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  Castle of St Jacques-de-Beuvron, Brittany




  February 1231
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  THEY crossed the border into Brittany at noon, soon afterward found themselves in an eerily silent landscape, shrouded in dense, spectral fog.

  Simon showed neither unease nor surprise, merely commented that they must be nearing the sea. But his squire was not so sanguine. Geoffrey fumbled within his mantle, seeking his crucifix. Bretagne,

  he whispered, as if the ancient name of this ominous realm might prove a talisman, protecting him and his young lord. It was a land steeped in dark legend, a land in which the people spun firelit

  tales of Merlin and the Celtic King, Arthur, a land with its own myths, its own arcane tongue, not a land to welcome strangers—Bretagne.




  Geoffrey did not fear Breton bandits, for he’d never seen a better swordsman than Simon. But he wondered how they’d fare against shadows, against the demon spirits that were said to

  haunt these dark, foreboding forests. Once he broached the subject; Simon only laughed. Geoffrey was very much in awe of his lord, but understanding so far eluded him. How was it that Simon seemed

  so blessedly free of the fears that plagued other men? How could he believe this mad quest of his might succeed?




  So thick and enveloping was the fog that they were upon the castle before they realized it. They drew rein while Simon studied the fortress, almost as if he were planning an assault. And indeed,

  Geoffrey thought, he was! It was a formidable edifice of Caen stone, erected by the most ruthless of Normandy’s dukes, William the Bastard, who—against all odds—had won the crown

  of the island kingdom of England. Geoffrey wondered if Simon was thinking of that now, if he was daunted by the odds he himself faced. But Simon’s face revealed nothing. Urging his stallion

  forward, he emerged from the swirling, smoke-colored mist, his sudden, sorcerer-like appearance before the gatehouse drawing an immediate challenge from the startled guards.




  Simon raised a hand. “I am Sir Simon de Montfort,” he said, “of Montfort l’Amaury in France. I am here to see my cousin, the Earl of Chester.”




  THE chamber was as dimly lit as if it were dusk, for all the windows were shuttered against the fog, the damp, chill air. A sputtering oil lamp at

  Simon’s elbow cast flickering shadows, occasionally flared up to illuminate the face of the man across the table. As brown and sun-weathered as any crusader’s, it was a face that

  attested to every one of his sixty years, attested to a lifetime spent in the saddle, on distant battlefields in the service of his King. He shared with Simon the dark coloring of their kindred,

  but his hair was scanty, well-silvered, and the narrow black eyes were oblique and wary, utterly lacking Simon’s hope, his eager zeal. They were first cousins, but strangers, and some of

  Simon’s confidence began to falter; his dream seemed suddenly as elusive as the Holy Grail, as fanciful as tales told of unicorns and winged griffins. Why would Chester ever agree?




  “You’re your father’s son for true,” Chester said at last. “Do you remember him?”




  Simon shook his head. “My memories are blurred. I was only ten when he was slain.” Chester had provided mulled wine, and Simon started to drink, then stopped. Why delay? Better to

  plunge ahead, to gamble all on one quick throw of the dice. “I am here, my lord, to talk to you of the English earldom that was once my father’s.”




  If Chester was surprised, he didn’t show it. But then, Simon suspected, it had been many years since Chester had allowed an unruly emotion to break free. “The earldom of

  Leicester,” he said, and in his voice, too, there was nothing.




  “It was my lord father’s by right, unjustly taken from him by King John of evil fame, and then bestowed upon you, our kinsman. I have come to St Jacques-de-Beuvron to ask you to

  restore the earldom to me.”




  Chester leaned back in his chair. “Now why,” he said, “would I want to do that?”




  “Because you need it not, my lord, because you hold far more lucrative earldoms, those of Chester and Lincoln, whilst your nephew and heir, John the Scot, also holds the earldom of

  Huntingdon in his own right. Because you are said to be a man of honor and my claim is a just one. Because the greatest attributes of knighthood are prowess on the battlefield and

  generosity.” Simon paused for breath, then grinned. “And to give away an earldom would be an act of the most extraordinary generosity imaginable—or else an act of utter madness.

  In either case, my lord, you’d pass into legend for certes!”




  Chester’s mouth twitched; he gave an abrupt cough of a laugh. “Most men would vote for madness,” he said dryly, and then, “How old are you, lad?”




  “Twenty and two.” Simon had rehearsed his plea until it was memory-perfect, but now instinct kept him silent. He watched the older man intently, sought in vain to read the expression

  in those slanting dark eyes. “The earldom means little to you, my lord,” he said softly. “To me, it would be a rebirth.”




  Chester nodded. “It is no easy thing,” he said, “to be a younger son. And you were the youngest of four, if my memory serves. There’d be little left for you, I

  expect.” Another thin smile, another hoarse laugh. “But if you lack for lands, by God you do not lack for gall!”




  Simon took heart; laughter was in itself a bond. But at that moment a servant entered the chamber, leaning over to whisper a message in the Earl’s ear. Chester pushed back his chair.

  “A royal courier has just arrived from England. You must wait upon the King, Cousin, as must we all. I’ll send a servant to tend to your needs.”




  Soon the table was laden with food, kept warm by silver chafing dishes. But Simon could not eat a morsel, so keen was his disappointment. He’d besieged enough castles, fought in enough

  battle skirmishes to know the strategic importance of momentum. Now that his initial foray had been checked, how likely was it that he could rally his forces, regain this lost ground?




  “Love, I have the most wondrous news—Oh!” The girl was already in the room before she realized she had the wrong man. She came to an abrupt halt, staring at Simon.




  She was very young; Simon judged her age to be fifteen, sixteen at most. She had the vibrant prettiness of extreme youth, but there was a hint in her bone structure of more, of the possibilities

  that maturity would bring. Although her hair was hidden by veil and wimple, she had the fair skin, the blue eyes that their society so prized, and a gown of soft sapphire wool revealed to Simon

  both that she was well-born and that she had her full share of womanly curves.




  “I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought my lord husband would be here.” But she made no move to depart, appraising Simon no less unabashedly than he was studying her.




  Moving to the table, he poured a second cup of wine, held it out toward her. “Good news,” he said, “is meant to be shared, even with strangers.”




  She had the longest lashes he’d ever seen; they fluttered like fans, cast deceptively demure shadows upon those elegantly hollowed cheekbones. And then she smiled, displaying a sudden

  dimple. “Why not?” she said, and reached for the wine cup.




  “This letter is from my sister Joanna. Well, my half-sister, actually, although no less dear to me for that. Joanna is wife to a Welsh Prince, Llewelyn of Gwynedd, and for the past year,

  they have been estranged. All thought the marriage was doomed, and I grieved for Joanna, for she loves her husband well. But there was naught to be done. Yet now . . . she writes that she and

  Llewelyn have reconciled, that he has . . . that she is back at his court, in full favor! Is that not miraculous?”




  “Indeed,” Simon agreed politely. He suspected there was much more to this story than she was willing to reveal. Those telling pauses of hers hinted at scandal; so did that incautious

  phrase, “in full favor.” An elusive memory flitted just beyond the boundaries of recall, half-forgotten gossip of a Welsh lord and an unfaithful wife, a lover caught in her bed, a sin

  shocking enough to reach even the French court. Could this lass’s sister and that adulterous wife be one and the same? No, not likely; what man could forgive a betrayal so great?




  He shifted in his seat, and as the light fell upon his face, she exclaimed, “Why, your eyes are grey! Your hair is so dark that I assumed your eyes would be dark, too.” A blatant bit

  of flirting, yet so obviously innocent that Simon was touched when she then blushed. It occurred to him now that, as youths must be schooled in the use of arms, so must pretty girls learn to wield

  their weapons, too; this one, he’d wager, was just becoming aware of the formidable arsenal at her disposal.




  Picking up his wine cup, he clinked it playfully to hers. “Let’s drink then,” he suggested, “to your sister’s miracle. A pity they are in such short supply, for I

  could use one myself.”




  “Ah,” she said, quick to comprehend, “so you seek a boon from the Earl of Chester? I think you’ll find him to be generous. Lords are expected, after all, to be

  open-handed. Within limits, of course; I’d not suggest you ask him for his favorite roan destrier!”




  Simon joined in her laughter. “No,” he said, “I’d never ask a man for his best horse. I ask only for an earldom.”




  Her eyes widened. “You are jesting . . . are you not?”




  He shook his head, and then, caught by the wonderment in those rapt blue eyes, he heard himself say, “My claim is a just one. My name is Simon de Montfort. My lord father was Count of

  Montfort and Evreux, Viscount of Beziers and Carcassonne.” But he got no further. If up until now the girl’s interest was sparked by his smile, he’d just fully engaged her

  curiosity.




  “I’ve heard of your father,” she cried. “Who in Christendom has not? He led a crusade against the French heretics in Languedoc, and won great renown for his daring,

  although men did say he was utterly without mercy—” Too late, she clasped her hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry, in truth! When will I ever learn to bridle my tongue?”




  Had that comment come from a man, Simon would have taken quick offense. With her, though, he was prepared to be more tolerant, and he was amused rather than irked by her injudicious candor,

  mollified by her contrition. “My father’s mother was heiress to the earldom of Leicester,” he explained, “and the title passed to him in turn, but then it was seized by your

  English King, John, and eventually given over to my cousin of Chester. I have just asked him to restore it to me.”




  “Indeed, you do need a miracle. The young knight come to seek his fortune—what a marvelous tale your quest would make, just like Sir Lancelot’s arrival at Camelot!”




  Simon was heartened by her enthusiasm. “But how does my quest end? Even if I get my miracle and the Earl agrees, I must then convince the English King, and that—”




  “—will be right easy,” she assured him. “Henry is truly kind-hearted, too kind-hearted for a king, I sometimes fear. I think he’d willingly grant your petition, and

  I will certainly speak to him on your behalf.”




  Simon brought up his cup to hide a smile. “Few, indeed, have the ear of the King. May I know your secret?”




  As much as she enjoyed teasing others, she’d been little teased herself; her husband was fondly indulgent, gravely tender, and always protective, but the one virtue he lacked was humor.

  For a moment, she studied Simon, while deciding if her pride demanded that she resent his banter. And then that beguiling dimple flashed again.




  “My secret?” she murmured. “Well, it might be that the King thinks so highly of my husband. Or Henry’s aforementioned kind heart. It could even be because I am

  Henry’s favorite sister.”




  Much to her delight, she more than got her own back; Simon almost choked on his wine. “You are the English King’s sister?”




  “I am the Lady Eleanor, Countess of Pembroke,” she said serenely, holding out her hand for him to kiss. He brought it to his lips, but as soon as their eyes met, they burst out

  laughing, rollicking, spontaneous laughter that continued even after they’d forgotten the reason for their merriment. And it was at just that unpropitious moment that her husband strolled

  into the solar.




  “Nell? You were looking for me?”




  Simon tensed, for he knew many a man might have bristled at the sight meeting Pembroke’s eyes, might have misread the innocent intimacy of their laughter. But Nell was utterly unconcerned

  by her husband’s sudden appearance, rising to greet him with an eager smile.




  Pembroke acknowledged her introductions with the aloof benevolence, the disinterested courtesy due an unknown, impoverished knight. Although he was much older than Nell, he’d not yet

  reached that age when his young wife’s beauty might no longer be cause for pride, but rather for unquiet dreams, fevered suspicions, and when she confided the story of the de Montfort lost

  earldom, he politely concealed his skepticism, wished Simon well.




  Now that Pembroke was here, Nell was impatient to share with him the news of her sister’s deliverance, and Simon soon found himself alone in the solar. His pride had been rankled by

  Pembroke’s condescension, and the waiting seemed suddenly intolerable. Crossing to a window, he fumbled with the shutter. The fog still held the castle in a state of siege, blotting out all

  traces of the sun; the air was cold, carried the scent of the sea. He stood there until he’d begun to shiver, not turning away until he heard the door opening.




  “You did not eat?” Chester strode toward the table, seated himself, and gestured for Simon to pour them wine. “Your brother Amaury is the firstborn,” he said briskly, as

  if their conversation had never been interrupted. “As I recall, there were two other brothers, now dead. Which leaves you and Amaury, Amaury with your father’s titles, his estates, and

  you with . . . what? Assuming for the sake of argument, that I would entertain this mad proposal of yours, what of Amaury? Should I relinquish the earldom of Leicester, would it not then pass by

  rights to him?”




  “No, my lord.” Simon leaned across the table. “My brother has agreed to renounce all claims to the English earldom.”




  For the first time, he saw surprise flicker in Chester’s eyes. “And how,” he asked, “did you ever manage that, lad?”




  “Amaury is Constable of France, sworn liegeman of the French King. He well knows that the King of England would never permit an English earldom to pass to a French Count. So my chances,

  however meagre, are still better than his.” After a moment, Simon grinned. “And in all honesty, I do not think he expects me to succeed. It is always easier to make a generous gesture

  when it is likely to remain just that—a gesture.”




  Chester’s brows had drawn together, yet there was an amused quirk to his mouth; Simon did not know which signal to heed. “Tell me, Simon, have you not considered that Amaury might

  have regrets? Should you gain your earldom, what is to keep him from renouncing his renunciation, from laying claim to it himself?”




  Simon’s smile vanished. “My brother would never forswear his oath,” he said coldly. “No man of honor would.”




  This time Chester’s black brows shot upward. “I doubt that you’d have prospered at King John’s court,” he said sardonically. And then, “But it remains to be

  seen how you’ll fare at Henry’s.”




  Simon set his wine cup down, very carefully. “My lord?”




  “You know, of course, that there is no logical reason under Heaven why a man would willingly yield up an earldom. Men will conclude that you must have ensorcelled me somehow, beguiled me

  with the Black Arts. Either that or I’m in my dotage.”




  Simon’s breath stopped. “You mean to do it,” he said in wonderment. “You mean to recognize my claim!”




  Chester nodded. “But do not ask me why, lad, for I’m damned if I know!”




  He’d never seen any man’s eyes take the light like Simon’s. He’d never seen such joy, and for just a moment he allowed himself to share in it, to revel in his young

  kinsman’s jubilation.




  “I will never forget this, my lord, never. It is a debt of honor I shall be proud to owe, although I know it is one I can never repay.”




  “Speaking of debts . . .” It was a relief to Chester to recognize the habitual tones of irony, to hear echoes of the mordant wit that for so long had served as his shield. Back on

  familiar ground, he said, “Between my momentary madness and Henry’s good will, we might make you an Earl, Simon, but a rich man you’ll not be. The Leicester lands are heavily

  mortgaged, the woods despoiled . . .”




  “But they’ll be mine,” Simon pointed out, and Chester abandoned the attempt to anchor Simon’s dream in reality, accepted the younger man’s euphoric expressions of

  gratitude, and secretly marveled at what he’d done.




  He was still in the solar, sitting alone at the table, when Pembroke entered.




  “I just encountered de Montfort,” he said. “The last time I saw a man looking so elated, he’d been reprieved on the very steps of the gallows. Jesú, Ranulf, you

  did not agree, did you?”




  Chester nodded, and Pembroke could not suppress a startled oath. “Sweet bleeding Christ, man, why?”




  “The truth, Will? I’m not sure. Mayhap because I remember what it is like to be afire with ambition, with the sort of hunger that burns clean through to the bone. Mayhap to liven up

  Henry’s court. I suspect that my cousin Simon is not one to pass unnoticed; I’ll wager he hits England like one of those Saracen windstorms!”




  He grinned; Pembroke did not. He looked so perplexed that Chester sighed, then shrugged. “All I did, Will, was to give the lad a chance. But it will be right interesting to see what he

  makes of it.”






  







  1




  



  [image: ]







  Nefyn, North Wales 




   December 1236
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JUST before midnight on the eve of Christmas, the storm swept in off the Irish Sea, struck the

  little hamlet that had grown up around the manor house of Gruffydd ap Llewelyn, Lord of the cantref of Lŷn. The village herring boats were battered and broken by the surging tide, thatched

  roofs were ripped away, and lightning blazed across the dark December sky, setting afire a venerable oak in the priory garth, an oak that had survived two hundred winters, Norse raids, searing

  summer droughts, and the invasion of the Norman-French adventurers who’d followed William the Bastard to England in God’s year 1066. With the coming of light, the Welsh villagers would

  look upon the blackened, splintered tree and mourn its loss. Now they huddled for shelter in shuddering cottages, fretted for their livestock, and prayed for Christ’s mercy.




  As thunder echoed overhead, Llelo jerked upright on his pallet. Slowly his eyes adjusted to the darkness; the foreboding shadows took on familiar forms. His dream had been of his

  grandfather’s court, where he’d lived for most of his eight years, where he’d been happy. It took him a moment to remember that this was Nefyn, his father’s manor.




