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			One

			The Marshal manor of Caversham, Berkshire, January 1204

			It’s not fair!” Ten-year-old Mahelt Marshal scowled at her older brothers who were immersed in a boys’ game involving a pretend raid on an enemy castle. “Why can’t I be a knight?”

			“Girls don’t go raiding,” Will answered with the superiority that came from being male, almost fourteen, and heir to the Earldom of Pembroke.

			She made a grab for his horse’s reins and he snatched them out of her reach.

			“Girls stay at home and embroider and bear children. Only men go to war.”

			“Women have to defend the castle when their lords are away,” she pointed out. “Mama does—and you have to obey her.” Tossing her head, she looked at Richard, who was twelve and could sometimes be persuaded to take her part; but, although a broad grin sprawled across his freckled face, he didn’t leap to her defence.

			“She has to do our lord father’s bidding when he returns,” Will retorted. “Papa doesn’t send her out with a lance in her hand while he stays at home, does he?”

			“I can pretend; it’s all pretend anyway.” Mahelt was determined not to be bettered. “You’re not a man.”

			Richard’s grin widened as Will flushed. “Let her defend the castle,” he said. “She might have to do it one day when she’s married.”

			Will rolled his eyes, but gave in. “All right, but she’s not a knight, and she’s not riding Equus.”

			“Of course not.”

			“And she can be the French. We’re the English.”

			“That’s not fair!” Mahelt protested again.

			“Don’t play then,” Will said indifferently.

			She shot her brothers a fulminating look. She wanted to ride Will’s new mount because it was a proper, big, glossy horse, not a pony. She wanted to jump him over hedges as Will did and see how fast she could make him gallop. She wanted to feel the wind in her hair. Will had called him Equus, which he said was the Latin name the scribes wrote meaning “warhorse.” Richard’s docile grey wasn’t the same challenge, and she had almost outgrown her own dumpy little chestnut, which was stabled up with a leg strain. She knew she could ride as well as either of her brothers.

			Heaving a sigh, she stumped off with bad grace to defend the “castle,” which for the purposes of the game was the kennel-keeper’s hut. Here were stored the collars and leashes for the hounds, old blankets, hunting horns, various tools, baskets, and bowls. A shelf at Mahelt’s eye level held chubby earthenware pots of salve for treating canine injuries. Mahelt took one down, removed the lid of plaited straw, and immediately recoiled from the vile stench of rancid goose grease.

			“Ready?” she heard Richard shout.

			Her left arm crooked around the pot, Mahelt emerged from the shed and, with a resolute jaw, faced the youths, who were fretting their mounts. Both boys bore makeshift lances fashioned from ash staves, and gripped their practice shields at the ready. Uttering simultaneous yells, the brothers charged. Knowing they expected her to lose her courage and dash back inside the shed, Mahelt stood her ground. She scooped up a handful of grease, feeling it cold and squidgy-soft between her fingers, and lobbed it at the oncoming horses. Will ducked behind his shield, which took the first impact, but Mahelt’s next dollop struck him over the rawhide rim, splattering his cloak and the side of his neck. Another scoop burst on the shoulder of Richard’s grey. His efforts to control his shying mount left him exposed and her fourth handful landed a direct hit to his face.

			“Hah! You’re both dead!” She leaped gleefully up and down. “I win, I win!” Triumph burned in her solar plexus. That was showing them.

			Will was off his horse like lightning. Mahelt shrieked and tried to run inside the shed, but he was too fast and caught her arm. She spun round in his grip and struck his chest with her salve-covered hand, smearing his cloak with rancid grease.

			“It’s dishonourable to hit a lady!” she cried as he raised a threatening fist.

			Will looked at his bunched knuckles and, lowering his arm, gave her a disgusted shove instead. “Look what you’ve done to my cloak! I pity whoever gets you to wife. You’re a hoyden.”

			Mahelt raised her chin, determined not to show remorse or be browbeaten. “But I still won,” she said. “Against both of you.”

			“Will, leave her,” Richard said with exasperation, wiping his face. “Let’s go. There are better places to practise. We’d get more hurled at us in a real battle than handfuls of old grease.”

			With a final glare, Will flung round and remounted Equus. “It looks as if you’ve lost after all,” he said as he gathered his reins.

			Through a blur of angry tears she watched her brothers ride away. Raising her hand to wipe her eyes, she found the stink of the salve on her fingers suddenly unbearable. She was cold, hungry, and empty. Her victory was a hollow one and she was going to be in trouble for wasting the hound-keeper’s salve and dirtying her brothers’ clothes. She returned the pot to its shelf and closed the shed door. When she turned round, she jumped, because Godfrey, her father’s under-chamberlain, was standing behind her. “Your parents are seeking you, young mistress.” He wrinkled his nose. “God’s eyes, what have you been doing?”

			“Nothing.” She gave him an imperious look to cloak her guilt. “Defending the castle.”

			Godfrey said nothing, but his gaze was eloquent.

			“What do they want?” Facing both parents at once was generally reserved for serious misdemeanours. Her mother had eyes in the back of her head, but surely she couldn’t know about the grease-throwing yet and Mahelt couldn’t think of anything else she had done recently to warrant such a command.

			“I do not know, young mistress. Your lady mother just said to fetch you.”

			Decidedly on her guard, Mahelt followed him to the solar, pausing on the way to sluice her hands in the trough and wipe them on a net of hay tied to the stable wall.

			Her mother and father were sitting before the hearth in their private chamber, and she saw a glance flicker between them as she entered. She could sense an atmosphere, but it wasn’t angry. Gilbert and Walter, her two younger brothers, were playing a dice game on the floor and a nurse was attending to her little sisters, Belle aged four, and two-year-old Sybire.

			Her mother patted the bench and Mahelt came to sit in the space her parents had made for her between them. The fire embraced her with warmth. The hangings were drawn across the window shutters and the mellow glow from numerous beeswax candles made the room feel cosy and welcoming. Her mother smelled wonderfully of roses and the arm she slipped around Mahelt to cuddle her was tender and maternal. Mahelt decided her brothers were welcome to their silly game. Parental attention was better, especially if she wasn’t in trouble. She thought it odd that her father was holding her floppy cloth doll in his big hands and looking at it in a pensive manner. Seeing her watching him, he put it down and smiled, but his eyes were serious.

			“You remember a few weeks ago, the Christmas court at Canterbury?” he asked.

			She nodded. “Yes, Papa.” It had been lovely—all the feasting and dancing and celebration. She had felt so grown up, being allowed to mingle with the adults. She had been wary of King John because she knew her mother disliked him, but she thought the jewels he wore around his neck were magnificent. Sapphires and rubies, so her cousin Ela had said, all the way from Sarandib.

			“You remember Hugh Bigod?”

			“Yes, Papa.” The heat from the fire was suddenly hot on her face. She picked up her doll and began fussing with it herself. Hugh was grown up, but he had partnered her in a circle dance, clasping her hand and winding her through the chain. Later he had organised games of hoodman blind and hunt the slipper for the younger ones, joining in himself with great enthusiasm. He had a rich singing voice and a smile that made her stomach flutter, although she didn’t know why. One day he would be Earl of Norfolk, just as one day Will would be Earl of Pembroke.

			“Hugh’s parents are seeking a suitable wife for him,” her father said. “Your mother and I believe it would be good for Marshal and Bigod to unite in a marriage alliance.”

			Mahelt blinked. She felt the doll’s soft dress under her fingers, the heat from the fire, her mother’s arm around her. She looked at her father. If the law allowed it, if it were possible under God’s heaven, she would marry him. She knew she was expected to make a great match to benefit her family. It was her duty and she was proud to do it, but she hadn’t imagined the time to come like this—out of an ordinary day when a moment since she had been play-fighting with her brothers. Her stomach was suddenly hollow.

			“It will only be a betrothal for the moment,” her mother reassured her. “Nothing will change until you are older, but your father must make the offer now.”

			Mahelt’s relief that she was not to be married off on the instant was immediately replaced by curiosity. “Why must you make the offer now, Papa?”

			Giving her a grave look, he spoke as one adult to another. “Because, Matty, I want to secure an alliance with the Earl of Norfolk. He is powerful and honourable and his estates are prosperous. He knows the laws of the land better than anyone, and his son is a fine young man. You will be safe and cared for, and that matters to me. If we do not make the offer now, the earl may not wait. There are other families with whom he could match Hugh to great advantage. This is the best choice for you.”

			Mahelt tightened her grip on her doll—because she was thinking, not because she was upset. Will was betrothed to Alais de Béthune, who was five years old. Mahelt’s cousin Ela, Countess of Salisbury, had married William Longespée when she was only ten. Mahelt was almost eleven now, nearly two years older. “I like Hugh Bigod,” she said, swinging her legs. She liked Countess Ida too, who had given her a brooch at Christmas, enamelled with red and blue flowers. Hugh’s father, Earl Roger of Norfolk, always wore magnificent hats.

			“Then I am glad,” her father said, “and very proud of you. I shall make the offer and we’ll see what happens.”

