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1
Hartslove, 1185

On a warm summer’s evening, a very angry twelve-year-old boy was leaning against a chestnut tree, tearing a leaf into small pieces and muttering to himself. He was dripping wet. Running toward him over the grass came a smaller girl, her skirts, which were extremely grubby, hitched up to her knees. Some distance behind her, panting, came a large elderly woman whose ability to move at any speed other than a bustling walk had long since vanished. The elderly woman was also hampered by a large bundle and the fact that she was shouting as she went, “Ellie! Eleanor! MISS ELEANOR!”

The girl took no notice. The boy, however, stopped scowling at his shoes and scowled at the approaching parties instead. The girl stood in front of him, wiped her hands on her skirt, and demanded, “What’s going on, Will? The courtyard is in an uproar, and Gavin’s nose is pouring blood.”

Will glared at her. “I hate him.”

“I hate him, too,” Ellie agreed, although this was not strictly true.

She always tried to hate Will’s older brother for Will’s sake. But ever since she’d caught Gavin crying over a little dog of his that had died, she had found this quite hard. Gavin certainly could be mean. Catching her watching him as he mourned his dog, he had loudly ordered the corpse to be thrown into the moat. However, when Ellie ordered the body to be retrieved from the water, she had, rather unexpectedly, found Gavin beside her. She thought he would be angry. Certainly, he never spoke a word, and after the dog had been properly buried by the two of them in the animals’ graveyard, he stalked off without a backward glance. But about a month later she found a small, delicately carved wooden dog on her pillow. She had kept it in a pocket ever since and, for some reason she could not really account for, never told Will about it. Without either she or Gavin saying a word, she just knew that Gavin wouldn’t either.

Ellie tried to offer some comfort. “Gavin’s a horrible bully,” she said a little more forcefully than was strictly necessary. “But I still don’t know what happened. How did you get so wet?”

“I’ll tell you what happened, Miss Eleanor,” said the nurse, who had caught up and, despite being very out of breath, seized William before he could escape. “But first things first. Now, Master William, let’s be having you.” She pulled an extremely uncooperative Will toward her and tried to wrap him in a rough blanket. “What a todo!” she said as she began to fuss over his clothes.

“Well?” demanded Ellie, almost stamping her foot with impatience. The nurse waited to reply until she had finished tut-tutting over the state of William’s shirt, which was torn in several places.

“Well, Miss Eleanor,” she said at last, “Gavin saw Master William riding that great big stallion of Sir Percy’s and called for everybody to come and look. That’s all.” William found it difficult to protest from underneath the blanket, but a voice squeaky with indignation made some muffled comments, and a pair of elbows dug into the nurse’s ribs.

“It’s no good, Master William,” said the nurse, quite unmoved. Her bulk easily flattened the boy against the tree as she, with dexterity born of long practice, removed his wet tunic and handed him a dry one. “You’ll catch your death if you don’t change.” She then neatly hooked William’s legs from under him, whipped off his shoes, and removed his leggings. “Here. Put these on.”

There was a scuffling and a flurry of activity. Oaths were uttered. The nurse raised her eyebrows. Eventually William emerged, his brown hair tousled and his humor blacker than ever.

“That’s not exactly what happened,” he retorted, furiously shaking himself free from the nurse’s grasp. “Gavin did call for everybody to come and look at me riding Sir Percy’s horse, but only to make fun of me. “‘If you want to see what a flea would look like on a dragon,’” William mockingly imitated his brother, “‘come and look at Will.’ And it was not only the knights who laughed,” he went on, aiming a kick at the pile of wet clothes, “it was all the servants, too. Anyway, I got my own back if his nose is bleeding. Good.”

“But how did you get so wet?” repeated Ellie. There was a short, rather painful, pause.

“Gavin threw me in the horse trough.”

“A very bad boy, that Gavin,” observed the nurse, wringing out William’s sopping tunic and folding it neatly. “A very bad boy indeed.”

“He threw you in the horse trough?” Ellie tried to compose her face and think of something appropriate to say. “Maybe he will go to hell.”

Will looked at her pityingly. “You don’t go to hell for that kind of thing.”

“You might,” said Ellie defensively. “How do you know?”

Will sighed. Here he was being dressed by an aged nurse and listening to a silly girl talking nonsense.

“I’m going to get Sacramenta,” he said, trying to salvage some dignity out of the situation. “She needs to go out. And nobody can say I look like a flea on a dragon on her.”

The nurse was exasperated. “But it’s nearly dinnertime, Master William,” she said. “We’ve company. Your father will be angry if you are gadding about on that horse instead of sitting down at the table.”

