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William started forward and Henry’s attention turned. Fear and defiance constricted the elation, but it didn’t vanish entirely. The lad fixed William with an imperious stare, which William ignored. He would kneel to the King and Queen and yield deference to the royal children in a formal situation. But this wasn’t a formal situation and young Henry had just broken the code of chivalry and needed teaching a lesson. However, before he could reach horse and boy and secure them both, Blancart gave an irritated buck. Henry was flung backwards, his spine striking the hard wood of the cantle. He dropped the lance, grabbed the reins in panic and yanked on them. The stallion went wild, twisting, kicking, plunging. Prince Henry tried to hold on but he stood no chance for he was straddling a whirlwind. The inevitable moment arrived when he lost his grip, sailed from the saddle and hit the ground with a breath-jarring thud. Blancart bolted, punctuating his gallop with a series of violent bucks and kicks.

William rode over to the fallen prince, his heart filled with dread. ‘Christ, let him be all right,’ he prayed, crossing himself.
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1

Fortress of Drincourt, Normandy, Summer 1167

 



In the dark hour before dawn, all the shutters in the great hall were closed against the evil vapours of the night. Under the heavy iron curfew, the fire was a quenched dragon’s eye. The forms of slumbering knights and retainers lined the walls and the air sighed with the sound of their breathing and resonated with the occasional glottal snore.

At the far end of the hall, occupying one of the less favoured places near the draughts and away from the residual gleam of the fire, a young man twitched in his sleep, his brow pleating as the vivid images of his dream took him from the restless darkness of a vast Norman castle to a smaller, intimate chamber in his family’s Berkshire keep at Hamstead.

He was five years old, wearing his best blue tunic, and his mother was clutching him to her bosom as she exhorted him in a cracking voice to be a good boy. ‘Remember that I love you, William.’ She squeezed him so tightly that he could hardly breathe. When she released him they both gasped, he for air, she fighting tears. ‘Kiss me and go with your father,’ she said.

Setting his lips to her soft cheek, he inhaled her scent,  sweet like new-mown hay. Suddenly he didn’t want to go and his chin began to wobble.

‘Stop weeping, woman, you’re unsettling him.’

William felt his father’s hand come down on his shoulder, hard, firm, turning him away from the sun-flooded chamber and the gathered domestic household, which included his three older brothers, Walter, Gilbert and John, all watching him with solemn eyes. John’s lip was quivering too.

‘Are you ready, son?’

He looked up. Lead from a burning church roof had destroyed his father’s right eye and melted a raw trail from temple to jaw, leaving him with an angel’s visage one side and the gargoyle mask of a devil on the other. Never having known him without the scars, William accepted them without demur.

‘Yes, sir,’ he said and was rewarded by a kindling gleam of approval.

‘Brave lad.’

In the courtyard the grooms were waiting with the horses. Setting his foot in the stirrup, John Marshal swung astride and leaned down to scoop William into the saddle before him. ‘Remember that you are the son of the King’s Marshal and the nephew of the Earl of Salisbury.’ His father nudged his stallion’s flanks and he and his troop clattered out of the keep. William was intensely aware of his father’s broad, battle-scarred hands on the reins and the bright embroidery decorating the wrists of the tunic.

‘Will I be gone a long time?’ his dream self asked in a high treble.

‘That depends on how long King Stephen wants to keep you.’

‘Why does he want to keep me?’

‘Because I made him a promise to do something and he wants you beside him until I have kept that promise.’ His father’s voice was as harsh as a sword blade across a whetstone. ‘You are a hostage for my word of honour.’

‘What sort of promise?’

William felt his father’s chest spasm and heard a grunt that was almost laughter. ‘The sort of promise that only a fool would ask of a madman.’

It was a strange answer and the child William twisted round to crane up at his father’s ruined face even as the grown William turned within the binding of his blanket, his frown deepening and his eyes moving rapidly beneath his closed lids. Through the mists of the dreamscape, his father’s voice faded, to be replaced by those of a man and woman in agitated conversation.

‘The bastard’s gone back on his word, bolstered the keep, stuffed it to the rafters with men and supplies, shored up the breaches.’ The man’s voice was raw with contempt. ‘He never intended to surrender.’

‘What of his son?’ the woman asked in an appalled whisper.

‘The boy’s life is forfeit. The father says that he cares not - he still has the anvils and hammers to make more and better sons than the one he loses.’

‘He does not mean it . . .’

The man spat. ‘He’s John Marshal and he’s a mad dog. Who knows what he would do. The King wants the boy.’

‘But you’re not going to . . . you can’t!’ The woman’s voice rose in horror.

‘No, I’m not. That’s on the conscience of the King and the boy’s accursed father. The stew’s burning, woman; attend to your duties.’

William’s dream self was seized by the arm and dragged roughly across the vast sprawl of a battle-camp. He could  smell the blue smoke of the fires, see the soldiers sharpening their weapons and a team of mercenaries assembling what he now knew was a stone-throwing machine.

‘Where are we going?’ he asked.

‘To the King.’ The man’s face had been indistinct before but now the dream brought it sharply into focus, revealing hard, square bones thrusting against leather-brown skin. His name was Henk and he was a Flemish mercenary in the pay of King Stephen.

‘Why?’

Without answering, Henk turned sharply to the right. Between the siege machine and an elaborate tent striped in blue and gold, a group of men were talking amongst themselves. A pair of guards stepped forward, spears at the ready, then relaxed and waved Henk and William through. Henk took two strides and knelt, pulling William down beside him. ‘Sire.’

William darted an upward glance through his fringe, uncertain which of the men Henk was addressing, for none of them wore a crown or resembled his notion of what a king should look like. One lord was holding a fine spear though, with a silk banner rippling from the haft.

‘So this is the boy whose only value to his father has been the buying of time,’ said the man standing beside the spear-bearer. He had greying fair hair and lined, care-worn features. ‘Rise, child. What’s your name?’

‘William, sir.’ His dream self stood up. ‘Are you the King?’

The man blinked and looked taken aback. Then his faded blue eyes narrowed and his lips compressed. ‘Indeed I am, although your father seems not to think so.’ One of his companions leaned to mutter in his ear. The King listened and vigorously shook his head. ‘No,’ he said.

A breeze lifted the silk banner on the lance and it  fluttered outwards, making the embroidered red lion at its centre appear to stretch and prowl. The sight diverted William. ‘Can I hold it?’ he asked eagerly.

The lord frowned at him. ‘You’re a trifle young to be a standard-bearer, hmm?’ he said, but there was a reluctant twinkle in his eye and after a moment he handed the spear to William. ‘Careful now.’

The haft was warm from the lord’s hand as William closed his own small fist around it. Wafting the banner, he watched the lion snarl in the wind and laughed with delight.

The King had drawn away from his adviser and was making denying motions with the palm of his hand.

‘Sire, if you relent, you will court naught but John Marshal’s contempt . . .’ the courtier insisted.

‘Christ on the Cross, I will court the torture of my soul if I hang an innocent for the crimes of his sire. Look at him . . . look!’ The King jabbed a forefinger in William’s direction. ‘Not for all the gold in Christendom will I see a little lad like that dance on a gibbet. His hellspawn father, yes, but not him.’

Oblivious of the danger in which he stood, aware only of being the centre of attention, William twirled the spear.

‘Come, child.’ The King beckoned to him. ‘You will stay in my tent until I decide what is to be done with you.’

William was only a little disappointed when he had to return the spear to its owner who turned out to be the Earl of Arundel. After all, there was a magnificent striped tent to explore and the prospect of yet more weapons to look at and perhaps even touch if he was allowed - royal ones at that. With such a prospect in mind, he skipped along happily at King Stephen’s side.

Two knights in full mail guarded the tent and various  squires and attendants waited on the King’s will. The flaps were hooked back to reveal a floor strewn with freshly scythed meadow and the heady scent of cut grass was intensified by the enclosing canvas. Beside a large bed with embroidered bolsters and covers of silk and fur stood an ornate coffer like the one in his parents’ chamber at Hamstead. There was also room for a bench and a table holding a silver flagon and cups. The King’s hauberk gleamed on a stand of crossed ash poles, with the helmet secured at the top and his shield and scabbard propped against the foot. William eyed the equipment with longing.

The King smiled at him. ‘Do you want to be a knight, William?’

William nodded vigorously, eyes glowing.

‘And loyal to your king?’

Again William nodded but this time because instinct told him it was the required response.

‘I wonder.’ Sighing heavily, the King directed a squire to pour the blood-red wine from flagon to cup. ‘Boy,’ he said. ‘Boy, look at me.’

William raised his head. The intensity of the King’s stare frightened him a little.

‘I want you to remember this day,’ King Stephen said slowly and deliberately. ‘I want you to know that whatever your father has done to me, I am giving you the chance to grow up and redress the balance. Know this: a king values loyalty above all else.’ He sipped from the cup and then pressed it into William’s small hands. ‘Drink and promise you will remember.’

William obliged, although the taste stung the back of his throat.

‘Promise me,’ the King repeated as he repossessed the cup.

‘I promise,’ William said, and as the wine flamed in  his belly, the dream left him and he woke with a gasp to the crowing of roosters and the first stirring of movement amongst the occupants of Drincourt’s great hall. For a moment he lay blinking, acclimatising himself to his present surroundings. It was a long time since his dreams had peeled back the years and returned him to the summer he had spent as King Stephen’s hostage during the battle for Newbury. He seldom recalled that part of his life with his waking memory, but occasionally, without rhyme or reason, his dreams would return him to that time and the young man just turning twenty would again become a fair-haired little boy of five years old.

