it was politic to bring her for burial at the church of Saint Peter. The other corpses were
         laid out in the compound and covered with green branches cut from the forest by Gawin’s war axe. Oliver prayed over the bodies
         as a mark of respect but he did not linger. A priest and burial party would come from Bristol within the next few days to
         perform the necessary rites.
      

      
      The pack horse’s load was redistributed to accommodate the burden of Amice’s body. Gawin’s dun bore most of the displaced
         supplies, and there was just enough room for Richard’s narrow frame to ride pillion. Oliver watched as Gawin settled the boy
         on his mount’s tawny rump. Richard’s features were composed this morning, shunning all contact, but the anger still bristled
         visibly within him. It was a position Oliver understood all too well, and only hoped that the comforting security of Bristol
         Castle and the nearness of kin would help to break down those brittle barriers before they shattered inwards.
      

      
      From his conversation with Catrin the previous night, he thought that she understood too. This morning her eyes were red-rimmed
         and puffy and he did not believe that it was all the result of smoke. She, at least, had learned to weep.
      

      
      Oliver swung into the saddle and leaned down, offering his hand to her. ‘Set your foot on mine,’ he commanded, ‘and pull against
         my grip.’
      

      
      ‘I know what to do,’ she said brusquely, and drew a section of her skirts through her belt. ‘My father and my husband were
         soldiers, and I could ride before I could walk.’
      

      
      Oliver tightened his lips on the urge to grin and make a light remark. He could see that she hated being made dependent on
         anyone.
      

      
      The hand she slipped into his was cool and work-roughened with short nails. Two rings gleamed on her heart finger, one at
         the base, the other at the first knuckle joint. Both were of engraved gold. Her husband, it seemed, had been that rare entity,
         a rich soldier. Most scraped by, affording food and weapons with only small coin for luxuries.
      

      
      He drew her up behind him and she settled – not side-on as a lady of gentle birth would have ridden but directly astride like
         a man.
      

      
      Oliver could suppress his grin no longer and it broke across his face, brightening his dark grey eyes and setting two deep
         creases in his cheeks.
      

      
      She glared at him. ‘Something amuses you?’

      
      ‘No, no. It is admiration, not amusement,’ he replied, his grin not diminishing in the least. Her hose, he noticed, were of
         a wonderful, frivolous shade of red and enclosed a shapely ankle and calf.
      

      
      Seeing the direction of his gaze, she made to tug her skirt down, then drew back and straightened instead. ‘Gawp if you want,’
         she said disdainfully, ‘but don’t let your eyes pop from your skull before you have delivered us safe to Bristol.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, and I’ll try not to,’ he said gravely, refusing to be cowed. ‘You must blame admiration again, not so much of
         your hose, fine though they are, but of your mettle.’
      

      
      She gave him an irritated look. ‘Spare your compliments, not the horse.’

      
      Still grinning, Oliver faced his mount’s ears. ‘Grip my belt,’ he said, ‘I know you’re a horse-woman born and bred, but if
         you fall off, you’ll tear more than just your fetching hose.’
      

      
      He could almost feel her scowl deepen, but the interlude had given a moment of light relief to a grim situation and Oliver was not contrite. He gathered up the reins and Hero sidled
         and attempted to buck. Oliver heard a stifled oath behind him and suddenly two hands grasped his belt.
      

      
      ‘You did that apurpose!’ she accused furiously.

      
      ‘I swear I did not!’ Oliver protested, but marred his innocence with a smothered chuckle. He half expected her to snatch away
         her hands, but they remained, together with a stony silence, as the small party rode out of the gates and left the burned-out
         husk of Penfoss behind.
      

      
      At first, Catrin sat behind Oliver and nursed her anger in a pet of determined self-indulgence. He neither fed her ill-humour
         nor sought to cajole her out of it, but left her in peace to brood.
      

      
      A twelve-inch from her eyes, his mail-clad spine swayed with the rhythm of the horse. Through the riveted links she could
         see the quilted linen gambeson beneath and the dark streaks that the steel had smudged on it. The belt she clutched was of
         high-quality buckskin incised with a pattern of oak leaves. At regular intervals, small pewter pilgrim badges had been punched
         through the leather. She recognised the cockle-shell of Saint James, the sword of Saint Foy and the palm branch of Jerusalem.
         Catrin decided that he had probably visited each place and tomb himself, for his skin was weathered beyond the capabilities
         of the English climate.
      

      
      As they rode, her anger began to evaporate. She reviewed the moment when she had straddled the horse and his eyes had widened
         on both her posture and her scarlet hose. Her mouth twitched with grudging amusement as she saw the humour in the situation.
         Lewis would have laughed too, she thought. Then he would have slid his hand up her leg and … Catrin tightened her fingers
         in Oliver Pascal’s handsome belt and mentally shook herself. Scarlet hose as may be, such imaginings were not for now.
      

      
      He must have felt the sudden grip against his spine, for he half turned to look at her. Catrin quickly lowered her lids, avoiding
         all eye contact, and so did not see the glance he cast at her scarlet legs, or the smile that he swallowed before facing forward again.
      

      
      The drizzle ceased and the clouds began to shred, allowing peeks of sunlit blue between. Catrin gazed at her surroundings.
         There were so many shades of green in the early summer forest that they dazzled her eyes; in addition to the individual hues
         of each variety of tree the play of light and sunlight altered their leaves from pale gold to dark emerald in the passing
         of a cloud.
      

      
      A flash of a barred blue wing and the harsh shriek of a jay made her jump. Somewhere a cuckoo sought a mate, the two notes
         of its song monotonous and sleepy, and a woodpecker drummed for insects beneath the bark of an ash tree. She glanced sidelong
         at Richard, bumping along behind the other knight’s saddle, and saw that he too was observing the woods with an air of concentration.
      

      
      Last night in the darkness he had curled up against her in a tight ball and her throat had ached. When she had wept, it had
         been as much for him as his mother. In defending Amice, Catrin had told Oliver the truth whilst withholding the facts. Amice
         had indeed cared for her son, but as she would care for a puppy or a special trinket. He was petted, loved and cuddled, until
         something distracted her – usually a man – and then cast aside until the distraction had lost its novelty. Catrin had done
         her best, but knew that her steadiness had made Amice’s whims all the more bewildering to the child. Small wonder if he was
         angry.
      

      
      And in Bristol the unknown awaited in the form of his royal kin. What kind of welcome were she and Richard going to receive
         – if any? It was not impossible that they would be cast out to beg for their living among the camp followers and whores who
         serviced Gloucester’s troops. She supposed that they could travel to King Stephen’s camp. He was, after all, Richard’s cousin,
         and Catrin had no strong feelings against him. It mattered little to her who ruled the country, just as long as there was
         peace. Her mind filled with images of yesterday’s slaughter and she squeezed her lids together to make them go away. When
         she opened her eyes, an expanding shimmer of light obliterated the corner of her vision and, with dismay, she recognised the onset of a debilitating headache.
      