“I don’t care,” said William, and began walking back toward the castle. Eleanor was unsure what to do, but then ran and skipped along beside him. The old nurse watched them both, picked up her bundle, and sighed. The children were growing wilder each day. They missed a mother. She pulled out a bottle from under her skirts and took a small sip. Then she tucked William’s wet clothes firmly under her arm and set sail for the laundry.

William, with Ellie beside him, strode along in silence for a while. Then, in the distance, the little girl spied a line of monks in white habits filing slowly into the woods that stretched away to the west of the castle.

“Look,” she said, “there are those monks who are building the new monastery. They must be coming away from their meeting with your father.” She glanced sideways at William, then continued, “I saw one of them squatting behind a tree this morning. When he saw me, he didn’t know what to do, so he began chanting the Rule of St. Benedict with his eyes tight shut, as if his not being able to see me meant I couldn’t see him.”

Will seemed to take no notice, but Eleanor went on anyway.

“So I began to recite Our Lady’s Psalter aloud until he was finished and couldn’t squat any longer. He cleaned himself up with his eyes still tightly shut, but if I stopped, he opened them just a tiny bit to see if I had gone away.” She glanced at William again. “It was not easy, I can tell you, reciting Ave Marias looking at a monk’s behind.”

Will’s lower lip wobbled. Then suddenly he stopped walking, threw back his head, and shouted with laughter.

“Oh, Ellie,” he said, “you really are a wicked girl. What would Father say?”

Eleanor pulled down the sides of her mouth and made her voice deep and gravelly.

“Sir Thomas would say: ‘Eleanor Theodora de Barre, you are the despair of my life. How are we to make a lady of you? Who on earth will marry you and run the great estates you have been left?’”

William, his good humor creeping back, took up the challenge.

“Ah, indeed, Sir Thomas,” he sighed, now imitating the fussy treble of Piers de Scabious, the constable of his father’s castle. “What are we to do with such a pair as Master William and Miss Eleanor? Truly, truly, children are nothing but heartache and nuisance.”

The game was a familiar one. Soon the pair were engaged in most unchristian mimicry, and Will’s outraged dignity began to feel less raw.

The horse-trough incident was by no means unusual. Like many brothers, William and Gavin were constantly at war. Their father, Sir Thomas de Granville, appeared almost to encourage it, and their mother, who might have exercised a restraining influence, had died in childbirth when William was six and Gavin was ten. Eleanor’s own mother, a distant cousin of the de Granvilles, had also died in childbirth—at Eleanor’s birth, as it happened—and her father had been killed fighting for the king. Passed for a while from relation to relation, for the last eight years Eleanor had been living with the de Granvilles, and William had become her special friend. However, even at ten years old, Ellie knew that it was for the land she had inherited as well as out of kindness that Sir Thomas had agreed to take her in. Occasionally she overheard conversations between Sir Thomas and Gavin in which her name was mentioned. She was too wise not to realize that her great wealth meant her destiny lay not with William but with Gavin. Elder sons must get the prize of the wife with the worldly goods. Ellie had always thought this very unfair.

But she was not thinking about that now. She had a much more pressing concern, and that was to stop William going out on his horse and missing dinner, since that would annoy Sir Thomas and spoil the whole evening. This was not only for William’s sake. If the monks, whom Eleanor loved to tease, had been complaining about her, she wanted Sir Thomas kept sweet.

“Where will you take Sacramenta?” she asked innocently enough as William became silent once more. “She is so fast, you could probably gallop to the river bridge and back and still get something to eat.”

“Perhaps,” said William. He kicked at a stone. “Sacramenta can gallop, I know.” He kicked the stone harder, then began what to Ellie was a familiar complaint.

“But the thing is, much as I love Sacramenta, I want a bigger horse, a destrier. I did not look like a flea on a dragon on Sir Percy’s black stallion, and I could manage him very well. Nor do I look like a pea on Montlouis. Both those horses would be just the thing for me. Gavin got Montlouis when he was my age, I know he did. So why can’t I have one of my own?”

Ellie made sympathetic noises, but since she hadn’t ever had even the meanest, scruffiest pony to call her own, she also felt entitled to ask, “But isn’t a light, speedy horse like Sacramenta just as good for you at the moment?”

“That’s not the point,” replied Will. “Of course she’s good. But for tournaments, a courser like Sacramenta is just not, well, you know, well, just not …”

“Not quite strong enough?” offered Ellie.

“That’s it. That’s it precisely. Sacramenta is lovely, but she is just not strong enough.”

“I see what you mean,” said Ellie, and went on: “Maybe you could talk to Sir Thomas about it this evening. He is always in a good mood when we have company. If we were to catch him at the beginning of dinner before he gets talking to the guests …”

William considered. “You mean not go out on Sacramenta and instead put up with having to sit at the same table as Gavin?”

