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      Fulke gazed upon his wife’s face, the dark shadows beneath her eyes, the delicacy of brow and cheekbone and jaw. He knew that
         most of that delicacy was false, that Maude was usually as robust as a horse, but the bearing of three infants in swift succession
         and the circumstances of her last travail had drained her strength. How could he ask her to live an outlaw’s life now when
         she needed rest and comfort? How could he trail three small children in his wake, the youngest a baby prematurely born? It
         would be irresponsible and likely end in tragedy. He gnawed on his thumbnail, already bitten down to the quick, and turning
         from the bed looked at his two daughters who were playing in a corner with Gracia. He had engendered them. Now it was his
         responsibility to give them a proper life.
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      CHAPTER 1

      
      The Palace of Westminster,
 December 1184

      
      Although it was not much past midday, the murky winter afternoon was already yielding to dusk. The sleety rain, which had put
         a stop to weapons practice on the sward, peppered against the shutters like glass needles. Every torch and sconce was ablaze,
         every brazier in use. Beyond their puddles of light and warmth, in the stairwells and dark walkways of Westminster’s sprawl
         of buildings, a dank chill waited to trap those who were foolish enough to step outside without a cloak.
      

      
      Seated in a window embrasure of the White Hall, Fulke listened to the growl of the wind and buffed his new shield to smooth
         the scores and scratches sustained that morning. His father had given it to him at Martinmas when Fulke had turned fifteen,
         a man’s accoutrement bearing the FitzWarin device of twelve wolf’s teeth blazoned in red.
      

      
      ‘Hah, sixes, I win!’ cried a triumphant voice.

      
      Raising his head from the shield Fulke glanced over at the dice game which was occupying Prince John and the other squires
         of Ranulf de Glanville’s retinue. Money jinked as a curly-haired squire swept a pile of coins from the trestle into the palm
         of his hand. Prince John, who would be seventeen on the Eve of Christmas, scowled and reached into the pouch at his gilded
         belt to toss more silver on to the board. His stocky frame was given a certain elegance by a tunic of costly blue wool, but the effect was marred by a petulant slouch.
      

      
      Fulke might have joined them except that he had but half a silver penny between himself and an empty pouch. Had they been
         arm wrestling he would have succumbed. Unlike Madame Fortune, skill and brawn were dependable and he possessed an abundance
         of both.
      

      
      The other lads had called him bumpkin and clod when he arrived from the Welsh Marches nine months ago. They had stolen his
         clothes, tripped him on the stairs, and emptied a piss-pot over him while he slept. It had taken them a week to learn the hard
         way that whatever Fulke received was returned twofold. They still called him bumpkin, but these days it was a nickname, a
         sign of acceptance into their company, if not their rank.
      

      
      That he had a position in John’s retinue at all was by way of a favour to his father from King Henry who valued the loyalty
         of the FitzWarin family. Fulke knew that John would never have chosen him for a companion, just as he would never have chosen
         John. Their similar age was the closest the youths came to having anything in common.
      

      
      Fulke looked again at the dice players. The Prince caught his eye and glowered. ‘In Christ’s name, stop making love to that
         accursed shield and bring some more wine.’ Raising his empty cup, he waggled it at Fulke. An amethyst ring flashed on his
         middle finger, and another of heavy gold shone on his thumb.
      

      
      ‘Sir.’ Fulke laid his shield carefully aside, fetched the flagon from the sideboard and approached the game.

      
      ‘Fancy your chances, Bumpkin?’ asked the curly-haired squire.

      
      Fulke smiled, his flint-hazel eyes brightening. ‘I fancy yours more, Girard.’ He nodded at the new pile of coins on the trestle. ‘I’ll
         arm wrestle you for them if you like.’ Pouring the wine into John’s cup, he left the flagon for the others to help themselves.
      

      
      Girard snorted. ‘I’m not falling for that one again!’

      
      Fulke’s smile broadened into a grin and he flexed his forearm where rapidly developing muscle tightened the sleeve. ‘That’s
         a pity.’
      

      
      Girard made a rude gesture and scooped up the dice. Fulke stayed to watch him throw a total of three and lose his winnings,
         then sauntered back to the window embrasure and his shield. Two padded benches sat either side of the latched shutters and
         between them was a gaming table on which John’s tutor, Master Glanville, had placed a heavy wooden chessboard.
      

      
      Leaning on his shield, Fulke contemplated the ivory pieces with a feeling of nostalgia bordering on homesickness. He conjured
         a vision of the manor at Lambourn; the faces of his brothers etched in firelight as they played knuckle-bones by the hearth.
         His mother reading by the light of a sconce, her lips silently forming the words. He and his father playing chess in an embrasure
         just like this one, his father’s brow puckering as he toyed with a taken pawn and considered his next move. Fulke knew that
         he was gilding the image for his present comfort but, even without the veneer, there was still an underlying truth and solidity
         to the picture. Whilst not wretchedly homesick, he missed the warmth and companionship of his family. He often thought it
         a pity that his father’s next move had been to send him here to learn the skills of knighthood among the highest in the land.
      

      
      ‘It is a great honour that King Henry has done our family,’ Fulke le Brun had said one day last spring when he returned from
         attendance at court. Standing in the private chamber at Lambourn, his garments still mired from the road, he had broached
         the news. ‘Not only will Fulke be tutored by Ranulf Glanville the Justiciar, but he will mingle with men of influence who may be able to help us.’ Fulke
         could remember the flush to his father’s sallow complexion, the spark of ambition in the deep brown eyes. ‘Whittington could
         be ours again.’
      

      
      ‘What’s Whittington?’ Fulke’s youngest brother Alain had piped up. He was only four years old and unlike the older boys had
         yet to have the FitzWarin cause célèbre drummed into him blood and bone.
      

      
      ‘It’s a castle and lands belonging to us,’ said their mother, gathering Alain into her arms. ‘Your papa’s family held it in
         the days of the first King Henry, but then it was taken away from them during a war and never restored. Your papa has been
         trying to get it back for a long time.’ It was a tale told in simple terms that a small child could understand and her voice
         was level, omitting the antagonism and bitterness that had built and festered over the years of striving.
      

      
      ‘Too long,’ said Fulke le Brun. ‘It was in my grandsire’s lifetime that last we held Whittington. Roger de Powys claims it
         as his, but he has no right.’
      

      
      ‘If King Henry loves you enough to make me Prince John’s attendant, why doesn’t he give you Whittington?’ Fulke had wanted
         to know.
      

      
      ‘It is not as simple as the King’s word,’ his father had said. ‘Our right has to be proven in a court of law and sometimes
         if a matter is awkward or seen as a mere quibble, it is pushed aside for more pressing concerns. God knows I have tried. Henry
         has made promises, but it is not as important a matter to him as it is to me.’ He had looked intensely at Fulke and gripped
         his shoulder, man to man. ‘Ranulf de Glanville is well positioned to hear our plea, and he will be your tutor. Do your best
         for him, and he will do his best for you.’
      

      
      And Fulke had done his best because it was not within his nature to shirk and he had as much pride as his father. His ability
         to fathom accounts had increased beyond all measure beneath the Justiciar’s instruction and he had picked up the broader points
         of Latin and law. What Master Glanville made of him, however, he did not know for his tutor was a solemn man in late middle
         age, not much given to open praise.
      

      
      Fulke pushed his hair off his forehead and grimaced. He was not sure that being educated at court was a grand privilege at
         all. Being at Prince John’s beck and call was a nightmare. At home, Fulke was the heir to his father’s lands, cherished, sure
         of his status, lording it affectionately over his five brothers. Here he was of minor rank, a nobody to be used as John saw
         fit. More often than not, used translated into abused.
      

      
      There was a sudden flurry at the dice table as Prince John shot to his feet and the flagon that Fulke had so recently replenished
         was sent crashing to the floor. ‘You thieving sons of whores, get out, all of you!’ John gestured wildly at the door. ‘You’re
         naught but leeches. There’s not one of you worth a pot of piss!’
      

      
      Fulke slid out of his corner and started to follow the other squires from the chamber.

      
      ‘Not you, Bumpkin,’ John snarled. ‘Get me some more wine.’

      
      ‘Sir.’ Expression blank, Fulke stooped to the flagon in the rushes near John’s feet. An ugly dent married its silver-gilt
         belly.
      

      
      ‘You shouldn’t have left it on the table,’ John said petulantly. ‘It’s all your fault and you can pay for a new one.’

      
      It would have been wiser to keep quiet but Fulke was unable to prevent himself from protesting. ‘That is unjust, sir.’

      
      John eyed him through narrowed lids. ‘Are you arguing with me?’
      

      
      Fulke stood up, the damaged flagon in his hand. ‘It is true that I left the flagon here when I should have replaced it on
         the sideboard, but it was not I who knocked it from the table.’
      

      
      John jabbed a warning forefinger. ‘You’ll pay and that’s an end to it. Now fetch more wine and make haste.’

      
      Scarcely bothering to bow, Fulke strode from the room. Despite the winter chill, he was scalding with fury. ‘I won’t pay him
         a single fourthing,’ he muttered as he flung into the hall beyond the chamber and marched down its length to the butler’s
         table at the far end.
      

      
      ‘For Prince John,’ he said woodenly to the attendant.

      
      The butler eyed the damage with pursed disapproval. ‘How did this happen?’

      
      ‘An accident.’ Even though Fulke wanted to throttle John, honour and discretion fettered his tongue in front of others. And
         because he could say nothing, his anger burned the hotter within him, dangerously close to white heat.
      

      
      ‘That’s the third “accident” this month then.’The butler set the flagon beneath a wine tun and turned the spigot. ‘These flagons
         don’t grow on trees, you know. Cost half a mark each, they do.’
      

      
      Close on seven shillings, Fulke thought grimly: a week’s wages for a mounted serjeant and beyond his own reach unless he appealed
         to his father or spent an entire week arm wrestling for the funds.
      

      
      Although John had bid him make haste, Fulke took his time to return to the royal apartment, giving his anger time to die down.
         He was partially successful. By the time he banged on the door and entered with the flagon, his resentment had banked to a
         smoulder.
      

      
      John had unlatched the shutters by the chessboard and was leaning against the window splay, gazing into the stormy dusk. Darts of wind-driven sleet hurled past the embrasure. The
         courtyards and alleys were in darkness – no torch would remain lit in this weather – but there were glimmers and flickers
         of light from the occupied halls, and the watchmen had built a brazier in a sheltered corner of the ward. Further away, the
         windows of the great abbey were darkly bejewelled from within.
      

      
      John turned, one fist curled around his belt, the other resting on the shutter. ‘You took your time.’

      
      ‘There were others waiting the butler’s service, sir,’ Fulke lied and poured wine into John’s cup. ‘Do you want me to leave
         now?’ He tried to keep the hopeful note from his voice but knew he hadn’t succeeded when he saw John’s expression grow narrow
         and mean.
      

      
      ‘No, you can stay and keep me company. You do little enough to earn your supper.’ The Prince gestured to the flagon. ‘Pour yourself
         a measure. I don’t like to drink alone.’
      

      
      Fulke reluctantly tilted a couple of swallows into one of the squires’ empty cups. The wind whipped the wall hangings and
         the candles guttered in the sconces, threatening to blow out and leave them in darkness.
      

      
      ‘How many brothers do you have?’

      
      Fulke blinked, unsure what to make of the Prince’s mood except to know that it was ugly. ‘Five, sir.’

      
      ‘And what do they inherit?’

      
      ‘I do not know. That is for my father to say,’ Fulke answered cautiously.

      
      ‘Oh come now. You are his heir. Everything will go to you.’

      
      Fulke shrugged. ‘That may be true, but none of my brothers will go wanting.’

      
      ‘And you think there will be no resentment that you receive the lion’s share?’ John reached a casual hand to the shield that Fulke had left propped on the bench and ran his fingers over the rawhide edging.
      

      
      ‘Not enough to cause a lasting rift between us,’ Fulke said. ‘Even if I quarrel with my brothers on occasion, blood is still
         thicker than water.’
      

      
      John snorted with sour amusement. ‘Is it indeed?’

      
      ‘In my family it is.’ Fulke took a mouthful of wine and knew that he was standing on perilous ground. John was the youngest
         of Henry’s children, born after the family inheritance had been apportioned among the other sons, none of whom was willing
         to give up one iota of what was theirs. John Lackland he was called, often to his face. Glancing at the wild, dark night,
         feeling the sting of wind-borne sleet against his skin, Fulke began to understand. And that he, in his favoured position of
         eldest son, his inheritance secure, was being made a scapegoat. ‘My father says that we are one body. The head cannot function
         without a torso or limbs. What you do to one, you do to all.’
      

      
      ‘My father says,’ John mimicked. ‘Christ, do you know how often you trot that out?’

      
      Fulke flushed. ‘If I do it is because he speaks sense.’

      
      ‘Or perhaps because you are a child who has not learned to think for himself.’ John cast him a scornful look and closed the
         shutters on the wildness outside. The candles ceased to gutter and a sudden silence settled over the room, permeated with
         the smoky scent of burning wax. The Prince sat down moodily at the chessboard and fingered one of the bishops.
      

