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To my father
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July 1193

Nottingham Castle, England

The English king was dying. Despite the bone-biting chill of the dungeon, he was drenched in sweat, and so gaunt and wasted that his brother barely recognized him. His skin was ashen, his eyes sunken, and his chest heaved with each rasping, shallow breath. Even the vivid reddish-gold hair was dulled, so matted and dirty that vermin were burrowing into the scalp once graced by a crown. Would their lady mother still be so eager to cradle that lice-ridden head to her breast?

As if sensing he was no longer alone, Richard struggled to rise on an elbow, rheumy, bloodshot eyes blinking into the shadows. The voice that once could shout down the wind, that had been heard from one corner of Christendom to the other even when he whispered, now emerged as a feeble croak. John... ?

Yes. Stepping into the meagre light of the lone candle, John savoured the moment to come. Had fortunes wheel ever spun as dizzily as this? The irony was exquisite, that the brother so scorned and belittled should be Richards only chance of salvation. What would you, brother? You wish for a doctor? A priest? A kings ransom? The corner of Johns mouth curved, ever so slightly. You need only ask, Richard. But ask you must.

Richard stretched out a strangers hand, one that trembled as if he had the palsy, palm upward in the universal gesture of supplication. John reached for it reluctantly, for it would be like clasping hands with a corpse. Their fingers touched, then entwined. As John instinctively recoiled, Richard tightened his hold. There was surprising strength in this deathbed grip: to his alarm, John found he could not break free. Richards fingers were digging into his flesh, leaving talon-like imprints upon his skin. So close were they that John could smell on his brothers breath the fetid stench of the grave, and his eyes were as grey as their sires, burning with fever and an inexplicable gleam of triumph.

Rot in Hell, little brother, Richard said, slowly and distinctly. Rot in Hell!

John jerked upright, so violently that his bedmate was jarred abruptly from sleep. Ursula felt a surge of drowsy annoyance, for this was not the first time that John had awakened her with one of his troubled dreams. She was not so naïve as to complain, though, indulging herself only with a soft, put-upon sigh and a pout safely hidden in the dark.

As the German dungeon receded before the reality of his bedchamber, John began to swear, angrily and profanely. Why had that accursed dream come back? It made no sense, for Richard was not being held in irons: the last report had him being well treated now that negotiations had begun for his release. Nor would he ever be Richards deliverance, not in this life or the next. Each time he remembered Richards taunt, his blood grew hot and his nerves hummed with hate. Upon being warned that his brother was scheming to claim his crown, Richard had merely laughed. My brother John, hed said, is not the man to conquer a country if there is anyone to offer even feeble resistance.

John cursed again, feeling such rage that he could almost have choked upon it. Richards mockery trailed him like a ravenous wolf. It was always there, hungry yellow eyes aglow in the dark, awaiting its chance.

When he finally fell asleep again, his dreams were still unsettled and he tossed and turned so restlessly that Ursula heaved another martyred sigh and put as much space between them as the bed would allow. John rolled over on to his back and stopped squirming, but then he began to snore and Ursula conceded defeat.

She slid out of bed, padded across the chamber and drained the last of the wine from Johns night flagon. A young squire slept soundly nearby, and she was tempted to fling the flagon into the floor rushes by his pallet, begrudging him the sleep that was denied her. She reconsidered, though, unwilling to risk waking John. She stubbed her toe getting back into bed and added yet another grievance to her ever-expanding hoard of wrongs.

Most men looked peaceful in their sleep and younger, too, unfettered by earthly cares. But not John. Studying him dispassionately, she decided he looked haunted, and older than his twenty-and-six years. She supposed most women would consider him handsome, even if he was the dark one in a fair family, for he had his mothers finely chiselled cheekbones and expressive mouth. His eyes were deep-set under black brows, fringed with surprisingly long lashes, and his hair was thick, as glossy as a ravens wing. If shed been inclined to entwine a strand round her fingers  which she wasnt  she knew it would be clean and soft to the touch: one of his quirks was an enjoyment of bathing. She had been taken aback at first, thinking it wasnt quite manly, but shed soon come to appreciate the benefits: he did not stink like the other men whod shared her bed and her favours.

John had once told her that he liked to watch people unaware. Regarding him now, as he slept, Ursula understood the appeal: there was a vulnerability about someone who did not know he was under observation. Hed stopped snoring, and she settled down beside him, closed her eyes and crossed her fingers. It was then that the pounding started, as loud as summer thunder, chasing away the mice scurrying about in the floor rushes and any hope of sleep.

