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      He was banished for a crime he didn’t commit. Has he returned for revenge or love?

      

      Just a few months short of winning his knighthood, Jevon was accused of stealing a precious brooch from the baron’s wife. Furious, the baron banished him with the brand of a thief on his hand and a price on his head if he ever returned to the county of Poitou. Abandoning his hopes of an honorable future, Jevon takes refuge among a band of disreputable mercenary archers who welcome the extraordinary eyesight that makes him nearly undefeatable with the bow. They dub him “le Falquet”—the Falcon. But the shame of his unjust brand haunts him, as do memories of the woman he loved. The same woman who accused him to the baron.

      

      Constantia has grieved seven years over Jevon’s banishment. He had called her his heart’s twin. Lacking a dowry now as she did then, she has buried her loneliness in caring for the baron’s children. Constantia is visiting a neighboring castle when the king’s war with his rebellious sons comes to Poitou. Frightened for the safety of the children she has become devoted to, she makes a desperate flight through the woods to warn the baron that their castle will be the next to fall. But an archer with a familiar face intercepts her, determined to prevent her from raising the alarm: Jevon, no longer an idealistic squire, but now a vengeful man.

      

      Constantia cannot fault Jevon for returning to Poitou with revenge in his heart, but she is stunned to learn that he thinks her to blame for his exile all these years. If he was not the thief she had been made to believe, who was? Love flames swiftly back to life when she and Jevon are reunited, but love may not be enough to overcome Jevon’s pain at her betrayal unless she can discover the truth behind the missing brooch.
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      In the course of this story, my hero, Jevon, becomes enamored with thoughts of England, which he imagines as a “golden land.” This is not intended to suggest my own feelings about the superiority of one country over another. Jevon’s view grows out of his personal past and experiences. Other characters in the book love their homeland of Poitou just as deeply as he dreams of England. To me as their writer, each character is an individual shaped by their own unique histories and worldviews. I hope you will read this story with that spirit in mind.
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      Aumary de Laurant: baron of Pennault Castle; husband of Lady Gwenllian de Laurant; father of Clothilde de Merval, Therri de Laurant and Heléne de Laurant. Also appears in Loyalty’s Web and Illuminations of the Heart.

      

      Balduin de Soler: a knight of Vere Castle. Also appears in Illuminations of the Heart; hero of A Shadow from Venice.

      

      Baudri: a knight of Pennault Castle. Also appears in Loyalty’s Web.

      

      Beatris de Fores: one of Gwenllian de Laurant’s ladies-in-waiting at Pennault Castle; daughter of one of Aumary de Laurant’s vassals.

      

      Clothilde de Laurant/de Merval (mentioned): elder daughter of Lord Aumary de Laurant and Lady Gwenllian de Laurant of Pennault Castle; married to Sir Fulbert de Merval of Blancaval Castle. Appears in Loyalty’s Web.

      

      Constantia de Ormande (pronounced Con-STAHN-cha/nickname STAHN-cha): one of Gwenllian de Laurant’s ladies-in-waiting at Pennault Castle; daughter of Sir Engerran de Ormande, a vassal of Aumary de Laurant.

      

      Damien de Brielle: knight and master of Vere Castle; father of Triston and Etienne de Brielle, husband of Aline de Brielle (deceased) and Osanne de Brielle. Also appears in Loyalty’s Web.

      

      Eda: a serving girl at Vere Castle.

      

      Etienne de Brielle (mentioned): younger son of Damien de Brielle of Vere Castle; friend of Therri de Laurant of Pennault Castle. Also appears in Loyalty’s Web; hero of Dangerous Favor.

      

      Eudes: knight of Pennault Castle in charge of the gatehouse.

      

      Franco de Marché: a knight of Pennault Castle.

      

      Guia Doucet (pronounced GEE-ah): one of Gwenllian de Laurant’s ladies-in-waiting at Pennault Castle; daughter of one of Aumary de Laurant’s vassals.

      

      Guilhem: sword master at Pennault Castle.

      

      Gwenllian de Laurant (pronounced GWEN-lee-ahn in Poitou): wife of Lord Aumary de Laurant of Pennault Castle; mother of Clothilde de Merval, Therri de Laurant and Heléne de Laurant; of Welsh descent. Also appears in Loyalty’s Web.

      

      Hamo: one of Hugh de Bury’s men-at-arms.

      

      Heléne de Laurant: younger daughter of Lord Aumary de Laurant and Gwenllian de Laurant of Pennault Castle. Heroine of Loyalty’s Web; also appears in Dangerous Favor and The Lady and the Minstrel.

      

      Hugh de Bury, Earl of Gunthar: an English supporter of King Henry II; assigned by the king to defeat the rebels in Poitou during the Great Revolt by the King’s sons of 1173-1174. Hero of Loyalty’s Web; also appears in Dangerous Favor and The Lady and the Minstrel.

      

      Jevon de Cazalet: nicknamed “le Falquet” (the Falcon); a former squire of Pennault Castle; banished by Aumary de Laurant before he was knighted; son of Vidal de Cazalet and Pelegrina de Cazalet.

      

      Llygad ap Dafydd (pronounced LEE-gahd in Poitou): cousin to Lady Gwenllian de Laurant; brought to Pennault Castle as a page from Wales when Lady Gwenllian married Aumary de Laurant.

      

      Ned Woodville: English archer sergeant in service to Hugh de Bury, Earl of Gunthar.

      

      Osanne de Brielle (mentioned): second wife of Damien de Brielle of Vere Castle. Appears in Loyalty’s Web and Illuminations of the Heart.

      

      Pelegrina de Cazalet: Jevon de Cazalet’s mother; wife of Vidal de Cazalet of Rouquard Castle.

      

      Peyre Mazel (pronounced PAY-ruh): huntsman of Pennault Castle.

      

      Raimon Tirell: a knight of Pennault Castle.

      

      Therri de Laurant: son of Lord Aumary de Laurant and Lady Gwenllian de Laurant of Pennault Castle. Also appears in Loyalty’s Web and Dangerous Favor.

      

      Triston de Brielle: elder son of Damien de Brielle of Vere Castle. Hero of Illuminations of the Heart; also appears in Dangerous Favor.

      

      Vidal de Cazalet: Jevon de Cazalet’s father; baron of Rouquard Castle.
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      Henry II (mentioned): King of England 1154-1189; ruled over large sections of modern-day France, including Poitou and Aquitaine.

