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“LET ME BE YOUR SECRET LOVER …
I’LL DEVOTE MY LIFE TO
BRINGING YOU PLEASURE.”

“You promise me pleasure but not happiness?” Eleanor questioned breathlessly.

“No one can promise happiness to another, however much he may wish it,” Simon said softly. “You torment me when you hold me at arm’s length and deny me. Put me out of my misery.” His burning mouth trailed a fiery path down her throat and his arms tightened about her.

“Please don’t! When you press me to your heart I want to …” She caught the words back guiltily.

“You consume me,” he whispered savagely.

The swift intake of her breath told him exactly what effect he had on her. Eleanor had to light him and herself both. The feel of his magnificent hands upon her was like an aphrodisiac.

“Let me go!” she said, desperately summoning her anger.

He removed his hands from her. “How ironic that after winning every joust today, I should lose the final one. The only joust that means anything to me …”
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For my grandsons Michael and Daryl …
my own precious jewels





PROLOGUE
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Eleanor Plantagenet Marshal, Princess of England and Countess of Pembroke, was renowned for her dark exquisite beauty. When her hair was unbound it fell to her waist like a glorious black cloud, its silken tendrils framing a heart-shaped face. Her large, deep-blue eyes were the shade of Persian sapphires, and she was known throughout the land as the King’s Precious Jewel. Her clothes and gems were the envy of the entire Court of Windsor where she dwelled, waited upon by an entourage of servants and handmaidens.

Like most girls of seventeen, her thoughts were obsessed by her love for a man. Her passion had known no bounds. She would love him throughout eternity. Her cheeks flushed delicately as she remembered the warm, inviting bed and the Marshal of England’s naked body. A soldier’s body, wide shouldered, chest covered by thick, corded muscles, deeply bronzed, the firelight accentuating every sinew of his powerful torso. It seemed she had waited a lifetime for this man to make love to her, to perform the hymenal rites that would teach her the secrets of her own sensuality and make her a woman.

But something had gone hideously wrong! William Marshal, Earl of Pembroke, was dead and Eleanor was covered with guilt. The doctors had been unanimous in their verdict. William’s heart had burst trying to satisfy the insatiable demands of his young wife. The scandal had been horrendous. The rumors flew fast and furious. It was the talk of the court, the city, the whole country. It was extremely titillating to surmise just how wanton the princess had been to cause her husband, the virile Marshal of England, to expire from excess.

Her mind relived her guilty secrets over and over. She recalled the heightened tension when he had removed her nightgown, making her feel faint with anticipation. His fingers and tongue caressing the tips of her breasts had made her cry out with pleasure. When his fingertips separated the tiny folds of her woman’s center to seek the jewel inside, she had been tempted to explore and taste his maleness. When he knelt above her to fill her with his hard, thick manroot, she thought she might die from excitement. Instead it had been William who had died. Eleanor had immediately sworn vows of chastity and perpetual widowhood, but it had not expiated her guilt in any way, nor had it eased her bruised heart from agony.

The Countess of Pembroke was seen only occasionally about the court. She was quietly aloof, speaking with none but her own attendants. It was almost as if she had fallen into a trance with the death of her husband—a trance from which it looked as if she would never emerge.

Eleanor picked up her book and walked languorously down to her private, walled garden. She unlocked the only door, then slipped the iron key into her pocket, secure in the knowledge that none could ever intrude. I’ll never get used to this lump in my throat, she thought wearily. I wonder if I shall be upon the brink of tears for the rest of my life. She sighed and thought with infinite patience, It has only been a year. Perhaps in two years or three the tears will dry.

Mother Superior had been pressing her to come to a decision, but Eleanor would not be hurried. I have the rest of my life. I shall decide nothing in haste only to repent at leisure, she cautioned herself. Absently she fingered her braids in which the nuns had taught her to plait three knots on each side. The knots in the left side were for the Trinity: God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost. The three on the right were for chastity, obedience, and poverty. I have no trouble whatsoever with the first vow, she told herself, and my obedience improves with practice, but I’m not sure I can live with a vow of poverty. Though I’ve tried to cast out my love of luxury, I find it impossible. I still adore beautiful clothes and jewels. If I am being truthful, I have not changed one iota. Inside I am still the wild, willful, passionate creature I was when I was five. I’ve simply learned to hold it all inside and show the world a facade of gentle poise and calm control.

William had donated land and provided money for the Order of St. Bride’s convent near Windsor, and she knew that before she took the veil she would have to stay there overnight in one of the cells to see if she could bear to give up her freedom. She was almost convinced she could, for what earthly use did she have for freedom?

In the evening she tried to gather enough energy to go to compline, the seventh and last service of the day. If she took holy orders, how would she last through seven services each day? She asked herself for the thousandth time why she was contemplating the convent, and the answer came back the same: Guilt! Mother Superior insisted her guilt would be expiated, washed away forever, and Eleanor knew she could not live much longer with the crushing guilt.