      
      Fulke wondered rather desperately how long it would be before the dinner horn sounded. Judging by the advanced state of the
         dusk, it must be soon.
      

      
      ‘What do you say to a wager, Bumpkin?’ John gestured to the chessboard.

      
      ‘A wager?’ Fulke’s heart sank. Reclaiming his shield, he laid his hand on the leather-covered lime-wood, exorcising John’s touch.
      

      
      ‘Defeat me at chess and I’ll let you off the price of the flagon.’

      
      Fulke did not miss the taunting note in John’s voice. The Prince was an accomplished chess player and his skills had been
         honed by their tutor Master Glanville, whose incisive intelligence had led to him being appointed Justiciar. Fulke’s own skills
         were erratic, developed not so much from logic and instruction as enjoyment of the game and the ability to think fast on his
         feet.
      

      
      ‘If you wish it, sir,’ he said with resignation and sat down.

      
      John gave him a denigrating smile and swivelled the chequered board so that the white pieces were his. ‘My move first,’ he
         said.
      

      
      Fulke touched his shield again for luck. He knew that whatever he did he could not win. If he lost to John then he would have
         to find the price of the flagon. If he were victorious, John would find other, subtle, malicious ways of punishing him. The
         safest ploy was to lose as quickly as possible and then lather the Prince in flattery. It was what any of the other squires
         would do.
      

      
      Fulke reached to a knight, fully intending to give John the conquest, but against the main tide of his will, a perverse cross-current
         altered the move, and it became an open challenge.
      

      
      John narrowed his eyes. ‘Where did you learn that one?’ he demanded tersely.

      
      ‘From my father,’ Fulke said to be irritating. It was strange. Now that battle was joined, he could feel the certainty and
         arrogance of that cross-current growing within him, becoming his true self. He was as good as John, but in a different way,
         that was all. If he played by John’s tactics, he would be defeated whatever the outcome. But if he played to his own rules, then he was free and damn the consequences.
      

      
      John tried to manoeuvre him into a corner but Fulke kept his distance, making little sallies that constantly ruined John’s
         strategy. The Prince grew increasingly frustrated, as much by Fulke’s audacious baiting as by the fact that he was unable
         to pin him down. He downed two more cups of wine; he fiddled with his rings and tugged at the sparse growth of black beard
         on his chin, his expression growing stormier by the moment.
      

      
      Fulke moved a bishop. ‘Check,’ he said. And it would be mate in two moves, neither of which his opponent could circumvent.

      
      John gaped in disbelieving fury. His eyes flickered, calculating the moves just as Fulke had done. A muscle bunched in his
         jaw. ‘I suppose your father taught you to cheat too,’ he said in a voice congested with loathing.
      

      
      Fulke clenched his fists and struggled for the control not to knock John’s teeth down his throat. ‘I have won fairly. You have
         no right to missay my family’s honour as an excuse for losing.’
      

      
      John sprang to his feet. A wild swipe of his fist scattered the chess pieces far and wide. ‘I have the right to do anything
         I want!’
      

      
      ‘Not to me and mine!’ Fulke jumped up too, his eyes dark with fury. ‘You’re a king’s son by birth, but just now I would accord
         a gutter sweeping more respect than you!’
      

      
      John roared. Grabbing the chessboard in both hands, he slammed it with all his strength into Fulke’s face.

      
      Fulke’s nose crunched. He reeled from the sudden violence of the blow, a white numbness spreading from the impact and overlaid
         by the heat of gushing blood. Raising his hand to his face, he brought it away and looked at his red fingers in astonishment.
      

      
      John lunged at him again. Fulke ducked the blow and lashed out with his feet. John staggered. The ball of his foot rolled
         on one of the chess pieces and he crashed backwards, his skull striking the plastered wall with a dull thud. His knees crumpled
         and he hit the floor like a poled ox.
      

      
      ‘Christ, bloody Christ!’ Fulke panted and, stanching his nose on his sleeve, staggered over to John’s prone body. His first
         thought was that he had killed him, but then he saw the Prince’s chest rise and fall and felt the hard pulse beat against
         the throat laces of John’s shirt.
      

      
      Anger and shock churned Fulke’s gut, making him feel sick. ‘Sir, wake up!’ He shook the Prince’s shoulder in growing fear.
         Now the fat truly was in the fire.
      

      
      John groaned but did not open his eyes. Blood splashed from Fulke’s nose on to the costly blue tunic and soaked in. Staggering
         to the sideboard, Fulke poured a measure of wine and drank it down fast, tasting blood. Then he refilled the cup and brought
         it to John. Raising the Prince’s shoulders, he dabbed John’s lips with wine.
      

      
      The latch clicked and the door suddenly swung inwards. Ranulf de Glanville and his nephew Theobald Walter, who was John’s
         tutor in arms, stopped on the threshold and stared.
      

      
      ‘God’s bones,’ declared Theobald Walter, his grey gaze wide with astonishment. ‘What goes forth here?’

      
      Fulke swallowed. ‘My lord Prince struck his head, and I cannot rouse him.’ His voice buzzed in his ears, the intonation thick
         with the blood that was clotting in his nose.
      

      
      ‘And how did he come to do that?’ Lord Walter advanced into the room, his tread firm with authority. The practice gambeson
         of the morning had been replaced by an ankle-length court tunic of crimson wool heavily embroidered with thread of gold. He
         still wore his sword, but as a mark of rank, not because he expected to use it. Behind him, Ranulf de Glanville prudently
         closed the door.
      

      
      ‘I … we … there was a disagreement and we had a fight,’ Fulke said, feeling wretched. A massive, throbbing pain was beginning
         to hammer between his eyes.
      

      
      Lord Walter gave him the same assessing look with which he scrutinised the squires on the practice field. ‘A fight,’ he repeated.
         His voice was quiet and pleasant. Theobald Walter never shouted. A single twitch of an eyebrow, a brightening glare was all
         it took to bring the squires into line. ‘About what?’ He knelt at Fulke’s side, his knees cracking slightly as he bent them.
         At nine and thirty, he was wearing well, but the English winters took their toll, as they did on every man.
      

      
      Fulke compressed his lips.

      
      ‘Don’t clam up on me, lad,’ Lord Walter said sharply. ‘The truth will serve you better than silence.’ He turned John’s head
         gently to one side and found the swelling bruise beneath his hair. Then he sniffed the Prince’s breath and pulled back with
         a grimace.
      

      
      Fulke met the Baron’s eyes without evasion. During lessons in weapon play, Theobald had shown himself fair and patient. ‘The
         Prince accused me of cheating at chess and when I denied it, he struck me with the board. I…’ He jutted his jaw. ‘I hit out
         to defend myself and he fell backwards and struck his head.’
      

      
      ‘How bad is it?’Rubbing his neat grey beard, de Glanville came to stand at John’s feet. His face wore an incongruous mixture
         of alarm and distaste.
      

      
      ‘There’s a lump the size of a baby on the back of his head, but I don’t believe there’s cause to send for a priest just yet.
         Part of the reason he’s insensible is that he’s as soused as a pickled herring.’Theobald glanced briefly at his uncle then
         back to Fulke. ‘This lad’s nose is never going to sit as prettily on his face as it did this morn.’
      

      
      De Glanville stooped to lift the wooden chessboard from the floor. He studied the crack running through the middle. ‘Where is everyone else?’ His light blue eyes were glacial.
      

      
      ‘The Prince dismissed them, sir.’Fulke faced the Justiciar, feeling like an erring soul before the throne of God on judgement
         day. ‘I would have gone too, but he wanted more wine … and then he wanted me to play chess with him.’
      

      
      John groaned and opened his eyes. They focused precariously on Fulke who was still leaning over him. ‘You misbegotten son
         of a misbegotten whore!’ he gasped, then rolled over and vomited the results of an afternoon’s drinking into the rushes. ‘I’ll
         have your hide for this!’
      

      
      ‘You are in no fit state to have anything but a split skull, Lord John,’ de Glanville said coldly. He jerked his head at Theobald.
         ‘Take FitzWarin out of here and clean him up. While you’re about it, see if you can find His Highness’s other attendants.
         We’ll sort this out later.’ Twenty years older than Theobald, he chose not to kneel at John’s side but sat instead upon one
         of the padded benches and stared balefully down at the prone youth like an owl in a tree.
      

      
      Theobald rose, drawing Fulke with him. ‘Come,’ he said in a brusque but not unkind voice.

      
      ‘I want to see my father!’ John was demanding with vicious petulance as Theobald ushered Fulke from the room.

      
      Fulke shuddered as Theobald led him down the great hall attached to John’s chamber. Pain beat in hot rhythm between his eyes
         and he had to breathe through his mouth, a metallic essence of blood cloying his palate. ‘Will he really go to the King?’
      

      
      Lord Theobald had no comfort for him. ‘Knowing Prince John, I do not doubt it.’

      
      Fulke pressed the back of his hand beneath his nose and gazed at the resulting red smudge. ‘I suppose I will be dismissed
         from Prince John’s household,’ he said gloomily.
      

      
      ‘Quite likely.’ Theobald gave him a sidelong glance. ‘But would you want to stay after this?’
      

      
      ‘My father says that being educated at King Henry’s court is an opportunity without price, and a great honour for our family.’
         As the words left his mouth, Fulke realised that John’s earlier taunt had substance. He was always quoting his father.
      

      
      ‘He’s right,’ Theobald said grimly, ‘except about the price.’

      
      ‘My lord?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’Theobald suddenly stopped and with a grunt of mingled satisfaction and annoyance, turned sharply to the left.

      
      Within one of the bays formed by the pillars supporting the hall, Fulke saw that the dice game was still in progress. Girard
         de Malfee was winning again and some noblewoman’s attiring maid was watching him with admiring doe eyes.
      

      
      ‘That’s enough.’Theobald strode among them, his hands fisted around his swordbelt. ‘Go and attend your master.’

      
      ‘But he sent us out, my lord,’ Girard objected, his voice overloud with drink.

      
      ‘Well, I’m sending you back in, and my lord Glanville awaits you there. Go on, all of you, or I’ll have you polishing helmets
         for a sennight. And you can leave that flagon out here. There’s been enough damage caused already. You, girl, about your duties.’
      

      
      The maid gave him a half-frightened, half-resentful look and departed in a swish of green skirts. With bad grace, Girard began
         pouching his winnings. At one point he looked up to argue with Theobald and caught sight of Fulke standing behind the Baron.
      

      
      ‘Holy Christ, Bumpkin.’ His jaw dropped with shock. ‘What’s happened to you?’

      
      All the squires stared.
      

      
      ‘I tripped,’ Fulke said.

      
      Theobald jerked his thumb. ‘Now,’ he snapped.

      
      The boys departed in a tipsy clutter and Theobald shook his head like a goaded bull. ‘God preserve me in my dotage that I should
         ever have to rely on wastrels such as them,’ he growled.
      

      
      Attacked by a wave of dizziness, Fulke swayed. Theobald grabbed him. ‘Steady, lad. Come on, buck yourself up. You’re not a wench
         to faint on me.’
      

      
      Fulke’s eyes darkened at the jibe. He braced his spine. ‘I’m all right, my lord.’ It wasn’t true, but his pride and the strength
         of Theobald’s arm bore him up.
      

      
      A glint of approval kindled in the Baron’s grey eyes. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Amongst those worthless dolts, I think you’re the only
         one who is.’
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      As Fulke and Theobald crossed the sward, the wind from the river hit them full on with a great sleety smack and Fulke felt
         as if his face would explode. On reaching the sanctuary of a timber outbuilding behind the hall, he was dimly aware of Theobald
         being greeted by other lords, of curious looks cast his way and questions asked which the Baron fielded in a manner courteous
         but short. Then a heavy woollen hanging was drawn aside and Theobald ushered Fulke into a small, makeshift chamber.
      

      
      A well-stoked brazier gave off welcome heat, the lumps glowing dragon’s-eye red on the undersides. Perched on an oak travelling
         chest, Lord Theobald’s squire, whom Fulke knew by sight, was tuning the strings of a Moorish lute. There was a camp bed in
         the room, made up with blankets and a coverlet of green Flemish cloth. Seated on it, reading a sheet of vellum by the light
         of a thick wax candle, was a prelate wearing the richly embroidered dalmatic of an archdeacon.
      

      
      Theobald stared at the man occupying his bed. ‘Hubert?’ he said, as if not believing his eyes.

      
      The priest looked up and smiled. Two deep creases appeared in his fully fleshed cheeks. ‘Surely I haven’t changed that much
         in a year.’ He stood up and immediately the room and everyone in it seemed diminished by his height and girth.
      

      
      ‘Well, no,’Theobald said, making a good recovery,‘I just wasn’t expecting to see you tonight, brother.’ With much hugging
         and shoulder-slapping the men embraced. Close up, the similarities were obvious despite the difference in build. They shared
         the same brow and nose and had the same way of smiling.
      

      
      ‘I arrived in time for the service of nones at the abbey,’ said Hubert Walter. ‘I have a bed there for the night, but I thought
         first that I would come and see how you and Uncle Ranulf are faring among the devil’s brood. I was about to send young Jean
         here to find you.’
      