      
      Ever since the first bleed of her womanhood she had been burdened by the affliction. It came upon her without warning, but
         usually when she was tired or upset. The headaches were so excruciating and left her so drained that she dreaded the first
         flickering glimmers. Sometimes in high summer, the sparkle of sun on water would leave its reflection on her eye and she would
         panic, believing one of her megrims was imminent. The flood of relief when she realised her mistake was enormous. But today
         there was no reprieve. The shimmer spread inwards, obscuring her vision, and her stomach began to lurch with each stride of
         the horse. Pain flickered delicately across her brows, probing for a place to settle. When she closed her eyes, the shimmer
         turned black with frilly, silver edges. Her heart thundered in her ears, each beat driving needles into her skull. Despite
         her clenched teeth, saliva filled her mouth.
      

      
      ‘Stop!’ she gulped at Oliver. ‘Now!’

      
      He drew rein and slewed round in the saddle. ‘What’s wr …’ he started to ask, but Catrin had already bolted from the grey’s
         back and was braced against a tree, retching violently.
      

      
      Even after she had been sick, Catrin felt little better. Pain surged over her in great rolling waves, crushing her skull like
         a shell against a rock. All she could do was huddle over herself and gasp.
      

      
      Frozen by shock, Oliver stared at her and wondered if she was in the grip of some contagion that would bring sickness to all
         who had contact with her. Spotted fever started just like this. There had been an outbreak in the crusader port of Jaffa three
         years ago and hundreds had died.
      

      
      ‘What ails her?’ Gawin’s voice and widened eyes held the same fear that Oliver was silently entertaining.

      
      ‘I don’t know. If she has a contagion then it is too late to keep our distance now. Either we’ll catch it or we won’t, at
         the whim of God.’ Somewhat abruptly, filled with self-irritation, he dismounted.
      

      
      Richard wriggled down from his perch behind Gawin.

      
      ‘It’s only one of her headaches,’ he said scornfully. ‘There’s nothing to fear.’
      

      
      ‘One of her headaches?’ Oliver repeated, and felt ashamed as the boy went to Catrin and put his arm around her.

      
      ‘She gets them sometimes, and then she has to lie down in the dark to make them go away. A leech told her that if she cut
         open a frog while it still lived and placed its entrails on her brow, they would draw out all the evil humours, but she wouldn’t
         do it.’
      

      
      ‘And no blame to her either,’ Oliver said with a grimace. Turning to his horse, he unfastened a deerskin bag from a thong
         on the saddle. The bag, stained and worn, had travelled as far as Oliver in the past four years. It contained a tourniquet
         cord, linen swaddling bands to make bandages and slings, a small pair of shears and needle and thread. There were also various
         dried herbs in small linen pouches, their identity separated by different coloured woollen strands tying the necks of the
         pouches.
      

      
      ‘Make a fire,’ he commanded Gawin. ‘A tisane of betony and feverfew might help her. Ethel always swears by it.’ Opening one
         of the pouches, he crumbled some dried stalks and flower-heads into a small cooking vessel fetched from the supplies on the
         pack pony. Then he walked a short distance into the forest and returned with the leaves and flower-heads of a wood betony
         plant. This too went into the pot. He covered the herbs with water from his leather flask and set the mixture to infuse over
         the fire that Gawin had made out of tinder and a swift collection of dry twigs.
      

      
      Catrin leaned against the trunk of a young beech, her complexion made greener than ever by the reflection of the leaf canopy.

      
      ‘How often is “sometimes”?’ Oliver enquired, as the liquid began to steam and the water turned deep gold.

      
      Richard shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Whenever there was trouble, I suppose.’

      
      ‘The priest used to say that I had devils in my head,’ Catrin mumbled, her eyes tightly closed. ‘He said that they should
         be beaten out of me, but Lady Amice refused to let him try.’
      

      
      ‘When I was in Rome, a chirurgeon told me that the best cure for devils in the head was to shave off the victim’s hair and make a hole in the skull to force the demons out,’ Oliver
         mused. ‘Loth as I am to doubt the word of a learned man, I prefer to use the betony and feverfew myself. They certainly work
         for me on the morning after a night with the wine.’
      

      
      Catrin shuddered delicately and half opened her eyes. They were cloudy, as if she had just woken from sleep, and although
         she tried to focus on him her gaze slipped away. ‘If you so much as go near my head, I will kill you.’
      

      
      ‘My knife’s blunt anyway,’ he said cheerfully as he removed the pot from the fire with a folded wad of his cloak and poured
         the brew into his drinking horn. While he blew on the tisane and swirled it round to cool, Gawin stamped out the fire and
         went to the horses.
      

      
      ‘Here, drink.’ Oliver knelt beside Catrin.

      
      Her nose wrinkled at the smell carried in the steam. ‘You bastard,’ she whimpered, but nevertheless took the cup from him
         and raised it shakily to her lips, almost missing them. The taste was as foul as she had expected and made her gag, but somehow
         she forced it down.
      

      
      ‘I know it tastes vile, but I promise it will ease the pain,’ he said with such optimism that she loathed him. ‘Can you remount,
         or shall I pick you up?’
      

      
      Catrin swallowed. Her sight was now obliterated by ripples of swimming light and whether or not the tisane would remain in
         her stomach hung in a very delicate balance.
      

      
      ‘I can manage,’ she said through her teeth. Forcing her will to overcome the agony, she accepted his hand to rise and staggered
         over to the grey. The stallion’s flank seemed like the wall of a huge cliff. She watched Oliver gain the saddle in one easy
         motion, his foot scarcely bearing down on the stirrup iron. To one side, Gawin and Richard were already mounted and waiting.
      

      
      Catrin closed her eyes, put her foot where she thought Oliver’s should be, and felt the muscular tug of his arm as he hauled
         her up. She landed across the grey’s rump like a sack of cabbages and grasped Oliver’s pilgrim belt for dear life as the horse
         snorted in alarm and bunched his hind quarters.
      

      
      Oliver soothed his mount with a murmur, then let out the reins to ease him forward. ‘It isn’t as far as it seems,’ he said, by way of reassurance. ‘We’ll cross the river at the Sharpness
         ferry then ride on down to Bristol.’
      

      
      Catrin moaned softly. Any distance was too far just now.

      
      After crossing the Severn, it took another five hours at a gentle plod to reach the city of Bristol. Oliver could have covered
         the ground in half the time, but he schooled himself to patience and let the warmth of the emerging sun soak into his bones.
         He talked to Richard of the kin to whom he was being taken: Robert de Caen, Earl of Gloucester, and his wife, the Countess
         Mabile. He described their great household and the magnificent new keep that dominated the fortifications of Bristol castle.
         The boy said little, but now and again Oliver would see the lift of an eyebrow or a brightening half glance that told him
         he was not talking entirely to himself. Catrin went to sleep, leaning against his back. Occasionally she gave a soft little
         snore but did not awaken, even when he paused to drink from his water flask and eat an oatcake from his travelling rations.
         She had been sick again at the ferry but not as badly, and a little of her colour had returned.
      

      
      ‘Will Catrin be allowed to stay with me?’ Richard demanded as he washed down his portion of oatcake with a swig from Oliver’s
         flask.
      

      
      ‘Of course she will.’

