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Foreword



Every age presents men and women with its own peculiarities, pains, and pleasures. In 1351, when this tale begins, the world still reeled from a sweeping and horrific visitation of the bubonic plague. People named the disease the Great Mortality, or the Pestilence. Educated guesses put the death toll in Europe at somewhere around one-third of the population, perhaps more. Certain places were luckier than others, but doomed villages here and there succumbed completely.

The Church of the Middle Ages, God’s omnipresent intermediary in the Western world, had proven all too clearly unable to stop the spread of the affliction. More worldly opinions had to be sought. In October 1348, learned doctors in France decreed the disease was caused by a triple conjunction of Saturn, Jupiter, and Mars in the fortieth degree of Aquarius, an event they said had taken place on March 20, 1345. Their opinion was accepted as state-of-the-art scientific wisdom. Like the Church’s call for unceasing prayer and contrition, the doctors’ astral verdict did nothing to deter the Mortality. The pandemic took its own unimaginable course, leaving in its wake stunned and disheartened survivors.

The Black Death was by far the most grievous tribulation of the fourteenth century. But there were other conflicts and troubles.

Edward I, grandnephew of Richard the Lion-Hearted, conquered Wales in 1282. When Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, the last true Welsh prince, was killed in battle against Edward’s forces, his head was stuck on a pole and displayed in London as a trophy and unambiguous warning to the defiant.

Edward was an effective and ambitious ruler, but ruthless. His son, Edward II, was the first English-appointed Prince of Wales. But Edward II came to a famously bad end, deposed and murdered by his wife, Isabella of France, and her English lover, Roger Mortimer. However, Edward and Isabella did manage to produce an heir before they grew completely estranged. It was their son, Edward III, who ruled Britain in the days of this story.

A war with France was instigated by Edward III and had already been raging for fourteen years by 1351. England felt entitled to huge chunks of France. Of course, France disagreed. There was also fierce disagreement on trade issues. In the end, England won most of the battles, but France won the war. The conflict lasted until 1453. It is now called the Hundred Years’ War, a more euphonious but less accurate appellation than the Hundred and Sixteen Years’ War.

It’s likely people on both sides of this contest often set out to do battle with patriotic zeal. Joan of Arc, perhaps the most famous teenager in history, comes to mind. But some participants certainly hungered for plunder more than anything else. Others had no say at all in their military careers but were dragged unwillingly into duty. This was probably the case with many Welshmen.

Women faced battles of their own. A woman in the fourteenth century dealt with customs and abuses so familiar to her she may not have even given them any particular thought. Unless she was wealthy, her legal status was on par with a madman’s or a sheep’s. Her husband could beat her if he took the notion, as long as he didn’t cripple or kill her—and provided her screams didn’t disturb the neighbors.

A thirteenth-century (male) encyclopedist called woman “a hindrance to devotion.” Original sin was traced by the Church to Eve. Naturally it followed that all women, with a few saintly exceptions, were the Devil’s temptresses and his lusty recruiters. Of course, not every male embraced that prickly assumption. Surely many men adored their mothers and daughters, their good wives, and did not suppose them to be demonic seductresses.

The Welsh places and byways mentioned in these pages are not fictional. The Trackway of the Cross can still be traced or even walked for a large part of its sixty-mile length. Sylvan quiet reigns over much of it. A medieval man or woman dropped there now through some glitch in time might find sections of the track little changed. Birds still sing high in the oaks. Bees flit and buzz. But if the modern pilgrim hears monks’ chants or lepers’ clackers, or glimpses lost ladies in the mist, it’s only a trick of the imagination.

Sarn Elen too—the Roman Road in Wales—can be followed for a long way. Ghostly legionnaires do reveal themselves there, now and again, as they do on many of the Roman roads in Britain. Perhaps these indefatigable soldiers are still looking for a way back to Rome. Or maybe they’re only eternally marching back to their British outposts, hungry for dinner and evening wine. The lonely ruin of Dolwyddelan Castle can be visited, also the church at Llanrhychwyn, and of course, Edward I’s imposing castle at Conwy.

The Welsh language, one of the oldest in Europe, flourishes.

And the Honey Fair still takes place in Conwy, every September.








On Welsh Pronunciation



A very brief key, with some approximate English sounds:

a as in “bath” or “hard”

ae rhymes with “high”

c always pronounced like the hard k

ch always as in “loch”

th always as in “thick”

d as in “dog”

dd as th in “that”

e as a long a as in “sane” or “echo”

f as v

ff as f

g as in “go”

h as in “hat”—never silent

i as ee in “peer” or as i in “tin”

l as in “love”

ll see below

u as in “hit”—but when accented, as a rounded ee

w as oo in “pool”

y as u in “but”—preceding a vowel, as y in “yet”

Welsh names and words can look formidable. But any reader can learn to pronounce most with reasonable exactness. In Welsh every letter is pronounced. With few exceptions, the accent is on the next-to-last syllable. The most difficult sound is the rh, but a well-trilled r will do instead. The consonant ll is another matter and has to be acquired. You can get near to it if you prefix the liquid l with the ch sound in loch, or if you put th in front of l. Thus Llan = Chlan or Thlan.

Another example of pronunciation: Ysbyty Ifan = Usbutty Eevan.
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Gray Hill

NORTH WALES, SUMMER 1351




Maelgwyn’s “husbandly attention,” as he called it, went on and on. Strange, how time could creep and crawl.

The room grew darker as the fire died.

“Have you no answer, Elise?”

Had he posed a question? Lying there, all she’d heard was the sighing of the wind, outside, and the faint rush of blood in her ears.

He stared down into her face. “Or is this unamiable silence yet another sign of your waywardness?”

This required some reply. “I have never studied to be wayward to you, sir,” she said.

“Hah. You require no study, being a born mistress of the art.” He reached down to pinch her thigh, his usual way of emphasizing a point. She bit back a cry but knew there would be a bruise. “Had you been attending, wife, you would have heard me say your constant lack of response is vexing. Nor am I able to fathom your ingratitude. Who are you to be ungrateful? Better souls than you suffer every hour. As we speak, worthy Welshmen bleed on French battlefields. In the course of the Great Mortality, thousands of good Christians fell. Yet you survived, Elise. Then you were so fortunate as to come here to me. Deo dilecti. But why?”

Deo dilecti. Chosen by God. When had she so offended her Maker that she had been chosen by Him, for this?

“It is as great a mystery to me as it is to you,” she said, without equivocation.

“So I should imagine. But are you happy to be alive, rejoicing in my protection and devotion? No, I fear you are not. The pitiful dowry you brought with you does not compensate me for your relentless ingratitude, I assure you.”

She closed her eyes for a moment, considering that dowry. It had not been pitiful, she knew. But she also knew there was never anything to be gained by contradicting Maelgwyn. So she opened her eyes and said, “Merely I am worn from the demands of the day and the household. There’s only Annora to aid me.” Then she lied. “But I am not ungrateful.”

Would the reasonable excuse of fatigue stem a more grueling interrogation? The truth would never do. She couldn’t tell this cruel man how she loathed and feared him, how the very sight of him—his long, muscled trunk and ox’s neck—had become so abhorrent to her it was almost past bearing. Further, the truth could finally tip the scales of his volatile temper, a temper grown increasingly vicious in the two years since she had come to his rambling old house, Bryn-llwyd. Gray Hill.

“I confess,” he was saying, “I forget from time to time that you are but a woman, the worst sort of stinking rose. The holy philosophers tell us all we need know of the sorry origin of women.”

He continued, providing endless unwanted instruction even as he resumed his “husbandly attention.”

She turned her head away to look down at the wooden floor, hoping to will her mind to some less hurtful place. A large black spider, speckled with yellow dots, crossed a rough plank near the hearth. It stopped and reared two of its legs, as if searching for some invisible passage. Then it lowered its legs and scurried toward a wall.

What tales had she heard of spiders? What had her servant and friend, Annora, told her? Elise pondered the question to divert herself. Soon she remembered Annora’s words: to their webs spiders entice fallen souls who only appear to poor human eyes as trapped moths or mites, before herding them to Purgatory. But hadn’t Annora also said the creeping things were a blessing in the house, because they could miraculously absorb the poisonous Pestilence vapor, bind it to the spots on their backs? Could these tales be true?

The evening wind grew stronger and shifted. Timbers objected. On one wall of their chamber three extravagant new glass panes, Maelgwyn’s proudest acquisition and the first, he boasted, of many more to come, had been set into a triptych of branches hacked from a young oak. Still tall in its place but condemned to wither limb-stripped and then tumble down too early, that oak could no longer soften with its used-to-be leaves the view south to the empty Migneint Moor. It was Elise’s fancy that the triptych, stolen from the tree’s living body, would never contentedly cradle its fragile burden. And so it moaned softly with complaint.

A fierce gust brought the faint scent of the garderobe to the solar. The privy had been corbeled out over the river next to the chamber, and often stank when gales blew from the west.

“Fah, it reeks of cess in here,” said Maelgwyn, for once echoing his young wife’s thoughts.

But she flinched, for his harsh voice had startled her.

“You’re skittish as a maiden, girl. Does my affection overwhelm you, or are you merely in the throes of yet another of your unholy visions?”

This jibe targeted a susceptibility to trance, hers since the season of the Gemini moon in 1343, eight years past, when she was eleven. Terrifying or glorious, her visions came unbidden, mostly eluding interpretation. To the past frustration of her loved ones, and now Maelgwyn, they often featured absolute strangers. Often, but not always.

In trances, sometimes only vaguely remembered by her once they’d passed, she had rightly foretold a rain of dying stars and spoken, most eerily, with the forgotten voice of the bard, Taliesin, who passed to Rapture in the days of Arthur and Myrddin. She had described strange landscapes and revealed to a lonely maiden the secret love of a neighbor. Likewise, many times she had predicted pregnancy. Or death.

That final item, predicting death, could not be thought remarkable. Death had lately stopped in many houses. It had thrown its dark cloak over every valley and knoll in Britain.

On the island of Anglesey, where Elise was born, three or four days north from Gray Hill, the gift of prophecy was regarded as God’s favor. When she was a child, her parents refused coins from neighbors hoping to crouch nearby, their ears cocked for any mystic rambling that may have chanced to fall from Elise’s young lips as she worked the spindle or sorted her mother’s herbs.