His father, despite all his manoeuvring, machinations and willingness to sacrifice his fourth-born son, had lost Newbury, and eventually his lordship of Marlborough, but if he had lost the battle, he had rallied on the successful turn of the tide. Stephen’s bloodline lay in the grave and Empress Matilda’s son, Henry, the second of that name, had been sitting firmly on the throne for thirteen years.

‘And I am a knight,’ William murmured, his lips curving with grim humour. The leap in status was recent. A few weeks ago he had still been a squire, polishing armour, running errands, learning his trade at the hands of Sir Guillaume de Tancarville, Chamberlain of Normandy and distant kin to his mother. William’s knighting announced his arrival into manhood and advanced him a single rung upon a very slippery ladder. His position in the Tancarville household was precarious. There were only so many places in Lord Guillaume’s retinue for newly belted knights with ambitions far greater than their experience or proven capability.

William had considered seeking house room under his brother’s rule at Hamstead, but that was a last resort, nor  did he have sufficient funds to pay his passage home across the Narrow Sea. Besides, with the strife between Normandy and France at white heat, there were numerous opportunities to gain the necessary experience. Even now, somewhere along the border, the French army was preparing to slip into Normandy and wreak havoc. Since Drincourt protected the northern approaches to the city of Rouen, there was a pressing need for armed defenders.

As the dream images faded, William slipped back into a light doze and the tension left his body. The blond hair of his infancy had steadily darkened through boyhood and was now a deep hazel-brown, but fine summer weather still streaked it with gold. Folk who had known his father said that William was the image of John Marshal in the days before the molten lead from the burning roof of Wherwell Abbey had ruined his comeliness; that they had the same eyes, the irises deep grey, with the changeable muted tones of a winter river.

‘God’s bones, I warrant you could sleep through the trumpets of Doomsday, William. Get up, you lazy wastrel!’ The voice was accompanied by a sharp dig in William’s ribs. With a grunt of pain, the young man opened his eyes on Gadefer de Lorys, one of Tancarville’s senior knights.

‘I’m awake.’ Rubbing his side, William sat up. ‘Isn’t a man allowed to gather his thoughts before he rises?’

‘Hah, you’d be gathering them until sunset if you were allowed. I’ve never known such a slugabed. If you weren’t my lord’s kin, you’d have been slung out on your arse long since!’

The best way to deal with Gadefer, who was always grouchy in the mornings, was to agree with him and get out of his way. William was well aware of the resentment simmering among some of the other knights who viewed  him as a threat to their own positions in the mesnie. His kinship to the chamberlain was as much a handicap as it was an advantage. ‘You’re right,’ he replied with a self-deprecating smile. ‘I’ll throw myself out forthwith and go and exercise my stallion.’

Gadefer stumped off, muttering under his breath. Concealing a grimace, William rolled up his pallet, folded his blanket and wandered outside. The air held the dusty scent of midsummer, although the cool green nip of the dawn clung in the shadows of the walls, evaporating as the stones drank the rising sunlight. He glanced towards the stables, hesitated, then changed his mind and followed his rumbling stomach to the kitchens.

The Drincourt cooks were accustomed to William’s visits and he was soon leaning against a trestle devouring wheaten bread still hot from the oven and glistening with melted butter and sweet clover honey. The cook’s wife shook her head. ‘I don’t know where you put it all. By rights you should have a belly on you like a woman about to give birth.’

William grinned and slapped his iron-flat stomach. ‘I work hard.’

She raised a brow that said more than words, and returned to chopping vegetables. Still grinning, William licked the last drips of buttery honey off the side of his hand and went to the door, bracing his arm on the lintel and looking out on the fine morning with pleasure. The peace of the moment was broken by the sound of shouts from the courtyard. Moments later the mail-clad Earl of Essex and several knights and serjeants raced past the open door towards the stables. William hastened out into the ward. ‘Holà!’ he cried. ‘What’s happening?’

‘The French and Flemings have been sighted on the outskirts!’ a knight panted over his shoulder.

The words hit William like a bolt of lightning. ‘They’ve crossed the border?’

‘Aye, over the Bresle and down through Eu. Now they’re at our walls with Matthew of Boulogne at their head. We’ll have the devil of a task to hold them. Get your armour on, Marshal, you’ve no time for stomach-filling now!’

William sprinted for the hall. By the time he arrived his heart was thundering like a drum and he was wishing he hadn’t eaten all that bread and honey for he felt sick. A squire was waiting to help him into his padded undertunic and mail. Already dressed in his, the Sire de Tancarville was pacing the hall like a man with a burr in his breeches, issuing terse commands to the knights who were scrambling into their armour.

William pressed his lips together. The urge to retch peaked and then receded. As he donned his mail, his heartbeat steadied, although his palms were slick with cold sweat and he had to wipe them on his surcoat. Now was the moment for which he had trained. Now was his chance to prove that he was good for more than just gluttony and slumber, and that his place in the household was by right of ability and not family favour.

By the time the Sire de Tancarville and his retinue joined the Earl of Essex at the town’s West Bridge, the suburbs of Drincourt were swarming with Flemish mercenaries and the terrified inhabitants were fleeing for their lives. The smell of cooking fires had been overlaid by the harsher stench of indiscriminate burning and in the rue Chaussée a host of Boulonnais knights were massing to make an assault on the West Gate and break into the town itself.

Eager, nervous, resolute, William urged his stallion to the fore, jostling past several seasoned knights until he was level with de Tancarville himself. The latter cast him  a warning glance and curbed his destrier as it lashed out at William’s sweating chestnut. ‘Lad, you are too hasty,’ he growled with amused irritation. ‘Fall back and let the knights do their work.’

Flushed with chagrin, William swallowed the retort that he was a knight and reined back. Glowering, he allowed three of the most experienced warriors to overtake him but as a fourth tried to jostle past, William spurred forward again, determined to show his mettle.

Roaring his own name as a battle cry, de Tancarville launched a charge over the bridge and down the rue Chaussée to meet the oncoming Boulonnais knights. William gripped his shield close to his body, levelled his lance and gave the chestnut its head. He fixed his gaze on the crimson device of a knight on a black stallion and held his line as his destrier bore him towards the moment of impact. He noticed how his opponent carried his lance too high and that the red shield was tilted a fraction inwards. Steadying his arm, he kept his eyes open until the last moment. His lance punched into the knight’s shield, pierced it and even though the shaft snapped off in William’s hand, the blow was sufficient to send the other man reeling. Using the stump as a club, William knocked the knight from the saddle. As the black destrier bolted, reins trailing, William drew his sword.

After the first violent impact, the fighting broke up into individual combats. Nothing in his training had prepared William for the sheer clamour and ferocity of battle, but he was undaunted and fed upon the experience avidly and with increasing confidence as he emerged victorious from several sharp tussles with more experienced men. He was both terrified and exhilarated: like a fish released from a calm stewpond into a fast-flowing river.

The Count of Boulogne ordered more troops into the  fray and the battle for the bridge became a desperate crush of men and horses. Armed with clubs, staves and slingshots, the townspeople fought beside the castle garrison and the battle swayed back and forth like washing in the wind. It was close and dirty work and William’s sword hand grew slippery with sweat and blood.

‘Tancarville!’ William roared hoarsely as he pivoted to strike at a French knight. His adversary’s destrier shied, throwing his rider in the dust where he lay unmoving. William seized the knight’s lance and urged the chestnut towards a knot of Flemish mercenaries who were busy looting a house. One man had dragged a coffer into the street and was clubbing at the lock with his sword hilt. At a warning shout from his companions, he spun round, but only to receive William’s lance through his chest. Immediately the others closed around William, furiously intent on dragging him from his mount.

William turned and manoeuvred his stallion, beating them off with sword and shield, until one of them seized a gaff resting against the house wall and attempted to hook William from his horse. The gaff lodged in his hauberk at the shoulder, the lower claw tearing into the mail, breaking several riveted links and sinking through gambeson and tunic to spike William’s flesh. He felt no pain for his blood was coursing with the heat of battle. As they surrounded him, trying to grab his reins and drag him down off the horse, he pricked the chestnut’s loin with his spurs and the stallion lashed out. There was a scream as a shod hind hoof connected with flesh and the man dropped like a stone. William gripped the stallion’s breast strap and again used the spur, forward of the girth this time. His mount reared, came down, and shot forward so that the soldiers gripping the reins had to let go and leap aside before they were trampled. The mercenary  wielding the hook lost his purchase and William was able to wrench free and turn on him. Almost sobbing his lord’s battle cry, he cut downwards with his sword, saw the man fall, and forced the chestnut forwards over his body. Free of the broil of mercenaries, he rejoined the bulk of the Tancarville knights, but his horse had a deep neck wound and the reins were slippery with its blood.

The enemy had forced the Drincourt garrison back to the edge of the bridge. Smoke and fire had turned the suburbs into an antechamber of hell, but the town remained unbreached and the French army was still breaking on the Norman defence like surf upon granite. Bright spots of effort and exhaustion danced before William’s eyes as he cut and hacked; there was no longer any finesse to his blows. It was about surviving the next moment and the next . . . holding firm and not giving ground. Every time William thought that he could not go on, he defied himself and found the will to raise and lower his arm one more time.