John sat up in alarm. Holy Mother, what now? Ursula groaned and put her pillow over her head. The squire was sleepily stumbling towards the door. They could hear the murmur of voices, then the door was shoved back and Durand de Curzon pushed aside the squire and strode into the chamber.

Johns protest died in his throat, for Durands presence validated the intrusion. The tall, swaggering knight was one of the few men he trusted with some of his secrets. Durand was carrying a lantern and his face was partially illuminated by its swaying pale light. He looked as he always did: self-possessed, capable and faintly sardonic. But John knew his demeanour would have been no different if hed come to deliver word of Armageddon.

Are you going to tell me why youre in my chamber in the middle of the night, Durand, or must I guess?

Durand shrugged off the sarcasm. A messenger has ridden in, my lord, bearing a letter for you from the king of the French.

John often received communications from the French king. They were allies of expediency, united in their shared loathing of his brother the Lionheart. It was from Philippe that John had first learned of Richards plight: captured by his enemies on his way home from the Crusade and turned over to the dubious mercies of the Holy Roman Emperor. But hed never received a message so urgent it could not wait till daylight.

Ill see him, he said tersely.

The man was already being ushered into the chamber. His travel-stained clothes told a tale of their own, as did his bleary eyes and the involuntary grunt he gave as he sank to his knees before the bed. He held out a parchment threaded through with cord and sealed with wax, but Johns gaze went first to his ring. It was a silver band gilded in gold leaf, set with a large amethyst cut into octagonal facets, corroboration that the courier indeed came from Philippe for royal signets could be forged, but only John knew to look for the ring that had once encircled the French kings own finger.

Give me your lantern, Durand, John said, reaching for the letter. As impatient as he was to read Philippes message, he still took the time to examine the seal, making sure that it had not been tampered with. Durand observed this with a flicker of grim humour; he had been sure that John would do exactly that. He studied John as a church scholar studied Holy Scriptures, for a misstep might mean his doom.

As John frowned over the letter, Durand sauntered to the table, found flint and tinder and struck sparks until he was able to ignite the wick of a large wax candle. When John raised his head to demand more light, Durand was already there, holding out the candlestick. He took the opportunity to appraise Johns bedmate at close range, his gaze moving appreciatively over the voluptuous curves so inadequately draped in the thin linen sheet.

Ursula was aware of his intimate scrutiny but made no attempt to cover herself, regarding him with an indifference that pricked his pride.

Durand could not make up his mind about her. Was it that she was too jaded to care about anything but her own comfort, disenchanted and distrustful? Or was it merely that she was dull-witted, a woman blessed with such a lush, desirable body that the Almighty had decided she had no need of brains, too?

Durand had flirted with her occasionally, if only to alleviate the boredom when they were trapped at the siege of Windsor Castle, but to no avail, and hed soon decided that she was a selfish bitch and likely dumb as a post. He would not have lain with her if shed been panting for it. Hed concluded long ago that Johns sense of possession was even stronger than his sense of entitlement. Still, the risk had its own appeal, separate and apart from Ursulas carnal charms. Hed learned at an early age that danger could be as seductive as any whore. Irked by Ursulas blank, impassive gaze, he stripped her with his eyes, slowly and deliberately. By God, she was ripe. Would it truly matter if her head was filled with sawdust? All cats were grey in the dark.

Belatedly becoming aware of Johns silence, he glanced towards the younger man and all lustful thoughts were banished at the sight of Johns ashen face. Durand held no high opinion of Queen Eleanors youngest son. He thought John was too clever by half and as contrary and unpredictable as the winds in Wales. But he did not doubt Johns courage: treason was not for the faint of heart. So he was startled now to see John so obviously shaken. What dire news was in the French kings letter?

My lord? You look like a man whos just heard there was hemlock in his wine. What is amiss?

John continued to stare down at the letter. A muscle was twitching faintly in his cheek and the hand resting on his knee had clenched into a fist. Just when Durand decided that he was not going to respond, he glanced up, eyes glittering and opaque. Read it for yourself.

Many men would not have been able to meet that challenge, but Durand was literate in both French and Latin. As he approached the bed, John thrust the letter at him like a knife. He did not flinch. He took the parchment in one hand, the lantern in the other, then stepped back so he could read it.

The French kings seal had been broken when John had unthreaded the cord and unfolded the letter. There was no salutation, no signature, just eight words scrawled across the middle of the page, written in such haste that the ink had bled before it dried, blotted so carelessly that a smudged fingerprint could be seen.

Look to yourself for the Devil is loosed.