  A section of the great hall had been screened off for their sleeping quarters, but he was alone; his brother Owain’s pallet was empty. The storm was seeking entry at every shutter. Llelo

  was not a timid child, accepted nature’s fury as unthinkingly as he did its softer favors. But the violence of this Christmas tempest was too awesome to be ignored. He pulled his blanket up

  to his chin, sought refuge in sleep. Too late. He was wide awake now, unable to shut out the eerie keening of the wind, the relentless pelting of the rain.




  So uneasy had Llelo become that he even found himself wishing for Owain’s return, and he usually looked upon Owain’s company as a penance, for there lay between the brothers the

  formidable gap of nine discordant years. Finally he reached for his tunic, hunted in the floor rushes for his shoes. There was sure to be leftover food somewhere in the kitchen, and even if he

  awakened the cooks, they’d turn a blind eye, for he was Lord Gruffydd’s son, grandson to their Prince, the man known to enemies and allies alike as Llewelyn Fawr—Llewelyn the

  Great.




  But as he made ready to slip around the screen into the hall, a meagre glow caught his attention. In the center of the hearth, flames fed upon dried peat. Smoke spiraled upward; no matter how

  much whitewash was lathered upon the walls, they still showed the smudged proof of past fires. It was not the flickering firelight that brought Llelo to an abrupt halt; it was the oil lamp that

  illuminated the dais, the intent faces of his mother and brother.




  Llelo shrank back, for to make his presence known would be to invite two sharp scoldings. Balked but by no means deterred, he pondered strategy, and then remembered that wine and bread were

  always set out in his father’s bedchamber for night hungers. And the stairwell lay to his left, hidden from his mother’s view by the shielding screen.




  The door to Gruffydd’s bedchamber was ajar. It creaked as Llelo pushed it inward, and an imposing shape loomed before him, barring the way. Unfazed by the growl, he whispered,

  “Gwlach, down,” and the wolfhound quieted. Fire still smoldered in the hearth, and by its light, Llelo was able to reach the table, keeping a wary eye upon the bed all the while. He had

  torn off a large chunk of bread, was turning toward the door when his father cried out.




  Llelo spun about, and the bread fell to the floor, to be pounced upon by the wolfhound. His heart pounding, the boy braced himself for the reprimand. But none came. His father lay back against

  the pillow; his words were slurred, unintelligible. Llelo let his breath out slowly. His relief was considerable, for he dreaded his father’s disapproval, never more so than when he seemed

  most bound and determined to provoke it.




  He’d begun to sidle toward the door when his father cried out again, gave a low moan. Llelo froze, until another moan drew him reluctantly to the bed. His father was twisting from side to

  side, as if seeking escape. Llelo was close enough now to see the sweat streaking his face and throat; one hand was entangled in the sheets, clutching at . . . at what? Llelo did not know. Unable

  to move, he stared, mesmerized, at the man on the bed. A troubled sleeper must not be abruptly awakened. But he knew, too, that demons came in the night to claim the unwary, to steal away

  men’s souls, and he shivered. His father turned his head into the pillow, groaned. Llelo could bear no more. He leaned forward. “Papa?” he said softly, and touched

  Gruffydd’s shoulder.




  Gruffydd gasped, lashed out wildly. His outstretched arm caught Llelo across the chest, sent the boy reeling. Flung backward, he crashed into the table; the trestle boards buckled, plates and

  flagon and food thudding to the floor. The dog scrambled for safety, began to bark, and Gruffydd’s favorite falcon snapped its tether, soared off its perch and swooped about the chamber with

  the wolfhound now in frenzied pursuit. Gruffydd sat up abruptly, blinking in dazed dismay at the chaotic scene that met his eyes. He swore, snarled a command that dropped the dog down in a

  submissive crouch. The falcon circled and then alighted upon the bed canopy. Gruffydd rubbed his eyes, swore again. And only then did he see his son sprawled amidst the wreckage upon the floor.




  “Llelo? What are you doing here? What—” He broke off, seeing the blood trickling down the boy’s chin. “How did you hurt yourself? Did I . . . did I hit you,

  Llelo?”




  Llelo shook his head, got unsteadily to his feet. “No, Papa.” He swallowed. “You cried out in your sleep and I . . . I sought to wake you. When I fell, I bit my lip.”




  For a long moment, they regarded each other in silence. They were very unlike. Gruffydd’s hair was almost as red as the hearth flames, his eyes a clear cat-green, while Llelo’s

  coloring was dark. He had begun to assess the damage done, and now turned wide brown eyes upon Gruffydd’s face, eyes that showed sudden alarm. How could he have caused so much havoc with such

  good intentions?




  “Come here, lad,” Gruffydd said, and Llelo swallowed again, wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his tunic, then sat cautiously on the edge of the bed. To Gruffydd, he seemed like a wild

  bird poised for flight; he flinched as Gruffydd touched his arm.




  “Well, I’ll grant you this, Llelo. When you set out to wake a man, you take no half-measures.”




  Llelo’s eyes widened even farther. Still not fully convinced that he was to escape unscathed, he could not help grinning, nonetheless. “I am sorry about the broken flagon,

  Papa,’ he said, and Gruffydd shrugged.




  “I expect it can be mended. But what of you? You took quite a tumble. Are you sure that you need no mending yourself?”




  Now, it was Llelo’s turn to shrug; he’d taken much sharper buffets from Owain. “Papa . . . do you remember your dream?”




  Gruffydd’s mouth tightened so noticeably that he’d have called the question back if only he could. He tensed, but then his father’s shoulders slumped. “Yes, I

  remember,” he said, so low that Llelo had to strain to catch his words. “But I’d rather not talk of it, Llelo. And I’d not have you talk of it, either. I want you to keep

  this night to yourself, lad. Will you do that for me?”




  Llelo stared at him, mouth ajar, eyes full of wonder that his father would ask when his was the right to command. For most of his life, Gruffydd had been a remote and forbidding figure,

  quick-tempered, not easy to please. And now, Llelo marveled, he needs my help! Now they shared a secret, a secret somehow shameful, one his father did not want known. “I’ll not tell a

  living soul, Papa! I swear by all the saints,” he vowed, and spat on the floor to seal the bargain.




  Gruffydd laughed, was surprised to find he could. Most often he was shaken for hours after one of the dreams, despairing of what he saw as base weakness, dreading the nightmare’s

  recurrence. “Good lad,” he said, and for the first time, he found he could look into his son’s dark eyes and see no ghosts, see beyond the boy’s disquieting resemblance to

  the man whose name he bore, the man who had given Gruffydd life and then taken away six years of it.




  “We ought to sweep up the chamber, Papa, ere Mama comes back,” Llelo suggested, an eager accomplice in this complicity of silence. But even as he spoke, they heard the footsteps upon

  the stairs.




  The door was shoved back; Senena and Owain burst into the room. “Gruffydd? A servant said he heard a fearful crash! Are you all right? Did you—Llelo?”




  Senena’s voice registered more than surprise, it registered disapproval. Owain was even more outspoken, saying accusingly, “What are you doing here, Llelo?”




  Llelo was accustomed to finding himself in the wrong. He said nothing, retreated into the stubborn silence that his parents and brother found so infuriating. But this night was to be different;

  he was to have a defender. As Senena frowned, started to speak, Gruffydd said, “He heard me cry out in my sleep, deserves no rebuke.”




  Owain’s face was easily read; his surprise was all too apparent. Senena’s eyes flew to her husband’s face, and Llelo was forgotten.




  “Was it your dream again, beloved?” She was meticulous in the keeping of her house, prized her possessions. But now she never even glanced at the broken crockery strewn about the

  floor, hastening toward the bed. “I should have been here for you! But that accursed storm, I could not sleep . . .” As she spoke, she was fluffing the pillow, smoothing the sheets,

  stroking her husband’s tousled hair. Llelo could not look away; he’d not known that his mother’s hands, so sure and so capable, could be so tender, too.




  Gruffydd seemed content to be ministered to, and he raised no objection when Senena insisted he lie back in bed. “I know what you need, love, a cup of hot mulled wine, well sweetened with

  honey. Owain, go to the kitchen, see that a servant fetches it straightaway. Llelo, go to bed.”




  She was not a woman to repeat herself; both boys obeyed at once. But just before they reached the bottom step in the stairwell, Owain stopped abruptly, shoved Llelo back against the wall.

  “You keep your mouth shut about this, you understand? Not a word to a single soul!”




  Unable to free himself, Llelo glared at his brother. “I take no orders from you!”




  Owain had the proverbial temper of the flaming redhead, and reacted with rage, cuffing the younger boy across the ear. “Curse you, this is no game! I’m warning you in

  earnest!”




  “Owain!” Senena was standing at the top of the stairs. “Let him be!” They retreated before her wrath, into the hall. She swiftly followed, but to Llelo’s gratified

  surprise, this time the object of her anger was Owain, her favorite, her confederate.




  “I’d expect no better from Llelo, but you’re nigh on eighteen. Would you add to your father’s cares? This is no time for a foolish squabble, and yet you—”




  “But . . . but Mama!” Owain had inherited his father’s uncommon height, towered over his diminutive mother. There was no defiance in his protest, though, only the indignation

  of one who’d been done an unjust injury. “I was not squabbling with Llelo! I was seeking to make sure he does not spread the story of Papa’s bad dream all over Llewelyn’s

  court.”




  Senena had compelling eyes, a dark sea-grey; they focused now on her younger son with sudden and unnerving intensity. “Why should you fear that, Owain?”




  “Jesú, Mama, you do not know? Llelo thinks the sun itself does rise and set at Llewelyn’s whim!”




  Llelo gasped, and Owain swung around to face him. “Dare you deny it? I’ve seen him, Mama, seen him trailing after Llewelyn like a starveling puppy, begging for a smile, a pat on the

  head. He seeks to please Llewelyn as a pagan seeks to appease an infidel god, and this would be a rare offering, indeed, a tale to give Llewelyn great amusement.”




  Llelo did not think his grandfather would be amused at all, but he knew better than to venture a defense of Llewelyn. And there was more at stake. His pride stung by Owain’s jeer, he said

  hotly, “He lies, Mama! I’d never tell on Papa, never!”




  “I would to God I could believe that,” Owain snapped, but subsided when Senena held up a hand for silence.




  “Owain, your father waits for the wine.”




  He nodded, gave Llelo one last warning look, and Llelo silently mouthed the word “churl,” that being the worst insult he knew.




  If Senena noticed, she gave no sign. As soon as they were alone behind the screen, she said, “I think we must talk, Llelo. Come closer, so we do not disturb the others sleeping in the

  hall.”




  “Mama, I would not tell, truly I would not.”




  “I want to believe you,” she said quietly. Although she was looking directly into his face, it seemed to Llelo that she was not truly seeing him, and he shifted nervously. At last,

  she said, “I know you have no memories of your father’s confinement at Deganwy Castle. You were too young, a babe when his imprisonment began, only six when it ended. It was very

  difficult for your father; he of all men could never abide being caged. Owain was old enough to understand. But you and your sister were too young. Like all children, you would play your games,

  shriek and squabble, ask awkward questions . . .” She stopped, appeared to sigh.




  “It seemed best to send you and Gwladys to Llewelyn’s court, rather than to keep you with us at Deganwy. Better for Gruffydd, and for you. I hoped, too, that it might help, having

  you serve as a constant reminder to Llewelyn of the evil he’d done. I thought, Let him look upon his son’s child and remember that son, mayhap relent. Well, two years ago he did, set

  Gruffydd free. We took you back then . . . or so I thought.”




  “Mama . . .”




  “Hush, child, listen. I can understand, Llelo. Your grandfather is a man of uncommon talents, and he has ever been able to bedazzle when he so chooses. Over the hearth fires of our people,

  they talk of his exploits and the legends take wing. The bards sing his praises, call him the Lion of Gwynedd, Llewelyn the Great. What youngster would not take pride in such a celebrated

  kinsman?”




  She reached out suddenly, grasped the boy by the shoulders. “But it must not be, Llelo. Under Welsh law, a man’s lands are divided amongst all his sons. That Gruffydd was base-born

  matters for naught in Wales. When Llewelyn dies, Gruffydd has a blood right to his share of Gwynedd.”




  Her grip had tightened; she was unknowingly hurting her son. “But Llewelyn scorned the ancient laws of our countrymen, adopted the alien customs of our enemies. He decreed that Gwynedd

  should pass to Davydd, his younger son, his half-English son. He raised Davydd up over Gruffydd, and when Gruffydd protested the loss of his birthright, Llewelyn cast him into Deganwy

  Castle.”




  “But he did free Papa, and gave him Ltyn, part of Lower Powys . . .” Llelo’s words trailed off, a broken breath atremble with swallowed tears.




  “Llŷn, Powys!” Senena spat out the words. “What are they but crumbs from his table? He has cheated Gruffydd of a crown, has cursed his nights with dreams of Deganwy, and

  there can be no forgiveness for him. Not from Gruffydd, not from me, and not from you. To give love to Llewelyn is to betray your father.” She stepped back. “You’re old enough now

  to understand that,” she said, and turned away without another word, left him alone.




  GRUFFYDD, his wife, and children reached Llewelyn’s palace at Aber soon after dusk on Monday, Epiphany Eve. As they entered the great hall, an

  expectant hush fell. Gruffydd moved toward the dais, greeted his father with brittle courtesy. If Gruffydd’s grievance lay open and bleeding, Llewelyn’s was an internal wound. His voice

  was even, his face impassive as he said, “You and your family are ever welcome at my court.”




  As Llelo started forward, Owain grabbed his arm, murmured against his ear, “Remember, not a word to Llewelyn or his Norman-French slut about Papa’s bad dreams!”




  Llelo jerked his arm away, and then turned at the sound of his name, turned with reluctance for he’d recognized her voice. The Lady Joanna, his grandfather’s consort. Sister to the

  English King Henry, daughter to King John of evil fame, the mother of Davydd. The woman Owain called the “Norman-French slut.” She was smiling at Llelo, making him welcome. She’d

  never been anything but kind to him, but he could not respond to her kindness; he dare not. She was his father’s enemy, the foreign witch who’d cast a sexual spell upon his grandfather,

  brought about Gruffydd’s ruin. Llelo knew the litany of his House by heart. That the witch herself was soft-spoken, friendly, and fair to look upon only made him fear her all the more, for he

  suspected that he, too, could fall prey to her alien charms.




  “Ah, there is my namesake.” His grandfather had left the dais, was moving toward him. “Tell me, Llelo, do you want your New Year’s gift now? Of course if you’d

  rather, we can wait till the morrow?” Llewelyn grinned at the boy, and Llelo grinned back.




  “Now,” he said, while trying to ignore Owain’s accusing grey eyes, eyes that brought a hot flush to his face, shame for a sin he could hot disavow.




  IN England, dinner was the main meal of the day, served between ten and eleven in the forenoon. In Wales, however, there was but one meal, eaten in the

  evening, and Gruffydd and his family had arrived just in time for the festive repast: roast goose with Spanish rice, porpoise frumenty, stewed apples, venison pasty, a rissole of beef marrow and

  lamprey, sugared plums, wafers, even an elaborate English-style subtlety, a dramatic marzipan sculpture of a storm-tossed galley. When Llewelyn suggested, tongue-in-cheek, that this might depict

  the English ship of state, the best proof of the eased tensions between the two peoples was that his English guests laughed in unfeigned amusement, and afterward, Llelo overheard some of the

  Marcher border lords agreeing that England was indeed a ship without a firm hand at the helm, for King Henry was a good Christian, a loving husband, but a weak King.




  After the trestle tables were cleared away, Davydd Benfras, Llewelyn’s court bard, entertained for his Prince’s guests, and then there was dancing. Having succeeded in eluding

  Owain’s watchful eye, Llelo was wandering about the hall, admiring the bright silks and velvets, enjoying the cheerful chaos. At his father’s manor, the English were not welcome;

  Gruffydd did not dine with his enemies. But Aber on Epiphany Eve was a crucible in which the Welsh and their Norman-French neighbors could meet as friends, at least for the evening.




  Llewelyn’s daughters had married into the English nobility, and three of them were at Aber this night: Marared and her husband, Walter Clifford; Gwladys, Gruffydd’s favorite sister,

  and her Marcher lord, Ralph de Mortimer; Elen, Countess of Chester, and John the Scot, Earl of Chester, Llewelyn’s most powerful English ally. Although she’d been wed to John the Scot

  for fourteen years, Elen’s marriage was still barren, and she’d been forced to gratify her maternal instincts by lavishing love and attention upon her young nieces and nephews. Llelo

  adored Elen, but his affections were tainted by guilt, for he feared that this allegiance, too, was suspect; Elen was the Lady Joanna’s daughter, Davydd’s sister.