      
      Theobald gave a short, humourless laugh. ‘Devil’s brood is the sum of it!’ he said. ‘God knows what will happen when Richard
         and Geoffrey arrive.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, well, that’s why we’re all here – to bear witness when Prince John’s inheritance is decided.’ The Archdeacon gestured
         to Fulke who stood shivering by the brazier. ‘Who is this, Theo, and why does he look as if he has just walked off a battlefield?’
      

      
      Theobald grimaced. ‘In a way he has, and since I’m his tutor in arms, he’s my responsibility.’ He beckoned Fulke forwards. ‘Make
         your obeisance to the Archdeacon of York,’ he commanded. ‘This,’ he said to Hubert,‘is Fulke FitzWarin of Lambourn, son of
         Fulke le Brun. He’s serving as an attendant to Prince John within Uncle Ranulf’s household.’
      

      
      ‘Your grace,’ Fulke said thickly and knelt to kiss the Archdeacon’s ring.

      
      ‘And he appears to have a broken nose and two black eyes at the least,’ observed Hubert. He cupped Fulke’s jaw in his large
         hand and examined the damage. ‘What were you doing to get this?’
      

      
      ‘Playing chess, your grace.’

      
      Hubert’s eyebrows met the brown fringe of his tonsure.
      

      
      ‘With Prince John,’ Theobald qualified and snapped his fingers at his squire. ‘Jean, bring water and a cloth.’

      
      ‘Sir.’ The squire set his lute aside and rose from the coffer.

      
      ‘Indeed?’ the Archdeacon said. ‘And might it be politic to enquire who won?’

      
      ‘Unfortunately that will be for a wider audience to decide – if the Prince has his way,’ Theobald said with distaste. ‘But
         for the nonce let us just say that young Fulke here gave as good as he got.’
      

      
      ‘I see.’The Archdeacon rolled up the vellum and tucked it in his sleeve. ‘Delicate then.’

      
      ‘Not particularly, but unlikely to advance the Prince’s plea that he’s sufficiently mature to be let loose on lands of his
         own – especially following the escapades of the eldest one, and we know how that ended.’ Eighteen months ago, King Henry’s
         heir and namesake, a feckless, shallow young man, had died in Aquitaine of dysentery during a petty war with his family over
         land and influence. Theobald made an irritated sound. ‘John has no one to blame but himself.’
      

      
      ‘Which is something he never does. It is men like us, Theo, who are the checks and balances to the excesses in the Angevin
         nature.’ He plucked his mantle from the bed and donned it. ‘Walk with me back to the abbey,’ he requested. ‘Your squire can
         tend the lad, and my lodgings are better than this.’
      

      
      Theobald considered, then nodded. ‘Jean, make up another pallet,’ he instructed. ‘Let Fulke bed down here for the night.’

      
      ‘Sir.’ The squire turned from rummaging amongst the baggage, his hands occupied by a brass ewer and a linen cloth. ‘What about
         dinner?’
      

      
      ‘I will eat with the Archdeacon. You had best bring food to the chamber for yourself and Fulke.’

      
      The squire’s mobile features fell.
      

      
      ‘That’s an order, Jean,’Theobald said sternly. ‘God knows there have been enough waves made already today to cause a tempest.
         Best if you don’t dine in the great hall this eve.’
      

      
      ‘Sir.’ Jean’s voice and manner were resigned. Theobald wagged a forefinger in final warning and stepped out of the room with
         his brother.
      

      
      Jean swore as the door hanging quivered and was still.

      
      Fulke cleared his throat. ‘You go. I’ll be all right on my own.’

      
      The other youth snorted down his fine, thin nose. ‘Have you ever seen a flayed corpse? It’s not a pretty sight.’ He tilted
         his head to one side and his dark eyes gleamed. ‘Mind you, neither are you just now.’ He approached with the ewer and cloth.
         ‘I take it from what I heard that you’ve been brawling with Prince John?’
      

      
      ‘We had a disagreement,’ Fulke said cautiously. Since arriving at court, the generosity of trust in his nature had taken as
         much of a battering as his body.
      

      
      ‘Looks more than that to me.’

      
      Fulke tensed to resist pain, but Jean’s touch was surprisingly deft and gentle as he wiped away the caked blood and made an
         examination.
      

      
      ‘You’re going to have a rare old kink straight across the bridge,’ he pronounced. ‘I wouldn’t like to play your sort of chess.’

      
      Fulke gingerly raised his hand to feel the damage. The area was swollen and pulpy, more than tender to the touch. He thought
         it was probably fortunate that there was not a gazing glass in the room. ‘It wasn’t my sort of chess,’ he said wearily. ‘It
         was John’s.’ In his mind’s eye, he relived the moments of the brawl in sickening detail: the crunch of soft bone as the chessboard
         smacked him in the face, his lashing kick and John’s slow reel backwards.
      

      
      The squire rolled his eyes knowingly. ‘I’ve seen his tactics on the practice field. Lord Theobald says that he has neither
         discipline nor honour.’
      

      
      Fulke agreed entirely, but still his brows drew together. ‘Is it wise to unbridle your tongue to someone you do not know?
         What if I go to John and tell him what you have said?’
      

      
      ‘Jesu, I wouldn’t be Lord Theobald’s squire for more than a candle notch if I didn’t know when to speak and when to draw rein.’
         He grinned, displaying a crowd of white teeth. ‘I’ve seen you on the practice field too, remember. You have what John lacks.
         Here.’ He thrust a cup into Fulke’s hand. ‘Drink this. It might not dull your pain, but it’ll certainly pickle it.’
      

      
      Fulke almost smiled. He took a swallow and heat burned in his gullet while sweetness lingered on his tongue.

      
      ‘Galwegian heather mead,’ said Jean. ‘It’ll kick you all the way into tomorrow.’ He poured a measure for himself and toasted
         Fulke before downing the drink in a single swallow of his strong young throat. Then, lowering the cup and resting it on his
         thigh, he extended his other hand.
      

      
      ‘I know you are Fulke FitzWarin, but since we have not been formally introduced, I am Jean de Rampaigne, squire and attendant
         to Lord Theobald Walter. If you think my French strange, it is because I speak with the accent of Aquitaine, my mother’s tongue.
         She was from those parts but married an English knight – like Queen Eleanor married King Henry.’ His smile flashed. ‘Fortunately
         I don’t have any brothers to dispute my inheritance.’ He left a moment’s pause for effect before adding, ‘Unfortunately, I
         don’t have an inheritance either.’
      

      
      Fulke shook the proffered hand, a little bemused at the squire’s garrulousness of which there had never been a sign on the
         practice ground. He took another swallow of the mead and felt its warmth spread through his body like liquid gold. Either Jean was right and it was dulling his pain or he
         was growing accustomed to the persistent throb of his damaged flesh.
      

      
      ‘I have brothers,’ he said, ‘but none like John … Well, I don’t think so. It’s hard to tell with Alain, he’s only four years
         old.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps there’s a similarity because John acts like a four-year-old,’ Jean said wickedly.

      
      Fulke spluttered, his amusement rapidly cut short by the agony from his nose. ‘Don’t,’ he said.

      
      ‘But it’s true. Lord Theobald’s always saying it.’

      
      My father says. Fulke grimaced. It seemed that everyone needed a higher authority to quote, all the way up to the highest authority of all.
         He drank again and was surprised to find his cup almost down to the lees.
      

      
      ‘I did not know that Lord Theobald’s brother was the Archdeacon of York,’ he said to change the subject.

      
      Jean retreated to the coffer and picked up his lute. ‘He’ll be more than that one day,’ he said as he straightened the red
         and blue silk ribbons around the neck of the instrument. ‘I know for a fact that their uncle Ranulf hopes to bequeath the
         Justiciar’s post to Hubert in the fullness of time.’ He coaxed forth a ripple of notes.
      

      
      ‘I thought it wasn’t hereditary?’

      
      ‘It isn’t, but the one before trains the one to come, and like as not it’s usually a relative. Mark me, it will be Hubert.
         He’s had the education for it and he’s got the brains.’ Jean tapped his head. ‘And he’ll need them, dealing with King Henry
         and his sons.’
      

      
      Fulke nodded agreement. ‘He won’t need to be an archdeacon but a saint,’ he said. His tongue stumbled on the words. A loud
         gurgle from the proximity of his belt reminded him that whatever the traumas of the day, he had not eaten since before noon. The strong mead had set his stomach juices churning as well as his head.
      

      
      Leaping off the coffer, Jean took Fulke’s empty cup. ‘Food,’ he said,‘or never mind the morrow, you’ll be kicked well into
         the middle of next week. Come on.’
      

      
      Fulke gazed at him owlishly. ‘But Lord Theobald said that we weren’t to leave and you said you would be flayed alive if you
         disobeyed him.’
      

      
      Jean widened his arms. ‘My lord meant that he didn’t want us making an appearance in the great hall. Unless you have well
         and truly laid him up, John’s likely to be there. My master won’t object if we keep out of the way.’
      

      
      Fulke had doubts, but his hunger and Jean’s enthusiasm reasoned them aside. His own nature thrived on challenge and, bruised
         though he was, Fulke was still capable of rising to meet the occasion. ‘Well, where do we go?’
      

      
      ‘The kitchens,’ Jean said, ‘where else?’

      
      Jean was clearly well known in Westminster’s kitchens, to judge from the welcome that he and Fulke received. The flustered
         head cook told the youths to keep out of the way of the preparations for the court banquet in the great hall, but they were
         found a place in a corner by a more amenable, red-faced woman. Despite their noble rank, she presented them with a bowl of
         boiled eggs to shell – a delicacy for the high table, eggs being in very short supply this time of year.
      

      
      ‘If you want your supper you can work for it like the rest of us,’ she said good-humouredly, her French bearing a strong Saxon
         twang. She tilted Fulke’s jaw on her fleshy, onion-scented fist. ‘Saints on earth, boy, what have you been doing?’
      

      
      Before Fulke could give a suitably innocuous reply or tell the woman to mind her own business, a youth who was assembling the dishes ready to be taken to the high table spoke out. ‘He’s the one I told you about, Marjorie, the one
         who nearly knocked Prince John’s wits from his skull.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t,’ Fulke protested, wondering with dismay and curiosity how it was possible for news to spread so quickly.

      
      ‘More’s the pity,’ Marjorie said acidly. ‘And looks like you took a drubbing yourself.’

      
      ‘I…’

      
      ‘The Prince smashed him in the face with a chessboard,’ announced the youth with the relish of one with a tale to tell.

      
      Jean grinned and tapped an egg on the side of the bowl. ‘There’s no need to listen at doors to hear gossip. You just come and
         sit here for an hour. They’ll tell you everything: whose wife is bedding whom, who’s in favour, who’s out – even the colour
         of the King’s piss in the morning.’ He ducked the playful swipe of Marjorie’s hand. ‘And they’ll feed you better than the
         royal table, even if you do have to shell eggs for it.’
      

      
      ‘Might do Prince John good to shell eggs,’ Marjorie said, nodding approval at Fulke. ‘I’m sorry for your injuries, but right
         glad that you’ve had the courage to answer him back. Someone should have shaken some decency into him long before he left
         the nursery. If you ask me, Queen Eleanor bore one child too many.’
      

      
      ‘Rumour says that Queen Eleanor thinks so too,’ Jean remarked. ‘She was five and forty when she bore him and King Henry was
         sporting with a young mistress.’
      

      
      ‘Oh aye, small wonder the boy’s turned out a rotten apple,’ Marjorie sniffed. ‘The parents at war, the brothers at war. It’s
         easy to believe that tale about them coming from the devil.’ She crossed herself.
      

      
      ‘What tale?’ Fulke asked.

      
      Marjorie set a trencher before the youths and ladled out two generous helpings of roast boar in a spicy sauce from one of
         the cauldrons, adding a small wheaten loaf each. Feeling almost nauseous with hunger, Fulke needed no encouragement to take
         up knife and spoon and set to, the only difficulty being that he could not breathe and chew at the same time.
      

      
      Marjorie brought a second bowl of eggs to the table and sat down to shell them. ‘A long time ago, one of their ancestors, a
         Count of Anjou, fell in love with a beautiful woman called Melusine.’ She pitched her voice so that those around could hear.
         Songs and storytelling were an integral part of work in the kitchens. They helped to pass the time and made the work more
         pleasurable. ‘She had the palest silver hair as if spun of moonlight and eyes so green and clear that a man could swim in
         them – or drown. The Count married her and they had two children, a boy and a girl, both as comely as their mother. All was
         well except that the lady was reluctant to attend church. If she did, she would never stay for the mass, but always slip out
         of a side door before the raising of the host. Some of the Count’s companions became afraid that her beauty and her hold upon
         their lord was unnatural – that the lovely Countess was using the black arts.’Marjorie paused for dramatic effect. Fulke belched
         softly into the silence and licked his fingers. Marjorie cracked an egg against the side of the bowl.
      

      
      ‘Then what happened?’ he prompted.

      
      ‘They decided to test her by forcing her to stay in chapel throughout the mass. All the doors were barred and armed guards
         set before them. When the time came for the raising of the host, sure enough, the lady made to depart, but of course, she
         could not escape. The priest sprinkled her with holy water, whereupon she uttered an unearthly scream. Her cloak became the
         wings of a huge bat and she flew out of the window, never to be seen again. But she left her children behind and they carried her demon blood in their veins.
         The boy grew up and became Count of Anjou after his father, and he was our King Henry’s great-great-grandsire.’ She nodded
         her head in confirmation.
      

