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A Cast of Characters

Persons marked with an asterisk are recorded in history

The Welsh (in order of appearance)

Nesta ferch Rhys

Daughter of Rhys ap Tewdr, Prince of Dyfed, Lord of Carew*

Dewi ap Einan

An experienced, loyal groom in the service of Nesta’s family

Morgan

Dewi’s son, a young but experienced soldier

Geraint

Dewi’s other son, Morgan’s brother and also an experienced soldier

Gwladus

Nesta’s mother*

Gruffydd ap Rhys

Nesta’s brother*

Ifan

A scout and informer to Gerald of Windsor

Rutherk ap Tewdr

Nesta’s uncle*

Eleri

Nesta’s senior maid

Wilfrid

Bishop of St David’s*

Owain ap Cadwgan

Handsome, charismatic warrior prince, eldest son of Cadwgan ap Bleddyn*

Ceridwen

Nesta’s junior maid

Madog ap Rhyrid

Owain’s volatile, self-seeking cousin*

Cadwgan ap Bleddyn

Prince of Powys, Owain’s father, a survivor of many skirmishes and wars*

Rhian

Another maid of Nesta’s

Rhodri

Ifan’s son

The Normans, English, Flemish and others (in order of appearance)

Gerald FitzWalter of Windsor

Younger son of the Constable of Windsor Castle, a talented, ambitious hearth knight*

Arnulf de Montgomery

Son of Roger de Montgomery, Earl of Shrewsbury, an accomplished military commander and Gerald’s lord*

Hugh de Montgomery

Oldest son of the Earl of Shrewsbury*

Adele Corbet

Robert Corbet’s wife (her Christian name is not known to history)*

Roger de Montgomery

The powerful Earl of Shrewsbury*

Robert Corbet

A Marcher lord, subordinate to the Montgomery family*

Richard de Belmeis

A deacon in the service of the Montgomery family, later the Bishop of London, and viceroy in the Welsh Marches*

Sybilla Corbet

Adele’s small daughter*

Yolanda

Gerald’s mistress (her name and circumstances are unknown, but she existed)*

William Hait

A Flemish knight, Gerald’s second in command at Pembroke*

Brian

Squire to the knight Jordan de Mara

Jordan de Mara

A Montgomery knight

William Rufus

Son of William the Conqueror, King of England from 1089 to 1100*

Henry I

Ambitious, womanising younger brother to William Rufus, King of England from 1100 to 1135*

Robert de Belleme

Another of the Montgomery brothers, breeder of fine horses*

Madame Beatrice

The lady in charge of the women’s chamber at Woodstock

Ede

One of the mistresses of Henry I and possible mother to his son Robert*

Robert de Caen

Eldest bastard son of Henry I*

Annora

One of Henry I’s mistresses domiciled at Woodstock*

Walter FitzOdo

Constable of Windsor Castle and Gerald’s father*

William FitzWalter

Gerald’s older brother and future Constable of Windsor Castle*

Odo de Barry

Friend of Gerald and Lord of Manorbier*

Marguerite de Barry

Odo’s wife (her Christian name is unknown to history)*

Emma de Sai

Daughter of Picot de Sai and wife of Cadwgan ap Bleddyn (her Christian name is unknown to history)*

William of Brabant

A Brabançon settler in South Wales, an important merchant and community leader*

Matthew de Reivers

A Norman soldier of the Cenarth Bychan garrison

Juel

A Flemish soldier of the Cenarth Bychan garrison

Magnus Sigurdsson

Hiberno-Norse trader in legitimate goods and less legitimate plunder and people

Einar Yellowbeard

Hiberno-Norse mercenary and trader

Queen Matilda (Edith)

Henry I’s wife*

Nesta and Gerald’s children

Walter

Gerald’s son by an unknown woman (in this novel, Yolanda)*

Henry

Nesta’s son by King Henry I*

Gwilym

Nesta and Gerald’s eldest son*

Angharad

Nesta and Gerald’s firstborn daughter*

Dafydd

Nesta and Gerald’s second son, later Bishop of St David’s*

Maurice

Nesta and Gerald’s third son*

Gwladus

Nesta and Gerald’s second daughter*




A Note on Pronunciation

For those fortunate enough to speak the beautiful Welsh language, pronunciation of the names will come as a matter of course. For those unfamiliar, here is a brief guide to pronouncing those names that might look a bit more unusual or less obvious.