			His approval made Mahelt feel warm and tingly. He hugged her and she abandoned her doll to squeeze him as hard as she could in return. He pretended to choke at the force of her grip, then made a different sound in his throat and drew away, grimacing. “Child, what have you been doing? What is that smell?”

			Mahelt tried to look nonchalant. “It’s just the salve Tom the kennel-keeper uses on the hounds when they’re injured.”

			He raised his brows. “And why would it be on you?”

			She squirmed. “Will said I had to defend the castle against attack because he wouldn’t let me be a knight and ride Equus.” Her eyes flashed. “He said I had to be French too, and then he got cross and rode off because he didn’t win.” She concealed a momentary quiver as she remembered him saying that she had actually lost. It wasn’t true.

			“And the salve?”

			Mahelt set her jaw. “There was nothing else to throw. I wasn’t going to yield, because they’d have taken me prisoner and held me for ransom.”

			Her father looked away and rubbed his hand across his face. When he turned back, his expression was severe. “You do know that Tom will have to make more salve now, and for that he will have to wait on the next pig-killing for the lard. He’ll have to find the herbs too.”

			Mahelt fiddled with the end of her braid. “I’m sorry, Papa; I’ll help him.” It would be fun, she thought, all that mixing and stirring. Better than sewing in the bower.

			He looked wry. “It is probably fortunate that there will be a gap between your betrothal and your marriage.”

			“I wouldn’t throw things at my husband,” she reassured him.

			“I am relieved to hear it,” he replied in a slightly strangled voice. “Go now and wash your hands properly and we’ll toast some bread on the fire.”

			Mahelt jumped from the bench and hastened to do his bidding, relieved to have escaped so lightly. Besides, she was ravenous.

			“She is still so young,” William Marshal muttered to his wife later as they glanced at their sleeping daughter on their way to bed. Illuminated in the small pool of candlelight, her rich brown hair shone with ruddy glints and she was fiercely clutching her doll to her heart.

			Isabelle drew him away into their bedchamber before the light could disturb Mahelt’s slumber. “You had to make a decision, and it was the right one.”

			He sat on the edge of their bed and rubbed his face. “Roger Bigod is a friend, but he will look to his own best interests first—as I would in his position.”

			“Of course he will,” Isabelle agreed as she placed the candle in a niche, “but I suspect this offer will gladden his heart and be no second choice.”

			“I should think not!” William bridled. “Mahelt is a prize worthy of the highest in the land.”

			Isabelle set a soothing hand to the back of his neck. “Indeed she is, and you could not have done better for her than Hugh Bigod.” She leaned round to kiss him, recognising his wistful sense of loss. Their other girls were still infants. Mahelt had been seven when her next sister had arrived, thus for a long time she had been William’s only daughter. She was so like him. She had his prodigious energy and wholeheartedness and the same powerful sense of honour and duty, although, it had to be said, not his patience and tact. She knew her place in the world. As the Earl of Pembroke’s beloved eldest daughter, it was an exalted one. Much as she loved her daughter, Isabelle knew that Hugh Bigod was going to have his hands full.

			“Norfolk and Yorkshire are far away from danger too,” William said, although his gaze was troubled.

			Isabelle gnawed her lip. Their relationship with King John was uneasy. The latter neither liked nor trusted William. The feelings were mutual, but an oath of loyalty was binding, and John had given them the Earldom of Pembroke in exchange for that oath. William’s strength had always been his absolute fidelity, but he served a man who put no trust in men’s honour and had little of that virtue himself. Normandy was in turmoil and unrest seethed under a superficially calm surface. East Anglia, though, was a haven distant from trouble and its earl was a cautious man who kept a firm grip on his estates.

			William shook his head. “Ten years ago, I carried her to her christening still with the marks of birth upon her body. It seems no more distant than yesterday, and now here I am arranging her marriage. Time is like riding a horse at full gallop that will not answer to your rein.”

			“The horse might not answer to your rein, but at least by planning ahead, you are less likely to lose your seat in the saddle.”

			William gave an amused grunt and, having removed his tunic, lay on their bed, his hands pillowed behind his head. “I am glad you said ‘less likely,’ my love.” He watched her remove her veil and unpin her hair to let the heavy golden braids tumble down. “God knows there are sufficient obstacles in the road to unseat the canniest rider. I’ll have the scribes write to the Bigods tomorrow, and then we shall see.”

		

	


	
		
			Two

			Settrington, Yorkshire, February 1204

			Hugh Bigod dismounted to examine the wolf he had just killed, and wiped his spear in the tawny winter grass. Silver-grey fur ruffled in the wind. Her fangs were bared in a bloody snarl and even in death her amber eyes were baleful. She would have bred pups this year, but her swollen belly was not the result of fecundity, but of having gorged on the heavily pregnant ewe she and her mate had brought down the previous day. Wolves were a constant problem at lambing time, slinking round the sheepfolds, grey as twilight, waiting their moment. The shepherds and their dogs kept close watch, but they could not be everywhere at once and even when the flocks were brought in close to the homestead, there were still casualties.

			Pellets of icy rain drove slantwise into his face and he turned his head away from the wind. Although his fingers were encased in mittens, his hands were numb. It was a frozen, hungry time of year, the dregs of winter hanging on even though the dawns arrived earlier and the light was slower to leave the sky at night.

			“I can have a wolfskin rug for my bedside now,” said his thirteen-year-old brother Ralph, a gleam in his dark grey eyes.

			Hugh smiled. “With a sheepskin the other side for balance, and to remind you why we hunt wolves in the first place.”

			“I don’t know why you want a wolf pelt anywhere near you; they stink,” said William. At almost fifteen, he was the closest of the brothers in age to Hugh.

			“Not if they’re properly tanned and aired,” Ralph argued.

			William shook his head. “The only good place for a wolf is a midden pit.”

			Accustomed to their verbal sparring, Hugh took little notice. It meant nothing. They squabbled cheerfully among themselves—sometimes even came to blows—but the rancour never lasted and they were always united against a common foe. Hugh remounted Arrow. The mare was so named because of her ability to fly into a fast gallop from a standing start. She could outrun any wolf and she was his pride and joy. Gathering the reins, he studied the sleet-laden clouds scudding in from the east coast while he waited for Ralph to swing the bloodied corpses across the pack pony’s saddle. The wind was as vicious as the bite of a wild animal. It was a day when any sane man would remain by his hearth, and only venture outside to empty his bowels—or deal with wolves.

			He had been lord of Settrington for five years, ever since his father had granted him ten knights’ fees of his own following King John’s coronation. He had been sixteen then, old enough for responsibility under supervision, and he had cut his teeth on these Yorkshire estates, preparing for the day when he would inherit vast tracts of fertile land and coastal villages in East Anglia including the castle at Framlingham with its thirteen great towers. His father was still hale and fit, but one day, Hugh would be Earl of Norfolk, and his knights’ fees would amount to more than 160.

			He paused by the shepherds’ hut to give the herders the good news about the wolves, and then rode down to the manor. As the afternoon settled towards dusk, the horses churned their way through the icy mud of the track, bitter air clouding from their nostrils and steaming from their hides. Lantern-light gleamed through the cracks in the shutters of the manor house and grooms were waiting to greet the hunting party and take their mounts.

			“Sire, your lord father is here,” the head groom told Hugh as he dismounted.

			Hugh had already noticed the extra horses in the stables and the increased number of servants. He had been expecting his father because King John and the court were at York, and Settrington was only twenty miles away. Hugh nodded to the groom, stripped off his mittens, and, blowing into his cupped hands, entered the manor house. His waiting chamberlain presented him with a cup of hot, spiced wine, which Hugh took with gratitude. His father was sitting before the hearth, legs crossed at the ankle, sipping from a cup of his own, but when he saw Hugh, he stood up.

			“Sire.” Hugh knelt on one knee and bowed his head.

			“Son,” Roger Bigod replied, pride in his voice. He raised Hugh to his feet and kissed him on either cheek. Hugh felt the solidity of his father’s body beneath the fur-lined mantle as they embraced. He was as hard and sturdy as a pollarded tree.

			William and Ralph arrived to be similarly greeted and for a while the conversation was all of the foul weather and the wolf hunt. More hot wine arrived, and platters of hot fried pastries. It was Lent so they were neither filled with cheese nor dusted with sugar and spices, but the tongue-scalding heat and the lard-fried crispness were still welcome to men who had been at hard exercise in freezing weather. Hugh’s hands and feet began to throb back to life. Chilblains were another good reason not to leave the fire on a bitter February day. He pushed away the nose of a hungrily questing dog. “How is my lady mother?”

			His father wiped his lips on a napkin. “Well enough, but longing for spring like all of us—and eager for news of you, of course.”

			“As soon as the weather improves I’ll ride down to Framlingham and see her.”

			“It might be sooner than that.”

			“Oh?” Hugh arched a questioning eyebrow.

			The earl glanced at his other sons. “After dinner will do. I want to talk to you alone and uninterrupted.”

			He would not be drawn and Hugh had no choice but to control his curiosity.