Horns blared out over the seething press of men and suddenly the tension eased. The French knight who had been pressing William hard disengaged and pulled back. ‘They’re sounding the retreat!’ panted a Tancarville knight. ‘God’s blood, they’re retreating! Tancarville! Tancarville!’ He spurred his destrier. The realisation that the enemy was drawing off revitalised William’s flagging limbs. His wounded horse was tottering under him but, undaunted, he flung from the saddle and joined the pursuit on foot.

The French fled through the burning suburbs of Drincourt, harried by the burghers and inhabitants, fighting rearguard battles with the knights and soldiers of the garrison. William finally ran out of breath and collapsed against a sheepfold on the outskirts of the town. His throat was on fire with thirst and the blade of his sword was nicked and pitted from the numerous contacts with  shields and mail and flesh. Removing his helm, he dunked his head in the stone water trough provided for the sheep and, making a scoop of his hands, drank greedily. Once he had slaked his thirst and recovered his breath, he wiped the bloody patina from his sword on a clump of loose wool caught in the wattle fence, sheathed the blade and trudged back to the bridge, suddenly so weary that his shoes felt as if they were made of lead.

His chestnut was lying on its side in an ungainly way that told him - even before he knelt at its head and saw its dull eyes - it was dead. He laid his hand to its warm neck and felt strands of the coarse mane scratch his bloodied knuckles. It had been a gift at his knighting from the Sire de Tancarville, together with his sword, hauberk and cloak, and although he had not had the horse long, it had been a good one - strong, spirited and biddable. He had expended more pride and affection on it than was wise and suddenly there was a tightening of grief in his throat.

‘Won’t be the last you’ll lose,’ said de Lorys gruffly, leaning down from the saddle of his own dappled stallion which had several superficial injuries but was still standing, still whole. ‘Fact of war, lad.’ He extended a hand that, like William’s, was bloody with the day’s work. ‘Here, mount up behind.’

William did so, although it was an effort to set his foot over Gadefer’s in the stirrup and swing himself across the crupper. The cuts and bruises that had gone ignored in the heat of battle now began to strike him like chords on a malevolently plucked harp, especially across his right shoulder.

‘Wounded?’ Gadefer asked as William caught his breath. ‘That’s a nasty gash in your mail.’

‘It’s from a thatch gaff,’ William replied. ‘It’s not that bad.’

De Lorys grunted. ‘I won’t take back the things I’ve said about you. You’re still a slugabed and a glutton, but the way you fought today . . . well, that makes up for everything else. Perhaps my lord Tancarville has not wasted his time in training you after all.’

 



That night the Sire de Tancarville held a feast to celebrate a victory that his knights had not so much snatched from of the jaws of defeat, as reached down the throat of annihilation, dragged back out and resuscitated. Badly mauled, the French army had drawn off to lick its wounds and, for the moment at least, Drincourt was safe, even if the neighbouring county of Eu was a stripped and pillaged wasteland.

William sat in a place of honour at the high table with the senior knights who fêted him for his prowess in his first engagement. Although exhausted, he rallied beneath their camaraderie and praise. The squabs in wine sauce and the fragrant, steaming frumenty and apples seethed in almond milk went some way to reviving his strength, as did the sweet, potent ice-wine with which they plied him. His wounds were mostly superficial. De Tancarville’s chirugeon had washed and stitched the deeper one to his shoulder and dressed it with a soft linen bandage. It was sharply sore; he was going to have the memento of a scar, but there was no lasting damage. His hauberk was already in the armoury having the links repaired and his gambeson had gone to the keep women to be patched and refurbished. Men kept telling him how fortunate he was. He supposed that it must be so, for some of the company had left their lives upon the battlefield and he had only lost his horse and the virginity of his inexperience. It didn’t feel like luck though when someone inadvertently slapped him heartily on his injured shoulder in commendation.

William de Mandeville, the young Earl of Essex, raised his cup high in toast, his dark eyes sparkling. ‘Holà, Marshal, give to me a gift for the sake of our friendship!’ he cried so that all those on the high table could hear.

William’s head was buzzing with weariness and elation but he knew he wasn’t drunk and he had no idea why de Mandeville was grinning so broadly around the trestle. Knowing what was expected of him, however, he played along. The bestowing of gifts among peers was always a part of such feasts.

‘Willingly, my lord,’ he answered with a smile. ‘What would you have me give to you?’

‘Oh, let me see.’ De Mandeville made a show of rubbing his jaw and looking round at the other lords, drawing them deeper into his sport. ‘A crupper would do, or a decorated breast-band. Or a fine bridle perchance?’

Wide-eyed, William spread his hands. ‘I do not have any such items,’ he said. ‘Everything that I own - even the clothes on my back - are mine by the great charity of my lord Tancarville.’ He inclined his head to the latter who acknowledged the gesture with a sweep of his goblet and a suppressed belch.

‘But I saw you gain them today, before my very eyes,’ de Mandeville japed. ‘More than a dozen you must have had, yet you refuse me even one.’

William continued to stare in bewilderment while a collective chuckle rumbled along the dais and grew in volume at William’s expression.

‘What I am saying,’ de Mandeville explained, between guffaws, ‘is that if you had bothered to claim ransoms from the knights you disabled and downed - even a few of them - you would be a rich man tonight instead of an impoverished one. Now do you understand?’

A fresh wave of belly laughter surged at William’s  expense, washing him in chagrin, but he was accustomed to being the butt of jests and knew that the worst thing he could do was sulk in a corner or lash out. The ribbing was well meant and behind it, there was warning and good advice. ‘You are right, my lord,’ he agreed with de Mandeville. The shrug he gave made him wince and brought a softer burst of laughter. ‘I didn’t think. Next time I will be more heedful. I promise you will receive your harness yet.’

‘Hah!’ retorted the Earl of Essex. ‘You’ve to get yourself a new horse first, and they don’t come cheaply.’

 



On retiring to his pallet that night, William lay awake for some time despite his weariness. His mind as well as his body felt bludgeoned. The images of the day returned to him in vivid flashes: some, like his desperate fight with the Flemish footsoldiers, repeating over and over again; others no more than a swift dazzle like sharp sun on water, there and gone. And through it all, running like a thread needle-woven into a tapestry was de Mandeville’s jest that wasn’t a jest at all, but hard truth. Fight for your lord, fight for his honour, but never forget that you were fighting for yourself too.
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The cloak that William had received at his knighting was of Flemish weave, felted and thrice-dyed in woad to deepen the blue, and edged with sable. The garment was designed to cover the wearer from throat to ankle in a splendid semi-circular sweep of fabric. Brushing his palm over the expertly napped cloth, William’s heart was heavy with reluctance, regret and shame.

‘I will give you fifteen shillings for it,’ the clothes-trader said, rubbing his forefinger under his nose and assessing William with crafty eyes.

‘It’s worth twice that!’ William protested.

‘Keep it then, messire.’ The trader shrugged. ‘I’ve a wife and five children to feed. I cannot afford to give charity.’

William rubbed the back of his neck. He had no choice but to sell his cloak because he needed the money to buy another horse. The Sire de Tancarville had shown no inclination to replace the chestnut. A lord’s largesse towards his retainers only went so far and it was up to the individual knight to account for the rest. William was not at fault for losing a valuable warhorse in battle; his  blame lay in his omission to recoup that loss from the men he had defeated. His problem was compounded by the fact that the Kings of England and France had made peace and Lord Guillaume no longer needed so many knights in his retinue - especially inexperienced ones lacking funds and equipment.

‘Being as it’s never been worn, and it’s a fine garment, I’ll give you eighteen,’ the merchant relented.

William’s gaze was steel. ‘No less than twenty-five.’

‘Then find another buyer. Twenty-two, and that’s my final offer. I’m robbing myself blind at that.’ The trader folded his arms, and William realised that this was the sticking point. For a moment he nearly walked away, but his need was too great and although the taste was bitter, he swallowed his pride and agreed to the terms.

Leaving the stall he hefted the pouch of silver. Twenty-two Angevin shillings was nowhere near enough to buy a warhorse. It might just pay for his passage home across the Narrow Sea with his light palfrey and pack beast, but arriving at his family’s door in such a penurious state would be tantamount to holding out a begging bowl. It would have been difficult enough were his father still alive, but now that William’s older brother John had inherited the Marshal lands, he would rather starve than receive his grudging charity.

Forced to a grim decision, he used the coin to buy a solid riding horse from a serjeant’s widow whose husband had been killed in the fight for Drincourt. It was a decent beast, well schooled and, although a trifle long in the tooth, had plenty of riding left in it - but it wasn’t a destrier.

Having stabled the beast, he visited the kitchens and availed himself of bread, cheese and a pitcher of cider, hoping that the latter would wash away the sour taste of  what he had just been forced to do. The cloak was the thin end of the wedge. Next it would be his silk surcoat and his gilded swordbelt. He could see himself trading down and down until he stood in the leather gear of a common footsoldier or became his brother’s hearth knight, undertaking petty duties, living out his days in ennui, and growing paunchy and dull-witted.

The cook tossed a handful of chopped herbs into a simmering cauldron, stirred vigorously, and glanced round at William. ‘I thought you’d be in the hall,’ he remarked.

‘Why?’ William took a gulp of the strong, apple-scented cider.

‘Ah, you haven’t heard about the tourney then.’ The cook’s eyes gleamed with the relish of the informed in the presence of the ignorant.

William’s expression sharpened. ‘What tourney?’

