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Manor of Caversham, near Reading, Berkshire – home to William Marshal, Regent of England – April 1219
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‘It will not be long now.’


William moved his head on the pillow in response to the voice, but he could not tell if the words came from his mind, from the spiritual realm of dreams and visions that kept him constant company now, or whether someone in the room had spoken aloud. He frequently had the sensation of being asleep even while he was awake and the struggle to return to full awareness took longer with each passing day.


A fresh breeze carried the green scents of spring to him through the open window. Sunlight warmed the triple arches of stone from stippled grey to pale gold, and flowed across the bed, enriching the plain brown blanket and touching his mottled hand in benediction. Gazing at the frieze running around the top of the wall, depicting his scarlet lion device interspersed with Isabelle’s red chevrons on gold, he thought how short a lifetime was in God’s great scheme. There was so much still to do, but his ability to accomplish it was over and others must now take the reins. His destiny lay elsewhere.


The door opened and a sturdy man in his middle years entered the chamber. After murmuring a swift word to William’s Templar almoner, Brother Geoffrey, he advanced to the bedside. ‘Sire, you sent for me?’


William exerted his will to focus on his visitor. Jean D’Earley had joined his household as a squire more than thirty years ago, and as he grew to knighthood and lordship had become a close friend and confidant. Even so there were things he did not know.


William indicated the flagon on the table beside his bed. ‘A drink if you will, Jean.’


Eyes filled with concern, Jean poured clear spring water into William’s cup. ‘Have you eaten today, sire?’


Had he? Food meant little to him now – ironic when his nickname had once been ‘Gasteviande’, meaning that he would devour everything in sight and still seek more. What an appetite he had possessed, not just for food, but for the full, joyous feast of life. ‘The Countess brought me a dish of sops in milk earlier,’ he replied. The sustenance of infants, the elderly and the dying. He had only eaten it to placate Isabelle.


He concentrated on keeping his hand steady as he raised the cup to his lips. Two years ago, at seventy, that same hand had possessed the strength to swing a sword and cleave a path through the press of battle. Troubadours sang that he had been as ‘swift as an eagle’ and as ‘ravenous as a lion’. Perhaps he had, although he suspected they were exaggerating in hopes of a good fee.


He took a few sips to moisten his throat. ‘I want you to do something for me. I would not ask this of any other man.’


‘Willingly, sire,’ Jean replied earnestly. ‘Consider it already done.’


William gave a mordant smile. Half a lifetime ago his own lord had spoken similar words to him on his deathbed and he had agreed, never knowing what it would cost him. He returned the cup to Jean. ‘Your loyalty is wholehearted.’


‘It is to the death, sire.’


William laughed, and then caught his breath in pain. ‘Yes,’ he wheezed. ‘But not yours, not yet I hope.’


He gestured for his visitor to plump the pillows and help him sit upright. Jean’s pummelling disturbed the dried lavender sprigs in the stuffing and filled the air with a clean, astringent scent.


‘What would you have me do, sire?’


William chased the sunlight across the covers with his hand. ‘I want you to go to Wales, to Striguil, and I want you to ask Stephen for the two pieces of silk I entrusted to his care after I returned from Jerusalem.’


Jean’s dark eyebrows rose toward his thatch of silver hair.


‘Yes,’ William said. ‘Half a lifetime and grace I did not expect to have. I need you to take letters to our men on the Marches too, but your priority is the silks, and you must bring them to me without delay.’ He saw dismay fill Jean’s eyes as he recognised the significance of the request. It was so difficult giving the news of finality to a friend who did not want to believe the inevitable even when confronted with the evidence.


‘Of course. I will leave immediately, sire. But what if …’ Jean broke off, rubbing his neck.


William reached out and gripped Jean’s forearm as firmly as he could. ‘Do as I say, my boy, and I will be here when you return – I promise. I have never broken a promise to you, have I?’


‘No, sire, you have not.’ Jean swallowed. ‘I would not break a promise to you either. I swear I shall return as swiftly as I can.’


William looked toward the light streaming through the open window. ‘The weather is set fair and the roads will be firm.’ He gave a semblance of his old smile. ‘I would go with you, but since that is impossible, I shall accompany you in spirit. God speed your way.’


Jean performed a deep bow, pressed his hand to his heart as he straightened and then briskly left the room, his step filled with pride and purpose.


Weak and worn out, William subsided against the pillows. He gazed at the arches of blue sky through the window, felt a light breeze stroke his face and remembered distant April days when he had competed in the tourneys with the elation of youth, taking ransoms beyond count and winning every prize. He had ridden in the entourages of kings and queens, life pounding through him with the speed and strength of a galloping horse. All that physical power and vigour was now a faint imprint within his dying body, yet the memories remained as vivid and rich, as joyous and painful as the moment of their creation.


The fresh air from the open window carried to him the sound of grooms shouting to one another as they saddled Jean’s palfrey and prepared his pack-horse. If the weather held and there were no delays on the road, his errand would take him less than a fortnight. So little time, yet leading to all the time in the world. An eternity.


Closing his eyes, William sent his mind down tunnels of memory, until he came to the moment on a warm summer’s evening that had led him inexorably to those two lengths of silk cloth.


It had begun at a shrine in the Limousin, and he had been intent on robbery.
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Martel, the Limousin, June 1183
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The small silver coin flashed as it spun through a bar of dusty sunlight before tumbling into the afternoon shadow and landing with a soft clink on the table between William and his young lord.


Henry – Harry to his intimates – eldest son of the King of England gestured at the fallen coin. ‘There,’ he said. ‘All that stands between us and destitution.’ He wore his customary smile, but his blue eyes were quenched of humour. ‘No money to pay the troops, provide for the horses or feed our bellies.’ He tossed his flat purse onto the table to emphasise the point.


William said nothing. The only way out of this morass was for Harry to sue for terms with his father with whom they were at war, something he would never do because most of this fight was about Harry not having the landed power to rule his own life and being dependent on his sire for funds.


They had foraged the surrounding countryside and villages, taking tribute by various often underhand methods of persuasion until that particular larder was bare. Having already sold and pawned their most valuable possessions, a second round of scrimping and tallying was not going to raise anywhere near the hundred marks required. Next week it would be a further hundred. They were cornered and facing pressure from their own mercenaries who were demanding their wages with threats.


Despite Harry’s theatrical gesture with the penny, a few baubles still remained from his plundering of the tomb of St Martial a few months since – a jewelled cross, gilt candlesticks, and sundry items of altar dressing – but they were held in final reserve, to be stashed in his palfrey’s saddlebags if he had to run.


Harry picked up the coin and flicked it again, light to shadow. ‘I suppose we shall have to pay a visit to Rocamadour and request another loan from the Church,’ he said casually. ‘They have plenty of money up there and they are not doing anything with it, are they?’


The penny bounced off the table and disappeared into the thick layer of rushes strewing the floor. Resentment and challenge lurked beneath the nonchalance.


‘Sire, I would counsel against it.’ William began to feel uneasy. He had not been present at the raid on St Martial, and had no desire to become involved in pillaging a shrine as holy as Rocamadour.


‘Hah, all the silver and gold that the Church has amassed does nothing but drape their chapels, gawked at by peasants and gloated over by priests. God understands I will repay him. Have I not taken the cross in His name?’ Harry gestured to the two strips of silk stitched to the breast of his mantle.


‘Would it not be better to renew peace talks with your father?’


William’s words elicited a contemptuous snort. ‘All he will do is pay my debts and tell me to behave myself in future without giving me the courtesy of listening. Hah! Perhaps I really should go to Jerusalem. That would whiten the old goat’s beard!’ Harry waved an impatient hand. ‘I will do what I must – unless of course you have another idea, one that does not include my father?’ He shot an imperative glance at William, throwing the onus onto him; making it his fault that they were in this situation.


William grimaced. The truth was that they had the stark choice between stripping the altars of Rocamadour to pay their debts, or face becoming the victims of their own mercenaries, who would deal with him harshly, because he was the paymaster, the interface between them and Harry, who could at least be ransomed back to his father. Nevertheless, he tried one more time, for God’s wrath was not just of the moment, but eternal. ‘Sire, I still say you should not do this.’


‘I will decide what I should and should not do,’ Harry snapped. ‘Does any man dare to question my dear brother Richard? Am I less than him? Do you think Richard and his mercenaries would hesitate to take whatever they needed? Christ, he’s been stripping Aquitaine like a butcher fleshing a corpse for the last ten years!’ He jerked to his feet. ‘See to it with the men, and keep them in order. Tell them they shall have their pay. Ah Christ, my guts!’ Abruptly, one hand on his belly, the other flinging a gesture of dismissal, he hastened to the alcove housing the latrine shaft.


William left the room, filled with deep misgiving, knowing he was trapped. He had sworn his oath to stand by his young lord through thick and thin, and if that included the path to hell then he was bound on that same journey, defending and protecting Harry every bitter, fiery step of the way.