She rose and took up her jeweled dagger from her bedside table. With unseeing eyes she gazed from the tall windows of the King John Tower. She ran her finger down the sharp blade of the knife. Do it now, do it now, a voice urged her. If she knew she could join William tonight, she would do it without hesitation. Another voice whispered, He has escaped from you … he never really wanted you … leave him in peace. She cried aloud, “Untrue! Untrue!” Then silently she said, I don’t want to live like this. Then she recalled that suicides were purported to spend Eternity in Purgatory. What was the point in exchanging one Purgatory for another? she thought wearily. What was the point of anything?

She dragged herself to the chapel where she spent a whole hour begging forgiveness, then she dully dragged herself to bed. In the morning when daylight crept into her bedchamber, she turned her face to the wall and pulled the covers over her head. She would escape in blissful sleep.

She drifted into a dream where she was hawking with William. They always rode side by side. The crisp air was so invigorating, it tasted like wine. She stood up in her stirrups to cast her merlin and suddenly awoke with a start. The dream had been so real, so tangible that it floated in the air around the bed. What on earth was the matter with her? She’d taken no exercise in over a year. No wonder she had slipped into a decline, not caring if she lived or died. She hadn’t hawked with her little merlin from her beloved Wales for what seemed like years. The little hawk had probably forgotten her. She would need a riding dress. Her mind hesitated as she pictured the bold jade green not worn in over a year. She loathed the colors of mourning she’d long adopted.

She’d do it, she decided. She would search out the riding dress and make her way to the mews above the stables. As she impatiently flung back the bedcovers she experienced a strong feeling that she was reliving an experience. Her mind took wing, flying back over the years to her wedding day, when it had all begun. She could remember every minute detail of that fateful day that changed her life so completely….
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Princess Eleanor Katherine Plantagenet opened her eyes to the sound of birdsong greeting the dawn. Her heart soared with happiness as she realized that the day had finally arrived. She threw back the covers impatiently and ran barefoot to the polished silver mirror.

She didn’t look any different from yesterday. Her black hair was a mass of impossible tangles, the natural creamy color of her skin was marred by too much sun, and her mouth was still set in stubborn lines that clearly showed she got her own way about everything in life. She always would, she decided. Getting your own way was what made life sweet. Some things didn’t come as easily as others, but with unwavering determination, and also by making everyone else’s life hell, she always got what she wanted.

She had ruled her siblings since she was five years old and was the terror of the nursery. They were all older than she, one was even King of England, but by fair means or foul she bent them to her will. The corners of her mouth lifted as she remembered the day that had set her fate.

Her brothers Henry and Richard, then fourteen and twelve respectively, had a ferret in a sack and were off to hunt rabbits. “Wait for me!” she cried imperiously, struggling to pull on her shoes over feet still wet from paddling in the fishpond.

“You’re not coming, Maggot!” cried King Henry.

“You bugger! Stop calling me that,” she screamed furiously.

“I’ll tell Nanny you swear,” six-year-old Isabella said.

Eleanor looked at her sister with contempt. “She knows I swear … you still pee yourself.”

Joanna said from the lofty wisdom of her ten years, “We’re not to leave the garden. If you go off with the boys again I shall tell on you.”

Eleanor snatched up the sack that held the ferret and thrust it at Joanna. Screwing her face into that of a hideous gargoyle, she threatened, “If you tell, you will find a ferret in your bed some dark night.”

Joanna screamed, then took little Isabella by the hand. “Come away, she’s wicked.”

Richard, Duke of Cornwall, cuffed Eleanor across the ear and took the sack from her. “Go and play with the girls, Maggot, you’re not coming with us.”

She dug determined little fists into her hips and stuck out a belligerant chin. “If you don’t let me come with you, I shall tell that you chase the maids and give them belly-burns with your newly sprouted whiskers.”

“Maggot-faced little bitch,” swore adolescent Henry.

Richard, although younger than the king, was stronger and more dominant. He suddenly threw back his head and laughed. “She’s no bigger than a piss-ant, yet she rules the roost one way or another. Come on, Maggot, I’ll bet you don’t have the stomach for this sport anyway.”

In all truth she did not have the stomach for it. She watched in fascinated horror as her brothers slipped the slinky creature down a rabbit hole, then waited with a sack at the other end of the warren for the terrified bunny to pop out. All her sympathies were with the rabbits, and her heart was wrung over the furry brown creatures who went into shock from fear.

Her brothers laughed at her tears and she dashed them away with grimy fingers, leaving rivulets of dirt streaking her face. She felt sick and hurried off in the direction of the palace before they could witness her disgrace herself. To her dismay they followed her, laughing, teasing, and taunting her because she’d allowed them to glimpse her vulnerability.

Henry was golden-haired like his grandfather the great King Henry II, and Richard’s head was russet like his namesake uncle Richard the Lionhearted. Eleanor, the baby of the family, was the only one who had inherited the darkness of their father and mother, the hated King John and Queen Isabella of Angoulême. They used her coloring to tease her unmercifully.