‘The one that’s being held in two weeks’ time on the field between Sainte Jamme and Valennes. The herald rode in an hour since with the news. Lord Guillaume’s been invited to take part.’ He pointed his dripping spoon at William. ‘It’ll be a fine opportunity to build on your prowess.’

A spark of anticipation blazed up and died in William’s breast. ‘I don’t have a destrier,’ he said morosely. ‘I can’t ride into a tourney on a common hack.’

‘Ah.’ The cook scratched his head. ‘That’s a pity, but surely my lord Tancarville will give you a warhorse for the occasion at least. He’s taking as many knights as he can muster. Why don’t you ask him?’

The spark rekindled, making William feel queasy. If he did ask and was refused, he would have no option but to return to England, his tail between his legs. To ask at all was humiliating, but he had little alternative. Besides, his pride had already taken a fall; it couldn’t sink much lower.  Gulping down the cider and leaving the food, he hurried to the hall.

The news of the tournament had created a festive atmosphere. William stood on its periphery, his emotions finely balanced between hope and despair. Going to his sleeping space, he sat on his pallet and began checking over his equipment: his mended mail shirt, his neatly patched gambeson, his shield and spear and sword. The squires sped hither and yon on errands for the knights as if their legs were on fire.

Men came up to him, slapped his back and spoke excitedly of the tourney. William laughed, nodded, and worked at concealing his anxiety. Buffing his helmet with a soft cloth, he wondered if he should have spent the coin from the sale of his cloak on a passage home instead of a horse. His mother would be overjoyed to see him, and perhaps his sisters, but he harboured doubts about his brother John. The latter had been furious that William and not he had been chosen to go for training to Normandy. Instead John had remained at Hamstead, his likely fate that of service to their two older brothers, Walter and Gilbert, from their father’s first marriage. As it happened, Walter and Gilbert had both died, leaving John to inherit the Marshal lands, but that did not mean John would forget old jealousies and resentments.

Their younger brother Henry would not be at Hamstead as he was training for the priesthood and like William was expected to have fledged the nest for good. Ancel, the youngest, a wiry, freckled nine-year-old when William had last seen him, would be of squiring age now, although his training would probably be at John’s hands, God help him.

William polished his helm until it glittered like a woman’s hand mirror. He didn’t want to return to his kin  in an impoverished state, but he very much desired to see them, even John. And he wanted to pay his respects to his father whose funeral mass he had been too far away to attend.

‘You look troubled, William.’

He raised his head and found Guillaume de Tancarville standing over him, hands at his hips and amusement crinkling his eye corners. He was sensitive about his receding hairline and concealed it with a brightly coloured cap pulled low at the brow and banded with small gemstones.

William scrambled to his feet. ‘No, my lord, just deep in thought.’

‘And what does a lad of your age have to think deeply about, hmm?’

William glanced down at his reflection, distorted in the polished steel of his helm. ‘I was wondering if I should return to my family in England,’ he said.

‘A man should always keep his family in his thoughts and prayers,’ de Tancarville replied, ‘but I expected your mind to be on the tournament. Everyone else’s is.’ He smiled and gestured around the bustling hall.

‘Yes, my lord, but they have the equipment to take part, and I do not.’ He made himself hold the Chamberlain’s gaze.

‘Ah.’ De Tancarville stroked his chin.

William said nothing. He wasn’t going to tell his lord that he had been forced to sell his knighting cloak in order to buy a common rouncy.

De Tancarville allowed the moment to stretch beyond comfort and then released the tension with a sardonic smile. ‘You displayed great courage and prowess at the fight for Drincourt, even if you were a rash young fool into the bargain. You’ll be a fine asset to my tourney  team. I’ve arranged for a horse-coper to bring some destriers to the tourney field on the morrow. You weren’t the only knight to lose his mount in the battle. Since you’ve been taught a lesson, I’ll replace your stallion this time. The rest is up to you. If you capture other knights and take ransoms, you’ll be able to redeem your finances. If you fail . . .’ De Tancarville shrugged and let the end of the sentence hang. He didn’t need to put it into words.

‘Thank you, my lord!’ William’s eyes were suddenly as bright as his helm. ‘I’ll prove myself worthy, I swear I will!’

De Tancarville grinned. ‘You’re a good boy, William,’ he said, slapping him on the shoulder. ‘Let us hope that one day you’ll make an even finer man.’

William managed not to wince despite the lingering tenderness from his wound. It was a small price to pay; everything was suddenly a small price to pay. He would show de Tancarville that he was a man, not a boy, and capable of standing on his own two feet.

 



William eyed the stallion that two grooms were holding at the de Tancarville horse lines. Its hide was the colour of new milk, its mane and tail a silver cascade. Spanish blood showed in the profile of its head, the neat ears, the strong curved neck, deep chest and powerful rump. It should have been the first to be chosen, not the only one left. William had been busy erecting his pavilion and whether out of spite, oversight or heavy-handed jesting, no one had told him that the horse-coper had arrived and that the new destriers were being apportioned to their owners.

‘We left you a fine horse, Marshal!’ shouted Adam Yqueboeuf, a belligerent, stoutly set young knight who  disliked William and baited him at every opportunity. ‘Only the best for our lord’s favourite relative!’

Pretending indifference to Yqueboeuf’s taunt, William approached the stallion and saw from the sweat caking the line of the saddle cloth and breast-band that the others had probably had their turn at it. Like a new whore in a brothel, he thought. Used and overused on the first night until of no use at all to the last man in line. In dismay he took in the laid-back ears; the tension in the loins; the way the grooms were holding tight to the restraining ropes.

‘He’s wild, sir,’ one of them warned as William approached side on to the horse’s head so that it could see him. Its hide shivered and twitched like the surface of a pool in the rain. He reached out to pat the damp, gleaming neck and for a while quietly soothed the stallion, letting it drink his scent and grow accustomed to his presence.

‘Wild?’ he questioned the groom in a soft voice. ‘In what way?’

‘He’s a puller, sir - bad mouth. No one’s been able to manage him.’

‘Ah.’ William glanced at his jeering audience and continued to stroke the destrier’s quivering neck and shoulder. After a time, he set his hand to the saddle bow, placed his foot to the stirrup and swung astride. Immediately the stallion lashed out and sidled crabwise. ‘Whoa, softly now, softly,’ William crooned and gingerly set his hands to the reins, exerting no pressure. Its ears flickered, and it continued to prink and dance. William applied firm pressure with his heels and the destrier sprang across the ward towards the watching knights. When William drew on the rein to pull him round the stallion fought the bit, plunging, sawing his head and swishing his tail. The audience  scattered amid a welter of curses. William had no time to laugh at them for he was too busy trying to stay astride a dervish. Dropping the reins he grabbed the mane instead, gripped with his thighs, and clung like a limpet. As soon as the pressure on its mouth relaxed, the horse quietened and after a moment, William was able to leap down from its back.

‘Let’s see you win a tourney prize with that!’ sneered Yqueboeuf from the corner into which he had leaped. Stone dust and cobwebs streaked the shoulder of his tunic.

William’s open smile was belied by the narrowness of his eyes and his swift breathing. ‘How much would you wager?’

‘You’re a pauper, Marshal,’ Yqueboeuf scoffed, dusting himself down. ‘What have you got that I could possibly want?’

‘My sword,’ William replied. ‘I will wager my sword. What will you put up?’

Yqueboeuf laughed nastily. ‘If a sword is what you want to lose, then I’ll put my own up against it - even though it’s worth more.’

William raised his brow but managed not to comment that half a sword’s value lay in the fist that wielded it. ‘Agreed,’ he said curtly, and turning back to the horse set about removing the bridle and examining the bit.

 



The morning of the tourney dawned fine and bright and the Chamberlain’s company was up early.

‘Where’s Marshal?’ de Tancarville demanded, for the young knight’s tent was empty and his bed roll neatly folded up. The Chamberlain had half expected to find William still sleeping, as was his wont.

‘Probably breaking his fast at one of the bakers’  booths,’ said Gadefer de Lorys with a knowing roll of his eyes.

‘No, my lord,’ said a squire. ‘He’s been working half the night on a new bridle for his horse, and he’s gone to try it out.’

De Tancarville quirked a brow at the information. ‘Which horse did he take yesterday?’ he asked de Lorys.

‘The Spanish grey,’ said the knight in a neutral tone. ‘He was late to the choosing and it was the only one left. It has a ruined mouth.’

De Tancarville frowned and hitched his belt in an irritated gesture. ‘That’s unfortunate,’ he said. ‘I wanted to give the boy a chance.’ Glancing down the rows of striped tents and pavilions, he saw William striding cheerfully towards them and shook his head. Predictably the young knight’s right hand was occupied by a large hunk of bread and his jaw was in motion. He was wearing his padded undertunic so was at least part dressed for the joust and his expression was one of almost childlike delight. Stopping short when he saw de Tancarville and de Lorys outside his pavilion, he hastily swallowed the mouthful he had been chewing and his gaze grew anxious.

‘My lord, is there some trouble? Did you want me?’

‘Only to wonder where you were, but I’ve been told you were tending your horse. I understand you had some difficulty with it yesterday?’

‘Nothing that can’t be solved,’ William replied enthusiastically. ‘I have let out the bridle by three finger-widths so that the bit’s lower in his mouth and not resting on the part that hurts him.’

‘You’ll not have the control,’ de Lorys warned, folding his arms.

‘At least I’ll have a rideable mount. I’ve been out practising, and the change seems to work.’

