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      Speyer, Germany, Summer 1125

      
      Holding her dead husband’s imperial crown, Matilda felt the cold pressure of gemstones and hard gold against her fingertips
         and palms. The light from the window arch embossed the metal’s soft patina with sharper glints of radiance. Heinrich had worn
         this crown on feast days and official occasions. She had an equivalent one of gold and sapphires, fashioned for her by the
         greatest goldsmiths in the empire, and in the course of their eleven-year marriage had learned to bear its weight with grace
         and dignity.
      

      
      Her people called her ‘Matilda the Good’. They had not always been her people, but it was how she thought of them now, and
         they of her, and for a moment grief squeezed her heart so tightly she caught her breath. Heinrich would never wear this diadem
         again, nor smile at her with that small curl of amused gravity. They would never sit together in the bedchamber companionably
         discussing state matters, nor share the same golden cup at banquets. No offspring born of his loins and her womb would occupy
         the imperial throne. The cradle was empty because God had not seen fit to let their son live beyond the hour of his birth,
         and now Heinrich himself lay entombed in the great red stone cathedral here and another man ruled over what had been theirs.
      

      
      Matilda the Good. Matilda the Empress. Matilda the childless widow. The words crept through her mind like footfalls in a crypt.
         If she stayed, she would have to add Matilda the nun to her list of titles, and she had no intention of retiring to the cloister.
         She was twenty-three, young, vigorous and strong, and a new life awaited in Normandy and England, the latter her birthplace,
         but now barely remembered.
      

      
      Turning, she gave the crown to her chamberlain so that he could dismantle and pack it safely in its leather travelling case.

      
      ‘Domina, if it please you, your escort is ready.’

      
      Matilda faced the white-haired knight bowing in the doorway. Like her, he was dressed for travel in a thick riding cloak and
         stout calfhide boots. His left hand rested lightly on his sword pommel.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Drogo.’

      
      As the servants removed the last of her baggage, she paced slowly around the chamber, studying the pale walls stripped of
         their bright hangings, the bare benches around the hearth, the dying fire. Soon there would be nothing left to say she had
         ever dwelt here.
      

      
      ‘It is difficult to bid farewell, domina,’ Drogo said with sympathy.

      
      Still looking around, as if her gaze were caught in a web of invisible threads, Matilda paused at the door. She remembered
         being eight years old, standing in the great hall at Liège, trembling with exhaustion at the end of her long journey from
         England. She could still recall the fear she had felt and all the pressure of being sent out of the nest to a foreign land
         and a betrothal with a grown man. The match had been arranged to suit her father’s political purpose and she had known she must do her duty and not incur his displeasure by failing him, because he was a great king and
         she was a princess of high and royal blood. It could have been a disaster but, instead, it had been the making of her: the
         frightened, studious little girl had been moulded into a regal woman and an able consort for the Emperor of Germany.
      

      
      ‘I have been happy here.’ She touched the carved doorpost in a gesture that clung and bade farewell at the same time.

      
      ‘Your lord father will be pleased to have you home.’

      
      Matilda dropped her hand and straightened her cloak. ‘I do not need to be cajoled like a skittish horse.’

      
      ‘That was not my intent, domina.’

      
      ‘Then what was your intent?’ Drogo had been with her since that first long journey to her betrothal. He was her bodyguard
         and leader of her household knights: strong, dour, dependable. As a child she had thought him ancient because even then his
         hair had been white, although he had only been thirty years old. He looked little different now, except for a few new lines
         and the deepening of older ones.
      

      
      ‘To say that an open door awaits you.’

      
      ‘And that I should close this one?’

      
      ‘No, domina, it has made you who and what you are – and that is also why your father has summoned you.’

      
      ‘It is but one of his reasons and driven by necessity,’ she replied shortly. ‘I may not have seen my father in many years,
         but I know him well.’ Taking a resolute breath, she left the room, carrying herself as if she were bearing the weight and
         grace of her crown.
      

      
      Her entourage awaited her in a semi-circle of servants, retainers and officials. Most of her baggage had gone ahead by cart
         three days earlier and only the nucleus of her household remained with a handful of packhorses to carry light provisions and the items she wanted to keep with her. Her
         chaplain, Burchard, kept looking furtively at the gelding laden with the items from the portable chapel. Matilda followed
         his glance, her gaze resting but not lingering upon a certain leather casket in one of the panniers, before she turned to
         her mare. The salmon-red saddle was a sumptuous affair, padded and brocaded almost like her hearth chair, with a support for
         her spine and a rest for her feet. While not the swiftest way to travel, it was dignified and magnificent. The towns and villages
         through which they passed would expect nothing less than splendour from the Emperor’s recent widow.
      

      
      Matilda mounted up, settling herself and positioning her feet precisely on the platform. Seated sideways, looking both forward
         and back. It was appropriate. She raised her slender right hand to Drogo, who acknowledged the signal with a salute and trotted
         to the head of the troop. The banners unfurled, gold and red and black, the heralds cantered out and the cavalcade began to
         unwind along the road like jewels knotted on a string. The Dowager Empress of Germany was leaving the home of her heart to
         return to the home of her birth and a new set of duties.
      

      
      Adeliza gripped the bedclothes and stifled a gasp as Henry withdrew from her body. He was approaching sixty years old, but
         still hale and vigorous. The force of his thrusts had made her sore inside, and his stolid weight had crushed her into the
         bed. Mercifully, he gathered himself and flopped over on to his back, panting hard. Biting her lip, Adeliza placed her hand
         on her flat belly and strove to regain her own breath. Henry was well endowed, and the act of procreation was often awkward
         and uncomfortable between them but, God willing, this time she would conceive.
      

      
      She had been Henry’s wife and the consecrated Queen of England for over four years, and still each month her flux came at
         the appointed time in a red cramp of disappointment and failure. Thus far no amount of prayers, gifts, penances or potions
         had rectified her barrenness. Henry had a score of bastards by various mistresses, so he was potent with other women, but
         only had one living legitimate child, his daughter Matilda from his first marriage. His son from that union had died shortly
         before Henry took Adeliza to wife. He seldom spoke of the tragedy that had robbed him of his heir, drowned in a shipwreck
         on a bitter November night, but it had driven his policies ever since. Her part in those policies was to bear him a new male
         heir, but thus far she had failed in her duty.
      

      
      Henry kissed her shoulder and squeezed her breast before parting the curtains and leaving the bed. She watched him scratch
         the curly silver hair on his broad chest. His stocky frame carried a slight paunch, but he was muscular and in proportion.
         Stretching, he made a sound like a contented lion. Their union, she thought, even if it brought forth no other fruit, had
         released his tension. His sexual appetite was prodigious and in between bedding her, he regularly sported with other women.
      

      
      He poured himself wine from the flagon set on a painted coffer under the window, and on his return picked up his cloak and
         swept it around his shoulders. Silver and blue squirrel furs gleamed in the candlelight. Adeliza sat up and folded her hands
         around her knees. The soreness between her thighs diminished to a dull throb. He offered her a drink from the cup and she
         took a dainty sip. ‘Matilda will be arriving soon,’ he said. ‘Brian FitzCount is due to meet her tomorrow on the road.’
      

      
      Adeliza could tell from his expression that his thoughts had turned inwards to the weaving of his political web. ‘All is ready
         for her,’ she replied. ‘The servants are keeping a good fire in her chamber to make it warm and chase out the damp. I have
         instructed them to burn incense and put out bowls of rose petals to sweeten the air. They hung new embroideries on the walls
         this afternoon and the furniture is all assembled. I—’
      

      
      Henry raised his hand to silence her. ‘I am sure her chamber will be perfect.’

      
      Adeliza flushed and looked down.

      
      ‘I think you will be good company for each other, being of a similar age.’ Henry gave her a slightly condescending smile.

      
      ‘It will be strange to call her daughter when she is hardly a year older than me.’

      
      ‘I am sure you will both quickly grow accustomed.’ He was still smiling, but Adeliza could tell his attention lay elsewhere.
         Henry’s conversations were never just idle gossip; there was always a purpose. ‘I want you to cultivate her. She has been
         a long time absent, and I need to consider her future. Some matters are rightly for the council chamber and for father and
         daughter, but other things are better discussed between women.’ He stroked the side of her face with a powerful, stubby hand.
         ‘You have a skill with people; they open themselves to you.’
      

      
      Adeliza frowned. ‘You want me to draw confidences from her?’

      
      ‘I would know her mind. I have seen her once in fifteen years, and then but for a few days. Her letters give me news, but
         they are couched in the language of scribes and I would know her true character.’ A hard glint entered his eyes. ‘I would
         know if she is strong enough.’
      

      
      ‘Strong enough for what?’
      

      
      ‘For what I have in mind for her.’ He turned away to pace the chamber, picking up a scroll and setting it down, fiddling with
         a jewelled staff, turning it end over end. Watching him, Adeliza thought that he was like one of the jugglers he employed
         to entertain his courtiers, keeping the balls all rotating in the air, knowing where each one was and what to do with it,
         adapting swiftly as a new one was tossed into the rotation, discarding another when he had no more need of it. Lacking a legitimate
         son, he had to look to the succession. He was grooming his nephew Stephen as a possible successor, but now Matilda was a widow
         and free to come home and make a new marriage, the game had changed again. To think of making Matilda heir to England and
         Normandy was beyond audacious. The notion of a woman ruler would make even the most liberal of his barons choke on his wine.
         Adeliza’s brows drew together. Her husband often gambled, but he was never rash and he was accustomed to imposing his iron
         will on everyone.
      