Crossing the courtyard, he was aware of the mercenary soldiers watching his progress with feral eyes. Sancho, one of the captains, had been crouching over a dice game in the dust but he rose now and intercepted William’s path, folding his arms and pushing one foot forward to draw attention to the sword hilt resting on his hip. ‘I trust you have good news for me, messire Marshal?’


‘You will be paid,’ William answered shortly. ‘You have my word.’


‘And I trust your word.’ A hard grin parted the mercenary’s full black beard. ‘But the question is when?’


‘By tomorrow night, I promise.’


‘I’ll tell the lads then.’ Sancho inclined his head and sauntered back to his game.


William walked on, keeping his stride loose and his hands open while his thoughts spun in tight decreasing circles.


‘Here, you’ll be needing this. Get dressed and make ready to ride.’ William tossed a padded tunic to his brother Ancel, who sat on the edge of his pallet, pushing sleep-tangled hair out of his eyes. The ties on his shirt hung open and his sturdy legs were bare save for his short under-breeches.


‘It’s still the middle of the night,’ he groaned, squinting against the lantern light.


‘It’s an hour before dawn.’


‘Where are we going?’ Ancel fumbled for his hose.


‘To arrange some funds – make haste.’


‘About time. There’s only soup bones in the larder and we’re wagering with tent pegs at dice. Is it a long ride?’


‘To Rocamadour.’


Ancel ceased dressing and his eyes widened. ‘Rocamadour?’


‘Yes,’ William snapped, ‘Rocamadour.’ He lifted a satchel from a wall hook and slung it across Ancel’s bed. ‘You’ll be needing this for the booty.’


Ancel stared at him in horror. ‘It is a sin,’ he said hoarsely. ‘God will surely punish us!’


‘It’s a loan and will be returned with interest paid.’


‘Yes, on our souls.’ Ancel shook his head. ‘We’ll pay in hell – I’m not going.’


‘Yes, you are. We have no choice, unless you know where we can find enough money to pay the mercenaries before the next sunset. If not, we might as well cut our own throats now and have done.’


Ancel pressed his lips together, his expression mutinous.


William eyed his sleep-tousled younger brother with exasperation. He had taken Ancel into his tourney entourage four years ago, and then into military service with Harry. Ancel was a strange mingling of opposites – innocent and knowing, dextrous and clumsy, often foolish yet possessing a core of truthful wisdom. An asset and a liability.


‘We’ll be damned for this,’ Ancel repeated.


William bit his tongue. The only way to deal with his brother when he got into this repetitive pattern was to ignore him. He might sulk but he would do as he was bidden, even if it was with dagger looks and dragging heels. He could ride at the back, which would suit everyone. Someone would have to guard the horses and keep lookout anyway.


‘Make haste,’ William said tersely. ‘Do not keep our lord waiting.’


Outside the troops were gathering in the hazy pre-dawn light. Amid grunts and spitting and snatches of uneasy laughter, they exchanged furtive looks, their mood one of defiant bravado tinged with apprehension.


Eustace, William’s squire, was buckling the leathers on William’s powerful bay.


‘Is it true, sire?’ he asked, as William grasped the reins and swung into the saddle. ‘We are going to raid Rocamadour?’


William rolled his eyes. ‘Not you as well! It is not for you to question. Keep your head down and mind your duties – understood?’


‘Yes, sire.’ Eustace dropped his gaze, surreptitiously crossing himself in the shadows, but William noted the gesture with irritation born of suppressing the desire to do the same himself.


Harry emerged from the lodging, donning a small felt cap. Unlike his knights whom he had bidden wear their mail, he was robed in his court finery – an embroidered tunic, a cloak edged with gold braid, and a fine red belt punched with silver studs – items held back when other personal embellishments had been sold to feed horses and men.


He gave William a fixed smile as he set his foot in the stirrup. ‘Well, what are we waiting for? Let us ride to Rocamadour and secure ourselves a loan.’


As the troop lined up to depart, Ancel emerged from the lodging, his mouth narrow and grim. Without looking at anyone he tossed the satchel over his chestnut’s withers and mounted up.


William gave him a hard look but let the moment pass. At least he had not had to drag him out by the scruff, and for now he had more pressing matters to worry about.


*  *  *


The shrine of St Amadour embraced sheer cliffs towering four hundred feet above the silver gleam of the River Alzou. Gilded in early morning light the chapels built into the rock face of the gorge seemed to shine like holy beacons against the new sky. William clenched his jaw and strove to ignore his misgiving and his fear of God. He dared not let a single chink of doubt show because it would take just one glimmer for the men to notice and react. Several were already on the verge of bolting like frightened horses.


Harry had resolved his own dilemma of conscience by declaring that the treasure was only a loan and that as the son of a king and a future benefactor of the shrine, he was entitled to borrow its contents. Even a fool could see he was justified. His father had had him crowned heir to England when he was just fifteen years old, and he had armoured himself in his royalty, using the dazzle of his easy charm as a shield.


A handful of soldiers guarded the entrance to the walled town leading up to the shrine but Harry and William had planned for that and had divided the troop. The dozen mercenaries they had brought with them from Martel were hidden well back out of sight. Riding up to the gate, Harry’s only escort was his personal guard.


Smiling to light up the world, Harry announced that he had come to worship at the shrine, promising that he intended no harm, only reverence and esteem. ‘I have been sorely troubled.’ He placed his hand over his heart, his expression contrite and his eyes enormous with innocence. ‘A dream told me to seek guidance and comfort here from St Amadour and the Blessed Virgin.’


The guards conferred and became two more victims of Harry’s devastating charm as they took the decision to open the gate and admit him. From there it was easy. In a few practised moves William and the other knights disarmed the soldiers and tied them firmly to a hitching post. Three swift blasts on the hunting horn summoned the mercenaries. ‘Remember, no bloodshed,’ Harry warned. ‘I want no stain of death upon this enterprise.’


Leaving the mercenaries and the squires to defend the gate, Harry and his knights made their way swiftly along the narrow street to the steep staircase leading to the shrine with its candlesticks and plate, its gold and gems and relics including the famed sword Durendal that had once belonged to the hero Roland.


Pilgrims fled in terror before the glint of mail and the threat of swords. Tense and alert, William expected to meet resistance where the stairs led to the terrace of the Virgin’s chapel, but no alarm sounded. A solitary grey-bearded guard was present to keep the pilgrims in order, but he had been taking a piss in a corner and was still rearranging his garments as the raiders arrived.


‘Stand aside, and no harm will come to you,’ William said.


The guard spread his hands in surrender and was immediately disarmed and tied up. Two monks who had been inside the chapel rushed to secure the wrought-iron grille in front of the shrine, but William was faster, striding forward to thrust his mail-encased shoulder through the gap and force the brothers aside.


‘Fetch your abbot,’ Harry ordered. ‘Tell him that King Henry desires to speak with him urgently.’


The monks bolted, robes flapping around their sandals. Half a dozen pilgrims huddled before the altar and William ordered them out, and watched them flee because it was easier than facing the mother of God and wondering what his own mother would say if she could see him now.


Harry approached the altar, with affected nonchalance. ‘Leave these.’ He indicated the statue of the Virgin with the Christ child sitting on her lap, and beside it a jewel-encrusted reliquary that housed a scrap of her robe. ‘Take everything else.’ He picked up a silver-gilt candlestick and admired the filigree decoration around the base. ‘We’ll definitely have this – my father presented this to them the year I was crowned. That chalice too.’ He indicated a golden cup studded with gemstones.


Tight-lipped, William slammed back the lid of a chest standing against the wall, venting his pent-up fear and revulsion on the furniture. Priceless silk vestments encrusted with gems and embroidery shone in deliquescent folds of emerald and sapphire together with smocked linens as white as sea foam – garments intended for use on feast days and at times of high religious significance, but misappropriated now as bundles for bearing away plunder.


William issued curt orders and the men began stuffing the rich contents of the shrine into the vestments as if their haste would conceal their actions from the eyes of God. William directed operations and kept watch, detaching himself from the terrible desecration, knowing if he thought about the enormity of the sin they were committing, he would be overwhelmed.


Ancel worked in the background, scooping jewels and plate into the satchel while casting dagger glances at William, who eventually faced him out with a glare so steely that his brother dropped his gaze and turned away.


Their damnable work done, the shrine of Our Lady of Rocamadour stood bare of all adornment save for the ancient, blackened carving of the Virgin herself, her expression inscrutable in the light from the shrine lamp burning upon her stripped altar. Rape; it was rape. His belly crawling with nausea, William brusquely ordered the men back to the gate.


Alone, he finally faced the statue, and in the faint red glow fell to his knees and bowed his head. ‘Holy Mother, everything will be restored, I promise,’ he vowed. ‘My lord has great need … I beseech you to have mercy and to forgive us our trespasses.’


The shrine was silent. The flicker of ruby light deepened the shadows and edged his mind with visions of hell, as far removed from redemption as the sky was from the bowels of the earth. Rising to his feet, he turned abruptly and followed the knights, forcing himself not to run.


