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Chapter One
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The Abbey of St. Martial, Limoges, Aquitaine, late February, 1196.

Sir John FitzAlan drew a slow breath against the pain in his half-healed side. It was a pathetic way to buy time, but it gave him a moment to ponder the consequences of rejecting the reward offered by his king.

“I do not seek marriage, Sire. Let me serve you as I always have.”

Richard, King of England’s shoulders rose and fell with his own deliberate breath. His head dipped forward hiding his expression while his right hand rotated a silver goblet in the puddle created when a monk carelessly sloshed his wine. Richard’s lips had thinned at that, but he’d held his tongue; something of a miracle given his usual zeal for his prerogatives.

They sat alone in the Abbey’s refectory, in the flickering light of four stubby candles, amid the seeping cold of old stone walls. The monks, as usual, had been stingy with their resources, an act of petty defiance to their English king and to those who supported him.

Richard looked up at him with a grimace. The candlelight picked out threads of gray in his red-gold hair and glittered on the garnets sewn into the neck of his tunic. A spot of mud dimmed the sparkle of one gem. He stank, faintly, of horse.

“John.” Richard’s goblet stopped moving and royal eyes fixed him with sapphire intensity. “Surely you are not turning down a barony for fear of a wife? Eh?”  

He offered a wry smile to the king he had served for most of his grown life; certainly long enough to know Richard had chosen the word fear on purpose. 

“I took that bolt in my side, Sire, not my brains.” What else could he say? 

A barony at last. Yet, he was strangely uneasy. Considered objectively, he ought to be wildly excited. Had Richard offered him Savignac ten, hell, even five years ago, he would have dropped to the floor to kiss the royal boot without thinking. 

He knew better, now. Knew Richard better. Kings did not, dared not, give with an open hand. Royal gifts brought royal obligations. He would be trapped by land and title, tethered like a hound - to Richard, and to a woman he had never seen and had not chosen.

His near-mortal wound had cost him more than a brush with death. It had given Richard the opportunity to steal his freedom. With the stroke of a pen, he would become a baron, a vassal. The idea gave him the same vertiginous sense as climbing a siege ladder, knowing the higher he rose, the greater his peril. As lord of a mercenary company with new offers always at hand, he could choose his employer and so avoid the dangerous labyrinth of title and politics. Now he would have to negotiate it.

He looked up to see his king leaning back in the abbot’s high-backed chair, arms crossed, eyeing him grimly. 

“Look here, old friend,” Richard said quietly, “this business with the wife. This isn’t about Amelie, is it?”

“That was a decade ago, Your Grace.” He used the formal address on purpose. The subject of his dead wife was not open for discussion.

Richard gave a quiet grunt. John wondered what his king actually thought about marriage, given the fruitless and from all appearances friendless, aspect of his own. Rumor had it England was quietly seeking a replacement queen. 

Richard waited a beat, as though expecting further comment, then lifted one eyebrow. “We await your pleasure, sir,” he said, drawling his words in a demonstration of royal ennui. 

There was no escape. Ready or not, he must take this chance or never see another. The war with King Philip of France could not last forever. France’s resources were drained, in no small part from the cost of paying private military companies like his. Where would he, or any of them, go if peace was declared? It would be back to the old ways, grubbing for booty in a foreign shit-hole, serving men who would waste his life on a whim. As for the wife, men would think him mad to reject a title because he didn't know the woman involved. You married and made the best of it, got the bitch pregnant, then took a mistress. 

Most importantly, there was Richard himself. King or not, he was a dear friend who did not deserve to be hurt by the rejection of what was, after all, a truly fine gift. 

He laid his long fingers on the battered table before him and made the best bow he could manage with the pain in his side. “Be it so, Sire. You have my consent, and my deepest gratitude.” 

Richard gave a gracious inclination of his head, lowering his eyes, though not quickly enough to hide the flash of relief that gleamed there. “Very good. Lady Savignac’s ward provided her consent. I have a charter signed by the bishop. I will have someone bring it to you for your signature. Congratulations on your marriage.” 

Of course Richard had the bloody charter all set and ready to go. He was too good a general to miss an opportunity for a quick strike. 

The king rose to his feet, the heavy chair scraping on the stone floor. John braced himself for the painful effort of getting to his own feet.

“Sit still,” Richard commanded. He laid the knuckles of one hand on the table, leaning into it. “Look, if you don’t like the bloody woman you can lock her in a tower for all I care, but I need someone I can trust at Savignac, not a fat fool like Henri, the last husband. His only accomplishment was to have the grace to die and get out of my way.”

Richard straightened, staring down at him in that imperious way he had. “We are taking you out of here, John,” he announced. “We were lucky to get you here alive, but you are not recovering like you should. The monks have not done well by you.

Momentary anger sparked in Richard’s eyes but he added calmly enough, “They don’t like you.”

“Faugh, what have I done to the monks other than turn up a bloody mess on a horse litter?”

“You are lord of a mercenary company. Someone they consider excommunicate. That upsets them as it is,” Richard’s lips parted in the start of a sardonic smile. “Then it seems they consider you a whoremonger, a murderer, and possibly a heretic.” Richard’s smile warmed into a semblance of sincerity.