      

      Richard Plantagenet: second son of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine; created Duke of Aquitaine by Henry II in 1172; rebelled with his brothers Henry the Young King and Geoffrey in 1173-1174, demanding more power and respect from their father.
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        PENNAULT CASTLE

      

      

      

      Aumary de Laurant: baron of Pennault Castle

      

      Gwenllian de Laurant: wife of Aumary de Laurant; mother of Clothilde de Merval, Therri de Laurant and Heléne de Laurant

      

      Therri de Laurant: son of Aumary de Laurant and Gwenllian de Laurant

      

      Heléne de Laurant: younger daughter of Aumary de Laurant and Gwenllian de Laurant

      

      Constantia de Ormande: one of Gwenllian de Laurant’s ladies-in-waiting

      

      Beatris de Fores: one of Gwenllian de Laurant’s ladies-in-waiting

      

      Guia Doucet: one of Gwenllian de Laurant’s ladies-in-waiting

      

      Llygad ap Dafydd: cousin to Gwenllian de Laurant

      

      Baudri: a castle knight

      

      Eudes: knight in charge of the gatehouse

      

      Franco de Marché: a castle knight

      

      Guilhem: a castle knight; master-at-arms

      

      Raimon Tirell: a castle knight

      

      Peyre Mazel: huntsman of Pennault Castle

      
        
        VERE CASTLE

      

      

      

      Damien de Brielle: knight and master of Vere Castle; father of Triston de Brielle and Etienne de Brielle

      

      Triston de Brielle: elder son of Damien de Brielle

      

      Etienne de Brielle: younger son of Damien de Brielle

      

      Osanne de Brielle (mentioned): second wife of Damien de Brielle

      

      Balduin de Soler: a castle knight

      

      Eda: a serving girl

      
        
        THE ENGLISH

      

      

      

      Hugh de Bury, Earl of Gunthar: an English supporter of King Henry II

      

      John Lee: a knight and close friend of Hugh de Bury

      

      Jevon de Cazalet: nicknamed “le Falquet” (the Falcon); a mercenary archer in service to Hugh de Bury, Earl of Gunthar

      

      Ned Woodville: English archer sergeant in service to Hugh de Bury, Earl of Gunthar

      

      Hamo: one of Hugh de Bury’s men-at-arms

      
        
        BLANCAVAL CASTLE (mentioned)

      

      

      

      Clothilde de Laurant/de Merval (mentioned): elder daughter of Aumary de Laurant and Gwenllian de Laurant of Pennault Castle; married to Fulbert de Merval

      

      Fulbert de Merval (mentioned): husband of Clothilde de Laurant of Pennault Castle; a rebel baron of Poitou

      
        
        ROUQUARD CASTLE

      

      

      

      Vidal de Cazalet: baron of Rouquard Castle; father of Jevon de Cazalet

      

      Pelegrina de Cazalet: wife of Vidal de Cazalet; mother of  Jevon de Cazalet
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      His drubbing heart echoed the cadence of his silent curse as he shook the rain from his hair and bolted around another tree. This infernal rainstorm would make his footprints as easy to follow as a hare’s in the snow. At least it also lent him the advantage of being able to hear the squelching of his pursuers’ boots. Sadly, he knew a drenching would not slow them down. A reward of one hundred livres for his head was worth the discomfort of being soaked to the bone

      The steady patter of rain softened the crunch of ancient leaves and twigs beneath his flying feet, but there were too many muddy patches in the grass and forest debris. Who chased him this time? A stranger, he hoped. Some knight or merchant merely passing through the county who’d heard about the thief lingering in these woods and hoped to capture the bounty. Less bitter to be brought down like a rabid dog by an unfamiliar face than one he knew and trusted.

      “There he is!”

      He swerved around another tree at the shout, pumping his arms to increase his speed. A puddle appeared up ahead. But so did a conveniently low tree branch. He launched himself from his sprint and latched his hands around the limb, swinging himself over the puddle to land several feet farther along the path. The rough wood burned his palms, but it gave him an idea. He zagged to another well-positioned branch and repeated the maneuver, once again pitching his body over the soggy patches of ground that would give his position away.

      Only after a third leap and swing, launching himself so far it took his breath away, did he take shelter in a pocket of dryness beneath the leaves of a broad oak, granting his heaving chest a reprieve. He shivered a little at the clammy coldness of his drenched tunic.

      I should have been more careful. I should have waited until I carved a working bow.

      Instead, he had foolishly ventured into an exposed spot along the river to try to catch some fish before the rain clouds broke. He had grown tired of subsisting on berries, and most of the hares in these woods evaded his clumsy snares. His training hadn’t focused on rigging traps. He’d tried to carve a bow from branches of hazel and ash, but both snapped when he drew them. He may have been Pennault Castle’s best archer, but he was not a skilled bowyer.

      “He cannot have gotten far. I saw his footsteps just a few yards back.”

      Squish. Splash. Slosh.

      His heart jounced back into double rhythm. They were too close. Too late to try to use that branch overhead to vault his body through the air again. The only safe direction now was up. He bent his knees, then hurled himself at the branch above him. His hands scrabbled madly to catch hold, ignoring the fire in his bark-chafed palms as he hauled his body up.

      Usually, his pursuers only sought him on the ground. They rarely thought to glance skyward—except for the Brown Hoods. The cowl of the man who appeared just below him looked nearly black, but that could be from the rain. Just to be safe, he quietly climbed up several branches higher, doing his best not to disturb the leaves and praying the hooded man blamed any rustling on the downpour.

      Through the spaces between the leaves, four more heads appeared, all clad like the first. The five of them circled the oak like hounds fixed on a strong but abruptly truncated scent.

      “His last footprint pointed this way,” one said.

      “And here.” Another motioned at the ground. “The litter here is flattened by something heavier than a deer or boar. Do you see any other dents in the grass or mud?”

      He risked worming his way still farther aloft as they rounded the broad oak again. When he shifted to prop his back against the trunk and looked down, he saw a face turned upward, gazing through the leaves.

      Oh, saints! His breath froze in his chest even though he knew he was too high for anyone to hear his huffing and puffing. He did not recognize the features that peered his way, but the Brown Hoods always carried crossbows. If that man saw him, he would not be able to climb fast enough or high enough to avoid a crossbolt through his breast or between his shoulder blades.

      I could do that even through the tangled tree limbs.

      He shuddered. Surely men who stalked him as relentlessly as these men had for months possessed skills equal to his own.

      He pressed his body against the trunk, hoping his wet russet hair and tunic blended into the bark. He waited. And waited. He could do nothing else. Even when one man said, “He’s not here. Spread out and look for another print,” he dared not relax. He had done so once, climbing down a tree to find them lying in wait to catch him. He had escaped by the merest slip of luck—a lesson he’d not soon forget.

      His bones ached from his prolonged stiffness in his chilled, wet clothes. When a bit of pliancy finally seeped back into his muscles, his twenty-year-old joints groaned like old Father Dominic’s in the depths of winter. He shook his hands to stir the blood back to life and bobbed a bit to loosen his knees before beginning his descent.

      Halfway down, a ring of summery laughter checked him. This sound carried no threat—the party the merriment wafted from believed him long gone from these woods—but it did fall with a too-familiar blow upon his heart. He squatted on his perch and waited for the foursome to pass beneath him. Only when he saw them approaching in crisp, clean clarity instead of through a haze of rain or mist did he realize the storm had passed.

      The little boy, his pale-blond hair darkened by the rain and no little amount of mud, carried two handfuls of the latter, which he appeared to be threatening to toss at his sister. A year younger but almost as tall as her brother, the girl swished her pale braid to her opposite shoulder and shouted, “Don’t you dare! Don’t you dare!” but she giggled as she did so.

      The man and woman who shepherded them both laughed. Of course she would laugh. Everything was only a game to her. How had he not seen it for so long? How had he been so blind?