  Someone had brought in a tame monkey, and Llelo was so captivated by its antics that he bumped into a man threading his way amidst the dancers. He recoiled, staring tongue-tied at his uncle

  Davydd, mortified to see he’d spilled Davydd’s drink. But Davydd took the mishap in good humor, smiled, and moved on. Llelo had never seen Davydd in a rage. The contrast between his

  turbulent father and his self-contained uncle could not have been greater. At age forty, Gruffydd was no longer young, but he was tall, big-boned, with all the force and vibrant color of a fire in

  full blaze, a man to turn heads. Llelo thought he utterly overshadowed Davydd, who was twelve years younger, six inches shorter, as dark as Gruffydd was fair, with pitch-black hair and slanting

  hazel eyes that revealed little, missed even less.




  Davydd had stopped to talk to his mother’s English kin, come from the King’s Christmas court at Winchester. Llelo knew them both, Richard Fitz Roy, Joanna’s half-brother, and

  her half-sister, the Lady Nell, Countess of Pembroke, youngest of King John’s legitimate offspring. Nell was just twenty-one to Joanna’s five and forty, and like her brother, the

  English King, she’d turned to Joanna for the mothering they’d never gotten from John’s Queen.




  Llelo thought the Lady Nell was as lovely as a wood nymph, but he’d often heard his mother call her a harlot. Nell had been wed in childhood to the powerful Earl of Pembroke, and when

  she’d been widowed in her sixteenth year, she’d impulsively taken a holy oath of chastity. Although she’d never repudiated the oath, she’d soon abandoned her homespun for

  soft wools and Alexandrine velvets, soon returned to her brother’s royal court, where she’d earned herself a reputation as a flirt. Llelo was old enough to know what a whore was, a bad

  woman, but he still could not help liking Nell’s fragrant perfumes, her lilting laugh.




  Across the hall, he saw his father, surrounded by Welsh admirers. The Marcher lords might look at Gruffydd askance, but he was popular with his own; there were many among the Welsh who thought

  he’d been wronged. Llelo would have gone to him, had he not noticed Owain hovering at his father’s elbow. Instead, Llelo found himself gravitating toward the dais, where his grandfather

  was, as always, the center of attention.




  “Say that again, John,” Llewelyn instructed, “but more slowly.”




  His son-in-law smiled, obligingly repeated, “Nu biseche ich thee.”




  Although Llewelyn spoke Welsh and Norman-French and Latin, he had never learned English. “And that means?”




  “Now beseech I thee,” John the Scot translated, adding, accurately if immodestly, “I have always had a gift for languages. In addition to my native French, I speak my

  father’s Gaelic, Latin, a smattering of your Welsh, and I’ve picked up some English. It does come in handy at times; English is still the tongue of the peasants, the villeins on my

  Cheshire manors. Shall I lesson you in English, my lord Llewelyn? What would you fancy learning?”




  “Mayhap some blood-chilling English oaths?” Llewelyn suggested, and the men laughed. So did Llelo, until he saw that Owain had joined them. He flushed, edged away from his

  grandfather, from his brother’s suspicious stare.




  Pausing only to retrieve his mantle, he slipped through a side door, out into the bailey. There he tilted his head back, dazzled by so many stars. His grandfather had once offered to teach him

  how to find his way by making use of the stars, but had never found the time. Llelo fumbled at his belt, drew forth his grandfather’s gift. The handle was ivory; the slender blade caught

  glints of moonlight. He’d had an eating knife, of course, but this knife was longer, sharper; with a little imagination, he could pretend it was a real dagger. Ahead lay the stables, where

  his true New Year’s gift awaited him, for his grandfather’s favorite alaunt bitch had whelped, and tonight he’d promised Llelo the pick of the litter, as soon as they were

  weaned.




  The stables were dark, quiet. Mulling over names for his new pet, Llelo did not at once realize he wasn’t alone. He was almost upon them before he saw the man and woman standing together

  in the shadows of an empty box stall. Instinctively, he drew back, would have retreated. But they’d whirled, moved apart.




  “Llelo?” Although the voice was low, breathless, he still recognized it as Elen’s.




  “Yes,” he said, and she came toward him. The man followed her into the moonlight. He, too, was known to Llelo, and it took him but a moment to recollect the name: Robert de Quincy, a

  cousin of Elen’s husband.




  “I vow, Llelo, but you’d put a ferret to shame, padding about on silent cat-feet! You’re like to scare the wits out of me, God’s truth,” Elen said and laughed. Her

  laughter sounded strange to Llelo, high-pitched and uneven.




  “I am sorry,” he said, and she reached out, ruffled his hair.




  “No matter. But I was talking with Sir Robert on a private matter, so I’d be beholden to you, love, if you’d not mention that you saw us out here together.” She gave him

  a crooked smile. “It will be our secret, Llelo . . . agreed?”




  He nodded, hesitated, and then turned, began to retrace his steps toward the great hall. They watched him go, not daring to speak until they were sure he was safely out of earshot. Then Robert

  said softly, “Can he be trusted?”




  She bit her lip. “Yes. But Jesú, how I hated to do that to him!”




  He forced a smile. “You need not fret, sweetheart. What youngling does not like to be entrusted with a secret?”




  Elen still frowned. “Mayhap,” she whispered. “Mayhap . . .”




  Llelo had lost all interest in viewing the puppies. He did not know why he felt so uneasy, knew only that he did. He’d been proud to share his father’s secret. But he sensed that

  Elen’s secret was different. He loved his aunt Elen, worried that she was somehow in peril, worried, too, that he might inadvertently give her secret away. He’d never been good at

  keeping secrets before, but he would have to learn. He had two now that he must not betray, Papa’s and Aunt Elen’s.




  Llelo’s father had joined those gathered around Llewelyn, so Llelo could in good conscience do likewise. Llewelyn noticed his approach, welcomed him into the circle with a smile, but did

  not interrupt himself, having just revealed his plans to meet with Gruffydd Maelor, the new Prince of the neighboring realm of Upper Powys.




  “His father, Madog, was my cousin, a steadfast ally.” This said for the benefit of his English listeners. “He died at Martinmas, may God assoil him, and was buried at Llyn

  Eglwystl, the abbey you English know as Valle Crucis. That is where Ednyved and I have agreed to meet his son.”




  “And I daresay you’ll find the time to do some hunting along the way,” Joanna murmured, with the indulgent smile of a longtime wife, and Llewelyn laughed.




  “And would it not be a deed of Christian charity to feed my own men, rather than to have the poor monks empty their larders on our behalf?” Llewelyn accepted a wine cup from a

  servant, and his eyes strayed from Joanna, came to rest upon his eldest son. He drank, watching Gruffydd, and then said, “You have ever loved the hunt, Gruffydd. Should you like to accompany

  us?”




  For the span of an indrawn breath, Gruffydd looked startled, vulnerable. “No!” he said, too vehemently. “That would not be possible.”




  “As you will.” Llewelyn drank again, then felt his wife’s hand upon his arm. “What say you, breila? Should you like to come?”




  Joanna smiled, shook her head. “Alas, I’ve never shared your peculiar passion for hunting in the dead of winter!” Llelo was standing beside her, close enough to touch. She

  recognized the look of wistful yearning on his face; she, too, had been a solitary child. “Llewelyn . . . why not take Llelo in my stead?”




  Llewelyn glanced at his grandson, surprised but not at all unwilling. “Well . . . think you that you’re old enough for a hunt, Llelo?”




  “I’m nigh on nine, Grandpapa,” Llelo pleaded, and Llewelyn no longer teased, seeing the nakedness of the boy’s need.




  “I can think of no better companion, lad, will take you right gladly . . . if your lord father has no objection.”




  All eyes were now on Gruffydd. He looked at his son. The boy’s heartbreaking eagerness was painfully apparent, his mute entreaty far more poignant than begging or cajoling would have been.

  From the corner of his eye, Gruffydd saw his wife, knew she was silently willing him to say no.




  “I often took you hunting when you were Llelo’s age.” Llewelyn’s voice was very quiet. “You remember, Gruffydd?”




  “Yes . . . I remember.” Gruffydd bit back a harsh, humorless laugh. As if he could forget! “I’ll not forbid you, Llelo. The decision is yours.”




  Llelo drew a sharp, dismayed breath, for he knew that his father wanted him to refuse. Yet he knew, too, that he could not do it.




  THE ten days that Llelo passed with his grandfather at the Cistercian abbey of Llyn Eglwystl were touched with magic. His grandfather had never had much

  time for him before; now they shared a chamber in the abbey guest house, and at night, Llelo would listen, enthralled, as Liewelyn and Ednyved reminisced, related stories of their boyhood, of a

  lifetime of wars with the English. Best of all, his grandfather kept his promise, took the boy hunting with him. On a cloudy, cold day in late January, a day Llelo would long remember, his had been

  one of the arrows that brought down a young hind, and when venison was served that night in the abbey guest hall and the infirmary, Llewelyn had announced to one and all that they were eating

  Llelo’s kill.




  Only one shadow marred the utter perfection of the day, Llelo’s awareness that their time together was coming to an end; there were just four days remaining until they returned to Aber.

  But he soon forgot all else when Ednyved began to spin a tale of Saracens, hot desert sands, and queer humped beasts called camels. Ednyved was his grandfather’s Seneschal, a lifetime

  companion and confidant, and one of the few Welshmen who’d seen the Holy Land. He’d returned that year from a pilgrimage to Palestine, and Llelo was spellbound by the stories he had to

  tell; the only bedtime tales he enjoyed more were those accounts of Llewelyn’s rise to power. He’d begun a rebellion at fourteen, had eventually wrested control of Gwynedd from his

  uncles in a bloody battle at the mouth of the River Conwy, and Llelo never tired of hearing about it.




  Propping himself up on his elbow, he glanced across at his grandfather’s pallet. The Cistercians were an austere order, and the Abbot did not have lavish private quarters to offer his

  Prince, as a Benedictine abbot could have done. Llewelyn had reassured his apologetic hosts that he was quite comfortable. He had, after all, done his share of sleeping around campfires, he’d

  laughed, and Llelo felt a sharp twinge of envy, yearning for the day when he, too, could sleep under the stars with a naked sword at his side. It had been some moments now since either Llewelyn or

  Ednyved had spoken, and he hastily sought for a conversational gambit, one that would keep sleep at bay for a while longer.




  “Did you never want to go on crusade like Lord Ednyved, Grandpapa?”




  “I thought about it, lad. But our English neighbors covet Wales too much; I never felt I could risk it.”




  “My father hates the English.”




  “He has reason, lad. He spent four years in English prisons.”




  “He did? I did not know that! When? How?”




  “I’ve told you how King John led an army into Gwynedd, how I had to send Joanna to his camp, seeking peace. When I yielded to him at Aberconwy, he compelled me to give up thirty

  hostages. He insisted that one of them be Gruffydd.” Llewelyn was staring into the hearth flames. After a time, he said, “He was just fifteen, and he suffered greatly at John’s

  hands.”




  “Do you hate the English, too, Grandpapa?”




  “I hated John. But no, I do not hate all the English. I’d hardly have found English husbands for my daughters if I did. Davydd’s wife is English, too. Of course they were

  marriages of policy, done for Gwynedd’s good.”




  “Was your marriage done for Gwynedd, too, Grandpapa?”




  “Indeed, lad. Joanna was the English King’s bastard daughter, just fourteen when we wed.” Llewelyn laughed suddenly. “An appealing little lass she was, too, but so very

  young. I can scarce believe we’ve been wed for more than thirty years.”




  Llelo sat up on the pallet. He knew, of course, of the great scandal that had scarred his grandfather’s marriage; he’d heard his parents discuss it often enough. Six years ago the

  Lady Joanna had taken an English lover, and Llewelyn had caught them in his bedchamber. He’d hanged the lover, sent Joanna away in disgrace. But in time, he’d forgiven her, had created

  another scandal by taking her back. Llelo yearned now to ask why, did not dare.




  “Grandpapa, may I ask you a question? I do not want to vex you . . .”




  Llewelyn turned on his side, toward the boy. “Ask,” he said, and Llelo blurted it out in one great, breathless gulp.




  “Grandpapa, why did you choose Davydd over my father? Why did you keep him in Deganwy? Do you hate him so much?”




  “Hate him? No, Llelo.”




  A silence settled over the room. Llelo shivered, drew his blanket close. “Are you angry?”




  “No, lad. I was but thinking how best to answer you, how to make you understand. Do you see our hunting gear in yon corner? Fetch me a quiver of arrows.”




  Mystified, Llelo did. Llewelyn sat up, spilled arrows onto the bed. “Think of these arrows as the separate Welsh principalities. This first arrow is for Gwynedd. These two shall be for

  Upper and Lower Powys. And this one for South Wales, for Deheubarth. Now add these others for the lesser lords, those who stand by their princes.” Holding them up, he said, “Watch, lad,

  whilst I try to break them. There . . . you see? It cannot easily be done, can it? But take Gwynedd alone, take a lone arrow . . .” He gripped a single shaft in his fists; there was a loud

  crack as the wood splintered, broke in two.




  Llelo was intrigued, but uncomprehending. “I do not fully understand,” he admitted, with such obvious reluctance that Llewelyn smiled.




  “Just listen, lad; you will. You know, of course, that Welsh law divides a man’s lands up amongst his sons. But how do you divide a kingdom, Llelo? It cannot be done. In the past,

  our law did but lead to needless bloodshed, set brother against brother. So it was with my own family; my father was slain by his brothers. And Gwynedd was torn asunder by their wars, bled white. I

  could not let that happen again. I had to keep my realm whole, could not let it be broken into fragments when I died. How else could we hope to stave off English attacks? We’re at peace now

  with England, but it was a peace I won at sword-point, bought with blood. The moment we seem vulnerable, the English will seek to regain their conquests, and what could be more vulnerable than a

  land ravaged by civil war?”




  Llelo reached over, picked up one of the arrow halves. “I think I see. You put Gwynedd first, did what you thought was best for Wales.”




  Llewelyn was delighted. “Just so, lad.”




  “But why did you choose Davydd? Why did you not want my papa to have Gwynedd? He was your firstborn. Why Davydd?”




  That was the question Gruffydd had put to him, too. And he’d never been able to answer it to Gruffydd’s satisfaction, never been able to make him understand. Would he have any better

  luck with the boy?




  “A prince of Gwynedd must be practical, Llelo. He must be able to understand the limits of his power. No Welsh prince could ever hope to equal the might of the English Crown. To survive,

  to safeguard our sovereignty, we must come to terms with England. That is why every Welsh prince since my grandfather’s time has sworn allegiance to the English king. But Gruffydd was never

  able to accept that. Over the years, his hatred of the English festered, until it was beyond healing. If ever he had my power, he’d start a war with England, a war he could not win. I do not

  blame him, Llelo; he cannot be other than as he is. But I could not let him destroy himself, and I could not let him destroy Gwynedd.”




  It was very quiet; Llewelyn knew that Ednyved, too, had been listening. Llelo had bowed his head, and Llewelyn could see only a crown of dark hair; it showed brown glints in the sun, but now

  looked as black as Llewelyn’s own hair had once been. “Llelo?”




  “Did you never try to make my papa understand? Mayhap if he knew why, if he did not think you loved Davydd more, then he’d . . . he’d be more content.”




  “Yes, lad,” Llewelyn said. “I tried.” Llelo asked no more questions, and after a moment, Llewelyn leaned over, quenched the candle flame.




  “Llelo?” Ednyved spoke for the first time from the darkness. “I want to tell you something. Your lord grandfather spoke of a peace with England. What he did not tell you was

  that it was dictated on his terms. You see, lad, Llewelyn did what men thought impossible; he united the other Welsh Princes, got them to hold with him against England. Wales has never been

  stronger, more secure, and it is your grandfather’s doing. He was too shrewd to lay claim to the title, knowing it would but stir up jealousies and rancors amongst the other Princes, but in

  truth, lad, Llewelyn is Prince of all Wales, Prince of all our people.”




  Llewelyn was taken aback. Ednyved was not a friend who flattered; his was an affection most often barbed by flippancy and sarcasm. “That is the sort of praise a man rarely gets to hear,

  Ednyved,” he said wryly. “It is usually reserved for funeral orations!”




  “Well, try not to let it go to your head, my lord. I just thought the lad ought to know.”




  No one spoke after that. Llelo snuggled deeper under the blankets. He was drowsy, not far from sleep. But his last conscious thought was one to give him great comfort. He need feel no shame for

  loving his grandfather. He was not disloyal. He knew now that his grandfather had never been his father’s enemy.




  LLELO awoke to darkness. The shutters were still drawn, and the hearth had gone out. The chamber was very cold; a thin crust of ice had formed over the

  water in the washing lavers. He knew instinctively that the abbey bells had not yet rung Prime. So why had he awakened? He yawned, then saw that his grandfather and Ednyved were stirring, too.

  Across the chamber, Llewelyn’s attendants were rolling hastily from their blankets. Llewelyn sat up, and Llelo felt a throb of excitement when he saw the sword in his grandfather’s

  hand. The intruder shrank back, gave a frightened bleat.




  “I am Brother Marc! I intend no evil, God’s truth!”