“I am not a cocking heretic. That’s bloody unfair, even coming from those mewling chanters.” He jerked a finger towards the refectory door. “What do they expect a younger son to do, if not fight for money? Besides, I was pardoned for all that by going on their Holy Crusade.” He managed to keep most of the bitterness out of his tone.

Richard gave a quiet snort. “And upon our return, you and I took up where we left off.” He held up one hand to prevent protest. “Which, in the monks’ minds, wiped out our pardon. Then there’s the matter of who pillaged the place a while back.”

“Bah,” John sneered, “that was sixteen years ago, when I worked for your brother, Henry. I don’t like robbing monasteries, but Henry never had money and I do like being paid.” He sat back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest. “The monks should have gotten over it a long time ago.”

“Something to think about, eh?” Richard said, his tone a bit tart.

John winced, not entirely from the pain of his wound. He looked gravely up at his king, now his liege lord. “You don’t see it, do you, Richard?”

“Eh? See what?” Richard’s eyes narrowed.

“I have spent most of my life buggering baronial authority, only to become baronial authority. Who will be there to plague me?”

Richard’s real smile flashed as he turned away to go to the refectory door. He stopped there, laying his hand on the latch. When he looked back, his expression was cool once again.

“Take your own advice, eh, John? The time has come to forget the past. Don’t you agree...my lord?”  

As though his memories of Amelie, of victories and defeats, of friends lost in battle, could be shucked off like a dirty shirt. He bit back a hasty reply, but he needn’t have bothered. Richard had not waited for an answer; he had already disappeared into the darkened hallway.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Savignac Castle, Late March, 1196

“Out with it, Bertran,” Mellisande de Savignac said. “I can’t bear watching you squirm any longer.” Honestly, the man was behaving like a boy fidgeting outside the confessional. It wasn’t a good sign.

Her ward, Sir Bertran de Born, baron of Hautefort, grimaced, then half smiled, “You mustn’t be so...so direct, Mellisande, it’s not genteel.”

What? Bertran’s concept of gentility was a notorious slave to his convenience. Picking on her manners was going too far, even for him. She looked away, fighting the temptation for an acid response. 

The evening meal had ended and they sat in relative privacy by the hearth amid the clatter and bustle of post-dinner cleanup. Bertran had spent the past quarter hour picking out unfinished tunes on her lute. It had begun to feel like he was plucking at her nerves. Something was definitely amiss and if he didn’t explain himself soon she’d drag it out of him, gentility be damned.

She blew at a wisp of pale hair floating about her face. Bertran winced again. Yes, yes. He didn’t like her way of looking vaguely untidy, never altogether sleeked down or finished. Or at least he claimed he didn’t. 

“If I hadn’t learned to be direct, this place would have gone to rot. It’s bad enough as it is.” 

She gave a pointed glance at the musician’s gallery with its smashed balustrade, the result of an artistic dispute between her late husband, Henri, and a viol player. And there, far down the hall Pepin, the man who should have fixed it over year ago, had one shoulder against the wall, tracing a finger down a kitchen girl’s arm. The girl jerked away, stalking towards a group of older women. 

Pepin looked up, caught his mistress’s gaze upon him, and oozed away from the wall with the hint of a shrug. Her eyes narrowed and she felt her lips tighten. Pepin flashed a servile smirk and scurried from the hall.

Anger rose in her and she jerked her gaze back to Bertran who, this time, positively wriggled in his chair. “You are definitely up to something,” she accused. “Out with it.” 

De Born took a breath and looked up from the lute, brown eyes wary. “I have a message from King Richard,” he said.

It was as though a trap sprang shut around her. A message from the king could mean only one thing. She covered her face with her palms then lowered her hands to skewer de Born. “It’s another bloody husband, isn’t it?” 

No, no, no. It was too soon. In fact, no husband ever again would be perfect. She’d only had a year and a half of freedom from a husband’s tyranny.

De Born, the coward, would not look at her. “Yes, my dear,” he said, “but...”

“What’s the life expectancy of this one,” she cut in. She supposed Bertran didn’t think women should interrupt, either, but at the moment she didn’t care.

He gave up all pretense of playing her lute and sat back in his chair. “Don’t be cruel,” he said. “As a matter of fact, he’s survived quite well all these years, though he had some bad luck recently.”

“Of course he did,” she snapped, rising from her chair to stand facing the fire, hands knotted behind her back. “He’s going to marry me. I hope he goes to Mass regularly. I’ve buried two husbands. He’ll need daily absolution unless I find a way out of this.” And just what did ‘all these years’ mean? Dear God, what if he was some gray-headed dotard? 

“Well,” Bertran said in his most careful tone, “in point of fact, you won’t be getting out of it.” The finality in Bertran’s voice spun her to face him. “You are already married.” 

“I am what?” she demanded, and saw de Born shrink a little in his chair. At least he had the grace to quail. 

Bertran’s tone firmed. “I gave Richard your consent last week. The charter has already been signed. You are Sir John FitzAlan’s wife.” 