      
      ‘She is young and healthy,’ he said. ‘And she has borne a child, even if it did not survive the birthing. She will make another
         marriage and bear more sons if God is merciful.’
      

      
      A pang went through Adeliza. If God was merciful, she herself would bear sons, but she understood his need to pursue other
         avenues. ‘Do you have anyone in mind?’
      

      
      ‘Several candidates,’ he replied in an offhand tone. ‘You need not trouble yourself on that score.’

      
      ‘But when the time comes, you expect me to smooth the path.’

      
      Henry climbed back into bed and pulled the covers over them both. He kissed her again, with a hard mouth. ‘It is a queen’s
         duty, prerogative and privilege to be a peacemaker,’ he replied. ‘I do not think for one moment you will fail me.’
      

      
      ‘I won’t,’ Adeliza said. As he pinched out the bedside candle, she set her hand between her thighs and felt the slipperiness
         of his seed, and prayed that this time she would succeed.
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      The Road to Rouen, Normandy, Autumn 1125

      
      A wet unpleasant morning had cleared to the east as Matilda’s entourage wound its way through the forests of the Beauvais
         towards the great city of Rouen, heart of Normandy on the banks of the Seine. Now, with barely an hour till sunset, the blue
         sky was welcome, but the wind had picked up and was blustering hard. Tonight they were making camp by the roadside. They should
         have been met at noon by a party from Rouen led by one of her father’s barons, Brian FitzCount, but thus far there was no
         sign of it, and Matilda was growing annoyed and impatient. Her mare was lame on her offside hind leg and she was having to
         ride pillion on Drogo’s crupper as if she were a woman of his household, rather than his liege lady. Her knights and attendants
         were giving her a wide berth. Drogo’s placatory remark that by tomorrow night they would be in Rouen with every comfort had
         not improved her mood; she was accustomed to precision and smooth order.
      

      
      A gust of wind struck her side-on and she had to grab Drogo’s belt. ‘I refuse to ride into Rouen like this,’ she hissed.

      
      ‘Domina, if it comes to the worst, I will give you this horse and saddle up my remount, but there is no point doing so for
         what is left of the daylight.’ He spoke with the pragmatic calm of one long accustomed to her demands.
      

      
      She eyed the melted gold of the westering sun and knew he was right, but it made her angry. Why couldn’t people keep their
         promises?
      

      
      Suddenly the knight drew rein and the jolt threw her against his spine. ‘My apologies, domina,’ he said. ‘It appears our escort
         is here.’
      

      
      Peering round him, Matilda saw a troop approaching at a steady trot. ‘Help me down,’ she snapped. ‘I refuse to receive them
         sitting pillion on your horse.’
      

      
      Drogo dismounted and swiftly assisted her to do the same. She shook out her gown, adjusted her cloak, and stood erect. The
         wind snatched at her veil, but fortunately it was well pinned to her undercap. She had to lock her legs to keep her balance.
      

      
      The oncoming troop splashed to a muddy halt. Their leader flung down from the saddle of a handsome black stallion and, removing
         his hat, dropped to one knee before her.
      

      
      ‘You are late,’ she said icily. ‘We have been looking for you since noon.’

      
      ‘Domina, I am deeply sorry. We would have been here sooner, but one of the cartwheels broke, and there was a fallen tree across
         our path. The wind has made everything more difficult and slowed our pace.’
      

      
      She was cold, tired and in no mood for excuses. ‘Get up,’ she said with a brusque gesture.

      
      He rose to his feet and his legs were so long that they seemed to unfold forever. They were encased in fine leather riding
         boots laced with red cords. His black hair swirled about his face and his eyes were a deep, peat-pool brown. His mouth had a natural upward curve that made him look as if he
         were smiling, even though his demeanour was serious. ‘Domina, I am Brian, son of Count Alan of Brittany, and lord of Wallingford
         Castle. I do not expect you to remember me. The last time we were in each other’s presence, you were witnessing one of your
         father’s charters in Nottingham before you went to Germany and I had not long entered your father’s household as a squire.’
      

      
      ‘That was a long time ago,’ she said, still annoyed.

      
      ‘Indeed, domina.’ He gestured over his shoulder at the men of his troop, who had also dismounted and were kneeling. ‘We have
         brought a fine pavilion and provisions. It will not take us long to make camp.’
      

      
      ‘It will take you even less time if you tell those men of yours to get up off their knees and start work,’ she said tartly.
         ‘My own will help if you have need.’
      

      
      His expression impassive, he bowed and went to give brisk orders. A host of workmen and serjeants began unpacking sections
         of a large, circular, red and blue tent from a two-wheeled cart. The outer canvas was stamped with golden lions. There was
         a pale silk inner lining and rich woollen hangings set on curved rods for the interior. The wind billowed the canvas like
         the sail of a ship in a storm. Matilda watched the men struggle with their burden and mentally shook her head. Had she not
         been so tired and cross, she would have burst out laughing.
      

      
      One of Brian’s company, a wide-shouldered young man, was examining her mare, running his hand down her lame foreleg and soothing
         her with soft talk. When he saw Matilda watching, he bowed and said, ‘She needs rest and a warm bran poultice on that knee,
         domina. There is nothing wrong with her beyond the strain of the road.’ He gently scratched the mare’s neck.
      

      
      He was not a groom, for his cloak was fur-lined and his tunic embroidered. His open features were raised above the average
         by striking hazel-gold eyes. ‘Were you at Nottingham with my lord FitzCount too?’ she asked.
      

      
      He shook his head. ‘No, domina, but my father would have been. He is William D’Albini, lord of Buckenham in Norfolk and one
         of your father’s stewards.’
      

      
      ‘I do not recall him,’ she said, ‘but I know of your family.’ Obviously he was a spare young blood at court, sent out with
         FitzCount on escort duty. ‘Your own name?’
      

      
      ‘Domina, it is William, the same as my father.’

      
      ‘Well then, William D’Albini, you seem to know about horses.’

      
      He gave her a wide smile, exposing fine, strong teeth. ‘Well enough, domina.’ He stroked the mare’s soft muzzle with a soothing
         hand.
      

      
      ‘I hope my lord FitzCount has a spare mount.’

      
      ‘I am sure he does, domina.’

      
      Matilda was not so certain. Sounds of a heated exchange flashed across to them. Someone had mislaid the tent pegs and everyone
         was blaming everyone else. ‘This would not have happened at my husband’s court,’ she said with displeasure.
      

      
      D’Albini gave an equable shrug. ‘There are difficult days when whatever you do, you suffer mishaps; today is one such.’ Clucking
         his tongue to the mare, he led her away to tether her with the other horses.
      

      
      The tent pegs turned up in a different pannier to the expected one and, following more bad-tempered oaths, were driven into
         the ground and the canvas secured. Brian FitzCount directed operations, now and then scraping his hands through his hair,
         looking increasingly embarrassed and exasperated.
      

      
      Gradually, however, order emerged out of chaos and Matilda was able to enter the tent and at least be out of the wind, even
         if the canvas sides flapped like wings striving to lift the structure into the air. Her women set about making her bed, layering
         several mattresses on to the strung frame and topping them with clean sheets and soft blankets. A manservant hooked a partition
         across the middle of the tent and someone else fetched a chair with a quilted cushion. A bench and a small table arrived.
         Matilda remained standing, arms folded.
      

      
      Brian FitzCount entered the tent followed by servants bearing a flagon and cups, loaves of bread and assorted cheeses and
         smoked meats. ‘The men are making a windbreak,’ he said. ‘At least it isn’t raining.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ she agreed, thinking that rain would have been the final seasoning. She sat down on the chair. The servants spread the
         table with an embroidered cloth and brought food and drink. Before she could change her mind, she indicated that Brian should
         join her. News of the court in advance of her arrival there would be useful.
      

      
      He hesitated, went to the tent entrance to bellow more instructions, then dropped the flap and returned to serve her himself.
         She studied his long fingers as he poured wine into silver cups. An emerald ring glinted, and another of plaited gold. His
         hands were clean, the nails clipped short, but they were ink-stained, as if he were a common clerk. She tried to remember
         him from her childhood, but found no trace. It had been too long ago and he would have been just another youth at court.
      

      
      ‘My father is well?’ She took her first sip and felt it warm its way to her stomach.

      
      ‘Indeed, domina, and eager to see you, even if the circumstances are sad.’

      
      ‘I have seen him but once since I was a little girl,’ she said shortly. ‘I know why he is pleased to welcome me home.’
      

      
      Silence fell between them. She decided that the windbreak must have been successfully erected, because there were fewer flurries
         at the sides of the tent. She broke bread and ate it with a slice of smoked venison, gesturing him to eat too.
      

      
      ‘Would you rather have stayed in Germany?’

      
      The directness of his question took her by surprise; she had expected him to continue being the deferential courtier. ‘It
         was my duty to return at my father’s bidding. What would have been left for me there without my husband? His successor has
         his own affiliations. I would either have had to marry into them, which would not suit my father’s policies, or retire to
         a nunnery and live out my days in service to God.’
      

      
      ‘That is a worthy thing to do.’

      
      ‘But I am not yet ready to renounce the world.’ She gave him a shrewd look. ‘Has my father spoken to you of his plans for
         my future?’
      