  One of Llewelyn’s squires had the wit to unlatch a shutter, revealing a glimpse of greying sky, revealing the white habit and black scapular of a Cistercian monk. Llewelyn’s men

  lowered their swords in disgusted relief, muttering among themselves at the incredible innocence that had sent the monk bursting into a sleeping Prince’s chamber, never thinking that his

  sudden, unsanctioned entry might well be taken for an assassination attempt.




  “My lord, forgive me, but I did not know what else to do. I was on watch at the gatehouse when he sought entry, and he insisted he be taken to you at once. He says he has an urgent message

  from Lord Davydd and—”




  “Christ Jesus, man, why do you tarry then? Bid him enter!” Flinging the blankets back, Llewelyn grabbed for his clothes. He was wide awake now, but baffled. Wales was not at war. The

  other Welsh Princes were his allies. Nor did he believe the English King was likely to violate the peace. A Marcher border lord? Again, not likely; they were like wolves, preyed upon the weak. But

  Davydd was never one to take alarm at trifles. So what . . . Jesú, Gruffydd! Had he risen up in rebellion again? Llewelyn shot a troubled glance toward his grandson. And then an unshaven,

  begrimed man was kneeling before him, a man who’d obviously spent long, hard hours in the saddle, a man who could not meet his eyes.




  “I bear grievous tidings, my lord. Your lady wife has been taken ill. Lord Davydd urges you to return to Aber with all haste.”




  Llewelyn had been buckling his scabbard; his hands froze on the belt. “Joanna?” There was shock in his voice, and disbelief, but no fear, not yet. “How ill? What ails

  her?”




  “I know not the answer to that, my lord. But she burns with fever, and Lord Davydd said . . . he said you dare not delay.”




  The men dressed rapidly, wordlessly, casting sidelong glances at Llewelyn’s graven profile. In his haste, Llelo pulled his shirt on backwards, nearly panicked when he could not find his

  boots, and then heard what he most dreaded, Ednyved’s flat, dispassionate voice saying, “It might be best to leave the boy here with the monks.”




  “No! I want to come. I’ll not slow you down, I swear!”




  Ednyved looked into the boy’s upturned face, and then over at Llewelyn. But Llewelyn’s eyes were turned inward; he had no thoughts for Llelo, no thoughts for anyone but the woman

  lying ill at Aber. Ednyved hesitated, and then nodded.




  The abbey at Llyn Eglwystl was more than fifty miles from Llewelyn’s seacoast palace at Aber, but they covered the distance in less than two days, arriving at dusk on the second day. The

  men were chilled, soaked by hours of steady, winter rain, their horses lathered and mud-splattered, but none had protested Llewelyn’s punishing pace. Llelo was in a daze, so exhausted that

  he’d not even noticed when Llewelyn lifted him onto his saddle; he’d settled back sleepily in his grandfather’s arms, awakening only when rain dripped over the edge of his mantle

  hood, trickled onto his cheek. Now someone was reaching up for him, depositing him upon the ground. He staggered, and Llewelyn put a steadying hand on his arm, but the gesture was automatic;

  Llewelyn had already forgotten the boy, saw Davydd and only Davydd.




  For two days Llewelyn had sought to convince himself that he feared for naught, that Joanna could not truly be in danger. But at sight of his son’s ashen face, he heard himself say

  huskily, “She still lives?”




  Davydd nodded, but then said, “Thank God you’ve come, Papa. We so feared you’d not be in time . . .”




  “Why did you not summon me at once?”




  “She would not let me, Papa. She swore it was but a chill, and indeed, at first it did seem so. When she worsened, it took us without warning.”




  Llewelyn had never been a man to shrink from hard truths; unless he knew the nature of his enemy, how could he know what strategy might stave off defeat? “Tell me,” he said.

  “Tell me all.”




  “The chill was followed by fever, and despite all her doctors could do, it burns ever higher.” Tears had filled Davydd’s eyes, but he somehow managed to keep his voice steady.

  “She has pain in breathing, and a constant cough. The doctors have given her sage and vervain, wine with powdered anise and fennel, and Mama’s confessor has not left the chapel all day,

  lighting candles to the Blessed Mary and to St Blaise. But Papa, I’ll not lie to you. Nothing has helped, nothing. She grows weaker by the hour. The doctors . . . they hold out no

  hope.”




  “Devil take the doctors,” Llewelyn said savagely. “Do you think I’ll just stand by, let her die? She almost died before, giving birth to you. But I did not let it happen.

  I’m here for her now, and that will make the difference. I’ll not lose her, Davydd. Whatever it takes to save her, I’ll do. I’ll find a way. I always do.” He was

  turning away when Davydd caught his arm.




  “Papa, wait. She . . . she’s out of her head now with the fever. Papa, I doubt that she’ll even know you.”




  Llewelyn stared at him, and then pulled his arm free.




  His bedchamber had been draped with red, in vain hopes of banishing fever. Isabella, Davydd’s young wife, burst into tears at sight of Llewelyn; so, too, did Nia, Joanna’s maid. The

  doctors stood helplessly by; they looked exhausted, and not a little apprehensive. Llewelyn brushed them aside, leaned over the bed.




  “Joanna? Breila, I’m here,” he said, and then his breath caught in his throat as she turned toward the sound of his voice. Splotches of hot color burned high on her cheekbones,

  but her skin was bloodless, had taken on a frightening, waxlike pallor. Her eyes looked bruised, so deeply circled were they, sunken back in her head, glazed and unseeing, and even when he took her

  in his arms, held her close, he could find no flicker of recognition in their fevered depths.




  LLELO awakened just before dawn. As early as it was, the great hall was already astir. Joanna had not been popular with her husband’s people, but

  she was well-loved by those in her own household, and a pall had settled over the court. Even those who could not mourn Joanna, the unfaithful, foreign wife, even they grieved for the pain her

  death would give their Prince, and Llelo saw only somber, grim faces, saw people too preoccupied to pay heed to a bewildered eight-year-old.




  Llewelyn had spent the night at Joanna’s bedside, had at last fallen into a fitful sleep. When he awoke, it was with a start, with a sick surge of fear that subsided only a little as he

  glanced toward the bed, reassured himself that Joanna still lived. Her breathing was labored, rapid and shallow, but her sleep seemed easier, and he took heart from that. For much of the night,

  she’d tossed and turned, in her fever seeking to throw off the sheets, from time to time crying out his name, agitated, incoherent, imprisoned in a twilight world of delirium and shadows,

  just beyond his reach. But now she seemed calmer, and he leaned over, touched his lips to her forehead.




  As he straightened up, he winced. His was no longer a young man’s body, and his muscles were cramping badly, inflamed by the abuses of the past three days. He slumped back in the chair,

  for the first time noticed his grandson. The boy said nothing, shyly held out a clay goblet. Llewelyn took it, drank without tasting.




  “Llelo, fetch me that casket on the window-seat.” Llelo was in motion before he’d stopped speaking, and a moment later was watching, amazed, as Llewelyn dumped the contents

  onto the foot of the bed: a gleaming treasure-trove of gold and silver, garnets, amethysts, pendants and pins. “I once gave Joanna an amber pater noster. Help me find it, lad.”




  Llelo had the sharper eye, soon spied the yellow-gold prayer beads. “Here, Grandpapa! Why do you want it?”




  “Men say that amber helps to ease fevers.” Llewelyn leaned over, fastened the rosary around Joanna’s wrist. Isabella had entered with a laver. Taking it from her, he sat on the

  bed, began to sponge cooling water onto Joanna’s face and throat. When her lashes fluttered, he said soothingly, “I seek to lower your fever, breila.” The words came readily, so

  often had he said them to her in the past twelve hours. But then the sponge slipped from his fingers, for her eyes had focused on him, no longer blind. “Joanna?”




  “You came back . . .” A joyful whisper, so faint that none but he heard. Only when he thrust the laver aside did the others realize she was lucid again.




  “Hold me,” she entreated, and he slid his arm around her shoulders, cradled her against his chest. “Llewelyn . . . I cannot remember. Was . . . was I shriven?”




  “Indeed, love. Davydd did astute me of it, said your confessor administered the Sacraments whilst you were still in your senses.” Brushing her hair back, he kissed her forehead, her

  eyelids, the corner of her mouth. “But it matters for naught now, breila, for you’re going to recover. You need only—”




  “My darling . . . my darling, not even you can . . . can deny death . . .” The corner of her mouth twitched, tried to smile. “Davydd?” she whispered, and Llewelyn nodded,

  unable to speak.




  “I’m here, Mama.” Davydd came forward, into her line of vision. “Right here.” He saw her lips move, knew what she asked, slowly shook his head. “No, Mama. But

  Elen is on her way, should be here soon.”




  Joanna closed her eyes; tears squeezed through her lashes. So much she wanted to say, but she had not the strength. “Beloved . . . promise me . . .”




  Llewelyn stiffened. She’d fought so hard to gain the crown for their son. Did she mean to bind him now with a deathbed vow? He waited, dreading what she would ask of him, to safeguard the

  succession for Davydd. Knowing there was but one certain way to do that—to cage Gruffydd again. And how could he do that to his son? How could he condemn him to a life shut away from the sun?

  But how could he deny Joanna? Could he let her go to her grave without that comfort?




  “Llewelyn . . . pray for me,” she gasped, and only then did he fully accept it, that she was indeed dying, was already lost to him, beyond earthly cares, worldly ambitions.




  “I will, Joanna.” He swallowed with difficulty, brought her hand up, pressing his lips against her palm. “You will have my every prayer.”




  “Bury me at . . . at Llanfaes . . .”




  His head jerked up. He had an island manor at Llanfaes; it was there that Joanna had been confined after he had discovered her infidelity. “Why, Joanna? Why Llanfaes?”




  Her mouth curved upward. “Because . . . I was so happy there. You came to me, forgave me . . .”




  “Oh, Christ, Joanna . . .” His voice broke; he pulled her into an anguished embrace, held her close.




  Llelo had been a petrified witness; at that, he began to sob. Isabella, too, was weeping. Davydd turned on his heel, bolted from the chamber. Ednyved took the boy by the arm. Gently but

  insistently, he ushered Llelo and Isabella into the antechamber. Then quietly he closed the door, left Llewelyn alone with his wife.




  ELEN arrived at Aber in mid-afternoon, but by then Joanna was delirious again. She never regained consciousness, died in the early hours of dawn on

  Candlemas, February 2. At week’s end, her body was ferried across the strait to the island of Môn, where she was buried, as she’d requested, in a seaside garden near

  Llewelyn’s manor at Llanfaes.




  It was a cold, blustery day, a day of wet winds and intermittent rains. Despite the raw, winter weather, there was a large turnout for the funeral of Llewelyn’s lady; well-born Welsh lords

  stood shoulder to shoulder with Marcher barons as the Bishop of St Asaph performed the funeral Mass under a darkening sky. The Bishop had consecrated a burial ground within sight of the sea, and

  the people murmured among themselves, wondering why Llewelyn had chosen to bury Joanna here, rather than in the village church. They had their answer at the conclusion of the Mass, when Bishop Hugh

  announced that Prince Llewelyn had vowed to found a house of Franciscan friars at Llanfaes, to pray for the soul of the Lady Joanna.




  None doubted the depths of Llewelyn’s grieving; it was there for all the world to see in the haggard face, the hollowed dark eyes. But few had expected a gesture of such spectacular and

  dramatic dimensions. Llelo was standing close enough to hear his mother’s indrawn breath. As inconspicuously as possible, he backed away, then circled around the mourners, at last reached his

  grandfather’s side.




  Llewelyn was standing with his son and daughter by Joanna’s tomb. He’d put artisans to work day and night to complete it in time; the coffin lid bore his wife’s effigy, was

  decorated with floriated crosses, foliage, a winged dragon. The coffin had been sprinkled with holy water; it was being splattered now with rain drops, with Elen’s silent tears as she bent

  over, touched her lips to the cold, carven stone.




  “My lord?” The Bishop of St Asaph waited at a respectful distance, knowing how difficult it always was for the living to bid farewell to their dead. “My lord Llewelyn, shall we

  return to Aber now?”




  “Yes, go.” Llewelyn did not move, though. “Take the others back, Davydd. You, too, lass,” he said, when Elen would have objected. “I would have some last moments

  alone with her,” he said softly, and his children no longer protested, left him there in the bleak, windswept garden.




  The rain was coming down heavily by the time the mourners were ferried back to Aber. The great hall was soon filled to overflowing with cold and hungry guests. Davydd’s wife had made

  herself ill with her weeping, had taken to bed, but both Davydd and Elen were still in the hall, accepting condolences with the brittle, prideful gallantry of noblesse oblige. Joanna’s sister

  Nell had borne up with equal fortitude, but now her composure cracked and she covered her face with her hands, began to sob. Llelo was closest to her, but he did not know how to comfort, willingly

  relinquished the field to a French cousin of John the Scot. Simon de Montfort moved swiftly to Nell’s side, gently led her toward the greater privacy of a window-seat, then hovered

  protectively nearby until Nell had regained composure.




  Llelo retreated, but he could find no refuge, no way to outrun the memory of his grandfather, standing alone by a white stone coffin. Never before had Llelo experienced what it was like to

  identify with another’s pain, and he did not know how to deal with the hurting, the shattering sense of helplessness. In his misery, he sought out his father.




  Gruffydd had expected to rejoice on this day, for he’d hated Joanna with a passionate hatred that only death could satisfy. Now she was dead, but as he’d looked upon his

  father’s stunned, silent grieving, he could feel no joy, only an unwilling sense of pity, pity his father did not deserve. He brooded now upon this, shamed by his weakness, by wayward

  emotions he did not understand, too troubled himself to see a small boy’s distress.




  As soon as the rain stopped, Llelo fled the great hall, fled the court. No one paid him any mind. Aber’s full name was Aber Gwyngregyn—Mouth of the White Shell River—but the

  river was more in the nature of a stream. Following its meandering course, Llelo tracked it back to the cataract known as Rhaeadr Fawr—the Great Waterfall. It was more aptly named than the

  stream, a narrow spill of white water, surging more than a hundred feet over a sheer cliff. Llelo scrambled down the rocks until he stood at the base of the waterfall, close enough to feel the

  flying spray. Partway up the cliff, a crooked scrub tree struggled to survive, growing at an improbable angle out of the rock. Llelo amused himself by throwing stones at it, with occasional

  success. He was launch­ing twig boats out into the foaming pool when the wind brought to him the sound of voices; instinctively, he dodged behind the rocks, a Welsh bowman awaiting the

  enemy’s approach.




  As they came into view, he flattened himself against the ground, the game playing forgotten. Senena and Owain came to a stop less than fifteen feet from his hiding place. He heard a splash, knew

  that Owain must have thrown a pebble into the pool.




  “Thank you for coming with me, Owain. I could not endure that hall a moment longer, God’s truth. If I’d heard one more fool babble on about Llewelyn’s great gesture,

  I’d have thrown a screaming fit. To think of honoring that harlot with a Franciscan friary!” Senena’s voice was trembling, so intense was her outrage. “Better he should have

  established a brothel in her memory!”




  Owain laughed. Another rock thudded into the shallows, not too far from where Llelo crouched.




  “I truly believe she was a witch, Owain. How else explain the way she ensorcelled Llewelyn, turned him against his own son?” Senena strode to the edge of the pool. “A

  pity,” she said, “that it was not Llewelyn we buried today at Llanfaes.”




  “We’ll have that pleasure, Mama, never fear. He’s an old man, nigh on four and sixty. How much longer can he live?”




  “I know. It is just that Gruffydd has waited so long . . .” Through a blur of tears, Llelo saw a flash of blue, his mother’s mantle. He lay very still, scarcely breathing,

  until she moved away.




  “Mama . . . do you ever wonder if Papa truly wants the crown?”




  “What mean you by that, Owain? Of course he wants it!”




  “Well . . .” The boy sounded hesitant, uncharacteristically uncertain. “When we talk about it, he does not seem as eager as he ought. Oh, he says he hates Llewelyn, says

  he’ll never allow Gwynedd to pass to a weakling like Davydd. But . . . but sometimes, Mama, I wonder if his heart is truly in it.”




  Her son had inadvertently touched a very raw nerve, indeed, for Senena, too, sometimes found herself fearing that those years at Deganwy Castle had crippled her husband’s spirit, had

  sapped his will to persevere, to fight for what was rightfully his.




  “That is arrant nonsense, Owain! Never doubt this—that your father will one day rule in Llewelyn’s stead.”




  “God grant it so,” Owain said, with enough passion to placate Senena.




  “He will, Owain. He will.” She smiled at her son, linked her arm in his. “It is raining again; we’d best get back.”




  Their voices grew less distinct. After a time, Llelo heard only the sounds of the river and the rain. His face was wet, but he did not pull up his mantle hood, sat there huddled against the

  rock, his knees drawn up to his chest. He’d begun to tremble. The light was fading, night coming on.
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GWLADYS de Mortimer reached her father’s mountain castle of Dolwyddelan in mid-morning.

