



  [image: cover]






  




  

    [image: ]


  






  




  To my parents




  







  [image: ]




  







  [image: ]




  







  [image: ]




  







  Contents




  1. EVESHAM ABBEY, ENGLAND




  2. MONTARGIS, FRANCE




  3. SIENA, TUSCANY




  4. MONTARGIS, FRANCE




  5. TALAMONE, THE MAREMMA, TUSCANY




  6. ACRE, KINGDOM OF JERUSALEM




  7. CASTELL Y BERE, WALES




  8. MELUN, FRANCE




  9. TALERDDIG GRANGE, POWYS, WALES




  10. RHUDDLAN CASTLE, WALES




  11. MONTARGIS, FRANCE




  12. THE ENGLISH CHANNEL, OFF THE COAST OF CORNWALL




  13. THE COG HOLY CROSS, OFF THE ISLES OF SCILLY




  14. BRISTOL, ENGLAND




  15. CORFE CASTLE, ENGLAND




  16. WORCESTER, ENGLAND




  17. WINDSOR CASTLE, ENGLAND




  18. ABERCONWY ABBEY, WALES




  19. BASINGWERK ABBEY, WALES




  20. RHUDDLAN CASTLE, WALES




  21. WESTMINSTER, ENGLAND




  22. WINDSOR CASTLE, ENGLAND




  23. WORCESTER, ENGLAND




  24. ABBEY OF ABERCONWY, WALES




  25. ABEREIDDON, WALES




  26. SHERBORNE CASTLE, DORSETSHIRE, ENGLAND




  27. HAFOD-Y-LLAN, NANHWYNAIN, WALES




  28. DOLWYDDELAN, WALES




  29. LLANFAES, WALES




  30. LLANFAES, WALES




  31. TAUNTON CASTLE, ENGLAND




  32. ABER, WALES




  33. ABER, WALES




  34. ABER, WALES




  35. ABER, WALES




  36. CWM-HIR ABBEY, WALES




  37. DOLWYDDELAN, WALES




  38. PARIS, FRANCE




  39. SHREWSBURY, ENGLAND




  40. SHREWSBURY, ENGLAND




  







  1




  [image: ]




  EVESHAM ABBEY, ENGLAND




  January 1271
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  THERE were no stars. The sky was the color of cinders, and shadows were spilling out of every corner. Brother Damian was

  truly content with his lot in life, but border winters were brutal, and he sometimes found it hard to reconcile his monk’s vow of poverty with his subversive yearning for a woolen mantle

  luxuriously lined with fox fur. Folklore held that St Hilary’s Day was the coldest of the year, but he doubted that it could be as frigid as this first Friday in January, a day that had begun

  in snow and was ending now in this frozen twilight dusk, in swirling sleet and ice-edged gusting wind, sharp as any blade.




  He had reached the dubious shelter of the cloisters when a snowball grazed his cheek, splattered against the nearest pillar. Damian stumbled, slipped on the glazed walkway, and went down. His

  assailants rushed to his rescue and he was soon encircled by dismayed young faces. With recognition, the boys’ apologies became less anxious, more heartfelt, for Damian was a favorite of

  theirs. They often wished that he, rather than the dour Brother Gerald, was master of the novices, as Damian was young enough himself to wink at their indiscretions, understanding how bumpy was the

  road from country lad to reluctant scholar. Now he scolded them roundly as they helped him to his feet and retrieved his spilled candles, but his rebuke lacked sting; when he tallied up sins, he

  found no room on the list for snowball fights.




  His duty done, Damian felt free to jest about poor marksmanship before sending them back to their studies. They crowded in, jockeying for position, warming him with their grins, imploring him to

  tell them again of the great Earl Simon and the battle of Evesham, fought within sight of the abbey’s walls. Damian was not deceived, as able as the next man to recognize a delaying tactic.

  But it was a ploy he could never resist, and when they entreated him to tell the story “just one more time, for Jack,” a freckle-faced newcomer to their ranks, he let himself be

  persuaded.




  Five years had passed since the Earl of Leicester had found violent death and martyrdom on a bloody August morn, but his memory was still green. Evesham cherished its own saint, caring naught

  that Simon de Montfort had not been—and would likely never be—canonized by the Church. No pope or cardinal would antagonize the English Crown by sanctifying the Earl’s rebellion

  as the holy quest he’d believed it to be. It was the English people—craftsmen and widows and village priests and shire gentry—who had declared him blessed, who flocked to his

  grave in faithful numbers, who defied Church and King to do reverence to a French-born rebel, who did not forget.




  Evesham suffered from no dearth of de Montfort partisans. Some of the more knowing of the boys had concluded that if every man who claimed to have fought with the Earl that day had in fact done

  so, de Montfort would never have lost. But Damian’s de Montfort credentials were impeccable, for all knew he had actually engaged the great Earl in conversation before the battle, that he had

  then dared to make his way alone to Dover Castle, determined to give the Earl’s grieving widow an account of his last hours. Damian not only believed in the de Montfort legend, he had lived

  it, and the boys listened raptly as he shared with them his memories, his remembered pain.




  So real was it still to Damian that as he spoke, the cold seemed to ebb away, and the boys began to breathe in humid August air that foretold a coming storm. They saw the Earl and his men ride

  into the abbey so that the captive King Henry might hear Mass. They experienced the rebel army’s joy that salvation was at hand, for the Earl’s second son—young Simon, known to

  friends and foes alike as Bran—was on his way from Kenilworth Castle with a vast army. And they shuddered and groaned when Damian told them that Bran had tarried too long, that through his

  lack of care, his men were ambushed by the King’s son. Flying Bran’s captured banners, the Lord Edward had swept down upon Evesham, and by the time Earl Simon discovered the ruse, it

  was too late. Trapped between Edward’s advancing army and the river, he and his men had ridden out to die.




  “Earl Simon knew they were doomed, but his faith never faltered. He told his men that their cause was just, that a king should not be accountable only to God. ‘The men of England

  will cherish their liberties all the more,’ he said, ‘knowing that we died for them.’ ” Damian’s voice trailed off. There was a somber silence, broken at last by one

  of the younger lads, wanting to know if it was true that the Earl had been hideously maimed by his enemies. It was a question Damian had often been asked, but it was not one he found easy to

  answer—even now. He hesitated and a young voice came from the shadows.




  “They hacked off Earl Simon’s head and his private male parts, dispatched them as keepsakes to Roger de Mortimer’s wife. His arms and legs were chopped off, too, sent to towns

  that had favored the Earl, and his mangled corpse was thrown to the dogs. Brother Damian retrieved what was left of the Earl’s body, carried it on a ladder into the church, and buried it

  before the High Altar. But even then the Earl’s enemies were not satisfied. They dug his body up, buried him in unhallowed ground. It was only after Simon’s son Amaury appealed to the

  Pope that we were able to give the Earl a decent Christian burial.”




  It was a grisly account, but none thought to challenge it, for the speaker was another who had reason to be well versed in the de Montfort mythology; Hugh de Whitton’s father had died

  fighting for Simon on that rain-drenched Evesham field.




  Damian gave Hugh a grateful glance, then sent them off to wash up before supper. He was not surprised when Hugh lingered, offering to help him carry his candles to the sacristy. Of all the boys

  who lived at the abbey, both novices and students, none were as generous, as open-hearted as Hugh. Damian was very fond of him, and he grieved for the bleakness of the boy’s future. For a lad

  of fourteen, he’d had more than his share of sorrows. His mother had died giving birth to a stillborn son when he was just four; he’d been but nine at the time of his father’s

  battlefield death, and there were none to redeem his sire’s forfeit lands. A cousin was found who’d grudgingly agreed to pay for the boy’s education, but now that he was in his

  fifteenth year, the payments had ceased. Damian knew that the Abbot could not keep the lad on indefinitely. Nor would he stay once he realized his presence had become a charity, for Hugh was as

  proud as he was impoverished. Damian was by nature an optimist, but even he had few illusions as to what lay ahead for Hugh. Landless orphans did not often prosper, even in the best of times.




  As they headed for the church, Hugh shortened his stride to match the monk’s. He might lack for earthly possessions, but not for stature; he was already taller than many men, and his long

  legs, loose-gaited walk, and broadening shoulders gave promise of even more impressive growth to come. Now he studied Damian through long, fair lashes, blue eyes shadowed with sudden doubts.




  Nothing he’d heard this eve was unfamiliar; he knew the history of the de Montforts as if they were his own family. The Earl, a highborn lord who’d championed the commons, a legend

  even in his lifetime, arrogant and gallant and hot-tempered and reckless, a man who’d preferred death to dishonor. His Countess, the Lady Nell, forced to choose between her brother the King

  and her husband, forced into French exile after Evesham. Their five sons. Harry, who’d died with his father, and Guy, who’d survived only by the grace of God. Bran, who had to live with

  a guilt beyond anything Hugh could imagine. Amaury, the priest, and Richard, dead in France. Ellen, the only daughter, who was to have wed a Prince.




  Hugh felt as if he knew them all. But his thoughts now were not of the beguiling, tragic de Montforts; it was Damian, his friend, for whom he feared. “The old King hated Earl Simon as if

  he were the veritable Antichrist,” he said hesitantly. “And all know how wroth the Lord Edward is that men have taken the Earl’s memory so to heart, that they make pilgrimages to

  his grave and speak of miracles, of children healed and fevers broken. Is it not dangerous, then, Brother Damian, to speak out so plainly? Not even the Lord Edward could deny Earl Simon’s

  courage. But when you talk of his desire for reforms, when you say he was right to seize the government, is there not a risk that evil-minded men might missay you, might even claim you speak

  treason?”




  Damian was touched by the youngster’s concern. “There is some truth in what you say, lad. But King Henry is no great threat these days, addled by his age and his failures. And the

  Lord Edward, whilst undeniably formidable, is absent from the realm. Crusades can last for years; who knows when he might return to England?”




  “I was thinking of a danger closer at hand—the Earl of Gloucester. Who hates Earl Simon more than Gloucester? A man always despises one he betrays, does he not?”




  Damian gave Hugh an approving smile; the lad was learning fast. “You are right. That Judas Gloucester does indeed harbor great hatred for his former allies, for all who bear the name de

  Montfort. I may well be foolhardy for speaking out as I do. But I cannot keep silent, Hugh. That is all I can do for Earl Simon now, seek to make sure he is not forgotten.”




  Ahead loomed the abbey church, a massive silhouette against the darkening sky. The nave was lit only by Damian’s lantern, but as they detoured around the rood screen, they could see a

  glimmer of light coming from the choir. Damian was not surprised to find a man standing before Simon de Montfort’s grave stone; rarely a day passed without pilgrims to this illicit

  shrine.




  “I am sorry, but you must go now,” he said kindly. “It is nigh on time for Vespers. You may stay for the service if you wish; lay people are permitted in the nave.”




  The man did not answer. He was uncommonly tall, shrouded in a long, snow-splattered mantle, and there was something disconcerting about his silence, his utter stillness in the shadows. Damian

  felt a faint prickling of unease. To combat it, he stepped forward boldly, raising his lantern. His candle’s flame flared, giving Hugh a glimpse of a dark hawk’s face, cheekbones high

  and hollowed, eyes the shade of smoke, not a face to be forgotten. But then Damian’s light faltered; the lantern slipped from fingers suddenly numbed, would have plunged to the ground had

  Hugh not snatched it up. He turned, wondering, close enough to hear the monk’s ragged, indrawn breath.




  “My lord Earl!” Damian stumbled backward, groping for his crucifix. The man took a quick step forward, reaching out. Damian recoiled from his touch, then whirled, fled the choir.




  Hugh was no less frightened. He believed implicitly in spirits and the supernatural, but had never expected to encounter an apparition himself. He was ready to bolt, too, when the man cried,

  “Wait!” The voice was low, husky, managed both to command and to entreat. Hugh hesitated; although he did not think the Earl’s spectre would do him harm, there was terror in any

  confrontation with the unknown. He had begun to back away when his lantern spilled light onto the tiles, onto the crimson droplets trickling down Earl Simon’s grave stone. It was an eerie

  sight, fraught with sinister significance, should have triggered headlong flight. But Hugh’s superstitions were diluted by a healthy dose of country common sense. Ghosts do not bleed.

  Unthinkingly, he blurted that out aloud, and the corner of the stranger’s mouth twitched.




  “No,” he said, “they do not . . .” Hugh darted forward, catching him as he staggered, sank down upon the altar steps. “The monk,” he gasped, “stop him

  from giving the alarm . . .”




  “I will,” Hugh promised, “I will!” There was blood now upon his own mantle, too. He gently disengaged the other’s hold upon his arm. “I’ll find him,

  never fear!”




  Damian’s panic had taken him only as far as the nave. Once he realized that Hugh had not followed, he was nerving himself to return for the lad when Hugh lurched into the rood screen.

  “Brother Damian, hurry! He needs our help, is bleeding badly!” Grabbing Damian’s sleeve, Hugh tugged urgently, impatiently. “ ’Tis no ghost, I swear! Not Earl Simon,

  his son!”




  Damian was greatly relieved, but discomfited, too. Flushed and breathless, he bent over the injured man, devoting more attention to “the remarkable resemblance, verily Lord Simon’s

  image” than to the makeshift bandage, the blood welling between Hugh’s fingers. Fortunately for Simon’s son, Hugh had a cooler head in a crisis. It was he who reminded them that

  Vespers was nigh, and, at his suggestion, they assisted the wounded man into the sacristy. Damian’s embarrassment had yet to fade; it manifested itself now in a reluctance to be alone with

  his spurious saint, and when Hugh moved back into the choir, he made excuse to follow.




  There he found Hugh dipping an altar cloth in the holy-water font. He should have rebuked the boy. Instead, he whispered, “Which son?”




  “Bran,” Hugh said without hesitation, although he could not have explained how he knew, only that he did. Wringing out the cloth, he hastened back into the sacristy, Damian at his

  heels.




  Bran was slumped upon a wooden bench, eyes closed. He didn’t move, even when Hugh began to unwind his bloodied bandage. Much to the boy’s relief, the wound he exposed did not appear

  life-threatening: a jagged sword slash across the ribs. “You’ve lost a lot of blood, my lord, but the cut should heal well enough as long as no proud flesh forms.”




  Bran opened his eyes at that. “You are young to be a leech,” he said, and smiled.




  Hugh blushed, mumbled that he had oft-times aided Brother Mark in the infirmary. Then, realizing that he was being teased, he relaxed somewhat, and ventured to ask how Bran had come to be

  wounded.




  Bran shrugged, winced. “My ship dropped anchor in Bristol harbor three days ago. I had no trouble until I reached Tewkesbury, where I had the bad luck to be recognized by two of

  Gloucester’s knights. I fought my way free, but . . .” He shrugged again, then glanced from Hugh to Damian, back to Hugh. “I was more fortunate at Evesham, for here I found

  friends,” he said, and Hugh flushed anew, this time with pleasure.




  Damian held up a hand for silence. “I thought I heard footsteps in the nave. My lord, you are in grave danger. By now Gloucester’s men will have raised a hue and cry, and it would be

  easy enough to guess where you were headed. You dare not stay here, lest you be taken.”




  Bran nodded. “I know. But I had to come . . .”




  Hugh nodded, too. He understood perfectly why Bran should have taken such a mad risk, and was ready to perform miracles in order to save Simon de Montfort’s son. “Mayhap we can hide

  him in the stables,” he implored Damian, but the monk was already shaking his head.




  “They’d find him, lad. No, he must get farther away, but I doubt he can ride—”




  “I can ride,” Bran interrupted, with a grim resolve that carried such conviction that they no longer doubted. “If I can reach the border, I’ll be safe enough in

  Wales.”




  “For certes, Wales!” Damian marveled he hadn’t thought of it, for the powerful Welsh Prince, Llewelyn ap Gruffydd, had been Simon de Montfort’s most steadfast ally,

  betrothed to Simon’s daughter, Ellen. Llewelyn had disavowed the plight troth after Simon’s defeat, for royal marriages were based upon pragmatic considerations of statecraft, not

  sentiment. But Llewelyn had maintained his friendship with the de Montforts, and Damian was sure he would willingly extend his protection to Simon’s son. How could Bran manage so perilous a

  journey, though, weak as he was?




  That had occurred to Hugh, too. “You’ll need a guide. Let it be me!”




  Bran sat up, studying the boy’s eager face. “I accept your offer right gladly, lad, but only if you understand the risks.”




  Hugh’s grin was radiant enough to light the way into Wales. “I do, I swear I do!” Whirling upon Damian when the monk gave a smothered sound of protest: “Brother Damian,

  do not object, I beg you! A fortnight, that is all I’ll be gone!”




  Damian knew that to let Hugh go was madness. But when he started to refuse, he found the words wouldn’t come. Mayhap this was meant to be. “I shall pray for you both,” he said.

  “May you go with God.”