I
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July 1193

Westminster, England

Walking in the gardens of the royal palace on a sultry, overcast summer afternoon, Claudine de Loudun recognized for the first time that she feared the queen. This should not have been surprising to her, for the queen in question was Eleanor, Dowager Queen of England, Duchess of Aquitaine, one-time Queen of France. Burning as brightly as a comet in her youth, Eleanor had shocked, fascinated and outraged, a beautiful, wilful woman whod wed two kings, taken the cross, given birth to ten children, and dared to lust after power as a man might. Shed survived scandal, heartbreak and insurrection, even sixteen years as her husband Henrys prisoner.

The older Eleanor was wiser and less reckless, a woman whod learned to weigh both words and consequences. Her ambitions had always been dynastic, and in her twilight years she was expending all of her considerable intelligence, political guile and tenacity in the service of her son Richard. She was respected now, even revered in some quarters, for her sound advice and pragmatic understanding of statecraft. Few appreciated the irony  that this woman whod lived much of her life as a royal rebel should be acclaimed as a stabilizing influence upon the brash, impulsive Richard.

To outward appearances, it seemed that the aged queen had repudiated the carefree and careless girl shed once been, but Claudine knew better. Eleanors tactics had changed, not her nature. She was worldly, curious, utterly charming when she chose to be, prideful, stubborn, calculating, and still hungry for all that life had to offer. She had a remarkable memory untainted by age, and although she might forgive wrongs, she never forgot them. As Claudine was belatedly acknowledging, she could be a formidable enemy.

Claudine was not a fool, even if she had done more than her share of foolish things. It was not that shed underestimated the queen, but rather that shed overestimated her own ability to swim in such turbulent waters. It had seemed harmless enough in the beginning. What did it matter if she shared court gossip and rumours with the queens youngest son? She had seen it as a game, not a betrayal, just as shed seen herself as Johns confederate, not his spy. How had it all gone so wrong? She still was not sure. But there was no denying that the stakes had suddenly become life or death. Richard languished in a German prison. John was being accused of treason. The queen was sick with fear for her eldest son and vowing vengeance upon those who would deny Richard his freedom. And Claudine was in the worst plight of all, pregnant and unwed, facing both the perils of the birthing chamber and the danger of disgrace and scandal.

Shed never worried about incurring Eleanors animosity before, confident of her own power to beguile, putting too much trust in her blood ties to the queen, distant though they might be. But in this fragrant, trellised garden, she was suddenly and acutely aware of how vulnerable she truly was. It was such a demoralizing realization that she quickly reminded herself of how understanding the queen had been about her pregnancy. Shed feared that Eleanor would turn her out, letting all know of her shame. Instead, she had offered to help. Why, then, did she feel such unease?

She glanced sideways at the other woman, and then away. Shed often thought the queen had cat eyes, greenish-gold and inscrutable, eyes that seemed able to see into the inner recesses of her soul, to strip away her secrets, one by one. Claudine bit her lip, keeping her own eyes downcast, for she had many secrets.

Eleanor was aware of the young womans edginess and it afforded her some grim satisfaction. She bore Claudine no grudge for allowing herself to become entangled in Johns web; shed experienced too many betrayals in her life to be wounded by one so small. And so once shed discovered Claudines complicity in her sons scheming, shed been content to keep that knowledge secret, reasoning that a known spy was a defanged snake. Shed even used the unwitting Claudine to pass on misinformation from time to time. But if she felt no desire for vengeance, neither did she sympathize with Claudines predicament. Every pleasure in this world came with a price, be it a dalliance in conspiracy or in bed.

Glancing about to make sure none of her other attendants was within earshot, Eleanor asked the girl if she was still queasy. When Claudine swallowed and swore that she no longer felt poorly, Eleanor scrutinized her sceptically. Why, then, is your face the colour of newly skimmed milk? There is no need to pretend with me, child. Only men could call a pregnancy easy, but some are undoubtedly more troublesome than others. For me, it was my last. There were days when even water could unsettle my stomach. Ive sailed in some fierce storms but, Gods truth, I was never so greensick as when I was carrying John.

Claudines eyelashes flickered, no more than that, but she could not keep the blood from rising in her face and throat. Watching as her pallor was submerged under a flood of colour, Eleanor smiled slyly. This was new, like an involuntary twitch or a hiccup, Claudines sudden discomfort whenever Johns name was mentioned. Not for the first time, Eleanor wondered who had truly fathered Claudines child. Was it Justin de Quincy, as she claimed? Or was it John?

I think it is time, she said, for you to withdraw to the nunnery at Godstow.