De Lorys raised a sceptical brow and turned his mouth down at the corners, but held his peace.

‘I did not mean for you to receive a bad horse,’ de Tancarville said gruffly.

‘It isn’t a bad horse, my lord,’ William answered, smiling. ‘Indeed, it is probably the best of all those given out.’ He hesitated as he was about to duck inside the tent. ‘I would ask you not to say anything to Adam Yqueboeuf about that. He has wagered his sword that I won’t win a tourney prize on Blancart, and I want to surprise him.’

De Tancarville gave a snort of reluctant amusement. ‘William, you surprise us all,’ he said. ‘I won’t say anything; it’ll be evident soon enough. Make haste now, or you’ll not be ready to form up with the rest of the mesnie.’

‘Yes, my lord.’ William crammed the last chunk of bread into his mouth, moistened it with a swallow of wine from the pitcher standing on his campstool and, chewing vigorously, beckoned a squire to help him arm.

 



Compared to William’s baptism in battle at the desperate, bloody fight for Drincourt, the tourney was a jaunt. Death and injury were hazards of the sport, but the intent was to capture and claim ransom, not to kill. His stallion was fiery and unsettled, but William could deal with that. It was a matter of remembering to go lightly on the reins and do more work than usual with the thighs and heels. When he lined up in close formation with the other Tancarville men, his heart swelled with pride. He had chosen a place in the line well away from Adam Yqueboeuf, but each knight was aware of the other’s presence. William did not allow himself to think of failure. He would make gains today; his honour and his self-esteem  depended on it, and he would rather die than yield his sword to a conceited turd like Yqueboeuf.

Their opponents were a medley of French, Flemish and Scots knights, as eager for the sport as the Normans, English and Angevins. De Tancarville stayed at the rear of his mesnie. For him the tourney was a place to meet friends and peers and display his largesse and importance through the number and calibre of knights fighting for him. The sport was for the young and reckless whilst he and the other sponsors looked on.

At the trumpet call from a herald, the two opposing lines spurred towards each other. William felt Blancart surge under him, the motion as smooth and powerful as a wave in mid-ocean. He selected his target: a knight wearing a hauberk that glittered silver and gold like the scales of a carp, his warhorse barded in ostentatious saffron and crimson silk. As the two stallions collided like rock and wave, crashing, recoiling, crashing again, William wrapped his fist around the knight’s bridle and strove to drag him back to the Norman pavilions. ‘Yield!’ William’s voice emerged through his helm in a muffled bellow.

‘Never!’ The knight drew his sword and attempted to beat William off, but William held on, ducking, avoiding blows, striking back in return, and all the time drawing his intended prize towards his own lines. A second French knight who tried to help his companion was beaten off by Gadefer de Lorys. William saluted in acknowledgement, ducked another assault by his now desperate adversary, and spurred Blancart.

‘Yield, my lord!’ he commanded again, dragging his victim far behind the Norman line.

The knight shook his head, but at William’s singlemindedness and bravado rather than conveying refusal. ‘Yielded,’ he snarled. ‘I am Philip de Valognes and you  have my pledge.’ He gave a lofty wave. ‘You were fortunate to catch me before I had warmed to the sport.’ His tone suggested that William’s vigorous assault and grim determination to hold on were not quite chivalrous. ‘Release me and have done . . . and I would know to whom I have yielded the price of my horse.’

‘My name is William Marshal, my lord,’ William replied, his chest heaving, his fist still tight around the knight’s bridle. ‘I am kin to Guillaume de Tancarville, nephew to the Earl of Salisbury and cousin to the Count of Perche.’

‘And by the looks of you, one of de Tancarville’s young glory hunters without a penny to your patrimony,’ growled de Valognes.

‘Not until now, my lord,’ William said pleasantly.

De Valognes acknowledged the quip with a snort of reluctant humour. ‘I will have my attendant bring the price of my horse and armour to the sharing of the booty,’ he said.

With a bow, William released the bridle, letting de Valognes spur back into the tourney like a carp reprieved by an angler and returned to the river. ‘Hah!’ cried William and, urging Blancart into the fray, went to net more fish.

 



A muscle working in his cheek, Adam Yqueboeuf unbuckled his swordbelt and handed it across to William. ‘You win your wager,’ he muttered gracelessly. ‘I’ve never seen anyone with so much luck.’

William had gained the price of four warhorses in the tourney and half the price of another which he had shared with Gadefer de Lorys. The amount might be no great sum to the likes of Philip de Valognes and Guillaume de Tancarville, but to William it was a small fortune and proof of his ability to provide for himself. Smiling at Yqueboeuf, he inclined his head. ‘Some would say that a  man makes his own luck, but what do they know?’ He studied the swordbelt and the attached scabbard, but did not draw the weapon. ‘A man’s blade is made to suit his own hand. I gift it back to you with my goodwill.’ Bestowing a courtly bow, he returned Yqueboeuf’s sword, his smile becoming a grin.

If Yqueboeuf had been struggling to swallow his mortification before, now it was choking him. Uttering a few strangled words of insincere gratitude, he closed his fist around his scabbard and, turning on his heel, strode away.

‘You make enemies as well as friends in life, remember that, lad,’ said de Tancarville, drawing William aside for a quiet word before the carousing started. ‘You’ve a rare talent there and lesser men will resent it.’

‘Yes, my lord,’ William said. He looked troubled. ‘Yqueboeuf’s sword would have been of no use to me. I thought about asking him for its value in coin, but it seemed more courtly to return it to him.’

De Tancarville pursed his lips. ‘I cannot fault your reasoning, but high courtesy will not protect you from malice.’

‘I know that, my lord.’ William’s eyelids tensed. ‘I have endured the years of being called “Guzzleguts” and “Slugabed”. Perhaps some of it is deserved, but as much stems from being your impoverished kin as from the truth. At need I can go without food and sleep.’

‘I’m sure you can.’ The Chamberlain cleared his throat with unnecessary vigour. ‘What will you do now?’

The question shook William, for he understood what it presaged. Whatever his skill, de Tancarville was not prepared to continue to furnish his helm. The tourney had been a great success, but it was over and now he had a surplus of young knights. William was being as good as told he was too troublesome to keep.

‘I have been thinking about visiting my family,’ he said, swallowing his disappointment.

‘You have been many years away; they will be glad to see you again.’ De Tancarville showed his discomfort by rubbing his forefinger over the jewelled band on his cap.

‘Perhaps they won’t recognise me,’ William said, ‘nor I them.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘Tourneying is not permitted in England, and Gadefer told me that there is another contest three days’ ride away. I thought I might try my fortune there first - with your permission.’

The last three words gave de Tancarville a way to make a graceful and formal ending to the obligation that had tied him to William and William to him for the past five years. ‘You have it,’ he said, ‘and my blessing.’ He clasped William’s shoulders and kissed him soundly on either cheek, then embraced him hard. ‘I have nurtured and equipped you. Now go out and prove your knighthood to the world. I expect to hear great deeds of you in the future.’

William returned the embrace, heat prickling his eyes. Guillaume de Tancarville had never been especially paternal towards him, but he had given him the tools with which to make the best of his life and William acknowledged the debt owing. ‘I will do my best, my lord,’ he said, adding after a hesitation, ‘There is one last boon I would ask of you.’

‘Name it and it is yours, and let there be no talk of “last boons” between us,’ said de Tancarville, although his mouth quirked as he spoke the words. Within reason, said the look in his eyes.

‘I ask that you send a messenger to the Earl of Essex with this.’ William produced a fine jewelled breast-band and crupper off one of the horses he had claimed in the tourney. ‘Bid him say that William Marshal pays his debts.’

De Tancarville took the gilded pieces of harness and  suddenly he was laughing. ‘It’s a good thing you were not taken for ransom today,’ he chuckled, ‘for I doubt you have a price.’

William grinned. ‘Does that make me worthless, or worth too much?’ he asked.
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Hamstead Marshal, Berkshire, Autumn 1167

 



Replete with spiced chicken and saffron stew served with fresh wheaten bread and washed down with a satisfying quantity of mead, William leaned back from the trestle and gazed at his surroundings. Hamstead was small and humble when compared to Drincourt, Tancarville and the other great Norman donjons where he had trained to knighthood. There were no chimneys and the fire blazed in an old-fashioned stone-ringed hearth in the centre of the room, but it didn’t matter. Hamstead, on its hill above the Kennet, was the core of the family patrimony, and it was home.

‘So,’ said John, his elder brother, his smile not quite reaching his eyes, ‘you’re a great tourney champion now.’ The beard he had cultivated since inheriting their father’s title two years ago edged his jaw in a closely barbered line. Their father had always gone clean-shaven, saying that a man should not be ashamed to bare his face to the world, but John thought that a beard lent his youth gravitas and dignity.

William shrugged. ‘Hardly that.’ His own smile was diffident. ‘But I’ve had some good fortune at the few I’ve attended.’

‘More than that to judge from the horses you have brought with you.’ John’s voice was envious. Against William’s courtly dazzle, he was conscious of looking like a poor relation rather than the head of the Marshal household.

‘They’re recent gains. At the end of the summer I had naught but a common rouncy to my name.’ Amiably, William regaled his fellow diners with the tale of the battle for Drincourt and his subsequent impoverishment. His tone was self-deprecatory and he was careful not to boast but even so, John looked away and fiddled with his eating knife while fourteen-year-old Ancel hung on William’s every word, his eyes as wide as goblet rims.