Richard said, “Did you ever notice how much the child resembles a black cockroach?”

Henry laughed. “The last one of a litter is always a runt, but she’s so little I suspect she’s a dwarf.”

Eleanor had never felt so miserable. She was nauseated, hot, and tired, and now a pain shot through her heel. She stopped running, took off her shoe, and saw a large raw blister. “Oh, balls!” she muttered, and threw the offending slipper into a bramble bush.

They caught up with her just as the palace came into view.

“Someone’s just arrived,” Richard said.

“It’s the marshal!” Henry cried happily, recognizing the device of the Red Lion Rampant on a white field.

Eleanor’s miseries dissolved like snow in summer. Saved by the marshal. Oh, how she loved him!

The king and the Duke of Cornwall greeted William Marshal, one of their beloved guardians, a full ten minutes before Eleanor’s little legs carried her into his glorious presence. She tugged on his surcoat. “My lord earl, My lord earl!”

He bent and picked her up, then sat down on a stone bench in the shaded courtyard. Her face was now wreathed with smiles beneath the grime. “Sweetheart, you’ve been crying! Tell William what’s amiss.”

Henry and Richard exchanged impatient glances. They wanted William Marshal’s undivided attention for themselves. He was their father figure, their mentor, and their hero all rolled into one.

“I’m ugly, like a little black cockroach,” whispered Eleanor.

Her words startled Will Marshal momentarily, and he fished in a pocket for a sweetmeat while he searched for words to comfort the child. Her eyes lit up at the sight of the sugared mouse, and she sucked it contentedly as she nestled in the crook of his arm to listen to his soothing voice.

“Once upon a time there was a handsome king and a beautiful queen who had a brood of towheaded children. Then along came the last one and, as is often the case, the last was the best. When the king saw how beautiful she was, he was well pleased. She had black silken curls and eyes the deep blue of sapphires. He told the queen, ‘She is my precious jewel,’ and ever after she was known as the King’s Precious Jewel.”

“Me!” Eleanor said, having heard the phrase all her life. She looked at Henry and said solemnly, “And I shall marry the marshal and live happily ever after.”

Eleanor’s mind returned to the present, and she stared at her face in the mirror. In spite of the touseled hair and sunburn, she knew she was beautiful. It had taken four long years to secure her heart’s desire. Four years of manipulating her brother King Henry into persuading William Marshal to wed her. An old superstition ran through her mind: “Be careful what you wish for in case it comes true.” She laughed at her own silliness. She loved William Marshal with all her heart and all her soul and all her mind. After today he would be hers forever.

Her chamber door was thrown open and a gaggle of nursemaids filed in to prepare their charge for her wedding. Princess Eleanor Katherine Plantagenet was nine years old.

Will Marshal’s eyes told nothing of his true feelings on this wedding day. He thought his black velvet doublet emblazoned back and front with the scarlet lions ridiculously ostentatious. His tastes were those of a plain soldier, yet he realized what was expected of the head of the wealthiest family in England. All the Marshals who had gathered for the ceremony had married well. His brothers had wed into the noblest families, his sisters married to the Earls of Gloucester, Derby, and Norfolk.

He sighed. It was only fitting, he supposed, that the head of the Marshals should marry into the royal family. Yet when Henry had offered him Princess Eleanor he had recoiled in horror. He had made the excuse that she was a child and it would take too many years before she could become a real wife to him, but the truth of the matter was he loathed the little girl’s mother and feared the princess would become a beautiful, promiscuous replica.

Poor little imp, he thought sadly. What a frightening thought to be born in the image of her father and mother. King John had been the worst King England had ever known and had been hated by all. He had been both venal and vile, and the entire world was relieved that he was dead. Queen Isabella had been a voluptuary at the tender age of fourteen. When his duties took him into the king’s bedchamber, her sensuality had disgusted him. She’d been a wretched mother. Before John was cold in his grave and Eleanor one year old, she had abandoned them all and married her previous lover, Hugh de Lusignan, and before the little mite had turned four years old, like a bitch in heat Isabella had produced a litter of three sons, William, Guy, and Aymer de Lusignan. He only prayed to heaven that Queen Isabella’s tainted blood had not been passed on to her offspring. What a nest of vipers they could become when they realized the corrupting power royal blood could wield.

He took up two silver-backed brushes and ran them through his thick brown hair, noticing for the first time that it was sprinkled with gray. He had been relieved when Henry’s council had rejected the idea of the marriage. Since the Princess Isabella had married the Emperor of Germany and the Princess Joanna had become a queen by marrying King Alexander of Scotland, they also wanted a royal marriage for Eleanor. King Henry had been incensed with his council. He was ever at odds with them, chafing at the fact that he was a boy-king, but a few weeks before he reached his majority of eighteen he again put the matter before his council, informing them that he wished to give his beloved Marshal of England the King’s Precious Jewel, Eleanor. He told them in no uncertain terms that if they objected, they would be overruled the moment he became eighteen.