			***

			After a modest Lenten supper of fish stew and bread, Ralph disappeared to skin his wolves. William, too fastidious to join him, went to play dice with the knights, having been ordered to make himself scarce.

			As he waited for his father to speak, Hugh was tense with anticipation. Something momentous was afoot.

			Standing with his back to the fire, the earl cleared his throat. “William Marshal has approached me and offered his eldest daughter Mahelt in marriage to you.”

			The news came as no surprise but Hugh’s stomach still sank. His father had been studying prospective brides for some time. The Marshal’s daughter was one of several names on the list.

			“I told him we would consider the proposal and I would give my answer when I had spoken with you.”

			“She is not yet eleven years old.” Hugh’s initial thought emerged as words, although he had only half meant to speak.

			“She will grow swiftly and you are still young for marriage. I was beyond thirty when I wed your mother, and the Marshal almost twice your age when he took Isabelle of Leinster to wife. What matters is the honour and prestige of a tie with the Marshals, and the affinity the girl will bring.”

			Hugh thought back to dancing with Mahelt Marshal at the Christmas feast in Canterbury. She was tall for her age and as lean as a gazehound. He remembered her hair in particular—shiny dark brown glinted with rich bronze. He had enjoyed her nimble, lively company, but she was a boisterous child, not a wife to wed and bed. Indeed, when he thought of the Marshal family, the earl and countess came to mind, not Mahelt. At court, he had been far more smitten by Countess Isabelle who, in her early thirties, was a strong and alluring woman.

			“It bothers you, I can see.”

			Hugh cupped his chin. “There may not be many years separating girl from woman, but what if she should die in the meantime? Her dowry will no longer be secured to our estates and other offers will have passed us by.”

			“That is a risk we take,” his father conceded, “but Mahelt Marshal is not sickly; all of her brothers and sisters are as robust as destriers.” A gleam entered the older man’s eyes. “Good breeding stock.”

			Hugh exhaled with sardonic amusement.

			His father sobered. “There will not be a better offer than this.”

			Hugh knew his father’s astute brain and reasoning abilities were what made the king value him as a judge and counsellor. He would have weighed the advantages and pitfalls of the match, and have answers for every point Hugh might raise. “I bow to your will, sire,” he said. “I know my duty to the family and my concerns are not objections.”

			His father’s lips curved in a half-smile. “Nevertheless, your doubts are commendable. I am pleased to have raised a son who can think for himself. The lord Marshal desires only a betrothal at this stage, and to leave the marriage until the girl is old enough for the full duties of a wife.”

			“Is she to live with us?” Hugh’s tone was bland, but he was secretly unsettled at the notion of having a child-wife to his name, even if she would be mostly under his mother’s wing.

			“Not until the marriage, which will not take place until she is of an age for successful child-bearing. The Earl of Pembroke suggests the betrothal itself take place at Caversham after Lent.”

			“As you wish, sire,” Hugh said with relief that he was not imminently to be saddled with a bride.

			His father held out his cup for Hugh to refill. “Good then, it is settled, apart from negotiating the fine details of dowry and bride price. The king will have to give his permission, of course, but I foresee no trouble. We are in good favour with him and he values our support. I’ve taken the precaution of bringing a jewelled staff to present to him, and a copy of Aesop—given his enjoyment of gems and reading, they should put him in a good mood.”

			“Is there any news from Normandy?” When last Hugh had attended court, King Philip of France had been making deep inroads into the province and not only the Bigod lands near Bayeux were threatened, but also the considerably larger holdings belonging to William Marshal.

			His father shook his head. “None that is good. As long as the castle at Gaillard holds out, Rouen is safe from the French, but there have been no gains on our part and when the campaigning season begins again…” He made a gesture that described without words how much of a predicament King John was in. Eastern Normandy had been overrun by the French and Anjou was lost. “Queen Eleanor is four score years old and in poor health. When she dies, there will be war in Poitou.” He looked sombre. “I used to think she would be a part of the landscape for ever, but people are not as enduring as the stones.”

			Hugh said nothing, for it was the way he thought of his parents—as immutable as rock—when the truth was that they were as vulnerable as trees in the forest.

			“The king will raise an army to try and push Philip back, but whether or not he succeeds…” Roger gazed into the fire, his air one of grave sobriety. “The minor Norman vassals will go over to Philip in order to keep their lands. Why should they be loyal to a lord who, as far as they are concerned, has fled across the sea and left them to cope as best they may? John will lose all the small men, and it is the small men who uphold the great.”

			Hugh gave his father a sharp look. “What of our own estates? What of the stud?”

			“I was going to talk to you about that. Time I think to bring the horses to England. Even if I must lose Corbon and Montfiquet, I am not gifting the king of France with my horses. Come the better weather, I want you to go and fetch them back to East Anglia.”

			“And our people?”

			“We will cross that bridge when we come to it.” His father folded his arms inside his furred mantle. “Your great-grandfather came to England and fought on Hastings field because the Norman lands would not sustain him. They are a useful addition, but hardly a patrimony.” He pursed his lips. “It will go hard for the Marshal if we lose Normandy because he does have castles and estates of great value to think on. He stands to lose his second son’s inheritance. The lad’s rising thirteen years old and the Marshal needs to hold on until he can despatch him to Normandy in his own right and create separation that way.” He heaved a deep sigh. “We all walk knife edges of one sort or another, but better to walk them in strong company. That way there is less chance of being eaten by wolves.” He raised his cup in toast. “To your betrothal.”

			“My betrothal,” Hugh responded wryly.

		

	


	
		
			Three

			York, February 1204

			John, king of England, rubbed an appreciative thumb over the carved ivory panels protecting the cover of the book in his hand. “My magnates complain of their poverty, but they still have the wherewithal to gift me with items like this.” Opening a page, he pointed to an illuminated capital. “Crushed lapis and gold,” he said. “How much did that cost the Earl of Norfolk?”

			“I do not know what is in his coffers, sire.” William Longespée, Earl of Salisbury, shook the dice in his fist and cast them on the gaming board.

			“Do you not?” John’s eyes held a sardonic gleam. “You spend enough time in Bigod company. I thought you might have a notion.”

			“The earl keeps his coffers to himself, and it is not the kind of thing a guest asks.”

			“But you are more than a guest; you are family too,” John said silkily.

			Longespée silently cursed as the dice fetched up on the trestle as a two and a one. John’s luck might be uncertain in other areas, but he had been winning at dice all night. The words, just spoken so pleasantly, were intended to sting. His royal half-brother was well aware of the tangled emotions Longespée harboured for his Bigod relatives, and exploited them without remorse. “I am your family too, but I do not know the amount of silver stored in your strongbox.”

			John laughed unkindly. “You know that there is soon to be at least another mark of silver,” he said, indicating their game with his free hand. “The pity is I always have to lend you more in order to win it back. Does the Earl of Norfolk bail you out when you visit your mother?”

			Longespée flushed. “We do not game.”

			“No, I suppose not. Roger Bigod wouldn’t take the risk.” John delicately turned the pages of the exquisite little book.

			Longespée reached for his wine. It was a privilege to keep close company with John; to sit in the king’s private apartments in the castle at York, drink the ruby Gascon wine, and lose his silver in games of chance. But for the stain of bastardy, he would have been a prince himself. His mother had been a girl of fifteen when John’s father, King Henry, had taken her for his mistress and got her with child. She had married Roger Bigod, Earl of Norfolk, when Longespée was an infant, and Longespée had been raised to manhood in the royal household. She had since told him how much she had grieved at being forced to part from him—that his father the king had given her no choice in the matter. She had gone on to bear her sanctioned husband a litter of legitimate but less exalted offspring, and raised them far from royal circles in Yorkshire and East Anglia. Longespée was contemptuous of his womb-mates and at the same time he envied them what they possessed and he didn’t. He paid sporadic visits to their great fortress at Framlingham. The experience was always a mingling of joy and pain and he was usually relieved to make his farewells—but reluctant too.

			“So.” John carefully closed and latched the book—he had more respect for literature and the written word than he did for people. “What do you think about this marriage contract between the Marshal’s eldest girl and your half-brother?”

			“It seems sound policy to me,” Longespée replied cautiously.

			John ran his tongue around the inside of his mouth. A sneer entered his voice. “Bigod ever has his eye to profit and advancement, but all done to the letter of the law, naturally.” He cocked a speculative eye. “Your Ela was nine years old when you married, wasn’t she?”

			Longespée gave a cautious nod. “Thereabouts.”

			“Luscious sixteen now. How long did you wait?”

			Longespée’s complexion darkened. “Long enough.”

			“No belly on her yet, though.” John flashed a wolfish smile. “Still, the trying keeps you busy, eh? You’ll have plenty of advice to give your brother when his time comes.”

			Longespée said nothing save by his rigid posture and expression. He hated it when John spoke of his private life in that tone of voice. That was the problem; John didn’t see it as a personal matter, but Longespée did. He adored Ela and he was protective of her. Knowing what a predator John was, he seldom brought her to court. He was careful not to speak of her either, because he had observed how jealous John was of anything that came between him and those whom he considered his individual territory. Longespée knew he was one of John’s possessions and was not unduly bothered by it, because it gave him prestige and a place at the heart of the court. There was a price to pay, but then there always was. He strove to be honourable in his own life, and looked the other way when things happened that he could not control.