“Well,” said Ellie, “if you are polite to Gavin, your father would see how grown-up you are. And don’t forget, you did make Gavin’s nose bleed with your fist.”

William brightened. “So I did. Perhaps that is a good idea. Perhaps it is silly to cause trouble when I want something. Thanks, Ellie.”

Ellie nodded as William grabbed her and, in just the way she loved, spun her round and beamed. “Race you back.”

He set off with purpose. He was not going to be beaten again today, and Ellie, picking up her skirts and shaking out her auburn hair, ran happily after him. Everything would be sunny again.

William waited for her as he approached the drawbridge, and they galloped over it together, pretending to be horses snorting for their suppers. William told himself that he only played this game for Ellie’s sake, but the truth was that horses, whether real or imagined, were his passion and he thought about little else. Whenever he ran, he imagined himself on a big, bold destrier, a warhorse clattering home from the battlefield. Even while William was at his prayers, his mind was in a field or a stable filled with horses that were all his own. The boy had studied the horses in the de Granville stud from birth. He knew more about them and loved them more than any of the servants, even Old Nurse of whom, for all his cursing and swearing, William was fonder than he would ever have admitted.

But now, after the excitements of the day, hunger suddenly overtook him. All he could think about was dinner. Taking care not to even glance at the offending horse trough, he chased Ellie up the stone steps leading to the great hall, hoping against hope that they had missed the lengthy grace so favored by Sir Thomas’s chaplain, that there would be roast lamb, and that Gavin had a horrible headache.
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Inside the curtain wall of Hartslove Castle much building was taking place, and in the great hall the noise of hammering and sawing had provided a backdrop to meals since the spring.

The first Sir Thomas de Granville had come over to England with William the Conqueror in 1066 and, for his pains, was one of the lucky Norman nobles given a sizable estate in the north comprising wild purple moors, bristling forests, and gentle farmland. The forests were full of quarry to be hunted, and a wide, meandering river provided fish for the table. The first Sir Thomas built several strongholds, but his favorite, and the one in which he spent most of his time, overlooked the river at a spot where the deer loved to drink, hence its name—Hartslove—which he added to his own. The Conquest made the de Granvilles a more important family in England than they would ever have been in France, so it did not take the first Sir Thomas long to decide that he liked his English lands far better than the lands he had left behind. But he also, somewhat to his surprise, found that he quite genuinely liked the people. Indeed, he liked them so much that he chose a wife from among them. After she produced six sons and three daughters, the first Sir Thomas de Granville of Hartslove was content.

In the wars that followed the death of the Conqueror, the de Granvilles kept swapping sides, supporting one ambitious royal brother, then another. They built more castles and actively, and sometimes violently, made their presence felt as they settled into the fabric of England. However, by the time the civil wars ended with the crowning of King Henry II, years of strife had worn the country down.

And the de Granvilles of Hartslove, too. They had spent too much time fighting and not enough time building. The result was that by the time Gavin and William’s father (the fifth Sir Thomas) inherited the estates, although the de Granvilles rode high in the king’s favor, Hartslove Castle was more a ruin than a stronghold and no longer fit to defend itself.

But all this was changing. Having buried his father and obliged a greedy younger brother to become a bishop in a suitably distant county, our Sir Thomas set about defeating his own enemies and then began the serious work of fortification, using all the latest techniques. Through his bravery in fighting for the king, he had earned a wife with a large dowry, ropes of hair the color of corn, and a soulful expression. However Sir Thomas’s military successes were not matched by success in producing children. After a while, and with the king’s permission, Sir Thomas, in the manner of the times, had his marriage annulled.

“Sorry, and all that,” he had said to his weeping ex-spouse as he sent her back to her father. “It’s nothing personal.” Sir Thomas did not, however, return the dowry, and this was one of the reasons that the current program of castle reinforcement was so important. His first wife’s relations were threatening to attack, and Sir Thomas was keen that Hartslove should not be susceptible to marauders.

He had better luck with his second wife. She was plain but productive, and despite her bad teeth, Sir Thomas surprised himself by growing quite fond of her. This wife brought with her lands in the north and produced a baby every other year. It was dreadful when they nearly all sickened and died. But at least the two boys had survived, and then Eleanor had been sent to Hartslove to be raised when she was four. After Ellie’s arrival, Sir Thomas felt his family needed no further additions, so when the second Lady de Granville’s body finally gave up, Sir Thomas did not bother to replace her.