Henry was well pleased with himself this day. The marriage contracts had been negotiated and signed, and the portion Eleanor was to receive from William Marshal was more than generous, amounting to one-fifth of the vast Marshal holdings in England, Wales, and Ireland. Henry had always had a great liking for William Marshal and an even greater liking for his vast fortune.

Henry’s brother Richard arrived and without hesitation threw open the door to the king’s privy chamber. Followed by half a dozen of his attendants, he filled the room. Richard was old enough to have his own residence and had just returned from his duchy of Cornwall. He put the king in the shade in every way. Not only was he more attractive, taller, and stronger, but the revenues from the vast tin mines in Cornwall were already making him wealthy.

Richard affectionately punched Henry in the shoulder and said, “Well, the little piss-ant is getting her own way again today.”

Henry, who had one drooping eyelid, let it close all the way in a sly wink. “You don’t think I’d be fool enough to let a fortune like the marshal’s slip through my fingers?”

Richard grinned as he reached out to feel the cloth of gold the young king wore. “Is that who is paying for all this lavish pomp and ceremony?”

“No”—Henry laughed—“as a matter of fact, you are. I shall allow you to make me a loan now that you’re filthy rich.”

“Thanks for nothing!” Richard, who was not really generous by nature, laughed.

Henry sobered. “Christ, Richard, I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do. You know I don’t have a pot to piss in. It’s so bloody unfair—talk about the sins of the fathers being visited upon the son! We had a prick of a father, Richard. The son of a bitch declared England a fief of Rome before he died, which means I owe an annual tribute of a thousand marks—seven hundred for England and three hundred for Ireland. It hasn’t been paid for nine frigging years because when I came to the throne I didn’t have one piece of gold. Too bad Father didn’t get swept out to sea instead of the crown jewels, when his treasure wagons were engulfed by the waters of The Wash.”

Richard poured himself ale, but Henry snapped his fingers at one of his attendants who immediately poured him the best imported Gascon wine.

“Have you paid Isabella’s dowry yet?” Richard asked.

“Surely you jest! How can I send money to Germany? I’m not the one with a pisspot full of money, you are.”

“That’s because I don’t spend it with both hands like you do. Take this wedding, for example. It could have been a very simple affair. After all, Eleanor won’t be a real wife for years. After the religious ceremony the little minx could have been packed off to the nursery and William sent home to his mistress. Instead you choose to put on a lavish show that costs thousands.”

Henry’s eyes narrowed and his voice became high-pitched. “I was crowned with a simple gold circlet of Mother’s and sat down afterward to a tough chine of beef. The loyal English barons had invited the French in to overthrow my father. The French held every castle from Winchester to Lincoln, and I can count on one hand the men who were loyal to me.” He stuck up his thumb. “William Marshal.” He stuck up a finger. “Hubert de Burgh.” A second finger followed. “Ranulf de Blundeville, Earl of Chester.” He pointed to his third finger. “Peter des Roches, Bishop of Winchester.” The last and final finger went up. “Falkes de Bréauté, the mercenary.”

Richard had heard it all before and knew Henry was obsessed.

“It took these loyal men four years to rid England of the French. Marshal, de Burgh, and Chester paid for it out of their own pockets because I didn’t have one gold piece. I swore that when I came into my majority I would make up for it. I’m the bloody King of England! When I throw a banquet it will be a great feast where the greatest men of the realm wear their finest robes and glittering jewels.”

Richard threw an affectionate arm about his shoulders. “Then you’ll have to do what every other intelligent man does, marry an heiress. Take a page from Hubert de Burgh’s book, I certainly intend to. Look at the wealth and lands Avisa brought him and the moment she was measured for a shroud, he was wooing little Princess Margaret of Scotland who was put in his safekeeping. And to make absolutely certain he got her, he fucked her until he got her with child.”

“Which royally screwed me! I was negotiating for her sister, Princess Marion, until my council objected on the grounds that Hubert de Burgh would be my brother-in-law. They’re just jealous that he was acting regent through my minority and I chose to honor him by making him Earl of Kent. The people love Hubert and so do I.”

“And so does Hubert.” Richard laughed. When he saw Henry’s face twist with anger, he laughed again. “A joke, brother. You know how much I owe to Hubert. He took me under his wing and made a soldier of me. He and William Marshal made it possible for me and you to slip from the clerical leading strings of the Bishop of Winchester.”

Henry said, “Peter des Roches made a wonderful tutor. He is one of the most enlightened men of this or any other century.”

Richard made a rude noise. “Well, he certainly gained ascendancy over your mind while he installed his relatives and creatures in all the important posts of the household.”

“Well, he isn’t in control any longer. Hubert and the bishop are at each other’s throats. I think it’s a wise policy to split my ambitious ministers into two camps. And if either think they can keep me on a leash once I reach my majority, they are in for a rude awakening.” He drained his winecup. “Now all I need is money. As soon as negotiations are completed with the Count of Brittany for his lovely Austrian princess, I shall be rolling in it.”