Deep mystery was in her spells. Among a world of betters, why had God chosen her to deliver even the least vital word? Or was it God who had chosen? Elise understood there was no tisane or trick to calm her doubt on this. Was she God’s herald, or only Satan’s fool?

High wrought by what he called immoral superstition, Maelgwyn rebuked her for her trances without fail, and the previous winter he had lashed her with a studded whip one morning as she sat enthralled in a vision. Elise had felt no pain but had revived to the sight of three bright welts across her inner wrist. She had smiled down at the marks and said, unexpectedly to herself, “Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.”

Her husband’s face had grown chalky white before he added more wounds, blurring the crimson edges of the original three. “Blasphemy!” he cried and flung himself from the room.

His ill temper had not softened since, but she preferred it more than she could say to his monstrous ardor.

Now, in their solar, he pulled her up by her arms and dragged her from the bed without warning. She made an effort to stand upright but stumbled backward. Only a wooden chair behind her kept her from sprawling. At her seeming retreat, Maelgwyn’s hands dropped to his sides. His blue eyes glinted in the light of the tallow candle flickering on the table near the chamber’s closed door. Cast into ghostly relief by the candlelight, a dark vein pulsed at his temple.

He swooped down to catch her wrists with one large hand and squeezed so hard that her fingers grew quickly numb. “You choose so blithely to defy my wishes? Then kneel,” he said, forcing her to her knees. “Like so. Only now do you strike the proper posture for supplication, Elise.”

When she tried to pull away, he tightened his hold and seized the neck of her summer shift. She gasped as he ripped downward, rending the fine cloth. With a soft hiss, the ruined shift fell to the floor around her.

“Didn’t the great thinker Boethius tell us that woman is a temple built upon a sewer?” he said, breathing a bit harder, but smiling. “Was he not a godly man?” He reached around her and ran the blunt fingernails of his unoccupied hand down her spine. “Some of your gender will call that an overly harsh edict, of course. But what is a righteous man to do? I must align myself with the Church’s precepts and declare every woman an Eve.”

Face hot, legs icy, Elise ceased any effort to free herself and sagged into his grip. “I am only fatigued, Maelgwyn, and addled by weariness. I will not fight you anymore,” she said, staring up at him. “Let me rise so we may go on. I’m too aroused to kneel.” She essayed a coy smile but knew it must be ghastly.

“No, Elise. Your wan smile and gray eyes can’t dupe me further tonight. I mistrust women with gray eyes, you know, for they always, always prove to be sinful. In any case, I am a prophet now. And I foresee the most practical way for a willful wife to absorb a husband’s teaching will be low and mean, so she may more easily comprehend it. That thought is balm for my distaste. I only pray my righteous seed is steered by Heaven to a smooth passage down your throat, toward your wicked soul.”

He released her and inclined his head. “Move to me now, to ingest my probity.”

Stronger hints of the privy assailed her as mounting winds buffeted the old manor. Some creature, mouse or bat, disturbed the thatched roof above. Drifting to the floor beyond Maelgwyn, the resulting halo of fine dust shone in the candle’s glow.

Not a soul would come if she called. No one would hear her cries, except perhaps her friend Annora, Gray Hill’s only other human inhabitant. Meanwhile her bare-chested husband stood between her and the door, hosen around his knees.

“For shame, woman,” he finally said, as she gave no sign of obeying.

Another gale shook the manor. Hail pinged against glass. With more urgency than grace, she tried to rise but tangled her feet in her torn shift. Maelgwyn yanked her up by her hair.

“Any bleating ewe would be less trouble,” he said, dragging her back toward the bed.

Twisting away at the last moment, she ran to the window. There, after two long years of cowardice, her caution deserted her. It dissolved like a tattered shadow. But in its stead it left a wild, quick-blossoming rage. Her head fairly swam with rage.

“A ewe? I recommend one, sir,” she said, breath uneven. “Or an ass. A fine great ass for your mighty probity.” Without conscious thought she began to laugh like a madwoman.

His thick brows drew together to form one black line. “Yet more shame, Elise.”

Her laughter ceased as abruptly as it had begun. “Maelgwyn, can you not feel it? Something taints you. Some evil. In this house you are the fountainhead of everything unholy, for your pleasure can only be bought with pain. How sad and rotten your soul must be, how endless your fear. Indict me if you must”—she wrapped her arms around herself, covering her breasts—“but you know full well your own foul craving will condemn you straight to Hell.”

A sickly half smile played at the corners of his mouth, and his nostrils flared.

Forcing herself to look into his face, she was shocked to catch a glimmer of fear, fear she had discerned in him only once before.

He drew back slightly, as if sensing her discovery.

“You’re frightened,” she said.

He took a breath; his broad chest swelled with it. And the fear disappeared from his eyes.

“Afraid?” he said. The word dripped with scorn. His teeth showed in a wider, crueler smile. “Of a godless female? You’re a greater fool than I supposed.”

“Likely I am. But I saw it. You had that same look another time, one other time only, just after I came here.”

“Poor Elise. It’s almost amusing to witness your attempts to evade my wrath, and God’s.”

Her eyes did not leave his face. She would will him to answer, will him to pay for his violent gratification with one small moment of truth. “You know it’s true. That first time, I described a vision I’d had. It was before I knew to keep my visions secret from you when I could. I told you I saw a woman. She stood naked by a river and she wore a necklace of tiny starfish. She called your name. She—”

“Your tactics pall.”

“Who was she? Your first wife? Your mother?”

Silence fell, absorbing any warmth remaining in the room. Goose-flesh climbed her limbs. Her dark hair spilled down her back to her waist. Outside, the hail stopped, and the wind grew less violent.

After a near eternity of quiet he spoke. He brought his hands to his chin, palms together as if in prayer. “What do you hope to gain by spewing your wicked tales, Elise? You and I both know your visions are only a sorry plea for my attention. We both know you never prattled of any woman.”

“I did, Maelgwyn.”

He went on as if she had not spoken. “But by mouthing your lies, your evil fantasies, you have damned yourself with words. Finally, Elise. Finally you cause me to kill you, as I’ve imagined I might since we wed, if only to do God and other men a service.”

He took a step toward her, and another.

She shrank back with a cry.

He stopped and gazed past her, to his new panes and the darkness beyond, to the unseen rushing river. “Who will weep? I’ll say you fell to a revisiting of the Mortality. I’ll say you divined it yourself from a glimpse, in a vision, of a lake burning with brimstone. Is that not prophetic? Tomorrow morning or the next, what fool would burrow into your grave to confirm the dreaded symptoms?”

Without moving his head he shifted his focus, regarding her from the corner of his eye. “Let she who is ripe…fall.”

“You’re mad,” she whispered.

He lunged.

Slammed back against the window, her knuckles hit a pane. Glass shattered, scoring uneven red lines down her arm. He struck her across the face with the side of his broad hand.

As blood dripped from her elbow to her foot, he struck again.

Shielding her head with her sound arm, she fell to the floor. “If I am to die,” she cried, “at least let me say a prayer of contrition.”

He loomed over her, breathing hard. “My dear,” he said, with sudden real dismay, “I fear you are in the right. Yes, you must pray to Mary Magdalene. You must ask her to petition Heaven on your behalf—although I suspect it will be futile.”

She cringed when he reached out, obscenely gentle, to stroke her hair. “Poor girl, where is my Christian compassion? Yes, yes, you must certainly pray.”

She looked up at him as he bent over her. “I already have,” she said—and drove a sharp glass dagger upward, hard, into his groin.

He crashed to the floor, but then staggered up at once to his knees. “Satan’s bitch,” he gasped. His arms shot out. His hands closed around her throat.

As a gray mist swirled up before her, she lashed out blindly with the shard and heard him curse again. His hands dropped away from her neck.

Once more the room grew still.
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Loyalty, and a Shroud




Her sight cleared.

Maelgwyn lay sprawled, face up, hosen still around his knees. Blood oozed from the first wound and from a second in his neck. He breathed irregularly, with a faint wheezing sound.

She squatted across the room, poised to flee, naked except for her wedding ring and the silver ankle bracelet her mother had given her before she died.

Shameful truth to tell, she was pondering whether to stab him again to hasten his reunion with his Maker.

Behind her the door creaked.

She sprang up and spun around, glass dagger raised.

It was Annora. Brown-eyed, pink-faced, seemingly more wide than tall, she stood uncertainly at the chamber’s threshold. Then she uttered a muted exclamation and hurried to Elise’s side to stare down at Maelgwyn.

“I’ve killed him,” Elise said, lowering her arm. “I’ve murdered him with this.” Offering the red, jagged shard, she noted that her bloody hand that held it was as unsteady as her voice. “He told me he’d murder me and say it was the Pestilence. I think he feared some trance of mine might send him to damnation. He said to pray to Magdalene. To Magdalene, Annora.” She heard her own gibbering, and forced herself to stop. Taking a steadying breath, she glanced at her friend. “But Annora, why are you not yet sleeping?” she then said. Her words were the slightest bit less strained but lapsing toward the doubtful comfort of inanity. “Why are you still in your clothes?”

It was indeed so. The plump, rosy woman wore one of the only two dresses she possessed. They were identical, those dresses, both a faded, ashy brown. Each had at one time been golden yellow.

“I couldn’t rest.” Annora looked at the weapon, then back down at Maelgwyn. “I was so fearful for you. Every day at sunset,” she said. “Because I knew.”

Elise closed her eyes.

“I’d hear you crying in the night,” Annora went on.

So strange was her demeanor, so opposite her usual bluff acerbity, that Elise was roused from her haze. “You heard me?” She turned to regard the other woman.

“A hundred times or more. And I was told such things in Ysbyty Ifan, when he sent me to the shops, tales of his strangeness and cruelty. The villagers warned me, bade me beware, called him an evil man.” Annora’s gaze fell before Elise’s as a demon of self-loathing passed across her round, lined face. “Yet I did nothing,” she whispered, beginning to cry.

“No, don’t weep. What course could you have taken?” Elise reached out her hand toward her old friend. “Don’t fault your silence, for I swear I never will.”