      
      The boy gave him such a hard stare that Oliver was moved to cross his breast and swear on his honour.

      
      ‘But you have to do what they say.’

      
      Oliver pursed his lips. ‘I have sworn an oath to the Earl of Gloucester to be his man, and to the Empress Mathilda that I
         will uphold her as my rightful queen, but my oath to your mother to see you and Catrin safe is equally as binding on my honour.’
         He risked tousling the boy’s dark hair as he retrieved his flask and looped it around the saddle. ‘Don’t fret. I promise I
         won’t wash my hands of you the moment we reach Bristol’s gates.’
      

      
      The hard stare remained, and as Oliver clicked his tongue to the grey, he remembered Richard saying by firelight that promises
         came easily.
      

      
      * * *

      
      Catrin was woken by someone bellowing in her ear. ‘Avon eels, mistress! Fresh caught, not an hour old!’
      

      
      Her eyes flew open to be confronted by a glistening, slithering mass that filled a rush basket not a foot from her face. The
         raucous voice belonged to a stout woman clad in a frayed homespun gown, who was thrusting her wares at passers-by and extolling
         their virtues. Catrin shot upright and recoiled. Pain lanced through her skull and her stomach turned at the sight and smell
         of the fish.
      

      
      ‘Avon eels, master, straight from the river!’ The woman ran alongside the stallion, shoving her basket beneath Oliver’s nose.

      
      Catrin stared round, first in the dazed bewilderment of the newly awakened, and then in the dawning realisation that they
         had arrived in Bristol. The noise and bustle of the port and town that Robert of Gloucester had made his headquarters struck
         her like a physical blow. She rubbed her forehead. Her cheek was numb, and when she touched it her fingertips discovered the
         circular indentations left by hauberk rings.
      

      
      ‘Find a basket to put them in and I’ll have a dozen,’ Oliver told the woman and glanced over his shoulder at Catrin. ‘Awake
         I see. Did the potion work?’
      

      
      ‘My head is like a bell tower after Easter Sunday and I could still sleep for a week,’ Catrin replied, ‘but at least I can
         think again.’
      

      
      ‘Are you capable of holding a basket of eels?’

      
      The woman returned in triumphant possession of a small rushwork pannier in which she deposited twelve shining, slippery bodies.

      
      ‘Do I have a choice?’ Catrin asked as he paid for them.

      
      ‘You could refuse.’

      
      Catrin cast her eyes heavenwards and grabbed the pannier. ‘Give them to me.’

      
      ‘God bless you, sir, and your lady wife. Them eels’ll make a dish fit for a king!’

      
      Oliver thanked the woman with amusement in his voice and rode on. Catrin avoided looking at his purchase and averted her head
         so as not to inhale its essence.
      

      
      Oliver laughed darkly. ‘Those traders,’ he said. ‘The wonder is that they ever live to tell the tale. Did you hear what she
         said?’
      

      
      Catrin’s face burned. ‘Yes, but she just made a mistake.’

      
      ‘A mistake?’

      
      ‘About us being husband and wife.’

      
      ‘Oh, that.’ He gestured dismissively. ‘No, I was talking about the eels. Old King Henry died after gorging himself on a plate
         of bad ones. They weren’t just “fit for a king”, they killed a king and started this entire bloody war. You could even argue
         that a dish of lampreys cost the Pascals their inheritance, since my brother Simon was overthrown and killed for supporting
         the Empress Mathilda.’
      

      
      ‘And you still want to eat them?’

      
      He pulled a face, acknowledging her point. ‘They’re a gift for a friend,’ he explained. ‘But yes, I’ll still devour them,
         despite the ill-fortune visited on me and mine. Etheldreda makes the best eel stew in Christendom – there’s no resisting.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ Catrin said. She was filled with a mixture of relief and disappointment to discover that there was a woman who cooked
         and cared for him at Bristol. The way he had spoken last night at Penfoss, she had thought him still alone.
      

      
      The sounds, sights and smells of the city engulfed her as they rode single-file through its narrow alleys towards the castle.
         The last time she had visited Bristol was with Lewis in the first year of their marriage. He had bought her a brass circlet
         and a square of raw silk to make a veil. He had kissed her in the street, his dark eyes laughing, and she had thought herself
         the luckiest of women. Now she was riding down the same street, bumping along behind a man she barely knew, a basket of mud-smelling
         eels in her hands, her head pounding fit to burst, and her mistress’s body tied in a blanket across a pack pony’s withers.
      

      
      The ghost of Lewis watched her ride past and did not recognise her. Her gaze on the castle walls and the bright gonfanons
         flying from the battlements, Catrin thought that she did not recognise herself either – except perhaps for the scarlet hose
         peeping in defiance from beneath her gown.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 3


      
      Bristol Castle was overflowing with hired soldiers. In the space of five minutes, Catrin heard as many different tongues,
         as Oliver led her and Richard to the keep, leaving Gawin in charge of the horses and the eels.
      

      
      There were men of every variety and rank, from half-naked footsoldiers and poor Welsh bowmen to toughened mercenaries and
         well-accoutred knights with swords at their hips. The gap between the ragged and the rich was not as vast as it seemed, for
         all soldiers, whatever their rank, wore the same expression of hungry expectation. Oliver walked among and through them with
         ease, now and then smiling a greeting to those he knew, but Catrin felt great discomfort at being in the midst of such checked
         voraciousness. Beside her, Richard grasped her hand and she saw his blue eyes darken. To reassure him that these men were
         allies stuck in her throat, for they looked no different from those who had torched Penfoss and murdered its occupants.
      

      
      Their presence, their stares, the sight of weapons and grinning mouths in hard faces seemed to go on for ever like the antechamber
         to the hall of hell. The image was clarified in Catrin’s mind by the sporadic camp fires which threatened rather than comforted
         her.
      

      
      One soldier held two huge mastiffs on a chain and as she passed, they lunged, growling. Their owner yanked them back, laughing
         at her frightened eyes.
      

      
      ‘Got yourself a tasty one there, Pascal!’ he yelled, making an obscene gesture with his free fist.

      
      ‘Go swive yourself, de Lorys!’ Oliver snarled, with a gesture of his own.
      

      
      The soldier smacked his lips over his stained teeth. ‘I’d rather swive what you’ve got!’

      
      Oliver’s hand descended to his sword hilt and his tormentor recoiled with a show of mock terror.

      
      Expression grim, Oliver quickened his stride.

      
      ‘I see how safe Bristol truly is,’ Catrin said with asperity. Both heart and head were thundering.

      
      ‘Wherever fighting men gather, there are always those who are all mouth and no chausses.’

      
      Catrin shuddered. It was not such soldiers of whom she was afraid although, God knew, they were unpleasant enough, but others
         of their ilk, who followed up their words with barbaric deeds of rapine and slaughter. Wherever fighting men gathered, there
         was always that kind too.
      

      
      She passed women in smoke-grimed dresses – soldiers’ wives and followers with gaunt, lithe bodies and weathered faces. She
         saw one young woman suckling a baby by the fire while two older children played near her skirts. Not a dozen yards from her,
         a whore plied her trade, offering her own breasts to be groped and suckled. Catrin pulled Richard closer, using her body to
         shield him from the sight.
      