  TWELFTH NIGHT at the court of Llewelyn ap Gruffydd promised to be a memorable one. The Prince of Wales had spared no expense, and the trestle tables in

  Dolwyddelan’s great hall were heavily laden with highly spiced dishes of venison and swan and salmon; rush lights blazed from every wall sconce, and haunting harp music floated out onto the

  snow-blinding alpine air. The wind carried its echoes for miles, occasionally interspersed with the distant howling of Welsh wolves. Beyond the castle’s walls a blizzard raged upon the peaks

  of Eryri, aptly named “Haunt of Eagles” by the Welsh and “Snowdon” by the English. But Dolwyddelan’s great hall was a citadel of cheer, defying nature to do its worst,

  offering warmth and light and pleasure to all fortunate enough to be sheltered before its open hearths.




  The Welsh held poets in high esteem, and as Llygad Gwr approached the dais, he was accorded an enthusiastic reception. He strummed his harp until the audience fell silent, waiting expectantly

  for his latest composition. They were not disappointed. His song was a lyric tribute to his Prince, and Llewelyn heard himself acclaimed as a “chief of men, who rageth like fire from the

  flashes of lightning,” heard himself lauded as another Arthur, as the Lion of Gwynedd and the Dragon of Arfon. Llygad Gwr concluded with a dramatic flourish, with a final paean to the

  “lawful King of Wales,” and the hall resounded with exuberant applause.




  Llygad Gwr was beckoned up onto the dais. People were discussing what they’d just heard, and few paid heed when another bard took center stage, for Llygad Gwr was the star and this man not

  known to them. His first verse, therefore, was all but drowned out by the clatter of knives and spoons, the clinking of cups. Only gradually did the hall quiet as men began to listen, heads

  swiveling in astonishment, mouths ajar, for if the bard was unknown to them, his song was not, a tribute penned by Y Prydydd Bychan to Owain ap Gruffydd, Llewelyn’s brother, Llewelyn’s

  prisoner.




  

    

      

        

          

            A ruler bold is Owain, resolute




            Round him the ravens flock,




            All praise him bold in conflict,




            From ancient kings descended.


          


        


      


    


  




  By now there were no sounds to compete with the singer, but rarely had a poet performed in such strange isolation; every eye in the hall was riveted, not upon the bard, but upon the man on the

  dais. If Llewelyn was as astounded as the audience, it didn’t show upon his face. Whatever his initial reaction, he had his emotions well in hand, and his face was impassive as he listened to

  this seditious eulogy to his elder brother, imprisoned at Dolbadarn Castle for the past fifteen years.




  Men expected Llewelyn to interrupt. He did not, and the bard’s rash assurance began to falter. He rushed through the final verses, no longer meeting his Prince’s cool gaze. Only then

  did Llewelyn turn away. Ignoring the puppet, he sought the puppeteer, knowing that but one man would have dared such an outrageous affront. Across the width of the hall, his eyes linked with those

  of his brother Davydd. For a long moment, they looked at each other, and then Davydd slowly, deliberately, raised his wine cup high.




  “To the Dragon of Arfon,” he said, poisoning Llewelyn’s peace with a smile as dazzling as it was dangerous.




  Men followed Davydd’s mocking lead, drank to their Prince’s health. Conversation resumed. It was almost as if the incident had never happened—almost. There were few in the hall

  who did not understand the significance of what they’d just seen, for there were few who were not familiar with the history of Llewelyn ap Gruffydd and his brothers. Owain had been the

  firstborn, but in Wales that counted for naught. Unlike the English, Welsh sons shared their patrimony—even a kingdom. In theory, at least; in practice, the ancient Welsh laws fostered

  fratricide more often than not. Such had been the case for the sons of Gruffydd, the grandsons of Llewelyn Fawr, greatest of the Welsh princes.




  Llewelyn Fawr had seen his country too often convulsed by these winner-take-all bloodlettings, had decided there must be a better way, even if that meant emulating their English enemies. He had

  dreamed of a united Wales, bequeathing that dream to his favorite grandson and namesake. And in time it had come to pass. Llewelyn ap Gruffydd was the first Welsh ruler to claim suzerainty over the

  realms of Gwynedd, Powys, and Deheubarth, to accept the homage of the other Welsh lords, to be recognized as Prince of Wales by the English Crown.




  His was a great accomplishment, achieved at great cost. Owain, underestimating the power of his brother’s dream, had led an army into Llewelyn’s half of Gwynedd, and paid for his

  folly with his freedom. Rhodri, the youngest brother, prudently kept to the shadows. But Davydd was not one to acknowledge defeat and not one to be overlooked.




  Twice Davydd had rebelled against Llewelyn’s dominance. The first time, he was sixteen, riding at Owain’s side. Unlike Owain, he had been forgiven. The second time, he had not. After

  an abortive alliance with the English King’s son, he had fled into England. His exile was to last four years. But under the terms of the Treaty of Montgomery in 1267, he had been permitted to

  return. The Lord Edward had insisted upon it, for he saw Davydd—the discontented, the aggrieved—as the Trojan Horse in the Welsh Prince’s camp. Edward, for all his shrewdness, had

  not yet realized that Davydd did no man’s bidding but his own.




  Dancing had begun, and the hall was soon aswirl with color. Llewelyn did not join the carol; he remained on the dais, absently sipping from a brimming cup of hippocras, ignoring the curious

  stares of his subjects. After a time, he felt a hand touch his elbow. Einion ap Caradog had watched the byplay between the brothers with a sad sense of inevitability. Uncle to them both, their

  mother’s youngest brother, he had often sought to act as peacemaker, usually to no avail. He understood divided loyalties, understood the danger in loving where there can be no trust, and he

  knew that Llewelyn did, too. There had always been bad blood between Llewelyn and Owain. But with Davydd, it was different. Theirs was a more complex relationship, one of tangled need and rivalry

  and wary affection, and Llewelyn bore the scars to prove it. Einion suspected that Davydd did, too, although with Davydd, one could never be sure of anything.




  Einion had often thought that Llewelyn seemed alone even in a crowd. He smiled now, but there was a distance in his eyes. Survivor of a turbulent childhood, a war-ravaged youth, he was, at

  forty-two, a man who’d learned to deal with pain by denying it, a man who shared few secrets of the soul. Einion moved closer, and as soon as no others were within earshot, he said quietly,

  “I thought you and Davydd were getting along better these days.”




  “I suppose we are . . . when compared with Cain and Abel.” Llewelyn smiled again, briefly, without humor. “After I offered to make Davydd my heir, I thought we’d finally

  found a path through the marshes and onto secure footing. I told him I did not want to see him shut away from the sun—like Owain. But neither did I want to spend my days wondering how long

  he’d be loyal this time. And so I held out the promise of a crown. Only Davydd grows impatient. He has never been one for waiting, has he?”




  Einion sighed. “You’re not being fair, Llewelyn,” he said, and the younger man gave him a quick, searching look.




  “You think not?” he asked, and Einion slowly shook his head.




  “Davydd is not utterly to blame. You restored to him his former lands, but you have kept a heavy hand on the reins. Knowing Davydd as we do, is it so surprising that he is

  balking?”




  Llewelyn was silent, dark eyes opaque, unrevealing. Einion dared hope he’d planted a seed, but he was not sanguine about it taking root, for he knew that whenever the needs of the Prince

  came into conflict with those of the brother, the Prince prevailed. Llewelyn always put Wales first. And Davydd always put Davydd first. Was it so surprising, then, that they were once again on a

  collision course?




  “My ears are burning. Might you have been talking about me?” Davydd had appeared without warning; he had a sorcerer’s flair for dramatic entrances and exits, and he grinned now

  at Llewelyn’s involuntary twitch. “Your nerves are on the raw tonight, Brother. Could it be that the entertainment was not to your liking?”




  “On the contrary, Davydd. It never hurts to remind men of the high price of treason.”




  For a fleeting second, so quickly they might have imagined it, Davydd’s smile seemed to flicker. But then he laughed. “Not very sporting of you, Llewelyn. After I went to so much

  trouble to vex you, you might at least give me the satisfaction of a scowl or two!”




  Llewelyn’s smile was one that Davydd alone seemed to evoke, half-amused, half-angry. But before he could respond, a voice was calling out, “My lord Prince!” The man was one of

  the gatehouse guards, bundled up against the cold, well-dusted with snow. “Two men seek entry to the castle, my lord.”




  “For God’s pity, bid them enter. I’d not turn away a stray cur on a night like this.”




  “We knew that, my lord, admitted them at once. They’re half-frozen, for certes, although one of them is soaked with sweat, too, burning with fever. We thought you should know that he

  claims to be a highborn lord.”




  Llewelyn and Davydd exchanged interested glances. “An English lord, I’d wager,” Davydd drawled, “for only an Englishman would be crazed enough to venture out in weather

  like this.”




  The guard grinned, savoring the revelation to come. “You’re half right, my lord Davydd, for if he speaks true, our guest is but half-English. You see the lad with him swears by all

  the saints that he is Simon de Montfort’s son!”




  BRAN did not at once remember where he was. His bed was piled high with fur coverlets, and as he started to sit up, he discovered that his ribs were newly

  bandaged. Obviously he was amongst friends. His eyes were adjusting to the dark now, and he found Hugh asleep on a nearby pallet. The sight of the boy brought back memories of their harrowing

  journey into the mountains of Eryri.




  Hugh’s name was forming on his lips, but he caught himself in time. No, let the lad sleep. He reached for a flagon by the bedside table and drank gratefully. They seemed to be in a corner

  of the great hall, screened off for privacy. He wondered what time it was, what day it was. He was drifting back toward sleep when the screen shifted; a shadow flitted through the opening.




  The intruder was a child, slender and small-boned, with a tangled mane of reddish-brown hair that hid her face. She moved over the floor rushes as silently as a cat, paused by the bed, where she

  stared solemnly down at Bran. He watched her through half-closed eyes, drowsily amused by the intensity of her scrutiny. He judged her age to be about seven, and he wondered what had drawn her to

  his bedside. When she reached out, put something on his pillow, he smiled at her, asked her name.




  She froze at the sudden sound of a human voice, as a wild creature might, not so much timid as wary. Bran had spoken without thinking in Norman-French, the language of the English upper classes,

  and he laughed now at his own foolishness; how could he expect this Welsh wraith to understand an alien tongue? But then she said, in flawless French, “I am Caitlin. Bran is a Welsh name. Are

  you Welsh?”




  “No, but I had a Welsh nurse when I was a lad. Bran was her pet name for me, and it stuck.” He genuinely liked children, and usually they sensed it; Caitlin moved closer, tossing her

  hair back to reveal a thin little face, well smudged with grime, eyes of a truly startling green. Not pretty, perhaps, but appealing in an ethereal, fey sort of way, a fairy child to be conjured up

  by fever, or an overwrought imagination. Bran laughed again; should he ask if she were real? “What did you bring me, Caitlin?”




  “Holly. You must keep it close whilst you are ailing, for it will ward off evil spirits,” she said gravely, and he promised no less gravely that he would. The holly leaves pricked

  his fingers, fell into the floor rushes. Soon he slept again.




  When he awakened, candles had chased away some of the shadows, and Hugh was bending over the bed. “How do you feel, my lord? Well enough to sup with Prince Llewelyn?”




  Bran nodded, and with Hugh’s help, managed to dress. His lingering weakness was a source of unease; for most of his thirty years, his body had done whatever he’d demanded of it.

  “I owe you a debt, Hugh,” he said, but the boy shrugged off his thanks with a smile. Hugh seemed preoccupied, and after assisting Bran in pulling on his boots, he said abruptly:




  “My lord, may we talk? Now that your fever has broken, I . . . I thought I ought to be starting back to the abbey. But what of the horse you bought for me? I need a mount for my return

  journey, but I could sell it in Evesham, send the money to you if that meets with your approval . . .” Hugh struggled to sound matter-of-fact, not wanting to reveal how reluctant he was to

  see their adventure end. He had fantasized a few times that Bran might permit him to keep the horse, but logic told him that was too extravagant a reward. Hugh had long ago learned to ride his

  expectations with a tight rein; he was less likely to be disappointed that way.




  Bran sat back on the bed, gesturing for Hugh to do the same. During their days on the road, Hugh had talked freely about himself and the father who’d died on Evesham field. It had been

  easy enough for Bran to fill in the blanks, and as he looked now at the boy, he felt an impulse stirring. Hugh had done him a great service, and he was a likable lad; why not? “Hugh, let us

  speak plainly. Do you truly want to go back to the abbey? From what you have told me, there is not much for you there.”




  Hugh frowned. “What choice have I?”




  “You could stay with me. I’ve need of another squire, and—” Bran paused, for Hugh was staring at him in wonderment. He had never seen such joy in another’s eyes,

  and he said hastily, “Wait, lad, think it over ere you decide. It would mean exile, Hugh, mean leaving England—”




  “My lord, I would follow you to the outer reaches of Hell!”




  Bran smiled, because it was expected of him. But in truth, he was neither amused nor flattered by the boy’s hero-worship. He did not deserve it. “No, not Hell,” he said.

  “Italy.”




  BRAN had just proposed a graceful tribute to his host. As he set his wine cup down, it was immediately refilled by a solicitous servant. He was not

  accustomed to mead, the honeyed malt drink so favored by the Welsh, but he gamely took a deep swallow. “I had a right strange dream this afternoon. I was being tended by a most unlikely

  nurse, an Irish sprite who spoke French as if she were Paris born and bred, an elfin little lass—” He got no further; Llewelyn had begun to laugh.




  “That can only be our Caitlin. My niece, my brother Davydd’s daughter.”




  “Yes, she did say she was called Caitlin. The lass’s mother was Irish, then?”




  “No, she was English. Caitlin was born during Davydd’s years in exile. Since he was in no position to care for her, and her mother had died giving birth, he sent her back to Wales,

  to my court.”




  Bran drank again to conceal a grin, marveling at the sheer audacity of Davydd’s act, expecting the brother he’d betrayed to rear his bastard child. “Why, then,

  ‘Caitlin’? The name is Irish for certes, and if she’s not . . . ?”




  “Davydd fancied the name, and my brother,” Llewelyn said wryly, “has ever been one to follow his fancies.”




  “Now why is it that you make ‘following my fancies’ sound only slightly less depraved than the Seven Deadly Sins?” Davydd queried good-naturedly, materializing as if from

  blue smoke. Bran started visibly, but Llewelyn was unperturbed; this time he’d noticed Davydd’s circuitous approach.




  “Eavesdroppers rarely hear good of themselves,” he pointed out, gesturing for his brother to join them upon the dais. “Tell us,” he said, glancing back toward Bran,

  “of the news from France.”




  Bran did, and they discussed the August death of the French King at Tunis, and its likely impact upon the crusade. The talk then turned to England. Their political affinities were quite

  compatible, for they shared the same enemies. Bran and Llewelyn would both have bartered their very souls for a chance to wreak havoc upon the Earl of Gloucester, and they passed an interesting

  half hour dissecting Llewelyn’s recent raid upon the Earl’s Welsh castle at Caerphilly.




  “Gloucester has been awaiting his chance to disavow the Treaty of Montgomery. Now that Edward’s off chasing Saracens, he and that Marcher whoreson, de Mortimer, are doing their

  utmost to encroach upon Welsh lands again. After all, who is going to rein them in—Henry?”




  Llewelyn’s sarcasm was bitter; all knew of the English King’s deteriorating mental faculties. Bran nodded in grim agreement. He and his cousin Edward had once been friends, and, even

  now, memory blurred the harsher edges of their enmity. He could not truly blame Edward for his father’s death, not when he blamed himself more. But—unlike Edward—his uncle the

  King had been vengeful in victory, had treated his sister, Bran’s mother, with a singular lack of Christian charity, and that, Bran could not forgive.




  Davydd signaled for another round of drinks. “We heard that your brother Guy made a brilliant marriage last summer with an Italian heiress. Gossip . . . or gospel?”




  “Guy wed Margherita, daughter of Ddebrandino d’Aldobrandini, Count of Sovana, in Viterbo on August tenth,” Bran said and smiled. “I daresay you know that Guy is

  Vicar-General of all of Tuscany. But you may not know that in September, he was also named as Vicar of Florence. A comely wife, a father-in-law who holds Tuscany in the palm of his hand, rich lands

  of his own in the kingdom of Naples, and a King’s favor—all in all, I’d say it was a good year for Guy.”




  It was nothing obvious; Bran’s smile was steady, his gaze even. But Davydd had a sophisticated, exhaustive knowledge of brotherly jealousy in all its guises. Recognizing a kindred spirit

  when he saw one, he gave Bran a look of amused understanding, faintly flavored with sympathy. It was never easy, trailing after a brother whilst he blazed across the heavens like a flaming comet;

  who should know that better than he? A pity he and Bran could not commiserate with each other over their shared affliction, but he’d wager Bran would deny with his dying breath that he

  begrudged Guy’s bedazzling success. Christendom was full to overflowing with those stricken by envy, but he alone seemed willing to admit it, that he was so jealous of his brother he was like

  to sicken on it. He laughed softly to himself, and at their questioning glances, said, “ ’Tis nothing, a private jest.”




  Llewelyn was asking about Bran’s lady mother, offering his condolences for the loss of his younger brother Richard, who’d died unexpectedly that past spring. Bran’s face

  shadowed; draining the last of his mead, he beckoned for more. “The doctors said it was a rupture. He was just twenty-one . . .”