While his domestic life had sometimes been sad and occasionally troublesome, Sir Thomas had never let it interfere with his duty to his monarch or to his own best interest. He was careful not to take sides unnecessarily during King Henry’s frequent squabbles with his fractious children. After the death of Henry’s oldest and most rebellious son, he constantly reminded his own two boys that if the de Granvilles wished to survive, they must play a careful game with the royal heirs who were left. “Richard is a tricky soul,” he said. “Easier for us, perhaps, if he carries on living over the sea in Aquitaine and never comes here. As for that John Lackland, well, the king has sent him off to try his luck with Ireland. But the news from there is not good. I doubt it will be a success. Steer a clever course, my sons, steer a clever course.”

Then he turned his attention to his castle. Hartslove was slowly being transformed into an impregnable, new fortress with a circular keep and walls so thick that no siege engine would easily destroy them. Sir Thomas liked nothing better than to watch the masons, builders, carpenters, and laboring peasants at work, creating something he was sure would last for a thousand years. And even when Sir Thomas was away, either fighting abroad or seeing to his lands even farther north, the work did not stop. Constable de Scabious saw to that. The creak of ropes, the shouts of carters bringing stone from the quarries, and the sound of timbers being hewn and dragged were unceasing. De Scabious was a hard taskmaster, and Sir Thomas, although listening with apparent concern to complaints, was more than happy that he should be so. It was an added bonus that the constable could be trusted to be reasonably honest, since a few years before, Thomas had caught him dressing up in women’s clothes ready to escape from Hartslove after one of the de Granvilles’ enemies had momentarily seized control of the castle. The memory still made Sir Thomas smile, and de Scabious himself lived in fear that Sir Thomas would reveal his secret.

It was due to de Scabious’s efforts that much of the work was now complete. Only the servants’ lodgings remained unfinished. Sir Thomas was particularly proud of his plumbing arrangements. Through skillful use of well, reservoir, and pipe, water was available to all three stories of the family’s new living quarters.

William and Ellie were just now making use of one of these barrels of water right outside the great hall. They were the last of Sir Thomas’s abundant household to arrive at supper that evening, and they were in luck. Grace was over. The visiting knights, their retinues, and Sir Thomas’s own household already sat at trestles laid out across the room on which plentiful dishes of meat and fish had been placed. The fireplace was empty of logs today, since it was too warm for a blaze. The noise was deafening, augmented by the growls and scufflings of countless dogs drooling in anticipation of the feast. Gryffed, William’s deerhound, had taken up residence in the huge hearth with a stolen leg of lamb and shook his great brindled head at anybody who came near him.

On the wooden dais at the far end of the hall, Sir Thomas sat with Gavin at his left hand and nobody at his right. Since Lady de Granville had died, at first out of deference to Sir Thomas’s evident grief and then just out of habit, the chair had been left empty. The servants soon busied themselves investing the empty chair with some spiritual and ghostly significance. Their storytelling had succeeded so well that now nobody would sit in it even if invited. Sir Thomas, who had no time for this kind of nonsense, had once given the order for the chair to be removed. But the fearful servants bade him politely but firmly to move it himself. Somehow, when it came to the point, Sir Thomas never quite managed it. “I’m too busy,” he said. The empty chair remained.

Gavin was relieved. Always nervous of a young stepmother producing rival sons to challenge for his father’s estates, the empty chair meant security. As long as the chair was there, Gavin could sleep easy. There were women in the castle, of course. Gavin himself had recently begun to notice that some of them were quite pretty. But apart from Old Nurse—whose proper name both she and they had long forgotten—and Ellie, of course, the women were all servants. Sir Thomas welcomed visitors, but he seemed uninterested in finding a third Lady de Granville. Just for good measure, however, whenever Gavin got the opportunity, he repeated the servants’ stories, ostensibly scoffing at their credulity, but always making sure to end up with an enigmatic, “But I do just wonder.” The strategy seemed to work. Half the country now knew about Lady de Granville’s chair, and women who might have set their cap at Sir Thomas shivered and set their sights elsewhere.

This evening Gavin was completely relaxed. The company at Hartslove was preparing to leave on campaign. At such times the shouting always grew wilder and wilder until on the night before departure it was insupportable. Departure was, however, a week off, so Sir Thomas could still just about hear what his older son was saying. With only a little exaggeration Gavin recounted how William had not liked being told that he looked like a flea on a dragon as he was riding Sir Percy’s great descrier in at the castle gate and that he had leaped off and punched Gavin on the nose.

“I thought he needed cooling down, sir, so I put him in the horse trough; you know, the one next to the mounting block,” Gavin was saying, leaning back and enjoying his father’s reaction. “But he came out hot as a roast on the spit. When he stood on the mounting block with water dripping from his ears, I swear smoke was pouring out of his nostrils.”

Sir Thomas threw back his great gray head and laughed. Then, seeing William and Eleanor making their way over the rushes, bid his younger son welcome.