  She was accompanied by the armed escort that her rank and sex demanded; accompanied, too, by her small sons, Roger and Hugh, and—much to Elen’s pleasure—Llelo.




  Gwladys’s children were now being fed in the great hall, while Llelo was hastening down the west slope toward the river, intent upon overtaking Llewelyn, who’d taken his dogs out for

  a run. From a window in Llewelyn’s private chamber, Elen could track his progress; he vanished into a grove of trees, and she glanced back at Gwladys. “I’m right glad you’ve

  come. I shall have to return to Cheshire at week’s end, and I’ll feel better about leaving Papa now that you’re here. Papa was not expecting you?”




  “No. But he’s been much on my inind these weeks past, and I’ve news, news that should cheer him.” Gwladys moved to the window, too; it was unshuttered, offering a

  sweeping view of the valley, the serpentine course of the River Lledr. “Elen, tell me. How is Papa?”




  “Heartsick,” Elen said slowly, turning to face her sister. “His grieving is still raw, shows no signs of healing. He misses my mother so, and I’ve no comfort for him; no

  one has. I’ve been here a fortnight, but I’ve not had much time with him. He’s ever been a man of remarkable energy, but never have I seen him push himself like this. He rises

  before dawn, labors till well after dark, seeks to fill every waking moment with activity. And if by chance he has no meeting scheduled with his council or his rhagnalls, he takes that new chestnut

  stallion of his out for long rides, does not come back till the horse is lathered, till he is utterly exhausted.”




  Gwladys sat down in the window-seat. “That sounds like a man trying to outrun his ghosts,” she said, and Elen nodded bleakly.




  “In truth. And I ache for him so, Gwladys. I doubt that he sleeps much; I know for certes that he is eating poorly. And sometimes at night in the great hall, a silence will fall, and

  there’ll be on his face a look of such sadness . . .” Tears filled Elen’s eyes; she blinked them back, mustered up a smile. “Well . . . what news have you for

  Papa?”




  “I’m with child again.”




  Elen caught her breath; envy twisted like a blade, drew blood. “I am happy for you, Gwladys, truly I am.”




  Gwladys was quiet for some moments, dark eyes intent, reflective. “We used to be close, Elen. But not for years now—not since Joanna’s infidelity.” She saw the younger

  woman stiffen, said swiftly, “You need not fear; I shall speak no ill of your mother. In truth, I was fond of her once, thought of her as a friend. But I could not forgive her for causing

  Papa so much pain. Even after he forgave her, I never could.” She rose, stepped toward her sister. “I should have, Elen. For Papa’s sake, I should have made my peace with her. I

  see that now, too late. When I realized I was with child, I thought . . . well, I thought that if I have a girl, I could name her after Joanna. Do you think that would please Papa?”




  “I think Papa would be very pleased.” Elen turned back toward the window; talking about Joanna stirred up too many memories, too much pain. “There’s Llelo,” she

  said. “He’s reached the river. How do you happen to have him with you, Gwladys?”




  “I asked Gruffydd if he could visit with me for a while.”




  “You see it, too, then.”




  “See what?”




  “His need.”




  Gwladys nodded. “Yes,” she admitted. She leaned forward, pulled the shutters all the way back. In the distance Llelo vaulted over a log, as nimbly as a colt. “I think,”

  she said, “that it will be good for Papa, too, having the lad here.”




  LLEWLYN had an old but erratic acquaintanceship with death. It had come into his life very early; he was still in his cradle when it claimed his father.

  But then it had shown an unexpected and inexplicable sense of mercy. The years passed and there were no further visitations. He lost friends in battle, but those he most loved were

  spared—until the summer of his twenty-ninth year. In the span of but three months, he lost his mother and Tangwystl, Tangwystl with her flame-bright hair and Gruffydd’s green eyes,

  Tangwystl who’d given him love and four children. But after that summer of sorrow had come yet another mysterious reprieve. And as the years went by—so many years—it began to seem

  as if he’d been strangely blessed, able to walk in sunlight while other men trod in death’s shadow.




  It was not true, of course. Death offered no deliverance, only delay. For nine years now, it had hovered close at hand, demanding payment for debts long deferred. Rhys and Catrin, friends

  who’d shared all his yesterdays. Two of his daughters’ husbands. The most steadfast of his English allies, Ranulf of Chester, uncle to John the Scot. Morgan, who’d been a father

  in all but blood. Adda, his brother. And then his son Tegwared.




  Llewelyn knew he had been luckier than most men, for he’d sired eight children, buried but one—Tegwared. He’d been an amiable, cheerful youngster, quick to jest, easy to love,

  utterly unlike his brothers, lacking Davydd’s ability, Gruffydd’s passion. He’d grown into a placid, carefree young man, apparently content with the provisions Llewelyn made for

  him, and if he felt cheated that he was never in contention for a crown, if he had yearned to join in the lethal blood-rivalry between his half-brothers, none but he ever knew. But for Llewelyn

  there would always be an unease of mind, the awareness that he’d not been entirely fair to this third son of his, and two years after Tegwared’s mortal illness, he still felt that of

  all death’s claims, this had been the most merciless, and the most unjust.




  An intimate enemy, death, capricious and cruel, ultimately invincible. But Llewelyn did not fear his own demise, and he truly thought he’d taken its measure, knew the worst it could do.

  And then death claimed his wife.




  There was a Welsh proverb: for every wound, the ointment of time. To Llewelyn, it was an empty promise, a hollow mockery. Time would not heal. Till the day he died, he would grieve for Joanna.

  Now he sought only to learn to live without her. But so far it was a lesson that eluded him, for Joanna’s was an unquiet grave. She came to him in the night, filled every room with her unseen

  presence, a tender, tempting ghost, beckoning him back to a past that was far more real to him than the joyless, dismal world he now inhabited. It had been more than two months, the longest

  he’d ever gone without a woman in his bed, but he felt no stirrings of desire. The woman he wanted was dead. It was April, and all about him were the miracles of new life. He looked upon this

  verdant, blossoming spring, a spring Joanna would never see, he looked upon a field of brilliant blue flowers—the bluebells Joanna had so loved—and at that moment he’d willingly

  have bartered all his tomorrows for but one yesterday.




  His dogs had begun to bark, and his hand dropped to his sword hilt. But the barking had lost its challenging tone; the dogs had encountered a friend. Llewelyn waited, and within moments his

  young grandson burst into the clearing. “Grandpapa!” Llelo skidded to a halt, suddenly shy, and Llewelyn smiled.




  “Come, give me a proper greeting,” he said, and Llelo hurtled forward, into his arms. He swung the boy up into the air, pretended to stagger, slowly sinking to the ground under

  Llelo’s weight. It was a game they’d occasionally played, but Llewelyn had not reckoned upon the enthusiastic participation of his alaunts. Both dogs joined eagerly in the fray, and

  Llewelyn was knocked flat, buried under one hundred sixty pounds of squirming, yelping alaunt, laughing for the first time in weeks.




  “Wolf! You’re squashing me!” Wriggling free, Llelo lay panting in the grass. “Aunt Gwladys brought me,” he confided as soon as he’d gotten his breath back.

  “She says we can stay for at least a week, mayhap even till my birthday.”




  Llewelyn’s mouth quirked. “I’m having a perilous day. First nearly smothered by these fool dogs, and now assailed by flaming hints.”




  Llelo grinned, unabashed. “You did say you had a bad memory for dates, Grandpapa.”




  “That I did,” Llewelyn conceded. “Well, now that we happen to be talking of birthdays, I daresay you’ve a suggestion or two to offer.”




  “Just one. I would like you to take me hunting again,” Llelo said promptly. But to his disappointment, Llewelyn shook his head.




  “I’m sorry, lad. We’ll have to wait; the season is past. But it’ll be worth it, for the best time for hunting is during the summer, when the bucks are well grazed,

  fleshed out.” Llewelyn smiled at the boy. “I remember instructing your father in hunting lore, too, more years ago than I care to count. The second season—for does—starts in

  November, lasts till . . . Candlemas.”




  The pause was so prolonged that Llelo looked up, saw that his grandfather’s face had shadowed. He started to speak, then remembered. The Lady Joanna had died on Candlemas. He did not know

  how to comfort, at last said softly, “You must miss her a lot.”




  Llewelyn’s eyes cleared, focused on the boy. “We’d have been wed thirty-one years next month. Nigh on half my life . . .”




  “Grandpapa, do we keep on loving the dead?”




  “Unfortunately, lad, we do.” Llewelyn lay back in the grass, stared up at the sun; it soon blurred in a haze of brightness. He’d been troubled in recent days by sudden, severe

  headaches, could feel one coming on. “She was so much younger than I was, Llelo. I always expected to die first, never thought . . .” He stopped; a silence settled over the

  clearing.




  Llelo wrapped his arms around his knees, coaxed one of the dogs within petting range, but he kept his eyes upon his grandfather’s face, and he seemed to hear again his brother

  Owain’s voice—How much longer can he live?




  “Grandpapa, is sixty and four very old?”




  Llewelyn turned his head; he looked amused. “Catch me on a bad day and I feel verily as old as Methuselah. But I’ll share a secret with you, lad. No matter how gnarled the tree,

  ensconced within is the soul of a green sapling. The shell ages, Llelo, not the spirit.”




  “Then . . . then you’re not going to die soon?”




  There was fear in the boy’s voice, and Llewelyn heard it. “No,” he said, and he reached over, brushed grass from Llelo’s hair. “Not soon. I promise.”




  Not long afterward, they rose, started back along the river bank. Llelo was—at Llewelyn’s suggestion—gathering bluebells and wood-sorrel for Elen and Gwladys. “What you

  said before, about sharing a secret. That was not a true secret, was a joke. But what if you had a real secret, Grandpapa? A . . . shameful secret? What if you knew that if you kept silent, bad

  things would happen? But if you spoke out, it might be worse. If you had such a secret, what would you do?”




  “That is no easy question to answer. I suppose I’d weigh the evils, try to decide which would be the greater harm. Can you tell me more, Llelo?”




  The boy looked up at him, then slowly shook his head. “No,” he said, “no . . .”




  Llewelyn knew better than to press. “As you will,” he said, and they walked on. It had been a very wet March, a month of heavy rains, and the river surged against its banks, covered

  the mossy rocks that usually jutted above the water, stepping-stones that beckoned irresistibly to adventuresome youngsters. Llelo felt cheated; he’d often tested his nerve on those rocks,

  and he’d hoped to impress his grandfather with his daring. He bent down, searching for a large, flat pebble.




  “Watch, Grandpapa,” he said, and sent the stone skimming across the surface of the water. “Could you skip stones like that when you were my age?”




  “I still can,” Llewelyn said. “Find me a stone and I’ll show you.” Under his grandson’s skeptical eye, he moved toward the bank. The sun was shimmering upon

  the water; the river had taken on a glittering, silvered sheen. It dazzled him, blinded him. The stone soared upward, much too high, splashed into the shallows, and Llelo gave a triumphant

  laugh.




  “That was not even close! Grandpapa, you—Grandpapa?”




  Llewelyn did not appear to hear. There was on his face a look Llelo would never forget, a look of utter astonishment. He stumbled, and then his left leg buckled and he made a wild grab for the

  nearest tree. But his body no longer took commands from his brain, and he fell backward into the damp spring grass.




  “Grandpapa!” Llelo dropped to his knees beside his grandfather. “Grandpapa!” Llewelyn’s face was flushed; his eyes were dazed, full of disbelief and fear. The

  corner of his mouth had begun to sag, and when he spoke, his voice was so blurred that he sounded drunk to Llelo. “Get help,” he gasped, “hurry . . .”




  Llelo snatched off his mantle, made a pillow for Llewelyn’s head. “I will,” he sobbed, “I will!” He gave one last terrified look over his shoulder, began to

  run.




  ON a Saturday morning six days later, Gruffydd, his wife, and eldest son rode into the castle bailey, just as Davydd’s wife, Isabella, emerged

  from the great hall. Isabella halted, irresolute, yearning to retreat. She’d been a child-bride, wed at ten, and even now, after almost seven years as Davydd’s wife, she did not feel at

  home in Wales. Although her husband treated her well, his courtesy was impersonal, his kindness disinterested; theirs was a marriage lacking true intimacy, even in the marriage-bed. Isabella was

  grateful to Davydd, wanted to be a dutiful wife, a satisfactory bedmate, but she knew he did not love her. His mother, Joanna, she had loved, loved dearly. Llewelyn, she had come to respect. But

  Gruffydd—volatile, impassioned, unpredictable—Gruffydd, she feared. She glanced back toward the hall, but she’d waited too long; they were dismounting.




  Gruffydd spared no time for social amenities. “What ails my father?” he demanded. “Davydd’s message said he’d been taken ill. Papa’s never sick, never. What

  did—”




  “A seizure,” Isabella said faintly. “He suffered a brain seizure.”




  Gruffydd sucked in his breath. “Apoplexy?” He sounded stunned. “Christ Jesus!”




  “Does he still live?” Senena’s voice was so sharp that Isabella flinched; Senena, too, she feared.




  “Oh, yes! He—” She had been about to assure them that Llewelyn was in no danger, but she checked herself, certain that was not what Senena—and possibly

  Gruffydd—wanted to hear. She stood alone, watching as Gruffydd hastened toward the castle keep, very thankful that she need not be a witness to the scene to come.




  Llewelyn’s bedchamber was still shuttered, lit only by cresset wall torches and a sputtering hearth fire. The bed hangings were closely drawn. Five people were seated at a table near the

  door: Davydd, Elen, Gwladys, Ednyved, and another man Gruffydd did not recognize. He never even noticed his younger son, slouched in the shadows of a window-seat. He strode into the room, stopped

  before Davydd.




  “Your wife claims Papa had an apoplectic seizure. Is that true?”




  Davydd’s mouth thinned. “Think you that Isabella would lie about something like that? Yes, it is true.”




  “Why did you not tell me at once?”




  “When I sent you that message, I did not yet know what ailed him.”




  “My lords, I must ask you to keep your voices down.” The stranger rose, moved around the table toward Gruffydd. “Your lord father has at last fallen asleep, ought not to be

  disturbed.”




  “Who are you?”




  The man smiled. “I am Einion ap Rhiwallon of Myddfai.” The name was known throughout Wales; his was a family of doctors, celebrated for their healing arts. But Gruffydd did not react

  as expected.




  “You’re a doctor?” he said brusquely, and Einion’s smile faded.




  “My father was court physician to Prince Rhys Gryg,” he said, somewhat stiffly. “I happened to be at Beddgelert Priory, and Lord Ednyved called me in to consult with Prince

  Llewelyn’s physician, as I’ve had much experience in treating—”




  Senena could wait no longer. “Do you expect Llewelyn to live?”




  Einion’s smile came back. “God willing, Madame, I do. Prince Llewelyn was fortunate, in that the seizure was a relatively mild one. He ought to make a good recovery.”




  Gruffydd drew back into the shadows, lest the others read his face. Why should he feel such relief? How could he still care?




  Senena glared at the doctor. “Do not lie to us!”




  “Madame, I assure you I am not lying!”




  “A mild seizure! A good recovery! What sort of fools do you think we are? Apoplexy kills, it cripples, it affects a man’s wits, his—”




  “Not always, Madame, not in this case. It is true that Prince Llewelyn is showing some signs of palsy, some paralysis in his left arm and leg, but I feel that in time he

  will—”




  “Paralysis—I knew it!”




  Gruffydd was frowning. “Knew what, Senena?”




  “Oh, think, Gruffydd, think! What happens if your father is disabled by this seizure, bedridden, unable to talk? Who do you think would then rule Gwynedd for him? Who would have control of

  the privy seal? They would!” She pointed at Davydd and Ednyved. “What is to keep Davydd from issuing orders in Llewelyn’s name—orders for your arrest? Gruffydd, do you not

  see your danger?”




  Gruffydd hadn’t—until now. He swung about, stared at Davydd. How could he have been so blind?




  Elen stopped striving for patience. “Davydd would never do that!”




  “He’d do it,” Gruffydd said grimly. “You think he has not been laying plans for Papa’s death? He knows Papa’s people would choose me if given half a chance,

  knows—”




  Davydd shoved his chair back, rose to his feet. “I was a fool to send for you, a fool to think you’d want to know of Papa’s illness. His suffering means nothing to you, nothing

  at all.”




  Gruffydd stepped toward him. “Damn you! I’ve had—”




  “Grandpapa!” The cry was Llelo’s; he alone had noticed the bed curtains being pulled back.