And that, his expression said, was that: finished, complete, his errand done. He had the absolute gall to look pleased with himself.

“You gave...Holy God, Bertran, what of my right? My choice?”

She struggled to think. She could fight the marriage. By canon law, her freely given consent was needed. Without it, there was no marriage. She bit her lower lip.

Bertran’s expression went cold. “Don’t be foolish, Madame,” he said quietly.

She jerked away from his gaze, hating him in that moment. Hating him because he was right. She could fight the marriage, and even win, though it would be a shallow victory. The outcome would be the same, win or lose. She had exactly one choice; the husband or the convent. Life at her beloved estate, or the penitential poverty that was the fate of rebellious women, canon law be damned. 

Her head dropped back of its own will and she found herself staring at the dark exposed beams of the hall roof until tears blurred her vision. “Where does this fellow come from?” she demanded. “FitzAlan is a Norman name. My people don’t like Norman ways.” And neither did Bertran, damn him. He was willing enough to mock them in his poetry, so why saddle her with one?

“Ah, my darling, my beauty.” Bertran came to put warm arms around her and pull her close. “I had to step in,” he said, his lips against her hair. “I found out Richard was getting pressure and promises of loyalty from the Viscount of Limoges. He had in mind marrying you to the Count’s pompous son. He’s another Henri. Did you want to bed him and bear his children?”

She burrowed her face against his chest. “I don’t want to have to bed anyone.”

“Nonsense, girl, you’re too much woman for that. I’ve seen you look at the knights. You’ve had some bad luck, but it’s time to move on.” 

Move on to what? To some stranger who would control her life and her body with no regard for either one? The year and a half without Henri’s cruelties and ineffective rutting had been like drinking the finest wine: layered, complicated, no two sips exactly alike, richly satisfying. She never thought to reach the dregs of that cask and now it was gone, snatched from her hands and poured onto the ground as though in penance because she had dared to enjoy it. The wine of freedom was for men.

“Are you listening to me?” Bertran demanded.

She gripped his arms above the elbows. Though he had long since turned gray, Bertran felt hard as a piece of iron and, as she knew, in some respects no more yielding. She lifted her head to stare gravely at him, then gave him a little shake.

“Bertran, don’t you know what they call me, down in the village? The White Spider because they say I kill my mates. Two dead husbands isn’t ‘bad luck.’ When Henri died in bed the way he did, I thought the people would lynch me.”

She shuddered at the memory of the frightened, angry people who had lined the narrow, twisting road from the castle down to the village that dark night. Word of Henri’s death had spread as though carried on the wind. By the time the cart containing his body came down the hill, they were all there, muttering and pointing, the bolder among them making the sign against the evil eye where she could see it. The harsh breeze had flattened the flames of their torches, whipping past her as though the fire recognized its intended victim 

She’d walked behind the death cart wrapped in her cloak, in the hope her shivering would be thought the fault of the late October cold, her tears grief, and not the sheer terror she felt at the pressing menace of the peasants who crowded the track. It was the night before All Souls Day, when the dead were said to walk to the earth, and some of the people cried out that they saw Henri’s ghost pointing at her, accusing her.

“Virgin’s Tits,” Bertran snorted, “what do you expect from ignorant peasants? They are jealous because you are two and thirty and still have your looks.” He caressed her head. “You have hair the color of moonlight and the body of a maiden.”

How like Bertran to think a woman’s looks outweighed any other consideration. “They probably blame that on witchcraft,” she muttered, “God knows that’s what they thought when Henri died.”

But Bertran had not been there, so he could not know her sheer relief when at last her senior vassal Sir Jordan de Manaurie arrived and pulled her up behind his saddle to be carried back to her castle in the midst of ten armed men.

Bertran made a rude sound rocking her gently side to side. “John will put that lot to rights. Come, my darling, you were born to this station and you bloody well know a woman can’t sit on a barony and expect to be left alone, were she a toothless hag or still in nappies. With your beauty, you are double the prize. So. Marriage it is.” 

“Why didn’t you marry me?” God, she sounded pathetic, like a child needing reassurance. As though to enforce the notion, she wrapped her arms around him again. 

Silent laughter vibrated against her. “I am not sure I could do that to someone I actually liked. I am a score and ten older than you and I have more than enough sons. It’s confusing enough that my second wife christened our son ‘Bertran’ before I could stop her, in spite of the fact that my firstborn was already named ‘Bertran.’ God help us if we had to deal with yet another. Do as I ask for a change. I want to see you happy before I go to join the monks.” 

He had been threatening for years to join the monastery he helped support. “Must you go, Bertran?” The thought that he would be gone from her life, never to be seen again, filled her with loneliness.

“Yes. It is time. I need to get out of my sons’ ways and I have much to atone for.” He pulled back from her and ran his thumbs across her cheeks. “Now, wipe your face and let me tell you about your new husband.”

She swiped at her face with a sleeve in a show of courage. Like most men, Bertran hated tears. Tears meant he couldn’t pretend she wasn’t frightened of this sudden change, or that she wasn’t bloody furious at him for his part in it. At the moment, she couldn’t decide which was stronger, the anger or the fear, though it was surely fear that made her knees feel wobbly.