      
      He returned her stare. ‘He only speaks in general terms and even if I did know his heart in the matter, it would not be for
         me to say. You must be aware of some of his intent yourself, domina. If he did not have plans for you, then you would still
         be in Speyer.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I know he has plans, but not what they are.’ She leaned back in the chair, beginning to relax a little. On the other
         side of the partition her women talked quietly among themselves.
      

      
      Brian leaned back too, mirroring her posture. ‘When you left England, you were a serious little girl, full of learning and
         duty. I remember you well from that time, even if you do not remember me. You did not want to go, but you stiffened your spine
         and did as you were bid, because it was your duty. That part has not changed, but now you are an empress and a grown woman, accustomed to holding the
         reins of power and command.’
      

      
      She gave an acerbic smile. ‘It is true I do not suffer fools gladly, my lord.’

      
      ‘You are your father’s daughter,’ he replied with a straight face, but there was a spark in his eyes.

      
      Matilda almost laughed and hastily covered her mouth. It was the wine, she thought, and the tiredness. Suddenly her throat
         tightened with grief, because this blend of politics and near-flirting was too close to what she had had with Heinrich, and
         it made her ache with loss. She controlled her voice. ‘I am indeed my father’s daughter. If you cannot tell me what my future
         holds, then at least tell me about the court so that I may be prepared.’
      

      
      He offered her more wine and she shook her head. He poured himself a half-cup. ‘If you were accustomed to your husband’s court,
         then you will be accustomed to this one. They have the same denizens.’
      

      
      ‘But who is friend and who is foe? Whom can I trust, and who is competent?’

      
      ‘That is for you to make your own judgement, domina, and for your father to advise you.’

      
      ‘So again, you will tell me nothing.’

      
      He let out a deep breath. ‘Your father is surrounded by men who serve him well. Your brother, the Earl of Gloucester, will
         be pleased indeed at your return. Your cousins Stephen and Theobald will be there also.’
      

      
      His expression was bland. She had a vague recollection of her Blois relations. Older youths, more concerned with male pursuits
         and paying her small heed except when they had to serve her and her mother at table as squires in training. ‘Stephen is recently
         married, isn’t he?’ There had been a letter but she had been too caught up in worry for her sick husband to pay it much heed.
      

      
      ‘Indeed. To Maheut, heiress of Boulogne. Your father deemed it sound policy. It keeps his northern borders strong.’

      
      Matilda was thoughtful. Maheut of Boulogne was her cousin on her mother’s side, even as Stephen had that kinship on her father’s
         – and that made the family ties close indeed. What did her father intend with all this spinning of threads? He was a master
         loomsman and no one else could weave the cloth of politics in quite the same way. ‘What is Stephen like these days?’
      

      
      Brian shrugged. ‘More settled since his marriage. He’s a fine horseman and soldier. He makes friends easily and your father
         is fond of him.’
      

      
      His assessment made Matilda feel uneasy. Stephen had had the time to cultivate her father and gain his attention that she
         had not. ‘Are you?’
      

      
      He looked wary. ‘He is good company when we ride to the hunt, and we understand each other well enough. He knows when to leave
         me to my books and my thoughts, and I know when to leave him to the company of other men. His wife keeps him to the mark these
         days. She gives him backbone, and sound advice.’ Brian raised his cup and drank. ‘Your father has imprisoned Waleran de Meulan
         for rebelling against him, and he is still being threatened by William le Clito.’
      

      
      ‘That is old news,’ she said with an impatient wave of her hand. ‘William le Clito will never be King because he has no ability
         and Waleran de Meulan was a fool to support him.’
      

      
      ‘Even so, it will still inform your father’s policies and determine what he does next. Perhaps it is the reason he has raised
         Stephen on high – as a counterbalance.’
      

      
      A gust of wind flurried the side of the tent and Matilda felt invigorated by its force. She wanted everything to blow away and leave the world swept clean. Her father had kept his
         throne against great opposition. He had seized England and Normandy from his rash older brother Robert and cast him in prison,
         where he lingered even now; but Robert had left a son William le Clito, another male for Matilda to call cousin, and one who
         was claiming his right to rule. Powerful young hotheads like Waleran de Meulan supported his cause, and although her father
         had stamped down the rising, like a soldier putting out a dangerous small fire, the smoke still lingered. And where there
         was one fire, others would rise. Waleran had a twin brother, and their family interests straddled both England and Normandy.
         Weaving, she thought. It was all a matter of twisting the threads, and keeping an eye cocked for unravelling strands while
         dealing with others who were weaving designs of their own.
      

      
      She eyed Brian thoughtfully. Her father clearly found him useful and had raised him on high. He held over a hundred knight’s
         fees by dint of his arranged marriage to Maude of Wallingford. But what to make of him now, on this first meeting? His arrival
         had been less than impressive, but William D’Albini seemed to think she should give him the benefit of the doubt. She suspected
         he was adept at hiding his thoughts, and that they ran deep. No shallow blunderer, this one, for all the irregularity of their
         initial meeting.
      

      
      As Brian put his cup down, her eyes were drawn again to the ink staining his elegant fingers. ‘Are you your own scribe, my
         lord?’
      

      
      ‘Sometimes,’ he said with a diffident smile. ‘I find it easier to think with a quill in my hand, and to assemble notes, even
         though scribes might make the final draft. I am indebted to your father for my education.’
      

      
      ‘He obviously values you.’
      

      
      ‘As I honour and serve him.’ Brian cleared his throat and stood up. ‘I beg your leave, domina. I should go and make sure all
         is ready for tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘You may go,’ she said formally. ‘I hope that one of your concerns is finding me a decent horse.’

      
      ‘Indeed, it is my first and most urgent business, domina.’ He bowed and departed the tent.

      
      The moment he was gone, her women, Emma and Uli, bustled through the partition. She let them remove her dress and comb out
         her hair, then dismissed them with a flick of her fingers because she wanted to be alone to think. Fetching the coverlet from
         her bed, she folded it around her body, and sat cocooned in the chair, her knees drawn up and her fist pressed against her
         lips.
      

      
      Outside, Brian stood in the wind and exhaled his tension. He had not expected the King’s daughter to be so mettlesome and
         perceptive. She was as keen as a knife and just now he felt as if he had the cuts to prove it. When he arrived, she had looked
         at him as if he were an incompetent fool, and he was still smarting. He hoped he had salvaged something from the situation,
         but knew his reputation would be ruined if he did not have a horse for her by morning. There was nothing for it; he would
         have to put her up on his courser and use his squire’s mount. The lad could go double with one of the serjeants.
      

      
      The white-haired knight who headed her escort stepped out of his own small tent, where he had obviously been keeping a lookout
         for Brian. ‘My mistress is always vexed when things do not run as smoothly as she wishes.’ He spoke not to excuse Matilda,
         but rather to reproach Brian.
      

      
      ‘I have apologised and done my best to mend matters,’ Brian replied. ‘Be assured the Empress will enter Rouen in full dignity.’

      
      The knight gave him a strong look. ‘Sire, you will find that my mistress does not know how to compromise.’
      

      
      Brian bit his tongue on a sharp retort. ‘The Empress will find that a fitting welcome has been prepared.’

      
      ‘I have served my lady since she was a child,’ the knight said. ‘I have watched her become a woman, and wield power as consort
         to an emperor. She has greatness within her.’ He glanced at the tent from which Brian had just emerged and lowered his voice.
         ‘But she is fragile too, and in need of tender care. Who will give her that, when her pride is both her shield and her sword?
         Who will look beyond all that and see the frightened child and the vulnerable woman?’
      

      
      Something stirred within Brian that he was at a loss to identify: neither pity nor compassion, but a glimmer of something
         more complex and disturbing. Her eyes were the grey of lavender flowers but clear as glass and they had met his with steady
         challenge, and even contempt. He did not see what this ageing knight saw, but he did not know her. What he had seen was truth
         and integrity, and it was as if she had taken a sharpened quill and written those words indelibly across his skin.
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      Tower of Rouen, Autumn 1125

      
      The gale had blown itself out, and a calm sun sparkled on harnesses and trappings. Matilda’s red silk gown gleamed in its
         light, as did the sleek ermines lining her cloak and the jewelled coronet securing her white silk veil. The citizens of Rouen
         had turned out in force to watch her arrive and she had her knights distribute alms and largesse in her name while the heralds
         rode ahead with their fanfares and proclamations that here was the Dowager Empress of Germany, the King’s daughter. Her heart
         filled with triumph and pride as she rode through the midst of the cheering crowds, and although she carried her head high
         with proper dignity and pride, she also smiled as much as was appropriate.
      

      
      Brian FitzCount’s horse, Sable, was a spirited beast, but well schooled and mannerly. FitzCount himself rode a sturdy chestnut
         cob that was slightly too small for his long legs, but he was obviously pretending not to notice. Following the previous day’s
         mishaps, there had been no further difficulties and all had run to plan. She was not yet ready to give him the benefit of
         the doubt, but was prepared to wait and see.
      

      
      As they entered the precincts of the ducal palace on the banks of the Seine, her horse flicked its ears and pranced, responding to her tension. It was almost sixteen years since
         she had last stayed here shortly before her betrothal. Her memories were hazy ghosts of the past flitting among the solid
         stones and cobbles of now.
      