      
      ‘You don’t believe it?’ Fulke said sceptically.

      
      Marjorie swept the eggshells off the table into her apron. ‘I only know what I’ve been told, and there’s no smoke without
         a fire.’
      

      
      ‘There’s a family legend that my own grandsire fought a giant, but it’s only a tale he invented to amuse my father when he
         was a child.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, well, you’ll not convince me, young man. You only have to look at them to know they’re different. If there’s not a demon
         in Prince John, I’ll eat my apron, eggshells and all.’
      

      
      She went to the midden bucket. Fulke scooped the last morsel of boar and sauce on to the heel of his loaf and demolished it.

      
      Jean took his lute and ran experimental fingers over the strings. ‘It would make a good ballad set to music,’ he said. ‘“Fair
         Melusine”.’ A silvery cascade of notes like strands of moonlight rippled from the soundbox.
      

      
      Fulke watched with replete fascination. Although he enjoyed music, particularly rousing battle songs and bardic Welsh sagas,
         his own skills were negligible. Playing a lute was beyond him. His voice had but recently broken and while it held promise
         of being deep and resonant when he attained full manhood, his notion of pitch was such that he knew his singing would sound
         like a dog in a dungeon.
      

      
      ‘A lute will open doors that are locked to the booted foot and the sword,’ Jean said. ‘Men will welcome you for the cheer
         and entertainment it brings to their hearths. Folk will pay you with your supper; strangers will more readily accept you. And sometimes women will let you enter their sanctuaries.’
         His eyebrows flashed with innuendo.
      

      
      Fulke reddened slightly. Women and their sanctuaries were of tremendous interest to his rapidly developing body, but they
         were a mystery too. The high-born ones were guarded by chaperones and kept at home until they married. Girls of lower degree
         kept their distance if they were decent. Those who weren’t had designs on a royal bed, not the lowly pallet of a squire. The
         court whores preferred clients with a ready source of income. Other than what fitted where, Fulke had little notion of what
         to do, and no intention of exposing his ignorance.
      

      
      Jean leaned over the lute, his fingers plucking a melody to pay for the supper they had just enjoyed. His voice was clear
         and true, pitched high, but strong as a bell and it chimed above the mélange of kitchen sounds, telling the story of Melusine.
         Fulke listened in rapt and slightly jealous admiration. It was truly a gift and he found himself wishing that he had it. As
         his mind absorbed the notes and the words, he studied the reverence with which Jean treated his lute. The sight of the squire’s
         lean fingers on the strings brought to mind another image: his own hands working with an equal reverence to smooth the scars
         from the surface of his shield.
      

      
      Suddenly all pleasure and gathering lassitude were gone. As Jean’s voice lingered to accompany the lute on the final note
         of the song, Fulke jerked to his feet and headed for the doorway.
      

      
      Ignoring the loud applause and demands for more, Jean swept a hasty bow and ran after his charge. ‘Where are you going?’ He
         snatched Fulke’s sleeve.
      

      
      ‘My shield. I left it in John’s chamber.’

      
      ‘You can’t go there now.’ Jean’s voice rose in disbelief. ‘The kitchens are one matter, but my lord would certainly have us flayed for going anywhere near John’s chamber.’
      

      
      ‘It’s new,’ Fulke said stubbornly. ‘My father sent it as a gift to mark my year day.’

      
      ‘Christ’s wounds, are you a little child that you must have it now?’ For the first time irritation flashed across Jean’s amiable
         features. ‘Leave it until the morrow.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t understand. It’s a matter of honour.’

      
      ‘Don’t be such a fool. I—’

      
      ‘Come or go as you please,’ Fulke interrupted passionlessly, ‘you will not stop me.’ He stepped out into the wild night. The
         sleet had turned to snow as the temperature dropped and they were surrounded in a living, whirling whiteness.
      

      
      Jean hesitated, then, with an oath, hastened after Fulke. ‘John is likely to be at meat in the Rufus Hall, but that’s still
         no reason to tempt fate to the hilt.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not tempting fate,’ Fulke replied in the same, impassive tone. ‘I only desire what is mine to me.’ He strode powerfully
         on, leaving slushy wet footprints on the whitening sward.
      

      
      Muttering imprecations, Jean ducked his head into the wind and hurried along beside him.

      
      The door to the royal apartments was closed and a soldier stood guard outside. Flickering light from a wall sconce played
         over his mail and coif, turning the iron rivets to gold. It also caught the wicked edge of his spear tip.
      

      
      He fixed the youths with a stern eye. ‘What are you doing here, lads?’

      
      Fulke had a retentive memory and knew all the guards who did chamber duty. Roger’s bark was worse than his bite. ‘I left my
         shield earlier,’ he said. ‘I’d like to fetch it – sir.’
      

      
      ‘I heard all about “earlier”.’The guard scrutinised Fulke’s injuries. ‘Good thing I wasn’t on duty then,’ he said sourly. ‘The man who was is to be whipped for not investigating the commotion.’
      

      
      ‘He wouldn’t have heard, we weren’t near the door,’ Fulke said. ‘Besides, there had been a commotion all afternoon.’

      
      ‘Well, someone has to take the blame, don’t they?’ He gestured with the spear. ‘Go on, get you gone before there’s more trouble.’

      
      Fulke drew himself up. At fifteen, he stood almost two yards high, taller than many a grown man, and he matched the guard
         easily. ‘I have come for my shield,’ he repeated. ‘Once I have it, I will leave.’
      

      
      ‘Now listen here, I don’t take orders from a shaveling like—’

      
      ‘My lord Walter sent us to fetch it,’ Jean interrupted, stepping forwards. ‘Master FitzWarin is in his charge for the nonce.’

      
      ‘Lord Walter sent you?’ The guard raised his brows.

      
      ‘Yes, sir. As you know, he’s responsible for training the squires attached to Lord Glanville’s retinue. He wants to see the
         shield.’
      

      
      ‘Well, why didn’t you say so?’ the man growled. He opened the door and gestured Jean to enter. ‘Not you,’ he said to Fulke. ‘It
         would be more than my life is worth. I’ve no intention of hanging for a boy’s petty squabble.’
      

      
      Moments later Jean returned. He was holding the shield in a curious fashion so that the blazon faced inwards and all that
         was visible was the wooden backing and arm straps.
      

      
      ‘Satisfied?’ The guard closed the door and stood foursquare in front of it, making it clear that he would not budge again.

      
      ‘Thank you, my lord,’ Jean said, bowing and using the inflated form of address to flatter the man’s vanity. He started to walk rapidly away.
      

      
      Fulke hurried along beside him. ‘What are you hiding?’ He grabbed for his shield. ‘Give it to me.’

      
      Very reluctantly, Jean let him have it. ‘There’s no sense in losing your temper.’ He laid a restraining hand on Fulke’s sleeve.

      
      Fulke gazed mutely at the shield he had been so carefully tending that afternoon. The smooth, painted leather had been scored
         repeatedly with the point of a knife, completely obliterating the wolf’s teeth blazon. So strong was the malice in the knife
         that several deep grooves had been cut into the underlying wood.
      

      
      Rage rose within Fulke like a huge, red bubble. It throbbed behind his eyes, his hatred threatening to blind him. Within that
         hatred was the knowledge that this was what John must feel for him. To destroy a man’s blazon was to insult not only him,
         but also his entire family and bloodline.
      

      
      ‘Whatever you are thinking, he is not worth it,’ Jean said, his gaze darting between Fulke’s expression and the shield. ‘We
         can have one of the armourers put a new skin on this and no one will know the difference.’
      

      
      ‘But I will,’ Fulke said in a voice strangled with bile. ‘This changes everything.’

      
      ‘Look, we have to go back to my lord’s lodging. We’ve risked enough as it is.’

      
      Fulke looked at him blankly for a moment, then, with a shudder, controlled himself. He walked stiffly into the adjoining hall,
         his fist clenched tightly upon his shield strap. There he stopped and stared like a hound spotting its prey. King Henry was
         talking to a cluster of officials and courtiers. And John was with him, a little pale around the gills, but showing few other
         signs of damage. His older half-brother William Longsword stood at his side, and their cousin, Aline de Warenne.
      

      
      ‘Don’t do anything foolish,’ Jean muttered out of the side of his mouth. ‘Lord Theobald will not be tender with the shreds
         of us that remain.’
      

      
      Fulke could not stop himself from trembling. The force of his rage and the effort it was taking to control it was shaking
         the flesh from his bones. ‘I’ll kill him, I swear I will,’ he snarled softly.
      

      
      His glare was like a lance and John must have sensed it, for suddenly he turned his head and their eyes met as if they were
         on a battlefield. Without taking his attention from Fulke, John spoke to his father, who was deep in conversation with Ranulf
         de Glanville.
      

      
      Henry turned somewhat impatiently, bent an ear to his son’s swift murmur, and then he too stared across the room at Fulke.
         Ranulf de Glanville placed his hands behind his back and frowned.
      

      
      ‘Christ,’ muttered Jean beneath his breath as Henry crooked his finger and beckoned Fulke.

      
      Fulke swallowed, but more with the effort of restraining his fury than with trepidation at approaching the royal party. He
         strode vigorously over to the group, his head high and the shield brandished to show John that he knew what had been done.
         Only when he reached the King did he kneel in obeisance and bow his head, his black hair flopping over his brows.
      

      
      ‘Get up,’ Henry commanded.

      
      Fulke did so and immediately towered over his sovereign who was a little below average height and stockily built. The once
         flame-red hair was sandy-silver and Henry stood with shoulders braced as if his kingship weighed heavily.
      

      
      ‘You have your grandfather de Dinan’s size,’ Henry said with a slight narrowing of his eyes. ‘And the same propensity for trouble, it would seem. What do you have to say for yourself
         in answer to my son’s accusation that you tried to kill him?’
      

      
      The tales about Fulke’s maternal grandfather, Joscelin de Dinan of Lambourn, were many and legend – and they were told with
         pride. Fulke was too full of fury and indignation to let him down. ‘That his accusation is a lie, sire, and that he struck
         the first blow.’ He raised his hand to indicate his swollen nose and puffy eyes.
      

      
      John went from ashen to crimson. ‘You cheated and you were insolent,’ he snarled.

      
      ‘I have never cheated in my life,’ Fulke said hoarsely and swung his shield forwards so hard that he forced a startled William
         Longsword to take a step back. ‘My lord Prince talks of insolence, but what of insult!’ He thrust the ruined surface towards
         Henry and the courtiers.
      

      
      ‘You tried to kill me!’ John sputtered. ‘You threw me against the wall in a fit of rage!’ His eyes darted around the circle
         of barons, seeking sympathy, and lit on Ranulf de Glanville. ‘You saw with your own eyes, my lord!’
      

      
      ‘I saw the aftermath,’ de Glanville said evenly. ‘I doubt that whatever the provocation it was Fulke’s intention to kill you.
         He would be stupid to do so, and while he is often rash and hot-headed, he is no fool.’
      

      
      Fulke gave de Glanville a grateful look. ‘I hit out in self-defence,’ he said, his shoulders heaving. ‘Lord John had already
         battered me with the chessboard and I had to stop him from doing it again.’
      

      
      ‘You stinking whoreson, that’s not—’

      
      ‘Hold your tongue!’ Henry snapped, turning on John. ‘In truth I have never known you when you are not picking a quarrel over
         some imagined slight. If Fulke did any harm to you, then I suspect it is no more than you deserve. Come to me for justice, not favouritism.’ He turned to the Justiciar. ‘Ranulf, see that my son receives a lesson in self-discipline.
         If the buckle end of a belt is involved, I will not be dismayed.’
      

      
      De Glanville raised one eyebrow, his aplomb unshaken. ‘Yes, sire.’

      
      John turned as white as a table napkin. ‘Papa, you would not.’ His voice was torn between indignation and pleading.

      
      Henry took hold of John by the shoulders. ‘You are my youngest child.’ His voice was almost weary now. ‘One day soon you must
         have lands settled upon you, but how can I give you the responsibilities of a ruler when you cannot even play a game of chess
         without squabbling?’
      

      
      John pulled away from his father. ‘Perhaps if I had the responsibility now, I would not need to squabble at chess,’ he spat
         and, with a furious glare at Fulke that threatened retribution, stalked off in the direction of his chamber.
      

      
      Fulke looked at the floor, embarrassed, waiting for the King’s dismissal and perhaps a flogging of his own. In the aftermath
         of temper his legs felt weak and he was freshly aware of the pain in his face.
      

      
      Henry touched the damaged shield. ‘Take this to the armoury and have it seen to,’ he said. ‘Lord John’s Privy Purse will meet
         the cost.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, sire, but I would rather pay for the mending myself.’

      
      Henry drew his finger through his beard. ‘Have a care that your pride does not bring you down, Fulke FitzWarin,’ he said quietly.
         ‘If it is the be-all, then it can become the end-all.’
      