Cadwgan ap Bleddyn – Caduggan ap Blethin
Dafydd – David, rhyming with the word ‘avid’
Dewi – Dough-wee
Dyfed – Duvvid
Gruffydd – Griffith
Gwladus – Gladys
Madog ap Rhyrid – Madoc ap Rhirid
Owain – O-wine
Tewdr – Tudor
Tymestl – Tim-estel
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Palace of Carew, South Wales, April 1093
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Nesta was in the stables greeting Hera’s new foal when her father came home. Wet with birthing fluid, the colt struggled to his feet and immediately tumbled back into the straw. The mare whickered encouragement and licked him with long strokes of her tongue until he tried again, this time surging to all fours, swaying but precariously upright.

‘A fine future warhorse for your father,’ said Dewi the groom as the foal wobbled into the shelter of Hera’s flank. ‘He’s the image of his sire.’

Nesta smiled with wonder and delight, for the foal did look exactly like Taran, champion of the royal stud at Carew. Her father was riding him on campaign, three days’ journey to the north, where the hated Normans were building another of their castles at Brecon, pushing ever further into Welsh territory. The peace agreement her father had made with King William the Bastard had died with him, and under the new rule of his son, William Rufus, the Norman border barons had turned their avaricious gaze westwards, viewing the principalities of Wales as ripe for their picking. Ten days ago, news had come to Carew that the Normans had allied with her father’s old and bitter enemy in Powys, Cadwgan of the house of Bleddyn, and her father had ridden out with his warband to put a stop to the incursions.

Legs splayed like a drunkard, the foal sought the mare’s udder.

‘What shall he be called then, young mistress?’ Dewi asked, his eyes twinkling.

Nesta tilted her head. ‘Tymestl,’ she said. Tempest, son of Thunder. Her heart always leaped when she watched her father’s stud herd galloping together, manes and tails streaming with their speed. Taran, with his arched crest and high-stepping pride, was her favourite, but she loved the sleek mares with their sun-polished coats, and the leggy foals dancing at their heels. The storm-horses of Carew were renowned and coveted throughout Wales.

‘A fine choice,’ Dewi said. ‘Your father will approve.’

Nesta hugged herself at the praise. Pray God her father returned soon; she wanted to be first to show him the new arrival. Her stomach growled. On waking, she had thrown on her clothes, braided her hair and raced to the stables, knowing the birth was imminent. Now, although ravenous, she was reluctant to leave the mare and foal. For a few precious moments this wonderful event was hers and Dewi’s alone.

Giving her a knowing grin, the groom unfolded the napkin containing his breakfast of bakestone bread and fat bacon. ‘You are welcome to share, young mistress.’

Nesta dipped her head, affecting gracious dignity. She was the Prince’s daughter, and there were boundaries, but she had known Dewi since he had first held her on a pony as a chubby infant, and by mutual assent they had made their own rules of hierarchy. She was fond of him, and he cherished her, for he only had sons – grown men away with Lord Rhys and the warband.

Nesta bit into the bread, flat and chewy from the bakestone, but flavoursome, and the perfect accompaniment to the thinly sliced fat bacon, tasting of hearth smoke and herbs. Having taken his first drink, the foal curled in the straw to sleep and Hera stood over him, absorbing his scent and nudging him softly with her nose. The spring sun was climbing in the sky and the morning was going to be fine and clear. Not a day for spinning in her mother’s chamber with her four-year-old brother Gruffydd under her feet, but for riding along the river bank or over to Manorbier to watch the waves roll white-maned to the shore.

The lookout guard shouted from the palisade, and a horn blew the sequence Nesta knew by heart, heralding her father’s return. Brushing crumbs from her gown, she dashed into the compound, her breathing swift with anticipation as the great wooden gates swung open.