      And how could it still hurt so much to hear and see it? He ran his hand over his cheeks where two months stubble grew and tried not to remember the soft caress of her fingers against his freshly shaven skin. He had wanted everything to be perfect that day. His tunic and surcote freshly laundered by Guia, the mud scrubbed from his shoes, his nails pared and cleaned, even a little powder made from cloves smuggled from the kitchen for him by Beatris and sprinkled along the back of his neck, all to encourage her to answer, “Yes.”

      And she had, the duplicitous vixen.

      “We will all be switched when their mamma sees them like this,” the man warned. Raindrops curled his dark hair into tight rings against his skull.

      The little boy said, “Not you, Sir Franco. You’re too big, and you’re a knight now.” The boy’s teasing grin disappeared, and he sent an earnest look at the woman. “I’m sorry, Constantia. It will be my fault if Sybil switches you. I should not have jumped into that puddle.”

      The little girl slid her hand into her brother’s, then wrinkled her nose when it landed in a squish of mud.

      The boy responded by splattering his other fistful on the front of his sister’s gown, saying when she squealed, “Don’t worry, Heléne. I’ll tell Mamma I pushed you into the puddle and got you dirty before Constantia could stop me. Then she will have Sybil switch only me.”

      “Your mama will never believe that,” the woman said, echoing his own cynical thoughts as they stepped beneath his tree. “I will take you both in by the postern gate and clean you up in the laundry hut before we return to the keep. All your mamma need know is that we got caught in a rain shower.”

      The damp air frizzed her dark-brown hair, the bedraggled tendrils more unruly than ever. He refused to remember the exhilaration that seized him when those sinuous ripples engulfed his hands as he lifted her face to kiss her.

      He lost the rest of their conversation as they passed beyond the boughs of the oak, only indistinct tones drifting to his ears now.

      So Franco had supplanted him today. Sir Franco. His former friend would be knighted by now, like Raimon, who accompanied Constantia and the children two days ago.

      He ignored the bitter tang in his mouth and climbed down through the remaining branches. When he reached the lowest, he jumped, the storm-mired earth beneath the leaf cover sinking with his weight. If the Brown Hoods came back this way, they would surely see the dint and know they had missed him. Then he had better not tarry. Had he a grain of sense, he would leave these woods altogether. He could reach the safety of Brittany in a little over a fortnight. Relative safety, anyway. The bounty was not in force there, but this⁠—

      He glanced at his hand, balling it into a fist. There was nowhere he could run to escape the shame of this. But he would not be actively hunted in Brittany’s woods, as he was here. So long as he stayed away from men, they would stay away from him. He should go. Now. Today. Why had he stayed so long?

      Because he wanted to see her one more time, then once more, and once more after that. As traitorous as she was, he wanted to hear her voice, watch the bounce of her rebellious hair, see her smile, even if she no longer smiled for him. Likely she never had. The double-hearted trickster.

      He would go. Once he was free of Poitou, the memory of her would fade. Well, not that. He would always carry the shame of her lie with him. But the face he had loved, the lilting voice that had quickened his heartbeat, the memories of shared mischief, laughter, and even mirrored thoughts—all of that would dim with time and distance. No woman, however slyly she lured him, could haunt a man’s dreams forever.

      But it was too late to go today. The shadows between the trees had deepened. In the morning, then, if he survived another night without being caught.

      “There! I told you he had probably gone up that tree!”

      The Brown Hoods. He bolted like a stag at the baying of hounds, his heart hammering as he imagined that hunted creature’s must. No one had sought him as doggedly as these men. The others who’d tried eventually gave up, but the Brown Hoods never tired of stalking him. He would never be safe in these woods. He had known it for months. Plague take them all!

      It wouldn’t, though. They would take him first if he stayed any longer. If he made it through this one last night, he would strike out for Brittany. He swore it by every oath he could summon between his panting breaths. She will fade, she will fade, she will fade …

      But when his ribs began to ache as he veered around tree after tree after tree, his vow changed. She was the reason he ran for his life again. No, he did not want to forget her. He wanted to remember her betrayal forever.
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      “Ho, le Falquet. What do you see?”

      Jevon studied the castle’s gray walls through the oak branches before he answered. From his perch upon a sturdy limb, he stood level with the bored-looking arbalists milling in and out of view from behind the battlement’s merlons. He could see the men more clearly than they would see him at this distance, even without his advantage of the oak’s obscuring leaves. The arbalists’ crossbows lolled lazily in most of their hands as they cursorily watched the open ground between the forest and castle.

      “Nothing has changed from a fortnight ago,” Jevon called down to Ned. He could not hear the arbalists’ conversations and therefore felt confident they could not hear his.

      “No signs at all that they are suspicious?” The archer sergeant sounded worried. “The sappers should be very close to the target by now. If the castle has heard scraping beneath the ground⁠—”

      It seemed doubtful. The sappers were not aiming for the foreyard, though it was always possible they might misjudge the distance Jevon had advised or that someone from the castle had ventured through the postern gate and heard the tick-tick-ticking of the pickaxes.

      “I will climb higher,” Jevon said.

      He checked the arrow bag strapped to his waist to be sure it had not come loose as he’d scaled the oak, then adjusted the hemp bowstring across his chest. As deadly as the crossbows were, reloading them was slow. Jevon could fire five or six equally well-aimed shafts from his war bow in half the time it took an arbalist to fire one or two. He maneuvered through the branches overhead until he stood balanced on a limb several feet above the walls. The summer wind whipped the leaves more wildly here, scurrying a gust up the back of his neck and whisking his hair around his cheeks. He pushed the wavy locks away from his face with his fingers before parting the branches to clear his view. From here he could see nearly everything about the castle, both old and new.

      Sir Damien, the fox, had been busy since Poitou rose in support of Duke Richard against his father, the king. The castle’s barbican jutted out farther from the castle’s foreyard than the old gatehouse Jevon remembered. Two timber towers, lower than the four massive stone ones at the castle’s corners, rose on either side of the barbican with abutting walls that stretched back to connect to the older ramparts. The water-filled moat still only curved around three of the four castle walls, but the barbican’s palisades embraced a new outer bailey with a second moat so recently dug it had not been filled with water. Or perhaps Sir Damien intended for the steep-sided ditch to remain dry? Those wooden spikes projecting from its base would make any invader think twice about crossing it.

      Any man except the English earl Jevon served. The hawk-faced Englishman would make Sir Damien regret his bold expansion of the castle. Jevon should not be so eager to see the fortress of a man he once thought a friend suffer the devastation he’d witnessed at Blancaval Castle. But if Sir Damien had not joined in the hunt for Jevon’s head seven years ago, neither had the knight offered him so much as a crumb of compassion or aid.

      Jevon watched the castle guards, shrunken to minikins from this height, strolling unhurriedly about the walls and courtyards. Once confident he had seen all he needed to, he prepared to climb back down the tree, but a movement caught his eye. A pair of riders approached on the road that snaked toward Vere Castle. They were still too far away for even Jevon’s keen vision to make out. Did they come from Pennault? They rode from that direction.