She prayed Annora would believe her. She was so fine and loyal. She’d stayed with Elise’s family, on Anglesey, all through the days of the Pestilence, after the other servants had fled. She was too righteous to charge herself with any imagined wrong.

Annora ignored Elise’s hand. She went to the bed, pulled the fox coverlet from it, and flung it around the naked girl—all the while avoiding her gaze, as if ashamed. Next she took her bloodied arm in her calloused hands, gently appraising.

“This looks worse than it is, cariad, and will heal without a sign,” she told her, with some of her old hearty manner. She touched Elise’s face. “But your eye may swell shut by morning.”

Then Elise was enfolded in a convulsive, sobbing hug.

“I knew, I knew he hurt you,” Annora cried, rocking them both. “But I’ve grown too old and fainthearted to be brave. Can you forgive me? Can you ever regard me without contempt?” Her face was wet against Elise’s shoulder as the girl’s cheek rested on her gray curls. Annora’s always unruly hair had escaped from her frayed beige wimple.

“Hush, darling. You’ve never been a coward and there’s nothing to forgive.” Elise returned her embrace with what strength she could summon. “You’re as dear as a mother to me.”

Standing secure in the circle of Annora’s love, she became an innocent child once more and leaned her weight into the past. She allowed herself the sweet luxury of remembrance, for those moments, remembrance of her childhood days on Anglesey.

She imagined again the pearly mists at dusk and saw a ring of willow trees and silver birch swaying in a column of moonlight. There were cromlechs of pitted rock raised by mourners who had dwindled to dust long before the Romans came. And the sea’s lost creatures came scuttling back to their mother across her cold sandy hem. There—Elise’s two young brothers, shouting, whirling, their faces lit by morning, too glowing and good, surely, to encounter anything but joy. Mother, Father, arms outstretched, waiting on the hillside.

Oh, then…1349. But these clouded images came less gladly.

By that year Elise had taken simple delight in seventeen summers and winters but still had found no man she would contentedly have for husband. Mother and Father did not urge her. Their good home was too happy to shake their eldest from it, if she was not yet prepared to be shaken.

That autumn arrived oddly warm and wet. Its dregs found Annora at the hearth, grim, but seemingly impervious to time or puny illness. She laced gruel with hope and herbs. All to no avail. For on a feather stuffed mattress nearby, beneath embroidered sheets, lay Elise’s brothers. Their wide-open eyes were milky and unseeing. Their limbs stretched straight and still forever.

Muffled prayers, muffled weeping. A fierce downpour.

Who would be next to die?

Elise’s English mother, blonde, serene, a privileged beauty full of happy tales of lords and ladies she had known; on the Sabbath following her sons’ deaths, she crept to her bed and did not rise again. “Salva nos,” she sang to the wall. Five nights. Swollen, stinking, black. Salva nos. Save us.

On their fine carved door a crimson cross, its new paint bleeding in the rain.

Father. Brave, strong Father next fell to the weight of grief and fever. He flung terrible epithets skyward as Annora tried, vainly, to spoon gruel into his wild mouth.

Elise? She was hale enough at first. But she shrank at the cry of any gull too near their window, any hiss of damp wood on the fire. Selfishly, so she thought, she studied to benumb herself before Father’s end. Before Annora’s. And her own.

All the while Death and his wife, so the saying went, perched on the eaves and cantered by each evening on their fine ebony stallions.

Father’s handsome face grew gray, grotesque. But then, near the end, he brightened a little as he told Elise of his correspondence, when the Pestilence had first begun, with the prosperous distant cousin of a recently dead friend. On the mainland of North Wales this unknown cousin, one Maelgwyn, pious widower, was needful of a wife.

Father had smiled weakly. “Mi a’th roddais i wr,” his dying voice told her, observing, even then, the niceties of a proper Welsh betrothal. “I have given you to a man.”

Lovingly, he’d meant to provide for her future. Understanding this, she cradled his heavy, swollen hand and thanked him. But she knew his final hope would come to nothing. She knew she too would soon be dead.

Indeed, after taking Father, the Pestilence bore down savagely on her. It raced molten through her blood. A suitor with mortal intentions, it offered oozing buboes, dread, and agony that could never be made malleable by any human language—not Welsh, not the English she’d spoken with her lovely mother, and not the tormented tongue the soul learns but the mouth can never utter.

She wept to God to let her join her family. But her prayers must have been too leaden to rise through a sky already choked with beseechings.

Finding her, she surmised, too difficult or paltry a bride, or perhaps glutted temporarily by its greedy feast of death, Pestilence withdrew its hand. Blue smoke coiled to the ceiling as the sickness raced off toward the moon.

Deo dilecti. Somehow, Elise had been chosen to survive.

Near her old home the bells at Penmon Priory tolled without ceasing. Three times three for the death of a man. Three times two for a woman. Three times one for a child.

The Augustinian monks at Penmon put their sturdy faith in the curative powers of Saint Seiriol’s Well, there in the shadows of the priory. But they fell in droves, just like sinners. While Elise lay healing, running her fingers over her fading wounds and railing against the miracle that had dragged her back from the edge of Heaven, she imagined the monks in a dead circle. Tonsured heads met at Seiriol’s indifferent pool. Chaste limbs splayed out to imitate the rays of a chilling sun.

“There is nothing the Devil detests more than the ringing of a church bell,” a Penmon monk had told her once, in kinder times. She wondered if the Augustinians worried, with their final breaths, who on Anglesey would be left to toll the bells for them.

Scars bloom on memory. While this sad tale was two years past, crisis racked the present. Elise had killed a man. So she stood away from Annora, away from her steadfastness and affection.

She stared silently down at Maelgwyn.

Annora’s gaze joined hers. Even as they watched, his manhood—which had been, surprisingly, still somewhat erect—drooped to one side. It shriveled and lost ruddiness before their eyes.

Annora mopped her face with her apron, then clicked her tongue. “Fie,” she said, in a heartier voice than before. “ ’Twas that not a meager mallet to cause such consternation?”

“Twig or trunk, the townsfolk at Ysbyty Ifan will hang me. Or they’ll rip me apart at the crossroads like a wishbone for the Devil.”

“But the sodomite’s not gone yet, Elise.” She gestured to the slight rising and falling of Maelgwyn’s chest. “He hangs by a thread. Likely he malingers to stave off his own reckoning.”

“You’re right. Oh, you’re right.” Elise brightened. Indeed, the man still breathed. “Then I’m duty-bound to fetch a priest from the hospice to administer the sacraments.”

“What story will you give the fellow?” Annora’s lips curled without humor. “ ‘My poor husband, there in a puddle of blood, has succumbed to…unusually located piles. Only see the signs of them, there on his neck and—’”

“Stop.” Elise pressed her palms to her eyes as panic threatened to engulf her. “Shall I just let him bleed to death?”

“Tempting.” Annora nudged Maelgwyn’s knee with the scuffed toe of her goatskin slipper. “But if you must, fetch the sheet and spread it beside him,” she all at once instructed.

Elise asked, “Why?” but still hurried to do as she’d been bid.

“Think, girl. Who will tell of this? His own servants have all died or run off. The village and hospice are half an hour north. Besides, monks and villagers alike despised him, that’s clear from everything I’ve heard. Child, they all pitied you. Tell me honestly, met you ever a soul, one single soul, who held Maelgwyn in esteem?”

Always strong for her slight stature, Annora bent, and rolled him without particular effort onto the sheet. Wrinkling her nose, she pulled his gray hosen completely down, past his white shanks and long-nailed toes, and she flung them to a corner. Then she straightened, while Elise stood by wringing her hands.

“We’ll put him in the river,” Annora said, huffing a little, “in that deep pool. The current will carry him off. Let the Lord decide if wild beasts should have him for tomorrow’s breakfast, leagues away from here. Meanwhile we’ll make his plan our own and say he fell to Pestilence.”

“No. Oh, no.” Elise knelt to chafe his hand. “There’s a chance I can save him still. And so save myself.”

“Yes? Then maybe he’ll be so pleased to see you when he revives, he’ll gift you with further proof of his love.”

Elise released his hand as if it had burned her. As it dropped to his chest, she noticed a speckled spider, motionless, in a shadow near the door. Whose soul did it wait to collect?

Shaking her head to banish the thought, she turned again to Annora. “Don’t you see? What I did was hideous, but I did it without forethought, to save myself from murder. This way is too considered. It will damn us as surely as all his sins damn him.”

“Fine.” Annora folded her arms across her chest. “Nurse him until he’s strong enough to finish his deed. After that he can kill me lest I give word against him. Then if he still has inclination, he can acquaint some other sweet girl with his tender mode of love, take a third joyous bride.”

“ ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ Oh, Annora, we can’t—”

Annora’s lips became a thin line. She would not be bested with mere Scripture. She drew the sheet up and over the length of Maelgwyn’s body, one side, then the other. Then she rose, gray head held high.

Exhausted, bewildered, Elise considered the makeshift shroud.

Could she agree to this desperate scheme? If she did not, could she allow Annora to take matters into her own hands, as she surely would, and bear responsibility for her crime?

In the shadows, the spider waited.

Elise raised her head to meet the eyes of her old friend, and needed no vision to know she would regret her work of this night.
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What the River Knows




Stopping for breath whenever their burden grew too heavy, they dragged Maelgwyn—draped in the wool sheet, bound with leather cords—down the stairs, across the firelit great hall, past the carved screens that shielded the hall from the front and rear doors, through the winter parlor, the buttery, and out the door by the kitchen court. Then, more slowly because of the rough, wet ground, they went on, past the neglected bakehouse, the brewhouse, along the path to the river. Elise had thrown on an undertunic and a brown surcoat, tied her hair back with a green ribbon, and donned cordwain shoes. Battered wooden clogs kept her above the mud.

The fitful wind had settled to a constant breeze and blown the clouds away. A thousand stars and a full yellow moon shimmered on the water, and on Maelgwyn’s barely breathing form. Death would likely take him before the first or second bend.

Swollen by the heavy rain of that cold summer, the Conwy River sang over rocks and shoals as the women stood on its bank.

“May God have mercy on the soul of my husband, Maelgwyn,” Elise said, crossing herself. An icy draft slid up her spine.

Observing her, Annora said, “Be dauntless, cariad. This night won’t last forever.”