As the first men straggled through the entrance in exhausted disarray, her eyes widened at the sight of her father’s formerly proud and vibrant warband returning in disorganised clots of wounded and beaten men. She searched with growing panic for a prancing stallion with a hide of twilit gold, and a raven-haired man in a sweeping red cloak, and saw neither. Nor was her father’s brother, her uncle Rutherk, among the men.

Dewi’s sons Morgan and Geraint rode through the gateway, Morgan leading a brown gelding with a body lumped across the saddle. Nesta’s breath jammed in her chest for the corpse’s hair was midnight-black and its red cloak was heavily stained with blotches of darker rusty-brown.

Dewi had run out of the stables after her, and the other servants were gathering in a huddle, eyes staring, hands to mouths.

‘Montgomery is coming, with Cadwgan and his warband behind him,’ Morgan announced grimly. ‘We have a few hours at most – we have ridden ourselves into the ground to get here, and we are spent. Too many are dead and not enough of us to defend Carew from attack.’

‘Where is the lord Rutherk?’ Dewi demanded.

Geraint’s face contorted with disgust: ‘He yielded his sword to the Normans and swore allegiance to save his own hide. Do not look to him for help.’

Nesta heard the exchange but it meant nothing. Her father would come and make everything right. He couldn’t be dead; that was not his body draped over the horse. How could it be, when it wasn’t Taran? How could it be when he was so big and strong? He would never leave his people leaderless and unprotected.

Taking her arm, Dewi turned her towards the hall. ‘Child, go to your mother, we have to leave.’ She resisted him, needing to see the face of the man hanging over the brown horse to make sure it wasn’t her father, but Dewi’s grip tightened. ‘There will be time for other things later,’ he said with increased urgency, ‘but now we must run for our lives. Quickly, go now!’

The mingling of hardness and compassion in his gaze ripped into her and, crying out, she tore from his grasp and fled from the shocking sight of her father’s shattered warband.

Time became a blur, as slow as riding in fog and as fast as water in spate. Nesta packed her jewels, her rich clothes and ribbons – the items of her status as the cherished daughter of the High Prince of Dyfed. This was a dream, and in a moment she would wake up safe in her bed. She pinched herself hard enough to bruise the skin, but the nightmare remained the reality.

Her mother, Gwladus, grimly bundled her little brother Gruffydd into a cloak and knelt before him to fasten the pin. ‘Be a good, brave boy for me,’ she said, a quiver in her voice. ‘Do as you are told and I will come to you as soon as I can.’

He nodded solemnly, round-eyed, bewildered and on the verge of tears as she hurried him outside and handed him to Dewi’s sons who were waiting with fresh horses. ‘Do not stop for anything,’ she said. ‘Get him safely away. Here are his clothes and money for your needs.’

‘We shall protect him with our lives, Lady Gwladus,’ Morgan replied, lifting Gruffydd in his strong arms while Geraint took care of the bundle and the bag of coins.

The last Nesta saw of her little brother was his frightened face and big eyes as Morgan lifted him onto his saddle and reined about. And then they were gone at a pounding trot.

‘Please God they reach the coast in time,’ her mother whispered, crossing herself. She drew a shuddering breath and turned to Nesta. ‘We must hasten too – are your things ready?’

‘Yes, Mama.’ Nesta pointed to her own bundle. Four years ago, during a period of strife with Cadwgan of Powys, they had been forced into Irish exile for a time, and they were always ready, but this was different: the Normans had a terrifying reputation, and her father was . . . could not lead them.

‘Good. Put on your cloak and cover your hair – quickly now.’

Nesta swallowed. ‘Mama . . .’ she said, and then stopped, because the words were stuck in her throat.

‘Ah, child . . .’ Gwladus draped Nesta’s cloak around her shoulders, fussed it into place as she had done with Gruffydd, and pinned it with her favourite silver and garnet brooch. ‘None of that. Be brave as your father would expect and command.’

Nesta swallowed hard, nodding to show that she understood, even while her world fragmented into jagged pieces. Her mother hugged her fiercely, and together they stepped outside, leaving a life that only an hour ago had been routine and secure, but was now gone for ever, like a candle snuffed in a puff of wind.