			Smiling, John picked up the dice, shook them in his fist, and cast a six and a five. “Come now,” he said. “Do not make that face at me; I did but jest. Good fortune to your Marshal and Bigod kin. They are most deserving of each other.” He managed to make it sound like an insult, which probably it was.

			***

			In the morning, the court prepared to go hunting, and Longespée made his way through the mêlée of dogs and horses in the stable yard to find and congratulate his half-brother on his forthcoming nuptials. He would rather have avoided Hugh, but one had to preserve the courtesies.

			Longespée saw the glistening silver mare first, her harness arrayed in the red and gold Bigod colours, and his heart swelled with envy. His stepfather kept the best stable of horseflesh in England and Hugh, as the heir, naturally received first pick. The latter was deep in conversation with a groom and Longespée gave a contemptuous shake of his head. There were intermediaries to deal with servants. Drawing himself up, he adjusted his cloak and went forward. “Brother,” he said, forcing the word out before it stuck in his throat. “Well met. I hear congratulations are due.”

			Hugh turned and smiled, although his sea-blue gaze was tepid. His hair gleamed like dull gold in the pallid winter sunlight. “Thank you.” He looked dubious. “I am still growing accustomed to the notion. How is Ela?”

			“She is well.” Longespée replied stiltedly, remembering what John had said about advice and feeling awkward. “Will your bride come to Framlingham?”

			Hugh shook his head. “Not immediately. I still have some bachelor years left to enjoy.”

			“Make the most of them then—but you will take pleasure in a wife too, I think. Ela is a constant delight to me.” Formalities complete, Longespée moved around Hugh to examine the mare. “Fast?” He checked her legs with knowing hands.

			Hugh nodded and relaxed a little. “Very. She’d beat any courser in this stable over a mile.”

			“You reckon she could beat de Braose’s black?” Longespée nodded in the direction of the entourage belonging to the lord of Bramber. A groom was tending a powerful Spanish stallion with arched neck and broad rump. The horse was fresh and sidling, eager to run.

			“Easily,” Hugh said with a hint of bravado.

			“Easily enough to wager on it?” Longespée felt the familiar burst of excitement that always accompanied a gamble. He imagined himself astride the silver mare; her speed, her strength. Knowing Hugh, he’d not have tested the half of her mettle yet.

			Hugh hesitated.

			“Or was it just an idle boast with no proof behind it?”

			Hugh’s blue eyes flashed. “It was no boast.”

			“Then you’d race her?”

			“I…”

			Longespée turned at a slap on his shoulder and faced another of his half-brothers: Ralph. “Hah, the whole family’s here!” He greeted the newcomer with a heartier embrace than he had given Hugh. He could bear Ralph; indeed he enjoyed his company. The lad was younger, his admiration was obvious, and he wasn’t the heir to an earldom three times the size of Longespée’s.

			Ralph laughed. His voice had a deep adolescent crack. “No, there’s just me and William and Hugh with our father. The others are still in Norfolk. We’ve been helping Hugh hunt wolves at Settrington.”

			“Catch any?”

			“A male and female. They’d have started a new pack if we hadn’t taken them. I’ve got the pelts.”

			Longespée’s nostrils flared. “They stink.”

			“That’s what William says.”

			Longespée rubbed his jaw. “So,” he said, getting down to business, “do you reckon your brother’s mare would beat de Braose’s black?”

			“What, Arrow?” The youth put his hands on his hips. “Of course she would. There’s no faster horse in England!”

			“Well then, you have nothing to lose.” Longespée turned to Hugh. “What do you say? Will you lend her to me?”

			“Go on, Hugh, do it!” Ralph’s grey gaze shone with enthusiasm.

			“What about the hunt?” Hugh prevaricated.

			“You’ve got other mounts, haven’t you?” Longespée waved an impatient hand.

			With great reluctance, Hugh handed over the reins. “Be careful with her.”

			Longespée flashed a condescending smile. “Don’t worry, I know horses. I could ride before I could walk.” He patted the mare’s neck, set his foot to the stirrup, and swung astride. Exhilaration warmed him as his perspective changed and he was able to look down on Hugh from a superior height—which was appropriate and as it should be, since he was the son of a king. He sent his herald to make the challenge and wagered five marks on the outcome.

			De Braose was amused by the bet and eager to compete, although given his bulk and maturing years, he put one of his squires in the saddle. “You’re never afraid of the odds against you, Longespée, I’ll say that for you,” he chuckled, his breath clouding the air. He smacked his hand against the black’s solid neck, making the stallion flinch and sidle.

			The king arrived, cloaked and booted, ready for the chase, and eyed the proceedings with a mingling of interest and scorn before strolling over to Longespée. “I hazard de Braose’s stallion will win.” He handed up his whip of plaited black leather. “You’ll be needing this to stand any chance.”

			Hugh’s heart began to thud. “Sire, I never whip my horses, and neither does my father—”

			“Then perhaps you should.” John looked contemptuous. “Horses, dogs, women, and bishops. All benefit from the lash to quicken their paces from time to time.” He waved his hand at Longespée. “Make her fly, brother, because my lord de Braose will give you no quarter.”

			Longespée reined the mare towards the castle gate in a tight turn that pulled on her mouth. Ralph sprang to his saddle and followed his half-brother at a rapid trot. Hugh swallowed a repeat warning, knowing they would think him an old woman, and instead snapped at a groom to saddle up his remount. He had to leap aside as de Braose’s big black came shouldering through, sweat creaming against the line of the reins on its neck. Hugh’s stomach was hollow. He wished he had left Arrow at Settrington, or stayed there himself. There was less danger in chasing wolves.

			A crowd had gathered in a field beyond Micklegate Bar and other men were wagering their swiftest horses against the main contenders. The Earl of Derby had put his squire up on a lean chestnut, and another of the king’s half-brothers, Geoffrey, archbishop of York, had sent his bay courser with a young groom astride.

			Hugh chewed the inside of his mouth as the distance was measured to four furlongs and a wooden post thrust into the ground as the turning point. He thought about making Longespée dismount and riding Arrow himself, but matters had gone beyond that point; all he could do was watch and pray. He was concerned at the way Arrow was sidling, swishing her tail and dancing on her hooves under Longespée’s hands. The competitive light in his half-brother’s eyes, the tension in his body, worried him too.

			He was briefly distracted as his father arrived in the company of several Bigod retainers.

			“What’s happening?” Roger cocked his head towards the milling men and horses.

			Hugh told him. His father’s expression remained unchanged, but Hugh sensed his displeasure. “I should have refused,” he said.

			The earl nodded. “You should, but you will know better next time. Learn from this—both of yourself and of other men. William Longespée covets that which is best. He has a soldier’s courage and a gambler’s heart—and that is why Ralph loves him as he does.”

			Riders and horses clustered at the start of the impromptu course, eight in all by now, their mounts prancing and eager, the riders fretting the reins and casting intimidating glances at each other. De Braose’s black snapped and lashed out at all who came near. Someone quipped that the horse was not unlike de Braose’s acerbic wife, if somewhat less ridden. There was ribbing too for Hugh’s mare amid remarks about untrammelled virginity. Longespée laughed aloud. Hugh forced a smile, although he had never felt less like smiling in his life. He felt queasy as he watched Longespée pull on Arrow’s ears and slap her sweating neck with all the intimacy of an owner.

			A starting line had been marked across the grass with floor sand from the king’s chamber and the horses jostled and milled behind it. A herald arrived bearing a horn, set it to his lips, and blew the away with gusto. As if flung from a catapult, mounts and men hurtled over the line. Clods churned and flew, showering the onlookers. Hugh followed Arrow’s surging white rump and the banner of her silver tail. Briefly she was hemmed in by a sea of bay, chestnut, and black, but soon edged in front and sped away from them like a wind-blown cloud.

			“He’s riding her too hard.” Hugh craned on tiptoe as the horses disappeared from sight. “He should be pacing her; she’ll be caught!” Hearing the strain in his own voice, he collected himself, aware that people were watching him. As heir to the Earldom of Norfolk, he had a duty to appear strong before his peers, especially when speculation was rife concerning the Marshal alliance. A man who showed weakness over a horse was a man who might be weak in other areas.

			The rapid drumming of hoofbeats vibrated through his boot soles. Ralph was yelling in a voice like a raw knife blade: “They’re winning! They’re winning! Come on, girl, fly like the wind!”

			Arrow was indeed still leading as the horses hurtled back towards the starting line, but with each stride, de Braose’s black was gaining ground, and so was the archbishop’s bay. The mare was galloping hard, but that first spark had been spent on the outward journey and now she was straining and under pressure.

			“Go on!” Ralph roared, punching the air. “Go on!”

