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      St Peter’s Fair, Shrewsbury, August 1148

      
      On the day that Brunin FitzWarin encountered the men who were to change and shape his life, he was ten years old and wandering
         the booths of St Peter’s Fair unchaperoned.
      

      
      Mark, his father’s serjeant, who should have been keeping an eye on him, had allowed his attention to be diverted by a brimming
         pitcher and an alewife’s buxom daughter at one of the refreshment stalls. Growing bored with the adult dalliance, Brunin had
         meandered off to explore the booths on his own. He was a lanky child with an olive complexion and eyes of so deep a brown
         that they were almost black, hence his nickname, his true appellation being Fulke, the same as his father. His five brothers
         were fair like their parents. Brunin, it was said by the charitable, was a throwback to his grandsire, a Lorraine mercenary
         of doubtful origins. Those less generous muttered that he was a changeling child, a cuckoo laid in the nest by the faery folk
         of the Welsh hills.
      

      
      He passed a cookstall where soft oatcakes were being smartly turned on a griddle and sold to passers-by. A woman had bought
         several and was dividing them amongst her swarming offspring. She reprimanded one child with exasperation, but a moment later ruffled his hair. Catching Brunin’s wistful gaze, she smiled, tore a side from
         a remaining oatcake and offered it to him as if coaxing a wild thing. Brunin shook his head and moved quickly away. It was
         not the oatcake that had caused his yearning look.
      

      
      ‘Jugs and pitchers!’ a trader shouted in his ear. ‘Pottles and pots! Finest wares of Stamford and Nottingham!’ The man waved
         aloft a green-glazed jug with the design of a grinning face carved in the spout. Red-cheeked and pugnacious, a thrifty housewife
         was haggling vigorously with his assistant over the price of a cooking jar.
      

      
      For three days every summer traders came to Shrewsbury and arrayed their wares in the shadow of the great Benedictine abbey
         of SS Peter and Paul. Even the unrest of the civil war between the supporters of King Stephen and the Empress Matilda could
         not dampen people’s enthusiasm for bargains and rarities. Brunin’s father said that, if anything, the unrest made the fair
         even more popular because men could meet allies and discuss common ground whilst seen to be engaged in legitimate pursuits.
      

      
      That’s where his father was now, talking to old friends, and that was why Brunin had been put in Mark’s charge. They were
         supposed to meet FitzWarin at the horse market when the abbey bell rang the hour of sext. Brunin was to have a new pony since
         he was rapidly outgrowing the small Welsh bay that had served him since he was six years old. Spider legs his grandmother
         had called him last week, as if his sudden growth spurt was a sin.
      

      
      The language of trade assaulted his ears from all quarters. The Latin and French of wealthier stall-holders were familiar
         to him. Here and there, a Welsh voice soared above a babbling undercurrent of English. Brunin spoke a smattering of the two latter tongues – but never in his grandmother’s hearing unless he deliberately wanted to annoy
         her.
      

      
      The cloth stalls were heaving with women who eyed and fingered, discussed, longed for and occasionally bought. Brunin’s mother
         had a silk dress of the same shimmering red-gold as one of the bolts draped over a booth counter. He had seen it in her clothing
         coffer, but she rarely wore it. She had told him once with blank eyes that it was her wedding gown.
      

      
      Brunin paused at a trader’s cart to fondle a litter of brindle hound pups. The trader also had a pair of tiny dogs with long,
         silky fur and colourful ribbons tied around their necks. The sound of their yapping hurt Brunin’s ears. He tried to imagine
         his father entertaining such lap rats in his household and grinned at the image. FitzWarin was strictly a hound man, the larger
         the better.
      

      
      Ambling towards the horse market Brunin wondered if he could steer his father’s eye in the direction of a pied or jet-black
         pony this time – something that would stand out from common chestnut and brown. Of course, unusual colours cost more and if
         the price was not reasonable, his father would refuse to buy.
      

      
      To reach the horse fair, Brunin had to cut down the thoroughfare where the weapon smiths had set out their stalls. The sight
         of the shining sword blades, the axes, daggers, shields, hauberks, helms and sundry accoutrements of the warrior’s craft seized
         both his sight and his imagination. Here was a knife in a tooled leather sheath just like the one Mark wore at his hip, here
         a sword with a grip of red braid and an inscription scrolled in Latin down the raised fuller. Brunin’s mouth watered. Sometimes
         he would draw his father’s sword from its scabbard and pretend that he was the great warrior Roland, defending the pass at Roncesvalles against the Infidel. His grandmother had
         caught him once and thrashed him for leaving sticky fingerprints on the polished iron. He had been more circumspect since
         – and, mindful of her words, he always cleaned the sword on his tunic before putting it away.
      

      
      A nobleman and his entourage arrived at the booth where Brunin was eyeing up the weaponry, and began inspecting the swords.
         Brunin watched the lord heft the blade that the craftsman handed to him.
      

      
      ‘Good balance,’ the lord nodded. ‘Grip’s a little short. I don’t want to lose my finger ends in battle.’ He swiped the sword
         through the air, testing the feel, following through with a deft backswing before handing the weapon round for an opinion.
      

      
      ‘That can be changed if you like the blade, my lord,’ said the trader. ‘Or there’s this one.’ He presented another sword,
         this one scabbarded in tactile, rose-coloured leather.
      

      
      Captivated, Brunin moved closer and was immediately pushed aside by a fair-haired squire attending the noble. ‘Out of the
         way, brat,’ he sneered. ‘Get back to your nursemaid.’
      

      
      Brunin flushed. The youth was wearing a tunic of blood-red wool and had a knife at his belt not much smaller than Mark’s.
         One hand hovered close to the hilt as if he were thinking of drawing it. Eyeing the implied threat, Brunin began to feel queasy.
      

      
      ‘He’s lost his tongue,’ grinned a younger, stocky youth in blue. ‘Unless he’s Welsh and doesn’t understand us. He looks Welsh,
         doesn’t he?’
      

      
      Brunin lifted his chin. Every muscle was stiff with the effort of holding his ground. ‘I’m not W-Welsh,’ he said.

      
      The lord ceased examining his second sword and glanced around. ‘Ernalt, Gerald, leave the boy alone. Let him look if he desires.’ His tone was tolerant. ‘What’s your name,
         boy?’
      

      
      Brunin delved for his manners. ‘Fulke, sir,’ he said, using his formal birth name. ‘Fulke F-FitzWarin …’

      
      The humour faded from the man’s eyes. ‘Of Whittington?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘And what might you be doing strolling the booths on your own?’

      
      ‘Waiting for my father,’ Brunin answered.

      
      The noble raised his head and gazed around as if expecting to see Brunin’s father among the crowd. ‘Then perhaps you would
         do better not to wait in my vicinity,’ he said. His voice had lost its warmth. ‘If your sire is as careless with his lands
         as he is with his son, he may well end up losing both.’ Turning his back on Brunin with a deliberate air of dismissal, he
         handed the sword to the craftsman and set about discussing terms.
      

      
      Brunin was bewildered. He did not understand the sudden change, but knew enough to realise that his presence was unwelcome
         and that it must have something to do with his father. He started to walk away, and received a hefty shove in the middle of
         his back. Stumbling, surprised, he turned to find himself facing the blond squire and his companion.
      

      
      ‘Know what happens to a cub when it wanders too far from the den?’ the blond one asked in a voice straining in the space between
         boy and man. He drew his knife.
      

      
      Brunin swallowed and his queasiness increased.

      
      ‘You think he’s afraid?’ The stocky boy gave Brunin another shove, a predatory glint in his eyes.

      
      ‘Of course he is.’

      
      ‘I’m n-not!’ Brunin contradicted. Something strange was happening to his bladder, as if the blond squire’s blade was sawing through his ability to control it.
      

      
      The youth thumbed the tip of the weapon and then ran his finger lightly across the edge. ‘You should be, whelp,’ he said.
         ‘Perhaps I’ll cut off your little tail and send you home to your pack with a stump, eh?’ He sliced the steel descriptively
         under Brunin’s nose.
      

      
      Brunin flinched. He knew it wasn’t manly but couldn’t help himself. He wished he were back at the guest house with his mother
         and brothers and even his grandmother. He wished he were still with Mark and bored stiff.
      

      
      The squire in blue grabbed Brunin’s arm. ‘Shall I hold him down?’

      
      ‘If you like.’

      
      Terror shot through Brunin like a molten wire. Drawing back his foot he kicked his captor in the shin and, twisting, bit the
         hand that was gripping his elbow. The youth yelled and let go. Brunin took to his heels. Winding among the booths, he was
         as swift and pliable as an eel between rocks, but his pursuers were fast too and there were two of them. Brunin darted towards
         the stall where he had left Mark supping ale and cozening the girl but, to his horror, the young serjeant was no longer there.
      

      
      The girl scowled over the counter at the wild-eyed, panting boy. ‘He’s gone searching for you.’ Her tone indicated that she
         was furious at having her flirtation curtailed. ‘You’re in trouble, you are.’
      

      
      He didn’t need to be told. ‘Please …’ he croaked, but it was too late. The squires grabbed him one either side and held him
         fast. When the girl looked askance, the fair-haired one winked at her. ‘Young rascal,’ he said. Reassured, she turned away,
         abandoning Brunin to his fate.
      

      
      He fought the youths with every shred of strength in his narrow body, but he was no match for their adolescent brawn. Their fingers bruised his flesh as they dragged him across
         the fairground. A hard hand cupped his mouth to stifle his yells, and when he tried again to bite, he felt the cold burn of
         the knife at his throat. A sudden, shameful heat flooded his braies and stained his hose.
      

      
      ‘God’s bones, the weakling’s pissed himself!’ the stocky youth jeered.

      
      His blond companion snorted. ‘What do you expect of blood like his? The wonder is it’s red, not yellow.’ He showed Brunin
         his smeared fingers then dragged them down the boy’s cheek.
      

      
      ‘If you cut out his liver, I’ll warrant you half a mark that it would be the colour of buttercups.’

      
      ‘Half a mark? Done.’

      
      ‘Boys!’ The voice was peremptory and stern. Through a stinging blur of tears Brunin saw the dark figure of a Benedictine monk
         blocking their path, arms folded high on his chest and expression stern. ‘What are you doing?’
      

      
      ‘None of your business,’ sneered the older youth.

      
      The monk raised one thin silver eyebrow. ‘I can make it so very quickly indeed,’ he said coldly. ‘Let him go and be on your
         way.’
      

      
      The stand-off was short. Bravado the squires possessed in bucketloads, but they were lads, not grown men. Faced by the charisma
         and authority of the Church, they grudgingly capitulated and, pushing Brunin to his knees, swaggered off. At a distance, the
         blond one turned.
      