‘A thatch gaff?’ his mother said faintly.

William unpinned the neck of his tunic and dragged his shirt aside to show her the narrow pink scar. ‘I was lucky. My hauberk saved me. It could have been much worse.’

Her horrified expression disagreed with his statement. His sisters, Sybil and Margaret, craned to look.

‘Didn’t it hurt?’ asked Alais, a damsel of his mother’s chamber. William had known her since her birth, which had caused something of a scandal at Hamstead. She was the result of an affair between one of Sybilla’s women and a married knight in the service of the Earl of Salisbury. Her father had died in battle before her birth, and when Alais was nine years old, her mother had succumbed to a fever. Sybilla Marshal had taken Alais beneath her wing, raised her with her own daughters and given her a permanent place in the chamber as a companion and attendant. When William had left for Tancarville she had been a skinny little waif, still in wan mourning for her mother, but she had certainly blossomed in the interim.

‘Not when it happened,’ he said, ‘but after the battle  when I had time to notice it burned like a hot coal. It’s still sore when my shield strap rubs on it.’

Her hazel eyes widened with admiration. ‘I think you were very brave.’

He chuckled. ‘Some of the others thought I was foolish.’

‘I don’t.’ Alais rested her chin on her hand and gave him a melting stare.

Amused, William thanked her and from the corner of his eye caught the brooding look that John was directing at the girl. He suspected that his older brother’s emotions were more involved than mere amusement, and that if their mother noticed, there would be trouble.

‘I don’t either,’ Ancel said with more than a hint of hero-worship in his cracking adolescent voice.

‘Why have you come home?’ John asked abruptly.

William’s survival in the Tancarville household had depended on his ability to read expressions and voices. ‘Aren’t you pleased to see me?’

‘Of course I am.’ John flushed. ‘You’re my brother.’

Which said everything, William thought. ‘And that makes you obligated.’

John shifted uncomfortably in the fine, carved lord’s chair, its arms polished from the wear of their father’s grip. ‘I was wondering if you were still with Guillaume de Tancarville, that is all.’ He spoke as if it didn’t matter, but they both knew that it did.

William looked down at his cup. ‘He has chosen not to retain me in his household. It was a mutual leave-taking, but done while it could still be counted that.’

His mother made an indignant sound. ‘Surely he could see the advantage of keeping you as one of his mesnie?’

‘Yes, but he could also see the disruption it might cause. Some of the knights believed that he showed me too much favour because of our kinship.’

‘Then he should have dismissed them.’

William shook his head. ‘Not when I was his youngest and least experienced knight. He took a commander’s decision and, likely, in his shoes I would have done the same. Don’t worry,’ he said to John, whose taut expression bristled with hostility, ‘I’m not going to ask you to retain me as a hearth knight when you already have Ancel in training.’ He sent a wink towards his youngest brother and managed to keep his tone light.

‘I wouldn’t have you,’ John replied. ‘Keeping those horses in oats and stabling would beggar me in a season, and there are no tourneys in England where you could play to earn your silver. Besides,’ he added defensively, ‘you would find life as my knight dull after Normandy. If you can stomach the advice of your older brother, you’ll go to Uncle Patrick at Salisbury. He’s hiring men to take to Poitou.’

The point was made with little finesse - there was no place for William at John’s hearth - although William had known as much ever since their father’s death. It would not have harmed John to make some provision for him out of their father’s revenues, but he had chosen not to. ‘That was indeed what I was intending to do,’ he said evenly, concealing his hurt.

‘And what if his knights think that he is showing you favour because of your kinship?’ his mother wanted to know.

He shrugged. ‘At least I will come to my uncle’s household with horses and armour to my name and some experience of war. He won’t have to provide my equipment, nor have I ever served his knights as a squire and been taken for granted by them. It’s a clean slate.’

 



It was very late when William finally retired, for there had been many years of catching up to do on both sides.  His mother and sisters retired to the women’s chamber, their way lit by Alais bearing a lantern. William marked how John’s eyes lingered on the latter’s slender form.

‘Our mother will kill you if she sees you,’ he said. His tongue fumbled the words for the mead had been strong and he had been drinking it slowly but steadily for most of the night. John was in a similar case and the candle flame inside the lantern he was holding wavered and guttered with the unsteadiness of his footsteps.

‘Kill me if she sees me what?’ John slurred.

‘Looking at Alais the way a fox looks at a goose.’

John gave a contemptuous snort. ‘You’re imagining things. Must be your debauched life at Tancarville.’ He staggered along the passage and into the lord’s bedchamber. A string-framed bed and feather mattress had been set up for William in the corner and his gear was deposited around it: sword, shield, hauberk, helm.

‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ William retorted. ‘The lady de Tancarville guarded the women of her chamber like a dragon coiled on a hoard of gold and the household whores weren’t interested in a lowly squire.’

‘The Sire de Tancarville kept whores?’ Ancel asked, eyes agog.

‘A few.’ William licked his finger and stooped to rub at a mark on the surface of his shield which still bore the Tancarville colours. ‘They were hand-picked by my lord.’

‘Hand-picked?’ John guffawed as he set the lantern down precariously on a chest. ‘Are you sure he didn’t use anything else?’

William laughed. ‘I meant that they were either barren or knew how to avoid getting with child. That way the place wasn’t overrun with bastard brats.’ He looked hard at John. ‘She’s a maid of Mother’s chamber. If you touch  her there’ll be hell to pay, especially when you consider the circumstances of her birth.’

‘I don’t need a lecture from you,’ John flashed, ‘riding in here with your fine horses after years away and telling me how to conduct my life. You’re no saint of chivalry, so don’t pretend you are.’ He threw himself down on his bed. ‘There’s no harm in looking and you’re a liar if you say you didn’t look too. I saw you.’

William abandoned the argument with a wave of his hand and turned to warn Ancel against leaving sweat prints on the sword the lad had just drawn from its scabbard.

‘I’ve begun my training,’ Ancel said indignantly. ‘I know how to care for a blade.’

‘Never a good idea to draw one in your cups though.’ William gestured to him to sheath the weapon.

‘Why? Do you expect brotherly love to degenerate into a drunken brawl?’ John’s tone was sardonic.

‘I do not know what I expect of brotherly love, or what brotherly love expects of me,’ William said with a bleak smile. He ruffled Ancel’s light brown hair. ‘On the morrow you can take my sword on to the practice ground and try it out full sober in the daylight. For the nonce, I’m for my bed.’

Although he was tired when he lay down, his brothers’ snores were raising the rafters before William finally relinquished his grasp on consciousness, his last waking thought being that ‘brotherly love’ was a sword that needed to be oiled, sharpened and treated with the utmost respect and caution if it was to be of any use at all. And it had two edges.
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Southampton, December 1167

 



William stood on the dockside in the gathering winter dusk and watched the sailors loading the supplies on to the vessels riding at anchor. He was not fond of sea crossings and silently prayed that the good weather would hold for the voyage to Normandy. The thought that all that lay between him and untold fathoms of icy green sea were a few flimsy spars of wood held together by caulking and nails was one that brought cold sweat to his armpits.

He had bidden farewell to his family several days ago at Bradenstoke Priory where a mass had been said for his father and William had been wished Godspeed. There had been a brief reunion with his brother Henry, now in the service of the Archbishop of York. The twelve-year-old to whom William had bidden farewell five years ago was now an earnest young priest with a precisely clipped tonsure, a small mouth, pursed as if holding secrets, and a pedantic air. He made it clear that living by the sword was an acceptable occupation, but nowhere near as worthy as making one’s mark through the Church. Being the only Marshal brother who could read and write he made much of his ability. As he pompously held forth, William and  John had exchanged glances, the tension between them thawed by mutual opinion. Having a priest in the family was useful - but, in Henry’s case, preferably at a far distance. ‘God help anyone who has to listen to his sermons,’ John had muttered from the side of his mouth and William had responded with an irreverent chuckle. Still, since Henry was family and the fraternal ties existed for the benefit of all, they let him boast. Who knew when they might need his learning?

William’s mother had given him a cross set with beryls of cat’s-eye green to wear around his neck, saying that it would protect him from injury, and the women had found time to stitch him two new shirts for his baggage. Alais had presented him with a pair of mittens and a kiss on the cheek - much to John’s ire. William smiled, remembering, and turned at a shout to face his uncle who was striding along the dockside, accompanied by his household knights and retainers.

Patrick D’Evereux, Earl of Salisbury, had florid good looks running to flesh at the jowls. His paunch strained against his Flemish woollen tunic, but he moved easily and he was solid rather than flabby. For seven years, he had been the King’s commander in Aquitaine and was a trusted, competent soldier. He had the approval of both King Henry and Queen Eleanor, which, William had discovered, was something of a novelty in the Angevin household these days.

‘I wondered where you had gone,’ his uncle said.

‘I wanted to watch the loading, my lord.’ William smiled ruefully. ‘If I had stayed any longer in that alehouse I’d have been tempted to drink myself into a stupor.’

Earl Patrick grinned, exposing even white teeth marred by a missing incisor. ‘I take it that you dislike crossing the water.’

‘Yes, my lord,’ William said, adding hastily, ‘but I do at need.’

‘So do we all, young man. There’s not many of us born sailors. Your horses boarded all right?’

William glanced towards one of the transports riding at anchor. ‘Yes, my lord. One of the destriers baulked at the gangplank, but a groom tempted him aboard with an apple.’