The monks had gathered in a huddle of hand-wringing reproach to bear witness to the plundering of their shrine. Their abbot, Gerard D’Escorailles, was an old man, but still strong enough to be forthright and do battle by condemnation.


‘It is a great and mortal sin you commit in desecrating this holy place, and God sees all and rewards accordingly!’ his voice rang out, filled with fire. ‘Take warning for your soul; your kingship will not protect you from God’s wrath. The weight of your sin will drag you down to hell!’


‘But you can afford to give generously to poor pilgrims,’ Harry replied, smiling. ‘I am under oath to visit the tomb of Christ in Jerusalem; surely you would not deny me your donation?’


Abbot Gerard’s white beard quivered. ‘You commit blasphemy! Are you intending to rob the Sepulchre too and claim you do it in the name of Christ?’


Harry’s smile remained, albeit fixed and brittle. He held out to Abbot Gerard a sealed parchment, written by his scribe before he set out. ‘Here is my solemn promise that I will make good on our borrowing.’


The abbot struck it aside. ‘Such a document is worthless when you thieve the belongings of God to pay for war and wreak misery upon righteous folk with your hell-bound men!’ His gaze flicked with contempt over the gathered knights. ‘What you steal can never be replaced like for like, for it will be scattered far and wide.’


‘You have my oath that you will be recompensed.’ Harry’s expression was stiff with irritation. ‘I would say five-fold but that smacks of usury and we all know how much the Church abhors that sin, don’t we?’


‘God is not mocked,’ the abbot warned, his tone flat and hard. ‘When you weigh that gold, you weigh it against your mortal soul. I shall pray for you, but in vain I fear. You are marked for hell.’


Harry flushed. Leaning forward, he tucked the scroll under the old man’s rope belt. ‘Until my return,’ he said, and pivoting on his heel, swept out.


Following on the tail of his young lord’s cloak, William felt the hostility of the monks and pilgrims boring into his spine, and beyond that, he sensed the heavy hand of God and the condemnation of the Virgin shaming his soul for eternity.


That evening, at their lodging, Harry gave William the task of dividing the spoils among the mercenaries. William did so efficiently, his blank expression concealing just how sullied he felt. Like Judas selling Christ.


Now Harry was solvent, the wine flowed freely, washing down chicken simmered in cumin, and coneys cooked in almond milk. A suckling pig once destined for Abbot Gerard’s dinner table was served up with forcemeat and preserved apples and everyone dined until their bellies were as tight as drums. They all drank far too much, trying to smother with merriment and over-indulgence the memory of what they had done at Rocamadour.


William’s reward for his part in the robbery was a pouch of jewels – sapphires, rubies and rock crystals gouged with a knife-point from the altar panels of the shrine. Tied against his hip, the little leather bag felt like a heavy sack of sins as he went about his duties. Yet he had to eat, to feed his horses and support the knights who depended on him for sustenance; as their leader, he could not be seen as weak or squeamish.


Amid the heaps of plunder was the sword Durendal that had once belonged to the great hero Roland who had died defending the Pass at Roncesvalles against the Saracens. Everyone knew the story. An intricate pattern of gold interlace decorated the hilt and the grip was fashioned from overlapping bands of rose-coloured leather. The sword had been thrust into a crevice in the wall and then chained to a ring hammered into the rock, but that had not prevented it from being appropriated.


‘Blade’s as blunt as a peasant’s wits,’ Harry said, examining it with a critical eye. ‘Not been sharpened in years. The monks do not know how to care for such things. It probably isn’t the real sword of Roland anyway. If it really belonged to him, it was meant to be wielded by a warrior, not left to rust on an altar.’


‘Indeed, sire, but it is perhaps not the best way to obtain weaponry.’


Harry cocked his brow at William. ‘Do I sense you are about to deliver me another lecture, Marshal?’


‘Only that we should trim our expenditure,’ William replied. ‘Shrines such as Rocamadour are few and far between and do not replenish as swiftly as the men require payment.’


‘Yes, yes.’ Harry waved the sword and light flashed on the hilt. ‘We’ll discuss it tomorrow.’


‘Sire.’


In desperate need of fresh air, William went outside to check that those who had drawn the short straws for guard duty were in their place and that the horses were properly bedded down for the night. Once he was certain all was in order, he paused by the trough in the stable yard to splash his face before uttering a soft groan and pressing the heels of his hands to his eyes. The enormity of what they had done was like a black tree growing up through his body and stretching its branches into every part of his soul. This was with him for eternity, this dishonour with God. Lowering his hands, he braced them on the stone sides of the trough and gazed at the moon’s distorted reflection shimmering in the water, while in his mind’s eye he saw the flames of hell reflected back at him through his own darkly transparent image. Eventually he stood upright, drew himself together, and returned inside.


Harry was playing dice, wagering with coins from the plunder, the sword resting across his lap.


William skirted the game and climbed the stairs to his chamber. The room was in darkness save for a sliver of moonlight piercing the shutters. From Ancel’s pallet came the saw of ragged, distressed breathing. William fetched the lantern from the wall niche outside the room and, lifting it above the bed, saw his brother on his knees, his body shuddering with dry sobs and his fists clenched at his breast.


‘Ancel?’


Ancel turned, his face contorted with fear bordering on terror. ‘I dreamed I was being roasted alive by demons,’ he wept. ‘They drove their pitchforks through my guts and twisted them on their tines, and the Virgin of Rocamadour looked on and cursed me for what she had seen me do.’


Ice crawled up William’s spine. ‘It was no more than a nightmare,’ he said curtly. ‘Harry will make amends – it will all be returned.’


‘You expect me to believe that when it has all been apportioned out? We’ll never be forgiven for this and you know it! I should never have left home to follow you to the tourneys.’ Ancel turned his back on William and lay down, curling into a foetal position.


‘Ancel …’ William opened his hands, then let them fall to his sides. His brother did not understand what it was like to have a position of command and make decisions for the good of all. Ancel loved to wear the glory and parade in finery, but had no grasp of the underlying realities. Others had to make those hard choices and then be damned.


William sighed, heeled about and returned to the dice game. Harry’s place on the bench was empty.


‘Latrine,’ said Robert of London, nodding in the direction of a low doorway. ‘Too much feast after famine.’ A woman leaned over to refill his cup and he ran his hand over her hip and snatched a kiss.


Harry returned a moment later, rubbing his stomach and grimacing, but resumed his place at the table. ‘Sit, Marshal, and play hazard,’ he said. ‘Have some wine.’ He handed William an ornate rock crystal flagon from the spoils of their raid.


William took his place at Harry’s side, poured the drink, and knew as Harry shook the dice and cast them that every man sitting at this board tonight was damned.


William paused on the threshold of Harry’s chamber and braced himself. He did not need to ask the frightened servants how his lord had spent the night because he had heard the disturbance and the stifled cries of pain. Harry had been sick for several days and his condition was steadily worsening. Any food he ate was either vomited back up, or voided from his bowels faster than he could reach the latrine. William had seen the bloody flux often enough to know its consequences. Some survived; many did not.


He had told the men that Harry was recovering well, but had seen the doubt and disbelief in their eyes, and although he maintained an optimistic demeanour in their presence, beneath the façade he was sick with fear.


Entering the chamber, he inhaled the stench of vomit and faeces, and fought valiantly not to retch as he came face to face with a servant holding a bowl of bloody brown liquid.


‘Get rid of that,’ William ordered in a constricted voice, ‘and see to it that the King has clean linen.’


The servant covered the bowl with a cloth. ‘We have changed the sheets twice already, messire …’


‘Then change them again.’


‘The laundress has gone to fetch clean ones.’


The man departed and William advanced to the bed and sat down at Harry’s side. ‘How are you today, sire? Better I trust?’ He noticed with dismay how sunken Harry’s features were, the moisture sucked out of him, cleaving skin to bone. His lips were dry and drawn back from his teeth and there was no saliva in his mouth. William glanced over his shoulder at Harry’s fearful attendants and shot them a warning look.


The laundress arrived with bed linen fresh from the drying ground and smelling of sunlight. Harry had to be eased out of bed while his sheets were changed. Pale and gasping, gritting his teeth, he hunched on a stool, clinging to William for support. ‘If demons exist,’ he panted, ‘then they have set their talons into my entrails and are ripping them to shreds. I am shitting my life-blood into a slop bowl.’ He sent William a desperate look. ‘It is because of Rocamadour and the other shrines; that is what they are saying, isn’t it? That this is punishment for my sin?’


‘Sire, no one says anything.’


‘Yes, they do, and they think it … and they are right.’ Harry swallowed, the sound a dry click. ‘I am bound for hell.’


William’s own mouth was parched. ‘No, sire … I do not believe that.’


Harry’s face twisted. ‘You do, and so do I. Do not sell me false comfort, Marshal, and betray me now.’ He gripped William’s sleeve, digging in as a spasm tore through him. ‘You have been at my back since I was a youth, and steadfast in your loyalty.’