  Davydd did not care for the morbid turn the conversation had taken; he saw no reason to mourn a man he’d never met, and after a moment of tactful silence, he posed some innocuous questions

  about Amaury de Montfort, who might not interest him overmuch, but at least was still alive. Amaury, he now learned, was thriving, studying medicine and religion at the University of Padua. But he

  soon grew bored with Brother Amaury, too, and giving Llewelyn a sideways smile of sudden mischief, he asked, “And how is your fair sister, the Lady Ellen? By chance, might there be a husband

  on the horizon?”




  Davydd was not motivated by malice, just an irresistible urge to bedevil Llewelyn a bit, for his brother still felt a sense of responsibility for Ellen de Montfort. She’d been not yet

  thirteen when her world fell apart, and although the Prince knew he’d had no choice but to disavow the plight troth, the man could not help feeling that he’d failed an innocent in her

  time of need. Davydd knew this well, for he knew his brother was at heart a secret romantic, however pragmatic the Prince might appear. What he had not anticipated was the response of Ellen’s

  brother.




  Bran was looking at Llewelyn as if the question had been his. “No,” he said slowly, never taking his eyes from the Welsh Prince’s face. “She is not yet wed. She’s

  of an age—eighteen last October—and beautiful. I daresay there’d be men willing to take her for herself alone, so fair is she to look upon. She’ll not lack for a marriage

  portion, though, even if I have to beggar myself on her behalf. She’ll want for nothing; we’ll see to that. But she was cheated of her rightful destiny, for she was to have been a

  Prince’s consort. You should have married her, Llewelyn. You broke her heart and for what? Christ, man, you could not have done better for a bride, in this world or the next!”




  Llewelyn had stiffened with Bran’s first words, listening with disbelief that soon flared into fury. But as he studied Bran, he saw what had escaped him until now, that his English guest

  was drunk. Not a loud or belligerent drunk, just an honest one. And his anger ebbed away in a surge of pity for Simon de Montfort’s son.




  Bran downed two more cups of mead before his speech began to slur, his eyes to glaze. Hugh had been hovering close at hand, and as Bran mumbled his excuses, the boy waved away Llewelyn’s

  servants, insisting that he be the one to help his lord to bed. Llewelyn and Davydd watched in silence as Bran stumbled from the hall.




  “Five years is a long time to grieve,” Llewelyn said at last, and Davydd shook his head.




  “Grief heals,” he said. “Guilt does not.” He saw Llewelyn’s brows shoot upward and the corner of his mouth curved. “Jesú, what an easy face yours is to

  read, Brother! You wonder what I should know of guilt, do you not? I’ll grant you it is not an emotion I’ve ever taken to heart. But a man need not be born in a country in order to

  speak the language.”




  “No,” Llewelyn agreed, “mayhap not.” After another silence, he said softly, “We ought not to be so surprised. For who would cast a longer shadow than Simon de

  Montfort?”
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  MONTAGRIS was ensconced within a bend of the River Loing. It was also crisscrossed with canals, Bran told Hugh, putting him

  in mind of Venice. And even as Hugh nodded, it came to him that he would soon be seeing Venice for himself, a thought so preposterous that he burst out laughing.




  It had all happened too fast. In four fleeting weeks, his world had expanded beyond all borders of belief. He, who’d never even set foot in a rowboat, suddenly found himself in a swift

  little esneque under sail for Rouen. He hadn’t liked the sea voyage; his stomach was soon heaving in harmony with the pitching waves. But then their ship reached the mouth of the Seine. Three

  days later, they docked at the Grand Pont, and before Hugh’s bedazzled eyes lay the city of Paris.




  Nothing had prepared him for this. The largest town he’d ever seen was Shrewsbury; country-born and bred, he’d been very impressed by its size, for it had more than two thousand

  people. But now there was Paris—with perhaps a hundred thousand inhabitants, with paved streets and formidable stone walls, with so many churches that the city seemed a forest of steeples,

  with a river island that held both a palace and a cathedral, with sights to take away Hugh’s breath and noise enough to rouse Heaven itself—Paris, pride of France, glory of

  Christendom.




  In just one day, Hugh saw more beggars, dogs, prostitutes, and friars than he could count. He saw his first water clock, watched in morbid fascination as a man accused of blasphemy was held down

  and burned upon the tongue, nearly went deaf from the constant chiming of so many church bells, ate the best sausage of his life at the market by St Germain l’Auxerois, and met a Queen.




  The Queen was Marguerite, widow of the saintly Louis, who’d died on crusade five months past. Marguerite had valid reasons to dislike the de Montforts; her sister Eleanor was wife to King

  Henry. But affection and reason were not always compatible, and Marguerite had become Nell de Montfort’s staunchest friend, doing all she could to soften the rigors of Nell’s exile.

  Bran bore one of her letters in his saddlebags as they rode toward Montargis, for if he was an outlaw in England, in France he was still the scion of a noble House and welcome at the French

  court.




  When he had impulsively offered to share Bran’s flight, Hugh had expected danger and adventure, both of which he found in full measure. But he had not expected to have his life transformed

  as if by magic; he had not expected Paris. He could feel his joy rising again, and he twisted around in the saddle to look upon his young lord, laughter about to spill out.




  What he saw froze the smile upon his face. It was not yet noon and Bran was already reaching for the wineskin dangling from his saddle pommel. Hugh hastily glanced away, and they rode on in

  silence.




  Hugh had often heard lurid tales of the young de Montforts’ hell-raising. The three elder sons, Harry, Bran, and Guy, had been notorious for their whoring and carousing and ale-house

  brawling, in decided and dramatic contrast to their austere father, for Simon, a crusader who’d twice taken the cross and adhered to a rigid code of honor, a moralist who’d worn a hair

  shirt into that last doomed battle of his life, had been utterly devoted to his wife.




  Like most youngsters, Hugh was intrigued by scandal, by these colorful accounts of Bran’s turbulent past. It puzzled him, therefore, that the Bran of legend was so unlike the Bran he now

  knew. For a man reputed to have such a blazing temper, Bran seemed surprisingly equable. Not once in these four weeks had Hugh seen him angry; even the inevitable vexations of the road were

  shrugged off with admirable aplomb. At first, Hugh had much marveled at Bran’s unfailing forbearance. Only slowly did he begin to suspect the truth, that Bran’s patience was actually

  indifference.




  Bran was not taciturn, and he and Hugh had often whiled away the boredom of the road in banter, filling their hours with easy conversation. Hugh had confided his entire life’s story long

  before they’d reached Wales. And Bran, in turn, had shared with the boy memories of his own youth, of the two brothers they would soon join in Italy, of the mother and sister awaiting him at

  Montargis. But not once did he speak of Evesham, or of the father and brother who had died for his mistake. And Hugh came gradually to realize how deceptive was Bran de Montfort’s affability,

  how effective a shield. Bran remained a man in shadow; he might lower the drawbridge into his outer bailey, but there would be no admittance into the castle keep. Even after a month in Bran’s

  constant company, all Hugh could say with certainty was that Simon’s son was generous, utterly fearless, and that he drank too much.




  When Hugh first comprehended the extent of Bran’s drinking, he had been dismayed and alarmed. All he knew of drunkards came from overheard shreds of gossip: an ale-house stabbing, garbled

  accounts of cupshotten villagers taking out their tempers upon wives and children. He had observed Bran’s drinking, therefore, with some trepidation. But his qualms were soon assuaged, for

  Bran did not act like the quarrelsome drinkers who’d so enlivened Evesham folklore. He did not become bellicose, did not bluster or swagger or seek out fights. Drunk or sober, he treated Hugh

  with the same casual kindness. But drink he did, quietly, steadily, beginning his day with ale, ending it with hippocras, taking frequent swigs from his wine flask with the distant, distracted air

  of a man quaffing a doctor’s brew. Hugh could only watch, bewildered; if drink brought Bran so little pleasure, why did he seek it so diligently?




  A small castle overlooked Montargis, but it was not there that Nell de Montfort and her daughter had found a haven. The woman born to palaces now lived in a rented house upon the grounds of a

  Dominican convent.




  Hugh was eagerly anticipating their arrival; his curiosity about the Countess of Leicester was intense. Like her husband, she was a figure of controversy, both loved and hated, for she had never

  been one tamely to await her fate, as women were expected to do. This youngest daughter of King John and Isabelle d’Angoulême had been a royal rebel. It was said she got her beauty

  from her mother, her willfulness and her temper from John. She had been wed as a child to the Earl of Pembroke, widowed at fifteen, and in the first throes of grief, she had sworn a holy oath of

  chastity, thus condemning herself to a lifelong widowhood. But then she’d met the young Frenchman, Simon de Montfort. Simon was not the first man to look upon Nell with forbidden desire. He

  was the first, however, who dared to defy King and Church for her.




  Their marriage had scandalized Christendom, but they never looked back, forging a passionate partnership that was to survive court intrigues and wars and her brother’s obsessive jealousy

  of Simon. Nell’s loyalty to her husband never wavered, even when it meant forsaking the brothers she loved. She bore Simon seven children, saw him raised up to undreamed-of heights of power,

  for fifteen months as England’s uncrowned King. And when he fell at Evesham, she lost all—lands, titles, even England—but not her faith in him. She sailed into exile as proudly as

  any queen, and if she had regrets, none but she knew of them.




  To Simon’s enemies, she was a dangerous, maddeningly presumptuous woman, who deserved all the grief that had befallen her. To those who had believed in Simon, she was a fitting mate for

  one who’d soared so high, and they embellished her story until it took on epic proportions, until no one—perhaps not even Nell—could distinguish the woman from the myth.




  The sun was high overhead as they rode into the convent garth. The nunnery was small and secluded, an incongruous setting for a woman who’d lived most of her life on center stage. Their

  arrival stirred up immediate excitement, and by the time they reached the stables, Bran’s squire was awaiting them. Hugh knew all about him; the sixteen-year-old son of a Norman knight, Noel

  de Pacy had been in Bran’s service for two years, had been sworn to secrecy about his lord’s hazardous mission in England. As their eyes met, Hugh smiled, but the other boy did not.

  Without saying a word, he was conveying an unmistakable message, one of jealousy and suspicion, and Hugh realized that his entrance into Bran’s household would not be as smooth as he’d

  hoped.




  Noel acknowledged the introductions with a formality that just barely passed for politeness, and at once began to assail his lord with questions. Bran fended him off good-naturedly, quickening

  his step, for his mother stood framed in the doorway of the hall.




  She was smaller than Hugh expected. He’d instinctively cast Simon’s lady as an Amazon, larger than life, and he was vaguely disappointed to find only a handsome woman in her

  mid-fifties, so simply dressed she might have been a nun. The stark black of widowhood suited her, though; she had the coloring for it, fair skin and blonde hair, scattered with silver. If she no

  longer had the light step and the svelte waist of her youth, the additional weight was still becoming, rounding out her face and sparing her that brittle tautness, that look of gaunt, attenuated

  elegance too common to aging beauties, those unable to make peace with time. As she and her son embraced warmly, Hugh decided he liked the way Nell de Montfort now looked, although it was difficult

  to imagine this matronly, sedate widow wed to an eagle or holding Dover Castle against an enemy army. But as the embrace ended, so, too, did the illusion. She stepped back, and suddenly those

  serene blue eyes were searing, filled with fury.




  “Have you gone stark mad? Jesus God, Bran, why did you do it?”




  Before Bran could respond, a shame-faced Noel began to babble a garbled apology; they could catch only “had to tell” and “my lady made me . . .”




  Men were wilting before Nell’s wrath, backing off. Hugh was staring, open-mouthed, awed by how swiftly the matriarch had become a valkyrie. Bran alone appeared unfazed by his

  mother’s rage. Grinning, he cuffed Noel playfully on the back. “You need not fret, lad. It would take a foolhardy soul indeed to face down my lady mother in a temper!”




  “I am glad you find this so amusing, Bran,” Nell said scathingly. “Does it amuse you, too, that I lay awake each night till dawn, seeking to convince myself you were still

  alive?”




  Bran’s smile faded. “I know the risks I took,” he admitted quietly. “But I had to do it, Mama.”




  After a long pause, Nell nodded. “Yes, I suppose you did,” she conceded, no less quietly, and to their sympathetic spectators, the moment was all the more poignant for what was left

  unsaid. Nell hugged her son, clung tightly. “I should warn you,” she said, “that if you ever scare me like this again, your homecoming will be hot enough to be held in Hell

  Everlasting.” And although she laughed, none doubted that she meant every word, least of all, Bran.




  As they entered the hall, the rest of the de Montfort servants and retainers surged forward, engulfing Bran in a noisy, chaotic welcome. One young woman in particular seemed so happy to see Bran

  that at first Hugh thought she must be his sister, Ellen. But a second glance quickly disabused him of that notion, for Ellen de Montfort was said to be very fair, and this girl was as dark as any

  gypsy. By the exacting standards of their society, she was no beauty, for not only was her coloring unfashionable, she was short and voluptuous, and theirs was a world in which the ideal woman was

  a tall, slender blonde. But Hugh could not take his eyes from her, perhaps because her allure was so very exotic, so alien. She looked verily like a wanton, like a Saracen concubine, he decided,

  and then blushed bright-red when Bran introduced her as Dame Juliana, his sister’s lady-in-waiting.




  Suddenly face to face with the object of his sinful lust, Hugh found himself hopelessly tongue-tied. At times it seemed to him that his male member had a life—and a will—of its own,

  he’d even given it a name, Barnabas, in rueful recognition of its newly independent ways. But never before had it focused upon a woman of his own class, a lady. Unable to meet Dame

  Juliana’s eyes lest she somehow read his mind, he averted his gaze from her face, only to find himself staring at her very ample bosom; and blushed anew, this time as high as his

  hairline.




  “I suppose I ought to have warned you, Juliana, that the lad is a mute!”




  “Bran, hush!” Jabbing Bran with her elbow, Juliana held out her hand, and it took no more than that, a touch and a smile, to vanquish Hugh’s discomfort. He smiled too, shyly,

  as the bedchamber door burst open.




  “Bran!” At sound of his name, Bran swung about, then staggered backward under the onslaught. The girl in his arms was the prettiest creature Hugh had ever seen, with burnished masses

  of reddish-gold hair, emerald eyes, and flawless, fair skin. She was tall for a woman, as lissome and sleek as a pampered, purebred cat, and when Bran called her “kitten,” Hugh thought

  it an inspired endearment. If Juliana aroused male lust, this girl stirred gallantry in even the most jaded of men, and as she spun in a circle, heedless of her dishevelment, her flying hair, Hugh

  fell utterly and helplessly under the spell of Simon de Montfort’s daughter. Watching as Ellen laughed, sought to smother Bran with sisterly kisses, Hugh could think only that Llewelyn ap

  Gruffydd must be one of God’s greatest fools.




  THEY passed that first night at Nell de Montfort’s small house, Hugh bedding down in the great hall with the other servants while Bran stayed up till

  dawn, talking with his mother and sister. He’d slept late the next day, then startled Hugh by insisting that they take up lodgings in the village. The move made no sense to Hugh, and he was

  still puzzling over it several hours later, while helping Noel to unpack Bran’s belongings in an upper chamber of Montargis’s only inn.




  “If we’d stayed at the nunnery, it would have been easier for our lord to visit with his lady mother and sister, so why—”




  “Jesú, what an innocent you are!” Noel slammed a coffer lid down, giving Hugh a look of withering scorn. His initial wariness had congealed into open hostility, all chance of

  rapport gone from the moment he overheard Bran telling the women that he owed Hugh his life. “What would you have Lord Bran do—couple with a wench under his lady mother’s own

  roof? That might be the way it is done by you English, but the French have more style!”




  Hugh swallowed the insult as best he could. “You mean he has a whore in the village.” He sought to sound knowing; nothing less than torture could have gotten him to admit to the

  supercilious Noel that he was still a virgin.




  “A whore? Well, the priests would call her that, for certes, though she lays with no man but Lord Bran. I daresay he could tumble her in a church if he wished, so hot is she for

  him!”




  “You are describing a mistress, not a whore,” Hugh objected. “She lives in Montargis, then?”




  Noel’s smile held a glint of mockery. “No . . . the convent.”




  Hugh stared, and then flushed. He was not easily provoked, and had been willing to overlook Noel’s snide barbs, his lordly asides, for he had no false pride, knew that he was a green

  country lad with much to learn in the ways of the world. But enough was enough. “I am not so simple as that,” he snapped. “Did you truly think I’d believe so outrageous a

  lie? Lord Bran would never seduce a nun, for that would be a mortal sin and he’d burn in Hell!”




  Now it was Noel’s turn to stare. But after a moment, he roared with laughter. “You dolt, I was not talking of a nun! I was talking of the Lady Juliana!”




  Hugh gasped, then took a threatening step forward, “Liar! Take that back!”




  Noel jumped to his feet, suddenly aware that the younger boy was four inches taller and twenty pounds heavier. “Make me,” he said, and grabbed for the nearest weapon, a brass

  candelabra. But Hugh was surprisingly fast for his size. He got to the candelabra first, jerked it out of Noel’s reach, and flung it across the room, where it crashed into the opening door,

  missing Bran by a hairsbreadth.