By late morning they had arrived at the stone watchtower on the estuary three miles from the settlement at Pembroke, and here they pitched their tents and shelters close to the shore. The watchtower guardian, a dour, balding man of middle years, relayed the message that Morgan and Geraint had secured passage with Gruffydd on a vessel headed to Ireland with a cargo of wool, and had sailed two hours ago, bound for the court of Diarmait MacEnna, King of Leinster. More ships were expected, but not before the return of the tide, many hours hence.

Three of Lord Rhys’s warband took his body gently down from the horse and placed it on a board, hands crossed upon his breast. Standing beside her mother, Nesta gazed at her father’s body. His face was undamaged, the chiselled features still beautiful even though there was no breath in him. She wanted his chest to rise, to see him open his eyes, smile at her and tell her it was all a ruse. If she believed she was dreaming, she could live from moment to moment, knowing she would eventually wake up, and everything would return to how it was. How could her handsome, vibrant father be lost to all sense and feeling? No longer to sit in the hall with his silver rod of office, drinking mead from the Prince’s horn. It couldn’t be true.

With rigid control, her mother approached her husband’s body and leaned over to kiss his brow. ‘God keep your soul, my fair husband,’ she whispered. ‘You will be avenged, I swear it. Your son is gone to safety across the sea, and he will return when the time is right, and strike blow for blow. This is not the end – never the end.’

Nesta clenched her fists until her fingernails bit her palms. Even if her brother did return and avenge their father’s murder, for now Gruffydd was only four years old and it was a long, long time to wait.

Her mother called for water to wash the body, and a linen sheet from the baggage to make a shroud, while the men dug a grave, and their chaplain said prayers. Nesta knelt to help her mother, and wiped one of her father’s hands, dissolving away the blood rimming his fingernails, holding the cold, unresponsive hand that had once patted her head. And still it wasn’t true because it was too enormous to contemplate.

The three shames of a corpse are asking, ‘Who killed this one?’ and ‘Whose is this bier?’ and ‘Whose is this fresh grave?’ So said the law of her great-great-grandsire Hywel Dda who had set down the rules by which the people of the Cymru should live. But how would anyone know in the days and years to come when all that remained was dust and the family scattered?

Her mother’s grief was as hard and glassy as stone. Her own was made of fog.

Gerald FitzWalter tossed another branch onto the fire and watched it settle amid the greying coals with their hot red underbelly. Sparks snapped free, shooting bright dashes into the darkness, making him think fancifully of Welsh dragons – a notion he would never admit to any of the men gathered around the camp fire.

The Norman host of Arnulf de Montgomery had arrived at Carew at dusk to find it deserted, with signs of a hasty retreat. The hearth in the hall had retained a vestigial heat and stray hens had been pecking in the compound, one of which had served Gerald and his serjeant for their evening meal, although it had been as tough as his winter boots, and Gerald was still picking rags of meat from between his teeth.

They had spent three days pursuing the remnants of Rhys ap Tewdr’s warband southwards, but the Welsh had slipped through the trees and from their grasp, swift and light as wraiths. He did not trust their guide an inch, even if Rutherk was Rhys ap Tewdr’s brother and desired to ingratiate himself with his new allies. Gerald suspected that Rutherk hoped to rule Dyfed, and that meant ensuring Rhys’s wife and children were dealt with, especially the boy. Rutherk had not been happy to find Carew deserted, but it had been too late to press on and the horses needed to rest.

Gerald reached for his cup but flashed his hand to his knife instead and cursed in surprise as a figure materialised at the guard fire – a slender Welshman of indeterminate years, wearing a rough sheepskin hood and a tunic mid-way between olive and grey. Ifan was one of their scouts, valuable because he spoke the Norman tongue – atrociously it was true, but better than Gerald’s command of Welsh, although he was improving.

The scout’s eyes squeezed together in amusement at Gerald’s discomfiture. ‘Be not so fast to draw steel, my fine lord,’ he lilted. ‘I bring news.’