‘Always, sire.’ William’s eyes stung with remorse and pity. Harry’s royal parents had entrusted him with the position of protector and mentor to their eldest son and he had failed on all counts. ‘And I shall not leave you now.’ Others were already doing so – the vermin who always hung around on the peripheries of armies to pick up the crumbs and had a survival instinct to move on before the cupboard was bare.


‘I do intend to return all I took from the shrines of St Martial and Rocamadour.’ Harry’s grip was like a vice on William’s sleeve. ‘You know that.’


‘Yes, sire,’ William answered. In a way, it was true, but intent and deed were not always the same thing with Harry.


The young man’s face contorted as another spasm seized his gut. ‘I need you to help me make amends, because I cannot make them myself.’


William was still trying to persuade himself against all the evidence that Harry would live and the words numbed him because they forced him to face the truth. ‘If it is within my power, then I shall do it, sire.’


‘Marshal, I do not want to burn in hell and I surely will without prayers and intercession.’ Gasping, Harry struggled to speak, and William helped him to take a few small sips of watered wine. ‘I … I want you to go to Jerusalem and lay my cloak on the tomb of Christ at the Holy Sepulchre.’


William stared at him.


‘Promise me …’ Harry’s sunken eyes filled with fear and pleading. ‘Do not abandon me in this. If you ever loved me, do this for me.’


‘I promise, sire, willingly,’ William answered immediately, concealing his shock. He set his hand over Harry’s, feeling the bones jutting beneath the skin. ‘But I hope you will make that vow yourself in Jerusalem.’


‘No,’ Harry whispered. ‘This is God’s judgement on me for my sins … This is the end – I shall not leave this room save on a bier.’


It was over. On the tenth hour of the tenth day of June, surrounded by his disbelieving and frightened knights, Henry the Young King, eldest son of the King of England and Duke of Normandy, died in suffering, lying on a bed of ashes on the floor of his chamber in Martel, a rope around his neck in token of his penitence and a simple wooden cross clutched in his hands. He was just twenty-eight years old but looked a hundred.


William stooped and gently removed the large sapphire ring from Harry’s index finger, then kissed the back of his master’s limp, cold hand. Harry’s father had refused to come to Martel, convinced that the summons was a ruse of war and fearing assassination; however, he had sent the ring as a compromise and at least it was proof that a bond of sorts still existed between father and son, although now it would have to be returned to Henry with news of tragedy.


During his final lucid moments, Harry had again begged William to go to Jerusalem and lay his cloak at the Sepulchre, and William had repeated his promise in public before the weeping knights and clergy, gathered around the deathbed. Harry had been his charge in life and he had failed him. He had an even greater onus to protect him in death from the fires of hell, and if possible, which William was not sure it was, to atone for their sins and receive not only God’s forgiveness but also the Virgin’s.


Retiring to snatch an hour’s sleep before dawn, William discovered Ancel on his knees, praying before a lighted candle and a small wooden cross. His brother had been absent when William had sworn to go to Jerusalem, because someone still had to be on guard duty and Ancel had volunteered.


Without looking round, Ancel said in a raw voice, ‘All the things we robbed from Rocamadour … People came to that place and prayed over them for succour and intercession or gave them in gratitude for prayers answered. Now, because of us, they are tainted – all their power has been stolen. They were of no use to our young lord in his illness; perhaps they even brought about his end. Many will say he got what he deserved.’ He drew a shaken breath and looked at William with glassy eyes. ‘And if that is the case for him, then what will God’s punishment be for us? We shall surely burn in hell.’


William sat down heavily on Ancel’s mattress and put his head in his hands.


‘I don’t know what truth is any more,’ Ancel said raggedly. ‘I looked up to you because I thought you knew what it was, but after Rocamadour I no longer have that trust. All men die, and I do not want to suffer for eternity, which is surely what will happen.’


William looked up with an exhausted sigh. ‘You are right. I will not make excuses. I came to tell you that before he died Harry entrusted me with his cloak. He asked me to take it to Jerusalem and lay it upon the tomb of Christ to atone for his sins so that he, and all of us, might pray for absolution from the crimes we committed through necessity. I know you only rode to Rocamadour because I forced you. I acknowledge my blame. Now I ask you to accompany me to Jerusalem and atone for what we have done. I will understand if you refuse.’


Ancel’s eyes widened, the whites glistening in the lantern light. ‘To Jerusalem?’


‘Yes. And Eustace and as many of the others as wish to make the journey. I do not know if we will achieve our goal, or return, but better to die trying than to live with the sin.’


Ancel’s throat worked. And then he gasped and put his face in his hands and tearing sobs shook his frame.


William set a tentative hand on his shoulder. ‘So, what do you think?’


Ancel turned and pressed his head into William’s breast, and when he spoke, his voice was thick with tears. ‘Of course I will go with you – you could not stop me!’


‘We will make it right, I promise,’ William vowed, his own throat tight with emotion, adding with bleak determination, ‘And I shall keep that promise with my life if I must.’




3


Tower of Rouen, July 1183
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Ancel held the reins of William’s powerful sorrel warhorse Bezant. ‘I still say you are mad. Why would you give up your best horse to the King – your two best horses in fact?’ He indicated William’s second destrier, Bezant’s younger half-brother Cuivre, who was being tended by Eustace.


William struggled with his patience. They had been over this several times already, but to Ancel, an opinion, once made, was set in stone. ‘I have told you why. I will not risk these animals on a vast journey like this, and I know the King will accept nothing less in exchange for funds.’ Besides which, William had a personal need to sacrifice, to do penance and purge himself. Giving up his best horses would help to balance the scales.


‘The lords who rode to free Jerusalem long ago took their warhorses,’ Ancel objected.


‘And lost them along the way. Do you truly think any man arrived in Jerusalem on the destrier he rode from home?’


Ancel opened his mouth, ready with another argument, but William cut him off with a sharp look and departed to his audience with the King.


He had already spoken to Henry of his son’s death – a painful interview conducted in the royal campaign tent in the Limousin. Henry’s grief had been deep and raw but concealed under a surface of rigid control. Now that Harry had been buried in Rouen Cathedral, it was time for another audience. William was not relishing the prospect, but he was prepared and stoical.


He was ushered into the King’s chamber which bustled with officials, scribes and clerics, lords, servants and messengers – all the many cogs, small and large, that turned the wheels of the most dynamic court in Christendom. The man responsible for the manipulation of all these cogs was slumped in his cushioned chair, one hand cupping his beard of grey-salted auburn. His expression was flat, and for a king with a legendary reputation for never a moment’s stillness, this dull, world-weary pose was a startling departure. But then yesterday he had buried his eldest son.


William knelt before Henry and bowed his head. Henry said nothing for a long time, allowed the silence to gather weight in the space between them. When eventually he spoke, his voice had the grittiness of sifted ashes. ‘So, you come to me, and I have to wonder why you should do so, and why I should want to set eyes on you ever again.’


‘Sire, you are my liege lord, where else would I go?’ William replied.


‘You did not think that when you were biting my back, did you?’ Henry sat up and leaned a little forward, his neck hunching into his shoulders. ‘Why should I accept you in my court? Why should I not have you thrown out, or flung in prison?’


William’s hair rose at the nape of his neck. It would be so easy for Henry to make him a scapegoat for his grief. ‘Sire, you appointed me to the position of marshal to your son and I served him to the best of my ability through thick and thin. No more was within my power – would that it had been.’


Henry fell silent again. Flicking a glance, William saw that the King was fidgeting with the sapphire ring that Harry had worn as he lay dying. William had returned it to Henry at their last meeting and now Henry was examining it, pulling it off his finger, pushing it back, lost in thought.


William drew breath and spoke before the silence became impenetrable, ‘Sire, in his last days your son asked me to take his cloak to Jerusalem to lie on the tomb of Christ and pray for absolution and I vowed to do so. I intend to fulfil that oath to the utmost of my life – nothing shall prevent me, save my own death.’


Henry shot him a sour look. ‘That notion at least has merit, and perhaps it is best if you are gone from my sight for a while. When are you leaving?’


William cleared his throat. ‘As soon as possible, with those of my men who choose to accompany me. I must go to England first and make my farewells and arrange funds.’


Henry said nothing, and William did not know whether to remain kneeling or back out of his presence. Another swift glance revealed that the King’s jaw was trembling.


‘Is that why you have come to me?’ Henry choked out at last. ‘For funds? Have you not got plenty of your own after what you have been doing with my son? Hah, you surprise me, Marshal!’


William took the blow willingly, but it was still like a knife slicing the scab off a recent wound and all the memories came pouring out of the gash, all the shame and bitter remorse of what had been done at Rocamadour. He had already been forced to petition the King to pay Harry’s mercenaries their due wages. William had promised them that they would be paid and Henry had seen to it and settled his dead son’s debts, but grudgingly, and he blamed William.


‘Sire, I have brought you my two best horses – I thought you might keep them until I return.’


Henry’s expression sharpened, and his energy changed, becoming brisk and business-like. ‘You have them with you?’


‘Yes, sire, in the courtyard.’


‘Show me. After all, I don’t want you saddling me with nags, do I?’