      He scuttled down the oak with a speed that would have been foolhardy for a man who had not spent so many months hiding in the ancient branches of these woods.

      “What is it?” Ned asked sharply. Of course, Jevon’s scrambling had alarmed him. “What did you see?”

      “Nothing to worry about. No one appears to suspect anything. There is no digging going on in the baileys that might suggest listening shafts, no bowls of water on the ground that vibrations from picks might disturb. So long as the earl’s miners aim exactly at the tower I told them of, they should meet with no obstruction.”

      Ned scratched his ruddy beard and fell in step beside Jevon as the latter strode away from the tree. “You could see bowls of water on the ground from this distance?”

      Jevon shrugged, not wanting to boast. “Had there been any.”

      The vision men called “falcon sharp” and which earned him the byname “le Falquet” had been natural to Jevon all his life. His mercenary brothers ceased commenting on it years ago. But the English earl’s men still found his vision for distances a novelty.

      “Where are we going?” Ned asked.

      “There are riders on the road. I might know them—or not. But I want to watch them as they ride by.”

      “Riders?” Alarm returned to Ned’s voice. His sergeant held far less confidence in their skill as spies than in directing barrages of arrows in battle. “What if they bring word that Blancaval has fallen?”

      “If they had broken through the tight perimeter the earl left around Blancaval, they would be riding hellbent from the north, not sauntering in from the south. What is more, Sir Damien left both his gates open—his new barbican’s as well as the one in the old gatehouse. He must be sufficiently at peace with his neighbors that he sees no need to seal off the yard during the day.”

      “Or he expects the riders you saw.”

      “I don’t think so,” Jevon said. “It is a show of deliberate contempt for the king. If Sir Damien were at war with one of the other knights or barons, he would keep his gate shut and wait for the riders to announce themselves to his gatekeeper before raising the portcullis. Believe me, I know these men. When they fall to quarreling, they keep their gates shut tight night and day. The barons must think that so long as they stand united, young Richard will protect them or at least send them warning should the king turn his wrath from Normandy to Poitou.”

      “Which the king is too preoccupied to do at the moment, so he’s sent Gunthar to subdue the rebels as quickly and quietly as he can before Duke Richard becomes aware. Once the young prince realizes he has lost his Poitevin allies, he will have no choice but to surrender to his father.” Ned stated the unspoken but clearly implied hope for the earl’s army for this campaign into Poitou.

      Ned scrubbed his beard, a rich ginger color that mocked the yellow straw of his hair. “If you are not worried, why are we striding so fast?”

      Were they? Jevon slowed his steps, but only a little. Curiosity drove him. Would the riders be familiar?

      “What else did you see?” Ned asked.

      Jevon described his view of Vere Castle from the branches.

      “What sort of fool digs a moat and stops at the back of his castle?” Ned said.

      Jevon explained the strategy, which would be obvious to a knight but might escape a humble archer. “A moat on four sides would hem Sir Damien in if an enemy breached both gatehouse and keep. This way, he and his family can flee to the woods through the postern gate should his defenses fail.”

      Ned stopped. “There’s a postern gate? Why did you not inform the earl when you told his sappers where to mine?”

      Jevon reluctantly stopped, too. “Because the postern would do him no good. Sir Damien knows that wall is potentially vulnerable without the moat, so he keeps arbalists stationed at that quarter in peace or in war. Besides, vines and bushes all along that portion of the wall conceal the gate. The earl’s men would be mowed down by a hail of arrows before they reached it.”

      “Not if they held shields over their heads and you told them where to find it. It is a short distance from the trees to the wall.”

      “I do not know where to find the gate. I spent time with Sir Damien’s younger son when he was at play with Laurant’s heir in the woods and when the boys fished at the river, but the only times I visited Vere was when I attended Laurant’s wife as a squire, and she rarely let me wander from her side.”

      “You were a squire?”

      Jevon bit his lip. He had not intended to make that slip. “My father sent me to Pennault to train for knighthood when I was a boy,” he admitted. “I served the Baron de Laurant and his lady for thirteen years. I can tell the earl much more about Pennault Castle than I can about Vere.”

      Jevon started walking again, hoping Ned would drop the subject.

      “You were never knighted?” Ned asked, joining him in motion.

      “No,” Jevon said tersely.

      “Well,” Ned said after a few moments of silence, “I suppose that explains that fancy bow of yours. You are sure I cannot persuade you to sell it?”

      Jevon shook his head and merely kept walking. He could not blame Ned for his questions. Archers were usually men of middling rank, free farmers or townsmen who wielded powerful but utilitarian bows, not bows embellished with highly decorative nocks of antler, much less bearing one of Hywel ap Ioan’s cunning epigrams for a bowyer’s mark. Jevon liked Ned Woodville. The archer sergeant had treated him fairly since Jevon joined the earl’s bowmen. But he did not intend to confide his past to Ned after he had concealed it from the earl, who’d hired him. The earl knew only that as a native of Poitou, Jevon’s familiarity with the county and its barons could provide valuable tactical information, while Jevon’s uncanny aim with the arrow was a skill the earl said he preferred to have on the king’s side in a war.

      Ned refrained from asking any more questions until Jevon waved him to a halt near enough to the road to view the travelers but deep enough in the trees not to be seen. As the riders approached, the wind blew the woman’s veil across her cheeks. The man’s profile was equally obscured by his arm arched over his head to prevent the gale from carrying his cap away.

      “My wife is Poitevin, you know,” Ned remarked as they waited for the riders to draw close.

      Jevon glanced at him in surprise and caught the sergeant scratching his beard again. Jevon reflexively stroked his own, neat beard. The soft hair on his cheeks and chin never bothered him, but Ned clearly disliked his. Jevon saw the scrunch of Ned’s eyebrows and lowered his hand lest the sergeant think he mocked him. He scratched the back of his hand instead. The leather gloves, with their fingers cut just above his knuckles, always seemed to itch, but it was safer to keep them on despite the discomfort. Too much sunlight had been his undoing more than once.

      “You have been to Poitou before?” Jevon asked.

      “Twice. The earl came to fight in the queen’s tournaments and brought some of his best bowmen to compete in a contest of archers. I met Lunete, a bookseller’s daughter, while accompanying one of the earl’s knights to commission a book from her father. I fell in love the moment I saw her, but it took her longer to fall in love with me.”

      Ned rubbed his beard a little more cheerfully.

      Hoofbeats warned them to silence. Jevon trusted his walnut-brown gambeson and russet hair to blend with the trees, but he placed his hand over the badge sewn to his shoulder lest the flash of silver on blue cause one of the riders to glance in their direction. Ned, similarly dressed, followed his example.

      The two stood perfectly still between a rustling oak and a fluttering, glossy-leafed beech. The riders passed at a languid pace, giving Jevon ample time to study them. The woman turned her head so that her veil now gusted away from her face, while the man switched hands against his cap, baring his features as well. They would be strangers to Ned, but despite the years, Jevon knew them instantly.

      He’d half hoped, half dreaded he would, for he knew not what emotion might strike him when the woman rode into view: longing or white-hot anger. It was anger, but blizzard white rather than scalding. The frigid rawness surprised him given how her warm, traitorous kiss lingered in his memory all these years.