			Arrow’s ears were pressed against her skull as she lunged for the next stride and the next, while the black closed her down on the right and the bay on the left. A length, half a length, a head. Longespée raised his arm and the whip came down once and again and the mare almost flattened herself to the ground in a final burst of speed that brought her over the sand line a head and shoulders in front of the other two. Still galloping, still carried forward by her momentum, she stumbled, pitched, and went down, mane over tail, legs thrashing. Longespée rolled clear, staying down and curled up as the rest of the horses thundered past. Uttering a howl of denial, Hugh ran out to the mare and fell to his knees at her side. Scarlet rivulets streamed from her nostrils and although she was still breathing, and struggling to rise, he knew he was looking at a dead horse.

			Longespée lurched to his feet and staggered across the churned grass to the dying mare. “Christ,” he gasped, ashen-faced, and wiped his hand across his mouth. “Dear Christ.”

			Hugh didn’t hear him. He was watching the light go from Arrow’s eyes and the shuddering of her limbs as the effort to rise became death throes. Her blood flowed hot against his folded knees. Leaning over her, he cupped her cheek and rubbed the coronet of hair starring her forehead.

			Her last breath fluttered out and her limbs ceased to twitch. Hugh felt his own blood congeal. People crowded round, looking, exclaiming, drawn to the tragedy and the spectacle. William de Braose arrived, stared for a moment with curling lip, and then shoved a heavy pouch into Longespée’s hand.

			“Count yourself fortunate that the line wasn’t ten yards further,” he growled. “No good having a fast horse if it’s going to drop dead under you.” With a single, scornful glance over his shoulder, he stalked off in the direction of his sweating stallion.

			Rage flickered through Hugh’s numbness. He lurched to his feet, the hem of his blue tunic blotched with Arrow’s blood. “You used the whip,” he accused Longespée in a fury-clogged voice.

			“Only the once.” Longespée drew shallow breaths, one hand pressed to his ribs. “God’s life, she died because she wasn’t sound, not because I struck her. It could have happened at any time. Better now than in the midst of a hunt or a battle campaign.”

			The excuses shattered Hugh’s control and he seized Longespée by the throat. “You rode her to death!” he sobbed, his voice breaking. “Her blood is on your hands!” But the blood was on his own, rimmed around his fingernails, staining the creases in his knuckles.

			His father dragged him off Longespée and put his bulk between them. “Enough! Whatever has to be said and done, let us not make it more of a spectacle than it already is.”

			White-faced, clearly in pain, Longespée responded with a stiff nod. Hugh clenched his body, squeezing down upon his own raw anger.

			“I shall recompense you for your loss,” Longespée offered. “I’ll buy you another courser—one that is sound of wind and limb this time.”

			Hugh bared his teeth. “I want none of you. I would not take silver from your hand even if I were starving and destitute. That horse was worth more to me than money—but you wouldn’t understand that!”

			Longespée said nothing, although his expression implied that he thought Hugh a fool to harbour sentiments over an animal. There was reproach too that his offer was being rejected with such bad grace.

			The king arrived. Someone had retrieved his whip from where it had fallen as Longespée rolled clear from the stricken horse, and now John gripped it in his hand. “A bad business.” He shook his head. “My condolences, Bigod. Your mare had a turn of speed, but speed is not everything.” He gave Roger and Hugh a pointed look. “You need to look to your bloodlines, and have a care to how you breed your next generation.”

			“Sire, thank you for your concern and your advice,” Roger replied in a neutral tone. “Be assured I will take it to heart. No bloodline is immune to failure.”

			John looked sourly amused. “Indeed not, my lord.” As he started to turn away, he directed a look over his shoulder at Longespée. “You have leave to use my chamber while I am gone should you need succour for your injuries.”

			Longespée shook his head. “Thank you, sire, but I will join the hunt.”

			“As you wish. Your devotion is commendable—if foolhardy.” John tapped Longespée’s arm lightly with the whip and took his leave.

			With the king gone, Longespée handed the pouch containing the five marks to Roger, who did not refuse it. “I regret what happened,” he said, breathing in shallow bursts, “but the horse would have foundered sooner or later.”

			“So you have said already, and so I accept,” Roger replied impassively. Hugh couldn’t bring himself to speak because, unlike his father, he didn’t accept it at all.

			Longespée managed a bow before walking gingerly towards his own courser. Ralph, who had been watching wide-eyed on the edge of the fracas, hastily fetched the horse to the mounting block. By the time Longespée gained the saddle and gathered the reins he was white and sweating, but resolute.

			As the hunt rode out, grooms from the Bigod household fetched ropes to drag the mare away. Hugh eyed the bag in his father’s hand with revulsion. “It’s blood money,” he said, his throat working. “He gives us silver from the wager that cost the life of my mare and he thinks his debt is paid, but I tell you this, sire, I will never lend or give him anything of mine again, and that is a vow unto the grave.”

		

	


	
		
			Four

			Caversham, March 1204

			Mahelt darted her future husband a look through her lashes as he slipped a ring of plaited gold on to her heart finger. Three months ago, he had held her hand and danced with her at the Christmas feast in Canterbury. Now the gesture was part of a ceremony as binding as marriage itself. Hugh’s manner was serious, lacking the light exuberance he had possessed before. This time she was strongly aware of being in the company of a grown man with whom she had nothing in common beyond their mutual status and the obligation of performing a family duty.

			Mahelt pressed her lips together and tried to ignore the fear uncoiling in her stomach. It wasn’t as if she had to go and live with him right now. This was just a promise for later. All she had to do was make her responses, just like the progression of steps in a dance. She made herself look at him properly. His eyes were a summer sea-blue and a brief smile lit in them as they met hers, giving her a glimpse of the humour she remembered from the Christmas court. Reassured, Mahelt smiled a reply before looking down again in modest decorum.

			From Caversham’s chapel, the company repaired to the hall and a feast to honour the betrothal. Hugh’s mother enveloped Mahelt in a sweet-scented embrace and welcomed her to the family. Hugh’s father was expansive with satisfaction and reminded her of a cockerel with fluffed-up feathers. As usual he wore a magnificent hat, red today and adorned with curling plumes. Hugh was also more relaxed in the aftermath of the formalities, but his behaviour towards her remained courtly and polite, and he showed no inclination to play as he had done at Christmas. Mahelt kept her eyes downcast as befitted a future bride, although under the table she was swinging her legs. Had it been feasible, she would have kilted up her gown and run and run, just to be rid of her surplus tension and energy.

			Hugh placed the choicest morsels before her, but she wasn’t hungry. Lent might be over and dainties once more allowed in the diet, but she was too tense to enjoy the succulent young duck and fragrant barley grains perfumed with cardamom.

			“When we are married, I will take you riding and show you around our estates,” he said. “Would you like that?”

			Mahelt nodded. “I have a new palfrey,” she volunteered. “She’s called Amber.”

			His eyelids tightened and she thought she had said or done something wrong, but then his expression smoothed out and he smiled. “Indeed, and very fine too. I watched you arrive on her and thought what a good rider you were.”

			She felt a glow of pride at his praise. “Do you still have that white mare I saw you riding at Christmas?”

			The dark look returned to his face. “No,” he said, “I don’t, but I’m going to Normandy soon to bring our stud herd to England, and I’ll choose a new horse then.”

			Mahelt swung her legs harder and toyed with a piece of bread. She decided not to ask what had happened to the mare because she could tell from Hugh’s expression that he didn’t want to speak about it.

			Towards the end of the meal an armourer arrived with some sword blades that Mahelt’s father had been expecting and the men went to try them out, leaving the women to their talk.

			Mahelt’s second cousin Ela took the opportunity to admire the betrothal ring. “It’s beautiful,” she said, a smile in her hazel-grey eyes. Ela had been married to Hugh’s half-brother William Longespée since she was nine years old. She was sixteen now, and a modest but confident young woman. Her husband was serving the king at court, but Ela had been glad to attend the betrothal.

			Studying the ring, Mahelt tried to imagine being a wife, but it was like putting on a new dress that was too big for her, and people saying she would grow into it.

			“Do you know when the marriage will be?” Ela asked.

			Mahelt shook her head. “Not for a few years.”

			“Countess Ida is lovely,” Ela reassured her. She cast a fond look in the direction of her mother-in-law. “She has taught me so much.”

			“I like her,” Mahelt agreed, knowing that no one would ever match up to her own mother.

			“What about Hugh, do you like him?” An impish sparkle lit in Ela’s eyes. “He’s handsome, isn’t he?”

			Mahelt felt her cheeks grow warm as she nodded.

			“And kind too,” Ela added. “You cannot set too high a price upon kindness in a match—and respect. My husband is good to me and I love him dearly. I only wish that he and Hugh were fonder of each other. I am sorry for it because they are both fine men in their individual ways, and they come from the same womb.”

			“Why aren’t they fond?” Mahelt asked, her curiosity thoroughly aroused.

			Ela’s brow furrowed. “My Will refuses to talk about it; he becomes irritated with me if I broach the subject, and pretends it is of no consequence, but I believe it has to do with matters of family and belonging.”