“Horse trough cold, William?” he asked, and, turning to Ellie, wagged his finger in mock reproof. “Is that you, Eleanor, with a filthy face? What shall we do with you, and who on earth will ever marry you looking like that?”

William’s face darkened again, but Ellie slid into her seat and joined in the fun.

Sir Thomas speared half a duck and looked at his mutinous younger son in a contemplative manner. “Where is your sense of humor, William?” he asked. “Maybe it is time you went off to learn some manners. Perhaps your uncle the bishop would drum some discipline into you. You may make a worthy knight one day, but you will have to learn to control that temper.”

The chaplain, who was sitting nearby, felt it appropriate to join in. “You should ask God’s help to conquer your bad habit,” he echoed sententiously as he wiped the grease from his chin with his sleeve and picked up a goblet full of wine.

“Yes, Father, indeed, Father, quite, Father,” said William, not making it exactly clear which “Father” he was addressing. Then, turning to the chaplain and transforming his face into a picture of innocence, he asked, “Do you yourself find that helps?”

The chaplain stopped chewing and looked at William with disapproval.

“Oh, do send him away, sir,” said Gavin, pretending to cuff William, who was now seated next to him and pulling at a leg of mutton. “We might as well discover if Will really does have it in him to be a knight.”

“If I go away, can I take a Great Horse with me?” asked William, ignoring both Gavin and the fact that his mouth was full. This was too good an opportunity to miss.

Sir Thomas was not a sentimental man. But he stopped chewing and, looking at his younger son—his mouth full of mutton, his eyes full of pleading, his head full of complaints, and his heart full of longings—was suddenly reminded of himself at William’s age. Why, in all heaven, shouldn’t the boy have a Great Horse? William could ride and ride well. All the grooms said so. Indeed, Keeper John was very complimentary. And the little courser he was so fond of—Sacramenta, was that her name?—anyway, she was nice enough and had taught him a great deal, but William could probably manage something bigger and bolder. Sir Thomas made a decision.

“Hmmm. You want a Great Horse? I agree. A Great Horse it is. But”—and Sir Thomas was suddenly not sentimental at all—“Great Horses are expensive. Pick your groom carefully. A good groom makes a good horse. And you’ll only have one Great Horse until you are at least sixteen. If anything happens to it, you will be back with coursers, even for tournaments. Can’t be fairer than that. Now, Percy,” he dismissed William and called to his most loyal friend, the man whose horse had been the unwitting cause of the earlier fracas, “what’s the news from Normandy, and any news from the East?”

“Bad, Thomas, both bad,” replied Sir Percy, stretching his legs. “They say that King Henry is reconciled to Richard, but only through his mother. Sons and fathers! Honestly. And wives and husbands are no better. Queen Eleanor is not exactly loyal, if I dare say so. She likes nothing better than to foment rebellion against Henry. I expect this is why the king has summoned us to Normandy. There must be something brewing. As for the East, I hear rumors of some new Muslim chap—Salad, I think they call him. Something like that, anyway. I tell you, Thomas, there’s crusading talk in the air.”

Sir Thomas pushed his plate away. “Come here next to me, Percy, and tell me all.”

Gavin obediently slid away from Sir Thomas, and he, Eleanor, and William formed a little group at the end of the table.

“So,” said Gavin. “A Great Horse for a small boy.”

“Shut up, Gavin,” said Ellie.

Gavin glanced at her. She need not worry. He did not want to continue squabbling. With more campaigning coming up, he wanted to part on good terms with his only brother. You never knew when your sins might catch up with you. “Keeper John has been away bringing some young horses back from pasturing the other side of the river,” he said conversationally. “Shall I come and help pick one out?”

William was not to be wooed so easily. “No thanks. I’ll manage.”

“There is a full brother to Montlouis among them, I think.”

“No thanks.”

“Fine.” Gavin gave up. “I’ll look forward to knocking you off in the jousting lists, then. Father mentioned our uncle the bishop. Perhaps you are really to become a priest.”

With that, Gavin got up to leave. William hardly noticed. Already, in his mind’s eye he was choosing a big bay stallion with a star and white stockings. The bay would carry him to victory in everything they undertook. It would be the best Great Horse in the world.

Eleanor watched him. She was glad for William about the horse. She knew how much he had looked forward to the day he would be released from the clutches of Old Nurse and sent off to begin his adult life. But when she tried to say so, she found it suddenly necessary to go over to the hearth and remove ticks from Gryffed’s ears as if her life depended on it.
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Dawn had broken and the daylight was bright as William left the safety of the castle walls, and accompanied by Hal, a young groom with an open, freckled face, and Sir Walter de Strop, the old knight allocated to look after both of Sir Thomas’s sons when they rode in the forest, he set off for the stud where his father’s horses were kept and managed by Keeper John. William and Hal were the same age, and there was no young groom William trusted more. Sir Walter was an old grouch, but William was not going to complain this morning. Already he was going over in his mind exactly what he would say to Keeper John.