      “Think it over, Constantia.” The wind carried the man’s words into the trees. “Are you not sick to death of Pennault?”

      The woman gave a tight smile. “It would be most unwise of me to answer that.”

      She had matured from the cheerful, rosy-cheeked girl Jevon had wanted to spend his life with. Her smooth skin still carried the light-bronze glow of a woman who enjoyed the sunlight more than was proper for a nobly born lady, but she was clearly no longer the impish companion of his youth. Her cloak and gown were several degrees finer than the serviceable castoffs Lady Gwenllian formerly clothed her in. The gold embroidery on the green band that held her veil in place sparkled like the spirited flecks of her forest-green eyes. She’d parted her dark-brown hair in the center and drawn it back into two sleek, coiled plaits that played hide-and-seek with the veil’s blustery folds. Did sun-kissed ripples still dance amidst her rebellious tresses when she loosed them over her shoulders?

      The man held his cap clamped against a tousle of indecisive locks that still could not seem to agree whether to be blond or brown. Raimon Tirrell. Sir Raimon. Jevon tried hard not to be jealous of the gilded spurs that flashed from his former friend’s heels. Only ten more days and Jevon would have been knighted too.

      Raimon leaned into the space between him and the woman, releasing his cap to reach out as though to take her hand. The blustery wind swept the cap from his head, sailing it straight into her arms. She laughed—a rich, summery sound that could thaw the coldest winter and chipped the tiniest crack in the ice around Jevon’s heart.

      She held the cap against her breast. “You are Lord Laurant’s best knight. Not one of his men has defeated your sword since”—she hesitated the briefest instant—“he left. You will have to be very persuasive to convince the baron to let you leave his service. Where would you even go?”

      The frown that twitched at Raimon’s lips vanished in his familiar cocky grin. “You mean where would we go. To the tournament fields, of course, just as Franco and I always vowed we would. I will burn a trail of fame across Flanders and France with my lance and sword. Every knight will envy me, and when they see how I drape you in silks and jewels, every woman will envy you. Our troubadours will weave songs of my courage and immortalize your beauty. Our love will resound through the ages.”

      Their love? The punch in Jevon’s stomach startled him. They rode out of range before he heard her reply.

      My heart’s twin, I called you once. And now you smile at him?

      He had not fully fathomed how the merry, gamesome girl who could complete his thoughts before he finished speaking them would so completely vanish.

      As the riders retreated, Ned said, “They did not sound as though they knew of Blancaval’s fall or how near the earl is to Vere, so I suppose there is no need to intercept them. Did you know them?”

      Jevon nodded. “Raimon Tirrell. I grew up with him at Pennault. The woman is Constantia de Ormande, one of Lady Gwenllian de Laurant’s waiting ladies.”

      De Ormande? Or Tirrell now? Jevon shrugged. It did not matter who the faithless wench had wed. Or perhaps she and Raimon were not married after all. The troubadours did not exactly extol chastity in their love songs. And unless Constantia’s father had unexpectedly decided to dower his youngest daughter after ignoring her for nearly fifteen years, only a lusty old widower with a brace of sons would overlook her poverty and consider her for a wife.

      A stupid old man or a gullible boy so moon-mad in love that he’d fallen heels-over-head for a scheming vixen.

      “Were you friends?”

      Ned’s question flustered Jevon before he realized that the sergeant’s curiosity was for the knight, not the lady.

      “Yes,” Jevon owned. “We shared quarters and training as squires. He was good with the sword—excellent, actually. None of the others could disarm him, not even the older knights.”

      “What about you?”

      “We had a friendly rivalry. I was better at archery.” This time, Ned must have sensed too much humility in Jevon’s reply, for the sergeant gazed at him until he added, “And the lance. And the sword. But Raimon was good-natured whenever I defeated him, unlike some of the other squires.”

      Llygad in particular. Lady Gwenllian’s young cousin made clear his resentment of Jevon’s ease with martial skills, while Llygad’s clumsiness humiliated the baroness.

      How had Constantia fared with Llygad after Jevon left? Well enough, no doubt. She had always made ridiculous excuses for Llygad’s abominable behavior. No doubt she had found a better defender than Jevon in Raimon, given the easy, intimate way she rode at Raimon’s side.

      Ned scratched his beard again. “Perhaps when the earl attacks Pennault, you should remain in the tents.”

      Jevon raised his brows. “Why on earth should I?”

      Ned’s intense blue eyes looked steadily into Jevon’s. “You said you have friends there. If you hesitate in your aim⁠—”

      “I won’t.” Jevon cut him off. “I have no friends in Poitou. The earl can burn every one of these castles to the ground, and I will not so much as blink in regret. I hope more than a few flaming missiles from my bow assist him in his goal. Did you see me flinch from his commands at Blancaval?”

      “No. But Blancaval was not your home.”

      “Nor is Pennault anymore. I have seen how the earl deals with rebels. He is hard, but he is not cruel. I can serve a man like that. It is why I swore my faith to him. What reason have I given you to doubt me?”

      “None,” Ned admitted. “The earl is so impressed with your skill that he told me he might invite you to join his household archers when he returns to England. But do you not care that these men whose blood you share will call you traitor for helping the earl to spill it?”

      “These men” had called Jevon enough other foul names and hunted him like an animal. No, he had no pity for any of them.

      “Did I swear fealty to King Henry and then break my oath? No. That was Sir Damien de Brielle and Lord Aumary de Laurant. The earl will find me as staunchly loyal at Vere and Pennault as I was at Blancaval.”

      Ned nodded, seemingly satisfied with Jevon’s stout response. “Then let us bring him our report.”

      Ned let Jevon lead the way through the trees. Jevon knew these woods and roads and fields as the English could not. It was one of the reasons the earl hired the mercenary archer to join the company of bowmen he’d brought with him from across the Breton sea. By proving his loyalty to the earl and the king, Jevon hoped to win more than justice. He expected to be rewarded. Only the king could wipe away the unjust shame that dogged Jevon in every county, duchy, and kingdom he traveled through, and if laying waste to the castles of his enemies was the price, it was one he was willing to pay.
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      Constantia stretched her toes beneath the sheets, luxuriating in their smoothness and the well-stuffed mattress that cradled her. For once she woke to the sweet scent of beeswax candles instead of the muttony odor of tallow. At Pennault Castle, she slept in a small, cold chamber with Beatris and Guia. They, like Contantia, were daughters of some of the Baron de Laurant’s vassals who waited on his wife, but their lack of dowries won his wife’s scorn. At Pennault, the baroness dressed Constantia and her companions in dull, worn gowns and assigned them menial chores more worthy of common servants than the well-born ladies they were.

      But whenever visitors stayed at Pennault, or when Lady Gwenllian sent Constantia on an errand to Vere Castle as she had yesterday, Lady Gwenllian clothed Constantia in a gown worthy of an honored, pampered lady so that her father might not learn of her demeaning treatment from their guests or neighbors. Especially now that Constantia’s brother had died and Lady Gwenllian hoped to manipulate an alliance between her cousin Llygad and Constantia.