			Mahelt’s brow furrowed as she tried to puzzle out what Ela was saying. She supposed Longespée might feel awkward among the Bigods owing to his bastardy, although from what she had seen of Hugh’s nature, she didn’t think he would be cruel or unwelcoming to his half-brother because of it, and surely as the son and brother of a king, Longespée was well compensated.

			“My husband has a foot in two worlds,” Ela said. “He finds it difficult because the king expects him to tell him things about his Bigod family, and his Bigod family look to him to ease their path with the king. Balancing the two is not always easy for his honour and his duty.”

			Mahelt nodded. She understood that part because her father often had to tread a fine line between his duty to his family and his duty to the king. It still didn’t explain the animosity between Hugh and Longespée though.

			“It is the place of a wife to be a peace-weaver,” Ela said. “I do my best, but Will is proud and stubborn, and Hugh hides behind a smile he doesn’t always mean.”

			While Mahelt was trying to digest this food for thought, a messenger arrived at the gallop, dismounted, and hurried straight to her father. Whatever he said as he knelt made everyone cease their swordplay and gather around him, hands on hips, expressions concerned. Mahelt’s stomach wallowed. Messengers were always coming and going at Caversham. Indeed, her father was seldom not in their company, but for one to approach him in the midst of a social gathering meant that the news would not wait.

			As the group dispersed, Mahelt ran up to Will and grabbed his arm. “What’s happened?” she demanded.

			Her brother pushed his dark hair off his forehead in an agitated gesture. “The castle at Gaillard has fallen,” he said. “It means Rouen is exposed to the French because Gaillard guarded the river approach. The king’s lost Normandy for certain now.”

			Mahelt thought of the high castle walls at Longueville and the vista of undulating fields ripe with dark-gold wheat seen from its battlements. “Does that mean Papa will lose his lands too?” she asked.

			Will shrugged. “Not if he can help it,” he said, “but it’s bad.”

		

	


	
		
			Five

			Montfiquet, Normandy, May 1204

			Lying on his bed, Hugh listened to the birdsong outside his chamber window. The rich warble of a thrush in the cool dawn air swelled his breast with emotion which threatened to overflow like the bird’s canticle. Beyond the shutters, the manor was stirring to life. He could hear voices, the whinny of a horse, the squeak of the winch winding up the well bucket. In a moment he would have to stir too and join the bustle, knowing that by the time the sun was warming the spring grass, this place would be a memory he could never again refresh—unless a miracle happened.

			He turned his head on the pillow to look at Nicolette. Her hair was a dark, deep red that reminded him of cherries and her mouth was soft and sweet. He could never get enough of kissing her. They had left the shutters open last night on a sky thick with stars, and had made love knowing that when morning came, their lives would not mesh again. He knew he was only one of several select clients, including a bishop and a wealthy wine merchant, but even so affection between them extended beyond the exchange of payment for exquisite services rendered.

			As if sensing his scrutiny, she opened her eyes and yawned at him.

			“It’s light,” he said. “We have to go.” He leaned over to embrace her one final time and she wrapped her arms around his neck and held him hard.

			Outside the noises had increased in variety and volume. The grooms were out saddling up the horses. A woman was calling to the chickens. Reluctantly, Hugh drew away and, with the damp imprint of their kiss still on his lips, began to dress. She sat up and watched him, the sheet folded across her breasts and her ruby hair spilling down her spine. “I am going to miss your visits.” She yawned again, like a cat. “Perhaps when all is settled between the king of England and the king of France, you will visit me in Bayeux.”

			“Yes, perhaps.” He knew he wouldn’t.

			When they were both dressed, he presented her with a little embroidered belt purse with silk cords. The weight of silver within was generous and gave the pouch a pleasant heft. It was her fee, but bestowed as a gift rather than payment.

			She thanked him with a last, lingering kiss. “Think of me sometimes,” she said.

			“I will think of you more than sometimes,” he vowed. “The difficulty will be not thinking.”

			She stroked the side of his face and drew away. “For a while, my Hugh, but time will soften the edges. What is tender to the touch now will become nostalgia.”

			He knew she was right. These last moments were achingly sweet, but once the tie was severed, they would both move on to the next point in their lives.

			Together they went down to the courtyard. Hugh cupped his hands to boost Nicolette on to her mount and for a moment stood by her saddle, his hand encircling her ankle. Then he opened his grip and let her go, accompanied by two of his men for escort.

			She looked back once, and he memorised the pale oval of her face and the smile parting her full lips. When she faced the road again, he too turned away and, with determination, applied himself to the task of assembling his father’s horses for the journey to the coast. He had chosen a new courser from among the herd—a four-year-old stallion with a coat the colour of polished jet. Hebon, named for his colour, showed the strain of Spanish blood in his convex nose and the proud curve of his neck, covered by a waterfall of black mane. Hugh had ridden him over the estate yesterday, bidding farewell to familiar boyhood haunts, knowing that soon the French would come and seize the land, breed their own horses here, mulch the apples, and make the cider. On the flat fields between the orchards he had taken his courage in his hands and put Hebon to the gallop: hard, flat out, the wind in his face, his cloak flying. He had experienced a feeling of release and, at that moment, had finally begun to put the incident with Arrow behind him and bid her farewell. It was in the past; live and learn.

			So early in the season, the verges were green and the roads firm but not yet dusty as Hugh and his retinue of serjeants and drovers herded the horses towards the coast three miles away. Hugh’s adolescent brothers rode with him, their father having deemed it useful experience for them to accompany him; and indeed they had pulled their weight and been of great help. With unusual tact, they had left him alone last night, although their nudges and smiles this morning were less than discreet.

			Ralph cantered ahead, his hat set at a rakish angle on his dark curls. He had plaited a red ribbon in his mount’s tail. Hugh shook his head but had to grin. To Ralph, life was one gigantic adventure. William joined Hugh, his own expression sombre with reflection. “Why do you think our father decided not to leave one of us in Normandy?” he asked. “Ralph or I could have sworn an oath to the king of France and kept the estates for our family.”

			“Neither you nor Ralph is of age and leading men would be difficult—no matter what Ralph thinks.” Hugh cast an exasperated gesture at their high-spirited younger brother. “The lands we own might give us good horses and cider, but they are a spit in the ocean compared to our English estates. Our father will not put one of us out on a limb here. Rather he will consolidate what we have that we can hold for a certainty and that won’t cost us more to defend than it provides in revenue.”

			“The Marshal’s not pulling back, is he? Not from the news I heard this morning.”

			Hugh looked at him sharply. “What news?”

			“A jongleur arrived while we were breaking our fast and you were still…otherwise occupied. He was seeking employment, but since we were leaving, he moved on to the next ville.”

			“And?” Hugh’s tone continued brusque.

			“You know the Marshal has gone to see the French king to try and negotiate a peace settlement?”

			Hugh nodded. “That’s common knowledge.”

			“The jongleur told me that the Marshal has offered King Philip five hundred marks to let him keep his Norman lands for another year, and Philip has accepted with the proviso that after that time, the Marshal must either give them up or swear allegiance to France—unless John has recovered the territory, of course.”

			Hugh mulled the information and watched Ralph cantering up and down the line of horses. The Marshal lands in Normandy were much greater than their own. It wasn’t just a matter of a few manors and orchards and horses. It was Orbec and Longueville and Bienfait and all the rest. King John was not going to take kindly to such news. Private arrangements between his barons and the king of France were the stuff of royal nightmares.

			“I hope it doesn’t cause difficulties for us, with you being betrothed to the Marshal’s daughter,” William said darkly. “What if we get caught up in any disputes that arise from this?”

			Hugh made a gesture of negation. “Our father is too shrewd to let that happen, and the Marshal is no fool when it comes to keeping his hide intact. Why do you think he chose to settle his eldest daughter with us in the first place?”

			William shrugged. “Because he and our father are friends and allies. He wants unions with all the great families in the land in order to strengthen his position, and he has the sons and daughters to accomplish that.”

			“Yes,” Hugh agreed, “but he also knows our father treads a steady path. We are powerful enough to protect his daughter, and East Anglia is the size of a kingdom in itself, away from the hub of the court. We can live as we choose and none will interfere.”

			“You hope.”

			Hugh conceded the truth of William’s remark with a tilt of his head. He suspected that, whether soldier or judge, the road ahead was going to be full of potholes and that each man would have to find his path as best he could.

		

	


	
		
			Six

			Caversham, Spring 1205

			Will folded his arms and watched his sister, a look of exasperated amusement on his face. “Surely you’re not keeping that thing?”

			Sleeves rolled up, linen apron tied at her waist, Mahelt was busy bathing a scruffy, scabby brown and white terrier with the same tender thoroughness with which she had bathed her wooden dolls as a smaller child. The dog in the tub shivered and whined, but tolerated the treatment. Now and then it tried to lick Mahelt’s face. “Mama said I could,” she replied without looking up. “He’s just dirty and needs a bath.”

			Will snorted. “There’s a lot more wrong with him than being dirty! For a start he’s missing a foreleg, or had you not noticed?”

			Mahelt scowled at him. “Father Walter says he probably got it caught in a trap when he was a pup and that someone managed to cut it off and save him—like old Adam.” The latter was a one-legged cart driver, once a serjeant in her father’s troop, who had been wounded in the calf by an arrow and had survived the ensuing amputation.