      
      ‘Your liver’s mine, piss-hose!’ he shouted. ‘And I’ll come back for it!’

      
      Brunin stared at the dusty grass inches from his eyes. A dark drop of blood plopped from the knife wound and ran down the
         stems to soak into the soil. He could hear his breath sawing in his chest and breaking over his larynx in hoarse sobs. He wondered if he was dying and wished that he were already dead.
      

      
      ‘How now, child.’ The monk stooped and raised Brunin to his feet. ‘What had you done to them to make them set on you?’

      
      ‘Nothing,’ Brunin gulped in a quavering voice and sleeved his eyes. He felt sick and his legs wobbled like a foal’s.

      
      ‘I see.’ The monk’s tone was neutral. He gently tilted Brunin’s head to one side so that he could see the cut on his throat.
         ‘No more than a nick,’ he said, ‘but it could have been nasty indeed.’ He clucked his tongue and spoke more to himself than
         Brunin. ‘Every year, with the revenues, this fair brings us these squalid troubles, the more so since men quarrel over who
         rules the kingdom.’ He drew Brunin gently towards the abbey precincts. ‘Come, child, let us find some salve for that scratch
         and a place for you to sit a moment.’ His gaze was shrewd. ‘If you are not a foundling, which I judge not by the cut of your
         tunic, someone will be looking for you.’
      

      
      Fulke FitzWarin, lord of the castles of Whittington and Alberbury and more than fifteen estates in the counties of Shropshire,
         Staffordshire, Devonshire and Cambridgeshire, took a drink of wine, rolled it experimentally round his mouth, and swallowed.
         He handed the cup to his companion. ‘What do you think?’
      

      
      Joscelin de Dinan sniffed the brew and, under the anxious eyes of the hovering vintner, set the rim to his lips. ‘Not bad,’
         he said, wiping his mouth. The creases at his eye corners deepened as he smiled. ‘Certainly I wouldn’t be insulted if you
         served it to me.’
      

      
      FitzWarin grunted with amusement. ‘Useful to know I don’t have to broach my best wine to satisfy you then.’ He raised his forefinger to the vintner. ‘I’ll take thirty barrels. You can haggle the price with my steward.’ He set the
         cup under the spigot of the sample barrel and refilled it. Around them the crowds ebbed and flowed in rapid tidal surges.
         The vintners’ booths were always busy and it was best to visit them early while there was plenty of choice.
      

      
      It was good to be out in the sun-soaked morning with no more pressing business than the pleasure of talking to old friends,
         restocking the wine supplies and the later prospect of exploring the horse market and weapon booths.
      

      
      ‘Your steward?’ Joscelin raised his brows. ‘Not your mother?’

      
      FitzWarin laughed and pushed his heavy hazel-brown hair off his forehead. ‘Doubtless she’ll have her say but for the nonce
         her mind is fixed on buying cloth and thread for sewing. Sometimes there are just more pies than she has fingers.’ His mother’s
         reputation was legendary among the baronial community of the Welsh Marches. It was said by many, sometimes to his face, that
         the lady Mellette was a match for any dragon that happened out of Wales. She was five years past three score but had more
         stamina than FitzWarin’s wife who was less than half her age.
      

      
      The men enjoyed a few more samples. Joscelin wanted some Rhenish and FitzWarin bought a firkin of sweet, potent ice-wine.

      
      ‘There is something I have been meaning to ask you,’ FitzWarin said as they sauntered companionably away from the wine booths.
         His feet were steady, his balance good, but he could feel his tongue wanting to run away with him. Joscelin’s cheekbones bore
         a red flush that made his smoke-grey eyes gleam like polished flints.
      

      
      ‘As long as it is not about my daughters,’ Joscelin said, only half in jest. With two stepdaughters, two girls of his own
         blood and no son, Joscelin de Dinan was constantly being petitioned by men who desired a future stake in the strategic castle
         and prosperous town of Ludlow.
      

      
      ‘No.’ FitzWarin shook his head. ‘It is about my son … my eldest,’ he qualified, for he had six. ‘It is past time that he began
         his training. The lad’s ten years old now. I was wondering if you …’
      

      
      Joscelin raised his brows, for usually a man kept his heir at his side and fostered the sons of other men as his companions.
         It was the younger sons who went to other households in the hopes that they would find a niche through marriage or as household
         knights. ‘You are not keeping him at Whittington?’
      

      
      They paused to let a string of pack ponies through, bells jingling on their harness, wicker panniers piled with belts of gilded
         leather like a tangle of flattened snakes.
      

      
      FitzWarin sighed and gave the telltale hair-push. ‘No,’ he said. ‘If it was Ralf, or Richard, or Warin, I would do so, but
         Brunin needs to spread his wings. I can think of no better place for him to receive his training than at Ludlow … if you will
         have him.’
      

      
      Joscelin looked thoughtful and sought for the meaning in FitzWarin’s words. He had no doubt that Ralf, Richard and Warin would
         prove engaging lads, easy to train into manhood. However, a boy who needed to ‘spread his wings’ suggested one who was going
         to be more of a challenge. ‘It is no small responsibility to raise your friend’s heir,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘I trust you.’

      
      ‘And you don’t trust yourself ?’

      
      FitzWarin glowered. ‘I was sent away for training because I was a younger son, but it was the making of me … and provident too, since my older brother died and left me to inherit. Brunin is like me. He will have more opportunity
         to flourish in a different household, and I would like it to be yours.’
      

      
      Joscelin frowned. ‘Have you discussed the matter with your wife?’

      
      ‘Eve will do as I say, and I will deal with my mother,’ FitzWarin said brusquely.

      
      Joscelin thought of his own comfortable domestic situation and knew that, despite Eve FitzWarin’s astonishing beauty, he would
         not change places with his friend for one minute of one day.
      

      
      ‘I’m buying Brunin a new pony,’ FitzWarin added on a lighter note. ‘Mark’s taking him around the fair just now, but we’re
         meeting at the horse market at the sext bell. If you want to see the boy, you are welcome to join us.’
      

      
      ‘So that I can look in his mouth too as if he were a colt for sale?’

      
      Joscelin’s sarcasm was lost on FitzWarin. ‘Well, yes, if you put it like that … After all, you wouldn’t buy a horse without
         looking it over.’
      

      
      Joscelin was spared from making an answer as a worried-looking young man came hastening towards them from the thicket of cookstall
         booths. He was wearing the quilted tunic of a man-at-arms and his left hand rested on the hilt of a long hunting knife.
      

      
      ‘Mark?’ FitzWarin’s expression sharpened. ‘Where’s Brunin?’

      
      The young man bowed his head in deference and chagrin. ‘I do not know, my lord.’

      
      FitzWarin’s glare could have cut steel. ‘You do not know?’

      
      The serjeant licked his lips. ‘We became separated by the crowds, my lord. I was on my way to the horse market to see if he was there. He knew it was our meeting place and I thought
         …’
      

      
      ‘How in God’s sweet name did you become separated?’ FitzWarin’s raised voice boded ill for his serjeant.

      
      ‘I … One minute he was there, the next he was gone.’

      
      ‘He was where?’ Joscelin asked. ‘Where precisely did you lose him? At which booth?’

      
      The serjeant blenched. ‘At one of the cookstalls, my lord.’

      
      FitzWarin’s eyes flashed. ‘I suppose you were drinking and filling your belly when you should have been watching the boy.’

      
      ‘I only looked away for a moment, I swear it.’

      
      ‘A moment is all it takes.’ FitzWarin made a terse gesture with his clenched fist. ‘I have no time for this now; I’ll deal
         with you later. For the nonce, we had better find my son.’
      

      
      Joscelin cleared his throat. ‘Doubtless your serjeant is right and the lad will make for the horse market. I suppose he has
         the sense?’
      

      
      FitzWarin glowered at Mark. ‘Yes,’ he muttered. ‘He has the sense if he chooses to use it … more than this muttonwit here.’

      
      The men began making their way among the booths. FitzWarin sent Mark to fetch the other household knights and serjeants and
         set them to searching. ‘But don’t alert the women,’ he commanded. ‘The last thing I need is panic in the hen house.’
      

      
      FitzWarin and Joscelin went straight to the horse fair, but although there were plenty of boys standing at bridles and helping
         the grooms, there was no sign of the one they sought. Small hand clasped in the protection of a toil-reddened fist, a son
         walked past the men with his father. The pair paused side by side to inspect a well-fed dappled pony. FitzWarin looked at the child’s earnest, upturned
         face, then at the father’s indulgent smile, and knew that God was punishing him. ‘If anything has happened to Brunin, I will
         have my serjeant’s guts for hose bindings,’ he muttered through clenched teeth.
      

      
      Joscelin’s initial instinct was to murmur the platitude that the boy would turn up unharmed, but he bit his tongue. Doubtless,
         if one of his daughters were lost in this vast tide of humanity, he would feel less sanguine. Prudently he said nothing and
         applied himself to the hunt.
      

      
      Mark and the other soldiers searched along the banks of the Severn where the traders’ barges bobbed at their moorings, but
         there was no sign of Brunin and no one had seen him. The river, although it looked innocent, was treacherous and deep and
         would quickly swallow a child if he fell in. Millrace, brook and pond were investigated too, but without result. FitzWarin
         had walked the circuit of the fair with Joscelin to no avail and his agitation had increased from simmer to boil when a young
         monk approached them.
      

      
      ‘My lords, I hear you are searching for a lost child?’

      
      FitzWarin’s eyes lit up. ‘Praise God, you have found him?’

      
      ‘Yes, my lord. Brother Anselm has him at the porter’s lodge.’ The monk pointed behind him, indicating a low stone building
         near the Foregate.
      

      
      FitzWarin set off at a rapid walk, clapping his hand to his scabbard to keep it still. Joscelin strode beside him. ‘If he
         went to the monks for help, that too shows sense,’ he said.
      

      
      FitzWarin grunted. ‘Sense would have been staying with my serjeant,’ he said. ‘I’ll have both their hides in recompense.’

      
      Seated on a bench outside the porter’s lodge a thickset monk of middle years was comforting a woebegone child. Tear tracks
         snailed the boy’s smooth olive skin and his dark eyes were glazed and heavy. Marks resembling bloody fingerprints painted
         one cheek and a yellow salve had been smeared over a cut on his neck. There was a tell-tale stain at the crotch of his hose.
      

      
      FitzWarin slewed to a halt and his eyes widened. ‘God’s sweet bones, Brunin?’

      
      The monk removed his arm from around the boy’s shoulders and rose to his feet. If he was disturbed by the use of blasphemy
         in God’s own precincts, he kept it to himself. ‘The boy is yours, my lord?’
      

      
      ‘He’s my son,’ FitzWarin snapped. ‘What has happened to him?’ Striding to the bench he stooped to Brunin and turned his jaw
         to the light. ‘Who did this?’
      