Earl Patrick cupped his hands and blew on them. The vapour of his breath was wine-scented, revealing that he too had fortified himself for the night crossing to come. ‘Sounds like its owner,’ he said.

William laughed. He had developed an immediate rapport with his uncle who was at home both in the battle-camp and the court. Patrick of Salisbury knew how to roister and how to be refined. Despite rivalry in feats of arms being encouraged among his knights on the practice field, and the existence of a hierarchy, the atmosphere in his household was comfortable and the jesting largely without malice. Not that Patrick D’Evereux was an easy lord. Like Guillaume de Tancarville, he expected to be served with alacrity. He kept long hours and he required his men to do the same. Earl Patrick had been highly entertained to hear that William’s nicknames in de Tancarville’s mesnie had been ‘Guzzleguts’ and ‘Slugabed’.

‘You’ll have no time for either in mine,’ he had promised. ‘The more so because you’re my nephew. Favouritism is out . . . unless you earn it in front of all.’

Knowing where he stood, William had settled with gratitude and pride to the task of being his uncle’s knight and bearing the Salisbury colours on his shield.

 



Although he had spoken of not favouring William above the other knights of his mesnie, Patrick of Salisbury had  taken a keen interest in his nephew. For one so young he had started trailing glory early - if the stories were to be believed. William himself had been dismissive of the incidents, but his mother, who was Salisbury’s sister, had written a fiercely proud letter to recommend her son, filled with details of his achievements thus far. Salisbury thought that the truth lay somewhere in between. The young man must have talent. No knight of his tender years and means would have been able to afford the warhorse and palfrey that he was shipping to Normandy unless he had won them in battle or tourney. Even William’s squire had a Lombardy stallion. Being a good fighter was an excellent start, but Salisbury wanted to mentor William further and see if he had the intelligence to partner his brawn.

‘There’s a hard task ahead,’ Salisbury said to him as they sailed out of the harbour on a high tide and a strengthening wind. The silver light of a full moon capped the jet glitter of the waves and the pale linen sail resembled a slice of the moon itself, raked down and lashed to the mast.’

‘Yes, my lord.’

Watching his nephew clench and unclench his fists inside a pair of sheepskin mittens, Salisbury was struck anew by how much the young man resembled his father in looks: the eyes and nose, the stubborn set of the jaw. Pray God that if he had inherited John Marshal’s nature too, the traits were tempered by D’Evereux caution and common sense, otherwise he was a lost cause from the start. ‘How much do you know about Poitou and Aquitaine?’ he asked.

The young man shook his head. ‘Not a great deal, my lord. I have been no further than the Chamberlain’s castles and a few tourney grounds on the French border.  I know that the lands belong to the Queen and they are the source of much discord.’

Salisbury laughed sourly. ‘You have a way with understatement, William.’ He folded his arms beneath his thick, fur-lined cloak. ‘I sometimes think that not even the Devil would want to dwell in Poitou. Queen Eleanor’s vassals see every petty complaint as reason to rebel, especially the lords of La Marche and Lusignan. They have to be brought to heel, which is what I am being sent to do. The Queen is to accompany me, as is the lord Richard, since he is her heir.’

William looked interested.

‘Ten years old,’ said Salisbury ‘and a handful, but he shows promise. Already he excels at arms practice and he’s a good scholar too. He’s going to be a capable ruler for Aquitaine and Poitou, but first he has to grow into the role and we have to buy him that time.’ He flashed William a vulpine smile. ‘Your sword won’t sleep in your scabbard once we arrive there.’ He watched William touch his hilt for reassurance and chuckled. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll have the pleasures of the Norman court and the Christmas feast at Argentan to break you in before we reach Poitou. After that, a pitched battle will seem easy by comparison, I promise you.’ He was silent for a moment then asked, ‘Have you ever met the Queen?’

‘No, my lord, although I have heard tell of her beauty.’

‘And the tales are not wrong. I would tell you to guard your heart, but it would be a useless warning. She will take it anyway and all other women will lack savour after that.’

His nephew’s gaze flickered to him and then away to study the moon-white sail.

Salisbury smiled. ‘What is it?’

‘I was going to ask if you were smitten, my lord, but then I thought you might consider me impertinent.’

Salisbury threw back his head and laughed. ‘I do, and ignorant too, but I will tell you anyway. Any man who is not smitten would have to be made of stone, and even then, the resisting would crack him down the middle.’

William hesitated then said, ‘King Henry must be made of stone then, for the rumour is that he has forsaken the Queen for a mistress.’

‘Where did you hear that?’

‘My mother told me when I first came home. She said that it was a scandal that the King should be so openly consorting with the daughter of Sir Walter de Clifford and fêting her with all manner of gifts.’

Salisbury sighed. ‘I fear it is more than rumour. The King has taken the Clifford girl to his bed and to his bosom. He’s always had occasional whores but they have never lasted longer than a week, but this is different. He’s as smitten as a mooncalf and de Clifford’s daughter is no common harlot. He’s given her a household of her own and pays her serious court while shunning his wife, and for that, Eleanor will never forgive him. It’s half the reason she’s returning to Poitou after Christmas.’ He studied the sky. ‘It’s calm out here tonight, nephew, but there are stormy waters ahead.’

 



William swiftly settled into life at King Henry’s court. In many ways it was similar to the time he had spent in the Tancarville mesnie with the same constant bustle of officials and messengers, clerks, priests, soldiers, servants and hordes of supplicants, their pouches draining of silver as they sought to bribe their way through ushers and stewards to the King’s ear. William was still a small grain in a great mill. His sleeping quarters remained little more than a straw pallet either on the floor of the great hall, outside Salisbury’s chamber, or sometimes in a tent pitched  on spare ground in the bailey of whatever castle the court was currently occupying.

Unlike de Tancarville’s orderly household, where William had trained, the royal court functioned in an atmosphere of organised chaos and the food was atrocious. Henry’s impatient palate was not a gourmet’s. As far as he was concerned, bread was bread and if a trifle burned or somewhat gritty, it didn’t matter. Complaints were met with raised eyebrows and short shrift. In Henry’s lexicon, fit for a king was fit for everyone else. The same went for his household wine, which had a reputation throughout his lands. ‘Like drinking mud,’ Salisbury warned William. The Earl had prudently brought his own supply and a servant who knew how to care for it.

Henry was also impatient with ceremony and careless of his clothes. They were always rumpled and there was usually a thread dangling where some of the seed pearl embroidery had torn loose, or been snagged by a dog’s paw. Henry forgot to pass messages on to his ushers and stewards, or he would change his mind after having done so with the result that the court would be ready to move on a morning when the King was still lazing abed, or caught napping while the King sprang to the saddle and hastened off at dawn.

‘They say the Angevins come from the Devil!’ the Bishop of Winchester spluttered one rainy morning when this had happened for the third time in a row and he was trying to mount his circling, braying mule. ‘I can believe it, because following the King around is like being at the court of hell, and God in his mercy alone knows if we’ll all have beds tonight!’

The great lords and bishops would send outriders ahead to secure sleeping space and stabling and fodder and there were often undignified squabbles over the most  unsavoury of hovels. William learned to take it all in his stride. His genial, easy-going nature meant that he counted having to bed down with his horse less of an earth-shattering disaster than it was to others more tender of their dignity.

The court came to Argentan for the Christmas feast and a great gathering of vassals from all parts of the Angevin lands. The Queen was due to arrive any day with the children, and the servants hastily prepared quarters to house them. Rooms were swept and fires laid. New rushes were strewn on the floors and sweetened with herbs and dried flowers. The damp December cold was further kept at bay by braziers placed in the draughty areas near window splays and doors. Seldom noticing the heat or cold unless they were extremes, Henry cared little for such touches, but with small children expected, additional warmth was a necessity.

On the day the Queen arrived, William was schooling Blancart in the tiltyard. Bleached winter sunshine lit the day, but imparted no warmth. William’s breath smoked in the air and mingled with the stallion’s as he leaned over to pat its muscular arched neck. Mindful of the horse’s tender mouth, he had further adjusted the bit and rode with the lightest of curbs.

Collecting a lance from the stack at the end of the tiltyard, William turned the destrier to face the field and the quintain. A squire was standing beside the upright pole and cross bar and at William’s signal he hooked a small circle of woven reeds on to the end of the latter. William nudged Blancart into a short, bouncing canter and the stallion’s ears twitched and then pricked as he settled to his task. William encouraged Blancart with thighs and heels and the stallion increased speed, galloping in a straight, smooth line. William hooked the ring neatly on  to the end of his lance and rode round to the start again, by which time the squire had placed a second, smaller ring on the end of the post.

William continued tilting at the ring, using the smallest diameter garlands and rowing them down the shaft of his lance with each successful pass. He was aware in his peripheral vision that he had an audience, but the sight of knights at their training was always guaranteed to draw spectators and his concentration was such that he paid little heed. However, as he drew rein and slipped the rings down his spear into the squire’s hands, he happened to glance across and noticed that the numbers were unusually large.

A woman wearing a wine-coloured cloak detached herself from the crowd and began picking her way delicately across the churned ground towards him. An embroidered blue gown flashed through the opening of the cloak as she walked and her veil was edged with tiny gold beads. William had not seen her about the castle before but knew that several great lords had brought their wives to court for the Christmas feast. She had three boys in tow; the tallest one brown-haired and slender, striding confidently beside her. On her other side, also striding out, was a strikingly attractive lad with hair of auburn-blond and a fierce smile blazing across his face. The smallest of the three hurried along behind, dark-browed and a determined jut to his jaw. Looking beyond the woman, William took in the conroi of armed knights and a throng of richly clad ladies. A nurse was holding an infant that was squalling its head off at being restrained in her arms. Two little girls, one with dark hair, the other reddish-gold, clung to her skirts. There was an older, plump girl too, in a blue dress. A thick braid of bright brown hair tumbled over her right shoulder.