			The chaplain had found the dog scavenging in one of the barns after a group of players had passed through, and it probably belonged to them. He was mangy and flea-ridden; his ribs stared through his coat like rake tines; but the vigorous wag of his tail and bright, beseeching eyes had stayed the priest’s first inclination to fetch a guard and have the creature knocked on the head with a spear butt. Mahelt, grieving for a pet bird that had recently died, had seized on the stray and immediately given him her heart.

			“He won’t be able to run with the hunt or dig out foxes,” Will said.

			“Not all dogs hunt.” She lifted him out of the tub, liberally wetting the front of her gown in so doing. “He’ll live in the bower and bark at strangers.”

			The dog shook itself vigorously, spraying water droplets far and wide. Somehow it stayed on its feet. Mahelt giggled, while Will leaped backwards, cursing. “That’s one part of your dowry the Bigods might think twice about accepting,” he said with disdain.

			“Hugh likes dogs.” She gave him a superior look. “Anyway, I’m not going to be married just yet.” Slightly over a year had passed since her betrothal and life had settled back into its usual rhythm. Mostly she forgot that she was betrothed at all. She was making items to go into her marriage chest, embroidered pillows, sheets and coverlets, fine table napery and the like, but while they were frequent reminders of her future, they were also part of an everyday background. She kept her ring in her coffer and only wore it on special days. Talk of her marriage was like a fairy tale about someone else. She kept Hugh Bigod in her prayers, but it was a routine thing to do. She did not know him well enough to have him colour her thoughts and had not seen him since the betrothal because he had either been about his father’s business or following the court.

			Will shook his head at her and the dog, but crouched and held out his hand to be sniffed and then licked. He produced a crust from his pouch that he had been saving for his horse. The tail wagged with enthusiasm, and the bread, although taken with the utmost politeness and delicacy, vanished in a gulp.

			“Father Walter says we should call him Tripes.” Mahelt dropped a towel over the dog’s back and rubbed him energetically. “He says it’s Latin for three legs.”

			“And it’s English for guts.” Will grinned. “Tell you what, I’ll make him a collar and leash out of Equus’s tail hair. Would you like that?”

			Mahelt cocked her head at him. “So you think we should keep him too?”

			He gave a nonchalant shrug. “Of course not, but you’ll do it anyway; I know how stubborn you are.”

			Mahelt left off drying the dog to give him a fierce hug. There were times when she thought him unbearably arrogant, opinionated, and so sure of his masculine prerogative that she wanted to throttle him. But there were times like this too, when he exposed his kinder side and made her laugh. Besides, he was her big brother and she loved him.

			“I can’t wait for Papa to come home so I can show him,” she said. “Do you think you’ll have time to make his collar by then?”

			“Perhaps,” Will said. “It depends what happens in Portsmouth.”

			Mahelt shaded her eyes against the sun the better to see his expression. “What do you mean?”

			“The king wants to cross the Narrow Sea and invade Normandy. The barons don’t want him to become involved in a campaign until he has an heir. A lot of them are saying too that it’s no concern of theirs what happens outside of England. Our father thinks the army will not sail at all.”

			Mahelt felt envious that her brother was a party to the political discussions that she, as a girl, was denied access to. Her brain was just as good as his—probably more so, because she couldn’t fight her way physically out of situations but had to rely on her wits. Her mother was always involved in discussions pertaining to their lands, but her mother was a countess in her own right and her father respected that and gave her due credit. A daughter, unfortunately, did not have the same privilege. “Does Papa want to go?” she asked.

			“He can’t because of his oath to Philip of France. If he does, he’ll be foresworn and lose Longueville and Orbec for certain.”

			“Won’t he be in trouble with King John if he doesn’t go?”

			Will picked up a stone and aimed it at a fern growing out of a crack in the mortar of the castle wall. “Probably, but that’s nothing new for anyone. There’s hardly a baron manages to keep the king’s favour these days. He takes money from us and pays his mercenaries to do his bidding in our stead. The Bigods are in favour, but that’s because of William Longespée’s influence, and because Roger of Norfolk doesn’t put those hats of his on top of his battlements.” He slung another stone hard after the first. “Just think, in the way of kinship ties, John will almost be your brother by marriage.”

			Mahelt sniffed. “Yours too,” she retorted, “because you are mine by blood.”

			Will curled his lip at her, and then nodded at Tripes. “Is he supposed to be doing that?”

			Mahelt whipped round and shouted in dismay, for the dog had found a heap of fresh horse dung and was rolling in it with luxurious abandon.

			“Looks like you’re going to need some more water.” Will laughed. “Are you still certain you want to keep him?”

			***

			At Portsmouth, Hugh sat under the awning of his father’s striped pavilion and sheltered from the heat of the June sun. The tent had been set up to face the blue glitter of the sea. Around him the Bigod troops had begun striking camp. The cooking fire was being left to go out and men were folding up canvas and harnessing packhorses.

			His father returned from the beach and flopped on to a stool. Hugh poured a cup of watered wine from the jug on the trestle and handed it to him. “The king is still at it,” Roger said. “If he hopes to embarrass us all into embarking with him, he will be disappointed.”

			Hugh rubbed the sun-reddened back of his neck. “I have told the men to strike camp.” For the last two days, the king had been trying to shame his barons into crossing the Narrow Sea by embarking himself and sailing up and down within view of those on the shore. Thus far the only men to join him had been his mercenaries and Longespée. Treading a delicate path, his father had declined to put his own men on ships, but had offered up the shield tax on his knights’ fees so the king could buy mercenaries if he wished.

			“Good.” From beneath the broad, shady brim of his straw hat, his father gazed at the shimmering vista of tents. “I doubt we’ll be here for much longer.”

			“What will happen to the Marshal?” Yesterday the latter and King John had quarrelled in public over the Marshal’s refusal to embark because he had sworn allegiance to Philip of France for his Norman lands.

			His father swatted away a persistent wasp. “If he is fortunate, then nothing. He has too many friends for the king to isolate him and pick him off, but he might find it wise to lie low for a while. He has dared more than I would, but then he has more to lose.” He nodded towards the royal galley out on the water. “Look, they’re coming in.”

			The king disembarked from the ship, followed by his household knights, mercenaries, and some of the crew, and stalked off in the direction of the royal pavilion. William Longespée crunched across the shingle and arrived at the array of tents lining the field beyond the shore. His own camp was still intact; indeed, his cook was applying the bellows to the fire and a spit of freshly caught grey mullet had been set to roast.

			Seeing Roger and Hugh, Longespée diverted to speak to them. His complexion was the colour of tanned leather and weather-creases fanned at his eye corners. “The king is rightly furious,” he told them, an air of checked anger in his own bearing. He set his hands to his hips and thrust out one foot, clad in dyed calf hide. “He cannot cross to Normandy without the backing of us all.”

			“There will be a more opportune time,” Roger said evenly. “Better to husband our resources for now.”

			Longespée fixed him with a hard stare. “That is the opinion of some.”

			“Of the many,” Hugh said. “As you can see with your own eyes.”

			Longespée shot him an irritated look. “That does not make it right.”

			Roger gestured to Longespée’s pavilion. “I notice you are not packing up camp?”

			“No.” Longespée drew himself up. “I am to head an army to relieve La Rochelle. They have held out thus far, but they need men and supplies and at least the king can provide those for them, whatever else he is prevented from doing. It would be shameful beyond reckoning if the king of France were to devour Poitou as well as Normandy, don’t you think?”

			Roger inclined his head. His tone remained level and tactful. “I wish you success and may God speed your voyage and keep you safe.”

			Hugh repeated his father’s sentiments, paying lip service to politeness, although his true feelings were somewhat more tepid. It was typical of his half-brother to see the thick of a military adventure as a superior duty and the right thing to do. Let others worry about the harvests and see to the welfare of everything that underpinned the world. What else are servants for? Longespée had asked on more than one occasion.

			Longespée bowed in return. “I pray you greet my lady mother on my behalf and tell her I will bring Ela to visit on my return.”

			“I will do so.”

			Longespée continued on to his tent and began issuing commands. Hugh let out his breath on a hard sigh, unclenched his fists, and flexed his hands to ease the tendons.

			“At least sending troops to La Rochelle with a commander he can trust is sound strategy on John’s part,” Roger said. “It will keep him a thorn in King Philip’s rear and it is something that’s feasible to accomplish. It’s good employment for Longespée too. He might be as irritating as a hair shirt, but there is no denying his skill as a soldier.”

			Hugh wrestled with his antipathy. In fairness, despite his insufferable air of superiority, his half-brother’s military and maritime abilities had to be acknowledged. Realising that his father was watching him with knowing eyes, he stilled the motion of his hands.

			“Longespée is valuable to the king, and valuable to our family because of it,” Roger said. “Your mother cherishes him; he is my stepson and your half-brother. For all these reasons I make him welcome…”

			“Sire,” Hugh replied stiffly.

			“…but he is not a Bigod.”