Richard, firmly placing his tongue in his cheek, said, “Not when she gets my letter telling her you’re squint-eyed and impotent.”

Henry took off after Richard and his attendants hurried after him with the magnificent new crown he had just designed for himself.
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As Princess Eleanor was led toward the altar in the chapel at Westminster, she was almost dizzy from happiness. She was gowned in pristine white velvet, her tiny train trimmed with ermine; upon her cloud of dark hair sat a coronet of snowdrops, and she held a small white Bible.

As she reached the marshal’s side, he looked down at her with a grave smile. Her dark-blue eyes sparkled like sapphires as she gazed up at him with adoration. He was the handsomest, bravest, strongest man in the realm. When he smiled his eyes crinkled boyishly and her heart turned over. She opened her mouth to speak his name, but he gave her a little frown of warning to remind her to keep silent until she repeated the vows. She obediently followed his lead and sank to her knees and bowed her head while the bishop droned a Latin prayer over their heads.

She couldn’t keep her eyes closed for longer than ten seconds, so she lifted her lashes and saw a black spider making its way across her white Bible. She watched in fascination as the insect walked delicately on its eight legs, then as it reached her thumb it very deliberately bit her. Without hesitation she slapped it into the next world. “You bugger!”

The bishop’s mouth fell open and William opened his eyes quickly to see what she was doing. He reached across firmly and took Eleanor’s small hand into his. It was freezing and his long, brown fingers wrapped about it to control her, to comfort her, to warm her. After that everything went smoothly. She gave her responses solemnly, from the heart.

William slipped the heavy gold band onto her finger and she clenched her fist tightly to prevent its slipping off. When the long-winded bishop finally pronounced them man and wife, she said ecstatically to William, “I’m the Countess of Pembroke.”

He smiled down at her and murmured, “Never have I seen anyone step down in rank so graciously.” At the compliment her heart almost burst with love.

The wedding presents were displayed on trestle tables along the entire length of the banqueting hall The large Marshal family, combining its fortunes in matrimony with the noblest in England, gifted them with magnificent silver plate engraved with the initial M, the finest Venetian crystal, one hundred solid-gold forks, and one hundred sets of Irish bed linen monogrammed with exquisite embroidery.

Since William was the Justiciar of Ireland and owned all of Leinster, a gift of twenty-five blooded stallions and twenty-five blooded brood mares had been shipped across the Irish Sea. The Earl of Chester had gifted them with ten Oriental silk carpets acquired on his last Crusade. Never to be outdone, Hubert de Burgh, Justiciar of England, had fitted out a luxurious barge, painted in the Marshal colors, which rode at anchor a few hundred feet away in the Thames.

The barons too had been generous. They may not have liked their young king, but their respect for the Marshal of England ran deep.

The Earl and Countess of Pembroke sat on carved and padded throne chairs on the dais at King Henry’s right hand. The miniature bride was the focus of all eyes as she sat between the two tall men and graciously thanked each couple who came forward. The people captured her interest far more than their costly gifts as she sorted out the Earl and Countess of Derby from the Earl and Countess of Norfolk. The Marshals were certainly an attractive family with their chestnut curls and laughing brown eyes.

William Marshal marveled inwardly at the poise the child displayed as she gravely thanked their guests. There was hope yet that she would grow into a refined lady. He harbored such dread that she might become like her mother that before he agreed to the marriage he stipulated in the marriage contracts how she must be brought up from now on. Alarmingly neglected, she had been allowed the freedom of a wild young animal. First and foremost, her innocence must be guarded day and night. She was to reside at Windsor Castle in a wing that was to be kept separate for females. She was to have her own servants and ladies-in-waiting, and he had asked the Mother Superior of the Order of St. Bride’s to supply two nuns to live in her household on a permanent basis.

She was to have tutors to educate her fine mind; she was to be taught to read and write and to speak other languages, as well learn etiquette, deportment, and the womanly arts, which the chatelaine of the marshal’s vast estates would need to know.

William doubted that she would be able to hold up through the long, tiring day, even though the banquet was to end at ten o’clock in deference to her bedtime. However, once they were seated at the banquet table, her reserve and poise disappeared and were replaced by an inquisitive, talkative, bundle of energy.

The noisy clamor of the revelers receded for Eleanor as there became only one other person in the room, nay in the whole world.

“My lord earl, you have ridden in tournaments all over the world and never been defeated. May I please attend and watch you?”

Will’s eyebrows went up. “Sweeting, I’ve been defeated many times. Tournaments have been forbidden in England for some time now because of the danger. England needs all her men to fight real battles.”

“Then it is high time we had one. I shall command it.” Without taking a breath she said, “My lord earl, you are too modest. I know you are the undefeated champion. You know exactly where to thrust in the lance. Will you show me the spot where a man is most vulnerable?” She placed her small hand upon his breast muscle. “Is it here?” she asked, wide-eyed.

