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The sword lay still in the earth, quiet and lost, a relic from a distant age. Human measures of time’s passage offered scarcely a clue to its true antiquity. It had lain hidden as William the Conqueror battled the Saxons, slumbered as Norse raiders had come a-viking, thoroughly interred even as Hadrian built his wall.
But even through the deep ocean of time, men still remembered it.
And it remembered men.
The sword dreamt of a strong hand closing around its grip, dreamt of the whispering menace of its own voice as it was drawn from its scabbard.
Dreamt of the hot, sharp taste of blood.
Through all the centuries that it slept, never did it forget these things.
Until one day, there was a chance.
Robert Smallmeadow’s heart capered and danced and swooped as he stepped out of the small stone church that served as chapel to the hamlet of Wycliffe.
Robert was fourteen, a boy fair of face and manner. He wore his black hair tied in a braid at his back. He was yet too young for a beard, though he checked every day against the chance that this would soon change. His green eyes were sharp and he carried in his mouth a clever tongue that had earned him a whipping more than once.
It wasn’t the service that had set Robert on fire with joy. Mass was a never-ending drudgery narrated in gibberish and punctuated by an unholy multitude of standings and kneelings.
No, his excitement derived from what the priest had said in English. (Father Matthew always spoke in English when he really wanted you to understand.) His Holiness, Pope Urban II, was gathering a great army to wrest control of Jerusalem from the Mohammedans.
And anyone could go.
Anyone.
Robert’s father was Baron Smallmeadow, master of Wycliffe and all its surrounding environs. As the oldest son, Robert’s brother Ethelred was assured of inheriting their father’s title and his thoroughly modest lands. As the second son, Robert was assured of nothing.
But perhaps that was all about to change.
“There goes our brave boy,” said an easy insolent voice. “Full of dreams.”
Robert turned and saw his brother Ethelred, a smirk on his broad, round face. Ethelred was seventeen, three years older than Robert, and he had come into his full growth. He stood nearly a foot taller than Robert and outweighed him by five stones.
Even worse, Ethelred had an audience. Standing with him were Skinny Bill, Malodorous Luke, and Six-Fingered Pete, the millwright’s apprentice who probably should’ve figured out the mill wasn’t the right place for him two fingers ago.
None of them exactly liked Ethelred, but all owned just enough imagination to predict who would be their next baron.
“Dreaming of glory, little brother?”
Of course that was exactly what Robert had been doing, but he was too clever to tell Ethelred that. “I was just contemplating Father Matthew’s fine sermon,” Robert said airily.
Skinny Bill, who hated mass, chuckled. That earned a savage look from Ethelred, who was not, in truth, very bright and labored under the constant suspicion that everyone was making sport of him.
“You know, Bill,” he said, “we’ve taken to calling my brother Tardy Bob, for if he’d only been born three years earlier he would have inherited a grand barony.”
The pack of boys surrounding Ethelred sniggered.
“And a grand barony it is,” said Robert at once. “One so expansive that the whole of it can only be seen by a fierce hawk—or possibly a small child—sitting in the middle branches of a slight tree.”
The boys howled with laughter and Ethelred flushed deep red.
Ethelred might not have been smart, but he did possess a certain cruel cunning. He bowed. “Forgive me, Sir Tardy Bob.” He turned to Six-Fingered Pete. “Did you know that Robert plans to liberate the Holy Land from the Mohammedans? He is going to gather up his wooden sword and ride to battle on the back of an ass.”
Pete, Bill, and Malodorous Luke were now laughing so hard that they were turning red. They might enjoy seeing Ethelred skewered, but in the end they knew which side their bread was buttered on.
Humiliated, Robert balled his hands into fists and stalked into the woods.
It was a pretty spring day, warm with a cool breeze, sunlight filtering through the branches of maples and oaks and silver birch, falling upon the forest floor in mottled gold. Purple and white crocuses poked up out of green grass, adding a riot of color. A bright yellow butterfly flitted madly from flower to flower.
Still, going into the woods was a foolhardy maneuver; everyone knew the forest was filled with villains and blackhearts of every possible description: assassins, highwaymen, footpads, cutthroats, maybe even Frenchmen.
But despite the danger Robert suddenly felt the need to be free of Ethelred. Because the truth of it was, his brother was right.
Robert owned no armor, no longbow, no proud stallion to carry him into battle. The closest thing he had to a weapon was a wooden blade he used to practice swordplay.
He plunged deeper into the forest. Here the trees huddled closer together and the bright blossoms were replaced by purple spear thistle and wild roses the color of dark wine.
He would be turned away from the Papal army and he would miss the greatest triumph of Christendom. For surely after Jerusalem was recaptured, there would never again be conflict in the Holy Land.
His one chance for glory would be wasted, and he would live out the remainder of his days at the dubious sufferance of Ethelred.
So full of despair was Robert that he did not pay great attention to where he was going.
He clambered over the corpses of fallen trees clothed in emerald moss and unwholesome toadstools, fought his way through wicked bracken. This deep in the forest the trees were locked in an unhealthy embrace that produced a constant dusk.
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