  For an endless moment, Bran looked down at the candelabra, then back at the horrified boys. “Playing catch with a candelabra? My brothers and I always used a pig’s bladder

  football,” he said lightly, and Noel’s relief was such that he almost made a serious blunder.




  “It was Hugh’s—” He choked the accusation back just in time, as Bran’s head came up sharply. Noel knew that Bran did not give a fig for what his squires did between

  themselves, was not likely even to notice unless the blood began to flow in earnest. But he had only contempt for those who tried to divert blame onto others. “Nothing, my lord,

  nothing,” Noel said hastily, chalking up one more debt to Hugh’s account.




  Bran’s smile was sardonic. “Well, if you lads are done with this game of yours, you’d best be off, Noel. I told Juliana you’d be there by Vespers.”




  “I’ll have your lady here in a trice, my lord,” Noel promised, shooting Hugh a look of triumphant malice as he headed for the door.




  Bran moved to the table, poured himself ale. “There are some sugared quinces here, Hugh. Help yourself if you fancy any,” he said, and the boy mumbled his thanks. Sugared quince was

  a rare treat, but he had no appetite for it now. He was genuinely shocked that Bran should be bedding a woman of good birth; it was not seemly. As he busied himself in tidying up the chamber, he

  tried not to look at the bed, tried not to imagine Juliana and Bran sprawled naked upon it. Thinking now of Juliana, of her sultry smile and midnight-black eyes, he realized that some of his

  indignation had been fueled by his own guilty lust. And it occurred to him, too, with a jolt of dismay, that he was going to have to offer the loathsome Noel an apology for having called him a

  liar. Honor demanded as much.




  JULIANA was a light sleeper. Although Bran’s moan was soft, muffled by the pillow, it was enough to awaken her. Sitting up, she pulled the bed hangings

  back, groped for the bedside candle, and held it over her lover’s face. It was as she suspected; Bran’s breathing was rapid, uneven, his mouth contorted, dark hair drenched in sweat.

  She placed the candle in a niche of the headboard, then touched him gently on the cheek. “Bran?”




  He jerked upright, eyes wide and staring, chest heaving. “You’re all right, beloved,” Juliana said soothingly, “you’re awake now.” After a moment, he reached

  for a corner of the sheet, wiped the perspiration from his face, then swung his legs over the side of the bed. She watched as he crossed the chamber, moving barefoot through the rushes so as not to

  awaken his squires, snoring on pallets by the hearth. When he returned to the bed with a wine flagon, she was touched to see that he’d remembered to bring a cup for her. No matter how much he

  was hurting, she thought sadly, his manners never failed him.




  After Bran propped pillows behind his back, Juliana rolled over into his arms. She knew better than to ask questions, for in the three years that they’d been sharing a bed, only once had

  he been able to share with her the dream, too. But she had no need to hear it again. She could still recall each and every word he’d uttered, haunted by that one harrowing glimpse into the

  desolation, the guilt-ravaged depths of Bran’s soul.




  She knew that bad dreams came to all men, dreams of demon spirits, a dread of the unknown. But not for Bran such phantom fears and shadows. For him, reality was the nightmare. It was not enough,

  she thought bitterly, that he must live with the knowledge that he’d failed his father and brother when they’d needed him the most. No, the fates had decreed that he must also reach

  Evesham in time to see his father’s head on a pike.




  Her anger was unfocused, futile, for whom could she blame? She loved this man so very much, and yet that love was tearing her apart, for she could not help him. She could do naught but break her

  heart trying.




  She knew Bran would not be able to sleep again; he never could after one of the Evesham dreams. She sought now to banish drowsiness, to keep him from dwelling upon his own dark thoughts.

  “Tell me more about Ellen’s Welsh Prince,” she teased. “What does he look like? Is he handsome? Would I be smitten at sight of him?”




  That coaxed a shadowy smile. “Well, I cannot say that he set my heart aflutter, but I suppose women find him pleasing enough to the eye. He is tall for a Welshman, and dark, of course. Ah,

  and he is clean-shaven, save for a mustache, after the Welsh fashion.”




  She leaned over, touched her lips to his cheek, for he, too, was clean-shaven. Most men wore beards, but not Bran, for Simon had not.“Why do you think Llewelyn has never married? Passing strange, is it not?”






  Bran shrugged. “In earlier years, I suspect he was too busy fighting his brothers for control of Gwynedd, then defending what he’d won against the English Crown. I suppose he would

  eventually have taken a wife had he not been compelled to make peace with Davydd. Scrape away the gilt from Davydd’s promises and you’ll find naught but dross. Llewelyn knew that as

  well as any man, knew he had to imprison Davydd for life or else make it worth his while to stay loyal. And so he offered to make Davydd his heir, which is either an act of sheer inspiration or one

  of utter desperation.”




  “Which do you think it is?”




  He shrugged again. “You’d best ask Ellen that. When it comes to Wales, she is the family sage, not I.” He drained his cup, set it down in the floor rushes. “You called

  Llewelyn ‘Ellen’s Welsh Prince.’ Was that a jest, Juliana? Or does Ellen still harbor false hopes? She always did dote on those foolish romances, those minstrels’ tales of

  love unrequited and eternal. Does she still see Llewelyn as one of those gallant heroes, a Tristan or Lancelot?”




  Juliana did not respond at once, pondering his query. She felt no conflict of loyalty between her lover and her friend, for she knew how much Bran loved Ellen. She sometimes wished he loved his

  sister a little less, for she knew, too, that each time he looked at Ellen and his mother, he could not help thinking of all they’d lost, lost because of him. And neither Nell nor Ellen nor

  Juliana had been able to convince him otherwise. Indeed, it seemed to Juliana that the less they blamed him, the more he then blamed himself. Amaury de Montfort had once told her of a powder made

  from the opium poppy, a strange powder that men craved more than food or money or women. Juliana occasionally found herself wondering if grieving, too, could possess a man’s soul, become a

  habit impossible to break.




  “Juliana?”




  “No, I think not, beloved. Oh, I grant you that Ellen did spin fantasies once, pretend Llewelyn would one day send for her, honor the plight troth. She had to have hope, something in which

  to believe. But you’re talking now of a woman grown, not a lass of thirteen. I think she will always take an interest in Llewelyn and in Wales, but no more than that. You need not fear for

  her, Bran. Our Ellen was never a fool, and she is no longer a starry-eyed child.”




  Bran’s relief was obvious. “Last year, when she balked at Guy’s offer to find a husband for her, I feared she might be deluding herself about Llewelyn.”




  Juliana felt no compunctions at breaking a confidence, for she was sure Ellen would want Bran to know; Ellen would do almost anything to give her brother peace of mind. “Her reluctance had

  naught to do with Llewelyn. It was partly because she did not want to leave your mother, not so soon after Richard’s death. And partly because she was loath to live in Italy.”




  Bran showed neither surprise nor indignation, although women were rarely given a say as to whom they were to marry. He had, in the anguished aftermath of Evesham, promised Ellen upon the surety

  of his soul that he would never allow her to be wed against her will. “Well, now that Guy’s prospects are bright enough to blind, we ought to be able to do better than an Italian

  alliance. I’ll talk to Guy.”




  “Bran . . . how long can you stay this time?”




  He gave her a sideways look, alerting her that his answer would not be to her liking. “Two more days,” he said reluctantly, and then, “Ah, sweetheart, do not look like that! I

  cannot help it, in truth. I promised Guy I’d be back by the first week in March. Philippe and Charles have abandoned the Crusade, are on their way home. Guy thinks we ought to be on hand when

  they reach Tuscany.”




  Juliana bit back her disappointment; she was wise enough to realize that Bran would shy away as soon as she began to make demands. She smiled, said with forced cheer, “ ‘Philippe and

  Charles.’ I presume you mean the King of France and his uncle, the King of Sicily?”




  “Who else?” He sounded faintly bemused, and she hid a smile. To Bran, it was perfectly natural to refer to those powerful monarchs by their Christian names, and he could never

  understand why the familiarity sounded so strange to her ears. But then, he was the grandson and nephew of kings, not likely to be over-awed by crowns or the men who wore them. She sighed at that.

  How different were their worlds and how distant, for all that she lay within the circle of his arms, legs entwined, so close she could feel his breath upon her breast.




  Having emptied his own cup, Bran now reached over to share hers. “I’ll be back soon,” he murmured, “mayhap even by Whitsuntide,” sealing his promise with a

  lingering, wine-flavored kiss.




  She nodded, knowing he would if at all possible. She doubted that he truly felt at home anywhere after Evesham, but for certes, not in Italy, for there he was starved for sun, stunted and

  chilled in his brother’s spreading shadow. Raising up, she kissed the pulse in his throat. So often had she heard Ellen’s childhood stories that she sometimes felt as if she’d

  lived them herself. It had always been Harry and Bran, Bran and Harry, two halves to the same coin. They might have been twins, so closely attuned were they to each other’s moods; it was a

  family joke that if Harry were cut, Bran would bleed. It was not surprising that Guy had come to resent a comradeship so intense, so exclusive. With the plaintive clarity of hindsight, Ellen could

  see that now, see how Guy had sought in vain to impress, to belong, as young brothers have done since time immemorial.




  And then, Evesham. Harry had died that day, and Guy almost did. He lay for weeks near death, a prisoner with nothing to do but to relive those last bloody moments, to watch his father fall again

  and again, and to wonder why Bran’s army had not arrived. He cheated death, to the surprise of all, and then escaped, which should not have been a surprise, not to anyone who knew him.

  Fleeing to France, he set about finding his brother, with murder in his heart. But when he did, he’d discovered that he had to forgive Bran, if only because Bran could not forgive

  himself.




  And now, Italy. A brilliant battle commander, Guy had won a King’s favor, won a future full of promise. Whilst Bran, Juliana acknowledged, had naught but a past, one full of pain. And it

  seemed to her that, even with the best will in the world, Bran and Guy were yoked together too tightly, shackled by too many memories, too many regrets.




  Bran leaned over, deposited her wine cup in the floor rushes. As he did, Juliana trailed her fingers along his chest, hovering over the new scar that zigzagged across his ribs. So much

  she’d wanted to do for him, to keep him safe from harm, to heal his wounds, to ease his pain, to stop his drinking. And she’d been able to do none of it. The only comfort she could

  offer was carnal, the only kind he seemed to want.




  “Make love to me, Bran,” she whispered. “Make love to me now.”




  







  3
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  HUGH did not see how they could get to Italy in time to rendezvous with Bran’s brother. While couriers had been known

  to travel from London to Rome in just twenty-five days, such couriers often covered close to fifty miles a day, and most, travelers managed less than thirty. Hugh soon discovered, though, that

  Bran’s will could be as steely as that of his formidable father. He rode fast and he rode hard, and the knights of his household were pressed to keep pace. By the time they reached the Mount

  Cenis Pass, they were averaging forty miles a day.




  A winter passage across the Alps was every traveler’s nightmare. Bran and his companions were more fortunate than many, for they were spared the most lethal perils of alpine crossings:

  blizzards and avalanches. Even so, their journey was a daunting one. A local guide was killed when he ventured ahead to mark their trail with wooden stakes. It was so bitter cold that the

  men’s beards congealed with ice and Bran’s wineskin froze solid. At one point, the slope was so glazed that they were forced to bind their horses’ legs and lower them down on

  ropes. When they finally made their way to safety, Hugh was vowing that he’d live out the remainder of his days in Italy ere he’d face Mount Cenis again.




  Bran had laughed, mercifully forbearing to remind the boy that ahead of them still lay the mountains of the Italian Apennines. They crossed at La Cisa, took the ancient Via Francigena that led

  toward Rome, and rode into the city of Florence on March 2nd, just twenty-six days since departing Montargis. There they were greeted by Guy de Montfort and the powerful Tuscan lord who was his

  wife’s father, Ildebrandino d’Aldobrandini, Count of Sovana and Pitigliano, known to all as “il Rosso” for the auburn color of his hair. Three days later they took the road

  south, reaching the city walls of Siena by midday on Saturday, the 7th of March. It was a day to banish their bone-chilling memories of those alpine glaciers, to evoke forgotten echoes of spring, a

  sundrenched noon under a vivid sapphire sky—Hugh’s fifteenth birthday.




  ALTHOUGH Ildebrandino had a house in Siena, they accepted the hospitality of the Tolomei, an influential local family in uneasy alliance with the Count. Once

  they were settled in the Tolomei palazzo, their host suggested that they might enjoy watching a game of elmora, and in consequence, Hugh soon found himself riding through the steep, twisting

  streets that led to the Campo, listening to the applause of townspeople as they recognized il Rosso and his dashing son-in-law, the Vicar of Tuscany.




  Hugh suspected that the welcome was politic, for he knew by now that these Tuscan city-states were profoundly suspicious of powerful, predatory neighbors like the Count. And Guy de Montfort was

  the Vicar, or Podesta, of Siena’s great rival, Florence. But even if they were motivated more by expediency than heartfelt enthusiasm, the cheers still echoed buoyantly on the mild, sunlit

  air, and Guy acknowledged the salutations with grace, with the polished poise of a man accustomed to public accolades. Just as his father had once been acclaimed in the streets of London, so was

  Guy acclaimed in the streets of Siena, as Hugh watched and marveled that this de Montfort son should have found his destiny in a land so far from England.




  The fan-shaped Piazza del Campo was the converging point for the city’s three hills, the heart of Siena. Here markets were held, livestock penned up, fresh fish kept in huge wooden vats.

  Here fairs were celebrated. Here were played the rough-and-tumble games of elmora, in which young men formed teams and did mock battle with quarter staves, and pugna, in which weapons were barred,

  and palone, a boisterous form of football. Here stood the baratteria, a stockade roofed in canvas that served as the city’s gambling hall. And here were clustered the citizens of Siena, eager

  to take what pleasures they could in a bleak Lenten season, unwilling to squander such a spring-like Saturday on mundane matters of work.




  Hugh was enthralled by it all—the noise and confusion and merriment, the circling doves and pealing church bells, the sun slanting off the red roofs and rich russet-brown bricks of the

  houses fronting upon the square, even the clouds of dust stirred up by the brawling elmora players. Siena seduced with practiced ease, and as he elbowed his way through the crowd, following Bran

  toward the baratteria, he decided that Italy was verily like Cockayne, that legendary land in which night was day and hot was cold, so completely had his own expectations been turned upside-down.

  For he had been utterly certain that he would dislike Italy, and just as sure he would like Guy de Montfort, his lord’s brother.




  Italy was a term of convenience. Hugh knew there was no “Italy” in the same sense that there was an “England” or a “France.” The independent city-states of

  Tuscany and Lombardy were part of “Italy.” So were the Papal States. So, too, was the Kingdom of Naples and Sicily, which was ruled by a Frenchman, Charles of Anjou, uncle to the French

  King Philippe, and Guy de Montfort’s powerful patron. They were not linked by language, for each region had its own dialect, its own accent, its own idioms. Even in Tuscany, the Sienese

  speech was notably less guttural than that of their Florentine neighbors. Nor were they bound by political affinities. People were “Guelphs” or “Ghibellines,” the

  distinction part of an enduring quarrel that had its roots in a forty-year-old breach between the Pope and the Holy Roman Emperor. Cities like Siena and Florence and Venice minted their own money,

  adhered to their own systems of weights and measures, even their own calendars. And their rivalry was known the length and breadth of Christendom; men spoke of Siena and Florence or Venice and

  Genoa in the same breath with Rome and Carthage, Athens and Troy.




  So even before they reached the Apennines, Hugh had judged Italy and found it wanting; a veritable Tower of Babel, an alien land of bandits and blood-feuds, a region notorious for its

  “pestilent air,” its “Roman fevers and catarrhs,” a foreboding world of droughts and earthquakes, volcanic mountains that “belched forth infernal fire,” and

  Lombard money-lenders almost as unpopular as the Jews. It was the true measure of Hugh’s devotion to Bran that he’d not balked upon learning that Italy lay at the end of their

  journey.




  He was to discover that the Italy of his imagination was not a total distortion of reality; the roads were indeed bad and fevers were rampant and he had trouble remembering that the lira was not

  a coin but still worth twenty silver soldi, the same as a gold florin. He’d not expected, though, that Italy would be so beautiful, a land of alpine grandeur and icy mountain lakes and deep

  valleys and burnished, bright sunshine. The Tuscany hills put him in mind of his native Shropshire; he took pleasure in the vales and woods of chestnut and cypress, the olive groves and vineyards,

  the snow-white oxen and the lingering twilight dusks. And he had not expected that the people would be so friendly, so quick to offer assistance to wayfarers, so tolerant of the peculiarities of

  foreigners. He liked the zestful, genial citizens of these Tuscan highlands, and he was impressed by the prosperity of their cities, by their paved streets, formidable walls, spacious piazzas,

  lavish palazzos, and elaborate public fountains, centers of privilege and vitality and beguiling worldliness.