William felt alarm rise within him. Surely the subject was unseemly for a child. Gently he removed her hand, murmuring “It’s more to the side.”

Her hand reached into his armpit. “Here?”

“I will show you the spot sometime when we are private.”

Her eyes lit with anticipation and he watched with amazement as she devoured almost as much food as he did. “My lord earl, you have more castles than any other man in the world.”

“Well, perhaps not the world, Eleanor,” he demurred.

“Well, in England and Ireland and Wales,” she said impatiently. “I want to see them all. Will you take me to Ireland and to Wales?”

He tried to discourage her. “I usually only go to these places when there is trouble. I go to fight.”

“Oh, yes!” she cried passionately. “Will you take me to the wars, my lord earl, so I may see you ride into battle? Will you show me exactly where you stick your sword in to kill a man?”

William opened his mouth and closed it again, fighting the alarm that rose up within him. “I cannot take you to war, little one. I will not lie to you.”

“Won’t you, my lord earl? Thank you,” she said from the bottom of her heart. “Everyone else does, you know. If I promise not to come to war with you, will you promise to show me how to use a sword and how to stick it in?”

“I-I suppose so,” he said faintly.

“Do you promise?” she demanded.

“Yes.” He nodded.

“My lord earl, do you have murder holes in your Welsh castles where you can pour boiling oil down upon the enemy? Is it true that the Welsh are so wild and wicked they fight naked?”

“That’s the Scots,” he said faintly, wondering what on earth he’d let himself in for. Lord God, it would take more than tutors and nuns to civilize Eleanor Plantagenet. He squirmed in his seat realizing to his great dismay that everything about him fascinated the child. Her great sapphire eyes were saucers of adoration as she hung upon his every word. He cleared his throat and picked up his goblet. This was thirsty work.

Eleanor reached across the table to a tall jug of wine and poured a liberal drink for herself. The wine splashed crimson upon her pristine velvet and William couldn’t believe his ears. “Oh, balls!” she said, rubbing it and succeeding in making it much worse.

“Eleanor,” he began firmly.

She glanced up. “Oh, forgive me, my lord earl, I didn’t realize the dancing had started. Oh, ’tis my favorite, the Volta. You will allow me one dance, won’t you, my lord earl, please?” she implored.

He was at such a loss that suddenly he grinned. “I could never deny a lass with a yearning heart.”

When the assembly saw the good-natured groom was sport enough to dance with the little bride, a great cheer broke out and swept across the floor. William swung Eleanor back and forth in a wide circle, then lifted her high in the air and twirled her over his head until she was giddy with excitement. Everyone joined them on the floor, and each man took his turn partnering the little bride. She was whirled from arm to arm and lifted high by each new dancer, who tried to show off his superiority before the others. Then she was squealing with pure happiness when it was Marshal’s turn again.

He shook his head as her brother Richard reached for her. “Enough, you’ll have her in a state of collapse.”

Richard grinned. “You don’t know Eleanor. She’ll have you in a state of collapse.”

William carried her back to her chair and looked down at her flushed face and brilliantly sparkling eyes. The snowdrops had wilted and her coronet sat all askew, but truly she was the most beautiful child he had ever seen. “Shall we just watch?” he suggested.

“Yes,” she agreed happily, “I would rather be sitting here with you than anywhere else in the whole world.”

William saw her reach for more wine. Just in time he firmly removed the jug down the table and said, “Dancing is thirsty work. I shall go and fetch us some cider fresh from the orchards of Cornwall. Or perhaps there is ambrosia, a honeyed fruit drink. I think you would like it excessively.”

“Thank you, my lord earl. I don’t wish to be a trouble to you,” she assured him solemnly.

William sighed. Trouble was most likely Eleanor Plantagenet’s middle name.

When William departed, Henry spotted her sitting alone and brought over a woman of indeterminate age. Though she looked old, her hair was very black and her brow was amazingly unwrinkled. “Dame Margot has been casting my royal horoscope. She predicts that I am to wed next and to a very beautiful princess from a land filled with sunshine. Would you like her to foretell your future, sweeting?”

Eleanor considered for a moment, holding her head on one side. Actually she hadn’t thought beyond her wedding. Marrying William Marshal had been an end in itself. The woman’s eyes were strange, with the subtle cloudiness of opals. Her voice when she spoke was deep and commanding. “You do not love lightly. Love will dominate your life. It will become a fine madness, an obsession. Love will drive you to take holy vows; love will force you to choose between it and living death. Your steps will lead you to the yawning abyss. On the other side stands a war lord, a warrior god. He is a giant who towers over other men in all ways. He will be England’s hero, godlike to the masses and barons alike. You will deny him again and again, but he will laugh at your protests. He will conspire with Fate itself to make you lovers. He shall always emerge victorious. He will be your strength and your weakness, your wisdom and your folly, your hero and your god! His hair will be black as a witch’s cat, his eyes like black obsidian.”