Gerald cautiously withdrew his hand from his knife hilt. Stealthy as wolves, the Welsh scouts knew the terrain intimately, but despite their love of silver, their loyalty was fickle and could not be bought – only their service. Gerald’s lord, Arnulf de Montgomery, paid them well but withheld his trust. ‘And what news would that be?’

The Welshman licked his lips and eyed Gerald’s cup. Sourly amused, Gerald handed it to him and sloshed in some wine. It was one Norman import the Welsh never scorned.

Ifan drank, smacking his lips with relish, then said, ‘They are at the watchtower on the estuary beyond Pembroke, hoping to take ship for Ireland before you arrive to prevent them.’ He shrugged. ‘Whether they escape or you take them matters not. Prince Rhys is dead and no one to fill his place. Rutherk ap Tewdr might fancy himself Lord of Dyfed, but he lacks the strength to sit in his brother’s chair.’

Gerald rasped his palm over his chin stubble. ‘Then who will they follow?’

‘That is not for me to say, my lord.’ Ifan took another drink, swilling the wine around his cheeks to savour before swallowing.

‘Perhaps not, but I am asking you.’

‘You should watch the lord Cadwgan. He has long desired this territory, and he and Prince Rhys have fought over it bitterly before. Last time, the lord Rhys cut down two of Cadwgan’s brothers. He will be seeking scraps at the least and his heir, Owain, is coming into his strength too.’

‘Interesting.’ Gerald held out his hand for the return of his cup. It would not be the first to go missing and he was wise now. ‘I will bring you to my lord – he will want to hear your report for himself.’ He paid the scout with a silver penny, minted with the head of King William Rufus.

Ifan squirrelled the coin into a drawstring bag tied to his trews. ‘Perhaps a fine Norman lord might decide to take his chance in Dyfed?’ His eyes glinted with mockery.

Gerald gave him a hard look. ‘Do not go too far.’

Ifan continued to smile. ‘Only ever as far as I need, fy arglwydd,’ he said, mockingly addressing Gerald as his lord.

Ignoring his impudence, Gerald escorted Ifan from the watch fire to the hall where Arnulf de Montgomery, his brother Hugh, and the Welsh noble Rutherk ap Tewdr were sitting by the hearth deep in conversation, Rutherk using an interpreter.

Arnulf de Montgomery looked up, his fox-brown eyes immediately alert. He was as lean as a fox too. His brother, in contrast, was wide-shouldered, with a paunch drooping over his belt.

‘They’re on the coast beyond Pembroke, by a watchtower, waiting for an Irish ship,’ Gerald said. ‘It’s our luck against theirs.’

‘What about the boy?’ Rutherk asked through the interpreter, his handsome face creased with anxiety. Gerald disliked him on principle; a man who would sell his own brother rather than stand hard was unworthy of respect – although disposing of rival relatives was a particular and complex feature of Welsh ruling families.

‘The whole court is there, fy arglwydd,’ Ifan said. ‘I saw the daughter with her mother, and I saw the body of the lord Rhys laid upon the ground. If the boy was with them, he was not in sight. Perhaps twenty warriors and as many servants.’

Hugh de Montgomery folded his arms across his belly. ‘We should leave at first light; it would be a waste to pursue our quarry all this way for nothing.’

Arnulf turned to Gerald. ‘Have the men ready.’

‘Sire.’ Gerald bowed, kindled a lantern at the fire, and returned outside to check the guard posts and walk the boundaries, pausing at the various fires to speak to the soldiers and warn them of an early start. He carried out Arnulf ’s orders with meticulous efficiency, leaving nothing to chance. Promotion would only come from proving his worth. Wales was a land of opportunity, far more than England where, as a younger son of his father’s hearth, his prospects were limited. And beyond ambition, something about Wales had stitched itself into his being, a thin golden thread that embellished his soul.

Humming to himself, he arrived at the stables – his final visit on his rounds. A cat slunk away on the edge of the light, a young rat in its mouth. The Welsh had left straw and some feed in their haste to depart. He checked his own horses, ensuring his squire had bedded them down properly. Brun, his warhorse, pricked his ears and Gerald paused to scratch the stallion’s thick crest and speak softly to him, before moving on to his palfrey and baggage horse.