William took another underhand blow. He had never in his life owned a nag. As a royal marshal, he knew horses better than anyone, including the King.


Henry gathered his cloak, and as he stood up, the sapphire ring slipped from his finger and bounced away, tinkling across the floor tiles. Both men stared and again a short, terrible silence ensued before Henry turned away and, leaving the jewel where it lay, strode from the room. William followed him, experiencing a sense of desolation, for the dropping of the ring emphasised to him the non-presence of the Young King in the world and how final it was.


Henry stamped into the courtyard where the two warhorses waited, groomed and glossy, swishing their tails against the flies and tossing their heads. He studied the powerful golden sorrel and his darker bronze brother with a shrewd eye. ‘How old?’ he demanded.


‘Bezant is seven and Cuivre six,’ William replied. He knew Henry would accept the horses. He would stable them at someone else’s expense and use them as breeding stallions during William’s absence. Plenty of fine foals would be sired in that time.


Henry assessed the horses like an experienced Smithfield trader, running his hands over their muscles and down their legs, all the time making faces as if he were looking at inferior goods. Eventually he stood straight and delivered his verdict. ‘For the love I bore my dear son I will take these animals and care for them while you are gone, and I will pay you a hundred pounds for the pair of them to defray your expenses. Should God spare you to return, you may come to me and redeem them for a promise to repay that sum.’


Beside William, Ancel choked with indignation, and William warned him with a swift nudge. ‘Sire,’ he responded, bowing deeply, ‘it is my honour to accept with gratitude.’


Henry gave him a calculating look, assessing his sincerity, but William felt that they had returned to familiar waters, even if the sea was still rough.


‘Let it be done,’ Henry said. ‘I will have letters made out for you to take to the papal court in Rome and also to my cousin King Baldwin in Jerusalem.’ Giving a brusque nod to conclude their business, and rubbing his hands as though washing them, he left without a backward look.


‘I cannot believe you agreed to give him these horses for a hundred pounds!’ Ancel protested, aggrieved. ‘They are easily worth twice as much!’


‘Would you have had me refuse him or resort to haggling?’ William snapped. ‘His son is dead and I was responsible for looking after him – for keeping him alive, and I failed. I knew full well he would not give me what those destriers are worth, but a hundred pounds will see us a long way on the road and our mounts will be well cared for. Others will give us funds and supplies and I have money held at the Temple. We shall not be destitute – and even if we were, I would go barefoot in my breeches to Jerusalem to fulfil this mission.’


Ancel glowered, but held his peace. William took Bezant from him, rubbed the destrier’s white blaze and fed him some dried dates purloined from the royal stores. He had spent numerous hours training this horse and a deep bond of trust and cooperation existed between them, but he would not risk him on the journey. He made his farewell to Cuivre too before handing both animals to Henry’s grooms. Watching as they were led away, he was sad, for even if he did return and ride them again, it would never be in the joyous tumult of the tourneys and jousts he had once shared with his young lord. That time was gone for ever.
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Manor of Caversham, April 1219
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Beyond the quiet tranquillity of his sickroom a perfect spring morning sported a handful of fluffy clouds against a clear blue sky. The light was so strong that it dazzled William’s eyes and, walking beside his litter, Isabelle gently adjusted the brim of his hat to shade his face before taking his hand in hers. In Jerusalem he had looked into sunlight much stronger than this, but his eyes were attuned these days to the softness of shadows.


Usually people came to his bedside, but today he had felt well enough to attend mass in his chapel of St Mary. His marriage to Isabelle had given him the financial means to embellish and enrich this place as was the Virgin’s due. He had sworn his oath to her at Rocamadour, and he had kept it here, at Caversham.


He was dressed as the Earl of Pembroke to attend the service, his emaciated body clad in a tunic of green cendal and a fur-lined cloak with clasps of gold. There were rings on his fingers for the first time in weeks, although Isabelle had had to wrap the shanks with her sewing thread because they were so loose. His physician had thought it unwise for him to make even this short journey, that it would weaken him, but William had ignored his advice. He was not going to recover. What did it matter if he died a day sooner? He would at least be stronger spiritually.


He would do as he had always done when at Caversham, even in extremity because Caversham was his home. The place where he had always been able to remove his belt, put his feet up on a footstool and enjoy moments of private comfort with his family. A child in his lap, a dog at his feet. Isabelle smiling at him across the firelight. Isabelle lying in their bed, a pale shoulder gleaming through her heavy golden hair. This would be one of the last times that he came to the altar in his living body, and he was determined with all of his formidable will to see it through.


The knights bore William through the chapel door into the sacred space, and the light changed, becoming not of sun, but of hundreds of slender beeswax candles illuminating the jewelled figure of the Virgin seated upon her throne with the Christ child on her knee, and a heavenly crown upon her head. Incense perfumed the air and mingled with the candle haze creating a soft golden glow before her image. William begged silent forgiveness that he could no longer prostrate himself before her as was her due. Yet he felt enormous gratitude for the grace of entering her presence while he still had breath in his body. He would serve her now with his prayers, and again very soon in spirit, when the moment came to leave his earthly cladding behind.




5


Temple Church, Holborn, July 1183
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It was raining in London, a summer downpour that dimpled the surface of the Thames and shadowed the water with the hues of a dull sword. William had crossed the bridge from the Southwark side with his small entourage and they had immediately been engulfed by the ripe smells of the wet city, a perfume so robust and complex that it raised the hairs on his nape, simultaneously attracting and repelling. Ordure and excrement, the brackish, muddy waft of the river shore at low tide. Smoke from cooking fires, the smell of people, wet wood and stone. As they turned from the river and into the butchers’ quarter the meaty stench of offal struck them like a bloody smack in the face, thankfully not as powerful as it would have been in full heat. The rain also kept the flies at bay.


Their horses splashed in the muck swilling down the overflowing gutters until eventually they came to Ludgate and passed beyond the city walls into the suburbs where the scent changed to that of gardens, drenched and green. The dwellings no longer hugged each other like fighting drunkards, but were spacious with prosperity. Apart from occasional glances William paid scant heed to his surroundings, keeping his head down and his thoughts to himself. Unable to share his burdens with anyone in his entourage, they had grown heavier by the day. He did not suffer nightmares like Ancel; what need when he was living them every waking moment? He knew of only one person who might help him, but whether he would want to when he heard the tale was another matter.


Eventually they came to Holborn and turned in at an open gateway guarded by two serjeants wearing dark robes. Beyond a courtyard, stables and a packed jumble of timber and stone buildings, the tubby rotunda of the church of the Knights Templar was just about visible.


‘Wait here,’ William commanded his entourage, indicating an open-sided shelter built against a wall. Ancel started to follow him, but William ordered him to stay with the others and take charge. ‘I need to see Aimery alone.’


Ancel scowled but did not argue and William left, entering the crowded maze of buildings. As a boy, he had occasionally visited the Templar complex when his father was working at the Exchequer. He had even attended services here, but the church had vastly outgrown its original foundation and its buildings were now cramped together as though squeezed by a giant hand. A new church was being built on land near the river just over half a mile away, but was not yet ready for consecration.


William paused beside a small pink marble fountain and dipped the chained cup to take a drink. A horse was being shod at the smithy and a hammer rang out in solid rhythmic strokes that beat inside his skull. Making horse shoes was one of the first adult skills he had learned, although he had still been a child at the time. His muscles still held the memory of the effort it had taken, and he could recall the pride in his father’s eyes when he struck true, and the stinging red of the sparks on his arms.


With an abrupt motion, he replaced the cup and approached a doorway where two Templar knights stood guard.


‘I am William the Marshal, formerly in the service of the Young King, God rest his soul. I have urgent business with Aimery de Saint Maur.’


‘Brother Aimery is at his devotions,’ one replied, eyeing him with speculation. ‘Wait for him in the warming room and we will send a squire to tell him you are here.’


William nodded his thanks and, swallowing his desperation, went where they directed. He could not bear to wait, yet he must. Sitting down on a bench, he clasped his hands and bent his head, feeling shivery and sick. These last few weeks had been like trying to keep everything together in a threadbare sack where holes kept appearing and he knew it was just a matter of time until his whole life fell out and ruined on the floor, leaving him holding an insubstantial rag that had once been his honour.


‘Gwim?’


He looked up into the twinkling blue eyes of Aimery de St Maur and the holes in the sack increased in size as he heard that name from his childhood. No one ever called him Gwim except for Ancel and Aimery. The Templar’s ruddy complexion glowed with cheerful good nature and although his brown hair was cropped and tidy, it still had that irrepressible boyhood curl. He wore the white robe of the order, a red cross stitched over his heart, and gripped a decorated staff in his right hand.


‘What are you doing here – although you are very welcome and it is good to see you!’ The smile of greeting died on Aimery’s lips and his gaze filled with compassion and concern. ‘We heard the terrible news about the King’s son. What a tragedy. That poor young man and his parents. We have prayed daily for his soul – it must be a terrible grief to you. Were you with him?’