      
      Oliver appeared indifferent; all this must be commonplace to him, Catrin thought. But to her and Richard, it was a nightmare.
         She stumbled in a wheel rut and almost fell. Oliver grabbed her and bore her up. She felt the power in his arm, the bruising
         strength of his fingers and, although grateful, was also made uneasy.
      

      
      ‘Not far now,’ he encouraged. ‘The camp is always the worst part for newcomers.’

      
      She freed herself from his grip and dusted her skirts, noting with dismay a large, damp stain where the eel liquor had leaked
         from the basket. It made her realise that she must appear no different from the camp women. Sisters in the bone. There but
         for the grace of a fickle God. ‘Then I am glad,’ she said, ‘for I do not think I have the stamina to endure much more.’
      

      
      He gave her a brooding look in which she could see male exasperation mingled with a certain anxiety. It was clear to Catrin that he wanted her to stay on her feet until he had delivered
         her and Richard into Earl Robert’s household and he could wash his hands of the responsibility. Then he would be free to go
         and eat his eel stew with his ‘friend’.
      

      
      The quality of the tents and shelters began to improve; there was more mail in evidence, and the accents became mainly French.
         The drab greys, browns and tans of the perimeter were now brightened with flashes of expensive colour and decorative embroidery.
         There were plenty of stares, but no one shouted out or tried to intimidate. To one side, a grey-bearded soldier was teaching
         some younger men how to defend themselves against the thrust of a spear, and everyone appeared to be gainfully employed.
      

      
      On reaching the keep at the heart of the defences, they were challenged by fully armed guards. Oliver answered smoothly. Obviously
         he was a well-known face, for they were passed through into Earl Robert’s great hall without demur.
      

      
      Catrin stared round at a simmering bustle that offered small respite to her ragged wits. There were clerks seated at tables,
         busy with quill and ink; there were groups of soldiers talking, gaming, fondling hounds. Two women tended a cauldron set over
         the fire, their children playing a boisterous game of chase among the trestles which were being assembled for the late afternoon
         meal. Servants scurried to and fro with baskets of bread and jugs of ale. Near the dais, four minstrels tuned their instruments.
         On the dais itself, a retainer was spreading an embroidered linen cloth on the board and setting out cups of exquisite, tinted
         glass.
      

      
      A slender, elegant man wearing a blue tunic halted in mid-stride and swung around to approach Oliver’s small group. ‘Do you
         have business here?’ His nostrils flared fastidiously.
      

      
      ‘With the Earl, yes,’ Oliver answered, his expression taut with controlled irritation.

      
      Catrin was all too aware of the man’s disparaging gaze as he took in the dishevelled appearance of herself and Richard, but
         it was beyond her energy to return his look with the scorn it deserved.
      

      
      ‘The Earl never sees anyone before he has dined,’ he said haughtily. ‘I might be able to find you a place at the bottom of
         the hall on one of the spare trestles if …’
      

      
      ‘You’re his understeward, not his spokesman,’ Oliver said coldly. ‘He will see me, I promise you that. Now, you can either
         send someone to announce me, or I will go above and announce myself of my own accord.’
      

      
      ‘You cannot!’ A look of horror crossed the steward’s face.

      
      ‘Then do something about it or lose your living.’

      
      The servant drew himself up, but Oliver remained the taller. When the man’s gaze flickered towards the off-duty knights, Oliver
         caught it and drew it back to his own. ‘Have me thrown out,’ he said on a rising snarl, ‘and I will cut out your voice and
         cast it to those hounds. Earl Robert’s hunting lodge at Penfoss has been destroyed by raiders, and the only witnesses are
         this woman and the child, who just happens to have royal kin. If it affects the Earl’s digestion then I am sorry, but my own
         belly is full to the gorge!’
      

      
      Heads turned. The steward licked his lips. ‘A moment,’ he said and, with his head on high, stalked away in the direction of
         the tower stairs.
      

      
      ‘Conceited arsewipe,’ Oliver muttered. ‘He thinks because he sees to the placing of the salt and the finger bowls in the Earl’s
         hall that he has dominion over all else.’
      

      
      Catrin said nothing. The steward’s attitude had only served to compound her fears about the kind of welcome she and Richard
         would receive from Earl Robert.
      

      
      ‘Do you want to sit down?’ Oliver indicated the benches running along the side of the hall.

      
      Catrin shook her head. ‘If I do, I won’t rise again – not for an earl or anyone else.’

      
      The steward returned, very much on his dignity, and his nose, although out of joint, still up in the air. ‘It is your great
         good fortune that the Earl has agreed to see you,’ he said with obvious disapproval, and beckoned to a boy with a shining
         mop of chestnut hair and a peppering of sandy freckles across his snub nose. ‘Thomas will conduct you to his chamber.’
      

      
      Hands behind his back in a manner of attentive respect, the boy acknowledged the steward’s command with a deep bow and addressed him as ‘my lord.’
      

      
      Somewhat mollified, the steward departed to chivvy the servant who was setting the table on the high dais. The boy wrinkled
         his nose at the turned, blue back and, unclasping his hands, produced the chunk of bread he had been hiding.
      

      
      ‘It’s for Bran, my pony,’ he confided as he tucked it down inside his tunic. ‘Old Bardolf will whip me if he finds out.’ He
         jerked his head in the steward’s direction.
      

      
      ‘Are you whipped often?’ Oliver asked with amusement.

      
      Thomas shook his head. ‘I’m too fast,’ he said confidently, and led them out of the hall and up the stairs to the private
         living-quarters on the floor above. Now and again he cast an inquisitive glance at Richard and Catrin. It was plain that he
         was bursting with a curiosity which manners made impossible to satisfy. Instead he told them about himself. His name was Thomas
         FitzRainald, and he was the bastard son of Rainald, Earl of Cornwall, who in his turn was the bastard son of the old king.
         He was cheerfully proud of his ancestry. ‘And my Uncle Robert is fostering me in his household and teaching me to become a
         knight,’ he finished with a triumphant look at Richard as they halted before a solid oak door bound with wrought-iron bands
         and guarded by a soldier in full mail.
      

      
      ‘Steward Bardolf said to bring these guests to my lord,’ he announced in a confident treble.

      
      The guard thumped on the door with his fist. ‘You are expected,’ he said to Oliver and, with a wink, wafted his spear at Thomas.
         ‘Go on, shaveling, away to your dinner.’
      

      
      The boy wrinkled his nose again, but this time in play, no insult intended. He bowed beautifully to Oliver, Richard and Catrin,
         then ran off towards the stairs.
      

      
      The guard hid a chuckle in his beard and, at a command from within, opened the door and ushered them inside.

      
      To Catrin, it was like entering a page from an illuminated tale of romance. Embroideries clothed the walls in opulent shades
         of crimson, green and gold and, where there were no hangings, the walls were painted with exquisite murals of scenes from
         the four seasons. Dried river-reeds strewn with sweet-scented herbs and slivers of cinnamon bark carpeted the floor, while all the coffers and benches wore the melted-honey sheen of mellowing oak. Candles of the costliest beeswax had
         been lit to augment the light. Their scent stroked the air, mingling with that of the herbs as they were bruised by her footsteps.
      