      
      The boy’s expression was blank. FitzWarin knew the look of old. Whatever pain Brunin had suffered had been drawn within where
         he would feed upon it in silence, and it would feed on him.
      

      
      ‘Some older youths were making sport with him and it was becoming ugly,’ the monk said. ‘I intervened and brought him to the
         lodge. When I heard from one of my brethren that there was a search going on, I sent Brother Simon to direct it here.’ He
         gestured. ‘He’s badly shaken but no lasting harm seems to have been done.’
      

      
      FitzWarin turned to Brunin. ‘Would you know the youths again?’ he demanded and clamped his jaw as he saw terror fill his son’s
         eyes. ‘Would you?’ He heard his voice rising, but could do nothing to prevent it.
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’ Brunin’s throat rippled.

      
      FitzWarin jerked him to his feet. ‘Then let us go and find them, and let us see what they have to say when they taste my sword.’

      
      ‘My lord, violence only begets more violence,’ the monk intervened. ‘Surely we have all seen enough in this lifetime not to
         seek out more.’
      

      
      ‘Save your homilies for church,’ FitzWarin snarled. ‘I’ve swallowed enough of them in the past to last me a lifetime too!’
         Rudely turning his back on the monk, he scowled down at his son who was quivering in his clutch. ‘What did they look like?’
      

      
      Brunin stammered out a description, his complexion paling until he was ashen.

      
      ‘It might be best to leave him behind,’ Joscelin said neutrally. ‘Look at him. He is in no state to be walking around the
         fair.’
      

      
      ‘I can see the state he is in,’ FitzWarin snapped. ‘And when I find those who did this, they will pay. Come on, boy, you’ve
         the blood of kings in your veins. Show your worth.’
      

      
      Brunin had been clenching his teeth and swallowing convulsively while the men were in discussion, but his body reached a point
         where his will could no longer control it and, bending his head, he retched violently, the spasms heaving through his narrow
         body until his knees buckled.
      

      
      ‘For the love of God, send him back to your lodging,’ Joscelin said, his expression filled with appalled pity. ‘He is beyond
         his endurance. He could be descended from King Arthur himself and it would make no difference just now.’
      

      
      Grimly, FitzWarin swept Brunin into his arms, his strength making nothing of the boy’s weight. He felt beneath his fingers
         the dampness where Brunin had pissed himself and was filled with a deep and tender rage, not least because he was ashamed
         that his son had been frightened enough to lose control of his bladder. Did such a trait show a predisposition to cowardice?
         The thought was like a small pebble in his shoe. What if Brunin lacked the qualities he needed to guide his family’s interests when the
         time came? It would not have mattered if he were one of the younger boys, but he was the heir. And because he was ashamed,
         FitzWarin was angry with himself too. He should be thanking God that Brunin was safe, not agitating over the child’s lack
         of backbone. Torn both ways, he hugged his son before handing him abruptly into the custody of two of his knights.
      

      
      ‘Guy, Johan, take him straight to my lodging and give him to the women. Tell them as little as you can get away with. I’ll
         deal with it myself when I return.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, my lord.’ Guy hoisted Brunin across his shoulder like a deer.

      
      Frowning heavily, FitzWarin watched them leave. Then, shrugging his shoulders as if to level and settle a heavy burden, he
         sent another man to call the searchers away from the river and turned back towards the fair.
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      ‘You will be hunting for a needle in a haystack,’ Joscelin warned, striding beside his friend. ‘And if you start a brawl,
         you’ll have the sheriff down on you like a stone from a trebuchet.’
      

      
      FitzWarin bared his teeth. ‘You need not come with me.’

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      They walked in silence, eyes darting and assessing the crowds through which they shouldered. Joscelin was the taller, standing
         a finger’s length above two yards; with his thick, garnet-red hair and leonine prowl, he caused heads to turn. The men were
         followed by their retinues who were out of earshot of the conversation, but close enough to be summoned at need.
      

      
      ‘I will understand if you decline to take my son,’ FitzWarin said as they skirted a tumbler performing handstands on two sword
         points.
      

      
      A kitten-pretty girl in a gown that exposed an indecency of ankle twirled up to the men and shook a painted bucket under their
         noses. FitzWarin glared at her. Joscelin thumbed a quarter penny into the bucket and folded his arms, indicating it was all
         she was going to get. He had been balancing on sword points of one kind or another for most of his life.
      

      
      ‘You said that he was like you,’ he murmured with a sidelong glance. ‘Do you still hold to that?’

      
      FitzWarin pushed his hair off his brow and clutched a fistful of the heavy brown strands. ‘God’s bones, I don’t know.’ He
         sucked a breath through his teeth. ‘Yes, I suppose, although at his age I had more—’ He broke off and grimaced. ‘I was going
         to say courage but that is not the right word. Spirit, perhaps. I’m certain he has it within him, but he keeps so much to
         himself that it is difficult to know where to begin looking.’
      

      
      ‘And that is why you said he needs to spread his wings?’

      
      ‘I stand too close and I will only hamper him.’

      
      Joscelin nodded. ‘I make no promises, but I will think on it,’ he said. ‘First I need to speak with my wife.’

      
      FitzWarin eyed him with surprise verging on disapproval. ‘If I take a squire into my own household, I do not seek permission
         from Eve. It is my business and she would not dream of meddling.’
      

      
      ‘But your mother would,’ Joscelin said with a smile.

      
      FitzWarin shook his head. ‘Not in such a matter.’

      
      ‘Perhaps not directly, but you would soon learn if she objected to your choice. The lady Mellette is not one to hold her peace
         – and I say it with the greatest respect. And it is out of respect that I will first consult with Sybilla. She is lady of
         Ludlow and even if I do take Brunin into my train, he will spend much time under her supervision – in the early days at least.’
      

      
      FitzWarin continued to look as if he thought Joscelin was being over-indulgent, but he inclined his head. ‘As you wish,’ he
         said.
      

      
      They left the players behind and kept on with their search, doggedly going from booth to booth, without success.

      
      ‘Likely they are long gone by now,’ Joscelin said as they paused beside the shops of the weapon smiths.
      

      
      ‘They are here somewhere,’ FitzWarin growled with the certainty of a terrier with its head down a badger hole. ‘No one comes
         to the fair for a single day. Even if they have left the field, they will be lodged around about.’
      

      
      ‘Sir.’ Mark spoke up, his voice nervous and eager. He had come up from the river and tagged himself on to the end of FitzWarin’s
         retainers.
      

      
      FitzWarin followed the serjeant’s pointing finger towards another group of knights and squires who were at the far end of
         the weapon booths. Prominent amongst them was a tall nobleman with crisp black hair and a neatly cropped beard. He was accompanied
         by two youths, one flaxen-fair and clad in a red tunic, the other stocky, freckled, and wearing blue. The former had a swagger
         and an ostentatious knife at his belt.
      

      
      Joscelin looked too but it was the sight of the noble rather than the squires that sent his right hand twitching towards his
         sword hilt. Gilbert de Lacy was his wife’s cousin, but since de Lacy claimed that Ludlow was his, it was a cause for strife
         not friendship. De Lacy’s father had been deprived of the fief more than fifty years ago for rebellion, but that had not prevented
         his son from campaigning vigorously, both through the courts and on the battlefield, to have the lands restored to their branch
         of the family. Joscelin would usually have sidestepped an encounter with him. While he could handle himself in a fight, he
         didn’t relish a confrontation with the bitter, dangerous competence of Gilbert de Lacy.
      

      
      Raising his head de Lacy noticed FitzWarin and Joscelin. His own hand went to the hilt at his hip and his angular cheekbones
         reddened. He checked his stride for an instant before continuing forward to a scabbard-maker’s booth. Then he turned his back, deliberately ignoring Joscelin and FitzWarin. Exchanging swift glances, the squires held close
         to the shadow of their lord.
      

      
      FitzWarin lowered his head like a bull and charged straight in to the attack, gripping de Lacy by the shoulder and jerking
         him round. ‘My lord, your squires assaulted my son,’ he snarled, ‘and I demand redress.’
      

      
      De Lacy threw FitzWarin off with a fierce shrug and contemptuous eyes. ‘Boys are boys,’ he retorted. ‘If your son cannot fend
         for himself then you should not have let him stray from his wet nurse’s tit.’
      

      
      Goaded, FitzWarin lunged.

      
      De Lacy blocked FitzWarin’s fist on his muscular forearm and spoke hard into his face. ‘Were I to intervene in every brawl
         and skirmish that my squires got into, I’d waste my lifetime, and I have more important matters to pursue.’ He thrust FitzWarin
         away. ‘I would willingly break both you and de Dinan on the battlefield, but I’m not stupid enough to make one of this fairground
         even if you are. Ernalt, Gerald, run back to my lodging and tell the steward I am on my way and to have wine ready. Quickly
         now.’ He stood his ground, barring FitzWarin’s and Joscelin’s way until the boys had made themselves scarce.
      

      
      ‘If I think it necessary to punish my squires, I will do so myself,’ he said vehemently. ‘They are mine to discipline.’

      
      ‘Then make sure that you bloody their hides with your whip,’ FitzWarin snarled. ‘For if you do not, then I will. Rough and
         tumble is one matter. Using a knife on a child is another.’
      

      
      Surprise flickered in de Lacy’s expression.

      
      ‘A knife,’ FitzWarin repeated. ‘Only a coward draws steel on the vulnerable. If you saw it and did nothing, you are a coward
         too. If you did not, you are as much at fault for letting your squires run wild like a pair of ill-trained dogs as I am for not watching over my son.’
      

      
      A muscle ticked in de Lacy’s cheek. Without a word, he spun on his heel and strode away. His retainers followed with several
         back-cast glances at their counterparts in FitzWarin’s and Joscelin’s retinue. The taverns were going to be dangerous places
         that evening.
      

      
      FitzWarin let out a shaken breath, releasing rage and tension. Joscelin slowly relaxed his hand from his sword hilt. He had
         clenched the grip so hard that the pattern of the braided leather was imprinted on his palm.
      

      
      ‘De Lacy,’ FitzWarin bared his teeth. ‘It would be de Lacy.’

      
      Joscelin’s right hand was trembling. He had badly wanted to fight and at the same time was vastly relieved that it had not
         come to that. ‘Did you notice the men with him?’
      

      
      ‘I was more interested in those misbegotten squires of his,’ FitzWarin said tersely. ‘What about his men?’

      
      ‘I saw two of them outside a tavern yesterday, selling their swords.’

      
      ‘You mean de Lacy is hiring soldiers?’

      
      Joscelin nodded. ‘Yesterday they were unemployed mercenaries. Now they have their fee. And if de Lacy is hiring, then it behoves
         me to double the guard at Ludlow and send out more patrols.’
      