But Elise feared it might.

Together they rolled Maelgwyn over the bank. He hit the opaque river with a startling splash, and the echo of the splash chased itself to the edge of the Migneint Moor. Beyond.

But as soon as the echo faded, one corner of the shroud was captured, peeled back by an eddy. Bent at an unnatural angle, Maelgwyn’s elbow broke the surface of the water. Next, his white face. Annora turned away, looked to the sky, and shrugged. Then she nodded to herself.

But Elise was unable to take her gaze from her husband’s gently bobbing form. She continued to stare after him. As if to punish her morbid regard, a malicious beam of moonlight landed directly upon his ghostly lips. It showed them curving upward. Then its beam spread to encompass his eyes.

Did one pale eyelid flutter?

Elise blinked.

No. No, his face was still as stone. It was only a trick of the moon, or the river.

The current finally captured the body and carried it away.

All the while the Conwy rippled and moaned.

Annora sprinkled pebbles into the water as Elise stared downriver. The scent of damsons was borne on the breeze, along with the ever-present stink of the privy.

“Just hope,” said Annora, wiping her hands on her apron, “no aleswigging priest wanders off from the hospice to empty his bladder into the river when that son of Beelzebub floats by.”

Elise gasped at this somehow unconsidered possibility.

Seeing her alarm, Annora turned fully toward her, hands on her hips. “Elise, where has your brain gone begging? A body, even partly unshrouded—what would anyone but a simpleton assume, still yet, seeing it go drifting by?”

Elise drooped with relief. “Pestilence.”

“Aye, most likely. Or they might suppose he’s a poor soldier, lately shipped home to die of hurts inflicted in France. Either way, they’re sure to let him go on drifting. There would be no profit in fishing him out.”

An owl hooted just across the river. Not long after, there rose a sharp little scream that ceased mid-cry—a star-crossed vole or rabbit.

“Is no creature safe tonight?” Elise wondered aloud, then gazed down again at the water.

“No creature is ever safe, child, and we’d be fools to imagine else. Since there’s nought to do to change that, we’ll think of more hopeful things.” She cocked her head and gave her unhappy friend a considering look. “Has it occurred to you yet that you’re free, a widow? In fact, it would be a good idea to throw your wedding ring into the deep. You won’t need it anymore.”

Moonlight bathed them. It washed away all color as they stood by the singing river.

“Widow,” Elise said. “And murderess.” But she tugged off the ring with alacrity and threw it in the Conwy.

“Doesn’t that feel better? But Maelgwyn doomed himself, cariad. You’re no murderess.”

“I am.” Looking down at her clogs, she gave a bitter laugh. “Murderess, widow. How could it be so, in the space of one single day?”

“I tell you, you’ve rid the world of a beast.”

“With my whole heart I wish I could believe you.”

“It’s pure righteousness, sometimes, to strike. If any man in your family had survived the Pestilence, he would have killed Maelgwyn for you. Readily, with God’s wrath in his sword arm.”

“Truly? Don’t the priests always say we women should submit ourselves to our husbands?”

“Even husbands who torment their wives, and use them worse than swine?” It was Annora’s turn to cross herself. “There are men in this world who aren’t monsters, child.”

“So I once believed…but I’ve been dreaming of the cloister.”

“Cariad.” Dismay was writ large upon Annora’s moonlit face. “Sweaty wimples, hellish food. All those brides of Christ under one thwarted roof. And what abbess in Britain would take kindly to your visions? Child, we cannot.”

Her “we” almost made Elise smile. It meant Annora had no intention of letting her fend for herself, in a convent or anywhere else. But harder truth lurked beneath their words. They both understood without saying that they’d be obliged to quit Gray Hill by the morning.

They trudged up the path to the old house, to its shadows, its blood-stained floor, and its spiders. How could they stay? How could they linger in a house that harbored so many nightmares?

Ten paces from the worn stone steps Elise faltered, then went on, pretending she might indeed be dauntless. She prayed Maelgwyn’s ghost would slumber peaceful with his corpse, that body and spirit both would flow with the Conwy River past the places of men, unhindered, to oblivion.

Before mounting the manor steps she stooped to pluck three damp sprigs of rue from a clump growing wild near the path. She would weave a green and yellow bracelet and wear it tight against her skin so she would not be tempted to forget the thing she had done.

But already she sensed Maelgwyn’s essence fading, and every trace of his dark memory with it.

Though she tried her best to quell it, a tiny flame of joy, in her secret heart, would not be quite extinguished.
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Hostage




While he lived, the titles Count of Eu and Constable of France rested upon the shoulders of one and the same man: Raoul de Brienne. In the second week of November 1350, this noble gentleman crossed the heaving water from Dover to Calais, in a humble, unobtrusive vessel. As he set foot on his native French soil for the first time in five years, his mood was not initially as buoyant as he had often dreamed it might be; he suffered lingering effects of an unpleasant case of mal de mer.

The count was a military hostage. Taken for ransom at the sack of Caen five years earlier, he had been borne west across the Channel and rather comfortably confined outside London near Windsor Castle since that time. Regrettably, his prolonged captivity had resulted in the amassing of hardly any of the eighty thousand gold écus Edward III of England was demanding for his release.

Disembarking at Calais, he was taken into civilized custody, as had been prearranged, by a tall British nobleman who spoke impeccable French and dressed with simple elegance. This new minder, Gwydion ap Gruffydd, was to accompany de Brienne to Paris with half a dozen unassuming but able British soldiers. The French government had been earlier apprised of the group’s route and its peaceable and important raison d’être and so allowed it to move southward unmolested through the chilly November countryside.

The homecoming Frenchman had no cause for complaint with his escort. Gwydion ap Gruffydd had been in France for four years performing a variety of undisclosed and unheralded diplomatic tasks for the English government. He was civilized, discreet, and gracious in his temporary guardianship of de Brienne. He readily allowed his prisoner to make several halts at snug inns and brothels along the way from Calais to Paris. He even gladly joined the count in his repasts and carousings.

The whole party was nevertheless aware of the need to hasten on to Paris. Raoul de Brienne had an important appointment there with his illustrious family’s legal representatives. Cash-poor but rich in land, the count had arranged to sign away his castle and some acreage at Guines, six miles south of Calais, to the English king. In lieu of the eighty thousand écus, land would thus purchase his freedom at last.

This bargain was hardly unique in the long-running war between France and England. Wealthy hostages were the stuff of lucrative barter and bribe that oiled the war machines on both sides of the conflict. Hostages were often allowed to come and go in their own or their enemy’s land if their movements accomplished the gathering of funds or the securing of desirable property to help obtain their release. It was an honorable combatants’ system that had worked satisfactorily since the war began in 1337.

But in France’s capital city, things went disastrously wrong.

By virtue of his unlamented father’s natural death, King John II had been ruler of the French for less than three months by November of 1350. In the regular course of such matters, he’d been advised of the famous and affable Count of Eu’s intention to trade land and a castle for freedom. But far from considering it business as usual, the fledgling monarch apparently believed the exchange would gravely jeopardize French security. King John was furious. What had seemed to Raoul de Brienne a reasonable transaction, not much different from a dozen others before it, was suddenly decried as the worst sort of treachery.

John II’s wellborn advisor and crony, Charles of La Cerda, a twenty-four-year-old Castilian political exile, was rumored to be the real force behind the new king’s extreme reaction to de Brienne’s intended bargain. Charles was ambitious and intelligent, but ruthless and arrogant as well. Cynical observers said he saw a place for himself as constable of France if the existing constable could be eliminated.

On November 16, 1350, Raoul de Brienne was arrested, along with his English minder, Gwydion ap Gruffydd. The charge given was treason.

The next morning the count was executed at John II’s rambling Parisian mansion, Hôtel de Nesle.

Gwydion ap Gruffydd, as a ransomable member of a noble and wealthy British family, was offhandedly given as prisoner to King John’s accommodating friend, Charles of La Cerda, to keep as Charles saw fit until a ransom payment could be procured from across the Channel.

The extravagantly dressed Castilian took an instant dislike to his new hostage. Though perhaps a mere five or so years separated them—Charles being the younger—the tall Briton regarded his war-den with a disquieting gaze. Remarkably, considering the great admiration in which Charles held himself, that gaze soon made him feel small and even gauche. The man’s dark eyes took in Charles’s sparkling rings and medals and his fashionable clothes, and those eyes seemed amused, perhaps even contemptuous.

How could that be? the Spaniard wondered. Did he not know with whom he dealt? Should his foreign insolence be endured for one moment by a close and increasingly powerful friend of the king of France?

On the east side of Paris, near Porte Saint-Antoine, Charles of La Cerda maintained a fortresslike mansion he rarely visited. From its upper windows the old Roman Road leading to Melun could be glimpsed. Inside this well-guarded house Charles imprisoned Gwydion ap Gruffydd.

On the first morning of the internment, the two men stood at opposite ends of the small, cold room that would serve as Gwydion’s cell.

“You are fortunate, my friend,” said Charles, standing at his ease near the room’s only door while a flat-faced guard hunkered outside in the hall. “For this is rather a homey chamber, is it not? With its own little window too. I realize there are no furnishings, but it has a certain austere charm, yes? And while you’re my guest, my men will faithfully bring you slop for your dinner and perhaps an occasional bottle of France’s most abominable wine. Something special.”

“I will be in your debt,” said Gwydion, his eyes hooded.

“Undoubtedly. Although it will create extra work for me, I’ll endeavor to personally select the vintage. I trust that will be sufficient for such a great lord as yourself.” This sneering speech reflected Charles’s rapidly mounting wish to humble his patently overproud captive.

Through the narrow, unglazed window Gwydion considered the view toward the Roman Road. “Thank you again. But now I’d like ink and parchment to send word to my people so they might make arrangements for my ransom.” He spoke without heat and betrayed no outward sign of concern for his predicament.

His calm demeanor further goaded Charles, who was much more accustomed to being shown slavish respect than to being waved off for writing supplies like a servant. He gave a spiteful response. “You’re in too sad a rush to escape my hospitality, I think. But no, Gwydion ap Gruffydd. I’m afraid it won’t be quite as painless as that. I’ve decided your lack of proper respect has now earned you a lengthier sojourn in Paris.”