‘Yes …’ William swallowed. ‘Yes, I was.’ He pinched the bridge of his nose between forefinger and thumb. ‘Aimery … I have come to …’ He paused to steady himself. ‘I need your counsel. You have been my best and truest friend since we were young.’


‘Of course.’ Aimery immediately leaned his staff against the wall and sat down. ‘You know I will help if I can.’


‘Well then …’ William squeezed his eyes shut. ‘It is all my fault.’ He forced his words through the constriction in his chest. ‘I should have found a way to stop him from robbing the shrine at Rocamadour. I broke my sacred oath to keep him safe and now Harry is dead and damned, as am I and those I led into damnation through my orders. How will God ever forgive us for what we did?’


Full of consternation, Aimery set his arm around William’s shoulders. ‘Come now, God always forgives the penitent sinner. Many have committed far worse than you and found salvation. There is always hope.’


‘I am not sure there is,’ William said wretchedly. ‘I might as well die in battle and let God do with me as He wills.’ The holes in the sack merged into one and all the things he had been holding back, the vile, murky layers like the mud and detritus at the bottom of a river, came pouring out in an overwhelming deluge of grief, remorse and shame.


Aimery held him fast, gripping him tightly, rocking him a little as he wept. ‘Hush now Gwim,’ he said after a while. ‘It is fitting to grieve, but it is done. God created you for a purpose and you should look up and follow it with vigour. You are my friend and an honourable soul whatever has happened. Do not think less of yourself.’ He shook William and his voice grew firm with authority. ‘You have too much to accomplish on your path to wallow in self-recrimination. Do you hear me?’


William drew a shuddering breath and cuffed his face. ‘I want you to hear my confession, Aimery. That is why I am here, so that you will know everything – and then perhaps you will not feel the same as you do now.’


Aimery was quiet for a moment, patting William’s shoulder, and then he said tenderly, ‘Nothing will change, because I know your heart and I am not that easily driven away. I shall most certainly hear your confession if that is what you wish, although it is for God to receive. But I am glad you have come to me for succour.’ He rose and extended his hand. ‘Come, we will go and pray together.’


William rose unsteadily to his feet. He still felt ashamed and unworthy but they enabled him to move forward rather than remain stuck in a terrible limbo.


*  *  *


Later, Aimery joined William and his men to eat in the visitors’ guest house on the edge of the crowded Templar precincts.


He clapped Ancel heartily between the shoulder blades as they took their seats around a scrubbed trestle table. ‘William’s little brother, but not so little now,’ he said with a grin. ‘A fully fledged knight and your own man. When last we met you were barely a squire.’


Ancel puffed out his chest and smiled, although the expression did not reach his eyes. ‘I have learned a great deal.’ He shot a glance at William. ‘More than I ever imagined before I left England. Now here I am, bound for Jerusalem.’


The food was simple but plentiful – fresh loaves, a large pot of fish stew, and wine of Bordeaux to wash it down. Aimery blessed and broke the bread and everyone set to with a will. William had had no appetite for weeks, but was now ravenous with a need to fill the tender hollow inside him that had been scoured by his recent outpouring and confession.


‘You were gone a long time,’ Ancel remarked to William as they ate. He gazed curiously between him and Aimery. ‘We wondered where you were.’


‘We had much to discuss,’ Aimery replied smoothly, sparing a grateful William the need to reply. ‘A pilgrimage is a serious undertaking, and you have a sacred mission to fulfil. Whichever route you take involves peril. You must gather as much knowledge as you can before setting out. You will need funds, places to stay, and guidance on your road.’ Dipping his bread in his stew, Aimery turned to William. ‘I assume you are not going by sea?’


William grimaced. He harboured a deep aversion to sea crossings. Apart from always being sick, the awareness that a flimsy layer of wood, the skill of the crew and God’s grace was all that lay between him and fathoms of dark water terrified him. Even crossing from Normandy to England on a calm summer’s day was an ordeal. ‘Only where we must. We shall go by way of Rome. I have letters for the papal court. We shall cross to Durazzo at Brindisi and then take the road to Constantinople.’


Aimery looked sharply at William. ‘That is a most difficult and dangerous route.’


‘Perhaps, but the hardship will nourish our souls,’ William said stubbornly. ‘My young lord often spoke of the wonders of Constantinople and he desired to see it just as his mother did on her own pilgrimage when she was queen of France. I shall honour his wish and pray to the Virgin in the great church there.’


Aimery frowned at first, but eventually nodded, although he was clearly concerned. ‘Ever since Emperor Manuel died there has been great hostility to Christians who are not of the Greek Church. Last year the Pisan and Genoan merchants in the city were massacred as well as many others not of the Greek religion. I have heard that attempts are now being made to conciliate and it may be that you can foster peace and test the lie of the land – but you should be on your guard.’


‘I intend to be,’ William said and folded his arms across his chest. Nothing would change his mind, for it was a dead man’s wish and the more difficult the path the better for his soul.


Aimery rubbed his chin. ‘I shall arrange letters of commendation to present at the Templar preceptories along the way, and other refuges where pilgrims are sheltered and made welcome. He drew a considering breath. ‘We have two worthy brothers here who are travelling to Jerusalem and who would gladly accompany you and offer protection. I can vouch for their abilities; indeed, if they were with you, I would worry a great deal less about your survival.’ He gave William a meaningful look. ‘It is a Templar’s foremost duty to protect pilgrims and it will reassure me to know you are travelling in their company. I would see you return from your mission so that we may share company on many more occasions.’


‘I would hope for that too,’ William said.


‘Then I shall send for them when we have finished our meal,’ Aimery replied, and touched the red cross over his heart.


Augustine de Labaro was a personable young knight, tall and lithe with flashing dark eyes and a white grin. He was familiar with the roads between England and Rome, for he often conducted business between the Templars and the papal court.’


‘Augustine will organise the hostels and supplies for you as far as Rome,’ Aimery said, ‘and deal with all fiscal matters arising.’


Augustine inclined his head. ‘It is safer to travel in a group and I shall be glad to accompany yours. Messire Marshal, your reputation in the tourneys and on the battlefield is legendary.’


William did not want to think about his reputation. What good was glory if it was corrupted? ‘That part of my life is over,’ he replied, although he bowed a courteous acknowledgement. ‘My duty is to seek absolution for my young lord and lay his cloak on our redeemer’s tomb.’


‘Amen,’ Aimery said, ‘but your skills will still stand you in good stead on the road and in Outremer itself.’


The second Templar was an older man, wide in the body, powerful, with thick silver hair, cut short and bristling like a terrier’s. Onri de Civray knew Jerusalem well and was returning there after a mission to England. His attitude was solid, pragmatic and composed. ‘I shall gladly do what I can to help.’ He fixed each man in turn with a shrewd stare. ‘Brother Augustine is your man for the letters of safe conduct and such, but you will find me competent in dealing with practicalities on the road. We are both well travelled and know our business.’


William received the impression that Onri de Civray was assessing them and deciding whether they too knew their business or were going to be a liability.


The older Templar stretched out his legs and accepted a cup of wine. ‘It is two years since I was last in Outremer but I will tell you what I know, although the situation changes from day to day.’


William’s eyes were heavy; he was tired, but no longer sick and desperate. Tonight, he would sleep well, but was still able to absorb what Onri was telling them. He already knew that Baldwin the young King of Jerusalem was suffering from leprosy although it had not prevented him from ruling effectively and he had won several victories against the Saracens. However, the news emerging from Jerusalem was that his health was failing and he could no longer pursue with vigour the course required of a king in a beset territory.


‘King Baldwin must name his successor,’ Onri said, ‘although for now he still holds the reins of power – more by iron will than anything else.’


‘Who might he choose?’ William asked as Ancel refilled their cups.


‘Well, that is the difficulty,’ Onri said. ‘Many factions are quarrelling over the succession and there is no one with sufficient strength to unite the kingdom. I tell you this so you will know what you face when you get there. If you arrive bearing letters from King Henry, then all factions will put their attention on you and it is well to be prepared before you walk into a lions’ den.’


Onri paused to drink from his refreshed cup and then settled once again into his stride. ‘Raymond of Tripoli is a strong and steady pair of hands – he acted as regent during King Baldwin’s minority but he has many enemies. The Ibelin brothers Badouin and Balian are his staunch allies, as is Bohemond Prince of Antioch. They are the best hope for stability in the kingdom, but they face many obstacles. King Baldwin’s heir is his sister Sybilla’s son, but he is still a small child and his father died before he was born. His mother has married again, to a Poitevan newcomer, Guy de Lusignan. As the child’s stepfather, he is potentially the consort and guardian of the future ruler of Jerusalem, but there is no love lost between him and Raymond of Tripoli.’


At the mention of Guy de Lusignan, William stiffened. ‘I knew de Lusignan had gone to Outremer, but I had not realised he had done so well for himself.’


‘You know him?’ Onri sent a keen look in William’s direction, and also glanced at Ancel, who was sitting upright.