The soothsayer’s spell was broken when Eleanor began to giggle. “Dame Margot, you were right about everything save the color of my true love’s hair.” Eleanor swept her hand toward the man who approached carrying a large silver jug. “My lord earl, you are just in time to have your future told.”

William frowned, wondering what the devil Henry was up to, filling her head with nonsense.

Dame Margot looked at the marshal and fancied she saw the finger of Death reach out from the grave to mark him. Her strange eyes became hooded, and she passed on to the next table where a group of expensively gowned dowagers were likely to treat her predictions with the respect they deserved.

William filled two goblets with the chilled fruit juice and offered a toast to his child bride. He smiled as his youngest sister Isabella danced past.

“Isabella is the Countess of Gloucester, but where is the earl?” she asked.

“Young de Clare is fighting in Ireland. I shall have to join him shortly.”

Eleanor watched William’s sister intently. “She’s the beauty of the family; I like her best.”

“Do you?” asked Will, an idea forming in his mind. What a perfectly wonderful example Isabella would set for Eleanor. His sisters had been brought up so strictly. Though she was barely twenty, Isabella was a mature young matron with all the virtues—sweet, pious, modest, meek, obedient, unworldly. He decided to ask her to join Eleanor’s household at Windsor until her husband returned.

Eleanor wasn’t the only Plantagenet to notice Isabella’s beauty. Richard, Duke of Cornwall, asked her to dance and refused to take no for an answer. As he twirled her about, he was mesmerized by the way her delicious chestnut ringlets bounced across her bared shoulders and by the sweet curve of her breasts through the fine fabric of her gown. The way Richard devoured her with his eyes made her quite breathless. He said hungrily, “I would like to see more of you,” and she blushed hotly at the double entendre.

“Your Highness, I’m a married lady,” she murmured, lowering her lashes lest he see the excitement in her eyes.

“What the devil does that have to do with us, Isabella?” he asked huskily.

A little sigh escaped her lips, then she gasped loudly when his thumbs brushed across the swell of her breasts as his hands rested at her waist. He tried to lead her into an alcove of the hall.

“We mustn’t!” she protested breathlessly.

“Darling, we must,” he insisted boldly.

Isabella found the king’s brother irresistible tonight. He was extremely young, but he was certainly proving himself to be all man, she thought as she saw the swollen bulge of him from beneath her lashes.

He knew that she had seen. “Every inch of me responds to you,” he whispered hotly.

A little moan escaped her lips and swiftly he bent his mouth to hers to take it into himself. At such an intimate gesture she melted against him for a moment, unable to help herself. “Your Highness, you mustn’t do this in public,” she protested, trying to restore a respectable distance between them.

“In private then?” he urged.

“It is impossible,” she said, low.

“Difficult but not impossible,” he insisted, his eyes fixed on her soft pink mouth. “I know Westminster intimately,” he drawled huskily. “Trust me to find us a trysting couch.”

She stiffened instantly and stepped back, shocked. The flirtation had been daring, even arousing, but fear flickered across her pretty face. “Your Highness, you mistake me. It is impossible because I am married … and a lady … not a scullery maid to ease your lust.”

“Forgive me, Isabella, but I’m not sure what I feel for you is lust. Is what you feel lust?” he asked bluntly.

“No, of course not!” she said indignantly.

His thumb stroked her wrist. “Your tiny pulse is hammering, your cheek holds the blush of an early rose … you are panting, Isabella.”

Her lashes swept to her cheeks at her own immodesty, and Richard quickly drew her into a deeply shadowed window embrasure. “Richard …”

“Ah, you finally said my name.” He brought his lips to hers again.

A tiny sob broke from her and her hands pushed against his broad shoulders. It was an agony to want something and not want it at the same time. His strong hands slipped behind her and firmly brought the lower part of her body to meet his. His swollen manhood pressed into her soft belly and he rubbed against her slowly, rhythmically.

She dare not bring her hands down to his groin to push that part of him away, but braced them instead against his chest. He was building to a delicious peak against her and could tell by the way her lips fell open that she was beginning to respond.

By virtue of the bride’s tender years there had been no innuendos, titillating remarks, or sly winks tossed about as there were at most wedding celebrations. Neither had the occasion degenerated into a drunken baccanalia. Promptly at nine o’clock Eleanor’s old nursemaid collected her for bed. She was surprised that the child made no protest for she knew from experience that bedtime could be a battle of wills.

William lifted his bride’s fingers to his lips and said solemnly, “Good night, Countess.”

She curtsied prettily. “Good night, my lord earl.” She was almost to the top of the staircase where two more maids stood waiting with candles to light her to bed, when she said to her nurse, “Will we be sleeping in my chamber, or has a special one been prepared for the bride and groom?”

The shocked look on her nurse’s face puzzled her, but she didn’t expect the slap. “Such wanton words from a child!” the old servant said repressively. “The marshal is leaving for one of his own residences.”