His prisoner did not reply. Merely he turned from the window to fix his host with his dark unreadable gaze.

Charles hated the unusual but undeniable sensation now assailing him that he, who clearly ought to be master of this situation, was being overtly judged and found wanting. “What sort of English name is it that you possess?” he suddenly asked, to repel this displeasing notion. He infused his voice with as much disdain as he was able, and it was considerable. “Gwydion ap Gruffydd. It has a remarkably crude and discordant sound, I think, even for an English name.”

The tall man leaned his shoulder against the wall and once more gazed out the window. “My father is Welsh.”

“Welsh?” La Cerda’s eyes all at once gleamed with a mixture of malicious amusement and relief. “But now I understand. Suddenly it’s all quite clear. You’re Welsh. So you really can’t help your lack of grace or manners, since you hail from a wretched patch of dirt known by all as a breeding place for filthy whores, whoresons, and hovels. I can picture your greasy hearthside, now that you’ve told me.”

Gwydion stifled a yawn. “Can you?”

Inoffensive in themselves, these two words nevertheless incensed Charles afresh. “I can,” he said, gripping his sword’s hilt and taking a step toward his hostage. “You’re not really a nobleman at all, are you, Gwydion ap Gruffydd? You’re only an inconsequential barbarian.”

“Since I am at your mercy, Charles, every word you utter must necessarily be true.”

“You’re wise to realize it.” The Castilian took a steadying breath and fought down his rage. “But as you’ve now unveiled yourself as such a negligible fellow, I see no need to rush to help you secure your freedom. You’ll linger here, Welshman. Permit my clumsy but earnest guards to entertain you in my absence. Mayhap I shall come from time to time to assure myself you are well looked after.”

“Your adopted king might not appreciate having a sizable ransom delayed by personal umbrage, or whatever strange emotion it is that now overwhelms your judgment.”

Charles knew this was true, but the knowledge only caused him to rush suddenly forward and strike Gwydion across the face with his leather-gloved hand. “No, he might not,” he said, panting a little as he backed away. “But who will tell him? Do you suppose the king can spare a thought for your existence now you’re gone from his sight?”

With the back of his hand, Gwydion wiped a trickle of blood from his cheek. “I begin to understand your methods. But is this some peculiar Castilian code of honor you follow, or is it all your own invention?”

A flush started at Charles’s neck and crept to his high cheekbones. “I doubt you’ll be so bold after you’ve languished here for weeks. Perhaps eventually your manners will improve.”

“I doubt it. We filthy Welsh are damnably bloody-minded.”

Charles moved to the doorway. “Then I’ll instruct my men to try to wear down your rough edges in my absence. But I’ll save your final lesson in deportment for myself, of course. I anticipate the day.”

“I will still be unarmed, naturally.”

Charles smiled. “Naturally. A true gentleman need not trouble himself with whimpers of disparity from the more vulgar classes.”

The Castilian departed, banging the door shut behind him. A key grated in the lock.

Gwydion ap Gruffydd sighed and immediately began a thorough inspection of his cell, of the window too narrow for an infant to squeeze through, and the thick walls and door. Seeing no obvious means of escape, he made an inadequate bed of his long black cloak and stretched out on it. He was weary. He stared up at the ceiling and considered the events of the past week.

Poor de Brienne. Well, at least his final days had been happy. Gwydion half smiled, picturing in his mind’s eye his likable hostage at an inn near Cambrai. Raoul had supported a pretty mademoiselle on each knee, as had he. A plate of cakes and three bottles of wine sat on the table before them. Only four days ago that had been. Now the count was dead.

What sort of king did France find itself ruled by? What sort of man chose to be advised by such glittery, spiteful popinjays as Charles of La Cerda?

More importantly, at least to Gwydion—where were his six comrades? He hoped they had managed to evade French justice, and Castilian. He hoped his old friend William, the most wily and audacious of the lot, would discover his whereabouts and learn the character of the man who held him hostage. William had never been one to abandon a friend to trouble.

Gwydion closed his eyes and slept.
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Omens




Back inside Gray Hill, Annora took two rush bundles from the wooden box by the entrance court door and bustled across the great hall. Mid-room, she bent to ignite the bundles from the hall’s central fire. As she did, a glowing cinder spit itself over the iron fire-dogs and landed between her feet. Holding the now flickering rushes away from herself, she rose, and kicked the cinder back toward the raised hearth.

“A good omen, cariad,” she called over her shoulder. “If a cinder drops at your feet, it means a journey will go safely.”

Discreetly slipping the rue bracelet over her wrist, Elise tried to answer lightly. “If it burnt a hole in your hem, Annora, you’d say it meant we could expect a fine, warm summer. Or a feast with gilded, baked swans. Have you never encountered a bad omen?”

“One or two only. But I don’t have your gift for prophecy.”

“If gift it is, then it’s haphazard and nearly useless.” On the open-timbered ceiling high over the hall’s circular fire, smoke-drawing louvers rattled in the breeze. Elise shivered, drifting nearer Annora and the hearth. Looking into the flames, she shifted to the subject most oppressive to her mind. “If we leave, what will happen? Chance visitors will find this place empty, even of bodies. Won’t they wonder why we’ve all vanished? Won’t there be an alarm raised in the countryside?”

“I think not,” said her friend, tossing a thumb-sized bit of kindling into the fire. “Not if we mark the doors with painted crosses and let them swing on their hinges. Not if we leave a trail of fouled sickness rags from the solar, down the stairs, all the way to the river.”

“Rags and crosses?” Elise tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She noted that her fingers had not finished with their trembling. Then she remembered her most hellish glimpse of a red-daubed door; it had been on Anglesey, at her old home.

“I’ll mark them the last thing, after you’re well down the path. So you needn’t see,” said Annora, as if she had read her young friend’s mind. “Next week or next month, anyone passing this blighted place will think we’ve been swallowed by Pestilence. The lot of us.” She smiled grimly. “They’ll think our boils drove us mad and we’ve leaped into the river. Or that we staggered weeping to the moor. After seeing such talebearing rags as I shall fashion, who would search out our noxious bones for a proper Christian burial?”

Elise’s throat felt much as it had when Maelgwyn’s hands ringed it. “This scheme sits badly on me,” she said. “Might it not alert Death he has unfinished business with us both? You came away untouched by the Pestilence. A rare enough thing, everyone says. By another twist of fate, I managed to survive. But now I’m not so eager to die as once I was.”

“You think I’ve forgotten those days, Elise? But surely you comprehend, our need is too dire for scruples. We can’t pretend there’s not the smallest risk of discovery of our sham. We have no choice. We can’t go back, only forward,” she said, more briskly, offering Elise a smoking torch. “Go, child. Light up the edges of the buttery. Hurry there now and gather provisions for a journey. You’ll be happier with a task.”

Elise accepted a bundle reluctantly. “What will you do?”

“Take what is yours from the solar. A dress or two, the hip-belt, the silver crucifix and chain.” She had already crossed the hall to the foot of the stairs. “Then I’ll erase signs of Maelgwyn’s excess spillage from the floor.”

“Wait,” Elise called. “The crucifix and hip-belt are mine, for I brought them with me here. But I want nothing of Maelgwyn’s. No money he has touched or brooch or fine cloth. Everything he touched is tainted. Annora, do you understand me?”

The gray-haired woman started up the steps. Hearing the solar door creak open in a moment, Elise turned away, sighing.

In the buttery she lit three candles she found pushed to the back of a shelf. Mere stubs, they burned fitfully in old brass holders. But any light was welcome, for she wanted no dark corners.

A cupboard yielded most of what they might need for their flight. On the work table she had soon collected a leather beaker, two knives and a spoon, two goats’ bladders filled with ale, a hunk of ripe cheese, and the remaining three loaves of heavy brown bread she’d baked earlier in the week. Forests they would likely pass through might provide further sustenance—herbs, nuts, and berries.

Taking her torch, Elise walked back out to the passageway between the great hall and the wooden screens. From an alcove there she drew out two stout yew staffs where they waited upright beside the idle meat skewer. They would need the staffs to test the depth of streams or rivers they might cross, perhaps also to protect themselves from wild boars or dogs—or from robbers and other lawless men.

Bearing two folded dresses, and with Elise’s belt and silver chain dangling from her fingers, Annora joined her a little later in the buttery as Elise packed tools and provisions into two gray sacks sewn of rough carry-marry. Just then one of the candle stubs burnt out, expiring in an adder of smoke. Moving more swiftly by unspoken agreement, they secured the sacks with thick strings looped for carrying and went out to the great hall.

It was brighter there. On the walls hung old tapestries, their once-upon-a-time scenes faded by soot and neglect to almost nothing. At the dais end of the room, raised one step, sat the long feast table. It was visibly warped and bowed at its center. Elise had never seen that poor table laden with any fare. Maelgwyn had certainly dined in the hall, but he preferred to eat alone—“away from the gnaw of female chatter”—using a narrow stone bench as both table and seat. Annora and Elise always took their meals in the buttery.

Though large and well appointed, Gray Hill was not a house that welcomed merriment. At least not under Maelgwyn’s regime. His father had been a good man, an open-hearted man. So it was said. Elise often wondered what had happened to make Maelgwyn so opposite, so bent toward misery.

If she had spoken, the woman in her vision, the woman by the river, would she have provided an answer to that question? Who was she? What could have caused the fear in Maelgwyn’s eyes?

Now that he was dead, those questions would never be answered.

Elise’s gaze fell to the filthy rushes scattered over the dirt floor. On Anglesey her mother had had rushes swept away with every new moon, for she had not favored their burgeoning ripeness. But Maelgwyn hadn’t been inclined to waste money on fresh rushes too often. “Once a year is sufficient. The day before Easter, to honor the Resurrection,” he had said. “Only a house-proud woman would squander her husband’s coin more frequently than that, just for the sake of show.” With his usual arbitrariness, he had not considered his glass windowpanes frivolous, though he had bragged of their expense and proclaimed them the only ones for miles around.

Even as Elise remembered that bit of meanness, a gray mouse scurried across the floor. It made a rustling sound and a little path through the rushes as it ran toward the screens.

“Aha,” said Annora, as the mouse disappeared. “Mayhap that was the new lord and master. He can’t fail to be an improvement.”