Moving further along, he came to the Montgomery warhorses. Another of Arnulf ’s brothers, Robert, had bred them – fabulous greys, powerful, full of stamina and fleet as the wind through grass. Wistful desire swelled in Gerald’s breast, for their price lay in the realm of kings and earls, not young hearth knights who had to eke out their wages.

Beyond the greys stood Arnulf de Montgomery’s latest acquisition – Prince Rhys’s stallion, seized during the battle. In his young prime, the horse was a beauty, with a coat that glistened like storm-washed shingle. Gerald stood to one side, allowing him to breathe in his scent before quietly putting his hand on the smooth, arched neck. The horse stamped and tossed his head, but permitted Gerald’s admiring touch.

‘His name is Taran,’ Ifan said, silently materialising at his side. ‘It means Thunder. I do not think your lord will allow Rutherk ap Tewdr to have him as booty – far too valuable. The storm-horses of Carew are worth a king’s ransom in silver. They go back to the stallions ridden by the great Hywel Dda.’

Gerald concealed his irritation at the scout’s ability to creep up so silently. Arnulf would not permit Rutherk anything beyond his life and a few manors on which to live in service to his new Norman overlords. A prince was dead and he was not going to set another in his place. That part was done. ‘Tell me his name again.’

‘Taran,’ Ifan repeated. ‘Thunder.’

Gerald said the word, committing it to memory. Piece by piece he was learning to speak Welsh rather than relying on interpreters who could skew the details as they chose. The language intrigued him too with its poetic lilt and resonance.

‘Why do you scout for us?’ he asked Ifan. ‘Beyond the money. What makes you serve a Norman lord?’

The scout shrugged his fleece-clad shoulders. ‘Whatever we do, you will overrun this land, as you have overrun England, that much I have seen, so why should I swim against the tide and die when I can live and be paid?’ He stepped suddenly into the full pool of lantern light and bared his throat, causing Gerald to start. ‘See. These are the marks of a collar put upon me by my own people.’

Gerald gazed at the pale scars, barely visible, but still indelible for life. He knew that in warfare, Welsh lords would capture men, women and children from the lands of their enemies and ship them in fetters across the Hibernian Sea to be sold in the Dublin slave market. The Church condemned such activity, but it continued, for it was too lucrative to give up.

‘I was a slave for three years to Cadwgan ap Bleddyn,’ Ifan said. ‘My young wife and son were sold in Ireland and died there but I escaped. You Normans, you are hard masters, and we suffer under your hands. I do not love you, but you pay my wages and give me opportunities for revenge.’

A glimmer of unease stirred in Gerald’s breast at the feral gleam in Ifan’s eyes. ‘Thank you. I will not mention this to anyone else.’

‘It is no secret,’ Ifan said with angry pride. ‘I have another wife and small son now, but I remember my first family every day.’

Behind them, the storm-coloured stallion snorted and pawed the straw. Gerald turned to calm him and when he looked round again, Ifan had melted into the darkness.

Deep in thought, Gerald returned to the hall and laid out his bed pallet at the side of the room. The three lords and the interpreter were still talking quietly at the hearth, but he did not join them, just nodded his head and exchanged a glance with Arnulf to indicate he had completed his duties.

He drank two full horns of water – enough to wake him in the early hours with a full bladder and be ready to rouse the men – and then rolled himself in his cloak, his sword at his side, and closed his eyes.

The Normans rode into the Welsh camp like a thunderous waterfall, scattering all before them, cutting down any who stood in their way. Nesta was standing on the shore, wrapped in her cloak, watching the tiny dot of a ship making for the harbour when she heard the screams and the clash and clamour of fighting. Whirling, she stared in shock at the soldiers descending on them with weapons brandished.

Her uncle drew rein in front of her in a shower of stones, blocking her path. ‘Where is Gruffydd?’ he shouted at her. ‘Where is your brother?’

‘Gone where you cannot reach him!’ If only she had a blade to cut out his treacherous heart. She gathered a ball of saliva in her mouth and spat at his feet.