      
      Fulke bowed and Henry moved on. William Longsword followed, giving Fulke a look of knowing sympathy, since he too had frequently
         been on the receiving end of John’s unpredictable and vicious temper. De Glanville remained for a brief word.
      

      
      ‘I thought Lord Walter would have more sense than to let you wander about near the royal chamber,’ he remarked sharply.
      

      
      ‘He did sir, but I had to fetch my shield.’

      
      De Glanville looked suspicious. ‘He knows you are out then?’

      
      ‘He’s gone to the abbey,’ Fulke answered, licking his lips. ‘With the Archdeacon of York.’

      
      ‘I see. In that case you had better hope that he is in a lenient mood when he returns.’ The Justiciar flicked one fastidious
         hand in a gesture of dismissal.
      

      
      ‘Sir.’ Fulke bowed and prepared to make his escape.

      
      ‘A word of warning, FitzWarin.’

      
      ‘Sir?’ Fulke stopped and looked over his shoulder.

      
      ‘The King was right to warn you about pride. If I were you, I would tread very carefully. Prince John will bear you a grudge
         for today’s incident, and he has a very long memory.’
      

      
      Fulke hefted the ruined shield so that it protected his body from shoulder to shin. ‘So do I, sir,’ he murmured.

   
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      Lambourn Manor,
 January 1185

      
      Hawise FitzWarin opened bleary eyes on the morning – at least she assumed it was morning from the stealthy sounds filtering
         through the bed hangings from the chamber beyond. In winter, it was difficult to tell night from day with all the shutters
         barred against the weather.
      

      
      The sharp ache behind her eyes and her dry mouth reproached her for celebrating Twelfth Night too deeply. They had broached
         a cask of their best Gascon wine and the dancing had made her very thirsty.
      

      
      ‘The only thing more potent than that brew is me,’ her husband had whispered against her ear as they swirled past each other
         in a wild carole. He was merry with wine himself, although nowhere near the point of incapacity.
      

      
      ‘Prove it,’ she had said recklessly, her breath suddenly short and her loins liquid as if the wine she had swallowed was pooling
         there.
      

      
      And he had done. Hawise had not been so much in her cups that she could not remember the heat of his mouth on her breasts, the
         teasing lap of his tongue or the hard masculinity of his body pushing hers into glorious dissolution.
      

      
      It had ever been thus between them, a fact for which Hawise always remembered to thank God in her prayers. Marriages were
         made for alliances, for land and wealth and influence, never for love. Fortunately, her father had liked Fulke le Brun sufficiently to welcome his approach, recognising
         a kindred spirit in the ambitious, black-haired young knight who came courting his daughter.
      

      
      He was lying on her hair. Underlip caught in her teeth, Hawise gently tugged its masses from beneath his shoulder. He grunted
         and rolled over, trapping her again. In sleep, he was as warm as a brazier and his heat contrasted pleasantly with the cold
         air on her exposed shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Aren’t they awake yet?’ demanded an impatient child’s voice.

      
      ‘Ssshhh, no, Master Ivo. You know you cannot disturb your mama and papa when the bed curtains are closed.’

      
      That was the warning voice of Peronelle, Hawise’s senior maid.

      
      ‘But I have to. I’ve got something important to tell them.’

      
      ‘Later,’ said the maid firmly.

      
      Hawise compressed her lips on a smile. Closed bed curtains were a sacrosanct privacy across which no one in the household
         was permitted to trespass. It had been a rule instigated on the day after their wedding night when the bloody bedsheet had
         been displayed to the guests as proof of her virginity and le Brun’s ability to take it. Since then, le Brun had insisted
         that what went forth behind the bed curtains, be it sleeping, talking or coupling, were matters between husband and wife and
         not for public consumption, even if that public was their own offspring.
      

      
      ‘But they’re awake, I just heard Papa’s voice.’

      
      ‘God,’ muttered le Brun against her throat. He rolled on to his back.

      
      Hawise sat up, her head gently pounding. She fumbled about on the coverlet until she found her shift, heedlessly discarded
         the night before, and fought her way into it. Then she parted the curtains.
      

      
      Candlelight illuminated the chamber with a dull, golden flicker and the room was warm. From the ashy glow of the charcoal
         lumps in the two braziers, Hawise could tell they had been alight for at least an hour. So it must be full morning and she
         had missed mass.
      

      
      Ivo and Peronelle were squaring up to each other near the clothing pole, both with hands on their hips and stubborn looks.

      
      ‘There!’ cried Ivo, pointing in triumph. ‘They are awake, I told you!’

      
      Peronelle turned to the bed. ‘Only because you have disturbed them,’ she said irritably and dipped a curtsey. ‘Good morrow,
         my lady.’
      

      
      Hawise murmured to the maid and pushed her hair out of her eyes. The candlelight shone on the curly strands, burnishing them
         a wine-auburn. Behind the bed curtains, she heard the muffled rustling of le Brun turning over.
      

      
      ‘What is so important that it cannot decently wait?’ she demanded of her fourth-born son as she gratefully took the cup of
         watered wine that Peronelle presented.
      

      
      Ivo hopped from foot to foot. It was no coincidence that his father had nicknamed him ‘flea’. ‘Fulke’s here,’ he announced,
         a broad grin spreading over his freckled face.
      

      
      Hawise almost choked on her drink. ‘What?’

      
      ‘I went out to the stables to tend Comet and he was just riding in. He’s brought a friend with him called Jean and he’s got
         a lute. They’re in the hall, breaking their fast.’
      

      
      Hawise stared at her son while various thoughts galloped through her aching head. She knew that the court was spending Christmas
         at Windsor, which was less than 2 days journey, but she had no particular expectation that Fulke would manage a visit. King
         Henry was notorious for not staying in one place above a few nights and a squire’s duties were many. Indeed, she had sent him a new cloak and a box of honey comfits against the likelihood that she would not see him
         this side of Candlemas. ‘What’s he doing here?’ she wondered aloud.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you ask him?’ Her husband emerged from the bed curtains and, scratching his beard, ambled over to the latrine shaft.

      
      ‘He says he’s got some news.’ Ivo did a handstand and fell over in the rushes.

      
      ‘I’m sure he has,’ le Brun said. He looked down at his stream of urine. ‘The question is what.’

      
      ‘That’s why I came to fetch you.’ Ivo stood on his hands again. ‘He won’t say until you come down.’

      
      ‘Careful of the brazier,’ Hawise snapped as Ivo’s feet landed perilously close to the wrought-iron stand. She drank the rest
         of the watered wine and turned to her clothing pole. ‘He’s like you,’ she said to le Brun. ‘Never writes a letter and springs
         surprises like coneys popping out of a warren.’ She selected a gown of pine-green wool hemmed with tawny braid.
      

      
      Le Brun turned round, sharp humour in his eyes. ‘And I suppose that your contrary nature is not part of the melting pot?’

      
      Hawise sniffed and raised her arm so that Peronelle could tighten the side lacing of her gown. ‘Does not the Church say that
         it is a man who plants the seed and that woman is just the vessel?’
      

      
      ‘Aye, well, wine takes on the taste of the oak in which it’s matured,’ he retorted.

      
      Hawise pulled a face at him and Ivo giggled. She sent him out to herald their arrival, bundled her hair into a silk net and
         covered it with a veil and circlet.
      

      
      Le Brun in the meantime had donned his own clothes. Latching his belt, he went to the door and opened it, ushering Hawise before him. ‘Let’s find out what that wretched boy has done,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘You gave him a man’s shield for his year day,’ Hawise reminded him and laid a cautionary hand on his sleeve. ‘Just remember
         that he is almost an adult. He has been away from us for ten months and the court will have wrought changes.’
      

      
      Le Brun snorted. ‘He’s still my son, is he not?’

      
      ‘Exactly,’ Hawise said and led him from their chamber into the hall.

      
      Fulke was sitting on a bench drawn up to the fire, his long legs extended to the warmth and his new cloak still pinned across
         his shoulders. Seated beside him was a handsome youth whose dark hair, brown eyes and tanned complexion could have made him
         a family member. As Ivo had said, he carried a lute. However, after one brief glance, it was not at the guest she looked,
         but at her eldest son, and in shock.
      

      
      The malleable features of childhood had been pared to the bone and remoulded to leave a hawkish visage, so reminiscent of
         her father that she almost gasped. All that he possessed of the FitzWarin line was the heavy, crow-black hair and quick brows.
         The rest was pure de Dinan – even down to the nose where thin, straight symmetry had been replaced by a version that held
         echoes of his grandfather’s war-battered visage.
      

      
      ‘Mama.’ He drew in his legs and stood up.

      
      ‘Jesu, what have you been doing!’Hawise cried and threw her arms around him. He had grown again. She was tall for a woman,
         but the top of her head only reached his collarbone. Pulling his head down, she kissed him heartily on either cheek and then
         ran her finger down the dent in his nose. ‘How came you by this?’
      

      
      ‘That’s what I’ve come to tell you, or at least part of it.’ He broke from her grasp to embrace his father. ‘We have leave from court to sojourn two days here.’
      

      
      The word ‘we’ reminded Hawise of her obligation as hostess and she turned to Fulke’s companion who had also risen to his feet.
         He was somewhat older than her son was, she judged, perhaps seventeen or eighteen. Not as tall, and wirily slender of build.
      

      
      ‘Jean de Rampaigne, squire to Lord Theobald Walter,’ he said before she could ask, and bowed over her hand with impeccable
         manners.
      

      
      ‘You are welcome,’ Hawise responded warmly. ‘’Tis a pity that both of you could not have been here for the Christmas celebrations.’
         She gestured around the hall where servants were dismantling the evergreen trimmings and a laundry maid was bundling up the
         linen tablecloths and napery for washing.
      

      
      ‘Why should they want to come here to celebrate when they could roister at court?’ her husband asked, only half in jest. ‘I
         know at their age I took my chances.’ He greeted Jean de Rampaigne with a brisk handclasp.
      

      
      ‘We didn’t gain leave until last night, Papa.’ Fulke sat down on the bench, then, like a restless dog, stood up again and
         turned in a circle. One hand rose to push his heavy hair off his brow in a gesture so reminiscent of his father that it sent
         a pang through Hawise. ‘I have so much to tell you that I do not know where to start.’
      

      
      ‘The beginning might be a good place,’ said le Brun. ‘And if it’s going to be a long story, we might as well break our fast
         at the same time.’ He gestured to the dais where bread, cheese and ale were being set out on a fresh linen cloth.
      

      
      The youth nodded. ‘It might be for the best,’ he said pensively.

      
      * * *

      
      Fulke watched his father’s expression harden as he told him about the incident with the chessboard. Nervously he crumbled
         a small wastel loaf between his fingers. ‘I could not have done anything else,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Yes, you could,’ le Brun said grimly. ‘You could have made sure he stayed down.’

      
      ‘But I thought you wanted a place in the royal household for me above all else because of Whittington?’

      
      ‘What do you take me for?’ His father pushed his own platter away with a glower and replenished his cup. ‘Of course I want
         Whittington, but in justice and honour. I won’t grovel for it and neither will any of my sons.’ His gaze swept along the trestle
         to the five younger boys, all listening agog. ‘I would be more angry if you had let him get away with it.’
      

      
      Fulke looked uncertain. ‘I was not sure how you would take the news.’

      
      Le Brun sighed. ‘Perhaps I placed too great a burden on your shoulders. Whittington is my responsibility. It won’t be yours
         until I die and, God willing, that will not be until you are a man full seasoned and it is in our hands again.’ He raised
         his cup and drank.
      

      
      Fulke smiled dutifully. He did not want to think of his father dying. Unlike King Henry’s sons, he had no desire to wrench
         the reins of government from the control of the previous generation. His time would come when it was ripe.
      

      
      Le Brun set his cup down and wiped his lips. ‘You are still at court, so I take it the storm has blown over?’

      
      ‘After a fashion.’ Fulke made a seesawing motion with his hand. ‘I’m no longer one of Prince John’s close personal attendants,
         but I still receive lessons with him.’ He looked at Jean who had been quietly attending to his meal without taking part in
         the conversation. ‘I’m serving as a squire to Lord Theobald Walter at the moment. He’s nephew to Ranulf de Glanville and Prince John’s personal tutor in arms.’
      

      
      ‘I know Theobald Walter and his lineage,’ his father said, ‘although I was unaware he had become a royal tutor. I suppose
         that’s Ranulf’s influence. He’s in a position to do his relatives great favours. Not that I’m saying Theobald Walter is unworthy
         of the post,’ he added as Jean looked up from his food. ‘He’s a skilled swordsman with a good brain, but advancement is often
         a matter of the right connections and fortunate opportunities.’ He turned to Fulke. ‘At whose instigation did you change your
         post?’
      

      
      ‘Lord Theobald thought it would be a good idea,’ Fulke said. ‘So did everyone else.’ He tensed his jaw, sensing that a storm
         was brewing.
      

      
      His father grunted. ‘Although no one saw fit to inform me or ask my opinion about my son’s future.’

      
      ‘It is only a few weeks since it happened. I would have written but the opportunity arose to come and tell you myself.’ Fulke
         held his father’s gaze. ‘I made the decision to join Lord Walter of my own free will.’
      