      
      ‘You think de Lacy will attack you?’

      
      ‘I don’t think he’ll sit down to besiege Ludlow; he doesn’t have those kinds of resources, but he can snap at my heels and
         cause me a passel of trouble. You’d best look to your walls too. He’s not your enemy the way he is mine, but there is no love
         lost between you, and you are my ally. I wouldn’t put it past him to incite your Welsh enemies into raiding your lands.’
      

      
      ‘They’ll receive a welcome that will last them a generation if they do,’ FitzWarin growled.
      

      
      Joscelin’s dark grey gaze wandered over the swords, daggers, axes and spearheads displayed at the nearest booth, their edges
         honed to river-blue. Usually the sight of such beautifully crafted objects lifted his spirits, but today they seemed like
         a portent and he felt a deep melancholy rushing to fill the space where battle tension had been.
      

      
      FitzWarin returned to his own lodgings in a mood as dark as a thunderstorm. A flagon of wine in one of the taverns had done
         nothing to lighten his humour. The brew had tasted like piss-vinegar and Joscelin had been taciturn and sunk in his own thoughts.
         FitzWarin had made his retainers return with him and banned them from drinking in the town. A brawl with de Lacy’s men might
         vent the heat, but the potential cost was too great.
      

      
      When he strode in the door, a servant was stirring a cooking pot and trying to keep the stew from burning on the bottom. His
         wife and mother were examining bolts of cloth laid out on a coffer and his sons, except for Brunin, were tumbling on the floor
         like a litter of puppies, even William, the two-year-old, who kept tripping over his smock.
      

      
      ‘Husband.’ Eve came towards him, a nervous, eager-to-please look on her face. He had married her eleven years ago when she
         was fifteen. The bearing of six sons had slackened once taut muscles, but she was still slender and the bones of her face
         were such that even in old age she would be a beauty. Her hair shone through its net like a sheaf of wheat and her wide-set
         hazel eyes were as appealing as a fawn’s.
      

      
      He greeted her with an indifferent mutter.

      
      ‘Are you hungry?’

      
      He was, but not for over-cooked stew. ‘Bread and cheese will do.’ Going to the sideboard, he cut a chunk from the loaf that was standing there. Eve watched him, her underlip caught
         in her teeth.
      

      
      ‘Where’s Brunin?’ he asked.

      
      ‘In the sleeping loft.’ She indicated the ladder stairs to the long roofspace above. ‘Guy told us he’d been attacked.’ Her
         voice trembled on the last word.
      

      
      ‘Wolves always recognise weaklings.’ The voice was pitched deep for a woman and as cold as a raw January morning. Leaving
         the bolts of cloth, the lady Mellette joined her son and daughter-in-law. Although elderly, her spine was as straight as a
         measuring rod. Her robe of dark blue wool and a tight wimple of bleached linen were fittingly severe. Even in her youth, she
         had been no beauty, but she possessed the more lasting gift of presence. No one was ever allowed to ignore the lady Mellette.
      

      
      FitzWarin felt the familiar stab of anger and guilt. ‘Brunin is not a weakling,’ he snapped, his own ambivalence towards his
         son making his tone harsh. ‘It could have happened to any child who was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’
      

      
      ‘As he always seems to be.’ Mellette’s expression was unforgiving. ‘Guy told us that he’d wandered away from his guard. If
         he had been obedient and stayed where he was, this wouldn’t have happened.’
      

      
      FitzWarin thrust his free hand through his hair. ‘Christ on the Cross, Mother, if he were obedient all the time, I’d worry
         about him more. At least it shows he has a spark to kindle.’
      

      
      ‘And that it is like giving a fool a piece of gold and expecting him still to have it at the end of the day. And do not blaspheme
         at me!’
      

      
      He did not apologise, but lowered his gaze rather than meet the blaze in hers. ‘Did Brunin say anything?’

      
      Mellette gave an impatient snort. ‘As much as he ever does. Anyone would think that he had been born without a tongue in his
         head. I wonder about his wits too.’
      

      
      FitzWarin swallowed his bread and clung to his temper. ‘Brunin has both voice and wits when he chooses,’ he said.

      
      ‘Which is less than often.’

      
      From the midst of the litter, the two-year-old uttered a loud wail as four-year-old Thomas sat down hard on him. Eve went
         to intervene, plucking her youngest son from the mêlée and hoisting him in her arms. An instant later, he was clamouring with
         outstretched arms to rejoin the fray. Mellette watched with a softening of approval then returned her attention to FitzWarin.
      

      
      ‘You discovered who did it?’

      
      ‘Two squires belonging to Gilbert de Lacy.’

      
      ‘Hah, well, that comes as no surprise. His father was a traitor and he’s changed beds in this dispute between Stephen and
         Matilda more often than a whore on the eve of a battle. You have dealt with it, I trust?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ he said curtly. ‘I’ve dealt with it.’ Like his son, he did not intend to elaborate on the matter. Lifting the flagon,
         he poured himself a cup of wine.
      

      
      His mother’s brows drew together. ‘You should let a servant do that,’ she said, looking round for one.

      
      ‘We’re lodged in a merchant’s house, not at the royal court,’ he growled. ‘I can do for myself.’

      
      ‘That is no reason to let standards slip. Remember your blood is the blood of the Conqueror.’

      
      Through a more than dubious lineage, he thought, but he managed to clench his teeth on the words. His mother was the bastard
         daughter of the Earl of Derby, who in turn claimed bastard descent from William the Conqueror, who was himself bastard born.
         FitzWarin’s father was an adventuring mercenary whose fast wits and sword had brought him to the Earl’s notice and earned him Mellette’s reluctant hand
         in marriage. The slender, swarthy Warin de Metz had married high and the haughty lady Mellette considered that she had wed
         far beneath the status of her paternal line. The belief had soured the union from the start and although her husband was long
         in his grave, she could not let go of her bitterness. Her domain was a royal court, she was the queen and woe betide anyone
         who forgot the fact.
      

      
      Mellette clucked her tongue against her teeth in irritation, then sighed. ‘I have been thinking about the boy,’ she announced.

      
      ‘Indeed?’ FitzWarin grimaced into his cup.

      
      ‘You have five other sons, all robust and healthy.’ She indicated the noisy brawl of small boys. ‘Why not dedicate Brunin
         to the Church? To have a son in holy orders is useful on all counts and it seems to me that he would be suited to the cloister.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ FitzWarin said more loudly than he had intended. The notion had sometimes occurred to him too and her words had touched
         the raw patch of his guilt. ‘No,’ he repeated on a more controlled note as her brows lifted in surprise. ‘I hope that I have
         arranged for Brunin’s future today. I spoke with Joscelin de Dinan about fostering him at Ludlow.’
      

      
      That silenced her. Behind him, he heard Eve’s soft intake of breath.

      
      Mellette moved to a bench by the hearth and perched on its edge, knees pressed together, hands folded in her lap. ‘The heir
         is usually educated within his own home,’ she said. He did not miss the gleam in her eyes, nor the way that they flickered
         briefly to Ralf. Her thoughts were transparent.
      

      
      ‘Usually, yes, but not always. I hope that experience in a different household will be the making of Brunin.’
      

      
      ‘And Ralf and Richard, you will educate them at home?’

      
      ‘Likely they will go for fostering too,’ he said. ‘I would not want to break the rules too far.’

      
      She gave a contemptuous sniff. ‘You think that an education by a Breton mercenary will better serve us and Brunin than sending
         him to the Church?’
      

      
      ‘Joscelin de Dinan is more than just a Breton mercenary,’ FitzWarin said shortly. ‘He is of the line of the Counts of Brittany
         and Ludlow is an important fortress. Indeed, it makes Whittington look like a peasant’s hovel.’
      

      
      Mellette flinched at the comparison, her mouth puckering as tight as a miser’s drawstring purse.

      
      ‘He has the warrior skills, but he can play the courtier at need,’ FitzWarin added. ‘Brunin’s education will be well rounded.
         Lady Sybilla is a conscientious chatelaine. She does her duty by her husband’s squires.’ He had been laying the bait in a
         trail of crumbs. Now he set down the remainder of the loaf, tempting her with the prize of Ludlow itself. ‘Joscelin’s heirs
         are his two daughters. Given Sybilla’s age she is unlikely to bear him a son to inherit the lands.’
      

      
      Mellette looked down at her clasped hands, her expression mulish. FitzWarin’s resolve hardened. He would send Brunin for fostering
         whatever she said.
      

      
      After a moment, she raised her head. ‘Perhaps you ought to send Ralf to Ludlow. If you have a match in mind, your second son
         stands the better chance of impressing de Dinan.’
      

      
      ‘No, Mother. I have offered him Brunin and for good reasons.’ FitzWarin forced himself not to gulp the wine. He had already
         drunk more than he should in the tavern, plus the cups at the vintners’ booths.
      

      
      ‘Name them,’ she challenged.

      
      ‘He is my heir,’ FitzWarin said. ‘Joscelin will not accept a second son as a mate for one of his daughters, no matter how
         accomplished the boy might be. And Brunin needs a chance to step out of the shadows. Joscelin de Dinan can give him that chance.’
      

      
      Mellette’s jaw rotated as if she were chewing on his words and finding both nutrition and grit. ‘I suppose that if he goes
         to Ludlow, we will not have to sponsor him through the priesthood,’ she grudgingly admitted, ‘and it may be that Joscelin
         de Dinan will work a miracle and turn base metal into gold.’ Her tone said that she was sceptical but willing to see what
         happened.
      

      
      Knowing that it was as much agreement as he was going to receive, FitzWarin abandoned his wine and moved towards the loft
         stairs.
      

      
      ‘Husband, do not wake him,’ Eve said quickly. ‘He’s asleep.’

      
      He paused and turned. Eve swiftly lowered her eyes.

      
      ‘Don’t fuss, woman,’ he said, but in a gentler voice than he had thus far used since coming home. The steps creaked beneath
         his tread, but he reckoned that if Brunin could sleep through the brawling of his brothers, a few stealthy footfalls would
         not disturb him.
      

      
      The shutters were open and FitzWarin paused briefly by the window. Men were still drinking in the taverns – women too, he
         thought as a particularly piercing cackle arrowed through the window. Lanterns and cooking fires glimmered among the booths
         as many of the owners sat vigil with their stock. There was a pervasive smell of woodsmoke and onion stew. A horse whinnied
         and was answered by several others. Sighing, he turned into the twilit room and paced along the row of pallets laid out on
         the floor.
      