Bertran ran the back of his hand under her chin to catch a stray drop, then pulled her against him as he told her about John FitzAlan: his birth as the younger son of an Anglo-Norman lord, his fine swordsmanship, his high place in King Richard’s favor. Well, that all sounded good. A fellow had to have manly grace and competence to please the king. Savignac could use a fighting lord for a change. A relaxing sigh poured out of her. Perhaps she had a chance for some form of peace after all.

Then, like the stone from a trebuchet crashing the roof of her hall, Bertran destroyed her optimism. “He is a professional soldier, lord of a private army, second only to Mercadier in Richard’s service.”

Whatever she had expected in a husband: a long-time courtier to whom Richard owed a great favor; the son of a much-needed ally; an acclaimed warrior; even, even by God, a man of the lower classes who had risen to distinction on pure merit; nothing could have prepared her for this – to be married to the lord of the most hated class of soldiers in all of Christian Europe. It was...inconceivable. She felt suddenly airless, caught between breaths, suspended, as though her feet no longer touched the earth.

A woman was the mirror of her husband. If he was a lord, she was a lady. He a merchant, she no higher, though she had been born a knight’s daughter. But if he was a villain... She forced herself to drag in a breath and face her ward, her traitor. “Holy God, Bertran, you have married me to a – a routier,” she whispered, using the repugnant term that meant ‘ravager.’ 

Ravaging was what mercenaries did; they pillaged and destroyed the land and the people of their enemies. This was not knightly combat, man to man in defense of king or fortress, it was the unalloyed destruction of orchard, vine, and livestock, the calloused murder of peasants forbidden by law to possess weapons to defend themselves.

She had seen first-hand the smoking, bloody horror the soldiers left behind. The memory of that hideous stench: of death, seared flesh, burnt thatch, of shit and blood everywhere. It rose to gag her as though she was still there. What kind of man could order such a thing? Do such a thing? No wonder the Pope had excommunicated the lot of them. 

It wasn’t Savignac that had been raided, thank God, they had, so far, escaped involvement with Richard’s enemies. It was one of Montignac’s fiefs. Old Montignac had never been loyal to the English kings and had suffered for his stubbornness.

It was on a day when she, her father, and their escort were returning from a fair. The smoke had drawn her father’s attention and they had ridden to investigate, her father not considering that he had his twelve year-old daughter in tow. It was the day after the raid, before there was time to bury all the dead people and animals. Some of the larger buildings had still been burning. 

The nightmare vision had seared into her brain, forever. The sight was so frightening, so alien to anything she'd experienced, she’d almost puked on her horse. Even now, her stomach gave sympathetic roil at the thought, and she had to force an uncomfortable swallow.

“Stop it, Woman!” Bertran pulled her away from him and gave her a little shake. “Listen to me! Like it or not, we have need of men like John. It takes all of King Richard’s might to hold this duchy together. He rules by the sword, yes, but if he didn’t, it would be like the dark times when lord preyed upon lord and men counted their survival from harvest to harvest. Your peace here in Savignac comes at the blood of men like Mercadier, John, and the other so-called ‘routiers’ who serve Richard. Do not judge what you do not understand.”

The war between her anger and her fear ended when the dam of her anger broke. “God’s Blood, Bertran,” she hissed, for fear of screaming, “do you think my people will understand? They have seen the fires from afar. My father took in people who ran from fiefs that were attacked and you can be sure the survivors told their stories.”

She pushed away from him to stalk to the hearth, then spun to face him. “The people hate the mercenaries for what they do. You know that! The priests denounce them, call them rapists and murderers...how shall the people accept such a lord?” 

Her hands clenched into fists. She wanted to hit him. A man could do that, could take his anger at betrayal and plant it right into that place between nose and eye, and relish the pain of knuckle against bone. For women there were only tears. 

Her tears didn’t come, though, because a thought had burst upon her, an idea so mad she nearly giggled. “You’ve done it this time, Bertran. Don’t you see? You’ve married the White Spider to another killer!”
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The next morning de Born threw open her chamber door without knocking, startling her maid Nina so badly she yelped.

“Damn you, Bertran, have you no sense of decency?” Mellisande snapped, though she needn’t have bothered. Bertran obeyed no rules but his own. She bit her lower lip in the hope the pain would keep her from saying anything else.

Bertran’s grin widened. “All ready girls?” he chirped, as though they were off to a fair. He took a big crunch of the apple he carried staring critically at her favorite dark gray gown, which Nina had begun to lace. “That,” he declared pointing the apple and one finger at her, “is entirely too clerical. Good God, woman, you’re meeting a lover not the Pope.” He leaned against the doorframe, arms across his chest.  “Take it off. Now. And get your hair undone, let it go loose.”

Well, so much for gentility. “Bertran, I am a widow, not a virgin! I cannot go about with my hair undone. It’s playing the slut. And that busybody of a parish priest won’t like it and will come oozing around to accuse me of indecency in that cloying, all-knowing way he has.” The very thought of the priest made her fingers curl into claws. 