      
      A groom hastened to take her bridle. Drogo dismounted to help her down, but Brian FitzCount was quicker to offer assistance.
         As he took her hands, she noticed that the ink stains were still there, with some fresh ones to boot; he had obviously been
         at work in his tent after he left hers, and she approved of him for that. It was almost comforting to think of him busy and
         watchful in the dark hours of the night while others slept.
      

      
      A tall, broad man came striding towards her with arms outstretched. She stared at him for a moment in perplexity, and then
         the ground shifted under her feet and the past melded with the present as she recognised her older half-brother. ‘Robert?’
         she whispered, and then again in a full voice, ‘Robert!’
      

      
      His dark blue eyes lit with welcome as he grasped her hands and kissed her on either cheek with hearty warmth that yet managed
         to preserve public decorum. ‘Sister! Have you journeyed well?’
      

      
      ‘Most of the way. My mare went lame yesterday.’

      
      ‘I wondered when I saw you up on Brian’s Sable.’ He glanced at Brian. ‘I trust he looked after you?’

      
      ‘To the best of his ability,’ she said with a straight face.

      
      Brian raised his brows and Robert chuckled. ‘That sounds ominous.’

      
      ‘I was late to the meet,’ Brian said, ‘and last night’s gale made pitching the tents awkward to say the least. I thought we
         were all going to be blown to Outremer!’ Bowing, he excused himself to make sure that Matilda’s baggage was borne to her chamber.
      

      
      Robert sobered. ‘You can trust Brian with your life. I’ll go surety for him. He’s also one of the cleverest men in our father’s
         entourage.’
      

      
      ‘I will take your word for it,’ she said, smiling. Robert was her senior by twelve years and had been a young adult when she
         went to Germany, but the rapport between them was immediate. It was like donning a favourite garment that had been put away
         in a chest for years, and feeling the comfort again.
      

      
      ‘I hope that whatever Brian has done to offend you, you won’t be too harsh on him.’

      
      ‘He has not offended me, and he has a very fine horse. Everything is unsettled, that is all.’

      
      Her half-brother gave her a compassionate look as they walked towards the tower entrance. ‘I am sorry you are here in bereavement.
         I wish these were happier circumstances.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed, thank you, and I do deeply grieve for my husband,’ she said, ‘but I must look to the future. That is why I am here,
         after all. My father has summoned me for purposes beyond mourning.’
      

      
      Robert said nothing, but his expression was eloquent.

      
      The doors to the great hall stood wide to receive her and a path of red cloth strewn with flowers had been laid for her to
         walk upon. Courtiers stood to either side and, with a great rustling of fabric and soft clink of jewellery, knelt as she passed.
         Matilda paced with slow dignity, looking straight ahead, every inch the Empress, her soul comforted by the propriety and the
         ceremony.
      

      
      At the far end of the hall, two ornate thrones stood upon a dais. Her father sat upon the larger one, holding a jewelled rod
         in his right hand. His Queen, Adeliza, sat upon the other, robed in a gown of shimmering silver silk that glittered with pearls
         and amethysts. Matilda processed to the foot of the dais and knelt, bowing her head. Robert knelt too, but a step behind her.
      

      
      She heard the swish of her father’s robe as he rose, and then his soft footfall descending the steps. ‘My dearest daughter.’
         He bent, took her hands and, having kissed her on either cheek, raised her to her feet. ‘Welcome home.’
      

      
      Matilda looked into his face. Six years had increased and deepened the lines on his face. His hair was greyer and more sparse
         and the pouches beneath his eyes were more prominent, but the eyes themselves were the same hard, shrewd grey. For the moment
         they held warmth, and his smile was genuine.
      

      
      ‘Sire,’ she said, before turning to curtsey to and be embraced by her stepmother, Adeliza, a year younger than herself, delicate
         and slender as a young doe.
      

      
      ‘I am so pleased that you are here, daughter,’ Adeliza said.

      
      ‘My lady mother.’ The words were incongruous and sat uncomfortably on her tongue.

      
      Adeliza’s eyes sparkled with amusement and it was plain she was thinking the same thing. ‘I hope I can be like a mother to
         you,’ she said, ‘but more than that, I hope we shall become friends and companions.’
      

      
      Matilda’s father processed her around the gathering on his arm, and she was introduced to the great men attending the court.
         Not all were present; some had duties elsewhere, or had remained in England, but enough were there to make a substantial gathering.
         Bigod, D’Albini, Aumale, de Tosney, Martel, the Archbishop of Rouen, the Abbot of Bec, her cousins of Blois, Theobald and
         Stephen, the latter now Count of Boulogne through his young bride, the Countess Maheut.
      

      
      ‘I am sorry for your loss, cousin,’ Stephen said. ‘I offer my sincere condolences.’ He spoke with grave and apparent honesty, although Matilda was wary because things were not always what they seemed. Stephen’s remark was a meaningless courtesy.
      

      
      ‘I remember you as a little girl with long braids,’ he added with a smile.

      
      A vague memory surfaced. ‘You used to pull them,’ she accused.

      
      He looked wounded. ‘Only in play – I never hurt you. Your brother William used to pull them too.’

      
      There was a momentary silence at Stephen’s mention of Matilda’s brother – almost as if his words had conjured up the young
         man’s sea-ravaged corpse from the waters of Barfleur harbour. ‘God rest his soul,’ Stephen added swiftly. ‘I am glad for the
         memory of our play and I think of him often.’
      

      
      Matilda suspected that Stephen would tug her braid now if the chance arose, and he would still call it play.

      
      ‘Nephew, you are a great comfort to me,’ Henry said, his hard grey gaze missing nothing. ‘I know I can always count on your
         strong support and I value it for my daughter too.’
      

      
      ‘Assuredly, sire.’ Stephen bowed, first to Henry and then to Matilda.

      
      The talk turned briefly to matters of Boulogne and Stephen’s progress there as its overlord. Matilda observed the camaraderie
         between her father and Stephen. The latter’s gestures were sure and expansive and he knew how to engage her father’s interest
         and make him laugh. The other men in the vicinity all laughed with him too, apart from her brother Robert, who was reserved
         and watchful. Stephen’s small, plump wife hung on his words as if they were jewels in a diadem, but she too was constantly
         glancing around, assessing the men and conversations in her vicinity even while her demeanour remained becomingly modest.
      

      
      Matilda thought Stephen’s performance polished, but how much was lip service, and how much sincerely meant, remained to be
         seen.
      

      
      Matilda gazed round her appointed chamber. The larger furnishings and baggage, which had set out ahead, had all been arranged:
         her own bed with its coverings and curtains, the rich hangings from her imperial chamber, the lamps, candlesticks, chests
         and coffers. The lighter baggage she had brought in person was here too, waiting to be unpacked. And when that was done, she
         could close the door and pretend if only for a moment that she was back in Germany. A sudden wave of homesickness brought
         a lump to her throat.
      

      
      ‘I hope you have all you need,’ Adeliza said anxiously. ‘I want you to feel at home.’

      
      ‘You are very kind.’

      
      ‘I remember how I felt when I arrived from Louvain and everything was strange. It was such a comfort to have familiar things
         around me.’
      

      
      Adeliza’s voice was like a silvery bell. Her daintiness and innocent air gave her a childlike quality, but Matilda suspected
         there were more facets to her father’s wife than first met the eye.
      

      
      ‘You are right, it is,’ Matilda said. ‘I am grateful for your consideration.’

      
      Adeliza opened her arms and clasped Matilda with spontaneous warmth. ‘It is going to be so good to have another woman of the
         family to talk to.’
      

      
      Startled, Matilda did not return the hug, but neither did she recoil. Adeliza smelled of flowers. Her own mother had never
         used perfume. She had been strict and austere, dedicated to learning and to worshipping God in stern and rigorous devotion.
         Matilda had no memory of softness or cuddles from her. Any affection had been cerebral and this compassionate embrace almost brought tears to her eyes.
      

      
      The door opened on a gust of cold air and her father strode into the room. Waving aside the curtseys of the women, he stood
         with his hands on his hips, looking round as if taking an inventory, although she knew he must have seen most of the furnishings
         when Adeliza was organising the chamber.
      

      
      ‘You are settling well, daughter?’ His brusque tone demanded a positive reply. ‘You have everything you need?’

      
      ‘Yes, sire, thank you.’

      
      Going to the portable altar she had brought with her personal baggage, he picked up the gold cross standing at its centre
         and examined the gems and filigree work with a professional eye. Then the candlestick, also of gold, and the image of the
         Virgin and Child painted with gold leaf and lapis lazuli.
      

      
      ‘You made a good start tonight,’ he said. ‘I was pleased with you.’ His attention turned to a long leather casket on a table
         at the side of the altar. ‘Is this what I think it is?’ he asked with an acquisitive gleam.
      

      
      Matilda curtseyed to the image of the Virgin before picking up a key lying in a small golden dish on the altar, and used it
         to unlock the casket. ‘I was married on the feast of Saint James,’ she said. ‘Heinrich and I always kept that day with special
         reverence. This is mine to bestow as I see fit, and I wish to give it to the foundation at Reading for the souls of my brother
         and my mother.’ She opened the box to reveal a hollow life-sized left forearm and hand wrought in solid gold, set upon a gem-studded
         plinth. The arm was clad in a tight-fitting sleeve with a jewel-banded cuff and the index and middle fingers were raised in
         a gesture of blessing.
      