      
      Brunin was on the end one, his form outlined by a coverlet of striped Welsh wool. He was breathing so quietly that FitzWarin had to lean close and look for the rise and fall of his chest. The child’s right forearm was flung across his
         eyes and even in sleep, the fist was tightly clenched. With great gentleness, FitzWarin lifted Brunin’s arm and laid it down
         at his side. The boy made a sound and the dense black eyelashes flickered, but he did not waken. Exasperated, baffled, assailed
         by a wave of affection so strong that it was almost grief, FitzWarin watched his firstborn son sleep. He remembered the night
         he had been born, a wild, stormy one in March, the wind strong enough to uproot trees and flatten hayricks and hovels. The
         midwife had come from the birthing chamber, a snuffling bundle wrapped in her arms, and presented the men with the next link
         in their bloodline.
      

      
      FitzWarin’s father had been alive then, and he had been the first to hold the child. Even then, the resemblance between grandfather
         and grandson had been marked. Not just the colouring, but the shape and symmetry of flesh and bone, one new as a tight-furled
         hawthorn leaf at winter’s end, the other sere and tattered from the long autumn’s descent into withered old age. FitzWarin
         had never seen his father weep, but he had done so that night. Now he was dead, and the spark he had passed on was in danger
         of being quenched.
      

      
      Hearing soft footfalls, he turned to see Eve coming towards him. The dusk had leached the colour from her skin and hair and
         made dark pools of her eyes so that she resembled a faery creature from the hollow hills. His Welsh nurse had told him such
         stories of fey women and he often thought of his wife thus. Much of the time she was like an empty shell and it was as if
         her true substance walked elsewhere. Their marriage had been arranged to suit ambition and policy, without a shred of romance
         involved. They performed their marital duties but it was like a social dance between two strangers. She was attentive, docile, obedient and abundantly fertile. Since he had never strayed from their
         marriage bed nor raised his fist to beat her, he considered that he was a good and considerate husband.
      

      
      Stopping at his side, she too studied their son with a troubled gaze. ‘He hasn’t said a word.’ Her tone was quiet and expressionless.
         ‘Not to me or anyone. Your mother tried to make him speak, but it just seemed to push him further out of reach.’ She bit her
         lip. ‘If I could take his pain, I would.’
      

      
      FitzWarin was surprised into a glimmer of deeper feeling that led him to lament the cramped sleeping conditions and wish for
         their bedchamber at Whittington. He set his hand to her waist and his tough, swordsman’s fingers spread to the upper curve
         of her buttocks. ‘Brunin has to learn to stand up for himself,’ he said gruffly.
      

      
      She stiffened. ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘He has to learn. As all men do.’ Her expression was blurred by the gathering dusk, but
         there was no mistaking the bitterness in her usually tractable voice.
      

      
      ‘Eve?’ The word was startled out of him and he eyed her askance.

      
      Her throat rippled. ‘In God’s name, my lord, send him out of this household before it is too late.’ Twisting from his embrace,
         she almost ran from the chamber.
      

      
      Her leaving caused the boy to stir on his pallet and mutter in his slumber, but what he said, his father could not tell.

      
      FitzWarin washed his hands over his face. A dull ache compounded of an excess of wine and tension was beginning to pound in
         his skull. He could not face going back down to the women and his yelling boisterous offspring. After removing his boots,
         he stretched out on the empty pallet beside Brunin and shut his lids. He fell asleep, his right arm bent across his eyes and
         his fist tightly clenched.
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      Her head propped on a bolster, Hawise de Dinan lay on her back in her parents’ bed, and stared at the canopy. Beside her,
         she could hear Marion trying not to giggle and that made Hawise want to giggle too. She compressed her lips, fighting the
         explosion gathering beneath her ribs.
      

      
      ‘You’re supposed to have your eyes closed. You’re badly injured,’ said Sibbi crossly.

      
      Hawise strained her gaze sideways at her sister who was wearing their mother’s second-best green gown, purloined from the
         clothing coffer, and the matching silk wimple. She was holding a roll of linen bandage.
      

      
      ‘People die with their eyes open,’ Hawise pointed out. Not that she had actually seen anyone breathe their last, but she had
         been to a vigil in the chapel last year for one of the knights and remembered that they had had to put coins on his lids to
         keep them shut.
      

      
      ‘Well, you’re not dying, you’re just wounded.’

      
      ‘Can I groan then?’

      
      Sibbi rolled her eyes.

      
      ‘I’d be groaning in real life, wouldn’t I?’

      
      ‘She would,’ Marion reinforced, with a vigorous nod of her flaxen head. She had a cushion stuffed up her dress. ‘I think the baby’s coming,’ she said. ‘Can I groan too?’
      

      
      ‘No, you can’t.’ Sibbi’s slate-blue eyes flashed with irritation. ‘And you can’t give birth until I’ve bound up your husband’s
         wounds!’
      

      
      The three girls were playing at ‘sieges’. It had been Hawise’s idea, for she was a tomboy with a vivid imagination and she
         had easily projected herself into the role of bold knight saving the castle from assault. Marion had opted to be the lady
         of the keep and, being just as fond of drama as Hawise in a different way, had added the embellishment of pregnancy to her
         perils. Sibbi, who was two years older than her sister and Marion, was keener on the nurturing aspect of the game. She wanted
         to bind the imaginary wounds, make them better, and practise her bandaging skills at the same time. Delivering a baby was
         somewhat beyond her knowledge, but a cushion was a start.
      

      
      ‘Give me your arm,’ she said to Hawise.

      
      ‘You’re supposed to give me lots of wine and get me drunk first,’ Hawise said knowledgeably. ‘When Papa fell off his horse
         and broke his collar bone, Mama made him drink three quarts of Welsh mead before she tended him.’
      

      
      ‘Well, you’ll just have to pretend,’ Sibbi snapped.

      
      Hawise screwed up her face and tried to remember the incident. Her father had spoken a lot through clenched teeth and been
         very bad-tempered. The mead had improved matters but when he had started singing a song about eight lusty maidens and a ginger
         cat, her mother had bundled Hawise from the room. A tremendous pity. She would have liked to know how the song ended.
      

      
      Hawise submitted to having her arm bandaged and pinned against her body, uttering a few moans to improve the authenticity
         and even daring her father’s favourite curse of ‘God’s sweet eyes’, until Sibbi clucked her tongue and Marion threatened to tell on her.
      

      
      Hawise sighed. ‘How long do I have to lie here?’

      
      ‘Until you’re better.’

      
      ‘Papa didn’t. He was on a horse the next day.’

      
      ‘Can I have the baby now?’ Marion asked querulously. She kneaded the bulge beneath her gown with small clenched fists.

      
      Sybilla de Dinan appeared in the doorway that led through to the day chamber for the castle’s women. She was winding a length
         of spun wool on to her spindle as she regarded the girls with amusement. ‘Sibbi, Hawise, your father’s home from Shrewsbury,’
         she said. ‘I’ve just seen him ride in.’ Advancing to the beds, she paused before Hawise. ‘Very accomplished,’ she said, tucking
         the spindle in her belt and examining Sibbi’s handiwork. ‘I could not have done better myself.’
      

      
      Sibbi blushed with pleasure.

      
      ‘Although Hawise had best take it off, lest her father think she has met with an accident …’

      
      ‘Will Lord Joscelin think I’m with child?’ Marion piped up.

      
      ‘Of course he won’t,’ Hawise sniffed. ‘You’re not married. Anyway, it takes a long time to grow a baby … doesn’t it, Mama?’
         She turned so that Sybilla could unpin the bandage.
      

      
      ‘Yes, three seasons.’ Sybilla’s expression was still warm with amusement, but a guarded look had entered her eyes. She turned
         to Marion. ‘You’ll need some braid to decorate that new gown of yours. Do you want to come and choose the colours now?’
      

      
      Marion chewed her underlip and thought about the offer. Then she nodded and having solemnly tugged the cushion from beneath
         her dress, cast it on the bed as if she were suddenly afraid of it and ran to clutch Sybilla’s hand.
      

      
      Hawise unwrapped the bandage, threw it down in an untidy tangle, and dashed for the door, her heavy auburn braid bouncing
         against her spine like a bell rope, the soles of her shoes flashing.
      

      
      With a sigh and a head shake, Sibbi picked up the snarl of linen strips and began rolling them back into a neat coil.

      
      Hawise pelted down to the hall and out into the bailey where the men were dismounting. Her papa had only been gone for two
         days, but she was wild to greet him. He had promised to bring her some bridle bells for her pony and a set of leather juggling
         balls from the fair.
      

      
      By the time she reached him, he had dismounted from his roan cob and was talking to a couple of his knights. A long train
         of pack ponies was clopping away towards the undercroft. ‘Papa!’ she cried and flung herself at him.
      

      
      He caught her in mid-run and swung her round in his arms, making her shriek with delight. Then he kissed her soundly on the
         cheek and set her down.
      

      
      ‘Did you remember my bridle bells and juggling balls?’ she demanded, hopping from foot to foot.

      
      ‘Your what?’ He rubbed his hand over his stubbled jaw and Hawise felt a jolt of apprehension at the blank look on his face.
         Just as the apprehension was about to become panic, he winked. With another shriek, she threw her arms around his waist and
         hugged him.
      

      
      Laughter rumbled in his chest. ‘How could I forget them when I know the terrible consequences of doing so? You can have them
         when I unpack my baggage.’ He glanced down and, with a smile, tugged the leather belt at her waist. A wooden sword in a cloth sheath was thrust through it. ‘What’s this?’
      

      
      ‘We’ve been playing sieges,’ she said. ‘And I was the lord of the castle.’

      
      His lips twitched. ‘I hope you fought off the enemy.’

      
      She nodded. ‘But I was wounded and Sibbi had to look after me. And Marion was having a baby.’

      
      Her father made an interested sound in his throat and she could tell, from the vibration that ran through him, he was silently
         laughing. Behind them, she heard the chuckles of the knights, but it was a comfortable sound and she felt indulged rather
         than ridiculed.
      

      
      ‘I might have another surprise for you soon,’ he said as she grabbed his hard, callused hand and began pulling him towards
         the living quarters.
      

      
      Hawise frowned up at him. Her imagination scurried, but she could think of nothing she particularly wanted beyond bridle bells
         and juggling balls … unless perhaps a pair of stilts. ‘What sort of surprise?’ she asked.
      

      
      He squeezed her hand. ‘I’ll have to talk to your mother first.’

      
      Hawise squeezed him back, exerting all her pressure until he screwed up his face in mock agony and she giggled.

      
      ‘Tell me, Papa,’ she demanded.

      
      ‘On the morrow.’ He tweaked her auburn braid.

      
      ‘Is it a toy?’

      
      He shook his head. ‘Wait and see,’ he grinned.