      
      The man who rose from his high-backed chair and approached them was a little above average height, his stocky build emphasised
         by his costly tunic of embroidered maroon wool. He had receding dark hair and pleasant, plain features. Had he been wearing
         ordinary clothes, no one would have given him a second look, but he was King Henry’s first-born son, the man whom many said
         should have been king at his father’s death despite the stigma of his illegitimacy. He had rejected the crown in support of
         his wedlock-born sister, Mathilda, and was now her staunchest supporter against Stephen of Blois, the man who had stolen her
         kingdom.
      

      
      Catrin curtseyed and almost fell. Regaining her balance, she locked her knees. At her side Oliver bowed, and Richard copied
         his example, dipping quickly like a bird at a pond.
      

      
      The Earl glanced between them with eyes deep set and shrewd. ‘Best be seated before you fall down,’ he said to Catrin, and
         gestured to one of the carved benches which was strewn with beautifully embroidered cushions. ‘Sander, bring wine.’ He summoned
         a squire who had been standing unobtrusively in a corner.
      

      
      Catrin was furnished with a brimming cup in which the wine was the colour of blood. Its taste was rich and metallic and her
         stomach recoiled. She knew that if she drank more than a sip, she would be sick.
      

      
      ‘Do I understand that Penfoss has been destroyed?’ demanded the Earl.

      
      ‘Yes, my lord,’ said Oliver. ‘Looted and burned. Myself and Gawin de Brionne came upon the aftermath on our way to the Severn
         ferry. Lady Catrin and Master Richard are the only survivors.’
      

      
      While Oliver relayed the close details of the happening in a voice succinct and devoid of emotion, Catrin stared at the wall,
         trying to immerse herself in the painted scene of two young women playing ball in a garden. One girl’s gown was a vivid shade of blue and her hair was a loose tumble of gold that reminded Catrin of Amice. Her companion wore daffodil-yellow
         and her hair was black.
      

      
      ‘You have no idea who did the deed?’ Earl Robert leaned forward, cutting off Catrin’s contemplation. ‘No one who wished your
         mistress or master ill?’
      

      
      ‘No, my lord. I am not aware that they had enemies. I recognised none of the soldiers. Some wore mail, others were clad in
         little more than rags, but they were enough to overrun us. They took what they wanted and torched the rest.’ In her own ears,
         her voice sounded as dispassionate as Oliver’s, but that was not how she felt inside. Deep down, too far to be dug out, there
         was hurt and fury. She could have struck out at Robert de Caen just for asking the question, just for being a man, safe in
         his opulent chambers, guarded and served by men little different from the wolves who had destroyed Penfoss.
      

      
      ‘Would you recognise any of them if you saw them again?’

      
      Catrin rubbed her forehead wearily. ‘The reason I survived is that I saw the raid from the trees outside the compound. They
         were of a kind … it is hard to remember. Their leader, if you can call him that, rode a chestnut horse with four white
         legs and a white face.’
      

      
      ‘Was there a device on his shield?’

      
      Catrin shook her head. She did not want to draw her mind close to the horror. ‘It was green, I think.’

      
      ‘With a red cross,’ Richard added, and outlined the shape on the palm of his hand. ‘And his saddle-cloth was made of black
         and white cowhide.’
      

      
      Robert of Gloucester sighed. ‘Lawless bands are multiplying like flies in a dungheap. Even in my own heartlands I constantly
         hear of atrocities like this. It is too easy for them. They raid, then slip across the border into Wales, or into another
         territory where my writ does not run. Three times in the last month I’ve had farms burned by Stephen’s mercenaries raiding
         out from Malmesbury.’
      

      
      The war had made it too easy for them, Catrin thought. In King Henry’s day, there had been peace, with few outlaws and the
         King’s writ both feared and respected. Now, it was every man to his own gain, and devil take the hindmost. ‘So you have small hope of capturing them?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘I will do what I can – increase patrols and alert all my vassals and tenants. Like as not they’re Malmesbury men.’ He tightened
         his fists, and his gold rings gleamed. ‘They will be brought to justice, I swear it.’
      

      
      Well, that was true if he was referring to judgement-day. ‘Thank you, my lord.’ Once more she stared beyond him at the mural
         of the women in the garden. Oliver glanced at it too, but his gaze did not linger and he turned his shoulder so that the wall
         painting was not in his direct line of vision.
      

      
      ‘I have brought Lady Amice here to Bristol in the hope that she might lie in the chapel and be vouchsafed a grave here,’ he
         said. ‘It was her dying request that you grant refuge to her son, and to her companion, Mistress Catrin of Chepstow.’
      

      
      The Earl rose from his chair to pace the chamber. At the window embrasure he stopped and looked out over the narrow glimpse
         of the river Frome and the lush green cow pasture beyond. Then he turned round. ‘Dying requests should not be ignored.’ There
         was a slight frown between his eyes, deepening the lines of habit. He paced back across the room and, halting in front of
         Richard, tilted the boy’s chin towards the light. ‘Do you know who your father was?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir, King Henry.’

      
      ‘Then you must also know that I am your kin, your half-brother.’ He gave a slight grimace as he spoke. The age difference
         of forty years was a telling reminder that their father’s carnal weakness had not diminished with the passage of time.
      

      
      Once more Richard nodded. ‘Mama said I should remember that I was a king’s son because I might have need of it one day.’

      
      Robert looked vaguely surprised. ‘I never thought her capable of looking further than the next summer’s day,’ he murmured,
         more than half to himself.
      

      
      ‘She did the best by her lights for Richard.’ Catrin spoke up in her dead mistress’s defence, as again she heard undertones
         of judgement in a masculine voice.
      

      
      ‘The best by her lights,’ Robert repeated, looking at her and stroking his dark beard. ‘Then I suppose it behoves me to do
         the best by mine. Let her be laid out in the chapel and the proper rituals observed.’ He gestured with an open hand. ‘I will
         provide both you and the boy with a place in my household. Sander, go and find out if the Countess has returned from the town.’
      

      
      The squire bowed and left.

      
      Catrin murmured dutiful thanks. Just now she cared not where her place was, only that it was quiet and dark and solitary.
         A prison cell would have been ideal, she thought wryly. A sidelong glance showed her that Oliver had drunk his wine to the
         lees. When the Earl turned to pace the room again, she tugged the cup from his hand and quickly replaced it with her own full
         one. After the first moment of resistance and a blink of surprise, Oliver let her have her way.
      

      
      The Earl paused beside a gaming board and shuffled the agate pieces at random. ‘Pascal, I want you to head the burial escort
         to Penfoss.’
      

      
      Oliver took a deep gulp from the second cup of wine. ‘When, my lord?’

      
      ‘On the morrow. Take Father Kenric and as many foot-soldiers and serjeants as you deem necessary. Report back to me as soon
         as you return.’ He waved his hand in dismissal.
      