      
      Her father expelled his breath in a long sigh. ‘The hand of Saint James,’ he said with reverence. ‘Indeed you have done well,
         my daughter.’ He made no attempt to unfasten the base to look inside at the relic itself, because it would have been disrespectful
         to do so in a secular setting, but he touched the gold with possessive fingers. ‘They gave you this?’
      

      
      Matilda said evasively, ‘Before he died, my husband said I was to have it.’

      
      He gave her a sharp look. ‘Does the new Emperor know?’

      
      ‘He does by now. Would you have me return it?’

      
      Her father quickly shook his head. ‘A man’s dying wishes should always be honoured. Reading Abbey will be greatly exalted
         by this gift from an empress – and perhaps a future queen.’ He gave her a meaningful look.
      

      
      She waited for him to say more, but he drew back with an enigmatic smile. ‘Such matters are not for discussion now. Settle
         in first and we will talk later.’
      

      
      She curtseyed to him and he kissed her brow and left the room, his tread assertive and buoyant.

      
      Adeliza had curtseyed too, but remained with Matilda and went to look at the relic of Saint James herself. ‘Does it have healing
         powers?’
      

      
      ‘So it is said.’

      
      Her stepmother bit her lip. ‘Do you think it would cure a barren wife?’

      
      ‘I know not.’ Matilda had entreated the saint, and her prayers on that score had been answered, but the baby had not survived
         his birthing and she did not know Adeliza well enough yet to open her heart on such matters.
      

      
      Adeliza sighed. ‘I know I must accept God’s will, but it is difficult, when I know it is my duty to conceive.’

      
      Matilda felt a surge of compassion for Adeliza because she had been in a similar situation herself: married to an older man and people looking at her month on month, waiting for
         her to quicken. When that man had already fathered children on other women, the pressure was even greater.
      

      
      ‘He is thinking of making you his heir; you must realise that.’

      
      Matilda nodded. ‘I also know I am not the only one he has in mind. My father always has a plan and a contingency plan and
         then a plan to back up both the original and the contingency.’ She gave Adeliza a measuring look. ‘I respect him, and I know
         my duty, but I also know that for all my father says he loves me as a daughter, I am but another playing piece on his board.
         We all are.’
      

      
      ‘He is a great king,’ Adeliza said firmly.

      
      ‘Without a doubt,’ Matilda agreed, and thought that whoever succeeded her father would have to be even greater in order to
         fill the void that the last son of William the Conqueror would leave behind.
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      Harbour of Barfleur, Normandy, 
September 1126

      
      
      
      Watching the gap widen between the quay at Barfleur and the deck on which she stood, Matilda shivered and huddled inside her
         cloak. Waves chopped and surged, frilled with small whitecaps, and beyond the harbour mouth, the sea was a heaving grey swell.
         Spume burst at the prow of the royal galley and wind bellied the square canvas sail so that the great red lion painted on
         it seemed to roar and flex its claws.
      

      
      She had not been aboard a ship to cross the sea since she was eight years old. Inevitably she thought of her brother’s last
         voyage from this port, ended like his life before it had properly begun as the ship struck a rock in the harbour mouth and
         sank in the black November night. It was daylight now and circumstances different, but although she lifted her chin and tried
         to look imperious, she was still afraid.
      

      
      Brian FitzCount joined her. ‘England will be upon us before sunset,’ he remarked, ‘especially if the wind continues to blow
         this strongly.’
      

      
      “You must be accustomed to crossing the sea, my lord.’

      
      ‘Indeed, but I am nevertheless always glad to reach the shore. It is not so bad when there’s a fair wind like this.’ A smile entered his voice. ‘And we have the extra protection of the hand of Saint James today.’
      

      
      ‘I hope you are not humouring me.’

      
      ‘Domina, I would not dare,’ he replied, his dark eyes alight.

      
      Matilda arched her brow and said nothing. Since their first meeting, she had grown accustomed to his company and enjoyed it.
         He was a mainstay of her father’s government and a close friend of her brother Robert. She had often sat up with them and
         others talking long into the night on all manner of subjects, from the best way to skin a hare to intricate aspects of papal
         policy and points of English common law and custom in which Brian was well versed. She loved to hear him in debate.
      

      
      ‘This is the next stage on your voyage, domina.’ Brian’s face was straight now, and there was an intensity in his gaze that
         made her look down before a spark could strike between them.
      

      
      ‘And who knows where landfall will be.’

      
      ‘I am certain your father does.’

      
      ‘It is a pity only he knows the location and he will not share it.’ She glanced at her father, standing on the opposite side
         of the vessel with a group of courtiers. She had attended on him in Rouen when he made judgements and spun policy. He had
         included her in the proceedings by having her at his side, but even so, he seldom sought her opinion. Last month, without
         consulting her, he had rejected marriage offers for her from Lombardy and Lotharingia. She had dwelt at court now for almost
         a year, but time seemed to hang in suspension like a spider’s web between two twigs, waiting for something beyond dust to
         alight on the strands. He had summoned her to join him and then done nothing about it, as if she were a valuable surety to
         be held in reserve.
      

      
      ‘Matters will move apace once we reach England.’
      

      
      Brian’s placatory tone set her teeth on edge. ‘You know something that I do not?’

      
      ‘Domina, I do not, except that there are people there your father needs to consult on all manner of things. Your uncle King
         David for one and the Bishop of Salisbury for another.’
      

      
      Matilda shot him an exasperated look. ‘More talk between men. I am the King’s daughter, and my father’s lords have sworn allegiance
         to me, but it is still as if I have neither place nor voice in the world.’
      

      
      ‘But you will have one day,’ Brian said quietly. ‘Now is the time to gather your resources and prepare the soil.’

      
      The sound of retching made them both turn to regard a green-faced young nobleman heaving over the side of the ship. Brian
         grunted. ‘I doubt he’s really that sick,’ he muttered, ‘unless it is with vexation.’
      

      
      Matilda considered Waleran de Meulan. He had been an instigator of a failed rebellion in support of her cousin William le
         Clito and had been held prisoner in Normandy for the past two years. That he was not currently in fetters was because he had
         no means of escape. Her father had deemed it unwise to leave him behind and Waleran was set to continue his captivity in England
         in the custody of her father’s justiciar, the Bishop of Salisbury. He was the son of one of her father’s most trusted servants
         and had a twin brother, Robert, who had not been involved in the uprising. Matilda was well aware that preparing her soil
         would involve deciding how to deal with men such as this from powerful families, who preferred to back le Clito as rightful
         ruler of Normandy and England, rather than her father’s line. Waleran de Meulan might look pathetic and ineffectual just now,
         but he was still a dangerous man.
      

      
      Leaving Brian, Matilda joined Adeliza, who was sitting against the side of the ship wrapped in warm furs and buffered from the strakes by thick fleece-stuffed cushions. Against
         the deep colours of squirrel and sable, Adeliza’s face was a wan oval and she was biting her lip. Matilda wondered if she
         was worried about the sea crossing, but surely she had made it often, and she was not naturally timorous. Perhaps like Waleran
         she was suffering from the effects of the heavy swell. Several people were ill, although none were making quite as much noise
         as the lord of Meulan. Then Matilda realised that her stepmother was crying.
      

      
      ‘Madam?’ Matilda looked round to call for help, but Adeliza gripped her arm.

      
      ‘It is nothing,’ she said.

      
      Matilda sat beside her and tucked some of the fur coverlets over the top of her own cloak. ‘What is wrong?’

      
      Adeliza swallowed and wiped her eyes on her mantle. ‘My flux is upon me,’ she said in a low voice. ‘I thought … I thought
         this time I might have held on to the child. It has been forty days since last I bled … but it has come. It always comes.’
         She rocked back and forth with her head bent. ‘Why can I not fulfil this duty? What have I done wrong for God to deny me?’
      

      
      Matilda set a comforting arm around Adeliza’s shoulders. ‘I am so sorry. I grieved the same when I was married to Heinrich.’

      
      ‘I would be a good mother,’ Adeliza whispered. ‘I know I would. If only I had one chance. Just one. Is it too much to ask?’
         She compressed her lips as William D’Albini picked his way over to them, his balance steady despite the freshening wind. Stooping,
         he handed a flask to the women.
      

      
      ‘Honey-sweetened wine and ginger, madam,’ he said to Adeliza. ‘It is a good remedy if you are feeling unwell. My aunt Olivia
         swears by it. The waves are heavy today.’
      

      
      Matilda eyed him suspiciously, but his expression was open and he seemed to genuinely think Adeliza was suffering from mal de mer. She thanked him on Adeliza’s behalf in a voice that encouraged him not to linger. He took the hint, his complexion flushing,
         and, with a bow, moved off.
      

      
      Adeliza sniffed and raised her chin. ‘I will not feel sorry for myself,’ she said. ‘If God has other plans, then I must trust
         to His judgement. He will let me know what He wants of me when He is ready.’ Removing the stopper from the flask, she took
         a sip, and then passed the drink to Matilda.
      

      
      ‘Indeed,’ said Matilda, and thought that sometimes God worked in very mysterious ways and she was not sure that she could
         wait on His will with the same patience as Adeliza.
      

      
      Standing in pride of place upon the high altar of Reading Abbey, the hand of Saint James pointed towards heaven in a spire
         of burnished gold and precious stones. The Abbey of the Virgin Mary and Saint John was in its sixth year since consecration
         and still under construction. Henry intended it to be the most magnificent foundation in Christendom. It would house his tomb
         when the time came, and it was already a shrine to the son he had lost on the White Ship, whose mortal remains lay at the bottom of the sea. Monks from the great abbey at Cluny performed the offices, said the prayers
         and cared for the relics, which included the blood and water from the side of our Lord Jesus Christ, a piece of his shoe and
         the foreskin from his circumcision. There was also a lock of the Virgin’s hair. The impressive collection of intimate items
         from the Holy Family bestowed importance and sanctity upon the abbey, and assured a place in heaven for its founder and benefactor.
      