      
      She was intrigued and mystified, but knew her papa and the boundaries he set well enough to realise that he wouldn’t say until
         he was ready, and that neither cajolery nor stamping and tantrums would work. Indeed, the latter would merit the flat of his
         hand. Besides, despite her high spirits and impulsive streak, she was a stoical child who could be patient when the occasion arose. ‘Promise you’ll tell me first.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll think about it,’ he said, and gave her another wink.

      
      Replete with spiced chicken stew, white bread, and an obscene quantity of honey and rose-water tart, the girls were preparing
         for bed. Gowned in their chemises, their hair combed and their prayers said, they sat on their beds and chattered like sparrows
         as they waited for Sybilla to come and snuff the candle.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what sort of surprise,’ Hawise said. Having imparted the information, she was now the centre of attention. She
         tossed three of the five leather balls in the air and for a moment succeeded in keeping them in rotation. ‘Papa said it wasn’t
         a toy, though.’ The balls fell around her and she picked them up to begin again.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps it’s some cloth for a new dress,’ Marion predictably suggested as she flicked back her hair. The strands shone like
         a field of barley, pale gold and silky under the breeze.
      

      
      Hawise shook her head, her own thick curls glowing like dark wine. ‘I thought of that, but Papa’s not interested in clothes
         or buying them.’
      

      
      ‘A puppy then,’ Sibbi offered.

      
      Hawise thought about that. Her papa had several large hunting hounds that followed him around the keep and slept across his
         chamber door. Their mother would pat the beasts in passing but, although she was kind to them, was largely indifferent to
         dogs. She probably wouldn’t object if worn down by pleading. ‘No,’ she concluded with a regretful shake of her head, ‘because
         Papa would have brought a puppy with him and he wouldn’t have asked her about it.’
      

      
      The girls mulled the problem over in silence for a while, Sibbi sitting in contemplation, hands folded neatly in her lap, Hawise casting and dropping her juggling balls, and Marion
         stroking her already smooth hair with the antler-work comb that Joscelin had brought her from the fair.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps he wants her to have another baby,’ Marion said at length. ‘That would be a surprise.’

      
      Hawise dropped the balls and Sibbi’s head jerked up. Both girls stared at Marion.

      
      ‘Yes.’ Marion nodded decisively. ‘They don’t have a son and everyone knows that boys have the best claim to family lands.’
         She continued her grooming like a cat washing itself, her air feline and knowing.
      

      
      ‘They would have had one sooner than now,’ Sibbi said doubtfully.

      
      Marion shrugged. ‘Ask them. I bet it’s true.’

      
      ‘All right, I will.’ Hawise dropped her juggling balls, scrambled to her feet and ran into the main chamber.

      
      Marion’s eyes widened as if she hadn’t expected quite so immediate a result.

      
      Hawise found her mother putting away her sewing. Sybilla had removed her wimple and hairnet. Her curly hair was tamed into
         two thick braids, the sable-black winged and stranded with silver. She had changed from her ordinary dress of brown wool to
         the crimson one with the deep neckline broidered in gold. It was Hawise’s favourite of her mother’s gowns, and her father’s
         too, for she had often heard him say so.
      

      
      ‘I was just coming to kiss you goodnight,’ Sybilla said, and then her gaze sharpened. ‘What’s the matter?’

      
      ‘Marion said that Papa wants you to have another baby.’

      
      Her mother straightened. A look of complete astonishment crossed her face. ‘Where did she get that notion?’

      
      ‘Papa has a surprise for us, and Marion said that was it.’

      
      ‘It certainly would be a surprise,’ Sybilla said with a shaken laugh. ‘I think, failing a miracle, we can safely say that
         Marion is wrong.’ She latched her sewing basket and, taking Hawise by the hand, turned towards the small anteroom where the
         girls’ beds were arranged.
      

      
      ‘He said that he had to talk to you first.’

      
      ‘Well, it won’t be about babies, I can promise you that.’ She brushed Hawise’s red curls tenderly with her palm.

      
      Later, when the girls had been kissed and settled and the lantern snuffed, Marion’s mattress rustled. ‘Well, if it’s not a
         baby, then it’ll be a betrothal,’ she whispered knowingly. ‘One of us will be given a husband.’
      

      
      ‘Go to sleep,’ Hawise hissed, ‘or else I’ll tell Mama, and she’ll be cross this time.’ Hawise had already been unsettled by
         Marion’s talk of babies and wanted no more threats of disruption to the security of her life.
      

      
      ‘Tell her, I don’t care,’ Marion said, but fell silent after that.

      
      Hawise closed her eyes and, as she waited for sleep, wondered what the surprise was, her previous anticipation now tinged
         with more than a little apprehension.
      

      
      Sybilla moved quietly around the bedchamber, tidying clothes, pouring wine into two cups, lighting the beeswax candles that
         for thrift had been left until now. Joscelin sat in the cushioned window-seat, watching the first stars prick the twilit sky.
         Now and again, he cast his glance to her work, but he said nothing and the silence between them was companionable.
      

      
      Sybilla finished what she was doing and brought the cups of wine to the window. She stood looking out for a moment, enjoying
         the sight of the evening light against the castle towers. She had lived here for most of her adult life and every stick and
         stone of Ludlow was as familiar as her own hand. Joscelin took a swallow of the wine and leaned his head against the wall. ‘Good,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘It’s from a new barrel.’ She looked at him mischievously. ‘Knowing your taste, I thought you’d appreciate it.’

      
      He gave her a sleepy smile that kindled heat in the bowl of her pelvis. ‘You know my tastes well.’

      
      ‘I should do by now.’ She sat down beside him and he pulled her close so that she was leaning against his chest rather than
         on cold stone. His palm rested at her waist, the gesture light but possessive.
      

      
      Joscelin had been eight and thirty when they had wed, and she a recent widow whose husband had died in sudden violence during
         a war with the Welsh. Her first marriage had been a political arrangement as most matches were, but they had made a success
         of it and she had been griefstricken when Payne had been killed. Almost immediately, without respect for mourning, King Stephen
         had forced her remarriage to Joscelin, one of his most experienced mercenaries. Those first months had been difficult, but
         although he was a soldier first and had long been a bachelor, Joscelin had a courtier’s polish and an innate liking of women.
         She knew her good fortune and its limitations – as he knew his.
      

      
      ‘So,’ she said, ‘what is this surprise of yours?’

      
      ‘Surprise?’

      
      ‘You told Hawise that you had one for her.’

      
      ‘Ah, yes.’ He grinned.

      
      ‘And Hawise told the other girls. Marion seems to think that we are to have another child.’

      
      She felt his snort of amusement, although the comfortable atmosphere developed a strained quality. Sybilla bit back the apology
         that sprang instinctively to the fore. She was nine and forty and her flux had not come in a seven-month. Nor had she proved
         a prolific breeder of offspring in her fertile years. As Payne’s wife, she had borne Cecily and Agnes. Since her remarriage she had only quickened twice,
         each time with a daughter.
      

      
      ‘Marion is still fascinated by the matter?’ he asked.

      
      Sybilla sighed. ‘I think a little less than of yore, but still too much for comfort. Whenever the girls play, she is always
         the lady of the keep and about to give birth. It is as if by acting out the part, she tries to heal herself, or make the outcome
         different.’
      

      
      ‘You have great patience.’

      
      ‘I need it,’ Sybilla said ruefully and took a long swallow of her wine. ‘I could kill the fool of a maid who let her wander
         into the birthing chamber when her mother was bleeding her life away in childbirth.’ She folded her arms with indignation,
         remembering the day when Joscelin had brought Marion to Ludlow from her home – a wan little thing of five years old, peering
         fearfully over the edge of his fur-lined cloak. Her father, who was one of Joscelin’s knights, had died in a fall from his
         horse and the shock had sent her heavily pregnant mother into labour. There had been complications, and the woman and baby
         had died, leaving Marion an orphan. Sybilla had taken her under her wing and was raising her with Sibbi and Hawise, but it
         was no easy task.
      

      
      She took her mind from the thought and concentrated on her husband. He might have enquired out of politeness, but she was
         not sure that he would understand or be particularly concerned. ‘Your surprise,’ she prompted.
      

      
      ‘Well, in a way it does concern a child,’ he said, ‘although not as small as Marion might be anticipating. And it will involve
         you to an extent.’
      

      
      ‘You have another orphan for me?’ She kept her voice light, but behind her smile, she braced herself.

      
      ‘Not as such.’ He told her about his meeting with FitzWarin at St Peter’s Fair and the request that had been made. ‘I said that I would consult with you first.’
      

      
      ‘Providing that he is house-trained, I have no objection.’ Her eye corners crinkled with humour.

      
      ‘Then you will take him?’

      
      She had seldom met the FitzWarin family. Occasional weddings and marcher gatherings had brought her into passing contact with
         the womenfolk. Eve FitzWarin possessed the beauty and responsiveness of an effigy. Mellette Peverel was an autocratic matriarch
         with a sword for a tongue. FitzWarin himself had sometimes visited Ludlow and had campaigned often with Joscelin in the war
         between Stephen and Matilda. He was not at ease with women the way Joscelin was and more than a little dour. But she had seen
         him laugh once and it had changed his face.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I will be glad to take him.’ She studied Joscelin. ‘What are you not telling me?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’ He avoided her gaze. ‘The boy will need gentle handling.’

      
      She sat up and faced him. ‘As Marion needs gentle handling?’

      
      ‘No, not quite like that. But …’ He made a gesture. ‘He needs encouragement from me … and the tenderness of women from you.
         He’s not had much of either in his own household. FitzWarin did not put it in those terms exactly, but I know what he meant,
         and after what happened at the fair …’
      

      
      Sybilla raised a questioning eyebrow and Joscelin gave her an abbreviated account of Brunin’s ordeal. As she listened, her
         indignation grew. ‘The poor child,’ she said. ‘Even if FitzWarin is your friend, he is a dolt.’
      

      
      ‘Sometimes,’ Joscelin conceded, ‘but you were not there to see the undercurrents. Whatever else, he loves the boy. I’ll have a scribe draft a letter on the morrow and send a rider to Whittington.’
      

      
      She nodded. ‘You had better tell Hawise about him, because I am not sure that she believed me. Marion certainly didn’t.’

      
      He chuckled. ‘I promise I’ll do it in the morning, straight after mass.’ Draining his wine, he set his cup aside.

      
      Sybilla gave him a considering look. ‘You don’t think FitzWarin is inveigling a match between his son and one of our daughters?’

      
      ‘Of course he is,’ Joscelin said easily. ‘In his place, I would certainly have an eye to the future, but it is the secondary
         reason for his request. We can observe the boy’s progress and measure our decisions as the future dictates. I am in no hurry
         to betrothe our girls, and I think you are of the same mind?’
      

      
      ‘Indeed,’ Sybilla said. ‘I want them to be content with the choice we make when the time comes, and for that they need to
         be old enough to have a say in the decision.’
      