Claudine nodded reluctantly. This was the plan, with cover stories fabricated for the court and her family back in Aquitaine. She should have gone a fortnight ago, but shed found excuses to delay, dreading the loneliness, seclusion and boredom of the coming months. I suppose so, she admitted, sounding so forlorn that Eleanor experienced an involuntary pang of empathy: she knew better than most the onus of confinement. It was true that this one was by choice, and temporary, but Eleanor could not help identifying with Claudines aversion to the religious life. There had been times in her past when shed feared being shut up in some remote, obscure convent for the rest of her days, forgotten by all but her gaolers and God.

I will speak with Sir Nicholas this eve, she said briskly, determined not to soften towards the foolhardy, unhappy girl. The arrangements have all been made. It remains only for you to settle in at Godstow.

Sir Nicholas de Mydden? Claudine echoed in dismay. But Justin was to escort me to the nunnery.

Justin cannot 

Madam, he promised me! Claudine was so flustered that she did not even realize shed interrupted the queen. Lowering her voice hastily lest they attract attention, she said coaxingly, Surely you understand why I would prefer Justins company, Your Grace. I know I can trust him. And... and he wants to accompany me. This child is his, after all.

Eleanor looked into Claudines flushed, distraught face, striving for patience. Well, this is one promise Justin cannot keep. He is away from the court, and I know not when he will return. As for Nicholas, he is no gossipmonger. She was unable to resist adding, Those in my service know the value I place upon loyalty.

Claudines lashes fluttered down again, veiling her eyes. After a moment, she said meekly, Forgive my boldness, Madam. It was not my intent to argue with you. If you have confidence in Sir Nicholass discretion, then so do I. But could I not wait till weeks end? Mayhap Justin will be back by then.

She took Eleanors shrug for assent and fell in step beside her as they cut across the grassy mead. I did not even know Justin was gone, for he did not bid me farewell.

She sounded both plaintive and aggrieved, and Eleanor found herself thinking that Justin might be fortunate that he was not considered a suitable husband for her pampered young kinswoman. It would be no easy task, keeping Claudine de Loudun content.

Madam... it is not my intent to pry, Claudine said, with such pious prevarication that Eleanor rolled her eyes skyward. Whatever Justins mission for you may be, it is not for me to question it. I would ask this, though. Can you at least tell me if he is in any danger?

Eleanor paused, considering. Her first impulse was to give the girl the reassurance she sought. But the truth was that whenever her son John was involved, there was bound to be danger.

It was a sparse turnout for a hanging. Usually the citizens of Winchester thronged to the gallows on the Andover road, eager to watch as a felon paid the ultimate price for his earthly sins. Luke de Marston, the under-sheriff of Hampshire, could remember hangings that rivalled the St Giles Fair, with vendors hawking meat pies, children getting underfoot and cutpurses on the prowl for unwary victims. But the doomed soul being dragged from the cart was too small a fish to attract a large crowd, a criminal by happenstance rather than choice.

The few men and women whod bothered to come were further disappointed by the demeanour of the culprit. They expected bravado and defiance from their villains or, at the very least, stoical self-control. But this prisoner was obviously terrified, whimpering and trembling so violently that he had to be assisted up the gallows steps. People were turning away in disgust even before the rope was tightened round his neck.

Lukes deputy shared their dissatisfaction: he believed that a condemned man owed his audience a better show than this. Pitiful, he said, shaking his head in disapproval. Remember how the Fleming died, cursing God with his last breath?

Luke remembered. Gilbert the Fleming had been one of Winchesters most notorious outlaws, as brutal as he was elusive, evading capture again and again until hed been brought down by Luke and the queens man Justin de Quincy. His hanging had been a holiday.

Luke.

The voice was familiar, but it should have been seventy-two miles away in London. Spinning round to face de Quincy, Luke scowled, for the younger mans sudden materialization was unsettling, coming as it did just as hed been thinking of him. Sometimes, de Quincy, I think you do it on purpose.

Justin was not put off by Lukes brusque welcome. While theyd started out as adversaries, theyd soon become allies, united in their common desire to ensnare Gilbert the Fleming. Do what?

Appear like this in a puff of blue smoke and scare the daylights out of me. If I did not know better, Id suspect you were a warlock instead of a harbinger of evil tidings.

Justin couldnt argue with that: he and Luke shared a past marked by murder, mayhem and treason. Im here, he said, to invite you to join a hunt.

Luke regarded him warily. And just what are we hunting this time?

Our usual quarry, Justin admitted. The one we track by following the scent of brimstone.

The port of Southampton lay just twelve miles to the south of Winchester and it was still daylight when Luke and Justin reined in at the Bargate, a square stone tower that guarded the northern entrance into the city.