A great household like the de Granvilles’ needed all kinds of different horses: sumpter horses for carrying packs, palfreys for ladies and clerics, baggage horses, cart and plough horses, and speedy horses for hunting. But the destriers, or Great Horses, were the pinnacle of equine perfection, used only for war and tournaments. Keeper John was in charge of a huge horse empire both over at the de Granville stud and back in the stables at Hartslove. He was, in many ways, Sir Thomas’s most useful and important retainer.

William had spent many hours with Keeper John, as had Eleanor. After the death of Lady de Granville, it had been mainly to Keeper John that he and Ellie looked for consolation. The children had soon learned to outwit Old Nurse and vanish when her back was turned. She had never been too concerned. Sir Thomas had told her to “bring them up, you know, in the appropriate manner,” but the “appropriate manner” had never been clearly defined. So although Old Nurse suspected that she was supposed to teach the children to read, when the children told her their father preferred them to ride, she felt this might well be true. It did not seem wise to ask, and anyway, she knew that Keeper John would look after them well enough. If the truth be told, Old Nurse was not really much of a reader herself. She was happiest supervising the kitchens and the laundry, not only because this gave ample excuse for frequent trips to the wine cellar but also because it showed she was high up in the castle pecking order. Even Constable de Scabious was frightened of her, and she liked to keep it that way.

William himself cared nothing for reading and writing. Today, the morning was perfect. Once the sounds of the castle were left behind, he could hear only the gentle chattering of Hal and Sir Walter amid the creaking of leather and the jangling of steel. Occasionally a lark sang its sweet song overhead, and William felt like singing, too. He settled himself deeper into the saddle. They would pass by the new monastery, and William decided that he would ask for prayers to be offered up that he would choose his new horse wisely. The opportunity to tell the monks what he was going to do and make the young ones envious was too tempting to miss.

At the edge of the forest, a broad track opened out in front of him. The middle was pitted with ruts where horses had pulled heavy carts in the wet, but three weeks of dry weather had made the turf at the edges springy and inviting. William’s chestnut courser, Sacramenta, took the opportunity to snatch the reins, shy at nothing at all, and break into a canter. William laughed for the sheer joy of being alive and urged the mare on.

Choosing her path with delicate agility, Sacramenta sprang forward and was soon racing like an orange streak through the dappled shadows and out again into the open. Sir Walter and Hal were left far behind, and all William could hear was the hiss of the wind and the muffled thud of Sacramenta’s hooves. She stretched out and William leaned forward to take his weight off her back, enjoying the lashing his face got from her mane. As they pulled up to ford the river William patted her neck. She twitched her ears as she acknowledged his caress. William ran his hand down her flank. It was only then that his conscience was smitten. From today Sacramenta would take second place to his Great Horse. He looked round to make sure Hal and Sir Walter were nowhere within sight, then lay quickly down on her neck and whispered, “Dear Sacramenta, I’ll always love you, you know.” Guiding her into the water, he let her drink while the the others caught up.

The monks had just finished chanting as the party of riders approached. The foundations of the monastery were taking shape, but there was as yet no roof. As the haunting strains of their prayer died away, the abbot, a thin man with a lined face, looked at his visitors with anxiety. When he saw the party comprised a boy, a groom, and an old man, he visibly relaxed.

“Greetings, my friends,” he said, raising his hands in welcome.

“Greetings, Father,” said William, trying not to sound as excited as he felt. “Pray for me. I am off to choose a Great Horse. Maybe in time we will go together to the Holy Land. Who knows.”

The abbot smiled at William’s lofty tone. “Indeed, my son.”

“Are you really going on crusade?” Another monk approached, wiping his hands on his white habit. The abbot frowned in disapproval. It was not done for junior monks to break the monastic silence. The young monk stroked Sacramenta’s nose, and she gently took hold of his wide sleeve with her teeth.

“Brother Ranulf,” said the abbot, “silence.”

Brother Ranulf bit his lip and moved away, gently extricating his habit from Sacramenta’s mouth. A small green stain was added to the multitude of others.

“I am to be sent away to learn the codes of chivalry first,” said William, nodding at Brother Ranulf despite the abbot clicking his tongue. “And I am to take a Great Horse with me. It will be my first.”

“And it will be very fine, I’m sure,” said the abbot, pushing Ranulf in the direction of the makeshift altar on which Mass was about to be celebrated. He turned back to William. “Now, young sir, you go about your business and we will go about ours. God bless you and your choice.”

After another hour’s riding, during which William listened politely to Sir Walter telling him exactly what to look for in his new mount, they arrived at the extensive wooden buildings and fields of the de Granville stud.