Bertran straightened from the wall. “That is exactly what you’re going to do, Madame. And don’t give me that stubborn chin. Where’s that bronzy rig you wore to the Montignac wedding last year? That’s what you need. You made the bride look like a dull stick.” 

“Lucie Montignac is a dull stick,” she replied, her gown half over her head. 

The Montignac wedding had taken place six months after Henri’s death, too soon for socializing by most standards, but Bertran had turned up with a challenging sparkle in his eyes and had hauled her off to Montignac over her protests. She'd been a fool to yield to him, but he'd lent her a nice gray hunter and the prospect of a ride in the spring sunshine was too beguiling to ignore.

Lucie had made an ostentatious show of greeting her, clawing at her hands and, literally, weeping over her ‘loss,’ while loudly commending her for her ‘bravery’ in attending the celebration. As if that wasn’t nauseating enough, Lucie’s new husband had hung at her heels like a hound. That man, she knew, would have a mistress within the year and use Lucie’s fortune to support her. 

Ah, the joys of marriage. She shuddered as the gray gown slid over her head. Lucie hadn’t quite summoned the backbone to snub her, not with Bertran at her side, but she and the rest of the too-perfect wives would feel free to do so when the identity of the new lord of Savignac was known. The male nobility of the district wouldn’t fuss much over FitzAlan’s work, or his excommunication; they were bred to war and understood its ways, but there’d be no such benevolence on the part of their wives. She would be shunned. No one would want to take the chance of welcoming the wife of an excommunicate, guilty by association. 

Whatever their private sentiments, people did not want trouble with the Church. Religious matters were devilishly difficult to resolve and invariably expensive. And nothing put a zealot’s gleam in the eye of a churchman than the subject of excommunication. For most priests, religion was a simple matter of yes or no, right or wrong, requiring no great depth of understanding. It was an easy way to force the rich and entitled to come to heel, and along with the chance, fleece their coffers.

There would be no more summers like last year, when the planting was done and her neighbors had time for visiting and fairs, weddings, and other gatherings. She jerked the bronze dress out of Nina’s hands and struggled into it, pretending to mess with the fabric in the hope of hiding her sense of teetering above a pit of darkness. 

She would be alone. Married, yes, but still alone. She'd had one summer of pleasure and now it was gone.

When her head emerged from the dress, she glared at the perpetrator of her misery. “Does Cook know you’ve been filching her apples again?” she demanded. The man needed to be called to account for something, at least.

Bertran’s eyes widened in false innocence. “I didn’t filch it,” he proclaimed. “I stuck a friendly hand with a coin down Marie’s dress and she fetched it for me. Best of a wizened lot, too.” Bertran crunched his apple again. “It’s a trick I learned from Mercadier,” he added proudly, as though it was some kind of notable accomplishment.

“No doubt Marie was suitably impressed,” she said, struggling to force a normal tone. She took a deep breath in an attempt at calm, and slid her hands into the waist long warmth of her pale hair, shaking it loose from the last of the braiding. It immediately began to lift and curl in the morning damp. If she was going to be damned anyway, she might as well look the part.

As her maid swiftly laced the dress, Bertran opened his mouth to speak. She held up her hand in warning. “Don’t say another word!” Her voice began to rise of its own accord. “I am not interested in hearing how some excommunicate, murdering mercenary taught you to steal from kitchen girls!”

“I should be careful how I modified the word ‘mercenary’ if I were you, Madame,” Bertran replied with no less volume. He tossed the apple core at her feet. 

“Whatever for? Is someone who burns villages for gold likely to be sensitive?” Her cheeks went hot.

“What he is likely to be,” Bertran began, “is... ”  He was interrupted by a loud hail from the outer wall.  “Here,” he amended. 

By the time they reached the inner bailey, she could hear horses clattering through the barbican at the outer wall. Their hooves thudded on the turf of the yard, then slowed to go two-by-two through the sharp angle and low overhead of the inner barbican. She and Bertran had barely reached the base of the hall stairs when Sir John FitzAlan and thirty five men filed into the courtyard.

At first sight, he appeared to be what Bertran had said he was – an Anglo-Norman warrior. No, he looked pure Norman, with short-cropped, light brown hair shaved up the back of his neck in a style long out of date, his face as bare as his neck. 

A lock of hair blew across her eyes and she jerked it away. Christ, what a mess she must look with her hair flailing in the breeze, still panting from hauling up her skirts and pelting through the hall. Her knees felt shaky, though it was surely not that far to run.

He did not look her way. Instead, he raked his gaze over the defenses of her castle, pausing to consider the men on the walls. They twitched under that stark, professional stare, surreptitiously straightening weapons, tucking rumpled hair under rust-pocked steel caps that hadn’t seen polish since Henri died. 

Well, that summed up his priorities. She felt her eyes narrow. He had an arrogant profile with an aquiline nose like an old Roman coin. He sat his horse in a straight-backed, military fashion, even as the animal piaffed in place, the picture of contained power. How very Norman. All conquest and domination with no damned manners. At least he was tall and decently built, lean and broad shouldered, though he looked a bit long in the thighs. She wouldn’t have to look down at him, as she had Henri. No, not this one. She was swept with the abrupt conviction that no one looked down on John FitzAlan and got away with it.