Elise rounded quickly on her, preparing to object.

Annora forestalled her. “Child,” she said, raising a hand, “you have the look of a hobbled cow before the fall slaughter. Would you have us sing dirges, dust ourselves with ashes, and never laugh again?”

“My husband is dead. I stabbed him with broken glass and rolled his body into the river. He has had no priest to comfort him, no blessed sacrament. What easy jest can alter that?”

“What sacrament would have made him acceptable to Heaven?” Annora pursed her lips. “Would it pretty away every rape you suffered, every cruel thing he did to you in these two years?” Her voice grew thick with angry new tears. “You know the particulars of your union better than I. I only cowered in my corner and allowed you to suffer. So instruct me. Would a marble effigy bearing a scroll at its edges—here lies Maelgwyn, of famous reputation—would it change him to a saint?”

“I don’t know.” Elise shook her head as if to ward off Annora’s logic. “But however Heaven deals with Maelgwyn, what tale will my effigy tell?”

Annora pulled Elise gently into her arms for the second time that night, and Elise did not resist. “Heaven will know you for its own, child. You’ll join your family there. Oh, but not for years and years.”

Elise held tightly to her old nurse, her friend. She savored her warmth and breathed in the familiar scent of lye rising off her flanella dress. “You’ll be waiting with them, won’t you?” she said. “Will you be standing at the gate, all shining gold and beautiful?”

“Shining gold and beautiful?” Annora gave a watery chuckle. “That will be one of the Maker’s better tricks.”

After a moment Elise pulled away, as another question niggled. “Do you think anyone will ever live here again? Or will this house sit haunted and sad forever?”

“A few weeks, more like. They say prostitutes, halfwits, and runaway friars live now in abandoned manors all over Britain.”

“Why?”

“Rich and poor alike died of the sickness, Elise. As we know too well. Why wouldn’t a person claim an empty house fifty times grander than their own, if they ever had one, when there’s no one left in that house to say nay?” She gave an indelicate snort. “Likely there are scores of such new dwellers. Scullery maids tarted up in dead ladies’ silks, and never-bathed louts astride fine stallions, on jeweled saddles.”

“What of Bron-haul?” Hillside of the Sun, their old home on Anglesey. “Could that be its fate?”

“It was a fine house, a temptation for any wretched wanderer. You weren’t thinking of going back, child? Living with the shades of old hours all around us?”

“I do think of Bron-haul sometimes. So empty and cold. But truly, though I know you mislike the idea of the cloister, it—”

“Bah!” Annora shook a pink fist at the ceiling. “The cloister will not do. I’ve already told you it will not do.”

“Then where? Sad to say, we have no protector. Since when does the world take kindly to poor, unattached females?”

“The world has changed, I think. With so many dead, there must be everywhere a clamor for workers. Or young wives.”

Elise shook her head. “If I must be a bride again, I will only wed the Church. At least then I will be certain to share a bed with no one but the Holy Spirit.”

As Elise spoke, Annora took her hand and led her to a stool, motioning her to sit. She sank down, unobjecting. Drawing an ivory comb from her sleeve, Annora moved behind her and released her brown hair from its ribbon. The comb tugged through long, snarled curls. After the snarls had given way to smoothness, the comb’s rhythmic rise and fall was so soothing to Elise that she let her eyes drift shut and reveled in the reassuring feel of such an everyday thing.

“You do love to have your hair combed,” said Annora, in the singsong voice she had used to calm her since Elise was a child. “Part it down the middle, braid it into two plaits, twist the plaits low.” She suited words to deft actions, humming snatches of a lullaby between. “Around the back, across the nape, tuck the ends atop. I’ve even pins to secure it. Clever, am I not?”

When one of the pins nicked Elise’s scalp, she opened her eyes. Just then the mouse, or its cousin, made another dash through the rushes.

Her old friend came around to face her. “You couldn’t begin a journey with your hair all streaming down your back, could you?”

“Now I look respectable?”

“You’re a good and innocent lady, and so you naturally appear.” Annora tucked the comb back in her sleeve. “But now it grows late, or early. We ought to make a timely start if we hope to have the whole of the day before us to walk. It’s a pity Maelgwyn no longer boasts horse or cart. Still, the hour rushes onward.”

Attesting to the truth of that, a song thrush began a brave predawn refrain, very near. Probably it perched on the roof.

Annora cupped her ear. “One more lucky sign,” she said. “Now we’re certain to be blessed.”

“But the thrush sings every morning, every evening.”

“Listen keenly, child. It sounds more hopeful now.”

 

By the time they were ready to leave Gray Hill, the sky had grown rosy in the east. The day promised to be clear and dry.

In that easterly direction from where light would soon spill over the edge of Wales, the old Monks’ Trackway meandered through marshes and over wet green hills. It ended at ancient Bangor-is-y-Coed, the ruined Monastery under the Wood, on the River Dee. Long ago that place had witnessed the slaughter of a thousand monks, so Father had once told Elise and her wide-eyed brothers. Before a terrible battle, the monks were hacked to bits—while on their knees, beseeching God for peace—by a Saxon king who did not admire their particular style of Christian prayer.

Between Ysbyty Ifan and Bangor-is-y-Coed lay Foel Frech. Traveling that way, one left behind the streams flowing north, into the Conwy, and from there to the Irish Sea. Streams ahead emptied south, into the Dee. Past Foel Frech were Cerigydrudion, Betws Gwerfyl, Gwyddelwern, and Bryneglwys. All were sites of turf-and-wattle churches, or rather, their lonely husks, built in the dark days after the Romans abandoned Britain. Fervent days they must have been, though, to spawn so many houses for God. Not far beyond was Valle Crucis, a Cistercian abbey. Past the abbey was Offa’s Dyke, the great wall raised by a long-dead Mercian king to repel Welsh invaders.

Part of what she knew of the Trackway Elise had learned from her father, of course. But many tales came from Maelgwyn during long evenings in his great hall. How he had loved to parade his knowledge. Had Maelgwyn but known it, Elise’s only interest then had been to delay their retiring for as long as possible. So she’d kept him talking with dozens of artless questions he’d been pleased to condescend to answer. She had heard his stories many times and could recite most herself.

Because of Maelgwyn’s endless discourse she could walk the Trackway in either direction—in her mind, at least. In truth, except for the marshes, to travel east might be a joy for the devout pilgrim or the student of history. But Annora and Elise were neither.

They would not walk toward the rising sun; that way would be too daunting, too unknown except in story. Though neither of them said it aloud, both understood they would go northwest. Elise knew they would begin their journey on the Trackway. But when the Trackway went on too steadily westward, somewhere near Dolwyddelan, when it led other travelers toward Clynnog Fawr, she and Annora would take the less holy but more necessary route to the north. Eventually, barring misfortune, they would reach Conwy Town.

Perhaps one day when they were safe and settled, they would even cross the Menai Straits, go by ferry on a personal pilgrimage—back to Anglesey. They’d traverse that familiar flat island to Beaumaris and go on to their old home.

How Elise longed for home.

Simple enough in Conwy or Beaumaris, with God’s blessing or at least His benign indifference, to hide among the native Welsh and the English, their subjugators since 1282. Conwy and Beaumaris were both places where the fierce English king, Edward I, grandfather of the present monarch, had built great castles. He had peopled them with English settlers to lord over the resentful Welsh. Because of her mixed parentage Elise knew she could pass for either race and smooth their way as translator.

If Annora spoke true, it would be easy enough to find decent work. After all, the world was a place of such grossly diminished population. Though Elise’s family had been well moneyed, she was not afraid to work. Both she and Annora were knowledgeable enough about herb lore and healing arts to assist some simpler or apothecary. If the place they finally found themselves boasted no such person, then they could even set up shop themselves. After all, each had been treating family and neighbors for years.

Elise had inherited her skill with medicine and simples from her mother, Katherine, who had been raised with all the trappings of wealth. Katherine had never been compelled by necessity to forgo expensive physicians and their regimes, but from her youth she had showed instinctive love and understanding of natural healing. High or low, no one in the English village where she grew up hesitated to come to her for help, for gentle discernment.

Annora gained her knowledge in a more mundane way; cruel thrift was master at her childhood home on Anglesey. Doctors were never a consideration or even a possibility. But the fields surrounding her family’s cottage at Bodgyched, inland from Beaumaris, provided a free and dependable array of green cures. Long before she reached her final modest height, Annora knew all the plants and the healing recipes to which they contributed.

Thus Elise and Annora were both adept at making salves, plasters, flower charms, powders, and the like. Both enjoyed the doing of it too, as pleasure is derived from laboring with confidence and proficiency. Each woman also knew a variety of other ways to soothe a sufferer. They knew a lady might find prayer to Mother Mary beneficial during her monthly troubles. They knew the spleen was the seat of laughter and the liver the seat of honor, and that opening the Holy Bible and reading the first verse to spontaneously attract the forefinger of the right hand could give clues about health or life concerns. But this practice, called sacred lots, was only used by Elise, as Annora could not read.

Elise had been an inquisitive firstborn who was doted upon by her parents. Surprised by their daughter’s eagerness for knowledge, but also rather pleased by it, they had hired a priest to teach their bright girl how to read Latin as well as English and Welsh. She was eight when her unconventional lessons began. Neighbors had warned that she was in danger of becoming better educated than most of the men on Anglesey, and woefully overeducated for a female. But her parents let the lessons continue until her fourteenth year, so sincere and obvious was her pleasure in learning.

Sometimes Annora or Elise might tell a patient to eat more vegetables, to offset a preponderance of ale and grains and meat. If caterpillars took too high a toll on a vegetable patch thus prescribed, the patient would be advised to place a bone from a mare’s head at the garden’s edge to chase the caterpillars away.

The women also had knowledge to share with families of those who could not be saved; when a loved one died, they enjoined relatives to remove from the house all basins of water, all pitchers of drink, for a fortnight. Otherwise the dead soul might see its reflection in the liquid and drown. Another thing Annora and Elise understood: if the left eye of the deceased refused to close properly, another member of the family would also die soon.

They accepted without doubt that the soul of an infant who expires before its baptism becomes a will-o’-the-wisp. Eerie haze over marshland on any given night demonstrated the truth and sad frequency of that occurrence.