  It was suddenly very still. Llewelyn’s eyes moved slowly from face to face. “I think it best,” he said, “that you keep this deathbed vigil elsewhere,” and

  Senena’s fear began to ease, for his voice had been low, but very distinct and very cold. So the doctor had not lied, after all. She’d nursed the sick often enough to recognize the

  distinctive aura of coming death, and she could not find it now in Llewelyn’s face. How long, she marveled, was he to have the Devil’s own luck? How long must they wait? But at least

  he’d not be Davydd’s puppet. She sighed; thank Christ Almighty for that much!




  The silence was a strained one; none of Llewelyn’s children could meet his eyes. Elen was the first to recover; she moved swiftly across the chamber, bent over the bed. “Papa,

  we’re so sorry! We never meant for you to hear that.” She glanced back accusingly over her shoulder, said, “Do you want Gruffydd and Senena to leave?”




  “Yes,” Llewelyn said, but then he added, “I want you all to leave,” and Elen straightened up in dismay.




  “But Papa . . .” Her protest trailed off; Einion was already beside her.




  “Madame,” he said, politely but firmly, and she reluctantly let him escort her from the chamber. The others followed slowly.




  No one spoke as they moved out onto the porch, crossed the narrow drawbridge that led to the stairs, descended into the bailey. But there Gwladys balked. She was turning to reenter the keep when

  Einion barred her way.




  “I have to go back,” she said. “I know how we must have sounded—like dogs squabbling over a choice bone.”




  “Worse—like birds of prey drawn by the stench of carrion,” Elen interjected bitterly, and angry color rose in Senena’s face.




  Einion still blocked the stairs. “Madame, I understand. But now is not the time to talk to your lord father.” He paused, speaking to them all. “I said I expected Prince

  Llewelyn to recover . . . and I do. But it will not be easy for him. You must try to understand how he feels—stunned, helpless, betrayed by his own body. He needs time to come to terms with

  it. What he does not need is another confrontation. My lord Davydd, I must speak bluntly. Your father was lucky—this time. But there is always the risk of a second seizure, and that one might

  well be fatal.”




  Elen paled. “What you are saying, then, is that Senena could have caused my father to have another seizure!”




  “I did nothing wrong,” Senena said heatedly. “I did but express fears for my husband’s safety, well-founded fears! Do you think I can ever forget those years at Deganwy

  Castle?”




  “Gruffydd forced my father to do that. Again and again he’d forgiven Gruffydd, even when Gruffydd took up arms against him.” When Gruffydd would have interrupted, Elen turned

  to face him. “You know I speak the truth, Gruffydd. Papa loves you—even now—but you’ve . given him naught but grief, you’ve—”




  “He loves me?” Gruffydd echoed, incredulous. “Lest you forget, I spent six years in Deganwy’s great keep at his command, my loving father, who would deprive me of my

  rightful inheritance, bestow it upon Davydd, the son of his Norman-French har—”




  “Do not say it.” Davydd’s voice was even, dispassionate, a calm belied by the glittering hazel eyes. “My mother had nothing to do with your downfall. You brought it upon

  yourself. Papa found you unfit to rule, and because he was not willing to sacrifice Gwynedd to spare your pride, you’ve done all you could to punish him, to make him suffer for your sins. But

  no more—not when it’s now a matter of Papa’s very life. I’ll not let you put his recovery at risk.” He paused. “Until he regains his strength, you are not to see

  him.”




  “You dare to tell me I cannot see my own father?” Gruffydd felt first shock, and then, murderous rage.




  Davydd saw it, but had only a split-second in which to react. His first instinct was to order Gruffydd subdued. But the command died on his lips. The bailey was packed with people, exacting

  eyewitnesses who’d judge common sense as cowardice. He measured his brother with coldly appraising eyes; Gruffydd had the height and the reach, but he was quicker, younger, and as

  Gruffydd’s hand dropped to his sword hilt, he, too, reached for his sword.




  A woman screamed; people cried out, surged forward. But before Gruffydd’s sword could clear its scabbard, a hand clamped down upon his wrist. Ednyved’s voice was pitched low, but

  throbbed with fury no less intense than Gruffydd’s.




  “Enough,” he snarled. “Davydd may not arrest you, but by Christ, I will! Do you think I’d let you do this to Llewelyn?”




  Gruffydd jerked free. Ednyved raised his hand, and his household guards moved forward, waiting for orders. Davydd’s sword was drawn, but lowered now; he, too, waited, warily. Owain was

  hovering a few feet away; he had his sword half-way up its scabbard, seemed at a loss as to what to do next. Gruffydd looked first at his brother, and then at his father’s Seneschal.




  Ednyved, too, was unusually tall; his eyes were on a level with Gruffydd’s own; hard, unrelenting eyes. He was, Gruffydd well knew, not a man to bluff. “For once, Gruffydd, use your

  head. Do you truly want to see Deganwy again?”




  “Gruffydd, he is right.” Senena was beside him now, tugging at his arm. “Beloved, Davydd is not worth it. Please . . . let’s go from here.”




  “Listen to her, Gruffydd,” Gwladys implored. “Papa has a hunting lodge at Trefriw, just twelve miles from here. You and Senena can stay there whilst Papa regains his strength.

  As for this, it will be forgotten. Nothing happened. Davydd?” She turned challengingly toward her younger brother. “You would not want to trouble Papa for naught, would you?”




  “No.” Slowly, deliberately, Davydd sheathed his sword. “I agree with Gwladys, think it best you go to Trefriw. We’ll send you word if Papa’s condition

  worsens.”




  “I’ll go and right gladly—but not to Trefriw. I’ll withdraw to my own lands in Powys, and I will not be back.” Gruffydd whirled, gestured to the closest of his men.

  “Fetch the horses.”




  Senena’s relief was such that she closed her eyes for the briefest of moments, gave silent thanks to God and His angels, to the saint she’d adopted as her own. But she would not

  breathe easily until they were safely on the road south, and she glanced nervously toward her sons. “Owain, sheathe your sword. There is no time to saddle a mount for you, Llelo; you can ride

  behind your brother.”




  Owain did as she bade, but Llelo did not move. “No,” he said, almost inaudibly. “No.”




  Senena turned. “What?”




  Llelo hunched his shoulders, stared at the ground. “I’ll not go. I’ll not leave Grandpapa, not whilst he’s so sick.”




  For Senena, it was almost a relief to have a tangible target for her rage. “You’ll do as you’re told!”




  Llelo shook his head stubbornly, took a backward step, and then another. “I’ll not leave Grandpapa,” he repeated. “I cannot . . .”




  Owain was regarding his brother with disgust, but no surprise. “Shall I fetch him for you, Mama?”




  Senena, too, was staring at her youngest child. “You’ve always been willful, Llelo, and irresponsible. But I would not let myself believe Owain was right; I could not believe you

  were disloyal, too. And yet this is your answer to our Christmas Eve talk! You say you cannot leave your grandfather? Stay with him, then. But if you do this to your father, I will never forgive

  you—never!”




  Llelo gasped, and the look on his face brought tears to Elen’s eyes. But she did not dare intervene; she was the last woman in Christendom whom Senena would heed.




  “Christ, woman, what are you saying?” Gruffydd was looking at Senena as if she’d lost her wits. “You know you do not mean that!” He did not wait for her reply,

  strode past her toward his son.




  “I’ll hear no more arguments from you, no more back talk. You’ll come with us, come home where you belong. Do I make myself clear?”




  Llelo swallowed. His eyes were brimming with tears, but again he shook his head. “I cannot,” he whispered. “Please, Papa, I cannot . . .”




  Gruffydd swore, reached for the boy, his fingers digging into Llelo’s shoulder, jerking him forward, so roughly that Llelo stumbled. His face had lost all color; his eyes looked enormous,

  dark wells of such despair that Gruffydd’s breath stopped. Slowly his fingers unclenched, his grip loosened. Until that moment, he’d not realized how much his son feared him.




  Llelo’s tears were falling free now. He brushed them away with the back of his hand, smeared his face with dirt. “Please, Papa . . . what if he dies? Please . . .”




  Gruffydd said nothing; he stood there, looking down at the boy, and then caught the fragrance of perfume, felt a woman’s hand touch his sleeve. “Let the lad stay, Gruffydd,”

  Gwladys entreated, very softly. “I’ll look after him. What harm can a few days do?”




  Gruffydd’s mouth twisted. “What harm, indeed? He’s taken all else from me; why not my son, too?”




  “Ah, Gruffydd . . .” Gwladys’s hand tightened on his arm. “I’m not asking you for Papa’s sake, but for Llelo’s. If you must lay blame about, blame

  Senena, then, for sending Llelo to live at Papa’s court. Blame Papa if you must. But not the boy, Gruffydd, not the boy.”




  Gruffydd stepped back, looked again at his son. “A fortnight,” he said harshly. “But no longer. You understand, Llelo? No longer.”




  “I know not why it is so, my lord, but I’ve treated many apoplexy patients, and when the right side of the body is stricken, it is more

  likely that the powers of speech are also afflicted.” The doctor waited, but Llewelyn gave no sign he’d heard. He hesitated, then said, “In truth, my lord, you were

  lucky.”




  That got a response; Llewelyn’s eyes cut sharply toward him. “You find that a hard mouthful to swallow. But in time it’ll go down easier. For you were indeed lucky, my lord.

  Apoplexy can maim, can leave men with their senses bereft, their tongues hobbled. But God has spared you that. Your wits are clear; so, too, is your speech. Your left arm and leg are benumbed,

  weak. But it may well be that in time you’ll regain some use of them. I do believe that, my lord. You never lost consciousness; that is a good sign. And the muscles in your face were

  afflicted for but a few hours. That, too, bodes well for your recovery. But you must be patient, my lord. Above all, you must not lose heart.”




  Llewelyn did not reply, and after a few moments heard the doctor’s retreating footsteps. But he was not yet alone; Ednyved still stood by the bed. “I know your thoughts,” he

  said, not sounding like Ednyved at all; for once, there was no mockery in that quiet voice, no sarcasm.




  “Do you?”




  “Yes. You do not understand why the Lord God took Joanna from you, why He then did not take you. And as you lie there in that bed, you wish He had.”




  Llewelyn turned his head on the pillow, looked at the other man. “Could you blame me if that were so?”




  “I, too, lost my wife within the past twelvemonth, but never did I love Gwenllian, not as you loved Joanna. Nor am I the one stricken with palsy. Blame you? No, Llewelyn, no. I can but

  tell you this. The ways of the Almighty are beyond our understanding. Why does He strike down the innocent with the guilty? Why does He claim a babe in its cradle? Why did He afflict my son with

  leprosy?” He leaned over the bed. “We need you still, Llewelyn. That is why the Lord stayed His hand. That is why you must not despair.”




  He stepped back. “Davydd, Elen, and Gwladys were sorely troubled by what happened this forenoon. They love you well, Llewelyn.”




  “I know,” Llewelyn said, sounding so weary that Ednyved winced.




  “Well, I shall leave you now, that you may rest.” Adding reluctantly, “You must be told, though. Gruffydd has withdrawn into Powys.” He received no answer, but then, he

  had not expected one.




  LLEWELYN’S dream was disjointed, confused, but held such dark overtones of menace that he awoke with a gasp. The chamber

  was deep in shadows; he’d lost all sense of time, of place. But then he started to sit up, found himself wrenched back to the brutal reality of his plight, to the dead weight where his left

  leg should have been.




  He raised himself up awkwardly on his elbow, threw off the coverlets. His body was still lean, showed the effects of a lifetime of hard activity, of riding, fighting. Across his ribcage, along

  his collar bone was the evidence of old wounds; the only serious sickness he’d ever known had been inflicted at sword-point. A third scar zigzagged down the upper thigh of his left leg. The

  leg was bent at the knee, angled away from his body, the muscles constricted, as if in spasm. He reached over, tracked the knotted path of the scar, felt nothing, as if he were touching foreign

  flesh, not his own. He’d begun to shiver; he pulled the blankets up, lay back against the pillow.




  His left arm had drawn itself up to his chest. He stared at his hand, willed it to move, concentrated upon that to the exclusion of all else. His fingers twitched, slowly curved inward, formed a

  fist. He exhaled his breath, staring down at the hand, a stranger’s hand. But no matter how he tried, he could not get his fist to unclench. At last he gripped those frozen fingers in his

  right hand, pried them apart; his eyes filled with tears.




  A sudden creaking alerted him that he was no longer alone; the door had just opened. He wanted no witnesses, wanted no solace, no pity. “Get out,” he said roughly. “Get

  out—now!”




  No footsteps sounded; the door did not open again. All was still, the only sound that of his own uneven breathing. He grabbed for the bed hangings, jerked them back. In the center of the room a

  light flickered weakly, a horn lantern holding a single tallow candle. Above it he could just make out the chalk-white face of his grandson.




  The boy had begun to back toward the door. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, “I’m sorry,” and Llewelyn struggled upright.




  “Llelo . . . wait. Come back.”




  The lantern light swayed, seemed to float toward the bed. Llelo bent down, set it on the floor, almost as if he sensed that the man wanted no illumination, no close scrutiny.




  “I brought you something, Grandpapa. I know your chaplain gave you a dispensation to eat meat whilst you’re ailing. But when I was in the hall, I heard that you’d refused to

  eat the pasty the cooks made for you, even though it was stuffed with marrow and currants and dates . . .” There was wonder in Llelo’s voice; he could not understand anyone spuming beef

  marrow, especially after so many weeks of meatless Lenten fare. “I thought you ought to eat, Grandpapa, so I went to the kitchen, and when the cooks were not looking, I smuggled this

  out.” Lifting his mantle, he drew out a napkin, began to unwrap it. “See? I’ve got some ginger cake for you, two Lenten fritters, with apples and real sugar, and best of all, an

  angel’s-bread wafer.”




  Llewelyn looked down at the crumbled cakes, felt his queasiness coming back. “Good lad. But that is too much for just one. Why not share it with me? You go ahead, and I’ll save mine

  for later, when I get truly hungry.”




  “If you’re sure . . .” Llelo whipped out his eating knife, conscientiously set about dividing his booty into equal halves. “I can get you more later,” he offered,

  settling himself on the edge of the bed.




  “No, thank you, lad.” Llewelyn watched the boy eat. There was no need to talk. But a memory was slowly stirring. “Why are you still here, Llelo?” he asked suddenly.

  “Ednyved told me Gruffydd had gone. How is it you did not go with him?”




  Llelo had stopped eating. He licked honey off his fingers, mumbled something about “staying behind.”




  “That I can see,” Llewelyn said dryly, but his eyes were puzzled. “Gruffydd permitted you to stay?” As soon as he heard his own question, he realized the utter

  unlikelihood of that. “Llelo?”




  The boy had averted his eyes. “I . . . I could not leave, Grandpapa. Not whilst you were so sick . . .”




  “Jesú!” It was an involuntary exclamation, a belated and appalled understanding of the choice the boy had been forced to make, of yet another wound he’d unwittingly

  inflicted upon his son.




  “Grandpapa?” Llelo was watching him with anxious eyes. “Grandpapa . . . do you not want me to stay?”




  The sins of the fathers. Llewelyn reached out, took his grandson’s small, sticky fingers in his own. “Yes, lad,” he said. “I do want you to stay. More than I

  knew.”
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GRUFFYDD reined in his horse at the edge of the wood, gazed out onto the beach. The narrow

  strait that separated the island of Môn from the mainland was swept by treacherous currents, the water surface churned by brisk winds. Llewelyn was sitting on the moss-covered spar of an old

  ship wreck, watching Llelo splash in the shallows. The boy gave a sudden shout, whirled and came running back to Llewelyn. The distance was too great for Gruffydd to see what he held; he thought it

  might be a crab. He watched as the man and boy bent their heads over Llelo’s find; he could not remember his son ever running to him like that. They had yet to notice him; Llewelyn’s

  dogs were upwind, ranging along the beach some yards away. Gruffydd’s mouth tightened. You’re getting careless, old man. You ought to have taken heed of me ere this. He urged his

  stallion forward, onto the sand.




  They saw him now. Llelo took an involuntary step backward. The two weeks Gruffydd had grudgingly promised him had unaccountably lengthened into four and then six. Each morn he wondered if this

  would be the day his father would come for him, and as the weeks passed, a poisonous fear began to entwine itself around his reluctance to leave his grandfather, the fear that his mother had spoken

  no less than the truth, that she would never forgive him. “Papa . . . you’ve come to take me back?”




  Gruffydd did not answer. He could not keep his eyes from his father, from the crutch Llewelyn had reached for as he rose to his feet. He thought he’d accepted the serious nature of

  Llewelyn’s illness, but the sudden and irrefutable reality of that wooden crutch shocked him, shook him profoundly. He dismounted, handed the reins to Llelo. “Take my mount back into

  the woods, let him graze awhile.”




  Llelo reached for the reins, retreated with obvious reluctance, with many backward glances over his shoulder. The two men looked at each other; the silence spun out between them, a web made of

  memories.




  “Are you in much pain, Papa?” This from Gruffydd, abruptly, awkwardly.