  Within a noisy circle, men were casting dice, and Hugh squirmed closer, trying to see. Treading upon someone’s toes, he quickly murmured, “Scusatemi,” for he was determined to

  learn as much of this Tuscan language as he could. The man smiled; in the flow of words that followed, Hugh understood only “inglese” and acknowledged that “si,” he was

  indeed English. There was a growing undercurrent of resentment directed against the French, for Charles had won his crown by the sword and there were many who begrudged him his battlefield

  sovereignty. But the English bore no such taint, and the Sienese grinned, told his neighbors to make room for the young inglese.




  Hugh came forward shyly, warmed by the crowd’s friendliness. He could hear snatches of conversation, the name “Guido di Monteforte.” To Hugh, it sounded like a brigand’s

  name, conjuring up visions of bandit chieftains and Barbary pirates. It was Hugh’s secret conviction that it suited Guy de Montfort perfectly. It had come as a shock, the realization that he

  distrusted Guy, for he adored Bran, was in awe of the Lady Nell, bedazzled by the Lady Ellen. And Guy, too, was a de Montfort. So why, then, did he harbor such qualms about Bran’s

  brother?




  Shifting, he gazed over at the Vicar of Tuscany. Guy was a magnet for stares, a man to turn heads, tall and dark, with a rakish grin and a soldier’s swagger, the only one of Simon’s

  sons to have inherited his battlefield brilliance. But he lacked his father’s honor, flourishing in this world of tangled loyalties and tarnished allegiances as Simon himself could never have

  done. One of Count Ildebrandino’s squires had sworn that Guy had accepted four thousand florins that past year, money offered by the Florentines so that they could plunder their rival city of

  Poggibonsi. Hugh had been shaken by the revelation; how could a son of Simon de Montfort accept a bribe? But he did not doubt the accuracy of the squire’s account; it rang true.




  He had watched Guy ride through the streets of Florence, Lucifer-proud, blind to beggars, with a tongue sharp as a Fleming’s blade and an eye for the main chance. Even Hugh could not help

  but see how utterly Guy eclipsed his older brother. The more brightly Guy burned, the more shadowy Bran became, and the more he drank. Hugh could only hope that they would soon reach Viterbo, hope

  that after they answered Charles’s summons, Bran would then be free to blaze his own path. He might head south to Avellino, the fief given to him by Charles that past December. Or he might

  choose to go north, toward the city of Padua, where Amaury de Montfort dwelled and studied. Hugh didn’t care which road they took . . . just as long as they didn’t ride it in tandem

  with Bran’s brother Guy.




  Guy had more than three hundred soldiers in his service, most of them mercenaries of the Guelph League. But there were some Englishmen among their numbers, supporters of Simon de Montfort unable

  or unwilling to come to terms with the English Crown after Evesham. One of these exiles, Walter de Baskerville, had made his way to Bran’s side, was murmuring intently in his ear. Their

  whispered colloquy caught Guy’s attention. Sauntering over, he poked Bran playfully in the ribs. “And what sort of devilry are the two of you plotting?”




  “I was telling Bran that Pietro di Tolomei swears Siena has the best whorehouse in all of Tuscany. Just two streets away, La Sirena.”




  “The Mermaid?” Guy’s interest quickened. “I’ve heard of it. And you were going off without me? What am I of a sudden—a leper?”




  “I think you’ve forgotten someone, Guido,” Bran gibed, and Guy’s brows rose mockingly.




  “God save me, not a lecture on fidelity and the sacred bonds of wedlock!”




  “I did not mean your absent wife, Guy. I meant your wife’s very-present father. Or do you plan to invite him along?”




  Glancing across the Campo at the sturdy, redoubtable figure of his father-in-law, Guy conceded defeat with a wry grimace. “Your point is taken, Bran. Be off with you, then. Enjoy

  yourselves, wallow in lechery. But for Christ’s sake, try not to catch the pox!”




  They laughed, beckoned to Pietro, and began to thread their way through the crowd toward their horses. Bran remembered his squires just in time. Noel and Hugh were engrossed in a contest of

  zaro, a dice game similar to the English favorite, hazard. They came in reluctant response to his summons, but before he could speak, Noel asked plaintively, “Do you have need of us both, my

  lord? Hugh is willing to go in my stead, if that meets with your approval?”




  This was apparently a surprise to Hugh, who looked distinctly taken aback to hear he’d volunteered on Noel’s behalf. Bran studied the two of them, a smile hovering at one corner of

  his mouth. “Actually, I was going to tell you both to stay. But I think your suggestion has some merit, lad. Can you find your way back by yourself, Noel? Just remember that the Tolomei

  palazzo is in the Camollia quarter, close by the church of San Cristoforo.”




  Trapped, Hugh could only aim a muttered threat at Noel, sotto voce, before trailing dutifully after his lord, his unhappiness at leaving the Campo stoked by the echoes of Noel’s jubilant

  laughter.




  Their arrival at the brothel created a stir. Pietro de Tolomei and the brother of Guido di Monteforte were customers to be catered to, and the men immediately became the center of attention,

  surrounded by flirtatious, scantily clad women, flattered and fawned upon and plied with the finest red wines of Chianti. There was much bawdy joking and laughter as Bran and Pietro and their

  companions drank and swapped raunchy stories and conducted increasingly intimate inspections of the prostitutes brought forth for their scrutiny and selection.




  Hugh sought to keep inconspicuously to the shadows, struggling with two conflicting emotions: disappointment that Bran should be betraying Juliana, embarrassed excitement at sight of so much

  alluring female flesh. Pietro di Tolomei had not exaggerated; La Sirena was a bordello for men with discriminating tastes and the money to indulge them. The women were much younger and sleeker and

  cleaner than the usual inhabitants of bawdy-houses, and wherever Hugh looked, he saw curving bosoms, trim ankles, glimpses of thigh. After a time, he began to attract glances himself. It flustered

  him, and he retreated into a corner, to no avail; still they giggled and whispered among themselves. It was only when one of the women came over, ran her fingers through his hair, and murmured,

  “Che biondo-chiaro!” that he understood; they were intrigued by the uncommon flaxen color of his hair.




  Noticing the boy’s discomfort, Bran looked about for Pietro. But the latter was nowhere in sight. He hesitated, then decided he’d try to make do without a translator; after nearly

  three years in Italy, he’d picked up enough of the local dialects to make himself understood. La Sirena’s bawd was an unusually elegant woman in her forties. She came at once when he

  beckoned, ready to promise all the perversions known to man, so determined was she to please this free-spending English lord, kinsman to il Rosso.




  “What I want,” Bran said in slow, but comprehensible Tuscan, “is a wench not too seasoned or jaded, one young and gentle in her ways, not brazen. You understand?”




  The woman thought she did. “An innocent,” she said knowingly. “You are indeed in luck, signore, for it happens that I have a rare prize. Thirteen she is, with skin like milk

  and her maidenhead intact. Of course the price—”




  But Bran was already shaking his head. “Too young. And I do not want a maiden,” he said, politely masking his skepticism, for he equated whorehouse virgins with unicorns and like

  mythical beasts. “I am not seeking a child. I want a whore who does not look like one, a lass who knows how to coax a man along, to keep him from spilling his seed too soon.”




  She hastily lowered her lashes so her surprise would not show. She prided herself upon her ability to size up a man’s needs, and for this inglese, she would have picked Anna, who boasted

  she could set a bed afire without need of flint and tinder. Rapidly reassessing, she said thoughtfully, “I do have just such a one. She was christened Lucia, but we call her Serafina, so

  sweet is her voice, so angelic her smile.”




  “A seraph?” Bran echoed, amused. Even allowing for the inevitable exaggeration in any sales pitch, Serafina still sounded promising. And when the girl herself appeared, slim and

  graceful and very young, he nodded approvingly. “Yes, she will do. But she’s not for me. I’ll take Anna, the wanton who was sitting on my lap. Serafina is for my squire.”

  And reaching for the girl’s hand, he led her across the room to Hugh.




  “Your birthday gift, lad,” he said, and could not help laughing at the astonished look on the boy’s face. Serafina was not as diffident as the bawd claimed; linking her arm in

  Hugh’s, she sought to steer him toward the stairs. But he resisted, grabbing Bran’s sleeve and pulling him into the stairwell with them.




  “What is it, Hugh? Is she not to your liking?”




  “No, she . . . she is very pretty. But my lord, the monks at Evesham Abbey taught us that whoring is a mortal sin!” Hugh had not meant to blurt it out like that. He bit his lip in

  dismay, for he did not think he could bear to be laughed at, not by Bran. But Bran did not laugh.




  “Well, it is hard to dispute that, Hugh. The Church does indeed hold fornication to be a sin. But to be honest, lad, few men could endure an entire summer of drought; we all need a little

  rain in our lives. For what it is worth, I think there are very few sins that God could not forgive. Now I would suggest you follow Serafina above-stairs; you’d not want her to lose face

  before the others, would you? After that—follow your conscience.” Bran turned to go, then swung back, his grin at last breaking free. “But whatever you decide to do, lad, I hope

  you’ll brag about it afterward to Noel!”




  THE chamber was so cramped that the bed seemed to reach from wall to wall. There was one shuttered window, a trestle table, a washing laver, a chamber pot,

  and a wick lamp, sputtering in a bowl of pungent fish oil. But the bed linen looked reasonably clean and there was a large flagon of wine cooling in the laver. Serafina sat down upon the bed,

  kicked off her shoes. She knew some of the other women wasted no time, began by bluntly instructing their customers to wash their privy members, but she preferred to ease into it, to pretend she

  was being seduced, not sold; she was fourteen and still in need of illusions. She smiled, asked Hugh to help her with the laces of her gown, before remembering that he didn’t speak Tuscan. He

  had not yet moved from the door, looked as if he might bolt at any moment. She was perplexed by his behavior, and hobbled by their lack of language. She had been proud that she’d been chosen

  for this young inglese with the bright flaxen hair, but it no longer seemed such an honor. What was he waiting for? Most men pounced upon her ere she could even get her clothes off. She’d

  never bedded an inglese before; were they all so shy? She sighed, lay back on the bed in a seductive pose, and looked at him expectantly.




  Hugh was discovering that Serafina’s silence spoke louder than any voice of conscience. His brain and body no longer worked in harmony, were suddenly at war. His head was filled with

  thoughts of sin, but Barnabas was throbbing with urgent need, caring naught for hellfire or the monks of Evesham. Jesú, she was so pretty, with dark eyes like Juliana and a mouth that needed

  no lip rouge, as soft and red as strawberries. He must not do this. But his legs received another message; they took a hesitant step toward the girl on the bed.




  She had an expressive face, had been regarding him in puzzlement that was slowly turning into impatience. But then she cried out and clapped her hands together. She had a light, pleasing voice,

  and her words pattered about him like raindrops, an assault of musical notes. He seized upon a familiar word, the one she kept repeating. Primo. First. He nodded slowly and pointed to the bed.

  “Si,” he said softly, primo.




  Serafina was delighted to have her suspicions confirmed, delighted that she was to be the one to initiate this young inglese into the mysteries of manhood. It was great good luck to bed a

  virgin. Rising, she came toward him, took his hands in hers. “I know you do not understand me. But I will teach you all you need to know. You shall find joy in my bed and you shall remember

  me, English. You shall remember me even when your hair has greyed and your bones ache with age. For a man never forgets his first.” Raising up on tiptoe, she kissed Hugh on the mouth, then

  drew him toward the bed.




  When Hugh would later acquire the experience that allowed for comparison, he’d realize how well Bran had chosen for him, how fortunate he was to have found a Serafina. She was patient and

  tender and she made him forget the sordidness of their surroundings, forget the fire-and-brimstone sermons of Evesham’s parish priest, forget that she was a Sienese whore. They might have

  been two youngsters out in a meadow, under a haystack, alone in a world whose borders ended at the bed’s edge. Serafina was right; she did give him joy and he would remember her.




  Hugh was awed by his body’s explosive response to Serafina’s caresses. He understood for the first time why the Church looked upon women with such suspicion, for lust did indeed

  allow them to exercise great power over men. But then he thought of Juliana, risking pregnancy and scandal and damnation for Bran. Mayhap women, too, burned with the same fever. If so, it seemed

  unfair to blame them for the cravings of men. After a moment, he began to laugh. “I cannot believe that I am lying in your bed and thinking of theology!”




  Serafina did not understand a word he said, but she laughed, too, and he bent over, kissed her cheek. They were both very pleased with themselves, Hugh proud of his performance and Serafina

  proud of her tutoring. She was no less gratified by his attentiveness afterward, for she was accustomed to men who lost interest in the time it took to roll off of her. But Hugh continued to hold

  her in his arms, to murmur “bella” and “tesora.” Men often told her she was pretty, but none had ever called her a “treasure.” No man had taken her brush and

  combed out her long, dark hair, either. She was so delighted with Hugh’s gallantry that when his hand slid from her shoulder to her breast and his mouth sought hers again, she did not rebuff

  him. Instead, she broke an iron-clad house rule, gave a customer two tumbles for the price of one.




  Fetching the wine flagon, Serafina offered Hugh the first swig. “For a man’s work, a man’s thirst,” she said coyly. Hugh accepted the flagon, but when she called him

  “Barnabas,” he burst out laughing again.




  “Ah, no, lass, that was a joke! My real name is Hugh—Hugh,” he repeated, thumping his chest. But she merely giggled. He was still trying to break through their language barrier

  when a knock sounded on the door. They both stiffened, not yet ready to have the real world intrude, to have Serafina claimed by her next customer.




  “Chi è?” she called out warily.




  “Sono io.” A singularly unhelpful response: it’s me. But then the door swung open and Bran entered. His eyes flicked to the clothing strewn wildly about the room, but he kept a

  straight face as he said, “I thought I’d best look in on you, lad, make sure you were not being held hostage by that conscience of yours.”




  Hugh did not reply, made mute by a sudden realization, that behind Bran’s banter lurked a genuine concern. He might never admit it, but he’d been worried enough to investigate, to

  make certain his birthday gift had not done more harm than good. Hugh was enormously touched by this evidence of affection. No more than Bran, though, could he have acknowledged such emotion. He

  sought, instead, to match Bran’s playful mockery, saying with a bit of bravado, “Well, at least I shall have a right interesting sin to confess on the morrow!”




  But that was not his true voice, flippancy not his style. He hesitated, losing his smile. “My lord . . . I can confess and promise to repent. But . . . but what if I sin again? In all

  honesty, I suspect I will.”




  He looked so solemn and so trusting. Not for the first time, Bran wondered if he’d done Hugh a wrong by plucking him out of the peace of Evesham Abbey, putting him down in the midst of the

  de Montfort maelstrom. “Do not fret, lad. Priests expect you to keep on sinning, do not care as long as you keep on confessing, too. In fact, I think they prefer it that way, for if there

  were no sinners, why would we need them?”




  Hugh grinned; if he was tormented by remorse, he was hiding it extraordinarily well, and Bran had not been impressed by the boy’s acting abilities. Picking up Hugh’s hastily

  discarded belt, still holding a sheathed dagger and money pouch, he dropped it onto the foot of the bed, while fumbling for his own pouch. “When my brother Guy was fifteen, Harry and I took

  him to the Halfmoon, the best bawdy-house in Southwark. He always swore afterward that it was our fault he’d developed such a taste for carousing, claiming that if not for us, he’d

  likely have become a priest!” He laughed softly, then shook several coins onto the bed. “Un’ altra volta per il ragazzo, signorina Serafina.”




  Even Hugh could follow that without translation. As the door closed quietly behind Bran, he shook his head regretfully, giving Serafina an apologetic smile. “I doubt that I’m up to a

  third joust, lass,” he began, miming a yawn to get his point across. But Serafina paid him no mind, and when she put her hand on his inner thigh, he discovered—to his own

  surprise—that mayhap he was not too tired, after all. It was only later that he remembered what Bran had said about his brothers, realized that this was the first time Bran had mentioned

  Harry’s name. It pleased him very much, for he could not help thinking that this was a sign of trust, proof that Bran was coming to understand how absolute was his loyalty, a bond beyond

  breaking. Or so he believed on that Saturday afternoon in Siena’s best whorehouse.




  HUGH’S first glimpse of Viterbo was a disappointment. It was an important town, a papal residence, site of the current cardinals’ conclave. But

  they, arrived at dusk, and all Hugh saw through the gusting rain were streets narrow as any maze, churned up with mud, and shuttered, overhanging buildings of dark tufa stone, black and wet and

  foreboding.




  Viterbo was filled to capacity, struggling to accommodate the entourages of two Kings, and the cardinals assembled to elect a pope. But a cousin of one of Count Ildebrandino’s

  brothers-in-law had a palazzo close by the cathedral. Lodging as many of their attendants as they could in the great hall, they managed to find beds for the rest in neighboring inns. It was a

  tedious, protracted process, though, for men who’d been riding all day in a steady downpour, and by the time they were settled in, tempers were raw and patience in scarce supply.




  The palazzo cooks did their best to feed so many mouths, but the meatless Lenten menu did nothing to raise rain-dampened spirits. In the fourth week of this somber season of fasting and

  self-denial, most of the men were heartily sick of fish, yearning for forbidden foods cooked with butter and milk and cheese. While their host was able to provide stewed eels and fresh pike for the

  Count, Guy, and the fortunates seated upon the dais, those at the lower tables had to make do with the most disliked of all Lenten dishes, smoked red herring. Hugh usually had an appetite to put a

  starving wolf to shame, but tonight he could muster up no enthusiasm for the salt-embalmed fish on his trencher, and he was poking at it listlessly with his knife when Niccolò di Tavena

  generously offered to share the last dollop of hot mustard.