With all this portable knowledge, Annora and Elise surely could find decent work here or there. Surely. But whether in an herbalist’s cellar, a cloister, or a hovel, Elise wanted only to forget the past two years, the past day, and live out her hours in unmolested peace. She wanted Annora to wear again her one time glow of contentment.

Still, though she’d endeavor to hide it from her old friend, in her heart she feared a thousand things.

She feared the past, the present, and the future. All three. She feared their journey, and the nights along the way. Would they sleep in a teeming market town, a black wood? On an empty, whispering meadow? Doomed men changed into wolves by Satan sometimes attacked vulnerable travelers, she’d heard. Or ruthless mortal men could steal their sacks, break their bones, and leave them bloody in a twilight glade. What of evil lepers, seeing in them an easy target for their infamous and diseased lust?

Then, in Conwy, should they be lucky enough to make it so far, who would give them work? Who, in truth, would not be leery of two unaccompanied women? Would she and Annora ever know a moment of joy or ease, if they reached their journey’s end?

Another secret fear: she feared she’d dream of Maelgwyn, see his punctured throat in the river, his dead smile, see those cold blue eyes that would accuse and condemn her until she did not breathe again. As he did not breathe.

But there was even worse. She feared dreaming of her lost family. She feared longing for love without hope, forever.

Finally, in dreadful imitation of Maelgwyn’s terror for himself, she feared witnessing in a vision her own damnation.

 

The sun shone brightly when Annora joined her on the path.

“Done, and mightily convincing,” she said. “I used ashes and the juice of beetroot”—she paused to catch her breath—“to mark the doors and color the rags.” Her gray tresses and beige wimple were now more ordered and presentable.

In their long cloaks, Annora’s tawny, Elise’s deep blue, they began to walk. West, over green slopes dotted with middling trees. If the morning went well, the first place they would come to was Bryn Llech, Hill of the Flat Stones. Then Penmachno, a village where they knew no one. But going would be slow, for neither had slept.

Woodsmoke from the hearth of a distant cottage or shepherd’s camp rose on the wind, to the southwest, drifting above like the fronds of gray ferns. After the smoke blew away, the women smelled apples and dead fish.

“We’re blessed the way is dry,” said Annora, when they’d walked in silence a while. “This track is less used than the one that brought us this way before. I feared it might be a quagmire.”

“Nor is it so steep as I imagined,” Elise said. “But I remember hardly anything of our journey two years ago. It was like a bad dream, always gray, hemmed in by spying trees.”

Maelgwyn had dispatched a covered cart to collect his orphaned bride and her servant. The cart was pulled by a horse of dull gray, and the driver wore a pilgrim’s hat as gray as the horse’s hide. From the hat’s brim a small ampule had dangled, not an unusual thing. Eager for diversion by the second day of their dreary trek, Elise had asked the fellow what the ampule held. Holy water? A strand of martyr’s hair?

“Thomas à Becket’s blood,” he’d answered, his eyes fixed on the dark road ahead. “One fat red drop, for mercy.”

Though he had not looked a devout sort of man, he’d made a pilgrimage to Becket’s shrine at Canterbury, or stolen the ampule from someone who had. The women never knew more than that. For the fellow, one of Maelgwyn’s dwindling number of servants, disappeared a week after their arrival at Gray Hill, along with the horse and cart—much to Maelgwyn’s fury.

Annora and Elise walked on.

When she sensed Annora’s gaze, Elise turned to her.

“Cariad, your cheek has not grown as bruised as I thought it might. But you seem so solemn,” Annora said quietly, her face showing its age as it never had before, her manner and gait less certain. “Remember how you used to dance, tell fine stories, and count the stars with your brothers? Remember how your mother called you all in from the hill? ‘Angels, angels, to bed,’ she’d say. ‘The stars will be there tomorrow.’”

“Mother was right, the stars are still there. I suppose they will always be there.” It seemed strange to Elise, as she said this, that her voice barely shook.

“Things can never be the same, child. But I’d dearly love to see you dance again, or hear one of your happy tales. You can’t be sad forever.” She glanced over at the younger woman. “Or be afraid forever.”

“Afraid?” Elise ripped a laugh from some hidden cache inside herself, knowing the price for such a pretense of joy was sure to be high. “I’m not afraid. I feel dauntless enough for the pair of us.” Lifting the corners of her mouth, she gave what she hoped was a credible smile, to act as crutch for her laugh. “Truly, I’m more excited than afraid.”

Annora stumbled on the nub of a tree root. Elise reached out to steady her, but she waved away the offered hand.

In a moment Annora produced her own overbright grin. “Ah, you’ve always been my dauntless girl. My sweet, dauntless girl. So—as the Lord is sure to be our guide—I know we will be happy and safe.” She swung an arm skyward and around, blithely, as if to embrace the morning.

Elise kept her own smile pinned in place but didn’t meet her friend’s eyes.

They walked. Behind them, the thrush called. Its song grew fainter and fainter, until it could not be heard at all.









6

Hospitality




During the third week of his captivity in Paris, two of Gwydion’s guards kicked him awake and manacled his wrists together. “Come on, Welshman,” said the guard with the flat face. “You’ve had enough beauty sleep. It’s almost daylight. Rise and shine and stand on your feet like a good boy.”

Gwydion struggled up. His bound hands went to his side as if reaching for a weapon.

Watching him, the second guard let out a guffaw. “Look at the fool. He thinks he’s going for his sword. Only there’s nothing there, Guy, nothing at all.”

The guards dragged Gwydion forward until he faced the wall. Then they looped a chain around his manacles and attached the chain to an iron ring pounded shoulder-high into the stone. “Our fine Charles sent word he’s coming to visit you today, Welshman,” said Guy. “So Yves and me decided we better get you looking a little more fit to be seen. Otherwise he might think we’re not paying you sufficient attention.”

Yves nodded solemnly. “Otherwise he might think we’ve been ignoring his special guest. That would get him upset. You surely don’t want our Charles upset. He’s nobody’s darling if he’s peeved, I promise.”

Guy ripped Gwydion’s shirt upward, exposing his back and broad shoulders. “It grieves me to say some of the ladies might not fancy the stripes we’re going to decorate you with today, Welshman,” he said. “Then again, some might. You never know, with women.”

Yves pulled a double-tailed scourge from his belt and cracked its leather thongs through the air a few times for effect. He grinned at the sound. “Ready?” he said. Receiving no reply, he lashed the thongs down across the middle of Gwydion’s back.

“Throw your weight into it,” said Guy, shaking his head and scowling. “This great fellow’s thick-skinned. Christ’s sake, I don’t think he even felt that. He barely flinched.”

Yves took a deep breath, braced himself, and reared back. He struck eight times in quick succession, grunting mightily after each blow.

“Not so wild,” said Guy, stepping away. “You nearly had my nose that last time.”

“Then move the ugly thing,” said Yves. He wiped his mouth with his free hand and replanted his feet in the straw. Then he struck six times more, even harder.

Leaning his forehead against the wall, Gwydion closed his eyes. Beads of sweat formed on his upper lip. He tasted salt.

“What’s wrong, Welshman?” said Guy, peering around at him. “My friend Yves didn’t hardly start yet and you’re flagging already?”

Warm, wet streams coursed down Gwydion’s back. He felt his waistband grow sodden with blood.

Yves became impatient and lashed him four times more. The thongs sang through the air, landing higher on his victim’s shoulders. “Guy asked you a polite question,” he said, breathing hard with his efforts. “Are you flagging already? he asked you. Spanish Charlie told us you were short on manners, and now I can see he was right.”

Turning his head slightly, Gwydion did his best to bring Guy’s face into focus. “You’ll have to make allowances,” he said, attempting a smile. “I’m not always at my best before breakfast.”

That made Guy chuckle. “You’re no gutless, weedy thing, I’ll give you that much,” he said. He looked to his fellow guard. “Wouldn’t you give him that much, Yves?”

“I’ll not give him anything. On account of him, I had to leave my warm bed early and come up to this stinking hole to get blood splashed over myself.” He looked down at his frayed sleeve and ineffectively flicked his hand at the bright red droplets he found there.

“I think you’ve been working for Charlie too long, Yves,” said Guy. “Next thing, you’ll be combing your hair every morning and wearing rings on all your fingers.”

“Shut your mouth,” said Yves.

The lashing continued. Outside, dawn birds sang. December sun rays slanted through the narrow window and lit the filthy straw on the floor.

The guards exchanged surprised glances when the strains of a French ballad came wafting up from somewhere beneath them. It was a woman’s voice, sweet and brave in the morning air.

“Our little friend is in good throat today,” said Yves, stilling the whip to listen.

“Aye,” replied his confederate. “You know, I think we ought to go see her, long as we’re already up.”

Yves wrapped the whip’s bloody thongs around its wooden handle and tucked it back in his belt. A slow smile exposed his jagged teeth. “We ought. We haven’t visited her in four whole days, friend Guy.”

“I’m all of a sudden missing her something fearful.”

They released Gwydion from his restraints and let him drop to the floor without further ado. Then the guards were gone, locking the door behind them.

Gwydion managed to rise and stagger to his cloak. He lowered himself onto it. If he lay unmoving on his side, he found, the pain was manageable.

The woman’s ballad soon stopped.

Gwydion drifted into sleep. He dreamed of diving naked into a warm blue lake, gliding underwater in languorous silence. When he came up for air, he saw on the shore a golden table with three ripe cherries atop it. He gathered the fruit in his hand and pressed them to his mouth.

That image dissolved into fog. He waited, listening to the sighs of the wind, seeing nothing. Then a woman took shape in the emptiness. She approached him and placed her hand over his heart to see if he still breathed. Her hair spilled across his face. She smelled of flowers, and other sweet things he could not name. He wanted to pull her to him, to make her stay, but he couldn’t move or speak.

He revived to the sound of men’s laughter.

“This is what you do all day, Gwydion ap Gruffydd?” said Charles of La Cerda. “Shameful sloth, I call it.”

The Castilian stood in the doorway. Guy and Yves were closer, one near Gwydion’s head and the other near his feet.

“Should we haul him up, your lordship?” said Guy.

“Of course,” replied Charles. “His indolence begs remedy.”