      
      ‘Yes, my lord.’ Oliver swallowed down the rest of his wine and started towards the door, but before reaching it swung round
         to Catrin and Richard. ‘I’ll come and plague you with my presence,’ he said, ruffling Richard’s dark hair. ‘I told you, I
         keep my promises.’
      

      
      The boy gave him an enigmatic look and the smallest of nods that said he was not prepared to trust beyond the day.

      
      Catrin produced a wan smile, the merest stretching of her lips. ‘Thank you for what you have done.’

      
      ‘I doubt it is enough,’ he answered heavily. ‘Let me know if you are in need and I will do what I can.’

      
      She nodded, her smile warming.

      
      As Earl Robert raised his head and stared, Oliver bowed and left the room.

      
      * * *

      
      A clear summer dusk had fallen by the time Oliver emerged from the keep. Grey-winged gulls clamoured in the skies over the
         Frome and the Avon, escorting fishing craft to their moorings. Others plundered the midden heaps and gutters, arguing raucously
         over the scraps.
      

      
      Oliver breathed deeply of the evening air, uncaring that some of the scents were less than delightful. He would far rather
         the aroma of fish guts, smoke, and boiling mutton fat from the soap-makers’ establishments, than the more civilised atmosphere
         of Earl Robert’s private solar. It was not the Earl to whom he objected, he would never have given his oath of loyalty if
         he had; it was the room, and that mural of the two women in the garden. Although stylised in the court fashion, it had been
         painted from life more than ten years ago when Amice and Emma had dwelt here. The painter had been taken with their dissimilar
         beauty – Amice statuesque, golden-haired and blue-eyed, Emma fey and dark – and had used them as his models for that particular
         scene.
      

      
      Oliver had visited the Earl’s solar on several occasions since swearing him allegiance. He tried not to look at the mural,
         but it always taunted the corner of his eye and made everything else seem insignificant.
      

      
      As the dusk deepened, Oliver supervised the conveyance of Amice’s body to Earl Robert’s chapel, and there saw it laid out
         decently before the altar, but he did not linger. He had sat in vigil the previous night and said his private prayers and
         farewells. Others would pray over her now and give her a fitting burial. Two girls in a garden and both now dead, one in childbirth,
         one in miscarriage. But their images still danced unchanged on Earl Robert’s wall.
      

      
      His thoughts strayed to the other young woman he had left in that room. Like Emma she was dark of feature, although not so
         fey of build or sweet-natured. He knew that she must still be suffering from a severe headache. Such maladies did not just
         disappear, and he admired the way that she had pushed her will through the pain. A vision of the red stockings filled his
         mind, and of the set of her jaw as she tugged the eel basket out of his hand. Without being aware, he started to smile, the
         grin deepening as he remembered how she had exchanged their goblets and made him drink both measures of wine. It burned in his blood now, making him a little giddy, for he had
         not eaten since a hasty noonday meal of stale oatcakes.
      

      
      In the hall, the Earl’s household would be sitting down to a feast of at least three courses – twice as many on the high table.
         Oliver could have claimed a place at a trestle and eaten until he burst if that had been his will. His will, however, took
         him not to a bench in the hall, beneath the pompous gaze of Steward Bardolf, but through the camp, between the tents and woodsmoke
         fires, until he arrived at one shelter in particular.
      

      
      There was no sign of Gawin, but his dun stallion and Oliver’s grey were tethered nearby, their noses in feedbags. An elderly
         woman was crouching by the fire and stirring the contents of a cooking pot. Her gown was of homespun wool, plain but clean.
         Deep wrinkles carved her face, and her expression was set awry by a slight dragging of the muscles on the left side. Whiskers
         sprouted from her chin and the corners of her upper lip, but her bones were fine and there was a lively gleam in her eyes.
      

      
      ‘I’d almost given up on you, my lad,’ she announced in a firm voice that had weathered the years better than her flesh. Holding
         a bowl over the cauldron, she shook in the chopped, skinned eels. ‘Gawin’s gone to find a dish more to his taste in the town
         – her name’s Aveline.’
      

      
      Oliver snorted. ‘It was Helvi last week. Gawin’s sown enough wild oats to cover a five-acre!’

      
      ‘Aye, well, this war makes folks live their lives all in a day lest they don’t see the next sunrise.’ She gave the cooking
         pot a vigorous stir. Her hands were straight and smooth, with short, clean nails, and showed small sign of her seventy-four
         years, except for her favouring of the left one. Until a recent seizure in the winter, she had dwelt in excellent health.
      

      
      Oliver had known Ethel all his life. She had delivered both him and his brother Simon into the world, and had held a prestigious
         position in the Pascal household as nurse, wise-woman and midwife to the women of castle and village. Ethel it was, who had
         fought tooth and nail to save Emma and the baby too large to descend her narrow pelvis, and when she had failed had grieved deeply. There had been no more infants
         to deliver after that, for Simon’s wife was barren. When the Pascal family were disinherited of their lands, Ethel was branded
         an English witch by the new lord’s Flemish wife, and forced to flee before she was hanged. It was a common tale and Bristol
         was full of such refugees.
      

      
      Oliver sat on a small stool and looked at the steam rising from the cauldron’s surface. ‘Did Gawin tell you what happened
         at Penfoss?’
      

      
      ‘Aye, he did.’ Ethel shook her head and sucked on her teeth. Most of them were worn to stumps by a lifetime of eating coarse
         bread made from flour adulterated with minute grains of millstone grit. ‘And it’s right sorry I am. Nowhere is safe any more.
         If you stay in your village, the soldiers come plundering, and if you flee to a town, either they burn that too, or the cut-purses
         take your last penny and leave you in the gutter to starve. Don’t suppose you know who did it?’
      

      
      Oliver shrugged. ‘A band of routiers led by a man on a chestnut stallion. Could be one of a thousand such.’

      
      ‘Aye, and that makes me right sorry too,’ she said with a sigh, then cocked him a bright glance from beneath her brows. ‘Gawin
         also spoke of the woman and boy you brought out o’ the place. Old King Henry’s last bastard whelp, eh?’
      

      
      She ladled the eel stew into two bowls and, while they ate, Oliver told her about Richard and Catrin. Ethel’s expression grew
         thoughtful as she listened. She nodded her approval at his use of the betony and feverfew tisane, and the humour lines deepened
         around her eyes when he mentioned the scarlet hose and the way Catrin had straddled the grey.
      

      
      ‘Sounds an uncommon young woman,’ she remarked, watching him scrape the bottom of his bowl. ‘Is she married?’

      
      ‘Widowed.’ He sucked the spoon. ‘She lost her husband three years ago.’

      
      Ethel absorbed this with a sympathetic murmur. ‘You won’t just abandon her and the lad now that you’ve delivered them safe,
         will you?’ She tapped his knee with her spoon.
      

      
      ‘No, of course not!’ He looked at her with indignation. He still rose to her bait, although he knew that Ethel’s badgering
         did not stem from doubt in his morals, but from long habit and her need to see decency in a world gone morally awry. ‘My duties
         permitting, I’ll visit as often as I can until they’re both settled.’
      