‘This is my brother’s daughter,’ Rutherk told another Welshman who had joined him. ‘Tell the Normans she says the boy has escaped to Ireland, but you should search for him anyway.’

‘Already being done,’ the man replied. ‘Lord Arnulf has the mother and her women. He’s taking them to Pembroke and we’ll move from there.’

Nesta burned with loathing for both men. The sea wind stung her eyes and tears spilled down her cheeks, but she was not weeping; she never would in front of these cowards.

They brought saddled horses and her mother was dragged forward, resisting. A soldier shoved her to hasten her pace and she stumbled. Nesta’s hatred increased until acid vomit burned her throat. A Norman shoved Nesta towards the horses, and squeezed her buttocks, making a lewd comment to his companions and laughing. Immediately, a knight astride a stocky brown stallion snapped a rebuke and the man dropped back. His smirk lingered until wiped from his face by another warning, icier than the first.

The knight turned to Nesta. ‘You will not be harmed – you have my word,’ he said in heavily mangled Welsh.

Dear God, she thought, they even murdered the language. The middle of his face was concealed behind the dull iron nasal bar of his helm, but his eyes were the same cold grey as the sea bursting on the shore.

‘You killed my father; I have no faith in your word,’ she spat with sick revulsion.

‘Even so, you should take it, for it is all you have.’ He gestured to the waiting horses. ‘Better to mount of your own accord than have us force you.’

Tight-lipped, trembling, she allowed Dewi to help her into the saddle. His face was swollen from a blow, and dark blood clotted one nostril. ‘Courage, my young mistress,’ he said gruffly, his head turned away so the Normans would not hear. ‘You and your mother are safe because they need you. Keep your head down; do as they say.’

‘As you did?’

Dewi grimaced. ‘That was your uncle Rutherk’s man, searching for your brother. Your uncle’s sour because Gruffydd has escaped his clutches, but the Normans will take everything anyway. Best to stay on their good side.’ He left her to help her mother to the saddle.

‘Tell them nothing,’ Gwladus commanded. ‘Never forgive, never forget – that is your vow.’

‘Never, Mother,’ Nesta replied, her body taut with contempt and grief. Seeing Taran among the Norman horses, she bit the inside of her cheek as she faced the reality that her father was never coming back. She and her mother were at the mercy of these hard-armoured strangers. She was no longer the beloved, pampered daughter, but a beast trussed for sale in the market, for slaughter or the breeding pen.

Passing the bodies of the men who had been killed as the Normans rode in, she neither flinched nor looked away, but acknowledged and marked them, giving them respect and silently promising revenge.

A short ride brought them to the settlement at Pembroke, where the women were thrust into a small room halfway up a stone lookout tower. A soldier tossed in their baggage, ransacked of all jewellery, fabric and trinkets. Straw pallets and coarse woollen blankets were thrown down for their slumber. The only light in the dismal chamber came from a slit of a window open to the air, and cresset lamps, burning smokily, sputtering tallow fat. The soldier returned, bringing bowls of barley broth and coarse bread, and then departed, closing and barring the door.

Nesta gazed at their bleak surroundings with a horrible, hollow sensation in her stomach. Two nights ago she had slept in a feather bed with fresh linen sheets and soft furs. She had enjoyed the clean, sweet light of beeswax candles and had washed her hands and face with rose water. She had belongings, wealth and status. Any man daring to fondle her haunch and laugh about it would have lost his hand for the insult.

‘What will happen to us?’ she asked her mother who was staring at the pallets in disgust.

‘If they had wanted to kill us, they would have done so by now,’ Gwladus said with a shrug. ‘I do not matter, unless I happen to be carrying another child, which I know I am not, but you are your father’s daughter, and that makes you valuable.’

Nesta folded her arms and shivered.

‘You had your first bleed at Christmas, and you are of an age to wed. Any of those Normans could take you to wife and lay claim to your father’s lands by their laws. You are not a hostage for your people, but a girl who brings with her the gift of stolen territory.’

Nesta went rigid. ‘I would never marry one of them – never!’