About two hundred horses were separated into paddocks. Blacks, bays, iron grays, and roans, the de Granville horses came in all colors, shapes, and sizes. Mares with foals at foot stood contentedly in the sunshine, idly swishing away the flies with their tails. They showed no interest in the approaching cavalcade. Not so their foals, who took the opportunity to hightail round their enclosure, bucking and squealing in their excitement. Grooms scurried about their duties, carrying water, cleaning or mending saddlery, and stacking sacks of grain. Cowhides were hanging in a lean-to shed, waiting to be turned into harness. The clang of the farrier’s hammer ricocheted back from the hills, and sparks flew from his anvil.

Keeper John waited for his visitors at the door of a huge barn. He was not surprised to see William, whose plaintive longings for a Great Horse were well known. As he watched William’s easy way with Sacramenta, how they understood each other’s slightest movement, he thought, as he had many times before, that if William was not destined for knighthood, he would make an excellent horse-breaker. That mare had not been easy to train. She was nervous and flighty. A bad foaling had made her no good for future breeding and only useful as a courser, a nifty horse for riding. There were plenty who thought she should be destroyed. But William had managed to make something of her. Sacramenta was now as good a mare as you could find. Even out hunting, she would stand and wait when required. Couldn’t get much better than that.

“Well, Master William. What brings you out here so early in the day?” Keeper John called cheerfully. “Don’t tell me Sir Thomas has relented, and you are come for your Great Horse at last?”

William swung himself out of the saddle, and Sacramenta rubbed her head on his arm to get rid of an itch.

“You will never believe it, but that’s about it, Keeper John,” said William, trying to look nonchalant, but not succeeding. “I am to go as a squire to my uncle the bishop, and I am to take a Great Horse with me. My father sent me to choose, knowing that with your help and, of course, with Sir Walter’s advice, I’d choose well.”

Keeper John whistled. “Right, then. You’ll not be wanting to wait. Give Sacramenta to young Hal, and let’s see what we can do. Actually, you’re in luck. I have brought all the new warhorses inside today. They’ll go out again at evening, but they get too fat out on that pasture.”

In the cool, sweet-smelling barn, twenty large horses were tethered. Each was being curried by a groom, and the scrape of the brush was interspersed with sneezes. It was the most comfortable and comforting sight in the world.

William sighed with pleasure.

“Keeper John, I think I want a bay horse,” he said. “With good, strong bones and a wise head. Perhaps one broken to saddle last year, which has had some experience already. I need one that I can rely on, and I want to be sensible.”

They walked together through the barn, past a dozen tails and rumps. Keeper John came to a halt behind an imposing iron gray stallion. He said something to the groom, who moved to allow William and Keeper John to approach the horse’s head.

“Now,” Keeper John said, “this young destrier is not the color you want, and he is no beauty. But look at his sensible eyes and deep chest. He is five years old and a decent, courageous horse. We bought him last year from Spain, along with three others. I’ve ridden him myself out hunting. He’s a little slow, perhaps, but that is not necessarily a bad thing.”

William inspected the horse, but his face all the while said no.

They moved on.

“Now here’s a bay. That’s the color you want, and he might suit you better,” said John.

Two intelligent ears pricked as the horse turned and shifted in his stall. As large as Gavin’s Montlouis, he was a magnificent animal, his summer coat glowing with health. A groom was just finishing brushing out his tail. With four white socks and a white stripe, he was the horse William had been dreaming about.

“Oh, John,” William said. “What’s his name?”

“We call him Dargent,” said the keeper. “He came in the same lot as the gray. He is three and was quite a handful when he arrived. But he’s better now, eh, Peter?” he asked of the groom.

“Yes, sir. He is the best horse we’ve got.”

“Perhaps he is,” laughed Keeper John. “Anyway, I have had him out with the hounds and the hawks. I am not saying he was perfect. He’s strong and willful. But his heart is in the right place, even though he has nearly had me off once or twice.”

William’s eyes shone. “Can I try him?”

“Get him ready, Peter,” commanded Keeper John. “If Master William likes him, he may take him to the castle today.”

It was as William turned to leave the barn that he caught sight of the tops of two ears in the stall at the end. They looked so like Sacramenta’s ears that for a moment he thought that Hal must have led her inside to give her some shade.

“What’s in there?” he asked.

“Oh,” said Keeper John, “a fine little courser. Three years old. Actually, he is your Sacramenta’s last foal. He had a bad beginning, poor fellow, and is proving difficult to train. Pity he is so small. He was bred to be a Great Horse, but can’t quite make the size.”

The bay horse was being backed out of his stall, but something made William hesitate. He patted it, then, more out of curiosity than anything else, walked quickly back to see Sacramenta’s foal.