      
      Now that the hand of Saint James had been safely delivered to the abbey custodians, Henry retired to the guest house with
         Matilda, Adeliza and a few close advisers and family members, including Matilda’s uncle, David, King of Scotland, Robert of
         Gloucester and Brian FitzCount.
      

      
      Matilda drew a lungful of the crisp autumn air before entering the lodging, then exhaled hard to release her tension. She
         had almost cried during the mass when the hand had been gifted to the abbey because the memories of herself and Heinrich on
         their wedding day had been both too close and too far away. If only she could have that time back, to relive it with the knowledge
         she had now as a mature woman, instead of being an overawed child.
      

      
      Her father’s servants arranged chairs and benches around the hearth with wine and titbits to hand. Her uncle David gave her
         one of his laconic smiles as an attendant took her cloak. ‘You did well to bring such a fine gift to the abbey, niece. Your
         mother would have been proud of you.’ He spoke the Norman French of the court with a soft Scottish burr.
      

      
      ‘She would have seen it as my duty,’ Matilda replied wryly.

      
      ‘And you have fulfilled it.’ Her uncle’s expression held encouragement and a twinkle of humour. ‘You are her daughter, but
         there is more to you than that, and I would see you smile.’ He gave her an irreverent but avuncular chuck under the chin.
         ‘I hope you are my niece too.’
      

      
      Matilda managed to oblige him. She was very fond of her uncle. He had played with her when she was a child and sent letters
         and gifts to her in Germany more cheering than her mother’s dry exhortations to duty and copies of religious works in Latin.
         He had sent her dolls and sweetmeats and a necklace set with Lothian garnets that she still had in her jewel casket.
      

      
      ‘Good, then we are of a mind.’ He kissed her cheek and led her to sit down by the fire.

      
      Once everyone was settled, her father called for silence. ‘Now we are all gathered, I wish to talk of the future.’ He studied
         each person in turn. ‘I had hoped in the fullness of time that the Queen and I would be blessed with a male heir, but thus
         far God has not seen fit to grant us that blessing.’
      

      
      Adeliza gazed down at her hands and toyed with her wedding ring.

      
      ‘That being the case, I must consider the matter of the succession. My choices are clear. Lacking a legitimate male heir,
         I must look to either my nephews of Blois, or to my daughter and the eventual fruit of her womb.’
      

      
      Matilda raised her chin and met his stare, matching it with her own.

      
      Her brother Robert said, ‘Certain factions would also have you consider William le Clito, sire.’

      
      ‘No.’ The King dismissed the suggestion with a swift chop of his hand. ‘Le Clito has neither the brain nor the experience
         to rule England and Normandy.’
      

      
      ‘But others do have experience in his stead,’ her uncle David said shrewdly. ‘The King of France supports him in order to
         discomfort you, and what about that young man you brought with you in chains?’
      

      
      ‘Waleran de Meulan is a hot-headed young fool,’ Henry snapped.

      
      ‘With some close and powerful relatives.’

      
      ‘Indeed, but imprisoning Waleran shows them just how far they can tread on my goodwill without suffering the consequences.’
         He leaned forward in his chair and extended one thick, powerful hand. ‘I have a clear choice before me. Here is my daughter, the widow of an emperor. She has great connections by marriage and by birth. She is the fruit
         of my loins and through her runs the blood of the ancient English royal house. Moreover, she is the only child born to parents
         who were crowned sovereigns at her conception. She has experience of ruling and of being a royal consort.’
      

      
      Matilda’s heart constricted with a mingling of pride and apprehension. She firmed her lips and strove to look as regal and
         dignified as his words described.
      

      
      Robert said, ‘Few men will bow the knee to a woman, sire, no matter how competent and fitted by blood she is to the task –
         and I say this as someone who will gladly swear allegiance to my sister.’ He glanced round and received nods of approbation
         from the others.
      

      
      ‘And I say to you that all men will bow to my resolve, by one means or another.’ Henry’s hand clenched into a fist. ‘I am
         no fool. I know when a man is dead and gone, his word is no longer the law. Therefore I must make all watertight while I am
         still in good health. If no son is to come to me through my Queen, I must look to grandsons born of my daughter.’
      

      
      Matilda held her father’s hard grey stare. ‘And what man will provide those grandsons, my father? You have not said.’

      
      ‘Because I must still think on this business. It matters only that your husband should be of good stock and gives you sons.
         He will never be a king, but the advantage for him is that his son will wear England’s crown. And you, my daughter, will be
         the vessel that brings this royal child into the world. You will be the power behind the throne until he is old enough to
         take that power for himself. In this you will have the backing of your kin and my committed vassals. As the mother of a future
         sovereign, your authority will be great, and all these men will support you.’ He gestured around the firelit circle and the air almost
         crackled with sparks of tension. ‘And if God is merciful, he will grant me the years to watch my grandson become a man.’
      

      
      And to hold on to power, Matilda thought, and knew it must be in everyone else’s mind too. If her father could live that long,
         they might never have to deal with the threat of a woman on the throne. She said, with her hand at her slender waistline,
         ‘I am willing to do my duty, sire, and I am glad you have such trust in me, but what if you die before I bear a child? And
         what if I do not conceive?’
      

      
      He gave her a dark look, as if he thought she was deliberately setting out to be awkward. ‘Those are bridges to cross in later
         discussions. For now I hold to the premise that my own blood in direct line shall inherit the throne, and that all of my barons
         shall swear allegiance to you as my heir.’
      

      
      There was a long, tense silence, broken by Brian FitzCount, who rose, walked round the fire and knelt at Matilda’s feet. ‘Willingly
         I do so swear,’ he said, and bowed his head.
      

      
      Her heart filled at his action and she hoped she did not look as flustered as she felt. Clasping his hands between hers, she
         gave him the kiss of peace on either cheek, and felt the soft burr of his stubble against her lips. His garments smelled of
         cedar wood and the scent took her breath.
      

      
      ‘A noble gesture,’ her father said with amused tolerance, as if watching the antics of a precocious child, ‘but I am already
         certain of those gathered here. I know you will give your allegiance in public before all. It is my intent to hold an oath-taking
         ceremony at the Christmas court with every magnate present as a witness and participant.’
      

      
      Robert cupped his chin. ‘What of Stephen and Theobald of Blois?’ His upper lip curled as he mentioned his cousins. ‘From his
         behaviour, Stephen seems to think you are grooming him for a greater part than just being the Count of Boulogne.’
      

      
      ‘I have never spoken to him in such terms,’ Henry said shortly. ‘I am fond of him; he is my nephew, and he will do very well
         where he is. He owes his power to me and he will obey and implement my policies.’
      

      
      Robert gave his father a long look. ‘Will you discuss this oath in council with the other lords?’

      
      Henry tapped his fingers on the arms of his chair. ‘I see no need for the present.’

      
      ‘But men may demand to know whom my sister will wed before they swear.’

      
      ‘All will be done in its due time and course,’ Henry growled.

      
      Matilda said, ‘The Bishop of Salisbury is not here tonight.’

      
      ‘It is not a matter for him.’ Her father’s face began to redden and Adeliza stroked his arm in a soothing gesture.

      
      ‘But you assign him England’s rule in your absence. Supposedly he is the most trusted man at your councils,’ she persisted.
         ‘What does it say for the future that he is not here now?’ Matilda was aware of everyone staring at her, as if a tame hawk
         had turned to rend its owner with its beak. She firmed her lips and sat erect.
      

      
      Her father’s chest expanded. ‘The Bishop of Salisbury is a statesman I hold in great respect,’ he said, his voice gritty with
         anger. ‘He will be told in due course – when I am ready to do so.’
      

      
      Doggedly, Matilda held her ground. ‘But he has been sympathetic to le Clito in the past. Might it not be prudent to give custody
         of the lord of Meulan to someone else – to my lord FitzCount, for example, who is indeed present tonight, and who has sworn allegiance.’
      

      
      Her father’s eyes narrowed.

      
      Brian cleared his throat. ‘It is true that Wallingford is more secure, sire. I grew up with Waleran and I know him well. Perhaps
         I could sit with him over a flagon of wine and talk him round.’
      

      
      ‘I agree, sire,’ said Robert, hastening to smooth the path. ‘I am not saying the Bishop of Salisbury would do anything untoward
         and I know you trust him, but Wallingford is more secure than Devizes.’
      

      
      Henry continued to look irritated. ‘Brian, you could talk rings around Waleran de Meulan and any man you chose, but that is
         not the same as making him change his mind. I know and trust my justiciar, and I am not blind to the fact that he has a soft
         spot for Meulan and would willingly sponsor le Clito as my successor.’ He made a brusque gesture. ‘Very well, let us err on
         the side of caution. I will give the order to have Meulan transferred to Wallingford, but I expect every cooperation with
         my lord the Bishop of Salisbury, is that clear?’
      

      
      Dismissed by her father with the evening’s business completed, Matilda entered the guest chamber allotted to herself and Adeliza
         and breathed deeply, trying to release her tension.
      