      
      ‘Did you now?’ Le Brun’s eyes narrowed. ‘And what does a stripling of fifteen know about the world?’

      
      ‘More than he did a month ago,’ Fulke replied, refusing to look away although there was a hollow feeling in the pit of his
         stomach. He knew that he risked a whipping. His father’s word had always been the law and he had never challenged it because
         that was the way the river ran. Honour and obey. ‘And,’ he continued,‘enough to realise that I have more to gain by serving
         as Lord Walter’s squire than in remaining a companion to Prince John.’
      

      
      His mother touched le Brun’s sleeve and leaned to murmur something against his ear. Fulke thought he heard the words ‘shield’
         and ‘manhood’.
      

      
      For a moment his father’s expression remained harsh, but gradually the lines between nose and mouth grew less pronounced and
         a glint of humour lit in the peat-brown eyes. ‘If Lord Walter has chosen you and you have agreed to let him be your mentor,
         then I suppose I must yield to your judgement, since mine was wrong in securing you a place in John’s chamber.’
      

      
      ‘Lord Walter is a good master, sir,’ Jean spoke up. ‘He is strict but he is fair. The King chose him above several others
         to be Prince John’s tutor in arms and he is the Justiciar’s nephew.’
      

      
      ‘I am not in my dotage or a dullard to be unaware of those points,’ said le Brun, the humour still in his eyes, but his voice
         sharp with warning.
      

      
      ‘No, sir.’ Jean looked down. ‘It is just that I want you to be assured that Fulke will have no reason to regret his change
         of household.’
      

      
      The older man nodded. ‘That remains to be seen.’ He folded his arms. ‘Tell me this: would you die for your lord?’

      
      ‘No, sir,’ said Jean without hesitation.

      
      ‘No?’ Le Brun’s brows disappeared into his thick fall of hair.

      
      ‘He wouldn’t let me. He would put himself in the way first.’

      
      Fulke’s father gave a grunt of amusement at the quick response. ‘A regular paragon.’ He turned again to his son. ‘It seems
         I should be thanking God on my bended knees for your change of circumstance.’
      

      
      Fulke reddened at the hint of sarcasm. ‘I am pleased to have joined his retinue, Papa, but it is only one of the reasons I’ve
         been given leave to visit, and not even the main one at that.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed?’ Le Brun signalled his squire, Baldwin, to replenish his cup.

      
      Fulke cleared his throat. ‘As soon as the winter storms abate, we’re going to Ireland.’
      

      
      ‘Ireland!’ His mother stared at him in consternation. ‘Why? What for?’

      
      ‘King Henry has given John its lordship,’ Fulke said. ‘He’s to go there and take oaths of fealty from the Irish clansmen and
         the Norman settlers.’ He knew what everyone thought of Ireland: a back-of-beyond place across a dangerous expanse of cold,
         dark water. It always rained and it was infested with bogs and quarrelsome barelegged warriors who were less civilised than
         beasts. They were half ruled by a group of Norman colonists whose reputation was little better than the savages they were
         supposed to be governing.
      

      
      ‘It was either that or the Holy Land,’ said Jean. ‘King Henry has been offered the throne of Jerusalem since their King’s
         rotting to death from leprosy and they need a new ruler desperately. He didn’t accept it, but Prince John was like a dog who
         spots a marrow bone just out of reach on a butcher’s block.’
      

      
      ‘John, King of Jerusalem!’ Fulke le Brun choked on the notion and Hawise had to thump his back.

      
      ‘Henry said that he was too young and inexperienced for the responsibility but that if he wanted a taste of ruling, he could
         try his hand at Ireland.’
      

      
      ‘So he’s going to be King there instead, and they’re making him a crown of peacock’s feathers and gold,’ said Fulke expressionlessly.
         ‘Lord Walter is to go with him as part of his household.’
      

      
      Fulke le Brun took a long drink of wine and wiped his watering eyes. ‘I doubt that Prince John is fit to be King of anywhere,’
         he croaked, ‘but it will be good experience for you.’
      

      
      ‘You approve then?’

      
      ‘I do. The Welsh and Irish have many similarities. Their lands are impenetrable to vast armies; their wealth is of the hoofed and horned variety; and their allegiance is to small
         and petty chieftains. If you are to inherit and exploit our border fiefs when you are grown, Ireland will do you nothing but
         good.’
      

      
      ‘Why does he have to go to Ireland to learn about the Welsh?’ Hawise demanded fretfully.

      
      Le Brun gently covered her hand with his and squeezed. ‘Because, as you said to me, all hawks fly the nest. If they cannot
         test and strengthen their wings first, then how will they manage to soar and hunt?’
      

      
      Hawise looked down at her platter and broke a wastel roll in two, but made no attempt to eat it.

      
      ‘Don’t you want Fulke to go to Ireland, Mama?’ demanded William, their second-born son. He was thirteen years old and neither
         tact nor understanding were facets of his nature.
      

      
      Hawise was silent for a moment. Then, raising her head, she gazed directly at Fulke and gave him the blind semblance of a
         smile. ‘Of course he must go,’ she said. ‘Your father is right.’
      

      
      Fulke eyed his mother curiously. Her reply had been an evasion. Clearly, she did not wish him to go to Ireland. ‘Mama?’

      
      ‘You’ll need some more warm tunics before you leave.’ Her voice was breathless. ‘I’ll measure you later this morn. You’ve
         grown at least a finger length since I made the one you’re wearing.’The catch in her breathing verged on tears. Excusing herself,
         she fled the trestle.
      

      
      Fulke looked to his father for explanation, but le Brun spread his hands and shook his head. ‘Do not ask me to unravel the
         mind of a woman,’ he said. ‘She warns me to tread lightly on your pride for you are almost a man grown, and yet she weeps
         at the notion of you joining that world.’
      

      
      ‘She didn’t weep when I went to court,’ Fulke pointed out.
      

      
      ‘Not in front of you, no, but she shed a few tears in private.’ Le Brun frowned thoughtfully. ‘I think the firstborn and the
         youngest are the most difficult to send out from the nest. Besides, the royal court might be a dangerous place, but it is
         ten times safer than an untamed country across the sea.’
      

      
      ‘Should I go to her?’ Fulke asked, prepared to do so, but not particularly relishing the notion. He had always viewed his
         mother as stronger than steel, had never thought of her as being prey to fear. She had instilled in him the confidence not
         to be afraid of new challenges and situations, so he had always assumed she was invulnerable herself. Apart from assuring
         her that he would come to no harm, he had no idea what to say. Given the chessboard incident with Prince John, he doubted
         his line of argument would be very convincing.
      

      
      ‘No, leave her a while to gather her composure,’ his father said, to Fulke’s relief. ‘Time enough to speak when she measures
         you for a new tunic.’
      

      
      ‘I’m to have a new tunic too,’ William announced loudly. ‘And I’m going away to be a squire as well.’

      
      Glad of the diversion, Fulke turned to his brother. ‘Where?’ he asked. As far back as Fulke could remember William had wanted
         to be a knight, to wear mail and carry a sword at his hip. Not just with a boy’s longing, but with a single-minded passion
         that was almost adult in its determination.
      

      
      ‘To Caus, to Robert Corbet,’ William said, his chin jutting with pride. ‘And I’m to have a new pony too.’

      
      Fulke made an interested sound. Robert Corbet was a neighbouring lord and a man of some influence in the Marches. Indeed,
         he was their overlord in respect of several manors including one of their major residences at Alberbury, and the Corbets had strong ties with the royal line of Gwynedd.
         Whilst not acquiring the polish of Henry’s court, William would obtain a sound grounding.
      

      
      ‘I’m going too,’ announced eleven-year-old Philip, not to be outdone. He was somewhat quieter than William and Ivo, more thoughtful
         and less likely to act upon the goad of the moment. He was also the only one of the brothers to possess the copper-auburn
         hair of the de Dinan line, everyone else being raven-black.
      

      
      ‘Are you indeed?’ Fulke raised his brows and smiled.

      
      ‘Me too, me too!’ cried little Alain, plainly not sure what was being discussed but making sure that he was not left out.

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, you’re only four,’ Ivo scoffed. ‘You have to stay in the bower with Mama and her ladies. So does Richard.’
         He jerked his head at another little boy, who had eaten a gargantuan breakfast and was still quietly stuffing his face.
      

      
      Adroitly averting the storm, Fulke rose to his feet and plucked young Alain into his arms. ‘But he doesn’t today,’ he said.
         ‘Who wants to come and practise with swords on the tilt ground?’
      

      
      The yell was unanimous.

      
      Fulke le Brun grinned broadly. ‘I’ll go and get mine,’ he said.

      
      ’Your father says that your swordplay has improved beyond all recognition,’ Hawise said. She turned Fulke to face the window
         embrasure and measured him from knob of spine to mid-knee with a length of twine in which she tied knots to mark the length.
      

      
      ‘Lord Theobald’s a good tutor.’ He looked out of the open shutters on the raw January afternoon. William was leading his brothers in a pretend raid across the bailey and berating the youngest two for not keeping up. A midden heap defended
         by their father’s squires, Baldwin and Stephen, was their target.
      

      
      Weapons practice that morning had fired William’s enthusiasm to a state of near frenzy. It was as if he believed that the
         harder he battled, the sooner the time would pass to his attainment of knighthood – if he didn’t get himself killed first.
         Lord Theobald said that superior fighting ability was a blend of instinct and intelligence. A good leader had to be one thought
         ahead of his opponent all the time.
      

      
      ‘Stretch your arm.’

      
      Obediently he complied and she measured him from armpit to wrist.

      
      ‘I won’t come to any harm in Ireland,’ he said. ‘Lord Theobald will not put his squires at risk.’

      
      Hawise knotted the cord. ‘If you trust Lord Walter, then so do I.’

      
      ‘Then what is wrong, Mama? Why don’t you want me to go?’

      
      Hawise took another measure from armpit to knee. Then, stepping back, she sighed. ‘I have striven never to hold you or your
         brothers back, by word or by deed. With my heart in my mouth I have encouraged you to gallop your pony bareback, to climb
         to the top of a wall, to fly a falcon that could gouge out your eyes with one strike of its talons.’ She turned away to place
         the lengths of knotted cord in her sewing basket. ‘I have hidden my fear because it is mine, not yours, and I never wanted
         you to become infected by it.’
      

      
      ‘And you fear Ireland?’ Fulke looked puzzled.

      
      ‘No.’ She shook her head a trifle impatiently. ‘I have heard it is a wild place where it constantly rains and the people are
         untamed half-heathens, but in that respect it is little different to certain parts of Wales.’
      

      
      ‘Then what?’
      

      
      His mother bit her lip. ‘When I was a small child, we had reason to make a river crossing on a ferry, but in midstream the
         boat capsized and I was almost drowned. It was winter, the water was very cold and my clothes dragged me under. By the time
         my father pulled me out, I was more than half dead.’ Her voice wobbled. ‘Since that time I have harboured a dread of crossing
         water. I think of the river that almost claimed me, how I was dying even though I could see dry land on the other side.’ She
         swallowed and compressed her lips, fighting for control. ‘When I think of the ocean you must cross, my heart dies inside me.’
      

      
      ‘I do not fear crossing water, Mama,’ Fulke said. ‘I have travelled on the great River Thames often enough these past months
         without mishap and I can swim.’ He did not add that on more than one occasion he had played at water jousting, where opposing
         boats would come at each other and a pole bearer at the prow would try to knock his counterpart into the water. Then, of course,
         there was the exhilarating but more dangerous sport of shooting the arches of London Bridge at high tide. What she did not
         know could do her no harm.
      

      
      From around her neck Hawise removed a small reliquary cross and, with shaking hands, gave it to him. ‘Will you wear this for
         me when you go? It contains a lock of St Elmo’s hair and it is proof against drowning.’
      

      
      ‘Of course I will, Mama.’ Fulke kissed the cross and placed it around his own neck, tucking it down inside his tunic.

      
      She forced a smile. ‘I might sleep a little easier now. I only wish I had something for Jean too.’

      
      ‘Oh, he wears a token of St Christopher in his cap, and I’ve yet to see him not land on his feet whatever the situation,’
         Fulke said lightly in an attempt to ease the atmosphere. He was more than relieved as footsteps hammered outside and a panting William burst into the room.
      

      
      ‘Are you still being measured or do you want to come and join us at ambushes?’ He was pink with exertion and the joy of play.
         ‘Jean says he’ll take the part of Roger de Powys. We’re using the midden as Whittington keep.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve finished for the nonce,’ Hawise said quickly and gave Fulke a gentle push. ‘The tunic won’t be ready for trying until
         late this evening.’
      

      
      Fulke did not require a second bidding. The boy in him clamoured to be out with his brothers, and the man did too. He needed
         to release the tensions raised with a bout of vigorous activity.
      