  “No . . . not much.” A faint smile touched Llewelyn’s mouth. “Given that men call apoplexy the half-dead disease, I’d have to say that I took the honors in our

  exchange, was left with fewer battle scars than most.”




  “Is there nothing you’ll not make light of—even that?” Gruffydd pointed an accusing finger toward that alien crutch. “You cannot make me believe this is easy for

  you!”




  Llewelyn’s eyes flicked from the crutch to his son’s face. “I did not say it was easy, Gruffydd. I feel naked without a sword. A few minutes past, Llelo took hold of my left

  hand, but I’d not have known had I not seen him do it. I am weighed down by an anchor, one of my own flesh. I find myself hobbled, and—for the first time in my life—helpless. Is

  that what you’d have me say? Is that the truth you seek?”




  Gruffydd blinked rapidly, spun around to look out over the strait. “No,” he said, “no . . .” He strode to the water’s edge before turning back to face his father.

  “Can your doctors do nothing?”




  “I rather think they do too much,” Llewelyn said dryly. “I’ve swallowed one noxious concoction after another, have had my flesh prodded and poked, have permitted them to

  bleed me and then wrap my leg in the skin of a newly killed fox. But when their potions and plasters failed, they wanted to apply a red-hot needle to my leg, to raise blisters that would drain off

  the bile—or so they hoped. They took it quite badly when I balked,” Llewelyn said, the memory of his doctors’ indignation evoking a grim smile.




  “At that point,” he said, “I decided to rely upon common sense. I’ve healed my share of lamed horses with flaxseed poultices and rest. But I’ve seen other men

  stricken with palsy, and unless they made use of their crippled limbs, the muscles would wither, become too feeble to support their weight. So as soon as I could, I sought to walk. Each day now I

  come down to the beach, and each day I find I can go a little farther.”




  That matter-of-fact statement was not an accurate accounting of the past six weeks, omitting as it did all mention of how very easily he tired, of the times he’d fallen, the times

  he’d despaired. But it was as much as he could share. “There has been some healing.” He shifted his crutch. “God willing, there’ll be more.”




  Gruffydd was still staring at the crutch. “I do want you to get well, Papa,” he blurted out, then looked faintly surprised at his own words. “But I expect you do not believe

  that.”




  “Yes, I do, Gruffydd,” Llewelyn said, wondering if he lied. He decided to gamble with the truth, added softly, “I very much want to believe you,” and saw his son flinch.

  “You’ve come for the boy?”




  Gruffydd shook his head. “No,” he said, no longer meeting Llewelyn’s eyes. “I’ve decided to let him stay awhile longer.”




  Llewelyn was taken aback. He knew the risk he took in admitting how fond he’d become of Gruffydd’s son. But he felt he owed Gruffydd honesty for this unexpected generosity. “I

  cannot deny that I’m right pleased to hear that. May I ask why you changed your mind?”




  “No,” Gruffydd snapped, “you may not.” His rudeness was defensive; he had no answer for Llewelyn. He could not admit, even to himself, that he would willingly share his

  son’s love if that would ensure his father’s recovery. Still less could he acknowledge his uneasiness about his wife’s unrelenting attitude, her unreasonable hostility toward

  their child.




  Gruffydd had been wed to Senena for nineteen years, had found contentment in marriage to his cautious, grey-eyed cousin. He knew that hers was the greater love, even sensed that hers was the

  quicker wit. He might well have resented her for that; instead, he’d come to rely upon her shrewd, unsentimental advice, upon her loyalty, loyalty that was impassioned, absolute. They rarely

  disagreed; it was all the more unsettling to him now that they should be so at odds over their own son. It baffled him that Senena could judge Llelo as if he were a man grown, making no allowances

  for his extreme youth, and he’d at last concluded that time apart might be best for both mother and son. But he felt disloyal to Senena even in harboring such thoughts, could not have spoken

  them aloud to anyone, least of all to Llewelyn. He turned away from his father’s searching eyes, raised his voice. “Llelo! Come here!”




  Llelo came on the run. “I tied your horse to a tree, Papa,” he panted. “Do . . . do we go home today?”




  “No, Llelo. I’ve decided to let you spend the summer at your grandfather’s court.”




  “Truly?” There was so much joy on the boy’s face that Gruffydd began to wonder if he’d not made a grievous mistake. “Thank you, Papa!” But then Llelo’s

  smile wavered. “Why, Papa?” he said. “Does Mama not want me back?”




  “Ah, no, lad!” Gruffydd knelt, put his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “Never think that, Llelo. Your mother loves you,” he said, “no less than I do.” He

  saw his son’s eyes widen, realized suddenly that he’d never said that to Llelo before, and then Llelo’s arms were around his neck, clinging tightly. He held the boy close, gave

  Llewelyn a look that was at once challenging and oddly triumphant. Just remember he is my son, not yours. He did not say the words aloud, did not need to, for his was an easy face to read.




  Llewelyn said nothing. The sight of his son and grandson together gave him no disquiet, only unexpected hope. He’d feared that Llelo’s love would act as a knife, severing those last

  tattered shreds of the bond that linked him to his son. Now he dared to wonder whether the boy’s love might instead act as a bridge between them.




  There was shouting in the distance. As they glanced toward the sound, they saw that riders had ventured out onto the Lafan Sands, were signaling to the Llanfaes ferry. The boatmen were already

  rowing out, and Llewelyn, his son, and grandson started up the beach, for visitors to Llanfaes would be visitors for Llewelyn. Gruffydd could not help noticing how naturally his son slowed his pace

  to match Llewelyn’s, and somewhat self-consciously, he, too, shortened his stride. The ferry had reached the Aber shore, was picking up several passengers. They had an impressive escort;

  fully a score of men were urging their mounts into the water. Slowly the ferry moved back toward the Llanfaes beach. Gruffydd could now make out the slender figure of a woman sitting in the bow.

  With recognition came a rush of resentment. He hated his father’s marital ties to the English Crown, hated the bond Joanna had forged between Wales and its powerful, predatory neighbor to the

  east.




  “It is the English King’s sister,” he said coldly. “A vain, flighty woman if ever there was one. But I daresay you’ll make her welcome.”




  “Nell is Joanna’s sister, too.” Llewelyn’s voice was no less cool. “I will indeed make her welcome.”




  Llelo looked from one man to the other in dismay, sensing the sudden tension, but unable to understand why it was so.




  IT was a mild day; Welsh spring always came into flower first on Môn. Elen had removed her mantle and veil, and her long, dark hair was blowing

  about untidily. From time to time she’d brush it back impatiently, intent upon the task at hand. She was kneeling beside her mother’s tomb. Putting her spade aside, she reached for the

  first plant, a blooming yellow primrose, removed the sacking from its roots and carefully lowered it into its waiting hole. The next plant was the vibrant gorse that was carpeting the island in

  gold. So absorbed was Elen in her work that she was oblivious of all else, unaware that she was no longer alone.




  Nell was amused by Elen’s wind-whipped hair, the grass stains on her skirt. She’d never known a beautiful woman as lacking in vanity as Elen. Nor did it surprise her to find Elen

  performing a chore she could more easily have entrusted to a servant. “I’m glad you chose the gorse,” she said. “That was ever one of Joanna’s favorite

  flowers.”




  “Nell!” Elen jumped to her feet, ran to embrace the younger woman. There were only eight years between them; in many ways, they were more like sisters than niece and aunt.




  There was a wooden bench just a few feet from Joanna’s tomb. Catching Nell’s querying look, Elen said, “Davydd had it brought out, so Papa could rest when he visits

  Mama’s grave. You’ve seen him already?”




  “Yes, down on the beach. He told me where to find you.” Nell unfastened her mantle, sat down on the bench. “When I first heard of Llewelyn’s seizure, I feared the worst.

  But he seems much better, Elen, seems like to make a true recovery.”




  Elen nodded. “I’d say it was miraculous—if I did not know Papa so well. He’s never been one to recognize defeat, and there’s never been a foe he could not outfight

  . . . or outwait. Even when King John forced him to make that humiliating surrender at Aberconwy; within two years he’d won back all he’d been forced to yield to John.”




  Nell was neither defensive nor self-conscious when others spoke ill of her father, for she’d never known him; he’d died while she was still in her cradle. “I stopped at your

  manor in Delamere Forest on my way into Wales,” she said, “and John gave me a letter for you.”




  Elen showed no great interest in her husband’s letter. She’d joined Nell on the bench, now turned her face up like a flower, toward the sun. “I’ve been back in Cheshire

  but once since Papa’s illness. I suppose John is growing restless for my return. Tell me, Nell. How long can you stay? You did not bring St Cecily with you, I trust?”




  Cecily de Sanford had been Nell’s governess, and later, one of her ladies in waiting. She was a deeply pious woman, a widow with an utterly unblemished past. But Elen detested her, for it

  was Cecily who had prevailed upon Nell to take a holy oath of chastity when Nell’s husband died. To a grieving fifteen-year-old, so dramatic a gesture had proved irresistible, and Nell had

  been easily induced to follow Cecily’s austere example. Both women had sworn their oaths before the Archbishop of Canterbury, put aside their silks for homespun, put upon their fingers the

  rings that proclaimed them brides of Christ. Cecily was well suited to a nun’s life; she’d found great contentment in privation, self-denial, and celibacy.




  Nell had not. She was a young woman who loved bright colors, sweetmeats, harp music, and laughter, a woman who liked the company of men, who’d come to yearn for the marriage and motherhood

  that her oath denied her. There’d been a time when she’d rush indignantly to Cecily’s defense. Those days were past. Now she said only, “That is not kind, Elen,” and

  then she grinned. “Do you know what Simon calls her? My very own dragon!”




  Elen arched a brow. “Simon? Would that by any chance be Simon de Montfort, Earl of Leicester?”




  “Who else?” Nell gave the other woman a sidelong glance. “What do you think of him, Elen?”




  “Simon?” Elen smiled, shrugged. “Well . . . he is handsome enough, for certes. And he has a honeyed tongue, in truth. How else could he ever have coaxed John’s uncle

  Ranulf into yielding up to him Ranulf’s claim to the earldom of Leicester? Granted, Simon’s claim was a just one. But how many men serve justice if it will take money from their own

  coffers? No, your Simon must have been remarkably persuasive!”




  “He is, indeed,” Nell agreed, and then, belatedly, “He is not ‘my’ Simon, though. But you’ve told me very little, Elen. He is John’s cousin; surely you

  must know him better than that. What do you truly think?”




  Elen reached down, picked a stray daisy. “I think,” she said, after a very long pause, “that Simon de Montfort is a man of great ability—and even greater

  ambition.”




  She’d not meant that as a compliment, but she saw now that Nell had taken it as one. She was smiling, and as Elen looked at her, she felt a sudden protective pang. She started to speak,

  stopped. What was there to say? Nell knew the dangers, knew she could not allow herself to care for Simon de Montfort, to care for any man.




  “Do you come from the court, Nell? How fares Henry?”




  “Well enough. Although he still dotes shamelessly upon that child-bride of his.” Nell made a comic grimace. “If she asked for the stars, I daresay he’d begin calculating

  how to harvest the heavens for her!”




  Elen laughed. In the past year, Henry had finally wed, taking as his Queen the daughter of the Count of Provence. Eleanor was only fourteen, less than half Henry’s age, but she was an

  undeniably pretty girl, high-spirited, well educated, and she’d utterly captivated Henry—if not Nell, who so far seemed immune to Eleanor’s bright, brittle charm. By all accounts,

  Eleanor was indeed spoiled, but Elen suspected, too, that Nell felt some jealousy at seeing her place usurped by the young Queen, for Nell had long been treated as the first lady of her

  brother’s court, the King’s favorite sister.




  “I think, Nell,” she began, and then paused. “Did you hear—”




  “Aunt Elen!” The voice was Llelo’s, so shrill, so full of fear that Elen whitened.




  “No, not Papa!” Coming to her feet so fast that she nearly tripped on her skirts, she started to run. She’d taken but a few strides before Llelo came into view. At sight of

  her, he slowed, caught at the garden wall for support.




  “Grandpapa said to fetch you,” he gasped. “A courier . . .” He could say no more, did not know how to deliver news so dire. “I outran him . . .” He pointed

  and Elen now saw the man hastening up the slope toward them. Her initial fear had begun to ebb, but it flared anew as the man came into recognition range—Fulke Fitz Alan, one of her

  husband’s young squires.




  “Fulke, why are you here? What is wrong?”




  He had to struggle for breath. “You . . . you must come home, my lady. Our lord is taken ill . . .”




  “Ill?” Elen’s mouth went dry. Her husband was not a man to coddle himself; if he sent for her so urgently, he must be very ill, indeed. “Tell me,” she said.




  “It began with a chill, with pains in his head, his back. We did not worry, my lady, not at first. But he soon burned with fever. Then on the fourth day . . .” He looked her full in

  the face for the first time. “On the fourth day, he broke out in spots. All over his shoulders, then spreading down his chest, his arms, legs. The lesions were rose-colored, but they soon

  darkened, took on a mulberry coloration . . .”




  “Dear God!” Elen was standing in the sun, but she’d begun to shiver. “Not spotted fever?”




  He nodded mutely, and after that, there seemed nothing more to say, for the disease that they knew as spotted fever, that a later age would know as typhus, was one of the most mortal of all

  ailments.




  LIKE all men of high birth and wealth, John the Scot was an avid hunter, and Darnhall was one of his favorite manors, for it was less than fifteen miles

  from Chester, yet deep within Delamere Forest. The River Weaver flowed peacefully past a mile to the east, and the green, shadowy woods that rose up around the manor offered refuge to roe deer,

  foxes, fallow deer, marten, red deer, rabbits. It was a tranquil setting, and Nell had enjoyed some pleasant days with John before departing for Chester and Wales. She returned now to find it a

  house of horrors.




  John did not lack for doctors. There was Master Giles, who had attended the Earls of Chester since the days of John’s uncle Ranulf. Walter de Pinchbeck, the Abbot of St Werburgh’s

  abbey, had offered the services of Brother Eustace, who was skilled in the healing and apothecary arts. And when Elen returned to Darnhall, she brought with her Einion ap Rhiwallon. But Nell could

  not see that any of them had done much to ease John’s suffering. They put her in mind of an old proverb, one that warned of too many cooks spoiling the broth, for they seemed to spend an

  inordinate amount of time arguing medical theories, disputing one another’s treatment. And while they wrangled, John grew steadily weaker.




  His fever had raged for a fortnight, resisting all efforts to lower it with sage, verbena, and sponge baths. He coughed continually, and his tongue was thickly encrusted, while a brownish slime

  formed on his teeth and gums faster than Elen could wipe it away. Watching as Elen and a servant gave John yet another sponge bath, Nell was shocked anew at sight of that wasted, emaciated body.

  John was only thirty-one, had always been a robust, stockily built man; Nell could not recognize that man in the one who submitted, apathetic, uncaring, to his wife’s ministrations. To Nell,

  his body resembled nothing so much now as the hollowed woodwork of a lute, and she could only marvel that the disease could have made such lethal inroads in so short a time.




  The doctors had bled him again that morning, murmuring uneasily among themselves at the dark color of his blood, but he seemed even weaker after their treatment. Nell suspected that they’d

  already abandoned hope. They continued to give him enemas, to brew herbal potions, whose ingredients they seemed loath to share, especially with one another, to study his urine and take his pulse.

  But each one had come privately to Elen, suggested she summon a priest.




  Did Elen, too, realize her husband was dying? Nell did not know, for Elen shared none of her thoughts. She rarely left John’s bedside, had slept so little in past days that Nell had begun

  to fear for her health, too. The sponge bath was done; kneeling by the bed, Elen began to apply a linseed poultice to the bedsores on John’s thighs and buttocks. Nell had a sharp eye, yet try

  though she might, she could read nothing in Elen’s face but exhaustion.




  “Let me do that, Elen, whilst you get some rest.”




  Elen looked up; her mouth moved in a wan smile. “You need rest, too, Nell. I can never thank you enough for this, for all you’ve done . . .”




  Nell flushed, for there’d been too many times when she’d found herself regretting her offer to accompany Elen, times when she’d wished herself a thousand miles away from this

  foul-smelling sickroom. “I would that I could do more,” she said, in utter sincerity, and then, “Elen! Jesus God!”




  There was no warning, just blood. It gushed suddenly from John’s nose, soaking the sheets and pillows, spraying the bodice of Elen’s gown as she sought frantically to staunch the

  bleeding with a towel; the towel, too, was soon splotched with red. Nell ran to the door, shouted for the doctors.




  For a terrifying time, they feared John was dying, bleeding to death before their eyes. But at last that fearful rush of blood slowed, ebbed to a trickle. As the doctors applied fresh

  compresses, Elen sagged down on a coffer. For once she offered no argument when Nell insisted she change her bloodied clothes and then lie down; she nodded, moved numbly toward the door.