      
      Adeliza followed her quietly into the room and directed her women about their business: folding back the bedclothes; warming
         the sheets with hot stones wrapped in cloths; preparing a tray of wine and honey cakes.
      

      
      ‘They call women weak reeds,’ Matilda said with a short laugh, ‘but it isn’t true, because otherwise how would we bear the
         duties and burdens that are set upon us by men?’
      

      
      Adeliza gave a small shake of her head. ‘I think you are courageous. I could not do this.’
      

      
      ‘If you had to, you could.’ Matilda fixed her young stepmother with a fierce glance.

      
      Adeliza gestured. ‘But it would not suit me, whereas I can see the fire inside you.’

      
      ‘I do it because my father asks it of me.’

      
      ‘But for yourself too, I think.’

      
      Matilda wandered to the coffer that held her trinkets and picked up an ornate ivory pot of rose-scented salve. She removed
         the lid and inhaled the delicate scent of summer petals. She did desire to hold power in her own right, but it was so difficult
         when a forthright woman was considered to possess masculine tendencies and therefore suspected of being a virago and flouting
         the natural law. ‘Am I wrong about the Bishop of Salisbury?’ she asked.
      

      
      Adeliza sat down on her bed. ‘The Bishop has long been one of your father’s closest advisers,’ she replied with diplomacy.
         ‘He knows how to spin straw into gold.’
      

      
      ‘And how much of it does he keep for himself? How much does he take to keep his mistresses and children, his palaces and
         castles? How much goes to buy him a portion of every dish in the land?’
      

      
      ‘I suspect only Roger of Salisbury knows the sums, and that they change from one moment to the next, but since he keeps your
         father’s coffers full to the brim, he is permitted a certain leeway. Do not make him your enemy,’ Adeliza cautioned. ‘He has
         the power to do you great harm as well as great good.’
      

      
      ‘A bishop exists to serve God and the King, not his own interests,’ Matilda said. ‘But thank you for your advice.’ Taking
         a dab of the salve on her forefinger, she worked it into her hands. If, in the fullness of time, she were to rule England,
         she would need the support and goodwill of the Church, and prelates such as Roger of Salisbury needed to be either persuaded to her side, or put in their place.
      

      
      In the morning, the court made ready to travel from Reading to Windsor. As Matilda waited for her groom to bring her mare,
         she narrowed her eyes to study the Bishop of Salisbury from across the courtyard. Surrounded by his entourage, he was deep
         in conversation with her cousin Stephen. Bishop Roger was not tall, but he was thickset and his bejewelled regalia increased
         his breadth and his presence. The head of his crosier glowed with Limoges work in blue enamel and his robes sparkled with
         so much metallic thread that he resembled a frosty morning at dawn. His white palfrey was trapped out in glittering harness,
         the fringed saddle cloth reaching almost to the ground. She had spoken to him on their first arrival in the courtyard, but
         the greeting, although courteous, had been brief and remote on both sides. The good Bishop was being considerably more affable
         towards her cousin Stephen, she noted.
      

      
      Brian FitzCount’s groom brought Sable into the yard, and Brian arrived from his business and took the reins with a brief word.
         His dark glance flickered over the Bishop and Stephen as he walked the horse over to Matilda and bowed. ‘Domina, I thought
         you would want to know that your father has transferred Waleran de Meulan into my keeping to be held at Wallingford as we
         discussed.’
      

      
      John FitzGilbert, one of the marshals, arrived with her mare. Brian took the horse and helped Matilda into the saddle before
         mounting Sable.
      

      
      As she gathered her reins she said, ‘I heard a tale that my father raised Salisbury on high because he could say mass faster
         than any other priest of his acquaintance, and that it was useful when shriving men before a battle.’
      

      
      Brian gave a mordant smile. ‘Roger of Salisbury is indeed a man of expedience, but that is not the whole story. He is a very
         clever administrator; some might say too clever for his own good, but only time will tell.’
      

      
      ‘The Queen told me he can spin straw into gold. He is certainly wearing enough on his back for that to be a possibility.’

      
      ‘Roger of Salisbury is not the only churchman with a taste for the finer things in life. Your cousin the Abbot of Glastonbury
         will bear watching too.’
      

      
      Matilda followed his gaze to another bearded cleric, who was setting his foot to the stirrup of a magnificent dappled stallion
         trapped out in elaborate black leather harness studded with silver sunbursts. Stephen’s brother, her cousin Henry, had recently
         been summoned from the abbey at Cluny to take up an appointment at Glastonbury but he was ambitious for a bishopric – Canterbury,
         she suspected. ‘Yes.’ She returned his knowing look. ‘I had noticed.’
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      Fortress of Wallingford, Oxfordshire, 
October 1126

      
      A cold autumn rain was shivering the banks of the Thames and filling the wheel ruts on the road with muddy water as Brian
         arrived at his great fortress of Wallingford. The recently built stone keep on its high mound proclaimed the power of its
         lord, as did the series of ditches, palisades and walls, slick with rainwater. Brian noted that the engineers and builders
         had made good progress over the summer during his absence at court. Men said that Wallingford was impregnable, and Brian could
         almost believe it was true.
      

      
      As a groom arrived to take Sable, his wife emerged from the guest hall to greet him. ‘My lord.’ She dropped him a brief curtsey.

      
      ‘Madam.’ He forced a smile. Untidy wisps of iron-grey hair escaped her wimple and she wore an everyday gown with the sleeves
         hooked back and pale dog hairs decorating her ample bosom. A pack of assorted, exuberant canines bustled around her feet,
         threatening to trip anyone who tried to take a step. Brian tightened his jaw. She had had plenty of notification of his arrival,
         but he knew from experience that changing her gown was never a priority for Maude, and that, unless prompted, it would not
         occur to her to do so. However, when he entered the private chamber in the domestic block, he found a jug of wine waiting on a cloth-covered
         trestle with fresh bread and good cheese. There was a ewer of warm water for washing, and clean raiment set out for him. Maude
         ran the household efficiently, but when it came to herself, saw no need to bother beyond the practical and mundane.
      

      
      ‘I am surprised to see you,’ she said as he stooped to wash his hands and face. Her tone was neutral. ‘I suppose you are not
         here for long.’
      

      
      ‘A few days only,’ he said as he dried himself. ‘I’ve to rejoin the court by the end of the week.’ He looked down. One of
         her dogs had grabbed his shoe thong in its teeth and was worrying at it with ferocious growls. He stooped and picked up the
         creature, one hand under its tummy. It curled its lip at him and yapped and wriggled. Its eyes were almost hidden under a
         shroud of silky white fringe.
      

      
      ‘He’s still a pup.’ Her voice grew syrupy and fond. ‘He hasn’t learned his manners yet, have you, Rascal?’

      
      ‘Rascal?’ Maude always had one dog of that name as her personal companion. If this youngster was the current ‘Rascal’, then
         the old one must be dead.
      

      
      ‘I lost his great-grandsire in the spring when you were in Normandy.’ Her tone held no reproach for his long absence, merely
         stoic resignation.
      

      
      ‘I am sorry.’

      
      She shrugged. ‘He had lost his hearing and he was blind; it was for the best.’ She removed the pup from his arms and cuddled
         it to her breast.
      

      
      ‘All has been well here?’

      
      ‘Nothing that I or your constable and stewards have been unable to deal with. I would have written if there was trouble.’

      
      He nodded. They exchanged words like polite strangers. He and Maude had been wed for nineteen years and had nothing in common. They did not even have the gift and mutual upbringing
         of sons and daughters to bind them together and that likelihood was almost gone, for she was nearly twenty years older than
         he was and long into her mid-life. She was always keen to try and conceive when he came home, in the same way that she eagerly
         bred her dogs, her cattle and her sheep, but she led her life at Wallingford and he led his at the court and their worlds
         seldom collided.
      

      
      ‘Well, only the matter of the church at Ogbourne,’ she said. ‘I would like to give it to the monks at Bec.’ She set the wriggling
         little dog on the ground.
      

      
      ‘I think it a good idea,’ he said as he went to change his thick travelling tunic for a garment of finer, softer wool. ‘The
         Empress will be pleased; Bec is her favourite priory.’ As he spoke of Matilda, warmth filled his stomach.
      

      
      Maude tilted her head to one side and folded her arms. ‘What is she like?’

      
      ‘Her father’s daughter,’ he said. ‘She does not suffer fools gladly. She is regal and elegant; truly an empress.’ It was useless
         telling her of Matilda’s vibrancy, of her sharp sparkle and her beauty, because Maude would not understand, and anyway, he
         wanted to keep such descriptions to himself – like personal treasure.
      

      
      ‘Will the King make her his heir?’ Without waiting for him to reply she continued, ‘He must intend to. He has enough daughters
         born of his concubines to bind men to him in marriage alliances. He needs her for a greater purpose – why bring her back from
         Germany otherwise?’
      

      
      Brian nodded. His wife was astute. She might not move in the world of the court, but she was not ignorant. ‘It is one of his
         choices,’ he said. ‘But for the moment he is keeping many doors open.’
      

      
      ‘He will expect her to breed sons …’ Maude’s voice strengthened on the last two words and her expression grew set and forceful.
      