Up on the walls, one man jerked his cap off and held it stiffly at his side as though he hoped FitzAlan wouldn’t see its condition. Bah. Shiny caps were useless. They looked nice, but they didn’t get the grapes in before frost, the wine made, the olives pressed, or food laid up for winter.

Even so, dull caps were embarrassing, like a grease spot on one’s dress. And oh, God, there hadn’t been time to check this particular gown. There hadn’t been time to prepare for a damned thing. The urge to jerk her elbow backwards into Bertran’s stomach was almost overwhelming. This was his bloody fault.

Fine, let FitzAlan turn that haughty profile in any direction he liked, tot up their weaknesses. She lifted her arms to cross them defiantly under her breasts. Then, Bertran gave a low growl. 

She jerked her attention from FitzAlan, her first thought to give Bertran a piece of her mind. Then she realized he hadn’t meant to correct her. Though she hadn’t consciously realized it, the courtyard had been almost silent until now. She hadn’t noticed the quiet, but the sound that grew around her had a visceral feel, as though it rose from the bowels of the fortress itself.

The castle people had stopped what they were doing to stare, elbow each other, and whisper among themselves, the chorus of their voices a collective hiss. It wasn’t FitzAlan who had their attention, it was the scarred, hard-eyed men with him who followed in perfect order, silent and disdainful of the angry expressions and none-too-subtle gestures that greeted them. No dull metal here: they were clean, tidy to a fault, and well-armed. 

“Ignorant bloody peasants,” Bertran muttered. 

“They are afraid... ” she began, the hair on the back of her neck lifting as she spoke.

“Of learning respect,” Bertran sneered.

FitzAlan finished his perusal of the walls. When the last of his men had formed into disciplined order, a young, red-haired squire scrambled off his horse to run to his lord’s side. FitzAlan dismounted with easy grace handing the reins to the boy. 

Then, FitzAlan raised his voice to say something in a strange language. His men dismounted as a unit to stand beside their horses. It was beautiful to see, but also frightening given the way they did not look at each other, or communicate before they moved. 

How the hell do you persuade men to act with such unity of purpose? Violence? No, that was Henri’s way, though God knew it had never worked for him. Beaten men were slow or slovenly in their actions. Even the lowest of serfs had ways of expressing their disdain when they were ill-used. These men were not the product of the whip. Instead, they were proud, proud of what they were and who they served. 

For the first time, it occurred to her this Anglo-Norman mercenary, her over-night husband, might deserve his new title, might be more than a ruthless murderer. Might, indeed, be a worthy leader of men. That would make for an interesting change.

She ran another critical gaze over FitzAlan’s soldiers. There was an unusual number of red and fair-haired men among them. 

“Does he choose them for looks?” she whispered to Bertran.

“They are the core of John’s company, Icelanders mostly, and they’ll be the ones that want to stay here,” Bertran said. “The rest are Highland Scots from the same clan, borrowed from Mercadier, I suspect. They’ll stay or go as a body.” He paused, then demanded, “Well, aren’t you going to tell me what you think?”

“Of what?” It was cruel, but he had it coming.

Bertran grunted but didn’t answer. 

“What’s he speaking?” she asked softly.

“Norse. It’s their lingua-franca.”

Why, she wondered. But FitzAlan was already walking towards them, and it was too late to ask. 

He moved confidently as though he claimed a bride and a barony every day, his head up and a warm smile on his face.

The morning sun crept above the roof line of the great hall behind them to illuminate him. It made him squint, his eyes crinkling into deep, fine lines at the corners. He was dressed simply, in the knee-length tunic of unembroidered blue wool and dark leather breeches any knight might wear. One of his men said something to him, and when he turned his head to give a curt reply, the light caught the teardrop of a dark red jewel suspended from his left ear by a fine gold wire.

“Not a slave to fashion, is he?” she whispered, clutching at yet another lock of hair that flew across her face. That earring was downright barbaric, but it lent a vaguely untamed look that somehow suited him.

“John’s gods are pragmatism, steel, and money,” Bertran whispered, “and King Richard.”

“No goddesses?”

“Ask him,” Bertran muttered.

She took a deep breath and shifted her weight to go meet him. Bertran grabbed a handful of her skirt right at her buttocks. “Let him come to you, my queen,” he said in her ear.

“Get your hand off my arse,” she hissed between teeth frozen in a smile.

Ever happy to play the rogue, Bertran gave her a gentle pinch before releasing her.

By then, FitzAlan’s long strides had closed the distance between them.

“Good morning, John,” Bertran said brightly. “You are timely as usual. May I present the Lady Mellisande,” he paused for an awkward beat, “Um, your wife.”

“I think he got that part,” she quipped before she could stop herself.

“He has good intentions, you know,” FitzAlan offered. 