  It was difficult to change the blood-stained linens with John in the bed, but Nell managed it with some help from a little kitchen maid. Nell was becoming increasingly grateful to Edith, for

  most of the servants were so terrified of catching the spotted fever that only the direst threats could get them into the sickroom at all. Nell had raged in vain, for their dread of the disease was

  greater than their fear of her. Nor were the servants alone in their alarm; Nell and Elen’s ladies showed the same reluctance to cross that threshold. It was, Nell thought grimly, as if poor

  John had become a leper, and she decided that when she finally left Darnhall, she’d take Edith with her, give the girl a place in her own household.




  “Do try to swallow, John,” she coaxed, tilting a cup to his lips. He opened his eyes, but they were dulled, putting her in mind of quenched candles, lacking even a spark of light.

  The doctors had told her this eerie indifference was characteristic of his illness, but she found it strange, nonetheless, that he seemed not to care as he drifted closer and closer to death.




  “Madame.” One of the doctors was standing in the doorway. “Several lords have just ridden into the bailey. If you like, I’ll sit with Lord John whilst you greet

  them.”




  Nell nodded, rose slowly to her feet. She’d never before been careless of appearance, but now she could not even bother to glance into a mirror. She untied her apron, relinquished her

  vigil to the doctor.




  Although it was the last day of May, a fire burned in the great hall; it had rained steadily, relentlessly, for the past five days, and the men standing by the hearth were shrouded in dripping,

  hooded mantles. Nell felt no surprise to find no women among them; although both of John’s sisters had been informed of his illness, neither had yet to arrive. Nor would they, Nell thought,

  with cynical certainty. John’s sisters were no more willing than John’s servants to brave the spectre of spotted fever.




  One of the men had detached himself from the others, was moving swiftly toward her. There was something familiar about that tall, mantled figure, that quick, confident stride. Nell came to an

  abrupt halt. “Simon?” She rarely sounded so hesitant, but she was afraid to let herself hope. He jerked his hood back, and she looked up into intent grey eyes, eyes that showed sudden

  alarm as they took in her pallor, her startling dishevelment.




  “I came as soon as I heard.” He reached out, caught her hand in his. “Nell, you’re not ill, too?”




  She shook her head. “Oh, Simon . . . Simon, thank God you’ve come!”




  JOHN’S fever began to subside, but he showed no other signs of recovery. He was often delirious now, mumbling

  incoherently, plucking feebly at his coverlets, exhausting the last of his energy in agitated, sometimes violent, ravings. Elen moved a pallet into the bedchamber, slept there during those rare

  hours when she could be coaxed away from his bedside. “He needs me,” she’d say whenever Nell or the doctors protested, and indeed, John did seem somewhat calmer when she sat by

  him, holding his hand.




  Nell would always remember that first week in June as a waking nightmare. The rains had yet to abate, and the River Weaver was rising so rapidly that Simon set up a flood watch. In one of his

  brief lucid moments, John was shriven by his chaplain, and for a few hours afterward, he slept. But that night he was troubled again by fevered dreams, by sharp abdominal pains. The diarrhea soon

  became so acute that the doctors were not long in drawing the same bleak conclusion. For once in agreement about their diagnosis, they told Elen that her husband was in God’s hands, beyond

  mortal help.




  John was groaning, twisting from side to side. The sudden stench was overpowering; Nell had become accustomed to the fetid odors of the sickroom, but this was so foul, so noxious that she nearly

  gagged. She clapped her hand to her mouth, fought back her nausea as Elen called out for servants. They appeared within moments; Nell did not know what Simon had done, but the servants no longer

  balked at entering John’s chamber, obeyed all commands with alacrity. Now they hastened toward the bed, quickly stripped off the soiled sheets, as Elen wiped her husband’s wasted body

  with damp cloths, all the while murmuring wordless sounds of comfort, the way a mother might seek to calm a fearful child. Nell’s eyes filled with tears; whirling, she bolted from the

  chamber.




  Simon was coming from the stables as Nell emerged into the bailey. She heard him call her name, but she did not stop. Her steps quickened; by the time she reached the gatehouse, she was

  running.




  She ran until she had no breath left, until she was surrounded by the utter silence of a woodland clearing. The sky was dark with rain clouds, and the oaks, hazels, and aspen trees were

  glistening, spangled with moisture. The grass was wet, but Nell was beyond caring about mud stains; she sank down beside a dripping oak. For a time, she sat very still, breathing in the scent of

  grass and honeysuckle. The silence had been illusory; she could hear now the soft trilling of linnet and lark, the harsh, clear cry of a mistle thrush.




  “Nell?” Simon came through the trees, dropped down beside her in the grass.




  “How did you find me?” she asked, and he smiled.




  “You blazed quite a trail. You ought to ask those Welsh kinfolk of yours to teach you something of woodland lore.” He was carrying a hempen sack, and as she watched, he pulled out

  napkins, thick chunks of cheese, and a loaf of manchet bread. “After you ran out, I stopped by the kitchen,” he said, “grabbed whatever I could lay my hands upon. I’ve a

  flask of wine, too . . . here.”




  Nell took it gratefully, drank deeply. “My father died of the bloody flux, Simon. I always knew that, of course, but till now I never knew how he must have suffered. This afternoon I

  watched John’s agony, and for the first time, I found myself thinking about my father—truly thinking about the man, about those last dreadful days and how it must have been for him . .

  .” She drank again. “I also found myself wishing John would die.”




  “Do not reproach yourself for that, Nell. For John, death will be a mercy, a blessed release.” He reached over, handed her bread and cheese. “Eat,” he said, “ere

  you fall sick, too.”




  “We ought to go back. I feel like a fool, running off like that . . .”




  “You had cause. I’ve seen few women—or men—show the courage you’ve shown in these past days. In truth, Nell, I never suspected you’d make such an admirable

  nurse.”




  Nell smiled tiredly. “People are always surprised when I show I am competent or capable, not just—”




  She stopped, and Simon finished for her. “—fair to look upon.”




  She blushed, then grinned. “As vain as it sounds, I was going to say that,” she admitted. “But I’d be lying if I pretended I did not know I was pretty, and I’ve

  never seen the virtues in false modesty. I like the way I look. It is just that . . .” She hesitated. “I would never want people to think I’m like her, like my mother.”




  Nell’s mother had been one of the great beauties of her age, a sensual sophisticate who’d left England when King John died, returning to her native Angoulême, where she’d

  wed her own daughter’s betrothed. Nell had been just two when Isabelle departed; the only mothering she’d ever gotten had come from her older half-sister Joanna. For several months now,

  she and Simon had been conducting a cautious but intense flirtation; this was the first time she’d ever revealed anything so personal, giving him a sudden glimpse of the woman behind her

  flippant court mask. Twice she’d smothered a yawn, and he leaned over, put his arm around her shoulders. As she started to pull away in surprise, he said, “When was the last time you

  slept? Lie back, Nell, and put your head on my shoulder.”




  “I ought not to . . .” Nell’s dimple flashed. “But I will. I am bone-weary, in truth. A few moments, mayhap . . .” She snuggled back in his arms, and it was the

  true measure of her exhaustion that she felt no excitement at being so close to him, only a drowsy sense of security. Soon, she slept.




  She awoke more than two hours later, and was both astonished and touched that Simon—so restless, so intense and energetic—should have found the patience to sit quietly, holding her

  while she slept. She was dangerously drawn to him, acutely aware of the strong sexual attraction that burned between them. But she’d not realized he could be tender, too.




  They followed a woodland path back to Darnhall, their steps instinctively slowing as they neared the manor, not talking, reveling in the unexpected intimacy of silence. They were within sight of

  the manor gatehouse when thunder crashed over their heads and rain poured down in torrents. They ran for shelter, hand in hand; by the time they reached the great hall, they were both soaked to the

  skin. Laughing, they hurried toward the fire, leaving puddles in their wake.




  “Simon, I’m half-drowned!” Nell jerked off her sopping wimple; even her long, blonde braids were drenched, dripping water onto the floor rushes. Still giggling, she glanced

  toward Simon. He’d already sobered, more sensitive than she to the atmosphere in the hall. Nell looked around her, saw only somber, disapproving faces, and sighed. Laughter was a sin of no

  small proportions in a house waiting for death.




  Abbot Walter moved toward them. “My lord of Leicester, Madame. I regret I must be the one to tell you. Whilst you were gone, the Earl of Chester’s earthly cares came to an end. He

  was taken to God nigh on an hour ago.”




  ELEN was sitting in John’s favorite chair. She was so still she scarcely seemed to be breathing; her dark eyes were dilated, blind. She did not

  react to the opening door, to the sound of her name.




  “Elen, I’m so sorry!” Nell knelt by Elen’s chair, put her arm around the other woman’s shoulders. “If only we’d been here,” she said remorsefully,

  and Elen pulled away from her comforting embrace.




  “I fell asleep,” she said; her voice was toneless, flat, not like Elen’s voice at all. “I did not mean to, but I was tired, so tired. And whilst I slept, he

  died.”




  “Ah, Elen, you cannot blame yourself for that. John would understand, truly he—”




  “It is my fault,” Elen said, still in that strangely muffled voice. “My fault.”




  “Elen, that is ridiculous! The Blessed Virgin herself could not have given John better care than you did. You’ve nothing to reproach yourself for, nothing!”




  “You do not understand.” Elen rose, moved toward the bed, where she stood staring down at her husband’s body. “John had taken the cross, meant to depart this year for the

  Holy Land. I knew how dangerous such a pilgrimage would be; I knew how many died on such quests. And I could not help thinking that John might die, too. I let myself imagine how it would be if he

  did not come back, if I were widowed.” Tears had begun to streak her face; she seemed not to notice. “I did not truly want his death, I swear I did not. I just wanted to be free. Was

  that so very terrible, Nell? That I wanted to be free?”




  “No!” Nell’s answer came unthinkingly, a cry from the heart. “No, of course it is not, Elen.”




  Elen had yet to take her eyes from her husband’s face. “Then why,” she whispered, “do I feel like this? Why do I feel as if his death is my doing?”




  Nell was utterly at a loss. She turned, gave Simon a look of mute appeal, and he moved away from the door, joined Elen beside her husband’s body.




  “Do you think he was a good man?” he asked, and Elen nodded. “A good Christian?” She bit her lip, again nodded. Nell was beginning to look indignant; was this

  Simon’s idea of comfort?




  He reached out suddenly, grasped Elen’s shoulders and turned her to face him. “Then why,” he demanded, “do you think God would value his life so cheaply?”




  “What?”




  “Why should God punish you by taking John? That makes of him little more than a pawn, Elen. Does that not seem rather arrogant to you, that you should allot so much worth to your own soul

  and so little worth to his?”




  “Simon!” Nell hissed. “How can you talk to Elen like this, now of all times!”




  He ignored her, kept his eyes upon his cousin’s widow. “John did not die because the Almighty wanted to punish you. He died because it was his time. That is the truth of it, Elen. To

  believe anything else is an insult to John, an insult to God.”




  “Simon, enough! How can you be so cruel?”




  “No, Nell.” Elen drew an unsteady breath. “It is all right,” she said, “truly,” and Nell saw that Simon’s brutal common sense had somehow given Elen

  more comfort than her own sympathy.




  Elen raised a hand to her face, seemed surprised when her fingers came away wet. “I shall try to remember your words,” she said to Simon. “Now . . . now there is so much I must

  do. John must be buried at St Werburgh’s; it was his wish. I must bathe him, must . . .” She faltered, and Nell said swiftly,




  “I will take care of that for you, Elen. Simon and I will take care of everything, I promise. Come now . . . come with me. If you do not get some rest, you will not be well enough for the

  funeral.”




  She’d expected an argument, but Elen nodded. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you both for your kindness to my husband, to me.” She moved back to the bed then, bent

  over and brushed her lips to John’s forehead. Straightening up, she had to catch Simon’s arm for support, and only then did they realize how close she was to physical collapse.




  “John deserved a better death than this,” she said softly. “And a better wife.”




  JOHN the Scot, seventh Earl of Chester, was buried on Monday, the 8th of June, before the High Altar in the Benedictine abbey of St Werburgh at Chester,

  the same church in which he and Elen had been wed more than fourteen years earlier.




  Abbot Walter had turned over his private quarters to the Earl’s widow. His great hall was crowded now with mourners. Servants passed back and forth among them, offering wine, ale, and

  cider, sweetmeats. The solemnity of the funeral Mass had slowly given way to the perverse cheer peculiar to wakes; people drank and ate with unseemly zest, shared news and gossip, speculated what

  would befall the earldom of Chester, for John’s heirs were all female.




  Nell would normally have enjoyed such a gathering, for she was the most sociable of beings, and she very much appreciated the attention a lovely woman could invariably command. But now her every

  thought was for Elen, Elen who moved amid the mourners like a wraith, so detached, so apparently aloof that she was giving rise to gossip, among those who did not know—as Nell did—just

  how frighteningly fragile Elen’s composure was. As soon as she could, Nell drew Elen aside, led her toward the Abbot’s private chamber at the south end of the hall.




  “No arguments, not a word. As soon as I get your gown off, it’s into that bed.” Ignoring Elen’s half-hearted protests, Nell soon had the other woman stripped to her

  chemise. Removing Elen’s veil, she deftly uncoiled Elen’s thick, black hair—a pity Elen’s coloring was so unfashionable—and propelled Elen toward the bed.




  “There, dearest, just lie back. You truly ought to rest awhile. I daresay you never suspected I could be so motherly!” Nell busied herself in fluffing the pillows, tucking the

  blankets in. “I think it is fortunate, indeed, Elen, that you are Prince Llewelyn’s daughter.”




  Elen was not as surprised as she might have been; Nell’s conver­sations were often enlivened by such seeming non sequiturs. “Why?”




  “Because he’ll look out for your interests, make sure your dower rights are protected. To tell you true, Elen, you’d best keep an eye on those sisters of John’s. Their

  husbands cannot wait to get their shares; I actually heard them wagering upon how many manors John had held! I doubt that they’d be overly scrupulous of a widow’s rights.”




  Nell could see no interest on Elen’s face, and she said, more emphatically, “Elen, I know whereof I speak. My husband’s family did their damnedest to deny me my share of

  William’s estates.” She frowned, and Elen was momentarily forgotten, for her resentment was a sharp blade, indeed, hurt to handle. She’d have been better off had Llewelyn been the

  one to speak up for her. A man like that would have been a shrewd bargainer; for certes, he’d not let Elen be cheated of her just due. Whereas Henry . . . She sighed. She did love her

  brother, truly she did. But why was he so weak-willed, so easily swayed by stronger men? He was the King, yet he’d let the Marshals rob her blind. Even now he did not curb the Marshals as he

  ought, allowed them to delay her dower payments, to offer feeble excuses for their disobedience. How lucky were those women who had men to stand up for them, men who were not afraid of giving

  offense, men with courage.




  Vexed by Elen’s indifference, Nell was mustering up new arguments, all her protective instincts now aroused, determined to save Elen from herself, when there was a knock on the door. She

  quickly reached up, drew the bed hangings, enclosing Elen in a cocoon of sarcenet silk. “You sleep; I’ll get rid of whoever it is.”




  It was Simon. “One of John’s cousins has just arrived, wants to pay his respects to Elen. I tried to discourage him, but he’s remarkably persistent.” He smiled

  apologetically, and Nell found herself suddenly paying more attention to the shape of his mouth than to what he was saying.




  “Simon, I cannot let her see anyone now. Truly, I’d send the Pope himself away.” John was related by blood or marriage to most of England’s nobility; he was a first

  cousin of the Scots King, cousin to the Earls of Winchester, Arundel, and Lincoln, nephew to the Earl of Derby. But as she opened the door a little wider, Nell saw that the man standing at

  Simon’s shoulder was not one of John’s titled kinsmen. She knew Robert de Quincy on sight, but he was only a casual acquaintance, the younger brother of Roger de Quincy, Earl of

  Winchester.




  As she started to close the door, he stepped forward. “I must see her, if only for a few moments.”




  Nell gave him a coolly reproving look, one mixed with curiosity, for in the past, his manners had always been impeccable. He was an attractive man, she conceded, not as tall as Simon, but with

  hair even blacker, and eyes of a truly startling blue. But he looked as if he’d not had much sleep, even less peace of mind. She’d not realized that he was so fond of John; their

  kinship was a distant one. “I am sorry, Sir Robert, but—”




  To Nell’s astonishment, he paid her no heed, pushed past her into the chamber. “Sir Robert, wait!” Simon was almost as fast as Robert de Quincy; he followed, started to put a

  restraining hand on the other man’s arm. But at that moment, Elen jerked the bed hangings back.




  “Rob?”




  He froze where he was. For what seemed an endless moment, they looked at each other. And then, as if released from the same spell, they both moved. Elen swung her legs over the side of the bed,

  he started toward her, and they met in the middle of the chamber. As soon as his arms went around her, Elen began to weep.
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