  “Senape,” he said, “e pesce morto,” for Niccolò never missed an opportunity to increase Hugh’s Tuscan vocabulary. His own French was quite good, but he

  magnanimously forbore to laugh, no matter how Hugh mangled his native tongue, for he’d met numerous French and English knights since Guy de Montfort had wed the daughter of his lord, and Hugh

  was the only one who showed a genuine interest in the language of Tuscany.




  Hugh dutifully repeated the words. “Senape—mustard, right? And pesce morto—herring?”




  “No—dead fish,” Niccolò said and grinned at the face Hugh made. “I have another one for you, so pay attention—figlio di puttana. This is for

  Noel—whoreson!”




  Both boys laughed, for Hugh’s relationship with Noel, fractious from the very first, had soured beyond redemption once Noel learned of Serafina. “Fair is fair, Niccolò. Let me

  teach you a blood-curdling French oath, one you—”




  Hugh got no further. Voices were rising; the table rocked suddenly, and a bench overturned with a loud thud. Hugh swung about just in time to see one of the Florentines draw a dagger upon his

  neighbor. Evading that first thrust, the second man snatched up a table knife, slashed his assailant’s sleeve. By now the hall was in an uproar: men shouting, shoving, dogs barking, other

  daggers being drawn. Into the very center of all this turmoil strode Count Ildebrandino. His own sword never left its scabbard, for his was the authority of blood and privilege, authority that took

  compliance for granted. Moving between the combatants, he quelled them by the very arrogance of his assurance, by his obvious disbelief that they would dare to disobey.




  In minutes it was over, the transgressors rebuked, banished from the hall. As calm returned, Niccolò explained to Hugh what had driven the men to daggers. “They fought over a past

  wrong. Florence and Siena have often been at war. This time the Florentines won, and after plundering Siena, they took a number of the city’s young women back with them to

  Florence.”




  Hugh was instantly on the side of the Sienese. “That is an outrage! Women are to be protected, not treated as spoils of war!”




  “Easy, lad, I agree. But ere you offer to lead a rescue mission, you ought to know this—that abduction took place more than forty years ago, before either man was even born!”

  Niccolò laughed at Hugh’s look of bemusement. “You see, Hugh, we Tuscans nurture our grievances, tend them well from one generation to the next. Forget not, forgive not; we live

  by that.”




  Hugh nodded slowly. “The Welsh live by that creed, too.” Within the hour, he was to be given disturbing, dramatic proof that so did the de Montforts.




  The quarrel set the tone for the night. Once the food was cleared away, men settled down to drink—and to trade stories of other war atrocities, of kingly cruelties and crimes of

  statecraft. It was a macabre game, but the men—bored, restless, stranded indoors by the storm—entered into it with gusto, sought to outdo one another, and Hugh and Niccolò and

  the other squires listened in appalled awe to sagas in which soldiers raped nuns, stole from the dying and from God, melted down church chalices and candlesticks, sold false relics to gullible

  pilgrims, and broke each and every one of the Holy Commandments.




  As the evening advanced, the tales grew grimmer; men dredged up gossip steeped in blood. The Tuscans told of wars in which entire towns were put to the torch. The French countered with accounts

  of the siege of Castle Gaillard, in which citizens who’d taken refuge within were expelled by the garrison, only to find themselves trapped between the castle walls and the besieging French

  army; huddled in this hellish no-man’s-land, the wretched villagers began to die of hunger and cold and plague, and so desperate did they become that they seized and devoured a newborn baby.

  That reminded the English of their King John, who had cast into a dark dungeon the wife of a rebel baron, then starved her to death. Hugh thought that last story was rather tactless, given that

  King John was Guy and Bran de Montfort’s grandfather. But they made no comments; they had so far taken no part at all in this grisly contest of griefs.




  Someone then brought up John’s brother Richard, the King called Lionheart, who had put to the sword at Acre more than two thousand Saracens, most of them women and children. Others were

  quick to point out, though, that infidels had no souls. Walter de Baskerville mentioned John again, this time for hanging twenty-eight Welsh hostages at Nottingham Castle, many of them mere lads.

  But as with the Saracens, the nationality of the victims diluted audience sympathy; Wales was too foreign to the Tuscans and French, and too familiar to the English, to stir up much pity for its

  murdered children.




  Count Ildebrandino now came up with a crime so cold-blooded that Hugh involuntarily crossed himself, for this was a brutality not safely shrouded in the past. Twelve years ago, Michael

  Palaeologus was chosen as regent for his six-year-old cousin, rightful heir to the Byzantine Empire. Michael insisted upon being crowned with the boy, but swore a holy oath that he’d

  relinquish all authority once his young cousin came of age. Instead, he ordered the boy blinded, thus effectively rendering him unfit to rule.




  Men murmured among themselves. For the moment at least, the Count seemed to have won the bloody laurels. Glancing toward his son-in-law, he queried, “You’ve been curiously quiet,

  Guy, for a man who has seen so much of war himself. What say you? What wrongs do you judge beyond forgiving?”




  Guy raised his head, and there was something in his face that silenced the conversation in the hall. “That,” he said, “is a question I find very easy to answer. What more

  despicable, cowardly act can there be than the mutilation of the dead?”




  Hugh instinctively looked toward Bran. He’d made no outcry. Nor had he moved. But there was an unnatural stillness about him; he scarcely seemed to be breathing, his eyes riveted upon his

  brother’s face. All other eyes were upon Guy, too, as he shoved his chair back. “Let’s drink to that,” he said loudly, “drink to the victors of Evesham. May they not

  be forgotten!”




  Walter de Baskerville was also on his feet now, rather the worse for wine. “To William de Mautravers and Roger de Mortimer, sons of perdition, spawn of the Devil!”




  Others were raising their wine cups, echoing this bitter toast. Hugh leaned over, whispered to Niccolò that de Mautravers was the man responsible for hacking Lord Simon’s body into

  bloody pieces. “And de Mortimer sent Earl Simon’s severed head to his wife—as a battlefield keepsake! They put it up over the gate of their castle at Wigmore, left it there till

  it rotted . . .”




  Guy reached for a wine goblet, held it aloft. “And what of his God-cursed Grace? Edward Plantagenet, my father’s godson, my kinsman who would be King! Why do you think scum like de

  Mautravers dared to butcher my father as he lay dying in the mud of Evesham? Because he knew—they all knew—that Edward would approve, that Edward wanted it done! No, give credit where

  due, Walter, to my cousin Ned, may we meet in Hell!”




  And with that, he flung the goblet into the fire. Hissing flames shot up wildly, ashes and embers rained into the floor rushes, clay shards ricocheted off the hearth stones, and men watched,

  mesmerized.




  Later, when Hugh had time to think upon what he’d witnessed, he would decide it was the unexpectedness of Guy’s fury that was so frightening. Lightning searing a sky without clouds.

  A sudden burst of flame in a doused hearth. It was over almost as quickly as it began. Guy glanced at the clay fragments, said in a normal tone of voice that he owed his host some new

  crockery—as if that flare of killing rage had never been. Others did not find it so easy to forget. Hugh in particular was unsettled by what he’d seen, for it made him doubt his own

  judgment. He knew that Bran still bled, but Guy had seemed impervious to the past, so much so that Hugh even resented him a little for it, wondering why Bran must bear such deep scars when Guy bore

  so few. Now he knew better and wished he did not.




  THE one most affected by Guy’s outburst was his brother. Bran began drinking in earnest even before the broken crockery was cleared away. By midnight

  he was well and truly drunk, and was still badly hung-over when he stumbled down to the great hall the next morning. Christians were expected to abstain from breakfast during Lent, but even the

  devout often found appetites overcoming obedience, and a number of men were helping themselves to tankards of ale and chunks of bread, soothing their consciences by eschewing butter. Others, those

  who had followed Bran’s example, slumped on benches looking greensick, sipping ale or herbal potions supposed to cure a morning-after malaise.




  Waving aside Noel’s offer of hot bread, Bran drained a flagon of wine much too quickly, and, to the dismay of his squires, demanded another. Hugh had attempted to coax Bran to bed the

  night before, and in consequence, got his first taste of the fabled de Montfort temper. He was not eager to sample any more of it, but he watched Bran with growing unease, for they were meeting

  that forenoon with Charles and the King of France. In their months together, Hugh had never seen Bran publicly drunk, except for that night in Wales, when fever and mead had proved to be such a

  potent mixture. But he’d never seen his lord start drinking so early in the day, and he hovered about anxiously until Bran curtly told him to help Noel in saddling their horses. Even then he

  retreated from the hall with reluctance, with backward glances that Bran was determined to ignore. As fond as he was of Hugh, he was in no mood this morning to bear the burden of the boy’s

  devotion.




  Noel was worried, too, about Bran, but he and Hugh were well past the point where they could share anything, even a mutual concern, and they headed for the stables in sullen silence. Friday the

  13th was believed to be a day of ill omen, but after yesterday’s torrential rains, the morning seemed off to a promising start. The sky was an infinite, azure blue, and the air was cold but

  very clear, as if the night’s storm had washed the world clean.




  Niccolò di Tavena was already in the stables, tightening the girth on the Count’s flashy white stallion. He beckoned hastily at sight of them. “Who is Henry of Almain and what

  is he to the de Montforts?”




  It was an unexpected question. They exchanged quizzical looks, then answered almost in the same breath, Hugh saying, “Their cousin,” and Noel, “Their enemy.”




  Niccolò frowned. “Which is it?”




  “Both.” Before Hugh could elaborate, Noel seized control of the conversation. “He is the eldest son of the English King’s brother Richard, which makes him a first cousin

  to the de Montforts and the Lord Edward. They’re all roughly of an age, grew up together, and he was once a fervent supporter of the Lord Simon. He claimed to believe in the Earl’s

  reforms, but then he renounced his allegiance, at a time when Lord Simon most needed his backing. The de Montforts saw it as a betrayal, and there has been bad blood between them ever since. Why?

  The last we heard, he was on crusade with the Lord Edward. What put him in your mind this morn?’7




  “He’s here—in Viterbo. It seems he arrived four days ago, with the two Kings. A couple of the English knights saw him in the marketplace. I heard them a few moments ago outside

  the stables; Walter de Baskerville was vowing to tell the de Montforts, and the other man was arguing against it, right vehemently, too. So I wondered who he was—”

  


  

  “De Baskerville? We just passed him in the courtyard, headed for the hall!” Hugh spun around, started to run, with Noel and Niccolò right on his heels.




  They heard the shouting even before they reached the hall. Guy was gripping Walter de Baskerville by both arms, shaking the other man in his urgency to get answers. “Are you sure, truly

  sure it was Hal?”




  “Guy, I saw him, crossing the piazza bold as can be! It was him, I swear by my very soul!”




  Guy seemed stunned. “That God would deliver him into my hands . . .” He swung away from de Baskerville, looking about for his squire. “Ancel, fetch my sword! Bran! Where in

  Christ did he go?” His eyes were sweeping the hall, singling out English exiles. “Walter, Geoffrey, Alan, you fought with me at Evesham. Are you with me now? Bran! Damn him!”

  Snatching up his scabbard, he buckled it with shaking hands. “Ancel, get to the stables, saddle my horse! What of the rest of you? Who rides with me?”




  It was like watching a fire blazing out of control. Some caught the contagion, too, began to shout for their own swords and horses. Others were backing away, as if the very air around Guy had

  become hot enough to singe. But when he turned to his father-in-law, the Count did not hesitate. “Of course I go with you,” he said, quite matter-of-factly. “A man must avenge his

  own.” And it was then that Bran emerged from a corner privy chamber.




  He paused, blinking in the surge of sunlight, looking puzzled and a little wary to find the hall in such turmoil. Grabbing Bran’s scabbard from the back of a chair, Guy strode forward,

  thrust it at his brother. “We’ve no time to lose, Bran. Hal is here, right here in Viterbo! I still cannot believe it, cannot believe God could be so good to us. But Christ, why could

  it not have been Ned?”




  Bran had always believed the folklore that a sudden shock could sober a man. He discovered now that it wasn’t so. No matter how he tried to focus his thoughts, to banish the wine-fumes

  from his brain, he could not cut through the confusion. Drink did not numb as easily as it once had, so why now? Why now when he had such need for clear thinking? He looked at his brother, seeing

  not Guy but Harry, his constant, unseen companion, for who was more faithful than a ghost? Who understood better than the dead that there was no forgiveness, in this life or the next? What did Guy

  know of remorse, relentless and ever-present, goading a man toward madness? What did Guy know of that? And he must not ever learn!




  “Guy, listen to me!” Why did his voice sound so slurred, echo so strangely in his own ears? Why could he not find the right words? “But it is Hal, not Ned. Hal. And he

  . . . he was not even at Evesham!”




  He saw at once that he’d not gotten through to Guy; the look on his brother’s face was one of disbelief, not comprehension. “Why are you so set upon destroying yourself? What

  will it change? You cannot even say that Papa would want this, Guy, for you know he would not!”




  It was a cry of desperation, honest as only a plea utterly without hope can be. But Guy reacted as if he’d been struck a physical blow. His head came up, breath hissing through clenched

  teeth, eyes narrowing into slits of incredulous rage.




  “You dare to talk of what Papa would have wanted, you who killed him! He and Harry died because of you, because of your criminal carelessness, your God-cursed folly! Where were you when we

  most needed you? Camped by the lake at Kenilworth Castle, out in the open so your men could bathe, by God, so Ned could come down upon you like a hawk on a pigeon! And Papa never knowing, keeping

  faith in you till the last! Even when we realized that Ned had used your banners as bait, we assumed you’d fought and lost, not that you’d let yourself be ambushed like some green,

  witless stripling, never that! Does it comfort you any, that our father went to his death still believing in you, never knowing how you’d betrayed him? I watched him die, damn you, and Harry

  and all the others. Not you, Bran—me! And mayhap this is why I did not die that day myself, so I could avenge our father, avenge Evesham!”




  Sweat stood out on Guy’s forehead; his chest heaved as if he’d been running. He drew a deep, constricted breath, then said, more calmly but no less contemptuously, “You can

  come with me or not as you choose. But is it not enough that you failed Papa at Evesham? Are you truly going to fail him at Viterbo, too?”




  Bran’s throat had closed up, cutting off speech. But he had nothing to say. No denials to make. No excuses to offer. Every embittered accusation that Guy had flung at him was one already

  embedded in his soul, five years festering. He could not defend himself. Nor could he save himself. All he could do was what he did now—reach for the sword that Guy was holding out to

  him.




  

  THE church of San SilFvestro was only half-filled with parishioners, it not being a Sunday or a holy day. As the bell rang for the Consecration, they knelt

  upon their prayer cushions, began to chant in unison with their priest, “Jesú, Lord, welcome Thou be, in form of bread as I Thee see.” They got no further; the door, barred to

  keep latecomers from interrupting the Mass, was struck a shuddering blow, splintered under the steel of thrusting blades.




  Bran was still blinded by the sun from the piazza; at first all he saw was blackness. Voices were rising from all corners of the church, bewildered, angry, alarmed. He could barely make out a

  shadowy figure standing by the altar. “Who are you that dare to intrude upon God’s service?” A priest’s voice, fearful but indignant, too.




  “You need not fear, Padre. We are not here for you.” This voice Guy’s, a voice like a knife. It cut through the murmuring protests just as surely as his sword had pierced the

  door, frightening to them all, familiar to one. He was on his feet now, his face a white blur, dark hollow eyes in a death mask, doomed and knowing it, for he’d recognized Guy. Their prey,

  their enemy, their cousin Hal.




  “What . . . what do you want?” he cried, beginning to back away, and again it was Guy who answered for them.




  “Retribution,” he said, bringing up his sword. People would later ask why Hal had made no attempt to defend himself, why his attendants did not come to his aid. They were questions

  without answers. All that the eyewitnesses could report was what they saw, that Hal never drew his own sword. He fled, instead, to the altar, as if seeking sanctuary, and when Guy loomed over him,

  he was heard to gasp his cousin’s name, to beg for God’s mercy. Guy’s reply burned itself into so many memories that parishioners would later be able to recall it word for word.

  He had said, they all agreed, “You shall have the mercy you showed my father and brother,” and splattered San Silvestro’s altar with the blood of his kinsman.




  Guy’s second thrust split open Hal’s skull, but still he clung to the altar, clung to life. The priest sought to intercede, and paid dearly for his courage. When they saw their

  priest struck down, the people panicked, tried to flee. A mêlée broke out; other swords flashed.




  Bran saw it all, every gory detail imprinting itself upon his brain, to be relived again and again: the blood pooling in the chancel, caking on his boots, darkening the priest’s cassock,

  even saturating the Host itself, for the holy wafers had spilled out when the pyx overturned. Guy finally broke Hal’s death-grip on the altar, severing three fingers in the process, and

  grabbed the dying man by the hair, began to drag him up the aisle, into the clear. Bran saw it all, the fingers still clutching the altar cloth, the candlesticks scattered underfoot, and always the

  blood, so much of it, more than he’d ever seen on the battlefield, or even when pigs were butchered for Martinmas. How could one man’s body hold so much? But he was forgetting the

  priest. And a parish clerk had been injured, too, was crumpled, moaning, by the sacristy door.