      Muffled thunder rumbled through the shutters. Constantia sat up, pushing the thick tendrils of her hair out of her eyes. She sighed at the thought of Llygad. At least he was honest enough not to pretend he wanted her. Raimon’s behavior baffled her. She had told Raimon she did not love him. Even if she did, unlike Llygad, Raimon’s lack of fortune excluded him from her father’s consideration for her hand.

      All the same, she should not have said, “Fuddle!” when in his enthusiasm for his elusive tournament dreams Raimon had grown loquacious about the troubadours immortalizing her beauty. More likely, the poets would compose parodies of the peculiar woman with crumply, meandering hair and skin so browned by the sun she must be a demented virago.

      On another roll of thunder, she swung her legs out of bed. The door opened, and a maid peered into the chamber.

      “Oh, you are awake. May I help you dress, milady?”

      “Thank you—Eda, is it?” The woman had helped prepare Constantia for bed last night, lending her a sleeping chemise of delicate lawn from the Lady Osanne’s wardrobe. Constantia had never felt anything so soft against her skin.

      Eda nodded. She picked up an ivory comb from the table next to the bed and ran it through Constantia’s hair, immediately hitting a snag. Last night, Eda patiently worked through handfuls of snarls that strayed from Constantia’s braided hair even before she’d removed the pins after dinner, but the knots returned while she slept. Constantia blamed it on the storm that yesterday’s wind blew in overnight.

      “How long has it been raining?” she asked the maid.

      “The thunder began shortly after dawn.” Eda repeated last night’s ritual—slip-slide-hitch, firm but gentle currying until the comb slid a little farther, slip-slide-hitch. “It must be pouring for we have been told not to open the shutters.”

      Such a downpour would likely slow the Lady Osanne’s return to Vere. “What is she like, your new mistress?” Constantia asked.

      “She is very beautiful. Not as dazzling as Lady Gwenllian, but, then, her beauty is very different. Lady Osanne is sleek and dark, whereas the baroness glitters like a golden jewel.”

      If Constantia had mastered one thing in her years at Pennault, it was smiling in agreement at the extravagant praise of Laurant’s dazzling baroness.

      Eda coaxed out another tangle. “Sir Damien is quite pleased with her, but the castle has been very different since they married. Lady Aline was quiet, kind, and pious. You remember the little case she always chained to her girdle to carry her tiny prayer books?”

      Prayer books, psalteries, saints’ lives, Lady Aline had generously shared these with the only one of Laurant’s squires who prized the reading lessons the baron imposed upon all his pages. Constantia had benefited from that squire’s eagerness to share his knowledge with her. She spent some of her most gloriously happy hours at Pennault reading at his side. Now her memories, like all her memories of him, stabbed like splintered shards in the breast where her heart once beat so contentedly.

      “Lady Osanne has no use for books. She wanted to sell them all, but Sir Triston would not allow it.”

      Triston, Sir Damien’s eldest son, had been somber and quiet at dinner last night, drinking large amounts of wine and leaving the conversation to his father, who enjoyed regaling Constantia with stories of his new wife’s vivacious charms.

      Constantia took the comb from Eda, and with ruthless strokes that stung her scalp, distracted herself from the hollow emptiness the mention of Lady Aline’s books stirred.

      Eda clasped her hands together. “May I see the gifts, milady? Just a peek?”

      Constantia hesitated, then set down the comb and stood. She smoothed out the blanket on the bed before unpacking and carefully laying out a series of beautifully embroidered veils—bride gifts Lady Gwenllian had sent with Constantia for Sir Damien’s new wife.

      “Look only,” Constantia warned. “If we soil them, Lady Gwenllian will be—unhappy.”

      While the maid oohed and aahed over the gifts, Constantia donned her gown from the night before.

      “Did your mistress say how long she intended to stay in Poitiers?” Constantia loosely plaited her hair at the back of her head. Without a mirror, any attempt to recoil it over her ears would be lopsided.

      “No,” Eda replied. “She loves new gowns as much as Lady Aline loved books, so she may remain there to shop for a good long while.”

      “And Etienne accompanied her?” Constantia missed the engaging seventeen-year-old at dinner yesterday. She had spent more time with Sir Damien’s younger son when he played and fished with Laurant’s heir than she had with Sir Damien or Triston.

      “Etienne still grieves for his mother, but his father’s happiness is everything to the boy, so he offered to escort the Lady Osanne to Poitiers, knowing it would please Sir Damien, especially as Sir Triston has been somewhat surly about the new marriage.”

      Surly, hmm? Perhaps an extended stay at Vere would not be as pleasant as Constantia had thought.

      “Sir Damien left me with the impression that his wife would return within a day.” What had Eda done with the pins for her hair? “That is what I told Sir Raimon to relay to the baroness when I sent him back to Pennault without me yesterday. If it is to be longer, I should send a message to explain my extended absence to Lord Laurant. Do you think Sir Damien would lend me a courier?”

      “Of course, milady, just as soon as the storm passes. Let me show you to the chapel. Our chaplain will have some parchment you can use.”

      Constantia packed the veils carefully away before she followed Eda from the bedchamber. She would pin up her braid and don her own veil after she wrote to the baron.

      Eda led Constantia past a stone stairway that descended from the upper floors to the great hall below. A gray-haired knight paced near the head of the stairs, hands behind his back. He appeared not to see the women as he muttered, “My sword was good enough to serve him for thirty years, and now he chooses that jackal Sir Oliver to fight at his side instead of me? What does he think I am—a ramshackle old man merely because my hair grayed faster than his?”

      Eda curtsied. “Good day, Sir Balduin.”

      He acknowledged the women with a distracted nod.

      “Is it still raining outside, sir?” Constantia asked. “I would like to send a message to Pennault as soon as the weather permits.”

      Sir Balduin looked surprised, raising a brow that mixed gray with his once-dark chestnut hair. “Rain? The sky is perfectly clear, my lady.”

      “Clear?” Constantia said. “But it has been thundering all morning.”

      A loud clap of thunder contradicted Sir Balduin’s statement and confirmed hers.

      Sir Balduin’s soaring brows plunged into a ferocious scowl. “Those are siege engines, my lady, and it sounds like that hit may have broken through.” His hand fell to the hilt of the sword at his side. “Orders or no orders, I am not going to stand here like a weak woman while the enemy tries to fight their way to the keep.”

      Constantia caught his arm as he swiveled to plunge down the stairs. “Siege? We are under siege? By whom?”

      “By the king’s men. Our walls were surrounded when we woke up this morning. Sir Damien refuses to renounce his loyalty to Duke Richard. He did not wish to alarm you and the womenfolk, so he ordered me to stay here to guard you and keep you ignorant of the threat. But if they have penetrated the walls, he will need my sword to help beat the English back.” Sir Balduin must have registered Constantia’s shock in her grip on his arm, for he added with a robust confidence, “Do not be alarmed, my lady. We will drive these English devils away. But”—he hesitated—“return to your chamber and bar the door as a precaution.”