      
      ‘See that you do,’ she said in a tone that made him feel as if he were still in tail clouts. But then she abandoned her attack.
         There was a gleam in her eyes that made him suspicious, but of what he did not know. Ethel was a law unto herself – half the
         reason why Ashbury’s new Flemish lord had hounded her out of the cottage she kept against the castle wall.
      

      
      The meal finished and respects paid, Oliver rose to leave. As he stretched his arms above his head to ease a kink, one of
         the castle’s young laundry maids approached out of the shadows. She had a round, freckled face, ample proportions and chapped,
         red hands.
      

      
      Noticing Oliver, she hesitated, and half turned to leave. Ethel held up a forefinger and, bidding her wait, rummaged in the
         copious leather satchel beside her stool. From it she produced a knot, woven from three colours of double-strand wool. There
         was also a scrap of linen tied in a small pouch with a twist of scarlet thread.
      

      
      ‘I ain’t saying this will work, Wulfrune, it don’t always, but I’ve had more successes in my time than failures.’

      
      The girl looked sidelong at Oliver as she exchanged a coin for the objects in Ethel’s hand.

      
      ‘Mind and make sure you ask the blessing of Saint Valentine before you use them,’ Ethel said sternly. ‘And don’t forget to
         rub that cream I gave you into your hands.’
      

      
      The girl nodded a promise and with another swift glance at Oliver hurried away.

      
      Ethel chuckled and folded her arms. ‘There’s a lad she’s after – sells charcoal by the postern gate.’

      
      ‘And you think she’ll catch him with love knots and other ensorcelments?’ Oliver gave her a disapproving look.

      
      ‘Mayhap she will, mayhap she won’t. Even with help the course of true love’s about as straight as a dog’s hind leg.’ Ethel
         stowed the coin in a leather pouch around her neck. ‘It does no harm,’ she added, as he continued to glower, ‘and it earns
         me enough to eat.’
      

      
      ‘What about the fact that you were harried from your home by accusations of witchcraft?’
      

      
      ‘Why do you think I warned her to invoke the help of a good Christian saint?’ she sniffed. ‘Besides, it’s tradition. Every wise-woman
         worth her salt knows about knot magic and love philtres. You can buy ’em anywhere. Show me a single sailor that don’t have
         a herb-wife’s knot in his sea-chest to control the winds, or a housewife who don’t have one of scarlet thread for stanching
         nosebleeds.’ She patted his arm. ‘I keep within the bounds of what’s permitted. That whoreson, Odinel the Fleming, chased
         me from my home because I would not acknowledge him as Lord of Ashbury, God rot his ballocks to a mush.’ Her eyes gleamed.
      

      
      Knowing better than to argue with her in one of her incorrigible moods, Oliver used the excuse of stabling his horse to make
         his escape and set about untethering the grey. His fingers were clumsy on the knot and he swore to himself, for his difficulty
         almost seemed like a portent. The skill of weaving cords, threads and rope into intricate knots was an ancient one, rife with
         superstition. At the making of the knot, a charm was spoken three times, thus binding great power into the curves and twirls.
         And when they were released, so was the power of the charm – for good or evil. He had no belief in such magic, or so he told
         himself, but he was glad when the tether slipped free.
      

      
      Ethel waved him on his way with a smile, and called out her thanks for the eels. Then she sat down again beside her fire and,
         delving in her satchel, took out three spindles holding yards of thread – white, red and black. With patience and dexterity,
         despite her weaker left hand, she began to braid and tie, all the time murmuring to herself.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 4


      
      Mabile FitzHamon, Countess of Gloucester, was tall and gaunt-boned, with an unfortunate resemblance to a plough-horse, made
         all the more cruel by her large, yellow teeth. Her eyes were her saving grace, being large and soft brown with thick, dark
         lashes. Just now they were fixed upon the washed body of Amice de Cormel, lying in state before the altar in the castle’s
         small private chapel.
      

      
      ‘What a waste,’ she murmured over her clasped hands. ‘She could have led such a different life.’

      
      Kneeling beside her, Catrin inhaled the smell of incense on the cold chapel air and watched the candles fluttering in the
         darkness. The ache in her head was now no more than a dull pulse, but it had spread throughout her body. She was numb with
         exhaustion, her eyelids so hot that she felt as if someone had scattered their undersides with particles of burning grit.
      

      
      Lady Mabile was kind in a brusque, impatient sort of way. She had welcomed Richard and Catrin into her household, found them
         sleeping space for the night amongst her women, and promised to give them fabric from her coffers to make new clothes. They
         had been given food and drink, their immediate needs tended, all with great practicality and small warmth. Now Richard was
         asleep on a narrow straw pallet squeezed into a corner of the maids’ chamber, and Catrin was paying her respects to the dead.
      

      
      ‘How well did you know her, child?’ asked the Countess.

      
      ‘I served her for three years, my lady, and in all that time she was kind and generous to me.’

      
      ‘I am sure she was, but that was not my question.’
      

      
      Catrin turned to face the brown, equine gaze, and found its shrewdness disconcerting. ‘I knew her very well, my lady.’

      
      Meaning passed between them without words. The Countess sighed. ‘Then you will realise why my husband never sought to pin
         her to a husband for all that she was his ward. His own father, the king, took her virginity. When Henry’s interest waned,
         she turned to other men for affection and it became a deep-rooted canker. She would have made a cuckold of any man she married,
         and in short order.’ The Countess dabbed a spot of moisture from her eye and looked at her wet fingertip. ‘And yet, I was
         fond of her; she meant no harm. A waste. May the blessed Virgin look kindly on her soul.’
      

      
      So the waste was what Amice had made of her life, not what those vile soldiers had done to her, Catrin thought with a flash
         of anger.
      

      
      ‘And you yourself are a widow?’ the Countess continued.

      
      ‘Yes, my lady.’ Catrin kept her eyes on her clenched knuckles lest she reveal her irritation. Richard needed her and she could
         not afford to be dismissed. ‘My husband was killed in a fight with a Welsh lord. I still mourn him deeply.’ She bit her lip.
      

      
      There was silence for a moment, then the Countess gently touched Catrin’s shoulder. ‘That is a grievous pity,’ she said compassionately.
         ‘Life is always difficult for a woman alone. You are welcome to remain in my household. Another pair of hands is always useful.’
         Mabile crossed herself and rose to her feet. ‘Come, child, it is late. She will sleep peacefully here with the priest until
         dawn.’
      

      
      Murmuringher thanks, Catrin rose and followed the Countess. She could raise no enthusiasm for the prospect of remaining in
         Mabile’s household, but at least it was a roof over her head, and a relatively secure one at that. There was nowhere else
         to go.
      

      
      If Amice’s slumber in the chapel was deep and peaceful, the same could not be said of the Countess’s ladies. In the blackest
         part of the night, when the single candle left burning had begun to gutter in a puddle of wax, Catrin and the other women were wakened by Richard’s terrified shrieks. The sound tore across the room and was made all the more terrifying
         by sleep-fuddled wits and the depth of the hour.
      

      
      With pounding heart, Catrin staggered up from the bed she had been sharing with three others and hastened to soothe him.