Do you not think it is time, Luke declared abruptly, that you were more forthcoming? Suppose you do find John here. What then? We cannot very well arrest him by ourselves, and I do not fancy arresting him at all, not when the man might well be king one day. This seems a long way to come merely to verify a rumour, de Quincy. Id wager you have something else in mind, and naturally you are loath to share it with me. Ive known holy hermits that were more talkative than you. You need not confide every last detail of your battle plan, but I want more than youve given me so far.

Justin knew Luke would not be mollified with less than the truth, or at least a goodly portion of it. Ive not misled you, he insisted. The queen wants me to confirm that John is in Southampton, making ready to sail for France. But youre right and there is more to it than that. The queen has a spy in Johns service. This may be the last chance he has to convey any messages to her, and since I am the only one who knows of his mission, I am also the only one who can seek him out ere they sail.

Luke was not about to ask for a name. He knew Justin would not tell him. Nor did he truly want to know: hed learned long ago that Scripture was right and He that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow, at least when the knowledge was as dangerous as the identity of the queens spy in her sons household. Instead, he concentrated upon the logistics of Justins mission, suggesting that they search the docks first and find out which ships were preparing for the Channel crossing. That made sense to Justin and they split up soon after theyd passed through the Bargate, Luke heading for the castle quay and Justin continuing down English Street.

Turning on to the Fleshambles, where the city butchers had their shops, Justin was dismayed to see so many people still out and about. He reminded himself, though, that John was not a man to pass unnoticed. The streets were narrow, crowded with passers-by, and Justin had to keep ducking to avoid sagging ale-poles and the overhang of buildings extending into the roadway. When he saw a smithy close by the fishmongers market, he hastily dismounted and soon struck a bargain with the blacksmith: a few coins in exchange for a stall for his stallion in the mans stable.

He decided to search the docks next and turned into the first alley that led towards the river. It was not much wider than the length of his sword and he had to squeeze past a couple whod ducked into the alley for a quick sexual encounter. The man was too preoccupied to notice Justin, grunting and thrusting with such force that the womans body was being slammed against the wall; she made no protest, gazing over her partners shoulder at Justin with indifferent, empty eyes. She was so young, though  barely old enough to have started her flux  that Justin felt a flicker of pity as he detoured round them. Luke would have called him a softhearted dolt  and often did  but Justin had a foundlings instinctive sympathy for the downtrodden, Gods poor, the lost, the doomed and the abandoned. He saw no harm in offering up a brief prayer for the soul of this child-woman selling her body in a Southampton alley.

As he emerged from the alley, Justin came upon a lively waterfront scene. There were a few ships moored at the quays, but the larger vessels were anchored out in the harbour. Several small lighters were shuttling back and forth between these ships and the docks, where sailors and passengers mingled with vendors and merchants came to supervise the unloading of their cargo. Although Vespers had sounded over an hour ago, the crew of a French cog was still hard at work, using a block and tackle to transfer wine tuns into a waiting lighter. The casks were heavy and unwieldy and one was balanced so precariously that Justin would normally have lingered to watch. But now he gave it only a glance, for his attention had been drawn to a cluster of well-dressed men gathered on the West Quay.

Stepping back into the mouth of the alley so he could observe without being seen, Justin had no difficulty in picking out the queens son. The highborn were always a magnet for every eye, even in these dubious circumstances, and John was surrounded by the curious, the hopeful and the hungry. Pedlars cried out their wares, ships masters jockeyed for position as they offered the hire of their vessels, and beggars huddled in the outermost ring of the circle, kept at a distance by hard-faced men in chainmail. Justin found himself wondering what it would be like to live his life on centre stage, like an actor in one of the Christmas plays. John would never be a supporting player: for him, it must be the lead role or nothing.

John started to walk towards the alley and Justin withdrew further into it, thinking that the first part of his mission  finding the queens son  had been easy enough to accomplish. But Durand de Curzon was as slippery as a conger eel and not even a forked stick would be enough to pin him down. Justin still remembered his shock upon the discovery that Durand was not Johns tame wolf but Eleanors. He had never loathed anyone as much as he did Durand, and it vexed him no end to have to give the other man even a sliver of respect. He could not deny Durands courage, though, for if John ever discovered his betrayal, death would come as a mercy.

Justin was so intent upon his surveillance that he was slow to heed the muffled sounds behind him. He did not swing round until he heard a choked-off scream. At the end of the alley, the young prostitute was struggling to get away from her customer. She kicked him in the shin and almost broke free, but he caught the skirt of her gown, and when she stumbled, he shoved her back against the wall. Justin took one step towards them, then halted. His first instinct had been to go to the girls aid, but if he did he risked alerting John to his presence. This was none of his concern, after all. Whores were used to being slapped around.

But then the man backhanded her across
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