      
      Hawise drifted to the window and watched him as he emerged into the winter afternoon. The wind ruffled his dark hair. She
         saw how the other boys clamoured around him, William foremost and clearly full of worship; she watched the way he organised
         them, including the little ones. He had always possessed those abilities, but life at court was honing and polishing them,
         taking and changing him. If Whittington was to be theirs again one day, then he was their brightest hope. She touched her
         throat, feeling for a cord that was no longer there. With a sigh of self-irritation, she turned abruptly from the window and
         approached the bolt of fabric waiting on her sewing trestle. Worry only bred more worry. With six sons, she had cause enough
         to know.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      
      The Irish Sea was a deep, cold green, topped with crests of white foam that broke and marbled in the steep troughs. A hard
         east wind strained the canvas sails of the ships that climbed and fell the mountain range of waves, their prows pointed towards
         the Irish coast and the port of Waterford.
      

      
      Fulke’s belly quietly churned as their vessel plunged down the small hillside and surged up the slope of the next. He was
         one of the fortunate ones, his nausea being mild. He had only been sick once at the outset of their journey. Lord Theobald,
         Jean de Rampaigne and other members of John’s entourage were incapacitated in the deck shelter; all of them as green as new
         cheese and puking like pregnant women. Apart from the crew and a Welsh archdeacon, Fulke was the only one still upright, and
         he much preferred the wildness of the open deck to the groaning stench of the shelter.
      

      
      The size of the waves made Fulke slightly apprehensive; it would only take one slip of the helm or one swoop of water larger
         than the rest to send their vessel to the bottom of the Irish Sea. He could well understand his mother’s terror and even feel
         an echo of it in the churn of his belly. In his arrogance, he had thought that playing games on the River Thames was sufficient
         preparation, but rough water on the Thames was like a caress compared to the hammering fists of the Hibernian Sea. He touched the cross on his breast and
         murmured a prayer to St Elmo, seeking reassurance.
      

      
      The Welsh Achdeacon staggered over to him, fists tightly clutching his cloak to his body. He was a small man in early middle
         age with sandy tonsured hair and a round face whose genial features were marred by an air of petulance. ‘If they have no stomach
         for it now, they might as well turn round and head home,’ he said scornfully. ‘It will get no better.’
      

      
      While on attendance duty at Milford Haven before they embarked, Fulke had served the Archdeacon at Lord Theobald’s table.
         He was Gerald de Barry of Manorbier and he was accompanying this venture because he was one of the few people acquainted with
         the Irish and their customs. Wherever he went, he carried a wooden book containing pages of waxed tablets. The only reason
         he was not writing his tart and gossipy observances just now was that the sea was too rough for him to control his stylo.
      

      
      ‘You mean the weather will grow worse?’ Fulke glanced anxiously at the scudding fleece of grey and white clouds and then at
         the next glass wall of sea menacing their bows.
      

      
      ‘It might at that;only God can say. Their sea is as contrary as the Irish themselves.’ Malicious amusement filled Archdeacon
         Gerald’s sloe-berry eyes. ‘Why, lad, are you afraid?’
      

      
      Fulke clutched his little cross. ‘I have faith in God,’ he said, reluctant to admit his doubts to the small, acerbic churchman.

      
      ‘Very proper too, and you will need it. King Henry is sending a spoiled child to do a man’s task. I have no doubt that blood
         will flow in direct proportion to the amount of wine consumed.’
      

      
      Fulke said nothing. In all likelihood, Gerald was right – if the inebriated state of John and his immediate companions when they boarded ship at Milford was any indicator.
      

      
      ‘Nor,’continued Gerald, wagging his forefinger like an Old Testament prophet,‘do I think that those barrels of silver we loaded
         will ever reach the troops he’s supposed to buy. Mark my words, we’re in for a stormy passage.’ The Archdeacon staggered across
         the deck to look out over the side.
      

      
      In the short time he had known him, Fulke had quickly realised that Gerald had a tendency to exaggerate. Some of his tales
         about the Irish were clearly preposterous, such as the one about stones that could speak prophecy if a corpse was passed over
         them; but beneath the extravagance and fabrication, there was occasionally a kernel of truth – no reassurance to Fulke.
      

      
      From his precarious position on the cross spar, the lookout bellowed warning of land. Fulke joined the Archdeacon at the side
         and squinted through spray-stung eyes. As they crested a wave, he saw the hazy outline of grey-green hummocks that did not
         move.
      

      
      ‘The Wicklow Mountains,’ said Gerald. ‘We’ll be in Waterford before nightfall.’

      
      A trifle battered, but unharmed beyond the odd torn sail and leaky caulking, Prince John’s fleet sailed into Waterford to
         be greeted by a handful of Norman–Irish settler barons who had put down conquering roots a generation before. Groggy, reeling
         from the effects of seasickness and wine, John and his entourage were escorted to the stronghold of Waterford, known as Reginald’s
         Tower after the Norse leader who had originally built it.
      

      
      Lord Theobald had been violently ill throughout the crossing and only a tremendous effort of will kept him upright as a groom
         led forward a bay gelding. He grasped the reins and swayed, his forehead clammy with sweat.
      

      
      ‘Boost me up,’he commanded Fulke, the last word ending on a swallowed gag.
      

      
      Fulke hastened to comply, fitting Theobald’s foot in the stirrup and thrusting up as the Baron pressed down and heaved himself
         across his mount’s saddle. A muffled oath escaped between Theobald’s clenched teeth and he retched dryly into the horse’s
         mane. Jean grasped the reins as the gelding sidled. His own normally golden complexion was sallow and his feet unsteady, but
         he was in far better case than their master.
      

      
      ‘My lord?’ He gave a concerned look upwards.

      
      ‘Just keep the beast quiet,’ Theobald gulped.

      
      ‘Yes, lord.’ Jean exchanged a wry glance with Fulke and clicked his tongue, urging the horse to a gentle walk. From the direction
         of the saddle, there came a suffering moan. Fulke paced at Lord Theobald’s stirrup and carried his banner. The moist sea breeze
         rippled through the embroidered silks and caused a pleasant snapping sound. Ahead of them the Angevin leopards blazed in thread
         of gold on their blood-red background. John’s dark head bobbed in and out of view, crowned by a golden circlet and surrounded
         by a protective forest of spears and banners. Naturally, he rode on a white horse. After a single, sour glance, Fulke ignored
         him. There were more interesting sights to see.
      

      
      The Irish of the town looked little different to the ordinary folk of England and Wales. They wore the same simple tunics
         in muted shades of brown, tawny and green. Here and there, an occasional blue garment or a richer dye marked out someone of
         wealth. The older men cultivated long hair and wore full, heavy beards that put Fulke in mind of a hermit he had once encountered
         living wild in the forest beyond Alberbury. The sound of Gaelic filled his ears with its strange, musical harshness. He had
         a smattering of the Welsh tongue, garnered from Alain’s nurse Ceridwen. Irish had a difference cadence, less lilting but strangely hypnotic.
      

      
      He noticed that neither the native Gaels nor the Norman settlers were smiling. People bowed in deference to the spectacle
         of royalty, but their faces were wary and in some eyes Fulke was sure he detected a glimmer of scorn. He had an itchy feeling
         between his shoulder blades, a sensation of vulnerability that only diminished when they reached the safety of Reginald’s
         Tower.
      

      
      ‘Are you able to dismount, my lord?’ Grasping the stirrup strap, he looked anxiously at Theobald whose hands were white-knuckled
         on the reins.
      

      
      Theobald nodded wordlessly, lips tightly compressed. Leaning forward, he swung his right leg over the saddle and slid down
         the bay’s side. For an instant, Fulke bore Theobald’s full weight. He braced his shoulder and locked his thighs.
      

      
      Swaying, Theobald pushed himself upright. ‘Why do I feel as if I’m still on board a ship?’ he demanded, then, uttering a groan,
         staggered to a corner of the bailey where he doubled up, retching once more.
      

      
      ‘You have the same effect on me, FitzWarin,’ Prince John paused to taunt him on his way into the tower. ‘You make me sick
         as a dog.’ His companions sniggered. At the back of their party, Archdeacon Gerald frowned with disapproval.
      

      
      Fulke faced the Prince in polite but stony silence. Since the incident with the chessboard, John had taken every opportunity
         to bait him, although never when Ranulf de Glanville or Theobald Walter were within earshot. Now, with power to wield and
         Theobald incapacitated, he obviously felt safe to do so. The best remedy was to ignore him and hope that he would quickly
         grow bored with bouncing insults off a blank wall.
      

      
      ‘Your Highness, will you come within? Everything is prepared for you,’ said Philip of Worcester with an ushering gesture. He had been sent ahead of the main party to make ready
         for John’s arrival.
      

      
      John inclined his head. ‘I certainly have no desire to remain out here with dolts and bumpkins,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you will
         see to it that my lord Walter receives adequate attention for his purging. I doubt his squires will be of much assistance.’
         He moved on and Fulke carefully let out the breath he had been holding.
      

      
      ‘Pay no heed,’ Jean muttered.

      
      Fulke glowered. ‘There is a tally in my mind and each time he goads me, I add another notch.’ He went to Theobald who was
         leaning against the wall, his complexion the unhealthy hue of lime mortar. ‘Can you walk, my lord?’
      

      
      Clutching his stomach, Theobald slowly straightened. ‘I’ll be damned if I’ll be carried,’ he said hoarsely, and took the banner
         Fulke was holding to use as a crutch. A squire on either side, he made his slow way into the tower.
      

      
      Philip of Worcester had managed to find a wall chamber where Theobald was able to lie down and nurse his churning stomach.
         Jean went in search of a hot tisane for his lord to sip, leaving Fulke to see to the arrangement and unpacking of the travelling
         chests. Lord Theobald lay like an effigy on his travelling pallet. Fulke suspected that not only was his master suffering
         from the effects of mal de mer, but that he had eaten something that had disagreed with his gut. On board a ship, it was not difficult.
      

      
      He went to the narrow window splay and peered out on a rainy April dusk. His constricted view yielded him the sight of a handful
         of the bailey buildings. He could have been anywhere from Westminster to Lambourn. The smell of woodsmoke drifted to his nose,
         and on it, the appetising aroma of roasting meat. On the bed, Theobald caught the scent too, and moaned.
      

      
      The heavy curtain screening the chamber from the stairs rattled on its pole. Fulke turned, expecting to see Jean with the
         tisane. Instead, his eyes met the astonishing sight of a beautiful woman, accompanied by the hugest dog he had ever seen,
         bigger even than his father’s deerhound, Griff. It had paws the size of trenchers, a shaggy, silver-grey coat, and his youngest
         brother could have ridden it as a pony. The woman wore a gown of rose-coloured wool in the Norman style, and a white veil
         bound in position with a woven band. Two heavy braids, glossy black as Fulke’s own hair, hung to her waist.
      

      
      ‘My lady?’ His voice rose and cracked as it had not done in over half a year.

      
      A swift word in Gaelic, a pointed finger, and the dog lay down across the threshold like a giant rug. She came forward, her
         step sure and confident. ‘I was told that one of Prince John’s lords was sick and in need of tending?’ She spoke the Norman
         French of the court, but with a lilting cadence that curled around the words and made them seductive. Her eyes were a stunning
         hyssop-flower blue and the colour of her lips matched the deep rose of her gown. Advancing to the pallet, she looked down
         at the supine Theobald.
      

      
      Fulke swallowed. ‘He has the seasickness but it won’t abate. Who are you?’The question blurted out of him like a splash of
         ink on a clean vellum page. All the blood in his body seemed to have left his head and travelled rapidly south.
      

      
      As if aware of his discomfort, she gave him a slow, knowing smile: a little scornful, gently amused. ‘My name is Oonagh FitzGerald,
         widow of Robert FitzGerald of Docionell in Limerick. Since my husband died in the winter, my home has been here, and since
         I also have some small knowledge of healing, it has fallen my duty to tend the unwell.’ She wrapped one of her braids around her forefinger and considered him. ‘And who are you?’
      

      
      Fulke managed a clumsy bow. ‘Fulke FitzWarin of Lambourn and Whittington, squire to Lord Walter.’ She looked far too young
         to be a widow. Her skin bore the flawless bloom and rounded outline that spoke of a girlhood still recent. He wondered if
         he should offer condolences on her husband’s death, then decided it was better not to say anything.
      

      
      ‘And you did not suffer the seasickness yourself, Fulke FitzWarin?’ Approaching the bed she laid her hand across Theobald’s
         brow and gave him a reassuring murmur.
      

      
      ‘No, my lady, or only a little at the beginning.’

      
      ‘You are one of the fortunate ones then, like your liege lord the Prince.’

      
      ‘You have met him, my lady?’Fulke spoke without inflection.

      
      ‘Indeed I have.’ Her own voice too was neutral, revealing nothing of her thoughts. ‘He was in the hall when I was bade attend
         upon your master.’ Reaching into the satchel slung from her shoulder, she withdrew a small linen pouch. ‘Give him as much
         as will cover your thumbnail dissolved in hot wine. One cup now, another at compline and a third in the morning.’
      

      
      Theobald weakly lifted his head. ‘How soon can I rise from my bed?’

      
      ‘As soon as the room ceases to sway and you stop vomiting,’ she said. ‘Although I think you could have answered that for yourself,
         my lord,’ she added as Theobald lay back, his colour ashen and his throat working as he swallowed a retch.
      

      
      ‘I feel like a puling infant,’ he groaned.

      
      ‘Aye, well, ’tis the state of man from cradle to grave.’ Her smile took the sting from the words. ‘You must eat only dry bread and light broth for two days after you rise, lest the purging begins again.’
      