“So did Judas,” she retorted.
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Chapter Four
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John had tried to prepare himself to accept whatever sort of woman awaited him. She would be his wife whether she was old, young, downright ill-favored or, please not, prone to prayer and fasting. At best, he had hoped to find a decent-looking young widow respectably done up in wimple and braids who could manage the household, admit him to her bed often enough to get an heir, and otherwise not plague him. 

Nothing could have prepared him for this slim, tall creature with the carriage of a queen, cloaked in a glory of fine pale hair, whose dark blue eyes bore into him like javelins. That hair was Bertran’s doing, it had to be, it fit his notions of feminine beauty. 

The set of her chin, the touch of color in her cheeks, suggested she wasn’t entirely comfortable greeting him all dishabille. But she obviously wasn’t the sort to back away from a challenge. 

No, she was the type who came to the field, blade in hand, prepared to strike true. Like any well-placed blow, her so was Judas stung at lot. Well, she got two for one, that time, because Old Bertran gave a perceptible cringe at the remark, which almost made him laugh aloud. Few people, not even Richard himself, got one up on Bertran. 

At least she wasn’t shy, thank God.

“My lady.” It was difficult to keep a rather silly smile off his face, like a child who’d just been handed his dearest wish. The men behind him hadn’t bothered to hide their grinning appreciation. 

He dropped to one knee before his wife. She extended her right hand to meet his. Her fingers were cool, in spite of the unusual warmth of the March morning, her grip firm.

She gave a subtle pull to his hand, drawing him up, retaining his hand in hers. “Welcome home, my lord,” she said quietly. Her expression softened into a gentle smile, a hint of amusement in her eyes.

Home. Dear God, he hadn’t thought of it in those terms. Home. Cock it, now he was grinning like a fool. She’d unman him if he was not careful.

“I thank you, Madame,” he managed, then leaned forward to brush her soft lips with a formal kiss of peace. Her perfume had a spicy, incensy smell. 

Around them, he could hear the castle people muttering and complaining to each other. A few brazen male voices rose above the others directing thinly veiled insults at his soldiers, perhaps hoping to bait them into breaking ranks. He would put those fools in their place soon enough. For now, there was only his unexpectedly beautiful wife.

She gave his hand a sudden hard grasp. “Come, my lord,” this in an authoritative tone, “we have much to discuss. Come to my private garden. It’s off the kitchen walk, within the walls. We can talk there in peace.”

It probably wasn’t quite the thing to let himself be led off like a mere boy, but he was helpless to refuse her and he was loathe to let go of her hand.

His hand was warm and calloused in Mellisande’s, with long fingers that wrapped around hers with a grip at once solid and gentle. She led him briskly up the wide flight of wooden stairs that could be knocked away in time of siege, through an arched door, and up a flight of stone stairs to the hall. Here, with a slight backward pull, he stopped her.

Of course. He deserved a chance to view his new property. The smile he had worn dimmed, his ice-blue eyes were cool again. What was it like to be landless one day and a baron the next? A sympathetic thrill of excitement tickled her nerves. She tightened her hand on his.

“The hall,” she said, instantly regretting the inane remark. What else could it be?

“It is...lovely,” he said.

Seeing it through his eyes, and not from a lifetime of passing through it on one errand or another, she saw that it really was lovely. Her grandfather, back from the First Crusade by way of Byzantium, had returned with some very definitive ideas of domestic comfort. He’d ordered the stone walls plastered, whitewashed and frescoed with the colorful geometric designs he had admired in Constantinople. The designs, some in staggered rows of diamonds, some in diagonals of small red crosses, some in horizontal rows of rosettes in boxes, complimented each other in a display that was clean yet intricate and somehow perfect with the rugged, open beams of the high ceiling. 

“The garden?” her new lord said with a swift quirk of one eyebrow.

“Of course. Yes. This way.” She gave his hand a slight tug and he moved forward obediently, with the swift flash of a smile. 

How odd that his hand should feel so natural in hers, as though she had already reached for and held it many times. It ought to feel alien, strange, and not so very...comfortable. And that quicksilver smile of his, here and gone like the sparkle of sunlight on a pond ripple, was beguiling. 

So, he had charm. All well and good, until one remembered that charm was the chief attribute of the Anti-Christ. It was so very easy to be beguiled by a man’s smile, a gesture of kindness, the feel of a strong hand. How many times had she reminded some foolish friend to beware, that men were cats who purred under your hand then turned about and drew blood.

This man, her man like it or not, had the potential to crush her. She could not survive another marriage devoid even of basic friendship. Yet outside, thirty-five reasons for discord stood by their horses suffering the hostility of their new neighbors.

“Who painted the frescoes?” he asked, breaking into her thoughts.

“The same fellow who designed the pillars of Notre Dame Cathedral in Poitiers,” she replied, grateful for the distraction of small talk, for the simplicity of merely leading him up the length of the hall. “My grandfather borrowed him from Queen Eleanor.”

“He was very talented. How did he ever get him away from the Queen?”

“It is said she liked my grandfather very much. He went with her to France when she married old King Louis and he stood by her when Louis condemned her.”