The guards dragged Gwydion to his feet.

“Straighten up, you,” said Yves, giving him a hard slap on the back.

Gwydion swayed forward, righted himself, then swung his left arm around as hard as he could. He took Yves unaware. His fist connected with the guard’s jaw, making a loud snapping noise.

Yves screamed and dropped to the straw.

Guy drew his sword and held the trembling point against Gwydion’s chest. “Should I puncture him?” he said, glancing anxiously at his employer.

“Not yet.” Charles rubbed his chin, scrutinizing the prisoner. “No, not just yet. By the pained look on his face I do believe he’s too spent to be any more trouble for the nonce. So you may leave me with him. But mind you wait just outside.”

Guy sheathed his sword with some relief, then pulled his moaning friend to his feet and helped him out the door.

“My dear Welshman,” said Charles, “no more dramatics. You and I will have a small tête-à-tête. Civilized, yes? Now, to begin, would you like me to tell you what’s been transpiring lately at court?”

Gwydion only stared.

Charles shook his head. “Still sullen, of course. Well then, never mind. I will only say this—everyone in the world has forgotten your miserable existence, as far as I can tell. The kings certainly have, both my admirable John and your boorish Edward. Your unwashed band of conspirators, as well. If you have a wife, she has likewise not uttered a peep to try to learn your fate.” He smiled apologetically. “Perhaps she’s already made new arrangements.”

“You put yourself to unusual trouble on behalf of my…miserable existence.”

Charles admired a ruby ring on his middle finger. “The dreadful truth is, I’ve taken you in dislike. Did you guess? It’s because you’re not respectful. Since I was a boy, I have reacted badly to insolent behavior from inferiors. To make matters worse, I couldn’t help but notice you just broke my guard’s jaw with your left fist. Logically, I conclude you are left-handed. I have always, always held left-handed persons in abhorrence. It’s so ungodly and unnatural.”

Gwydion walked forward, a bit unsteadily, until he stood a few feet from the Castilian. Charles didn’t move; his hand had been resting on his sword’s hilt since the moment he entered the cell.

Gwydion studied his face. “Take pleasure from your moments of ascendance, Charles of Spain,” he said. “I’ve known other men like you. Whatever they gain in this world, they never hold for long.”

Charles sneered. “A left-handed cur, a failed diplomatic minion, and now a soothsayer. How busy you keep yourself, Gwydion ap Gruffydd. Then pursue your various callings while you may, for I’ve suddenly decided what I shall give myself for a Christmas gift.”

“A conscience?”

“Your dead heart to roast on my Yule fire.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“That’s your trouble, Welshman. You’re too clever for your own good.”

Charles moved to the door.

“Wait,” said Gwydion.

“What’s this? Have you wisely decided to try a more conciliatory tone?”

“I was merely wondering about the wine. You said I’d have wine with my dinner, now and then, but so far I’ve not seen a drop.”

“My appalling memory.” The Spaniard gave a graceful wave of one beringed hand. “You shall have wine this very night. Never let it be said I am a miserly host.”

In this, at least, he kept his word. Guy brought Gwydion the usual slop for supper, along with a jug of wine that smelled like spoiled vinegar and scorched the throat as it slid down.

“Beautiful stuff?” said Guy, grinning as he watched Gwydion take his first sip.

Gwydion’s eyes watered, but he took another swallow. “The best I’ve had in weeks.”

“Aye?” Guy’s grin grew even broader. “By the way, you’ll be happy to know poor Yves’ face is swelled up twice its normal size. His cheek’s so puffy he can barely open one eye. He says when he’s better, he’ll come up and thank you personal.”

Sitting on his cloak on the floor, Gwydion took another drink of wine. “I’ve a lot to look forward to, it seems.”

“I said it before, at least you’re not one of those gutless, weedy fellows.”

“Thank you.” He offered Guy wine, but the guard waved the jug away with a comical grimace. The Welshman nodded understanding. “As we’re talking so amiably, Guy,” he said, “may I ask why it is your employer hates me so much? That is, if you can guess.”

Guy picked a bit of food from between his front teeth. “Oh, our Charlie’s just a putrid little bastard,” he said, flicking the bit to the straw.

“That’s all?”

“You didn’t lick his boots pretty enough, I suppose. Don’t take it to heart. You’re not the first, you won’t be the last.”

“That’s a comfort. Why do you stay in his employ?”

“Well, I had to choose between a life one rung above a slave’s, here in Charlie’s pile, or being a mollycoddled lover to a panting duchess who has breasts like cushions and fifty stacks of gold. Aye, those were my choices.” He winked at his prisoner. “Impetuous boy that I am, I picked this.”

After Guy left, Gwydion took off his ruined shirt and poured the remainder of the wine over his shoulders and back as best he could. He bit down on his wrist to muffle the cries that rose in his throat as the liquid trickled over open wounds.

For the next fortnight he had no more beatings and no visitor save Guy. Yves, it seemed, was taking a long time to mend. According to Guy, his temper was as fragile as his jaw.

“There’ll be the devil to pay, friend,” said Guy, “when poor old Yves finally manages to drag himself up here.”

“Find me a sword and let me make a fair fight of it, then,” said Gwydion.

That only made Guy laugh. “You’re a treasure, you are,” he said. “Find me a sword, he says. A fair fight, he says.” He went away shaking his head, smiling.

Gwydion’s wounds healed well enough, although he was filthy and stinking and often dizzy with hunger. By far his worst problem was the cold. As Christmas approached, Paris found itself in the clutches of a rare spell of white, freezing weather. Snow swirled into the cell through its narrow window. Gwydion spent nights wrapped in his cloak, shivering, drifting in and out of sleep, imagining pliant women in featherbeds, or fillets of roasted beef stuffed with bread crumbs and pepper. Sometimes he dreamed of his father, or his dead mother.

He entertained himself with imagined scenes of the future. For four years he’d been doing the English king’s bidding. His sweet mother had been English, and he’d grown up with thrilling tales of her country’s honor and pride. Half of him understood that loyalty, embraced it. That was why he put his life in danger in France. But wasn’t four years enough? He wanted to go home to Wales and make some sort of reasonable life for himself. Why not? Other men married, sired children, stayed happily on their own lands, in their own firelit halls.

He was the son of devoted parents, devoted to their two children and each other. Unlike many, he believed contentment in marriage was possible. Although he had no particular woman in mind to assist him in this pleasant domestic scheme, he was not averse to searching for one when he returned to Britain. She could be Welsh or English, no matter, as long as she pleased him and he pleased her.

Of course, he’d have to give up his carousing. At least he’d have to curtail it to discreet, occasional incidences.

 

Every day the water Guy brought froze in its shallow bowl. With raw knuckles, Gwydion broke the ice into pieces to suck.

Yves returned to the cell on a Friday morning just before Christmas. His face was a trifle lopsided. Guy was right behind him, looking resigned and unhappy.

“I’ve come to cause you damage, Welshman,” Yves said. He spoke slowly, out of only one side of his misshapen mouth.

“I tried to tell him it really wasn’t your fault, anybody might have done the same,” Guy told Gwydion. He spoke as if Yves were not in the cell with them. “It won’t do any good. A female in the street laughed at his poor face yesterday, you see.”

Guy had grown somewhat fond of his prisoner over the course of the weeks. He admired Gwydion’s lack of complaint, his dark humor. Guy also knew, from firsthand observation, the sort of prolonged, gruesome death Charles of La Cerda would soon mete out to him.

Days of cold and hunger had taken their toll on Gwydion. But he made an attempt to fight off the manacles and chain with which Yves and the reluctant Guy now secured him. But he was weak and exhausted, no match for well-fed guards. Soon he hung from the wall as he had before. Soon Yves landed his first furious blow. Spittle flew from his twisted mouth as he swung his arm.

“You oughtn’t lash him so hard,” said Guy, frowning. “You’ll kill him, Yves.”

“I hope I do.”

“Bold talk. But remember our Charles wants to do the deed himself. He’ll not thank you for snatching away his fun.”

Horses suddenly pounded into the courtyard. As if the mention of his name had miraculously conjured him, the Castilian’s distinct voice could be heard, clear and menacing from below. Guy hurried to the little window and squinted down to make certain he hadn’t imagined it.

“Himself. Damn, he’s picked a fine time to make a surprise visit.” He ran to Gwydion’s side and released him. “Put that whip away,” he told Yves as he helped the prisoner back to his filthy cloak. He lowered Gwydion to his improvised bed and tried to pull the remnants of his shirt around him to conceal the new crimson marks seeping blood across his back.

Yves went a bit pale and jammed the whip under his belt. Both men headed to the door. Sitting dazed with his head bowed over his bent knees, Gwydion began to laugh quietly.

Guy and Yves stopped and turned around. “What’s this?” said Guy. “What’s funny?”

Gwydion looked up. “You were only supposed to make me more fit to seen,” he said, smiling crookedly.

“He’s gone mad,” whispered Yves.

“Small wonder,” said Guy, as he locked the door behind them.

The guards fled down the stairs and made themselves busy sweeping the mansion’s dusty armory.

Charles soon sauntered indoors and found them amongst the swords, knives, and rusty hauberks that had belonged to the mansion’s original owner. “How is our rude Welshman, gentlemen?” he said, brushing his gloved fingertips disapprovingly over a grimy tabletop. “Uncomfortable, I trust.”

“Aye, my lord,” said Guy, setting aside his broom.

“But not dead,” said Yves, and he flushed.

Charles didn’t seem to find the comment strange. “I’ll go pay my respects. I’ve brought him some more wine.” As he was leaving, his eye was caught by an ornate dagger in definite need of repair. “Gaudy old thing,” he said, picking it up.

“It wants smithing, my lord,” said Guy. “There’s a bad chink in the shaft near the tip.”

Charles examined it more closely. “Yes, I see it now. A definite chink.” He tested the fractured metal, working it incautiously. “But perfection can be so monotonous, after all.” He left the armory, taking the dagger with him.

A knowing look passed between the guards before they went back to their work.

When the Castilian entered Gwydion’s cell, he sniffed the air and wrinkled his nose. “Heavens, it smells like death in here. But I suppose you’ve grown accustomed.” He placed a corked jug on the floor. “Look, I’ve brought you more wine.”
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