  Bran saw it all. But he felt none of it. For the rest of his life, he would be able to recall the murder scene in San Silvestro’s church merely by closing his eyes. But he could never

  remember how he’d felt or what he’d thought as it was happening.




  The sunlight in the piazza was dazzling, hurt his eyes. He shielded them with his hand, looked down upon the body sprawled at Guy’s feet. Fair hair trailed in the mud; it, too, was turning

  red. Bran’s sword-arm hung at his side; when he started to sheathe the weapon, he saw blood on the blade. Passing strange, but he could not remember how it got there. Why could he not

  remember?




  Guy, too, was staring at their cousin’s body. He was panting, drenched in blood, and soaked in sweat. “I have had my vengeance,” he said, and spat with difficulty into the

  dirt.




  “Have you forgotten what they did to your father’s body? How they hacked him to pieces, then threw him to the dogs?”




  The speaker was an English knight, one of the few survivors of Evesham. Bran knew him well, but now he found himself unable to recall the man’s name. Guy whirled, and for a moment it

  looked as if he might turn upon his tormentor. But then he jerked his sword free of its scabbard again, slashed open his cousin’s belly. Intestines spilled out in a gush of clotted black

  blood; a dreadful stench pervaded the piazza. As Guy swung a second time and then a third, a man fell to his knees, began to vomit. Bells suddenly echoed across the square; one of the parishioners

  was ringing the sanctus bell, sounding the alarm. Count Ildebrandino stepped toward his son-in-law, grabbed Guy’s arm.




  “We are done here,” he said. “You have avenged your father. Now it is time to go—and to go quickly, whilst we still can.”




  The Count’s warning broke the spell. The men scattered, running for their mounts. Sheathing his sword again, Guy swung up into the saddle, raked his spurs into his stallion’s flanks.

  The horse leapt forward, began to lengthen stride. But then Guy jerked on the reins, for as he looked back, he saw his brother still standing by the body. “Bran, you fool, what are you

  waiting for, the hangman? Get to your horse!”




  Bran turned at sound of his name. As their eyes met, Guy felt a queer chill, for Bran looked at him without apparent recognition. “Come on,” he shouted. “Hurry!”




  Bran didn’t move, continued to gaze down at Hal’s body. Footsteps sounded suddenly on the muddy cobblestones; he looked up to see Hugh standing beside him. The boy’s face was

  streaked with tears, and not once did his eyes meet Bran’s. But he was holding out the reins of Bran’s stallion, and after a moment, Bran took them, mounted, and rode after his

  brother.




  People now emerged from hiding places, approached the body. Someone produced a blanket, draped it mercifully over the mangled remains. A woman in widow’s black dropped a rosary into a

  maimed hand. It was all done in an eerie silence, as if the murder had shocked them beyond speech. But then a wailing began in the church, and an elderly merchant sent a servant to the Franciscans,

  where the Kings of Sicily and France were attending Mass.




  Hugh and Noel stood frozen, heedless of the activity beginning to swirl about them. Noel had started to shiver; even after a sympathetic spectator wrapped a mantle about his shoulders, he could

  not stop trembling. As if rousing himself from a trance, Hugh knelt on the cobblestones, made the sign of the cross over Hal’s body. Straightening up, he moved toward the hitching post,

  untied their mounts. But Noel recoiled, looking at him in fresh horror.




  “Have you gone mad? We cannot go with them! They’ve doomed themselves this day, will be hunted down like outlaws, with every man’s hand against them!”




  Hugh did not dispute him. “I know,” he whispered, and shuddered. And then he mounted his gelding, sent it galloping across the piazza at a pace to outrun pursuit, but not memories of

  the murder.
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  THE placid predictability of daily life in Montargis was shattered by the unexpected arrival of the French Queen. The

  villagers abandoned their chores, deserting ploughs, churns, and looms in their eagerness to glimpse their sovereign’s mother. Even the nuns could not resist the turmoil, peeping

  surreptitiously from the windows of frater, infirmary, and almonry as Marguerite and her entourage rode into the priory precincts. The Prioress hastened out to greet their royal guest, having

  already sent a servant to alert the de Montfort household, for all knew it was Nell whom Marguerite had come to see.




  By the time Marguerite reached the de Montfort lodgings, Nell was awaiting her in the doorway. If her curtsy displayed the deference due a Queen, her smile welcomed a friend. “Madame, what

  a joyful surprise! I’m sorry my daughter is not here to greet you, too, but Ellen has been away for the past fortnight, visiting her de Montfort cousins at La Ferté-Alais. I expect her

  back today or tomorrow, though, and . . .” Nell paused for breath, and only then did she become aware of the other woman’s silence. “Marguerite? Is something wrong?”




  Marguerite nodded, her eyes filling with tears.




  THE church was very still, sun filtering through diamond-shaped panes of emerald-and ruby-tinted glass; the faint fragrance of incense hung in the air.

  Breathing in the perfumed scent, enveloping herself in the silence, it seemed to Nell that this shadowy chapel was her last refuge in a world gone mad. She did not approach the altar, though. In

  her despair, she turned not to God, but to Simon, and knelt by her husband’s memorial stone. “Beloved,” she whispered, “how unquiet is your grave . . .”




  Another woman might have fumbled for a rosary; Nell reached for a ring. A sapphire set in the shape of a cross, it had once been Simon’s, worn since Evesham on a chain around her neck.

  Fishing it from her bodice, she balanced it in her palm, then watched as her fingers curled around it, clenched into a fist.




  “Was ever a man so ill-served by the sons who loved him? If Harry had not allowed Edward to escape, if Bran had only understood the urgency of your need at Evesham, if only . . .”

  Her voice wavered, then steadied. “How I hate those words! If only. What if. And the worst one of all, Simon—why.”




  After a while, she tried to pray, first for the soul of her murdered nephew, and then for her doomed sons. The prayers didn’t help, for she had lost more at Evesham than her husband, her

  eldest son, and her country. She had lost, too, her faith in God’s justice. From King’s daughter to rebel’s widow—it was a free-falling plunge into depths not yet plumbed.

  She had in time made her peace with the Almighty, but after Evesham, she no longer truly trusted Him, and she no longer believed that heavenly prayers could ease earthly pain.




  “And now this,” she said softly. “And now Viterbo. Simon . . . Simon, I do not understand!”




  It was an involuntary cry, one that seemed to echo on the hushed chapel air, lingering until dispelled by a slamming door, by a familiar voice. “Mama? Mama, we’re back!”




  Ellen and Juliana were hastening up the nave. “There you are, Mama!” Even in such dimmed light, Ellen looked radiant. “We had a wonderful time. We went to Paris for a few days,

  heard Easter Mass at Notre Dame, and Cousin Alice took us to the apothecary who makes that jasmine perfume you fancy. Then, once we were back at La Ferté-Alais, they gave an elaborate feast,

  with dancing and jugglers and even a trained bear!” Ellen paused long enough to shoot a mischievous look in Juliana’s direction. “Oh, yes, and Juliana made another conquest. One

  of the knights was so smitten with her that he followed her about like her own shadow, even—”




  Juliana jogged Ellen’s elbow. “She makes much ado over nothing, Madame. Can you tell us if it is true about the French Queen? She is here in Montargis?”




  “Yes.” Nell had risen at sound of her daughter’s voice. For a moment, her fingers tightened around her husband’s ring, and then she said, “Come here, Ellen. You,

  too, Juliana, for this concerns Bran.”




  The two girls exchanged startled, guilty glances, and Juliana flushed darkly, wondering how she and Ellen could have deluded themselves so easily, how they could ever have believed that the

  Countess knew naught of her liaison with Bran.




  They moved forward, losing all joy and laughter in the few brief steps it took to enter the chapel, looking tense, anxious, and young enough to break Nell’s heart. “Marguerite came

  to tell me, Ellen,” she said abruptly, “that your cousin Hal is dead.”




  Ellen’s lashes flickered, no more than that, and Nell felt a sense of weary wonderment that she and Simon could have bred this beautiful, impassive child, so unlike her volatile,

  impassioned parents. But Ellen had not always been so guarded. Growing up, she, too, had followed the de Montfort credo of no emotion denied, no thought left unspoken, for Simon and Nell had both

  prided themselves upon their candor, their willingness to speak out before the most exalted of audiences. After one of Henry’s many battlefield blunders, Simon had even dared to tell the

  English King that he belonged by rights in an asylum for the deranged of mind, an audacity Henry never forgave and other men never forgot. Now, as Nell looked at Ellen’s profile, so perfect

  and yet so inscrutable, she felt an old ache stirring, for Ellen’s reticence was not hers by birthright. It was a painful, learned response to a lesson no thirteen-year-old should ever have

  to master. Evesham had scarred her daughter no less than her sons.




  “Mama . . .” Ellen took her time, choosing her words with care. “I understand why you grieve for Uncle Richard. Indeed, I am sorry, too, for his pain. He is a decent man, and I

  know he truly tried to help us after Evesham. But please do not ask me to grieve for Hal. I cannot mourn him, Mama, for I cannot forgive him. If he had kept faith, Papa and Harry might still be

  alive. No, I can find no pity in my heart for Hal. I regret only that God gave him a crusader’s death, for that is an honor he did not deserve.”




  There was no easy way to do it. “No, Ellen, you do not understand—not yet. Hal did not die in the Holy Land. He died in Italy.”




  Juliana’s expression did not change; she continued to look puzzled and somewhat apprehensive. But Ellen’s eyes widened; the mask cracked. “Italy,” she echoed, and then,

  “Oh, Mama, no!”




  Nell nodded grimly. “For reasons known but to God, he directed Hal to Viterbo. There what you fear came to pass. As soon as your brothers learned of his presence, they . . . they seem to

  have gone stark mad. They burst into the church where Hal was hearing Mass, murdered him as he clung to the altar, and then Guy . . . Guy mutilated his body ere they escaped. Marguerite says they

  are believed to have taken refuge at Sovana, Count Ildebrandino’s castle in—”




  Juliana gave a smothered sob; Ellen caught her arm as she swayed. “No, Juliana, it is not true! Guy . . . yes, for he’s like one crazed when it comes to Papa’s enemies. But not

  Bran, not a killing like that. Juliana, will you stop weeping and pay heed to what I say? It is a mistake, it has to be. You know what happened at Evesham, you know that Bran got to the battle too

  late, that he . . . God help him, but he saw our father’s head on a pike. I cannot even begin to imagine what the ride back to Kenilworth must have been like for him. But the day’s

  horror was not yet done. When the castle garrison heard, they went mad. My uncle Richard was being held at Kenilworth as a hostage, and they attacked him, would have killed him right there in the

  bailey if not for Bran. He stood over my uncle’s body, sword drawn, and faced them down, just hours after seeing what Richard’s allies had done to our father. Now you tell me, is that a

  man who’d murder during a Mass?”




  But Juliana continued to sob softly. It was Nell who reached out to her daughter, laid her hand gently on Ellen’s arm. Ellen’s mouth trembled. “Tell her, Mama. Please tell her

  it’s not true . . .” Pulling away when Nell slowly shook her head. “My God, Mama, how can you believe that of Bran?”




  Nell did not flinch. “Because I know Bran’s pain,” she said quietly. “Because I know that he has spent the last five years looking for a way to punish himself. And I very

  much fear that he found it at Viterbo.”




  Ellen could not speak. “What will happen to them?” she asked, once she was sure her voice would not betray her.




  “They have been outlawed, their lands forfeit, and they’ll be excommunicated as soon as there is a new pope to do it, to damn them. Then no man will dare to help them . . .”

  Nell leaned back against the altar. “Child, there is more. Marguerite says suspicions have fallen upon Amaury, too.”




  “But why? Amaury was not at Viterbo . . . was he, Mama? Even if so, I’ll never believe he took part in a church killing, never!”




  “No, he was not in Viterbo. He was hundreds of miles away at Padua, had naught to do with the murder. But his blood alone convicts him in the eyes of some, and Marguerite says there has

  been talk of charging him with collusion.” With an obvious effort, Nell pushed herself away from the altar, straightened her shoulders. “I must return to our bedchamber now, for I have

  a letter to write. I do not know where I shall find the words, though. How do I tell my brother that I am sorry my sons murdered his?”




  Ellen’s breath broke on a shudder. “Mama, I am so sorry! You do not deserve this!”




  Nell’s mouth twisted. “If we got what we deserved in this life, Simon would be in Westminster and Henry in Hell. Look after Juliana, and Ellen . . . do not despair. We’ll get

  through this somehow. You are Plantagenet and de Montfort, and a sword made from that steel is too finely tempered to break.”




  Juliana sank to her knees, and Ellen knelt beside her, holding the other girl as she wept. Her own eyes were dry. She’d once cried easily: for a sorrowful song, a beggar’s hunger, a

  homeless dog. Now she knew that tears availed for naught.




  “Where will he go, Ellen? What will he do?




  “I do not know.”




  Juliana shivered, crossed herself. “What greater sacrilege can there be than a killing in God’s own House? Do you think God could ever forgive him?”




  Ellen bit her lip. “It is not God’s vengeance that they must fear now. It is my cousin’s. Ned will follow them to Hades if need be.”




  THE ship carrying Edmund Plantagenet, Earl of Leicester and Lancaster, second son of the English King, entered the port of Palermo at mid-day. Edmund was

  awed by his first sight of Sicily. He’d been told that it was a beautiful land, and he found it so: mountains soaring into infinity, harbors of translucent turquoise, a landscape on fire with

  flowers. He knew that it was a rich land, too, blessed with iron and salt mines, sugar cane, cotton. And as he looked upon this exotic island city, Edmund felt a sharp stab of regret, for it might

  have been his.




  Although he had little interest in the past, Edmund was well-versed in the history of Sicily. He knew it had been settled by the Phoenicians a thousand years before the birth of the Lord Christ,

  that it had been conquered by the Greeks, the Romans, the Saracens, and then the Normans. After the death of the Emperor Frederick, his empire had split asunder, and the Pope sought English support

  for his feud with Frederick’s son by offering the throne of Naples and Sicily to Edmund, then a lad of nine. Henry had been thrilled by the prospect of obtaining a crown for his younger son.

  But the English barons balked, unwilling to fight a war and drain the Exchequer in order to make Edmund ruler of a foreign realm.




  It had been a bitter disappointment for Henry, just one more grievance to tally up against Simon de Montfort’s account. But Edmund soon came to terms with his loss. It was not that

  difficult, for his was an equable, genial nature, not given to grudges. Moreover, he might lack a coronet, but he did not lack for lands; Henry had bestowed upon him Simon de Montfort’s

  estates, and those of Lancaster as well. Young, healthy, with a doting father, an elder brother he adored, an heiress for his child-bride, and two earldoms, he was indeed blessed, but it was his

  saving grace that he knew it—even on this April afternoon in Palermo harbor, gazing upon palm trees and flowering mimosa and lemon groves, a sight sure to beguile anyone accustomed to the

  cool grey mists and recurrent rains of England.




  Edmund had been told that his brother was staying at La Favrah, a Norman palazzo a few miles southeast of Palermo. He was looking forward to his reunion with Edward, eager to fulfill his

  crusader’s vow. But he was also somewhat apprehensive about his brother’s frame of mind, for upon landing at Naples, he’d been told of the murder in Viterbo.




  Edmund had not been that well acquainted with Hal, who was ten years his senior. He was shocked, though, by the circumstances of his cousin’s death, and he knew that Edward would not rest

  until the de Montforts paid a blood debt. His brother had a temper to rival the eruptions of Sicily’s Mount Etna. As little as he liked to admit it, he could see Edward, too, raging into a

  church in pursuit of an enemy, blind to all but his own fury.




  But no . . . they said Hal had not resisted. Ned would not have struck down a defenseless man. A foe crossing swords with Ned had one chance of saving his life: surrender. In that, Guy de

  Montfort was utterly unlike Ned. Unlike his own father, for Edmund was sure that his uncle Simon would never have shed blood in a church. An ugly business, for certes. Poor Uncle Richard; it was

  his ill health that had been bringing Hal home. Sad, so sad. Well, at least Hal would be avenged. That was a certainty. He knew his brother.




  La Favrah was the most magnificent palace Edmund had ever seen. It was surrounded on three sides by a vast man-made lake that stretched to the foot of Monte Grifone. The grounds were

  crisscrossed with fishponds, planted with oleanders and orange trees and cypress, and barges gilded gold and silver floated upon the waters of the lagoon. The residential part of the palace

  encircled a large courtyard. The walls were of bright Spanish tile and white Parian marble. Red mosaics lined the pathways, and wherever Edmund’s eye alighted, he saw cascading fountains,

  strutting peacocks, and graceful arcades adorned with honeycomb tracery. It was beautiful beyond compare, but in an alien, Arabic sort of way; Edmund had the uneasy sensation that a mosque would

  look more at home here than a chapel.