			The subtle humour in his father’s remark changed Hugh’s expression. He began to grin, and then could not help a chuckle. “God forbid.”

			His father slapped him on the shoulder. “Come,” he said. “The horses are saddled and we can leave. Let the baggage follow at leisure.”

		

	


	
		
			Seven

			Hamstead Marshal, Berkshire, July 1205

			Mahelt sat on Richard’s bed in the chamber her brothers shared, her world in tatters. Will’s bed was a stripped frame. The mattress had been rolled up, secured with straps, and put on the packhorse together with the sheets and bolsters. His clothing chest was empty, his gaming board and box of bone counters gone. No garments draped the hanging poles and no mantle or hood occupied the wall peg. Two nights ago they had played dice together in here, bantering with argumentative pleasure, the atmosphere full and vibrant. Now nothing of his presence remained to say he had even existed. Mahelt stared down at the small, colourful piece of green and yellow silk folded in her hands. She could not believe King John had demanded Will as a hostage for her family’s loyalty and she was still reeling from the knowledge that her father had agreed to give him up. There had been trouble at court because her father had pledged himself to the king of France for their Norman lands in order to safeguard them until Richard came of age. Now, in retaliation, John had demanded Will. She had been told that her brother was going to be a squire and it was a positive thing for him: it would broaden his horizons and be a valuable part of his training; but Mahelt knew the words were a colourful gauze covering a turd. Her parents had quarrelled over John’s demand. Her mother had wanted to refuse, but her father said they had no choice—and his word was law. Never before had Mahelt’s security been threatened by division in the household and she was deeply upset and angry.

			The door opened and Will entered. He was cloaked and booted for his journey, a dark cap with a rolled brim covering his hair. His set expression gave nothing away, but Mahelt knew he didn’t want to go—not to John.

			“What are you doing here?” he asked curtly. “Everyone’s waiting in the yard.”

			Mahelt lifted her chin. “I could ask the same of you.”

			“Making sure I haven’t left anything behind.” He crouched and extended his hand to Tripes, who had been snuffling round the corners of the room but came to lick him, then rolled over for a tummy rub.

			Her throat constricted. “That’s what I was doing…but you haven’t; I’ve checked.” Tears filled her eyes as she held out the piece of folded silk. “I was going to give you this when I’d finished it properly, but you’ll have to have it now.”

			Will rose from fondling the dog, took it from her, and opened it out to reveal a small silk pennant designed to fly from a lance. It bore the Marshal blazon of a red lion snarling on a background half green and half gold.

			He swallowed manfully. “I’ll keep it with me always,” he promised.

			Mahelt couldn’t bear it. It was all ending. Nothing would ever be the same again. What was it going to be like without him? With a small cry, she flung her arms around his neck and hugged him fiercely. “I won’t ever let you go!”

			He hugged her in return and swung her round. “I’ll never leave in spirit. You’ll always be with me, I swear.”

			She felt his skin and his hair and tried to reach inside him because she knew the embrace might be their last one. Whether it was or not, this moment closed the door on her childhood.

			He had to use firm pressure to unlock her arms and push her away. “It’ll be all right, Matty.” He smiled, trying to make light of it. “I think you are just jealous because you want to be a squire in my stead and ride a fine big warhorse.”

			The use of her nickname made her want to howl aloud with grief, but she held it in until her stomach ached. “I would take your place if I could.”

			“I believe you would, but I don’t think I would have much skill at embroidery and the Bigods would certainly receive a shock.”

			Mahelt forced herself to play along, and gave him a watery smile and a nudge of reproof.

			“Besides, it’s my duty.” He cast a final, lingering look around the room. Mahelt put her hands behind her back, gripping them together in an effort not to throw herself at him again.

			He ushered her ahead of him down the twisting stairs and out to the courtyard. The summer sun blazed upon the saddled horses and sumpters; it glittered on harness and trappings. Will had a new grey stallion for his journey, with Equus as his second string. Her father, who was escorting him, was already astride his horse and wore his customary air of calm. Mahelt wondered how he could be so strong and implacable. She tried to emulate him, but it was impossible. Her mother’s complexion was pale and her eyes were full of grief, but she held her head high.

			“We’ll not be broken,” Mahelt heard her say softly as they watched Will mount up. “We’ll never be broken.” Her voice became no more than a breath. “But oh my son, oh my child.”

			Mahelt’s own grief welled up, as did her fury at King John for tearing into her family like this and opening such painful wounds. As the final horse trotted out of the gate, she whirled round and fled to the chamber she shared with her little sisters, threw herself down on her bed, pummelled her pillow, and wept.

			After a while, her mother came and sat on the bed. Taking Mahelt in her arms, she stroked her hair. “Courage, daughter,” she said, her own eyes puffy and red-rimmed. “Weep now, but tomorrow be strong. Remember who we are and that whatever else is taken from us, they will never strip our honour and our pride.”

			***

			Watching Ralph wander around the bedchamber with the distracted air of a lovesick swain, Hugh wrestled the urge to grab him by the scruff and shake some sense into him. It was on the tip of his tongue to snap that William Longespée was a mortal man, not a god, but telling him would only result in rolled eyes and hostility. Ralph had to discover such a thing for himself.

			Ralph had been in this condition for a week now, ever since Longespée had come to visit, full of ebullience following his successful campaign at La Rochelle, and offered to take him into his household as a squire. Ralph had been ecstatic and desperate to seize the opportunity. Longespée had basked in the adulation and although nothing was said, it was plain he thought he was being gracious and bountiful towards his Bigod kin.

			“It’s all packed.” Ralph glanced at the two baggage rolls at the side of his bed. He fixed wistful eyes on the pair of wolf pelts spread on the floor.

			“Longespée won’t thank you for bringing those,” Hugh said. “Indeed, I suspect he won’t allow you. He doesn’t have that kind of tolerance.”

			Ralph sighed. “I suppose you are right.”

			“I know I am. I tell you what. I’ll keep them to remind me of you, and they’ll be here when you return—unless Mother throws them out.”

			“She won’t,” Ralph said. “She’ll keep them, like she’s kept all of our baby teeth and our first tunics and shoes.”

			Hugh grinned wry agreement, thinking of the chest in his mother’s chamber filled with a motley assortment of mementos from their childhood. (His first hobby horse was in there, patched and refurbished, if a little bald around the ears.) Not that he could imagine her adding two wolf pelts to the collection. Even now, a year later, there was a heavy, unpleasant aroma when they were shaken out.

			“I’m going to miss you.” Hugh pulled Ralph into a rough, bear-cub embrace. “The Earl of Salisbury had better look after you well or I shall be down upon him with all the force of a stone from a trebuchet.” He rubbed his knuckles over the top of Ralph’s head. Ralph struggled free and aimed a swipe, but Hugh ducked out of the way.

			“Don’t worry,” Ralph said. “I can take care of myself. I promise not to return swirling my cloak and posing as if I expect everyone to look at me.” He struck an attitude.

			“If you do, I’ll be down on you also,” Hugh warned, but he was laughing.

			Ralph flashed an exuberant grin. “You’d have to catch me first.” He dodged Hugh’s cuff and, going to the bed, slung a satchel over his shoulder and hefted one of the baggage rolls. “I’m going to miss you too,” he said. “And home.” He looked around the chamber. “But not enough to stay.”

			Hugh lifted the second baggage roll and together the brothers left their bedchamber for the hall.

			Longespée was seated talking to their mother. His garments were immaculate and draped with a casual artifice that left Hugh wondering how much practice it had taken to achieve such nonchalance. Their mother was listening attentively to him, her face alight with maternal pride. He was regaling her with a story about a school of dolphins that had played across their bows on the homeward journey from La Rochelle. He was good at telling tales, knowing how to make the gestures and flourishes so that one could almost see the steel-silver leap of the creatures from sea to sky and back to sea. Ralph’s arrival was the signal for the conversation to break up and everyone to go out to the courtyard where Longespée’s entourage awaited the order to leave. More fervent embraces ensued; shoulder slaps; exhortations to take care. Ralph knelt to his parents and received their blessing and an extra hug from his mother. A groom strapped his baggage to the packhorse and Ralph mounted his bay palfrey. His grey eyes were bright and he was quivering with the thrill of imminent adventure. Nevertheless, as he gathered his reins, he pushed out his chin and affected a straight-backed dignity.

			Ida sniffed and dabbed at a tear, and Hugh curved a comforting arm around her shoulders. Hands gripped around his belt and legs squarely planted, his father stood a little aloof to watch his son ride out. “Count your blessings, madam,” he said with an exasperated look at his wife. “At least he is going of his own free will and not as a hostage to Longespée’s royal brother as the Marshal lad has done. May we always avoid such a situation.”

			Hugh felt his mother shiver under his hand. “Amen to that,” she said. “I pray for the Marshals and their boy.”

			They returned to the hall; it was quiet now the visitors had gone. Hugh didn’t miss Longespée’s presence one bit, but there was a gap at his side where Ralph had been, and suddenly he was glad he had persuaded his merry younger brother to leave his pungent wolfskins behind.
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