      
      He took the end of her braid in his hand and ran his thumb over the wiry silver and dark strands. ‘You want them to have the
         choice that you did not?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’ She covered his fingers with hers, thinking that sometimes his perception was too keen for comfort. ‘That is not to
         disparage you or Payne. Perhaps you also would have preferred a choice … a younger wife, for instance?’
      

      
      He gave her that sleepy smile again. ‘I have no complaint with my lot,’ he said. ‘Younger wives bring their own burden of
         troubles and there is much to be said for experience.’ His hand left her braid and, with slow deliberation, he unpinned the
         brooch that fastened the neck of her gown. Leaning into his body, Sybilla closed her eyes and raised her face to his.
      

      
      * * *

      
      Usually he would fall asleep after they had made love, but this time he did not. ‘The squires that attacked the boy … they
         belonged to Gilbert de Lacy,’ he murmured as his heartbeat slowed.
      

      
      Sybilla held her breath. Her cousin’s name was one that had echoed down the years of both her marriages as he continuously
         pressed his claim to Ludlow. Payne and Joscelin had thwarted him at every turn, but that had not deterred him. Rather his
         persistence had grown until it was a constant, nagging pressure. A knot of apprehension replaced the languor of good lovemaking.
      

      
      ‘To be fair, he did not know about the assault on Brunin. I could see the surprise in his eyes.’

      
      Sybilla raised up on her elbow and, by the light of the candles, gazed at her husband. His expression gave little away, but
         she knew how to read him by now. The tightness of line at his mouth corners, the taut eyelids that should have been lax with
         sleep and satisfaction: all spoke of his unease. ‘You came face to face with Gilbert?’
      

      
      ‘Beside the weapon booths, of all places.’ He gave a humourless laugh. ‘FitzWarin stepped straight in like a loose bull and
         I thought we were going to have a battle then and there.’
      

      
      Sybilla’s eyes widened in dismay. ‘You didn’t fight?’ Mentally she shook herself. Of course they hadn’t fought. It would have
         been the first thing she would have heard about on his return and there were no marks on his body.
      

      
      ‘No … but we came close.’ Remembered anger flickered across his face. ‘He looked at me as if I were a turd stuck to the sole
         of his shoe.’
      

      
      She tossed her head. ‘Looks count for nothing. He is not strong enough to come against Ludlow, and neither King Stephen nor
         the Empress will recognise his claim.’ Her voice had strengthened with indignation as she spoke. Although Joscelin was its lord, Ludlow was hers by the right of her blood and she was fiercely protective of that right.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I know, I know.’ Joscelin sighed and pillowed his arms behind his head. ‘But between them, Gilbert de Lacy and Hugh
         Mortimer of Wigmore still cause a deal of trouble.’ He spoke the names of the two largest thorns in his side with a suitably
         pained expression.
      

      
      Sybilla studied his long bones, the fluid strength of his muscles, the tufts of auburn hair in his armpits. Despite being
         close to fifty years old, he still had the honed physique of an active warrior. ‘Nothing we cannot handle,’ she said by way
         of faith and encouragement. Leaning over him, she kissed the corner of his mouth. The ‘we’ was telling.
      

      
      ‘No,’ he agreed. ‘Nothing we cannot handle.’ But it was a long time before either of them succumbed to sleep.

      
      Seated at the dais table in the great hall, Joscelin broke the bread that his chaplain had blessed and dipped it in the small
         bowl of honey at his side. His wife and daughters followed suit. Joscelin chewed, swallowed and licked honey from his thumb.
      

      
      ‘I have something to tell you,’ he said to the girls and was amused at the rapid communication of glances between them before
         they looked warily at him. He gestured to the two squires serving at the dais table. ‘Hugh and Adam are growing into men,’
         he said, ‘and it is time that I took a younger squire into my household for training. A friend has asked me if I will foster
         his son and, after discussion with your mother, I have agreed.’
      

      
      A brief silence ensued, busy with more unspoken exchange between the girls. Hawise was the first to speak.

      
      ‘How old is he?’

      
      ‘About your own age,’ Joscelin said. ‘And his birth name is Fulke, although he is known as Brunin.’
      

      
      ‘Is he going to marry one of us?’ Marion wanted to know.

      
      Taken aback, Joscelin blinked and it was his turn to exchange looks with Sybilla.

      
      ‘Child, he is coming here to learn to be a knight, not a husband,’ Sybilla replied firmly. She gestured to the bread and honey.
         ‘Eat your food.’
      

      
      Marion dropped her gaze to her platter, her lower lip developing a pout.

      
      ‘When is he coming, Papa?’ Sibbi asked.

      
      ‘As soon as it can be arranged. I want you to welcome him and treat him as you would a brother.’

      
      Sibbi nodded. ‘Does he have any sisters at home?’

      
      ‘No, only brothers. He’s not used to girls, but I’m sure you’ll help him grow accustomed.’ He managed not to look too wry.

      
      ‘Yes, Papa.’ Sibbi tucked a stray wisp of dark hair behind her ear and resumed eating. Her cheeks were rosy and there was
         a gleam in her eyes.
      

      
      ‘She will mother him to death,’ Sybilla muttered from the corner of her mouth so that only Joscelin could hear.

      
      He smothered a grin behind his hand. ‘It won’t do him any harm.’

      
      ‘Marion will need extra attention so that she doesn’t feel left out … and perhaps Hawise too,’ Sybilla added shrewdly.

      
      He considered the two girls. Marion was picking at her food, but then she had always had the appetite of a sparrow. Hawise,
         who usually devoured her meals, was toying with her second piece of bread, a thoughtful look on her face. After that first
         question, she had said nothing.
      

      
      ‘Marion will want to bear his babies,’ Joscelin murmured. ‘And Hawise will lead him into more scrapes than a hound pup off the leash.’ 
      

      
      Sybilla eyed him. ‘And that is not cause for worry?’

      
      He laughed softly and closed his hand over hers. ‘Oh, yes indeed,’ he said, ‘but of the kind that I am glad to have.’

      
      ‘Since it will likely be me dealing with them,’ she retorted, but she was smiling.

      
      They finished breaking their fast. Sybilla took Marion and Sibbi with her to the women’s chambers to cut out some linen tunics.
         Usually Hawise would have gone with them, but her father beckoned her to accompany him instead.
      

      
      Mystified, but delighted, she dusted breadcrumbs from her gown, hastily dabbled her hands in the fingerbowl and joined him.
         ‘Where are we going?’
      

      
      ‘Just a ride out,’ he said. ‘I want to look at the horses.’

      
      Hawise gave a little skip. She loved going with her papa to view their horses. The mares and geldings that made up the herd
         grazed together with the common saddle beasts. There were separate paddocks for his destrier and his hunting courser, both
         stallions.
      

      
      The grooms had saddled Rouquin for him and in minutes had tacked up Hawise’s barrel-bodied chestnut pony, Sorelle. She was
         a competent rider and, with a boost up, settled herself in the saddle and drew the reins through her fingers. Her father smiled
         his approval. Surrounding them, his bodyguard and squires waited attendance.
      

      
      ‘So,’ he said as they rode across the bailey and over the bridge beyond the gatehouse. ‘What do you think of having a “foster”
         brother?’
      

      
      Hawise pondered the matter. She had been little more than a babe in arms when her father’s younger squire, Adam, had arrived in their household, and still a little child when he had entered adolescence. She had never played with
         him as such, and he had never encroached on what she considered her territory. ‘I want him to come,’ she said slowly. ‘I’d
         like a boy to be my friend … but …’ She bit her lip.
      

      
      He bent his head and looked at her from under his brows. ‘But what, sweetheart?’

      
      ‘But how do I know that he’ll be my friend? What if I don’t like him?’

      
      Her father covered his mouth with the palm of his hand. She couldn’t tell if he was thinking or smiling. The former it proved,
         for when he took his hand away, his mouth was straight. ‘Brunin will need some time to adjust to our ways,’ he said. ‘Think
         of how it would be if you had to leave home and go and live amongst strangers. For the first few days everything would be
         different and unsettling – yes?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said with a frowning nod.

      
      ‘Just remember that when you meet him and do not expect too much at first. But I see no reason why you and he cannot be friends.’
         He winked. ‘It would be good to have a companion in arms when you play at sieges, hmm?’
      

      
      Again Hawise nodded. It would indeed and she felt a spark of excitement at the notion. But she would hate it if she was relegated
         to the role of admiring onlooker or binder of wounds. She had seen how the boys of the keep played and what they expected
         of their sisters.
      

      
      ‘When I go to fetch Brunin from Whittington, I want to take him the gift of a pony.’

      
      Hawise gazed up at him in surprise. ‘Doesn’t he have one?’

      
      ‘Yes, but he’s almost outgrown it. His father was going to find him one at St Peter’s Fair, but for one reason and another, by the time he came to look, there was nothing suitable. I said that I would see what I had among our own herd …
         and I thought that you might like to choose.’ He watched her through his lids.
      

      
      Hawise brightened at the thought and swelled a little with pride, for she recognised that the task was an important one, and
         he had entrusted it to her, not Sibbi or Marion.
      

      
      After much deliberation, she settled for a sturdy Welsh cob, built on the same lines as her father’s Rouquin, but a pony,
         not a horse. Its hide was the hue of sweet black cherries, its tail almost swept the ground, and its mane entirely covered
         one side of the proud, arched neck. It was the one she would have chosen for herself, had she not possessed her own adored
         Sorelle.
      

      
      Her father smiled his approval. ‘An excellent choice,’ he said. ‘I have no doubt that young Brunin will look well on his back.’
         He tilted his head. ‘What’s the scowl for, sweetheart?’
      

      
      ‘I hope he’s not faster than Sorelle. I don’t want to lose too many races.’

      
      Throwing back his head, her father laughed. ‘I am sure you can hold your own in any situation,’ he said.
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      ‘Stand still,’ Mellette snapped. ‘I’ve known a basket of live eels to wriggle less.’ She turned Brunin by the shoulders to
         face her, her grip bony and hard.
      

      
      Behind a blank expression, Brunin mentally grimaced. He was being made ready for his departure to Ludlow, and was heartily
         sick of the fuss. A thorough head-to-toe scrubbing in the bathtub earlier that morning meant that his black hair gleamed with
         the rainbow sheen of a crow’s wing. His smooth olive skin was marred at the cheekbone by a scabbed-over cut caused by a branch-whip
         whilst riding in the woods. He would have liked to be in the woods now with nothing but the hoofbeats of his outgrown pony
         and the flicker of falling leaves for company. But since Lord Joscelin of Ludlow was expected at any moment, his place in
         the scheme of things was strictly preordained.
      