      
      Fulke opened the pouch, sniffed the contents, and turned aside to sneeze.

      
      ‘Mint and ginger, not suitable for inhaling,’ she laughed and went to the door. Another word in Gaelic brought the massive
         dog to its feet.
      

      
      ‘How much does it eat?’ Fulke asked.

      
      Oonagh gave him a teasing look. ‘That depends on how hungry she is, and if anyone has been foolhardy enough to take liberties.’
         She gestured. ‘Go on, stroke her if you wish. She won’t bite unless I say.’
      

      
      Fulke was fond of dogs. Indeed, he was more afraid that Oonagh would bite him than the bitch. He went forward confidently,
         let the dog sniff his hand and swipe it with a long, pink tongue. He scratched her beneath the chin and braced his knees as
         she leaned on him, an expression of canine bliss in her eyes.
      

      
      Oonagh watched him thoughtfully. ‘You have gentle hands,’ she said.

      
      Fulke felt his ears begin to burn. ‘I don’t know about that, my lady.’

      
      ‘I do. There are not many men who have gentle hands.’ She stepped over the threshold. Another command in Gaelic brought the
         dog from her ecstatic trance to instant obedience and she followed her mistress.
      

      
      ‘Doubtless I will see you again, Fulke FitzWarin,’Oonagh FitzGerald said and, with a brief nod, went on her way.

      
      Moments later there was a warning snarl and the sound of her voice sharply raised as she called the bitch to heel. Fulke ran
         out to see what was happening and met Jean on his way up the stairs, a steaming jug in his hand and an expression of recovering
         shock on his face.
      

      
      ‘Jesu, have you seen the size of that brute?’ he cried. ‘It’s bigger than a pack pony and it’s got teeth like palings!’ He looked over his shoulder as if expecting to see the wolfhound
         padding up the stairs after him.
      

      
      ‘Yes, we’ve met.’ Fulke smiled, an air of smugness hovering at his mouth corners. ‘Its mistress came to tend Lord Theobald.’

      
      Jean cocked a curious eyebrow. ‘You look highly pleased about something. It can’t be that dreadful dog. What’s her name?’

      
      ‘The dog or the woman?’

      
      ‘You know what I mean.’

      
      Fulke grinned. ‘The lady’s name is Oonagh FitzGerald and she’s a widow.’

      
      ‘Do you think her loneliness needs comforting, perchance?’

      
      The notion of comforting Oonagh FitzGerald was one that had a direct effect on Fulke’s nether regions. The remark about his
         gentle hands still scorched his blood. ‘I think that is why she keeps the dog so close,’ he said. ‘To afford her comfort and
         protect her from unwelcome approaches.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, but your approach obviously wasn’t unwelcome or your eyes wouldn’t be gleaming like that and your ears wouldn’t be so
         red!’
      

      
      ‘God on the Cross!’ groaned Theobald from his pallet. ‘Will both of you put your pricks back in your braies and be about your
         duties. I could die of thirst or purging while you prate nonsense!’
      

      
      Fulke and Jean exchanged wry glances. ‘Yes, my lord,’ both said in unison and strove not to set each other off laughing.

      
      Theobald’s sickness gradually abated, but he had purged so much that he was as weak as a kitten and unable to attend the state
         sessions in the great hall until the end of the week. By that time, much of the damage had been done. Taking the bit between his teeth, John ruled as he chose. He had not
         wanted to come to Ireland. It was a mere crumb thrown from the largesse of his father’s table, a sop to keep him quiet, and
         he had neither the will nor the experience to do the task he had been set.
      

      
      While Theobald slept his way back to strength, Jean and Fulke had long periods when they were free of obligation. As always,
         Jean eased his way into the community of kitchen and stables, slaughter shed and dairy. His ear for language quickly rewarded
         him with a smattering of Gaelic and access to the groundswell of general opinion, none of it good where John was concerned.
         To the Gaels, he was just another booted foot to crush them. To the Norman colonists, he was an interfering boy who was already
         bearing out his odious reputation for ill manners and petulance.
      

      
      Other information was forthcoming too, and of particular interest to Fulke.

      
      ‘Lady Oonagh FitzGerald,’ said the castle butcher as he scraped the last shreds of meat from a beef leg and slapped the marrowbone
         into Fulke’s hand with a wet smack. ‘Now there’s a name to conjure with.’ He nodded at the bone. ‘Going courting are you? It’s
         always a good idea to sweeten the chaperone.’
      

      
      Fulke laughed. ‘It would take more than this, I think.’ He looked curiously at the butcher. ‘Why is it a name to conjure with?’

      
      ‘You’re pitting yourself against fifty others, all with the same notion. The lady Oonagh’s an heiress and a rare beauty. Not
         often you find both together. Mind you, perhaps you’ll get further than the rest. You’re the first who’s come to ask me for a
         bone. Of course,’ he added,‘you’d best play while the sun shines. Prince John will sell her off to the highest bidder.’
      

      
      Fulke stared. The marrowbone in his hand felt slimy and wet. The powerful smell of butchered steer coiled in the air. It was
         the law that a widow could not be remarried unless she chose, but it was a law frequently ignored and vastly open to abuse.
      

      
      ‘Not a pretty thought, is it?’The butcher turned away to his block and picked up his cleaver. ‘But it’s the way of the world. You
         can’t give a dog a bone without killing a cow.’
      

      
      Fulke winced at the comparison and walked off across the ward. A sudden shout and the close thunder of hooves caused him to
         spin round and leap aside just in time to avoid being ridden down by a group of horsemen. They drew to a chaotic halt in the
         centre of the bailey, their mounts barging each other, plunging, circling. The short, bright tunics and plaid cloaks would
         have marked them as Gaelic lords even if their beards had not. Each man sported a magnificent set of whiskers. Some let their
         facial hair flow loose to the waist. Others had plaited their whiskers and one or two had divided their beards and waxed the
         ends heavily so that they were as stiff as spindles.
      

      
      Fulke gaped at the sight, his eyes huge with astonishment.

      
      ‘A fine sight, do you not think so, Fulke FitzWarin?’ murmured Oonagh, who had walked quietly up beside him, her dog at her
         heels.
      

      
      He gave a slight start and his pulse quickened. ‘Who are they?’

      
      ‘The first Irish lords coming to pay their respects to Prince John and claim his support for their cause.’

      
      ‘What cause?’ He felt sufficiently emboldened this time to fondle the bitch’s silky ears. The hound raised her nose and snuffled
         the air, but had the manners not to snatch at the marrowbone in his other hand.
      

      
      ‘Their fight against other Irish lords who will also come and try to win your Prince’s influence. It has always been the same in this land. No single man is strong enough to hold the
         rest, and because they all have a similar power, they spend their time waging futile war.’ She looked up at him. ‘Your Prince
         has mercenaries, your Prince has barrels of silver pennies to buy weapons and men; therefore he is to be courted.’
      

      
      Fulke thought about what Archdeacon Gerald had said on the crossing about those barrels of pennies. ‘I do not believe he will
         make much of a bridegroom,’ he said and, hearing the last word in his ears, flushed slightly. While his mind had been considering
         what she had said, his body had been responding to hers. He had the uncomfortable suspicion she was aware of the fact.
      

      
      ‘Does any man?’ she replied with the flicker of a smile. ‘Are you betrothed?’

      
      Fulke swallowed. ‘Not as yet, my lady.’

      
      ‘No.’ Her expression hardened. ‘It is the girls who are bargained away before they are scarce out of childhood. How old are
         you, Fulke?’
      

      
      ‘Fifteen summers,’ he said, wishing that the answer were more.

      
      ‘I had been wed for two years by the time I turned fifteen,’ she murmured. ‘But then girls grow up faster than boys. They
         have to.’
      

      
      Fulke asked if he could give the marrowbone to the dog. Oonagh nodded and spoke in Gaelic. The bitch wagged her tail and,
         opening her formidable jaws, took the offering from Fulke’s hand with a ladylike dignity. ‘Someone told me that Prince John
         would sell you in marriage to the highest bidder.’
      

      
      Oonagh laughed and the sound sent a chill down Fulke’s spine. ‘He can try,’ she said, and laid her hand on his sleeve. ‘Would
         you offer for me?’
      

      
      Fulke coughed. Gauche and naïve he might be, but he knew she was playing with him. ‘If I did, he would refuse it. Prince John
         does not look kindly on me.’
      

      
      ‘The kindness would be in his refusal, I promise you. You would not want me for a wife.’

      
      ‘I—’

      
      ‘Fulke, we’re needed in the hall!’ Jean came running across the ward. ‘William de Burgh wants attendants for the Irish lords
         and we’re to do duty.’ Arriving, he bowed breathlessly to Oonagh and eyed with interest the way that her hand rested on Fulke’s
         sleeve.
      

      
      ‘And do your duty you must.’ Oonagh released Fulke’s arm and gave him a look through her lashes. ‘Thank you for the bone.’

      
      As the youths hurried towards the hall, Jean said enviously, ‘I do not know how you do it.’

      
      ‘Do what?’

      
      ‘Make a woman like that take notice of you. God knows, half the squires in camp would give their eye teeth to have her touch
         them and gaze at them the way she gazes at you.’
      

      
      Fulke looked embarrassed. ‘She was just teasing.’

      
      ‘Aye, well, you’re fortunate to be so teased.’

      
      On reaching the hall they were immediately directed to the high table and commanded to bring wine. The Gael lords were clustered
         around the hearth, muttering amongst themselves and fingering their impressive beards. A couple of Norman colonist barons
         had joined them, their own facial hair clipped within orderly bounds and their dress less flamboyant. Of John and his retinue,
         there was no sign, although de Burgh was doing his best to play the welcoming host. There was a grim expression on his face
         and he kept casting expectant glances in the direction of the stairs to the private apartments.
      

      
      ‘He’ll be lucky,’ Jean said from the side of his mouth. ‘The Prince swallowed enough wine last night to sink a cog. Even if he does appear, he’ll be in no fit state to greet important
         guests.’
      

      
      Jean’s words were borne out. As he and Fulke presented wine to the guests, there was a fanfare of trumpets from the far end
         of the room and two guards emerged from the stair entrance to flank the arrival of the royal retinue.
      

      
      Fulke almost overflowed the cup he was pouring for the Irish lord, but the chieftain did not notice for his own attention
         was fixed on the group emerging from the darkness of the stairway into the daylit great hall. He muttered something low, guttural
         and, from the tone, uncomplimentary.
      

      
      John was plainly still suffering from the excesses of the previous evening. His tread was unsteady and if he had been to bed,
         it was in his clothes, which were rumpled and stained. His dark hair stood up in spikes around the gold circlet binding his
         brow. He resembled a beggar in borrowed robes, or a boy masquerading as a man, trying to hide his inexperience behind a keg
         of wine. His companions were in no better case, all of them lurching and red-eyed.
      

      
      Ignoring the group by the hearth, John tottered over to the dais and slumped down in the high-backed chair that stood behind
         a napery-covered dining trestle. His retinue arranged themselves around him like a throng of half-dead butterflies.
      

      
      ‘Wine,’ John snarled and clicked his fingers.

      
      Fulke watched a hapless junior squire scurry to the Prince’s bidding and felt great sympathy for the youth and contempt for
         John. To avoid the royal eye and with it the royal malice, he busied himself among the guests where John’s blatant bad manners
         and ignorance had caused the muttering to grow more vociferous.
      

      
      ‘I’ll not bow the knee in homage to a conceited little arsewipe like that,’growled one of the Gael lords in laboured French to a Norman settler. ‘I’d rather give King Dermot the kiss of peace first.’
      

      
      The Norman lord looked uneasy. ‘The Prince is in his cups,’ he excused. ‘I do not imagine he was expecting our arrival.’

      
      ‘That’s pigswill, man.’ The Irish chief made a casting gesture and Fulke had to step smartly backwards before the flagon was
         knocked from his hand. ‘He knows that the lords of Ireland are riding to Waterford to greet his landing – to see for themselves
         what manner of man has been sent to rule over us.’ He jutted his beard contemptuously in the direction of the dais. ‘I don’t
         see a man; I see a spoiled and useless child. How will he exert control when he cannot control himself ?’
      

      
      Striving to soothe ruffled feathers, William de Burgh brought the Irish and Norman lords to the dais to present them to the
         Prince.
      

      
      One elbow resting on the board, jaw propped on his hand, John watched them approach and gave a theatrical yawn behind his
         other hand. Then he looked round to meet grinning approbation from his companions.
      

      
      ‘Can this charade not wait?’ he demanded over loudly of de Burgh. ‘My brains are fit to split from my skull and I’ll never
         remember their names. They all sound like someone being punched in the gut anyway, and God knows what’s nesting in those beards.’
      

      
      One of John’s companions choked on a guffaw. Fulke winced. In private, the remark would have been amusing, but ridiculing
         allies and vassals in public was stupid, dangerous and shameful. A good host saw to his guests’ comfort. A good ruler ensured
         that their loyalty remained staunch.
      

      
      ‘What’s nesting will be a serious rebellion unless you mend your attitude,’ de Burgh murmured. ‘Your Highness, you cannot
         afford to antagonise these men.’
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