      He freed himself from her hold and ran down the stairs. Constantia stared after him. Vere Castle under siege? Laurant had sworn fealty to Duke Richard as well. If the king’s men were in Poitou, would Pennault Castle be next?

      She whirled on Eda, whose cheeks drained of color. “Where is your postern gate?”

      “The postern, milady?”

      “I know you have one. Etienne used to slip through it at night to meet Lord Therri by the river to fish. He told me he watched at night for Lord Therri to climb out his window, then followed at a distance to be sure the boys did not come to harm.”

      Eda looked confused. “He?”

      Yes, he whose name is too painful to speak. If she did, her shattered heart would piece itself together just so it could break all over again. She had learned that torturous lesson the hard way the first wrenching months after his departure.

      “Oh, never mind,” Constantia said. “Just fetch my cloak.”

      Hoping a page or squire could lead her to the postern gate, she hurried down the stairs while Eda darted off. She prayed Sir Balduin was right and Sir Damien repelled the attack, but that would not prevent the English from wreaking havoc on the next nearest castle. She had to warn Pennault. But first she had to find a way out of Vere.

      She had overheard Therri tell his sister that Vere’s postern opened nearly directly into the woods. It must be someplace at the castle’s rear. There would not be room for siege engines there. If the attack were taking place at the forefront of the castle, perhaps Constantia could escape unseen through the postern.

      The great hall was empty, no servants sweeping out rushes, no pages concealing their boredom while waiting for an assignment, not even a hound nosing about for an overlooked morsel from yesterday’s dinner. Eda returned with Constantia’s cloak in her arms. Constantia threw the cloak around her shoulders and hurried to the keep’s exit. To her relief, the wooden stairs that led down to the bailey from this upper floor had not been rolled away from the wall.

      She paused on the landing, initially thinking Sir Balduin must be wrong. Heavy, dark clouds lowered over the yard, dimming the sun. The “thunder” was only a rainstorm after all. She released the anxious breath she held, then gagged at the acrid fumes that stung her nose and burned her lungs. Tears blurred her vision. She wiped them away with her sleeve, then stared again at the sky. Like a scroll slowly unfolding across the sun, black clouds billowed over the gatehouse, casting the yard in a shadow more ominous than any storm. The gatehouse was on fire!

      No, not the great stone gatehouse. It must be the new wooden barbican with its adjacent towers. Constantia pressed her nose into her sleeve to strain out the smoke and blinked until she squeezed enough water from her eyes to view the commotion in the bailey. Mailed knights and men-at-arms in thick leather gambesons ran about in a scene of organized chaos, responding to directions shouted by a tall, broad-shouldered knight with thick ebony curls. Three men paused to listen to him before two dashed off in one direction and the third in another.

      The man giving commands wore a forest-green surcote with a gilded rose, emblem of the de Brielle house, over his mail. Sir Damien’s son Triston. Constantia did not see Sir Damien. She guessed he stood somewhere on the walls, directing a counteroffensive to the siege.

      She ran down the stairs, her steps echoing hollowly against the wood. She breathed as shallowly as she could to avoid choking on the smoke. Just as she reached the levelled ground of the gently sloped motte that lifted the keep above the yard, a great reverberating clap like the knell of a giant bell exploded in her ears. Screams rent the air as men scattered like a swarm of terrified rats under a shower of stone shards.

      Horror jerked her hands away from her ears as the great stone wall collapsed. A thunderous splash accompanied the roar of shattering stones. Men scrambled to reach the safety of the center yard, but those standing guard atop the ramparts had nowhere to flee. Her stomach seized as she watched for the inevitable pitching of bodies from the wall-walk to the hard earth below.

      The walls on either side of the huge gap in the ramparts continued to crumble, but the hazy sky remained empty. Sir Balduin had known since sunrise that the “thunder” she and Eda heard came from the English siege engine’s volleys. Any guards along that stretch of wall would have been trying and failing to deflect the attack. They must have known when to abandon their positions to avoid plummeting down with the wall.

      Constantia choked over a smoke-filled breath of relief.

      “The moat!” a man shouted. “The rubble has dammed the moat! Turn about! Turn about and fight! Triston, summon the arbalists! We need their crossbows here in the yard to cut down the English dogs when they come through the wreckage!”

      Constantia looked up and saw Sir Damien, hands cupped around his mouth as he bellowed the order from atop one of the gatehouse towers. Triston hesitated, sword in hand, then lunged away from the fractured wall to round the keep. Were some of the arbalists stationed to guard the postern? If Sir Damien thought it safe to draw them away, he must believe that portion of his defenses safe from attack. Perhaps the English had not brought enough soldiers to completely encircle the castle. If so, while Vere’s soldiers fought the enemy in the foreyard, Constantia could search for the postern gate at the castle’s rear.

      The English had taken Sir Damien by surprise, but with her warning, Laurant would have time to prepare Pennault for a vigorous defense.

      Constantia sped through the springy grass atop the mound that supported the looming keep, but eventually she had to scramble down the motte, careful not to trip over her hem. She wound her cloak around one arm to shorten it, lifted her skirts nearly to her knees, and sidled down the slope to avoid pitching headfirst in her haste to reach the yard. The side of the motte was steeper here, less worn by people coming and going through the keep’s entrance. Constantia began to slide, pebbles spraying into her shoes as she struggled to control her speed. She careened sideways with no way to break her fall and steeled herself for a collision with the ground.

      She landed with a thud—not against dirt and gravel but against a hard, bracing body.

      “What the blazes! Lady Constantia?”

      She looked up, shaken but grateful, into Triston’s dark eyes as his strong hands set her safely on her feet.

      “What are you doing out here?” he said. “It isn’t safe. Go back inside. We will route these English devils, but retreat with the servants to the cellar and bar the door until we do.” He released her and ran until he was close enough to shout up at the wall. “Machon! What do you see?”

      A man in a leather helmet and gambeson appeared between the merlons. “A pack of English wolves trying to make their way through the wreckage of the south wall.”

      “And from your side?” Triston called.

      “All is clear here, sir. What would you have us do?”

      “Come down. My father wants you to meet the English in the yard.”

      Machon gave a wave with the crossbow and retreated to relay the order.

      Triston turned, then muttered a startled oath when he found Constantia behind him. “I told you⁠—”

      “I have to get to Pennault,” she said. “You heard him. It is safe on this side of the castle. Show me where to find the postern gate so I can tell Lord Laurant what has happened here. He has been generous to your house, Sir Triston. Give him a chance to prepare our castle. He may even send some of his own knights to help you drive back the English.”

      Triston’s mouth tightened. For a moment, she feared he meant to refuse. Then he grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the western wall.

      He stopped so abruptly that her head snapped back.

      “Do you feel that?” he said.

      “Feel what?” As soon as the words left her mouth, the ground shivered beneath her feet.

      The shiver became a shudder that rolled up through her ankles and legs. She had an odd sensation of standing on water, even though the ground looked perfectly solid. A quiver rippled through her belly.

      “What is that?” Her voice came out on a shocked whisper.

      “Oh, saints,” Triston croaked as the western wall with its corner tower did a curious thing. They suddenly began to sink.