  A tall, elegantly gowned woman was walking by one of the fountains. She smiled at sight of him, held out her hands in welcome. Edmund did not begrudge his brother the English crown—not

  often—but he did occasionally envy him his wife, for not only was Eleanora an alluring beauty in the dark Spanish style, she was utterly devoted to Edward, pledged to him heart, body, and

  soul. The best proof of her devotion was that she had left their three small children behind in England, knowing she would not see them for years, rather than be separated from Edward. Of course

  that could just be common sense, Edmund acknowledged wryly. Ned might be a loving husband, but he was not always a faithful one. Better to keep him close, lest temptation beckon. Kissing

  Eleanora’s hand, he began to laugh, having belatedly become aware of her swelling silhouette.




  “Ned did not tell me! When is the babe due?”




  “Mid-summer, or so the midwife says. Eduardo tried to persuade me to remain here whilst he returns to the Holy Land. But I prevailed upon him, and we expect to sail for Acre within the

  fortnight.” Eleanora had come to England as a child-bride of ten, but her voice still held echoes of her native Castile. “Edmundo . . . do you know?”




  When he nodded, she sighed. “Never have I seen Eduardo so wroth,” she confessed. “He is in council, making plans for his campaign against the infidel. Come, I shall take you to

  him.” And linking her arm in his, she led him across the courtyard toward a spacious south-west hall.




  Edmund was not surprised by the raised voices; his brother’s strategy sessions tended to be turbulent. The men with Edward were well-known to him: Thomas de Clare, Erard de Valery, and

  William de Lusignan, Earl of Pembroke. The first was a friend, the younger and more amenable brother of the Earl of Gloucester. The second was a French knight who had the dubious distinction of

  having once saved Guy de Montfort’s life. And the third was a kinsman, Henry’s half-brother and their uncle, a man detested by virtually every Englishman who’d had the bad fortune

  to cross paths with him.




  They were all arguing with Edward, each in his own fashion—Thomas reasoning, Erard joking, and William de Lusignan blustering—but Edmund knew none were likely to prevail. His brother

  might not yet have a king’s crown, but he did have a king’s will. So imperial was his bearing, so regal and forceful his demeanor, that people sometimes forgot he was a king-in-waiting,

  forgot the frail, aging shadow who blocked Edward’s emergence into the sun. It saddened Edmund that their father’s last days should be so meaningless, that he should be reduced to the

  status of a caretaker king, or worse, a ghost lingering beyond his time. Despite his manifest failings as a monarch, Henry had been a loving father, and Edmund ached for his twilight impotence,

  while understanding why England yearned for Edward’s reign.




  Not that it had always been so. Edmund knew there’d been a time when men dreaded the day that Edward would be King. Edmund had no memories himself of his brother’s lawless youth;

  he’d been just a child. But he’d heard the stories. Edward’s escapades had gone far beyond the usual hell-raising expected of young men of rank. Galloping through villages at

  midnight, making enough clamor to awaken the dead. Appropriating wagons and abandoning them in cemeteries. Playing cat-and-mouse with the City Watch, getting drunk in Southwark whorehouses. Edward

  had done it all. But then his games took on darker tones. The brawling was no longer in sport. There was an ugly incident at Wallingford Priory, where monks were beaten and wine casks looted. There

  were reports of women being molested. And then a young man who’d somehow incurred Edward’s displeasure was cruelly mutilated by Edward’s servants, at Edward’s command. And

  as these accounts were bruited about, people began to cross themselves and shiver at the thought of Edward wielding the manifold powers of kingship.




  But such fears had been—for the most part—laid to rest during those tumultuous months between the battle of Lewes, in which Simon de Montfort scored a stunning victory over the

  forces of the Crown, and the battle of Evesham. Held hostage while Simon vainly sought to win him as ally, Edward had contrived a daring escape, and brought Simon to bay after a campaign brilliant

  in conception, flawless in execution. Men had called Simon de Montfort the “greatest soldier in Christendom.” After Evesham, they began to say the same of Edward. It was Edmund’s

  belief that the civil war had been for Edward a crucible, a trial by fire in which the sins of youth were burned away and his true manhood emerged from the ashes, as it was meant to be. For others,

  Edward’s renowned skill with a sword was enough; much could be overlooked in a battle commander of Edward’s caliber.




  As Edmund stepped forward, Edward was the first to glance up. “Well, now,” he said, “if it is not the prodigal sheep!” The other men looked understandably baffled, for

  that was an old family joke, the result of Edmund’s childish confusion between the biblical prodigal son and the proverbial lost sheep. Edmund was not surprised that Edward had remembered;

  his memory was as sharp as his sword. He grinned, moved to embrace his brother.




  Edward’s bear hug took his breath. He was five feet, nine inches, the same height as their father, but Edward stood several fingers above six feet, so tall that men called him

  “longshanks.” They were as unlike in appearance as they were in temperament. In childhood, Edward’s hair had been as fair as Edmund’s, but it had later darkened, was now a

  brownish-black, although in full sunlight, his beard still showed red-gold flecks. His eyes were a pale, clear blue like Henry’s, and like Henry, one eyelid drooped drowsily. A slight speech

  impediment—a faint lisp—which would have put another man at a distinct disadvantage, was in Edward an irrelevancy, so impressive was his physique, so dominant his personality. White

  teeth flashed now as he laughed, throwing his head back, enveloping Edmund in another exuberant hug.




  “By God, lad, it’s glad I am to see you! What word from England?”




  “I have a casket full of letters for you. Mama is thriving, as ever. But Papa is still ailing, and so is Uncle Richard. When he hears about Hal, it’s like to kill him,

  Ned.”




  “You know, then.” Edward’s voice was flat. “All of it?” Edmund nodded quickly, hoping thus to avert a gory reenactment of the crime. He would rather not dwell upon

  the brutal details of his cousin’s death, although he was unwilling to admit this, lest the other men think him squeamish or soft. Edward had begun to pace back and forth, taking long,

  sweeping strides, every line of his body communicating his outrage. He had yet to notice his wife, who seemed content to wait until he did.




  “What I cannot understand,” Edward said suddenly, “is why Hal did not fight back. If it had been me . . .” He shook his head, then gave Edmund a look of such searing

  intensity that his brother was thankful he was not the real recipient. “I would have bartered my very soul for a chance to cross swords with Guy de Montfort,” he said, and none doubted

  him.




  Moving to the window, Edward stood for some moments, staring out at the silver-sheened lake. “I would that I could lead the hunt to track them down. But my army awaits me at Acre. Charles

  has promised, though, that he’ll see them brought to justice. Christ pity him if he does not, for I’ve sworn a holy oath that the de Montforts shall pay for Hal’s murder, every

  one of them, and I—”




  “Every one of them? Surely not Aunt Nell, too?” Edmund blurted out uneasily, and Edward gestured impatiently.




  “Of course not. Aunt Nell would not have countenanced such a killing.” After a pause, he said grudgingly, “And neither would Simon.” An acknowledgment to an enemy did not

  come easily to Edward; moving back to the table, he reached for a cup of sweet red wine, swallowed to take the taste away. “There was a time, though, when I would have said the same of Bran .

  . .”




  William de Lusignan laughed. “I hear he has not drawn a sober breath in years. He was probably so besotted he thought the bloodletting to be some quaint Italian custom, part of the

  Mass!”




  Edmund and Thomas and Erard looked at him in distaste, the first two because they detested him, Erard because he had been Bran’s friend. But then, so had Edward—once. He was staring

  out onto the lake again, eyes narrowed against the white Sicilian sun. “It was mainly Guy’s doing,” he said. “I know that, for I know Guy, God rot his misbegotten soul! But

  the fact that his guilt is greater does not excuse Bran or Amaury. They, too, have a debt to pay, and I shall see that they do.”




  “Amaury, too?” Edmund gasped, horrified that a priest might have taken part in a church killing. “I heard naught of Amaury at Naples!”




  Erard shifted uncomfortably in his seat, wanting to speak up for Amaury, but loath to remind Edward of his friendship with the de Montforts. Thomas was reluctant, too, to intervene, but

  he’d been burdened with an innate sense of fairness. “Ned, you know there is no proof whatsoever that Amaury was—”




  Edward spun around. “Proof? He is Simon de Montfort’s spawn, is he not? What more proof do I need? When I think of all that man has to answer for, the evil ideas he brought to

  England like some noxious French pox, the way he tried to cripple the God-given powers of kingship, I know he must be burning in eternal hellfire!”




  By then the others had realized he was speaking not of Amaury, but of Simon. “He would have torn asunder the very foundation of the realm, dashed us down into hellish chaos and darkness!

  Look at the allies he drew to him: the London rabble, Oxford students, unlettered village priests, Welsh rebels. But not men of good birth, not men of the peerage. And yet there are people who

  still hold his memory dear, who have made him into a martyr, who bleat that he died for them and their precious Runnymede Charter, for their ‘liberties.’ If Simon de Montfort is a

  saint, then I’m the living, breathing incarnation of Christ Jesús the Redeemer! But fools flourish in England like the green bay tree, and still he wreaks havoc upon us, even now from

  the grave.”




  None had dared to interrupt. When Edward at last fell silent, Eleanora crossed to his side, wiped away with gentle fingers the perspiration that trickled down his temples. He looked exhausted by

  his outburst, by this continuing struggle to defeat a phantom foe five years dead.




  “Do you know whom I truly blame for Hal’s death? Simon de Montfort, for it was he who led us to the cliff’s edge. He’s beyond my powers to punish. But his sons are not,

  and I shall see them in Hell. This I swear upon the surety of Hal’s soul.”
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  OTHER men might envision Hell as a subterranean underworld, an abyss filled with flames and rivers of boiling blood. But to

  Hugh, Hell would forever after be the bleak, low-lying marshes of the Maremma.




  Hugh was not alone in hating it, this vast, barren swampland stretching north from Viterbo, south from Siena, a haven for snakes, wild boar, and pestilent fevers. Men who’d remained loyal

  to Bran, even after Viterbo, balked at the Maremma, and their numbers dwindled daily.




  None knew exactly what had passed between Bran and his brother; Bran said nothing and not even the bravest man dared to breach his frozen silence. That the rupture had come surprised no one, for

  Guy had taken a bitter satisfaction in his act of vengeance, and Bran, once he’d sobered up, was sickened by it. Most of their men made the predictable and pragmatic decision to remain at

  Sovana Castle with Guy and his powerful father-in-law. But a score of knights had elected to follow Bran.




  These die-hard loyalists had not bargained upon the Maremma, though, had not bargained upon endless, empty days under a searing sun, a landscape of windswept desolation, muddy bogs, reed-choked

  ponds of stagnant water. The impoverished port of Orbetello, the shabby coastal village of Talamone, the inland town of Grosseto, then back to Talamone—theirs was an aimless wandering without

  purpose or plan, and to the disgruntled, uneasy men, it began to seem like the accursed odyssey of Cain. Bran shrugged off their queries, ignored their protests, and as their patience waned, one by

  one they slipped away. By this hot, humid Whitsunday in late May, they had all forsaken Bran but two—Hugh and a French knight, Sir Roger de Valmy.




  Hugh had risen early, eager to escape the oppressive atmosphere of their inn. He’d meandered about the harbor for a while, practicing his Tuscan upon obliging passersby. Out of sheer

  boredom, he stopped to help the blacksmith shoe a recalcitrant filly and then drew well water for an elderly widow. When several youths invited him to join in a rough-and-tumble game of palone, he

  was quick to accept.




  Hugh was still surprised by the continuing friendliness of the Tuscan people. They were unabashedly curious about the Viterbo murder, but he found none of the hostility he’d expected.

  While he encountered no one who condoned the killing, he met no one who did not understand it, either. Blood-feuds were too familiar to shock. A pity, all agreed, before pointing out that it would

  not have happened if the Earl’s body had not been so foully abused at Evesham. Two sides of the same coin, no? Men crossed themselves, then shrugged.




  For several hours the boys tossed a football back and forth. By the time the game broke up, Hugh was sweaty and out of breath and limping from a particularly energetic tackle, but happier than

  he’d been in weeks. His conscience was beginning to prickle, though, and he headed back toward the inn, in case Bran might have need of him. Reaching the stables, he detoured to check upon

  their horses, and it was there that he found Sir Roger de Valmy, saddling his stallion.




  Hugh could not conceal his dismay. “You are leaving?”




  The Frenchman nodded. “I ought to have gone weeks ago, but I kept hoping Bran would come to his senses.” Buckling the saddle girth, he stepped from the shadows. A dark, stocky man of

  middle height, his most notable feature was an ugly scar, one that twisted his mouth askew, into a sinister smile that could not have been more deceptive, for he was by nature affable, generous,

  and perceptive. “Look, lad,” he said slowly, “I like Bran. But he is drifting into deep water, and I am not willing to drown with him.”




  Hugh saw there was no point in arguing. “Where will you go?”




  “South. Charles keeps his court at Naples. I mean to seek him out, offer him my sword. I’ve fought for him in the past; he knows my worth.”




  “But . . . but are you not afraid to face him? After Viterbo . . .”




  De Valmy smiled. “Have you not wondered, Hugh, why there was no pursuit? Why no efforts have been made to track Bran and Guy down? Oh, I daresay Charles disapproved of the killing. But no

  king willingly loses a good battle commander, and Guy de Montfort is one of the best. I’d wager a thousand livres—if I had it—that Charles is going to wait for the furor to die

  down, for men to forget, and then, lo and behold, Guy will turn up in his service again.”




  Hugh was shocked by de Valmy’s cynicism. “But Guy and Bran have been outlawed, their lands forfeit!”




  De Valmy shrugged. “Yes, but you did not see Charles laying siege to Sovana Castle, did you? No, if Charles does not in time restore Guy to favor, it’ll be only because he could find

  no way to appease Edward, not because of his moral outrage over the murder.”




  “What of Bran? Does he know you’re going?”




  De Valmy nodded again. “He did not even blink,” he said, then swung up into the saddle. “You’re a good lad, Hugh, and I’m in need of a squire. Come with

  me.”




  “I thank you, Sir Roger. But I cannot.”




  De Valmy did not look surprised. “No, I suppose not. But I did want you to have a choice, lad,” he said, and rode out of the stable.




  His leaving sent Hugh’s spirits plummeting. What would happen now? What were they going to do? He could not bring himself to face Bran, not yet, and he followed de Valmy into the blinding,

  white sunlight.




  The rest of the day passed in a blur. He spent much of it sitting on a secluded, rocky beach just east of the village. Lying back upon the hot sand, he stared out to sea, watched gulls circle

  and squabble overhead, flung shells into the surf, and sought to convince himself that a happy ending was still within Bran’s grasp. He had in fact devised a plan, but he’d so far

  lacked the courage to broach the subject with Bran, for never had Bran been so unapproachable as in the weeks after Viterbo. As always, he kept his grieving to himself, and thus made it impossible

  for others to offer any sort of comfort. Hugh could only look upon his silent sorrowing, his daily drinking, and hope for a miracle.




  He dozed for a time, awoke with a start, with the guilty realization that this was Whitsunday and he’d not yet attended Mass. But what came to him next was worse. He’d been gone nigh

  on all day. What if Bran thought he’d ridden off with Sir Roger? Jumping to his feet, he started to run.




  Their room was the best in the inn, but that wasn’t saying much. The chamber was cramped and cluttered and stifling, for Bran had not bothered to unshutter the lone window. A reeking

  tallow candle was burning down toward the wick, a tray of untouched food had been dumped by the door, and several empty wine flagons lay scattered amidst the floor rushes. Bran was sprawled, fully

  dressed, upon the bed. Gaunt and unshaven, he looked like a stranger to Hugh, looked unnervingly like his brother Guy. The narrowed eyes were bloodshot, unfriendly. “So,” he said,

  “you’re still here, are you?”




  He sounded like a stranger, too; there was a harsh, mocking edge to his voice that Hugh had never heard before. “Of course I am here, my lord.”




  “Why?”




  Hugh blinked. “My lord?”




  “A simple enough question, I should think. I asked why you did not go with Roger.”




  Hugh had been poised to begin removing some of the litter. Instead, he straightened up, eying Bran warily. Drink had always acted as a buffer for Bran, isolating him behind a moat of ale and

  wine, not as fuel for an erratic temper, as Hugh had once feared. He did not know how to handle this sudden wine-soaked sarcasm. After glancing down at one of the empty flagons, he said, “I

  would not leave you, my lord.”




  Bran gave a hoarse, rasping laugh. “Faithful to the grave, eh, Hugh? But did it ever occur to you that I do not want it, that steadfast, suffocating loyalty of yours? Christ, do not look

  at me like that! The truth is that I needed a squire, instead got a wet-nurse, and am heartily sick of it.”




  Hugh didn’t speak; he couldn’t. His silence seemed to spur Bran on. Sitting up, he said impatiently, “Do you not understand what I am saying? Go home to England, Hugh, where

  you belong.” And when the boy just stood there, staring at him, he reached for a leather pouch, flung it at Hugh. “For services rendered, a debt paid in full. Now what are you waiting

  for? I no longer want you with me, am bone-weary of your infernal hovering. How much more plainly can I speak than that?”
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