      
      Brian excused himself before she could begin a long and tedious monologue on the matter of bloodlines: he had business to
         see to. His constable William Boterel brought him up to date on recent building projects. He examined the seasoned oak delivered
         for strengthening the castle doors and inspected the store rooms; he discussed supplies and the necessity of providing secure
         accommodation other than a dungeon for Waleran de Meulan, who was to be kept here as a closely guarded ‘guest’. He visited
         the garrison soldiers and talked to them, then retired to his own chamber to ponder various tallies and charters until the
         dinner hour. Not once in that time did he think of his wife.
      

      
      When they met in the great hall to dine, Maude had finally changed her gown for a clean one of plain green wool and she wore
         a full linen wimple in the English style that framed her wide, round face. Her cheeks, forehead and chin were rosy as if she
         had given them a good scrub. As they ate roe deer with wheat frumenty and assorted fungi, she talked to him of the minutiae
         of her daily existence; he let her conversation flow over him and tried to think of it as soothing rather than as dull as
         stodge. Maude was a good woman and without their marriage, he would not have all this wealth to call upon. She ran his household
         well and provided a refuge from the steely sharpness of the court. Here life was predictable but grounded; he did not have
         to listen to and measure every single word. He told her about Waleran, and that he was to be kept at Wallingford until the
         King deemed him safe to release. ‘I have told William to see to the ordering of a suitable door with bars and locks. He’s
         to be kept under strict house arrest until the King decrees otherwise.’
      

      
      She looked at him in surprise, but without trepidation. ‘What a shame,’ she said. ‘Why do men fight over things that do not
         matter? When the hens stop laying or there is murrain among the sheep that is far greater cause for concern than who sits
         on the throne. I remember Waleran de Meulan when he was a foolish boy too young to grow a beard.’
      

      
      ‘Now he is a foolish man,’ Brian said curtly. ‘He should not have dabbled in rebellion, and now he is reaping the consequences.’

      
      Maude tutted and, with a shake of her head, passed a scrap of meat under the table to Rascal.

      
      As evening fell, Maude leaned towards him and laid her capable, alewife’s hand on his sleeve. ‘Husband, will you come to bed?’
         There was no seduction in her voice; the request, although spoken in a low voice for privacy, was matter of fact.
      

      
      ‘Yes, in a moment,’ he said with a sinking heart. ‘I have a few charters to look over first.’

      
      ‘Good, then I will expect you. I will take the dogs out while I wait.’ She left, calling her entourage of canines to heel
         and bidding a servant bring her cloak.
      

      
      Brian retreated to his chamber. Sitting down in his chair he massaged his temples where a slow headache had begun to pound.
         It had been a long day. Eventually he picked up his quill and, drawing a sheet of parchment under his hand, wrote to the Abbot
         of Bec, and then to the Bishop of Bath. The motion of the quill across the parchment soothed him, as did the intellectual
         flow of his thoughts. He sometimes wondered what would have happened if his father had dedicated him to the Church instead
         of giving him to the King to be raised at court. Would he have found religious vows hard to keep? Perhaps, but then many clerics
         made a mockery of such, and lived in the lap of luxury and power with their mistresses and offspring – witness Roger of Salisbury and his castle at Devizes and his palace at Salisbury.
      

      
      His work completed, he went to open the shutters and look out. He could hear Maude calling to the dogs, jollying them along
         in her brisk, deep voice. She would have been a fine mother to a brace of sons, he thought, and felt a surge of melancholy.
         Even while she irritated him, he appreciated that their marriage was not one she would have chosen for herself had the decision
         been in her hands, because he no more measured up to her standards than she did to his.
      

      
      Still red-cheeked and glowing from her walk, Maude looked at Brian expectantly. The servants had made up the great bed for
         the night and been dismissed, taking the dog pack with them. ‘If we do not have an heir now, it will be too late,’ she said.
         ‘My fluxes barely come at all these days and you are returning to court within the week.’ She jutted her fleshy jaw. ‘I am
         entitled to claim the marital debt from you. I know you have no desire for me, but this is not about desire, it is about procreation.’
      

      
      Brian bit his lip. If the situation had not been so appalling, he would have laughed. Besides, it was no laughing matter,
         because if he did not pay that debt, then he was violating his oath of marriage. She removed her wimple and gown. Reluctantly
         he took off his tunic and his shirt, but it was she who approached him. Her chemise was plain but clean. The smell of lye
         soap mingled with that of fresh sweat from her recent exercise. She rubbed her hands together to warm them and, without further
         ado, unfastened the drawstring on his braies. Delving down, she began to fondle him. Brian closed his eyes. He wasn’t a stallion
         in the breeding pen. He had never felt less amorous in his life and he was flaccid in her grip, which was becoming ever more
         desperate and vigorous. ‘Give me a moment,’ he gasped, pushing her away. ‘Go and get into bed.’
      

      
      She heaved a sigh, but did as he bade, and lay back, hitching up her nightgown and opening her legs. Brian hastily snuffed
         the candle and climbed in beside her. It would be better in the dark, he told himself, easier to pretend. He banished the
         thought of Maude’s dimpled flesh from his mind; blotted out too the smell of lye and sweat. He tried to ignore the grunt she
         made as he mounted her and imagined instead a lithe taut body scented with royal incense and roses, eyes the blue-grey of
         lavender flowers and a mouth that drove him wild. Such fancies in his mind, he became hard enough to do his duty. To enter
         her body and give her his seed. And once inside her, it became easier to envisage that this was not Maude but Matilda, and
         the act not just one of procreation, but of lovemaking.
      

      
      When it was over he lifted himself off her and sat up, his ribs heaving. In the aftermath of release, he felt sullied, but
         at least he had given her what she wanted.
      

      
      ‘There, there,’ soothed Maude, patting his back as if he were a dog or a horse that had performed well. ‘That wasn’t so difficult,
         was it?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ he said, and thought that while he was relieved at a duty done, she was obviously satisfied that she could remove it
         from her own list of things to do while he was home. Her hand left him; she turned over and was soon asleep, soft snores catching
         at the back of her throat. Brian quietly dressed in the dark and went out. As he opened the door, he felt her dogs trotting
         past him into the room and he heard them leaping on to the bed, encouraged by Maude’s sleepy murmur of welcome. Rousing a
         squire, he had the lad kindle a lantern and guide him to his own chamber. Let her have her dogs; he would seek the comfort
         of the written word.
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      Palace of Westminster, London, December 1126

      

      ‘You will go to your grave with ink-stained fingers,’ Robert of Gloucester told Brian with deep amusement.

      
      Brian looked at his hands and gave a self-deprecating smile before concealing them beneath his cloak. ‘I think you are right.
         The marks do come out, but by the time I get rid of one lot, more are waiting to take their place.’ His expression sobered.
         ‘There are worse stains in the world.’ He glanced round. Westminster’s great hall was packed with courtiers, all robed in
         their furs and finery. Snow had fallen earlier that morning and there was a light dusting on the ground, fine as flour. There
         had been much talk concerning the oath that the King was expecting everyone to swear to Matilda, accepting her as his heir,
         and there was an undercurrent of deep unease, although no one had voiced their intentions of refusing to swear. Brian’s gaze
         flickered over Stephen of Blois and Boulogne, who was talking to his brother the Abbot of Glastonbury and Roger, Bishop of
         Salisbury. Brian’s mathematician’s eye easily picked out patterns in the gathering. Knots of men. Factions attached to each
         other by strands of mutual interest and ambition. They were all so much yarn for the King’s weaving – or for his undoing.
      

      
      A fanfare sounded throughout the hall and, along a path cleared through the kneeling crowd by the royal marshals, the King
         arrived and swept to take his place on the middle throne of three set on a raised dais. He wore a hinged crown glittering
         with gemstones and was accompanied by Adeliza, also crowned and clad in shimmering cloth of silver. Brian watched Matilda
         walk to take the third throne on her father’s right hand. His chest tightened as he looked at her. She wore a close-fitting
         gown of blood-red wool with gold embroidery at throat, hem and cuffs, and small jewels stitched in flower patterns all over
         the body of the dress. Her cloak was lined with ermines. She too wore a crown, set with gold flowers and sapphires, and her
         hair was loose, brushed down her back and shining like a dark waterfall. Her face was set in lines of ice-like purity and
         Brian caught his breath at the sight of such unattainable beauty.
      

      
      Robert said softly, ‘We have just witnessed the entrance of a future queen.’

      
      The words sent a shiver down Brian’s spine. Matilda looked straight in front of her as she took her seat with regal authority,
         and he thought that she resembled a figure from a stained-glass window come to life, shimmering and holy. ‘She is already
         an empress,’ he replied.
      

      
      Oaths were sworn to uphold her as her father’s heir. First the Archbishop of Canterbury, then York, followed by all the bishops
         of the land. Roger of Salisbury approached and bent an arthritic knee, gripping his crosier for support. Nevertheless, his
         voice was clear and steady. Brian and Robert exchanged knowing glances. Roger of Salisbury was a superlative actor and politician.
         Matilda responded to him with such coolness and grace that Brian thought his heart would burst. She would be a great ruler,
         if only given the chance.
      

      
      Stephen of Blois clenched his fists and hesitated when it came to his moment. Immediately, Robert rose from his place by his
         father’s feet and stepped forward, but Stephen recovered from his pause and the men arrived at the same time. ‘It is my turn
         to take the oath next, I believe, cousin,’ Stephen said, smiling but hard-eyed.
      

      
      Robert raised his brows. ‘What makes you think that … cousin?’

      
      Continuing to smile, Stephen said, ‘Is it not obvious? My mother was the daughter of a king.’
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