‘De Lusignan and his accursed family murdered my uncle Patrick in front of my eyes when I was a young knight,’ William said, with remembered anger and pain. ‘Guy speared him in the back while he was unarmed. The Lusignans took me prisoner at that battle and treated me worse than a dog. If Queen Alienor had not intervened and paid my ransom, they would have killed me. Guy went to Outremer after he was banished by King Henry, but from what you tell me, he seems to have landed on his feet.’


‘Indeed he has,’ Onri said, ‘and you had best be careful, because in the Kingdom of Jerusalem he is a powerful man on the road to the throne, and has even more powerful allies in Reynald of Châtillon lord of Kerak, and Heraclius the Patriarch of Jerusalem.’


William was dismayed. He had expected never to see Guy de Lusignan again and now it appeared that their paths were likely to cross in Jerusalem where Guy was in a position to do him great harm should he choose.


‘The power lies with his wife, Sybilla,’ Onri continued. ‘She is the player on the chess board. De Lusignan is both her pawn and her knight; he does her bidding, and that does not sit well with many.’ Onri looked around the gathering. ‘In Outremer, the male lines often fail in the heat and it is the girl babies and the women who survive and spin their policies behind closed doors.’ A note of disapproval entered his voice. ‘Even the Patriarch has a concubine of such influence that she is known as “Madame la Patriarchess”.’


William was not surprised. Great Churchmen often had mistresses, and he knew how the politics of the bedchamber played their part in ruling countries. ‘And the Templars and Hospitallers? Who do they support?’


Onri withdrew a little. ‘They stand on neutral ground. There is a widespread hope that a king of Christendom will journey to rule the throne of Jerusalem in due course.’


William raised his brows. King Henry was closely related to the royal house of Jerusalem; his grandsire had once sat on the throne and the young leper king was his kin. But he could not envisage Henry abandoning his many political concerns at home to travel there even if he had sworn to take the cross. He did not speak. Onri had been here for two years and must know the lie of the land.


William realised he had much to think about and a great deal more to learn as they prepared for their journey.




6


Manor of Caversham, April 1219
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William woke from his doze to a bright, sun-flooded morning. He had made his confession to his chaplain, Roger, earlier and been shriven, lest this day should be his last, although he felt in his heart that it was not time for God to take him yet. The pain came and went and for the moment it was bearable. They gave him poppy in syrup to dull the sharpest pangs, but he insisted on small amounts, for he wanted to balance his critical faculties against his discomfort. How long since he sent Jean for the shrouds? He was not sure; his sense of time had detached from its anchor and swept him far out on an undulating sea where night and day, sea and shore and horizon blended as one.


The door opened and his eldest son entered, ushering five children before him. The look he sent his father held question, and concern, but also a sparkle of amusement. ‘How are you today, my father?’ Will enquired. ‘Well enough to receive visitors?’


William found a smile. He had no stamina and knew he would tire soon, but he was comfortable enough and ready for a little diversion. ‘Come.’ He beckoned to the group of wide-eyed youngsters. ‘Let me see you.’


The children came to kneel at his bedside. His own two youngest, Ancel aged twelve and Joanna ten, and with them his three grandchildren belonging to his eldest daughter Mahelt: Roger was twelve like Ancel, Hugh was nine, and their little sister Isabel was six. The future of his dynasty was spreading its branches like a great oak tree, and he was sad that he would not live to see these fine acorns become adults.


Will gestured for them to stand up. ‘They have some entertainment for your chamber since you cannot join us in the hall,’ he said.


‘I would welcome that.’ William’s heart warmed. Amid all the concern for his spiritual well-being, he was still ready to take pleasure in brief snatches of the world.


The children linked hands and performed a carol-dance, Hugh singing the words in a pure, clear voice that brought a lump to William’s throat.


Each child then performed a small turn. Roger and Ancel put on a wrestling display, not all of which William could see from the bed as they rolled around on the floor, but which they greatly enjoyed, emerging red and sweating from their endeavours. Hugh, more studious, read a psalm from the book he had brought with him, and the girls performed another dance that involved much waving about of silk ribbons. By the time they had finished, William had dozed off again. Through his sleep he was aware of whispered conversations, a soft tinkle, a fairy touch on his hand, and the rumble of Will’s voice telling the children that their father and grandfather was tired but would speak to them later and had enjoyed their entertainments greatly.


When William roused, the children had gone, the sun had moved to another quadrant of his pillow and Will was talking quietly to one of his attendants. The children had left small gifts at his bedside. A toy wooden knight on a horse with an iron jousting lance, a soft doll wearing a blue gown, a silver harness bell on a worn leather strap, and a square of exquisite embroidery upon which perched a rosewater sweetmeat.


Noticing that he was awake, Will ceased his conversation and joined him. ‘They tired you out,’ he said.


William smiled. ‘It takes nothing to tire me these days. Even keeping my eyes open exhausts me. I enjoyed their company and I am glad you brought them. What are these gifts?’


‘Ah.’ Will chuckled. ‘The bell is because they thought you might want to ring it if you needed something and could not speak, and also a bell is a prayerful thing. The knight is to remember your prowess. Isabel left you one of her dolls for comfort and company.’ He gave his father an amused, sidelong look. ‘She sleeps with hers at night and thinks you should have the same succour.’


William grunted with amusement.


‘The sweetmeat is from all of them that you might taste it and have pleasure.’


A sudden tearful sharpness stung William’s eyes, all the more powerful for how unexpected it was. He had first tasted these rosewater confections in Jerusalem, fed to him under a jewelled dome by a laughing woman, her lustrous black hair sweeping his naked shoulders as she leaned over him, teasing him, snatching small bites and sweet kisses as she moved upon him and he moved within her. Long ago, long before Isabelle, long before any of his children had been born. His love for Isabelle was a powerful enduring thing, strong and deep as the ocean, but Jerusalem had been a walk through fire to a new forging and he had not emerged unscathed. ‘I am supposed to be detaching from worldly things,’ he said ruefully, ‘but it would be good to taste it one last time.’


Will knelt to him like a squire in formality at the high table and presented the confection on its embroidered cloth. William was touched by the gesture. He fumbled the piece into his fingers, raised it to his lips, and as he bit down, the delicate flavour of rose mingled with the pure sweetness of sugar burst delightfully on his tongue and in his memory. But even as he chewed, his appetite waned. He craved the taste but it was so difficult to swallow and his body was unable to deal with the physical process of assuaging hunger even while his mind yearned for the experience.


‘Enough,’ he said having managed a third of the square. ‘I shall save the rest for another time. It was well thought of.’


‘I am glad to hear there will be another time,’ Will said as he gently wrapped the cloth around the remains and put it on a shelf in the wall cupboard at the side of the bed.


‘Indeed. I want you to share more of these at my funeral feast.’


‘It shall be done.’ Will’s face clouded. ‘I shall miss you,’ he said quietly.


William lifted one eyebrow. ‘I am not gone quite yet.’


‘But you will go, and I shall miss you. For all my life, you have been a solid rock in my awareness.’ Will swallowed. ‘I love you for that steadfastness even though a solid rock can be infuriating and will not move from your path no matter how much you push against it. With familiarity, you come to love it, and it is part of you.’


William smiled ruefully. He and Will had often not seen eye to eye. At times they had been on opposing sides during the turmoil that had riven the country in the reign of King John not of blessed memory. That they had not drawn swords against each other during that time was close to a miracle. ‘I loved you always, and that love is unchanging and it is with you always – even when I am gone. I remember your hand curled around my finger when you were a newborn and it was all that mattered in the world. You will never know how much.’


A muscle flickered in Will’s jaw and he would have looked away, but William locked his own stare upon his son’s in firmness and truth. For just a little longer he could be that rock.


Will’s throat worked. ‘I cannot bear for you not to be there.’


‘You have no choice but to bear it as you must,’ William replied. ‘I can do nothing about it and neither can you, and that makes it very simple indeed.’
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Rouen, late July 1183
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The perfume of honeysuckle drifted across the lodging house garden, intermingling with gauzy layers of smoke from the fire pit around which the men had gathered to drink wine, eat bread and toast cubes of meat glazed in honey and spices. The light was pinkish-tawny in the west with the final tints of sunset. It was their last evening before setting out to Jerusalem and the long days were still upon them. For the first few weeks of their expected four-month journey they would be able to take advantage of those hours and, if the weather was fair, travel long distances.


Gazing around the small band of men who would be his fellow pilgrims and travelling companions, William wondered how this pilgrimage would change them and if they would survive to bring home tales to one day tell to sons and daughters.


This morning they had attended a prayer service in the cathedral and to the chant of ‘Kyrie Eleison’ and the reciting of the Pater Noster had taken up their satchels and staffs and received the Pilgrim’s Blessing from the Archbishop, together with the presentation to each man of a small wooden cross. And then they had honoured the tomb of their dear, dead young lord, and made their solemn vow to fulfil his final wish.