“No!” cried Eleanor, whirling about and running back down the marble steps. She saw with her own eyes that the marshal was preparing to depart. At the top of her voice she shouted, “My lord husband, don’t leave me!”

All eyes swung up to her just as the nurse grabbed her most ungently. Eleanor’s little teeth swiftly bit down until the restraining hands were loosed. She ran headlong down the remaining steps, neatly eluding Henry’s outstretched arms, and began pushing her way through the startled guests toward her goal. “William! William!”

Henry’s long legs caught up with her in three strides, and he scooped her up in firm arms. “Stop it, Maggot,” he hissed in her ear.

She struggled frantically. “William, if you leave, I am going with you!”

William was discomfited that the child was making a scene. Henry was handing her over to half a dozen servants, and he thought it best if he did not interfere. Eleanor was crying incoherently now. She was on the verge of hysterics as the numerous hands tried to restrain her.

“William, you p-promised,” she screamed. “You promised to show me how to st-stick it in!”

A shocked silence descended upon the hall and then a lone titter was heard. William Marshal was angry now. He strode down the hall toward the distraught Eleanor and her brother, the King of England. “Has no one had the decency to explain matters to the child?” he demanded.

Henry shrugged and the old nursemaid looked at him blankly. William gave them quelling looks and extracted Eleanor from the grip of two servants. He set her feet to the floor, placed her small hand on his arm, and said, “Come, Countess, I shall escort you to your chamber.”

Teardrops hung on her dark lashes like diamonds as she gazed up at William from the edge of the bed.

“Sweeting, because of your age you cannot come to live with me. Not until you are older,” he explained gently.

“You mean next month when I turn ten?” she asked hopefully.

“No … not until you are a grown woman … at least sixteen.”

She looked at him with wounded eyes. “You don’t love me. You don’t want me,” she whispered.

“Eleanor, of course I want you. The time will pass very quickly. You are to live at Windsor and have your own household. You have so many things to learn before you can become a wife. Your days will be filled with lessons. You will be surrounded by teachers and tutors and nuns.”

She looked horrified. “Like my grandmother Eleanor … her husband imprisoned her too. My name is a curse!”

“Eleanor …”

She recoiled. “Don’t call me that!”

William bit his lip to summon patience. “Your grandparents, King Henry and Eleanor of Aquitaine, had a great love story. I shall instruct your tutors to teach you history accurately.” He went down on his knees before her to appeal to her. “You are the Countess of Pembroke … my countess. I want you to be the most accomplished countess England ever saw. I want you to sit a horse superbly, to be able to converse in fluent French, to entertain the crowned heads of Europe. I want you to learn law so that you may sit beside me when I hold courts of dispute. I want you to learn Gaelic so that when we go to Wales and Ireland, the people will love and respect you.” He paused to search her face, to see if his suggestions were being comprehended.

They were. “Oh, my lord earl, I shall strive to become perfect so that I shall be worthy of you. First I will polish my reading and writing so that we may correspond and you may judge for yourself the progress I shall make,” she promised fervently.

Lord God, how impassioned the child was. “Your older sisters are both gone to be queens and I don’t want them to outshine you. You mustn’t think of Windsor as a prison. It is a beautiful castle with walled gardens and a great forested park for hunting. Henry is doing much building there so that when he marries it will be a great king’s residence. You won’t be isolated and lonely there.”

“But I shall be surrounded by adults all telling me what to do from the moment I open my eyes in the morning until they order me to bed at nine o’clock.”

He thought for a moment, then told her, “I am going to ask my young sister Isabella to come and stay with you until her husband returns.”

Eleanor sniffed and wiped her sleeve across her nose. “She’s pretty, but she’s quite old.”

“She’s only twenty.” Lord God, if she thought Isabella old, she must think him in his dotage. A man of forty wedding a child not yet ten! The whole thing was a farce. Decisively he said, “You shall have some companions your own age. Some little maids of good family.”

“May I choose them myself?” she begged.

“Well …” He hesitated. “I will select six or eight suitable families and you may choose the three you like best.”

“Oh, a mutual decision! See how well we shall deal together, William?”

He let out a relieved sigh. Eleanor Plantagenet could be handled if one used a velvet glove. His eyes crinkled in an indulgent smile. He unfastened his black doublet to bare his chest. Then he lifted her to stand on the bed so that they were the same height. He took her fingers in his big hand and traced his well-muscled ribs. “Right here between the third and fourth rib is a very good place to stick in your sword. It goes straight in to puncture the lung.” He raised her fingers to beneath his arm. “Feel that soft fleshy part in the armpit? A downward plunge almost always produces a mortal wound.”

He saw the tip of her tongue between her little white teeth as she concentrated on the lesson. He drew her hand to the center of his wide chest until she felt the heavy beat of his heart. “If you drive your sword home here, it is always fatal,” he promised solemnly.

“Oh, my lord earl, I do love you!”
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