The stallion was liver chestnut, almost red, the unusual color unbroken except for a small white star between his eyes. His mane and tail being exactly the same color as his coat seemed to flow out from his body, and his slender legs reminded William of a fallow deer. The horse’s eyes were luminous and reflective, his muzzle slightly darker than the rest of him. Larger than Sacramenta but considerably smaller than the bay now waiting for William to mount, he looked at the boy without blinking.

“Hello, horse,” said William, and, putting out his hand to touch the silken neck, was suddenly lost for words.
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“Master William, the chestnut is a fine animal, but this is silly,” said Keeper John. “You came for a Great Horse, and you told me you wanted to be sensible. If I send you back with a courser, your father will think that you are a fool and that I have gone mad.”

It was afternoon. Hal and Sir Walter had resigned themselves to a long wait. Sir Walter had given up arguing: William really was an impossible boy.

He had ridden the bay, which had performed splendidly. Out in open country he had tried some mock battle tactics, held a lance, galloped with an unsheathed sword, and even jumped a stream or two. The bay did all that was asked and more, even though William did look—what was the phrase Gavin had used?—a bit like a flea on a dragon. But never mind that. The boy would grow into him. Then just as all seemed settled, William took a notion to ride Sacramenta’s foal.

The elegant chestnut horse was brought out. He was clearly far too small for a destrier, but William insisted. The boy mounted, even though Keeper John had warned him that the horse was far from safe. And so it proved. Within moments William was on the floor. Then, of course, he had to remount. And there they had all been for an hour or more while William battled to stay on this red stallion, who seemed intent on breaking all the boy’s bones. Keeper John and Sir Walter advised remaining in the paddock. But William, puce in the face, was having none of that. So opening the gate, he had remounted for a fifth or sixth time and set the horse’s face toward the horizon.

What happened next, Sir Walter could not quite say. But when William had urged the horse on, instead of plunging about, he had suddenly begun to move forward. William asked for a canter. The horse hesitated, then, suddenly, lowered his head and obeyed. For the next twenty minutes or so, William and the horse were as one. Seldom had so graceful a sight been seen at the de Granville stud. At the gallop the horse seemed to float. When William jumped the paddock rails, all the grooms in the place stopped work to look. By the time he pulled the horse up, both Sir Walter and Keeper John, their hearts sinking, could see what had happened. The boy had fallen for a stallion that was, in every way, completely unsuitable.

So here they were, arguing. Both the bay and the chestnut were back in their stalls, and William was standing, immovable, in the barn doorway.

“Keeper John, I know. But I’ll explain to my father. He’ll understand. Have you ridden that horse? You should have felt what I felt. I know I can’t explain very clearly why I want it. But I do want it. Please, Keeper John. Have you never felt like this?”

The man sighed. The day should have been an easy one. He cursed the fact that he had brought the chestnut stallion down with the others. If only he had left it out of sight beyond the river, it would have been sold before William ever set eyes on it. Now the day had turned sour. William should know better than anyone that you cannot make a Great Horse out of a courser. What had got into the boy? He had been pestering his father for at least two years for a “proper destrier like Montlouis,” and now he had the opportunity to take one, he would have nothing but Sacramenta’s foal.

He looked at William again. “It won’t do, Master William.”

William looked mutinous.

Keeper John tried a different line. “The likelihood is that he will break down under the great weight of armor and equipment that you will have to carry.”

William shrugged, but his eyes looked disbelieving. Keeper John pursed his lips. “You won’t change your mind?”

“No.”

“The horse will never be like Montlouis.”

“I don’t care.”

“Very well, then.” Keeper John suddenly gave up. “Hal, go and tell Peter to unsaddle the bay and saddle up the chestnut. Master William will be taking him home.” He exchanged looks with Sir Walter.

“Tell your father I am not responsible for your choice,” Keeper John said, as much to Sir Walter as to William. Then, suddenly softening, he added, “Just remember, Master William, the bay will be here for another week or two if you should change your mind.”

“I won’t.”

Keeper John raised his eyebrows but said nothing more.

In the late afternoon sun the chestnut glowed like fire as William remounted for the homeward journey. The horse flicked his ears back for a moment, then blew out from his nose. Hal, leading Sacramenta, who seemed singularly uninterested in her offspring, caught his breath. Whatever else, the horse really was beautiful.

Sir Walter, complaining, got onto his gray.

“Well,” he said. “Let’s be off.”

William turned to take a last look at his friend. “Keeper John,” he called. “Thank you. I’m sorry to cause you trouble, but there is just one more thing.”

John looked up.

“Does this horse have a name?”

“Yes,” the man answered. “We call that horse Hosanna.”
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