      
      His grandmother snatched a comb out of the hands of a maid, and drew it through his hair until he felt the sharp antler teeth
         scraping his scalp.
      

      
      ‘Same mop as your grandsire,’ she muttered. ‘Never looks tidy. In my day, the best men wore their hair like King William. Shaved and short. None of this long nonsense.’ Standing back she considered him with narrowed eyes. Brunin’s
         stomach churned with the sudden fear that she was going to send for the shears and barber him as bald as a June sheep.
      

      
      ‘That will have to do,’ she said. ‘There’s no making a silk purse from a sow’s ear, but at least you’re halfway presentable.’
         She tugged at his new tunic of dark-red wool, aligning a fold. The cuffs, neckline and hem were embroidered with a design
         of green and gold scrollwork that had taken his mother and her women several days to stitch. His chausses were made of expensive
         double-dyed blue Flemish cloth and bound with braid that matched the colours in his tunic. This outfit would see him through
         feast days and formal attendance in Joscelin’s household. His mother had packed plainer garments in his baggage for everyday
         wear.
      

      
      ‘Remember,’ his grandmother said. ‘You are a FitzWarin by name, but your great-grandsire was Earl of Derby and his sire was
         the Conqueror himself. You must not disgrace your blood … do you hear me, boy?’ Her voice sharpened a notch.
      

      
      ‘Yes, madame.’ Brunin knew that his silence was annoying her, but he could think of nothing to say. Her lecture was an old
         one. Every day he and his brothers had their bloodline dinned into their heads. Besides, whenever he opened his mouth, he
         displeased her, so what was the difference? There was even a kind of painful satisfaction in watching her mouth purse and
         her knuckles clench.
      

      
      ‘I still say it is a pity that your father is not sending Ralf to Ludlow,’ she muttered with a glance towards Brunin’s nearest
         brother. Ralf too was dressed in his finest tunic for Joscelin de Dinan’s visit, and the sky-blue wool was a perfect foil
         for his fair colouring.
      

      
      Brunin said nothing. That opinion had been overruled by his father. It did not matter how many times his grandmother voiced
         it, she had still been defeated.
      

      
      ‘Brunin will do his best, Belle-mère,’ his mother said quietly.
      

      
      ‘Well then, let us hope it is good enough,’ the older woman snapped, as always getting the last word, before she stalked from
         the chamber to see how matters were progressing in the great hall.
      

      
      Eve laid her hand on Brunin’s head. ‘I would say pay her no heed,’ she said softly, ‘but that is both disrespectful and hard
         to do. She is, after all, your grandmother and her blood is in you.’ Her voice shook, then steadied. ‘But the road you take
         from here is your own. I know that your best is good enough.’ He felt her fingers in his hair, combing it off his brow as
         tenderly as his grandmother had not. It was an awkward caress and Brunin stood still beneath it, unsure what to do. A part
         of him yearned to reach out and respond, but, aware of the presence of his brothers who would scorn such a thing, he remained
         still.
      

      
      His mother stifled a sob. Her hand descended to his shoulder, squeezed hard and briefly, and was gone. When he had mastered
         the stinging of his own eyes and dared to look round, she was engaged in conversation with his infant brother’s nurse.
      

      
      Ralf sauntered over to him. He was large for his age. Brunin topped him by a head but the difference looked less because of
         Brunin’s slender darkness and the younger boy’s much stockier build.
      

      
      ‘When I go for fostering, grand-mère has promised me it will be with an earl, not a common mercenary,’ he taunted. ‘My training will be better than yours.’ Ralf
         made it sound like a sneer, although in truth he was consumed by jealousy. Even if he was pleased at the thought of being the eldest son left at home, he deeply desired the position that Brunin was taking up because it was a step
         on the road to manhood.
      

      
      Brunin shrugged. ‘What if Lord Joscelin was a mercenary? He has had to fight for what he has.’

      
      ‘So?’ Ralf thrust one foot forward and placed his hands on his hips, attempting to intimidate Brunin the way that he intimidated
         the younger ones.
      

      
      Brunin stared him out. ‘So he will be able to teach me how to fight too … and better than an earl who hires men to do it for
         him. Besides, our grandsire was a common mercenary, so it’s in our blood too.’
      

      
      Ralf’s chest swelled. ‘You’ll never learn; you’re no good at fighting,’ he jibed. ‘I wouldn’t have pissed my hose if I’d been
         attacked by two older boys.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know you wouldn’t?’

      
      ‘Because I’m not a coward.’

      
      The last word was too much for Brunin. His foot swept out and neatly hooked Ralf off his feet. He planted his right boot firmly
         on his brother’s sleek tawny hair, as close to the scalp as he could.
      

      
      ‘You whoreson!’ Ralf gasped, and his eyes filled with tears for the pain was not the dull bruise of the wrestling matches
         which he usually won anyway, but sharp and stinging, and he was effectively pinned down and rendered helpless. ‘Richard …
         Richard, get him off me!’
      

      
      Ralf’s accomplice came running. Without lifting his foot, Brunin pivoted and elbowed his oncoming brother in the midriff.
         Richard went down with a choking gasp.
      

      
      ‘Boys!’ Eve started towards her sons, her hands outstretched in supplication. Brunin looked at her and removed his foot from
         Ralf’s hair. It was a mistake, for Ralf leaped on him like a young wild boar, his fingers grappling for Brunin’s windpipe.
         Ralf’s weight brought them down and Brunin banged his chin on landing and his teeth snapped together. He tasted blood as he rolled and slammed his
         knee into the softness of Ralf’s groin.
      

      
      ‘Boys!’ Eve cried again, wringing her hands. ‘Stop it, stop it now!’

      
      ‘That will do!’ This time it was a masculine voice that thundered the command. FitzWarin strode forward, seized Ralf by the
         scruff of the neck and hauled him to his feet. Ralf immediately doubled over, clutching his groin and retching. Richard was
         gingerly sitting up, one arm across his stomach. FitzWarin spared him the flicker of a glance before grabbing Brunin’s arm
         and raising him too, and not gently. Then he stopped and stared.
      

      
      ‘Christ on the Cross!’ He laid his fingers over the livid marks at Brunin’s throat. Brunin could feel blood dribbling down
         his chin from his bitten tongue and sleeved it away on the cuff of his new tunic, staining the painstaking embroidery.
      

      
      FitzWarin rounded on his wife. ‘Is it beyond you to keep order for even a moment?’ he ground out.

      
      Eve flushed. ‘They were at each other before I knew it. I do not even know how it began.’

      
      ‘He started it,’ Ralf croaked, pointing at Brunin.

      
      Brunin said nothing. He looked at his cuff and then at Ralf with a gaze that was like dark water – anything could have lain
         under the surface.
      

      
      FitzWarin glared at his sons. ‘Then I will finish it,’ he snapped. ‘Joscelin of Ludlow has this moment ridden in and I want
         you in the bailey to greet him. One step out of line from any of you, and you’ll wear the stripes of my horsewhip for a month.
         Understood?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ Brunin said. Ralf and Richard echoed the response with subdued murmurs and downcast lids. The younger boys looked
         on in round-eyed silence.
      

      
      FitzWarin gave a brusque nod. ‘Make yourselves presentable and come straight down.’ He shook a warning fist. ‘I mean what
         I say, and don’t think I will stay my hand because we have a guest.’ He strode from the room on a rush of angry air.
      

      
      Brunin spat bloody saliva in Ralf’s general direction. Huddled over his bruised testicles, Ralf could only glare murder. Richard
         prudently sidled out of the way and took charge of the little ones.
      

      
      ‘Let me see.’ Eve FitzWarin tipped back Brunin’s head and looked into his mouth. ‘A bitten tongue,’ she said with relief.
         ‘The bleeding will stop in a moment.’ Hands shaking, she used a length of clean swaddling band dipped in the water jar to
         wipe the blood from his face. ‘Here, put on your cloak; it will hide those marks at your throat.’ She fussed around Brunin,
         draping him in his outdoor cloak of double-lined wool, fastening it with a pin of heavy silver, pushing his hair off his brow.
         Brunin endured her fretting with the same stoicism that he brought to most trials and tribulations.
      

      
      ‘I feel sick,’ Ralf said, fishing for sympathy despite all.

      
      ‘So do I,’ said his mother, tight-lipped. ‘Every day.’

      
      Joscelin de Dinan dismounted from Rouquin and handed the reins to a waiting groom. A stiff autumn breeze whipped around him,
         blowing his cloak against his legs, threatening to pluck his cap from his head. Removing his shield from its long strap at
         his back, he gave it to one of his squires. Behind the youth, the rest of Joscelin’s entourage dismounted in a rattle of weapons.
         It was a common sound these days, even when the visit was a social one.
      

      
      Turning, Joscelin faced Whittington’s bailey and the stout timber service buildings, gleaming with limewash.

      
      ‘Welcome!’ FitzWarin stepped forward to greet Joscelin with a strong handclasp. ‘I am glad to see you!’
      

      
      Joscelin grinned. ‘And I you. I am looking forward to broaching a barrel of that wine you bought in Shrewsbury,’ he said mischievously.

      
      ‘I think I can find better than that for so honoured a guest,’ FitzWarin replied, his colour high. ‘You had a good journey
         here?’
      

      
      It was obvious to Joscelin that FitzWarin was ill at ease. In Shrewsbury, on neutral ground and with only his immediate retainers
         to hand, he had been relaxed. Now, he was trying too hard to play the affable host.
      

      
      ‘We went unmolested and it did not rain,’ Joscelin said with a smile. ‘That is as much as any man can hope for in these troubled
         times.’ He looked round at Whittington’s walls. Unlike Ludlow, which was stone built, Whittington was mainly timber, but well
         protected by the surrounding marshy ground. The main threat was from the Welsh, who were not masters of the siege, and unless
         a castle could be taken with sudden onslaught, were not inclined to attack it. Here the ‘sudden onslaught’ would be straight
         across a bog, and that would bring any attacker to an ankle-deep standstill.
      

      
      ‘Welcome, my lord. Will you come within and unarm?’

      
      Joscelin turned to face the lady Mellette. Although she smiled in greeting, it was a mere stretching of her lips without genuine
         warmth. The carriage of her head and the set of her jaw told of pride, and an authority that it would take a brave man to
         flout. Her daughter-in-law, who should have been the one to step forward and speak, remained in the background with the children,
         her eyes modestly downcast.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, my lady.’ Joscelin bowed his head and returned Mellette’s smile. He could play the courtier’s game when called upon to do so and he had encountered women of her ilk before, the Empress Matilda being one of them. ‘Perhaps
         I could request the services of my newest squire in helping me to remove my mail?’ His glance flickered briefly to the line
         of boys waiting with their mother and descending in increments from Brunin to the toddler who was holding his nurse’s hand
         and sucking his thumb.
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