Robert of London was one of the Young King’s knights with whom William had tourneyed in his carefree days. A family neighbour from Wiltshire, he was a strong fighter, quiet and steady, although better at following orders than using his initiative. Tall, broad-shouldered Guyon de Culturo had a cheerful nature and was always ready with a jest or a practical joke. Guillaume Waleran was fair-haired, slender as a whip and unbelievably fast with a dagger. Geoffrey FitzRobert, a curly-haired freckle-faced knight, possessed excellent practical skills when it came to improvisation and repair. His quick hands could mend anything and he was adept at bandaging wounds and dealing with the horses.


The two Templar knights Augustine de Labaro and Onri de Civray had mostly kept their own counsel, but were not unfriendly and William hoped to become better acquainted as they travelled. A handful of squires and servants brought the company up to twelve in all, including his own squire Eustace who was serving both himself and Ancel.


William’s gaze lingered on his brother who was sizzling a chunk of lamb in the coals at the side of the fire pit. He could clearly remember the day Ancel was born – himself a small boy, tip-toeing into his mother’s chamber to be shown the tiny swaddled baby snuffling in her arms amid relief and thanksgiving in the family that both mother and child were safe. He had loved Ancel from that moment, even if exasperation and annoyance frequently overlaid the fixed emotion. They were very different beings, even if Ancel had striven to close that gap from the moment he could walk and talk, following William around, emulating him, wanting to be him despite the gulf separating their skills and personalities.


That bawling baby, that child who had dogged his footsteps was now a full adult, not overly tall, but stocky and strong. He had their mother’s wavy brunette hair and dark hazel eyes filled with a wide innocence that was usually true, but occasionally feigned.


Ancel met his gaze across the fire and for a moment the brothers were as one, like a mirror and shimmering reflection, before they disengaged. Nothing was said; the atmosphere was full between them without words and the talking was over. Tomorrow the journey would begin and test their mettle to the full measure.


*  *  *


In the pre-dawn twilight, the pilgrim party walked through the dewy coolness from their lodging to the great cathedral of Notre Dame, there to pay their respects at the Young King’s tomb and offer up final prayers asking for the strength to achieve their goal. The church was dedicated to Our Lady and each man devoted special prayers to her, prostrating themselves and begging her mercy and forgiveness for their sins.


Filled with determination, William knelt at Harry’s tomb. The effigy had yet to be carved and the place was marked by a plain stone slab covered by a pall of purple silk. A sheathed sword lay upon it, the hilt pointing toward the head of the tomb, and the tip to Harry’s feet – although Durendal had been returned to Rocamadour. A gilded sword belt spiralled around the scabbard, and a pair of golden spurs glinted at the side. There was a crown too, encrusted with rubies, pearls and sapphires. William had been present on the day the Bishop of London had set the diadem upon his young lord’s brow and made him a shadow-king in his own father’s lifetime. Now it decorated his tomb; but all the worldly trappings of kingship were worthless frippery when it came to the soul.


Lighted candles haloed the tomb as though it were the shrine of a saint, which was ironic after Rocamadour. Claims had been made that Harry, in death, had effected miraculous cures upon the sick. William wanted to believe such stories were true, and his young lord safe in heaven, but the heat from those candles might also be a portent of the fires of hell.


Producing Harry’s cloak, William laid it over the riches covering the slab. The candles fluttered and then steadied as the garment settled. ‘Sire,’ William said. ‘Today I leave for Jerusalem with my companions to lay your cloak at Christ’s tomb as you charged me and as I have so sworn. My prayers for your soul shall mark every step I take and I shall do my utmost to pay your debt to God and atone for my own sins. Amen.’ He crossed himself, rose to his feet, and lit another candle to join the hundreds shining around the tomb. The others emulated his gesture, all making the sign of the cross and bowing their heads. When the final respect had been paid, William lifted the cloak from the tomb, folded it in its wrappings and placed it in its satchel.


The pre-dawn twilight had yielded to the dewy green of a summer sunrise. As he left the cathedral, William felt as he had sometimes done when stepping onto the tourney field where powerful opponents were ranged against him and he knew the fight would be a tough challenge but he intended to acquit himself with honour.


Gathering his companions around him, he cleared his throat and looked at their mingled expressions of anxiety, eagerness and anticipation. ‘It is strange to think that this is an ordinary morning, one we could see at any point in our lives at this time of year. But it is momentous too, because we will be changed from the instant we take the first step of however many we must travel to bring our young lord’s cloak and our sinning selves to atonement in Jerusalem. We will face dangers, challenges and trials, but our faith and courage will carry us through. I am confident in all of you as my friends and my companions and I trust in God’s mercy to penitent sinners that he will be with us on our journey, and permit us to reach our destination. Amen.’


The ‘Amen’ was repeated around the companions. And then Robert of London broke away to mount one of the two horses pulling the cart carrying their equipment. Later they would sell the cart and change to pack beasts, but this served for now. William turned to one of the two palfreys he was bringing on the journey, intending to ride them on alternate days. Both were sturdy, steady beasts with good wind and a comfortable stride.


A small crowd of well-wishers had gathered to bid the pilgrim party Godspeed, although few from the court, William noted. King Henry was absent governing his far-flung realm and Queen Alienor was a prisoner in England. To William it was like the final mark ending an era. His youth was gone. If Harry had been here, there would have been toasts and laughter, minstrels and largesse, and an array of clergy in glittering robes; but without him, the farewell was subdued.


A few men from the Young King’s household had turned up to bid farewell, among them William’s good friend Baldwin de Bethune. ‘We shall hold a feast of celebration and remembrance for our Young King when you return,’ he promised, embracing William. With a flourish he produced an embossed leather box of the kind that would normally have been used to transport a crown, but today held a dozen small meat pies wrapped in a cloth and still warm from the oven.


‘Godspeed, Gasteviande,’ said Baldwin with a grinning reference to William’s youthful nickname. ‘Do not eat them all at once.’


William laughed and shook his head, for Baldwin always knew how to lighten a situation. ‘I shall try my best but I make no promises.’


He swung into the saddle and the company turned in a jingle of harness and rumble of wheels to face the open road. Children dashed alongside the group, crying out for alms, and William threw a fistful of silver that he had reserved for that purpose, flashing and spinning, reminding him of the coin Harry had tossed at Martel before issuing the order to raid Rocamadour. The children dived on the money shouting, jostling, and William picked up the pace. The cries of the youngsters followed the men like the tail end of a banner.


The town dogs pursued them for a while too, but gradually that ceased except for a single scrawny tan mongrel that trotted along at William’s side, nose twitching at the scent of the pies. Taking pity, Ancel tossed the dog some dried sausage from his own pouch.


‘You should not feed it,’ William admonished. ‘You will attract all manner of waifs and strays.’


Ancel shrugged. ‘Then we are alike you and I,’ he said with a twisted smile and glanced at Eustace whom William had plucked from obscurity into his service between one tourney and the next. Ancel too owed his position to William’s influence and largesse. ‘You never know how useful they might be – they could save your life one day!’


William found a smile from somewhere and his heart lightened a little. ‘Well then, I sincerely hope to find out before this journey ends – and he is your responsibility.’


Ancel acknowledged William’s words with a sarcastic flourish.


During the four weeks of steady travelling it took to reach Rome, the company gradually became more closely knit as they adjusted to the daily routine of the journey and grew to know each other. Passing through towns and villages, folk waved them on their way when they saw the crosses on their cloaks and often donated gifts of food and drink, and offered lodging. Sometimes the men spent the night in pilgrim hostels, sometimes in castles, abbeys and preceptories, where they were made honoured guests in return for news. If caught between such havens, they would pitch tents, build a fire and camp under the stars. The weather was fine, the grazing was good, and their progress swift.


Ancel’s stray dog acted as a unifying presence among them. He slept curled up against Ancel’s neck at night and by day either trotted alongside his horse, rode on the prow of his saddle, ears pricked, or dozed in the cart. Robert of London had wanted to call him Fleabag, but Ancel declared that since he had chosen to walk the same path as them, he was God’s creature and should be called Pilgrim. The name had stuck and the dog had swiftly learned to respond to it, especially when lured by a chunk of dried sausage.


Ancel fashioned a collar from an old piece of rein and groomed him every evening so that gradually he became less of a fleabag. Geoffrey FitzRobert made him a leather ball stuffed with wool and the dog quickly learned to play the game of retrieve and drop.


One evening, Pilgrim lay down on his back beside William, forepaws folded over, ears cocked.


‘He wants you to scratch his belly,’ Ancel said.


William rolled his eyes. ‘I know perfectly well what he wants.’


‘Well then.’


Despite himself, William obliged and the dog wriggled, changing angle, pedalling his legs in bliss. William relaxed and however reluctantly had to laugh, and felt healed to do so.


Another day they stopped by a waterfall cascading into a pool, to take refuge until the burning summer heat lost some of its ferocity. The water was crystal clear and icy from mountain streams and the halt provided a fine opportunity for a spot of laundry. Amid much splashing and bawdy jests about washerwomen, the men bashed their shirts and braies on the boulders at the side of the pool and then spread the linen to dry. Pilgrim swam for sticks, and in between climbed out onto the rocks and shook himself over the nearest person.
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