Gwladus shook her head. ‘What you want does not matter to them, but they cannot take what you already are inside. Hold your head high and remember your heritage. You are a pattern for others to emulate for courage and loyalty.’ She took three steps to Nesta and touched her cheek. ‘I am depending on you to carry this burden for your family’s pride.’

‘I won’t let you down.’ Nesta’s voice quivered for, despite her defiant words, she felt small, afraid and overwhelmed.

‘Oh, my beautiful girl.’ Gwladus hugged her hard and tears squeezed out from between her closed eyelids. ‘I know you will not. And you shall always have my love – always, whatever happens.’

Nesta drew in the familiar scent of her mother’s skin, seeking comfort. ‘I want it all to go away,’ she whispered.

‘I know you do, I know.’ Gwladus rocked her back and forth and kissed her cheek. ‘So do I. Dear Holy Virgin, so do I.’

Accompanying with the Montgomery brothers Arnulf and Hugh, Gerald stood on the lookout platform at the top of the stone watchtower, receiving a gull’s-eye view of their surroundings. The estuary wind was cold, but not unpleasant, and the clouds were breaking up to reveal underskirts of palest blue, embroidered with sunlight.

‘I want you to stay here and supervise the building of a fortress,’ Arnulf told him. ‘We need one here to control the Welsh if we are to govern the region, and increase trade with Ireland.’

Excitement flashed through Gerald, but he maintained a neutral expression. Being entrusted with the project was a huge promotion for him, even if it meant being left in this hostile corner of South Wales to fend for himself. ‘Sire, thank you. I will not let you down.’

Arnulf de Montgomery eyed him shrewdly. ‘We shall provide you with men and resources – I shall send some men from Brecon to start the work. Do this well and I shall make you constable. You are ambitious I know, and this is a chance to prove yourself.’

‘Sire, I am honoured and grateful.’ More than grateful.

Arnulf pivoted to face the land to the west. ‘I want the keep sited there.’ He pointed. ‘You have water on three sides and control of any shipping coming up the river – it is the best defensive position.’

‘I thought that too, sire. I shall begin organising the work immediately.’ Gerald could control his voice and his expression, but not the flush that burnished his face.

‘Good.’ Arnulf nodded brusquely. ‘I shall take the hostages north-east tomorrow. Better to have them within our own territory; we do not want them attracting the jackals down here. Cadwgan of Powys and his son would dearly love to steal them from us, and the girl is a marriage prize worth a risk.’

Gerald felt a surge of relief. Thank Christ he would not have to keep the women safe. He had already had to discipline one soldier for acting out of turn with the daughter – had docked him a day’s pay and threatened to stripe his back with a whip. With her lustrous black hair and magnificent dark eyes, the girl was already a beauty even though not fully grown. He had been touched by the way she bore herself trying to mask her fear with scorn and haughtiness. ‘And Rutherk ap Tewdr? What of him?’

‘He comes with us. He may think he is in line to rule Dyfed, but he is untrustworthy and he will not stand firm if he is challenged by the men of Powys. The King will find him some reward or other, but he is a means to an end. Without power he is powerless, but he may prove useful for other projects.’

The scorn in Arnulf ’s voice was a timely reminder to Gerald that all men were a means to an end for the Montgomery lords. He turned his attention again to the prospect before him. A few fishermen’s houses and hovels would have to be torn down but it was a perfect site for a fortress as demonstrated by the remains of ancient rampart lines. And it was his to build and to command.

He cleared his throat. ‘The Welsh have a mare with a new foal. It will be a long journey for them. I could keep them here . . .’

‘I am sending them to run with my own stud herd,’ Arnulf said smoothly, giving him a knowing look. ‘The dun stallion too. I have seen you eyeing him. I shall put him to a couple of my mares and see what he breeds. Making yourself successful here is reward enough for now I think.’

Gerald dipped his head and concealed his disappointment. Keeping the mare and foal would have been the cream on top of the milk and it had been worth asking. The Montgomery brothers would give him the resources to build this castle because they wanted him to succeed, but extra trimmings such as fine horses were no part of the bargain – not yet, anyway.

Arnulf and Hugh made their way back down the tower, but Gerald remained a little longer, imagining a castle and himself its lord, here on the edge of the world.
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