      I am dreaming? Constantia told herself. There can be no other explanation for earth that heaves like the sea and swallows stone towers. I am sound asleep in Sir Damien’s guest chamber—or perhaps I never left Pennault. The fire and smoke, the destruction and panic, the slumping tower in front of me—it is all a nightmare from which I shall awake in but a moment.

      “Oh, saints. Oh, saints!” Triston shouted. “Constantia, run!”

      His hand dug into her arm with such force it should have jarred her eyes open, but the nightmare continued. He dragged her back toward the front bailey, but his long strides could not outpace the upheaval of earth. Constantia did not know whether the lurching of the ground or the second deafening blast threw them both off their feet, but she felt herself flying eerily through the air. Pain exploded through her temple as a smothering weight crushed her against a hard, gritty surface. Then the nightmare became a hazy gray mist of nothingness.
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      “You were right,” Constantia said. “Franco does drop his right shoulder a bit before he steps in for an attack. And Raimon shifts his eyes in the direction he plans to strike before he swings his sword at an opening he thinks he perceives. No wonder you can always disarm them!”

      A breeze swirled just the barest trace of autumn crispness over her cheeks and stirred the russet waves of Jevon’s hair. She had watched him at sword practice for years without ever noticing the subtle but telling gestures of his opponents. She marveled at his unerring ability to win every match, first with the other squires his age, then with the younger knights, and from the time he turned sixteen, all the older knights, even the baron. He would be the most splendid knight to ever fight on the tournament fields once he and Raimon and Franco were knighted. Her heart would burst with pride to hear the troubadours sing his praises. But it would also break when he left.

      She turned toward the shaggy bushes that hid the forest clearing, refusing to let him see her sadness. They had only five months together before he turned one-and-twenty. Lord Laurant knighted the squires he fostered on their birthdays rather than en masse. Jevon’s fell after Raimon’s and before Llygad’s and Franco’s. Why Jevon troubled himself o’er the last seven years with a dowerless, insignificant girl three years his junior, however nobly born, she never understood, but he had been her lifeline to everything good that had happened to her at Pennault. He could never truly know how much his friendship buoyed her through Lady Gwenllian’s dismal demands on Constantia as one of the baroness’s waiting ladies. How could he, when there simply seemed no words to express Constantia’s gratitude?

      She glanced at him again. Jevon looked pleased that she recognized the signs he’d encouraged her to watch for when he trained, but his smile held something different today. His usual easy confidence felt … off. As though he were uncomfortable or nervous.

      The hum of voices inside the clearing drew her attention back to the children playing inside the ring of shrubs, their favorite spot in the woods to romp safely distanced from their mother’s impatient frowns. They loved the perceived independence of having their grown-up companion, Constantia, “wander away” for a while and leave them to their youthful games. She never went far, though, always within earshot should they need her, and she only strayed from her covert post just outside the shrubs when Jevon joined in her watch duties.

      When their hands reached simultaneously to part the branches to allow them to peer inside the clearing, she and Jevon exchanged quick grins.

      Two ten-year-old boys jumped and gamboled about, their wooden swords clattering together. Therri’s smooth, pale-gold hair shone in stark contrast to his friend Etienne’s tangled black curls.

      “They are dancing about like puppets,” Constantia whispered. “I thought you were teaching Therri proper footwork.”

      “I’m trying.” Jevon matched her lowered tone. “But once Etienne gets carried away, Therri does too. It doesn’t matter, though, because today is Tuesday. Look—Clothilde is about to say … ”

      Constantia and Jevon murmured along with the twelve-year-old fairy sprite who sat atop one of her mother’s castoff cloaks spread over the tree stump that served as her throne. “Fight valiantly, Sir Knight. The prize my father offers you is great.”

      Clothilde’s beauty fairly blazed in a shaft of gilding sunlight.

      The two boys looked too engrossed in their sword battle to hear either Clothilde or the watchers through the bushes. And the tall nine-year-old with the pale-blonde braid standing at her sister’s shoulder had allowed boredom to turn her attention to a squirrel dashing across the grass.

      “Clothilde will have to poke her to get her attention,” Jevon murmured.

      “Heléne would be more interested in the game if she ever got to wear a pretty gown and play the princess,” Constantia replied.

      Clothilde, in her blue, embroidered kirtle, did indeed elbow her sister’s side. Heléne dragged her gaze away from the squirrel and intoned her assigned line. “Only the bravest and strongest knight in all the land deserves the hand of a princess.”

      Etienne snickered at her humdrum chant, which made Heléne twinkle at him, lighting up her pointed, sallow face, but the beautiful Clothilde was too blissfully entranced in the game to notice either.

      Constantia mouthed along as Clothilde clapped her hands to her breast and bade Therri, “My heart is true, Sir Knight. I pray you, do not let that villain carry me off! My father will reward you greatly⁠—”

      “—and you will win my abiding love.”

      Jevon’s baritone joined Constantia’s recitation. She glanced at him, expecting to catch another grin. Instead, a curious pink warmed his tanned cheeks.

      His rich, acorn-brown eyes glanced away from her, back through the parted branches. “And now,” he muttered, “Therri will say … ” He paused, waiting for the manly roar at a ten-year-old boy’s pitch, before repeating along with Therri, “Take that, you blackguard! And that and that!”

      Therri “stabbed” Etienne three times. Etienne dropped his sword, clutched his breast, flung himself down with a great groan of pain, then rolled back and forth in the grass before he finally “died.”

      Tomorrow would be Etienne’s turn to “slay” Therri. The boys alternated playing the hero. Today, Therri beamed in triumph.

      Jevon let go of the branch he held. “Now Clothilde will pretend to dance with her rescuer while the boys ignore her and Heléne practices archery with an imaginary bow. They will be perfectly safe if we walk a little distance.”

      Constantia fell in step beside him, always happy for time alone with him. “It was kind of you to lend Heléne Therri’s training bow and encourage Etienne to show her how to use it.”

      “It is safer for Etienne to teach her than me. If Lady Gwenllian caught me capitulating to Heléne’s pleas, I’d never be able to crawl out of her disgrace, no matter how attentive I pretend to be when she gossips about our guests and neighbors.”

      “Has it been worth it?” Constantia asked. “Collecting coins from Llygad all these years to take his place at Lady Gwenllian’s side?”

      She would not use the insulting “Lady Gwenllian’s lapdog” as Raimon and Franco had freely referred to Llygad before he bribed Jevon to trade places with him as his cousin’s attendant squire. Jevon was too chivalrous to openly mock Llygad as the other squires did, even though he detested Llygad too.

      “You must have raised enough from the allowance Llygad’s uncle sends him to purchase a good portion of your tournament equipment by now,” she added. She smiled bravely to mask her dread of the day he left Pennault.

      He shrugged. “Not quite. If Laurant did not insist that I train daily with the others, Lady Gwenllian would never let me leave her side. I can only bear her prattle for so long, so when that chapman came to the castle last month, I bought a few trinkets from him to beguile her into allowing me a little time to myself.”

      Constantia could sympathize. “I know it is frustrating for you to sit at her side and hold her basket of threads while she embroiders when
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