      
      ‘Hush, Dickon, hush. It’s all right, nothing but a bad dream.’ She stroked his damp brow. His eyes were wide open but unseeing,
         and his chest rose and fell in rapid gasps for air. Beneath her touch, his breathing calmed, and after a moment his lids drooped
         and he turned from her on to his side, sucking his knuckles in his sleep.
      

      
      One of the women had kindled a fresh night light from the old one. She held it aloft, the cupped flame reflecting light on
         to her thick plait of dark red hair. Her name was Rohese. She was a skilled embroideress with a voice and skin like silk,
         and a nature as sharp as a tapestry needle.
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong with him?’ she demanded, her tone making it clear what she thought of the matter.

      
      ‘What’s wrong is that he saw people butchered and his mother raped by a dozen soldiers,’ Catrin retorted angrily. ‘Wouldn’t
         you have nightmares too?’
      

      
      Rohese sniffed and declined to answer. ‘I hope he does not make it a habit,’ was all she said and, ramming the new candle
         down on the iron spike, stalked away to her pallet. The other women followed her example, some with sour looks, others more
         sympathetic, but all less than sanguine at having been roused from sleep in so frightening a fashion.
      

      
      Twice more that night the Countess’s women were disturbed by Richard’s screams. Forewarned, Catrin was able to calm him more
         swiftly than the first time, but not before everyone had been thoroughly woken. If Rohese had been hostile at the outset,
         she was positively venomous by dawn.
      

      
      Richard had no recollection of his nightmares and was bewildered by all the furious glares cast in his direction. Catrin protected
         him fiercely from the others. Yesterday’s headache still throbbed behind her eyes and she felt almost as exhausted as when
         she had retired.
      

      
      ‘It is not his fault,’ she said, as the women dressed and prepared to go down to the great hall to break their fast. ‘He needs time to settle, that’s all.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I refuse to have him sleep in our chamber another night!’ Rohese snapped.

      
      ‘Surely that is for the Countess to say.’

      
      Rohese gave her a glittering look through narrowed lids. ‘I doubt she will oppose my request when I tell her about the kind
         of night we have all passed.’
      

      
      Catrin returned Rohese’s glare and was sorely tempted to slap the sneer from her haughty face. ‘Then ask her and see what
         she says. I think that you forget this child is her husband’s half-brother, and the old King’s son.’
      

      
      ‘And his mother got herself banished for whoredom. Her nickname was Amice le Gorge-Colps – the sword swallower; we all know
         the story.’ She looked around at her companions for support. A blonde-haired girl tittered, and an older woman sucked her
         teeth and nodded.
      

      
      ‘As you choose to see it, without knowing Amice,’ Catrin said heatedly, and was appalled to feel tears gathering at the backs
         of her eyes. The urge to lash out was almost unbearable.
      

      
      From the corner where she had been braiding her hair, a freckle-faced young woman spoke out. ‘This all seems to me a storm
         in a pitkin,’ she said. ‘Are we so feeble-minded that one disturbed night sours us beyond all charity?’
      

      
      ‘It is not my mind that is feeble,’ Rohese said with a pointed glare at Richard, as he emerged from the curtained-off latrine built into
         the angle of the wall. She terminated the conversation by stalking from the room, her nose in the air.
      

      
      The young woman left her corner and approached Catrin. ‘Pay no heed to Rohese,’ she murmured, laying a sympathetic hand on
         Catrin’s sleeve. ‘She likes to play queen, and your arrival has tilted her crown.’
      

      
      ‘Mine?’

      
      ‘Well, yours and the boy’s. A son of the old King outranks an embroideress any day, no matter that she’s a knight’s daughter.
         I’m Edon FitzMar and my husband is one of the Earl’s hearth knights.’ She clasped Catrin’s hand. ‘Never fret, you’ll soon
         be at home here.’
      

      
      Catrin doubted that very much. The bower walls hemmed her in. She knew that this was the way many women of noble birth lived
         their lives – shut away in the castle’s upper chambers, their days occupied by weaving, spinning and needlecraft. It was an
         enclosed world, seething with undercurrents and tensions that had few outlets. The occupants fed upon each other. Amice had
         spoken often of that kind of life, and never with longing or affection. But since Edon FitzMar had offered the hand of friendship,
         Catrin kept her misgivings to herself and returned the clasp with a smile and a palliative murmur.
      

      
      ‘I suppose,’ Edon said to Richard, showing her kindness further by including him in the conversation, ‘that you will become
         a page in my Lord’s household. That’s what happens to most of the boys fostered here.’
      

      
      Richard nodded and looked at his feet. ‘I would like that,’ he mumbled.

      
      ‘He’s a good teacher, Lord Robert. Geoffrey – that’s my husband – says that no squire could have a better start.’

      
      Richard mumbled again. His eyes flickered from the ground to the prominent swell of her belly. Seeing his glance, she laughed
         self-consciously and laid her hand across her midriff. ‘My first,’ she said to Catrin. ‘Due in the autumn. Geoffrey’s that
         proud, he’s been puffing out his chest and crowing to all the others like a cockerel. They’re all sick to death of hearing
         about it.’
      

      
      ‘My mother was with child too,’ Richard said. ‘Aimery crowed to all the other men, but he’s dead now … and so is she.’
         Whirling from a startled Edon, he ran to the door and banged out of the room.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, I never thought …’ Edon looked aghast. ‘And after last night too, I should have known.’

      
      ‘It isn’t your fault,’ Catrin said quickly, not wanting to lose the tentative friendship that had sprung up. ‘He’s liable
         to take off at the slightest thing just now. I have to go after him. Explain to the Countess if she asks for me.’ Gathering
         her skirts, Catrin ran from the bower in pursuit of Richard. Behind her, the women looked at each other, their expressions
         ranging from disapproval to sympathy for the afflicted.
      

      
      It was difficult to run down a turret stair in a gown and by the time Catrin reached the foot, Richard had disappeared. Cursing
         to herself she asked around, but no one had seen him. A running child was of small consequence in a household as large as
         the Earl of Gloucester’s. A running woman, however, was cause for raised eyebrows and more than one murmur about lack of propriety.
      

      
      Catrin searched the hall then hastened outside. In the bailey she found the young squire, Thomas FitzRainald, breaking his
         fast on a large oatcake smeared with honey, whilst polishing a piece of harness with a soft cloth. He was only too happy to
         abandon his task and help her find Richard. While she headed for the outer bailey, Thomas went off to search the kennels and
         the mews.
      

      
      A party of horsemen was preparing to ride out, among them a priest. Strapped behind his mule’s saddle were a travelling chest
         and a small case made from boiled leather, shaped to hold and protect his mitre. At the head of the group, Oliver was swinging
         lightly astride the grey. His face wore the fresh gleam of a sound night’s sleep, and he was smiling at something that Gawin
         had said to him.
      

      
      Through her anxiety, Catrin was suddenly aware of her own slatternly appearance. The clothes of the last few days still itched
         on her back because they were the only ones she possessed – travel-smirched, smoky and dirty. She could not have smiled had
         she tried.
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