FitzAlan laughed. “God, poor Louis. He was never man enough for the likes of Eleanor. Can you imagine his chagrin when she divorced him, married the young King of England, then served up three sons in a row after giving Louis only daughters? It took Louis two more wives to get an heir. She was your age when she married King Henry... ” He shot a cautious sideways glance at her, clearly afraid he had strayed into dangerous territory.

She tried to suppress her smile, keep him on his toes, but it defeated her despite her effort. His hand squeezed hers. She ignored the gesture. Let him stew until he proved himself.

They walked to the head of the hall, past the low dais where the high table looked down the length of the room. They would sit there tonight for their wedding feast, all eyes upon them. And when the food was gone, and the wine casks empty, they would be bundled off to the solar in the usual noisy, salacious manner forced upon a bridal pair.

The bastards would listen at the door if they got a chance. The entire business was barbarous, but there would be no escape, no discreet withdrawal. The people would have their way. Her father had been very clear on that point; to change people’s dearly-held customs was to court deep resentment and risk loss of authority. She must bow to custom. It was her expected duty, and if her face flamed and her hands shook as she was driven to her chamber, so much the better.

She would have to warn FitzAlan, this stranger who was her husband. She would have to talk about sex though she barely knew his name, like a common whore negotiating a price. She shrank from the idea as though it might take form and bite her.

She jerked her eyes from the table. To the left of the hearth, stairs went down to a passage that led to the kitchens. In the left wall of the corridor a double oaken door stood open, allowing light and warmth to spill into the narrow passage. Beyond lies her garden, her sanctuary.

John paused at the door to the garden. The space was not large, perhaps no more than thirty feet on one side and somewhat less on the other, but it was rich with plantings, almost wholly given to flowers and herbs, most of them medicinal. A line of fruit trees was espaliered against one long wall. The kitchen gardens must be on the other side of the wall to the right where a narrow door, dark with age, swung gently in the light breeze.

He stole a quick glance at the hand that still grasped his, gave it a subtle turn to look at her slim fingers. There was a line of dirt under one fingernail and a thin scratch, as though from a thorn, along the base of her thumb. He’d wager this lush enclosure was the fruit of her labor. If so, she had not suggested neutral territory for their talk. Here, she was queen, and he the supplicant. That was fine, he’d negotiated truces in far worse situations. Even queens could be gentled by the right touch – most of the time.

At the far side of the garden, a large lemon tree, heavy with blossom, loomed over a stone bench, shading it in a welter of sweet scent, a place where a man might get lucky with a woman. Mellisande released his hand to gesture toward the bench. A strange sense of warning prickled the hair on the back of his neck, as though he had agreed to a parley too far within the lines of a rival army.

At the bench, she settled her tidy rear onto the smooth stone, lifting her head to look up at him. Her face had a structure that reminded him of some Norse women with high cheekbones and slightly upturned eyes. Those eyes, a deep blue that could probably look as purple as the amethysts around her slender throat, were fixed on him with unwavering intensity.

Momentary anxiety froze him, as though he were about to cross a half-burnt drawbridge over a deep moat, knowing the bridge might fail and his armor drown him. 

She obviously had no such fear. “Why did you bring so many men with you, my lord?” she demanded.

Well that was straight to the point. But, if that’s how she meant to play it, he could be equally direct. 

“They are the core of my company. Where else shall they go? As well, Richard did not think your late husband, Henri, kept an adequate garrison. Not enough men and badly trained, at that.”

Her eyes slitted a little. He’d scored a hit, if a little unfairly. She was not to blame for Henri’s deficiencies. 

“The castle people resent them, my lord.” Ah, she made a good parry, there. Then her chin took on a stubborn look, telegraphing the coming riposte. 

“They know what they are, what they do.” She said it quietly, but with no lack of firmness. 

The presumptuous little bitch! He gave a slight grunt as though he’d actually been hit. It was a delaying tactic, a means to gather his wits, in the same way he would let a blow grind down the length of his blade to rob it of power and force his opponent’s weight forward. The correct response was to suddenly disengage then strike hard, before the enemy could recover his, or in this case her, balance. He could barely ignore an instinctive, almost visceral need to strike back, though he knew it was the wrong thing to do.

He forced himself to speak calmly. “Would you have me justify war and its methods, my lady, or only my part in it?”

“I didn’t mean... ” She flushed.

“No? It is what I am, aye?” He could not entirely keep the edge out of his voice.

Her hands, which had been softly folded in her lap suddenly clasped each other as though for safety.

“Oh, don’t quail now, my dear,” he said, “for surely it must be discussed, so best now and in cold blood.” He raised a defiant eyebrow to test her. “I am a professional soldier, a mercenary if you will. I am very good at what I do and I am not ashamed of it.” Let her chew on that.

Her gaze dropped to her hands, her loose hair falling forward to hide her expression. 

He was suddenly certain he was about to make a hash of this. What if she was just bloody afraid? Afraid of him, perhaps? What could she know of him? Of his life?

He looked up at the lemon blossoms fluttering in the soft breeze and tried a softer, explanatory tone. “I am a younger son, you see,” he said, “the youngest, actually. I had to make my way somehow, and it did not suit me
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