The woman reached William and looked up. Beneath  arched dark brows, her eyes were the colour of woodland honey, neither brown nor gold. Her nose was thin, her cheekbones sharp, her mouth wide. Not a beautiful face in the aesthetic sense, but so filled with charisma that William’s senses reeled. He stared, and she gave him a smile that contained the brimming mischief of a girl and the allure of an experienced woman.

‘Madam,’ he croaked and, dismounting from Blancart, knelt at her feet and bowed his head. Even if his senses had been bludgeoned, his wits had not. From the moment his eyes had fallen upon her guards, he had known who she was.

‘I pray you rise,’ she said with a soft laugh. ‘I am accustomed to men falling at my feet, but I prefer to bring them to their knees by means other than my rank.’

Her voice, deep and husky, sent a ripple down William’s spine that reached all the way to his loins. She was old enough to be his mother, but there the resemblance ended. ‘Madam,’ he said again, all his eloquence deserting him. As he stood, he caught her scent - a combination of winter spices and summer rose garden.

‘My sons were admiring your prowess at the quintain,’ she murmured, ‘and so was I.’

William reddened with pleasure and embarrassment. ‘Thank you, madam. I have not had the horse long and I work with him as much as I can.’

‘You would not think it to look at the pair of you. You are . . . ?’

‘William Marshal, madam, nephew to my lord the Earl of Salisbury.’

Her smile grew less wide, although it remained. ‘Ah yes,’ she said in response to the latter statement, but did not elaborate on whether the news was to William’s advantage or detriment.

‘Can I ride him?’ The bright-haired boy pointed to Blancart, his hand already reaching for the reins in a way that told William the child was confident and accustomed to getting his own way.

In spite of his awe for the boy’s mother, William shook his head and held him off. ‘He would run away with you . . . sir,’ he replied. ‘He’s a difficult horse to handle.’

‘I’ve ridden warhorses before.’ The boy thrust out his lower lip. ‘My mother’s knights always let me ride theirs.’

‘But you know your lady mother’s knights and their horses,’ William replied. ‘You do not know me or mine.’

The older boy smirked at his brother, plainly delighted at William’s rebuff. ‘I’ve ridden destriers too,’ he bragged, puffing out his chest.

‘So have I,’ piped up the youngest one, not to be outdone. ‘Lots of times.’

Their mother fought a smile. Her hand ruffled the red-haired child’s head in a tender gesture. ‘Enough,’ she said. ‘Messire Marshal is right to deny you. A warhorse is no toy and skill like Messire Marshal’s does not come of the moment but is won by long hours of training.’

William looked at the upturned faces and remembered himself and his brothers as children watching their father and his knights at practice. He recalled the desire, the longing, the bright, starry feeling in the gut - and the frustration, and saw it mirrored in these three boys who could have been himself and John and Henry. ‘Perhaps another time,’ he said. ‘I have a second stallion who is quieter than this fellow.’

‘I don’t want to ride a quieter stallion,’ the bright-haired boy declared, his fair skin flushing. ‘I want the best.’

‘Richard.’ Eleanor’s voice sounded a warning. ‘Where  are your manners? You are no longer a small child, so do not act like one.’

‘But I am a prince,’ the boy replied, casting his mother an oblique look through long lashes, plainly testing the boundaries.

‘Even more reason to mind your manners.’

‘My father doesn’t.’

‘Your father is not always the finest example of a prince,’ she retorted waspishly.

‘I only said I wanted the best.’

Eleanor’s lips twitched and William saw the glow of affection in her eyes. He suspected that this particular son could wrap her around his little finger.

‘Blancart wasn’t the best to begin with,’ William said. ‘In fact no one wanted him because he pulled too hard on the bridle. Sometimes you have to work long and hard to fashion the raw material into the best.’

The Queen tilted her head and gave William a feline stare. ‘And is that what you are, Messire Marshal?’ she asked huskily. ‘The best?’

William cleared his throat. ‘I fear I am still very rough around the edges, madam.’

‘And I fear that you are too modest. Deeds may speak more compellingly than words, but I believe that words have their place too. A man who has both is gifted indeed.’ Inclining her head, she turned away to her waiting attendants and retainers. The boys followed her, both of the older ones looking over their shoulders, the red-haired one in particular with calculation in his blue-grey eyes. He hadn’t given up yet.

William placed his hand on Blancart’s withers and leaped to the saddle. There was a starry feeling in his gut just now, but it was more concerned with the Queen of England than his jousting. Why on earth, he wondered,  would Henry want to flirt with mistresses when he was wed to a woman like that?

 



That night, Eleanor appeared formally in the hall with her husband. She and Henry sat side by side and performed their public duty as two halves of one whole. For once Henry’s dishabille had been tamed into order. His hair had seen the teeth of a comb and his new tunic of mulberry-coloured wool was immaculate - not a dog hair or torn cuff in sight. Eleanor wore mulberry too, the fabric looking as if it had been cut from the same bolt of cloth, and her own hair was bound in a net of jewelled gold. To watch them formally greeting the earls, barons and bishops gathered for the occasion, no one would have guessed at the rift in their relationship.

In soft candle and torchlight, Eleanor looked much younger than her forty-five years. The colour of her gown enhanced her skin tones and brightened the tawny glint in her eyes. If William had been smitten by her that afternoon, now the feeling inside him grew until he was drunk on it. She drenched his senses and made rational thought difficult. Now he understood why his uncle Patrick had said that any man not smitten by the Queen of England would have to be made of stone - although she could certainly turn specific parts of a man’s anatomy to rock.

William had a place at one of the side trestles for the duration of the feast. His uncle Patrick sat at the high table in a place of honour close to King Henry’s right hand. A cloth of embroidered linen adorned the marble top and the places were set with platters and cups of silver gilt, green glass and gold-embellished horn. The rock-crystal flagons were honoured for once by wine that was smooth and rich, for Eleanor had had fifty  casks delivered from Poitou rather than trust to Henry’s notorious provision.

Where William sat, the tableware was more prosaic. The board was of wood, not marble, and the cloth bereft of embroidery. Instead of silver-gilt platters, the food was set upon thick trenchers of bread, but since this was the usual mode - indeed the cloth was a refinement - William felt no lack. The finery on the dais was the Queen’s doing too. Normally the King would drink out of the nearest vessel, which often as not was a wooden cup. Eleanor, however, appreciated and enjoyed a more sophisticated style. William watched her sip from a silver goblet, its base encrusted with amethysts. Salisbury spoke to her and she turned her head as gracefully as a swan to answer him.

William had learned the language and conventions of courtly love in the bower of de Tancarville’s wife, but until now it had all been lip service. The notion of being desperately in love with an unattainable lady far above his rank, of suffering unrequited pangs and of performing heroic deeds in order to receive a single indifferent glance from her eyes, had been a diverting whimsy; a game to play in the bower on a wet afternoon to please the women with no real heartache involved. Now, suddenly, he understood both the pleasure and the pain.

The formal feast ended, but the evening was not over. Eleanor retired to her chamber, summoning a select party to join her, including Patrick of Salisbury. Henry elected to stay in the hall, and although he and the Queen were civil to each other on parting, the air between them was glacial with unspoken words. As Salisbury followed in the Queen’s train, he crooked his finger at William. ‘Join me,’ he commanded. ‘I need attendants.’

William’s eyes widened. ‘Join you, my lord?’ Even as he questioned the words, he was rising to his feet, dusting  crumbs from his tunic and tugging the folds straight beneath his belt.

Salisbury’s eyelids crinkled with humour. ‘If you are to serve me in Poitou you must become acquainted with the Queen’s household.’ He laid his hand on William’s shoulder. ‘Besides, you have a fine singing voice.’ With a nod and a smile he moved on, leaving a bemused William to step free of the dining trestle and bow out of the King’s presence.

 



Although he was accustomed to the trappings of wealth, William was astounded by the transformation Eleanor’s arrival had wrought on apartments that this morning had been bare. Detailed embroideries in rich hues of red and gold blazed upon the walls while chained lamps hung from the roof beams and were augmented by candelabra alight with clear-burning beeswax candles. Oak benches strewn with plump cushions lined the sides of the room, as did several brightly painted coffers. Thick woollen curtains decorated with exquisite stitchwork and tassels of gold silk enclosed the Queen’s great bed. Heavy scents of incense and musk drugged the air. At a sideboard scaled with silverware, a squire poured wine into silver goblets. Eleanor herself sat on a curved chair near a brazier, attended by her women and surrounded by a cluster of devoted men, including Salisbury.

William took a cup of wine from the squire, but was hesitant to join the others for he was afraid that they would see how Eleanor quickened him, and laugh at his gaucheness. Instead, he wandered into the antechamber which was populated by a few stray courtiers and ladies of the chamber. Two minstrels leaned over their instruments - harp and lute - playing practice rills of notes. A  nursemaid was jiggling a crotchety infant, trying without success to shush him. The child had a quiff of dark hair and bright hazel eyes, their amber hue intensified by the redness of his face as he bawled.
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