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For P.C.





who, without knowing it, gave me an idea.







Woe unto the bloody city!


It is all full of lies.





Nahum, ch. 3, v. 1
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Prologue


It was quiet.


Too quiet.


He peered out from his hiding place in the fetid alley and looked up and down the remains of the street. By the faint light of the crescent moon he could see that it was empty, the shattered buildings yawning to the sky and the roadway strewn with rubble. The only movement came from something scuttling through the gutter, no doubt one of the rats which had become fat since the invasion started.


The streets of Lincoln were not a safe place to be, in the spring of this year of Our Lord twelve hundred and seventeen; the French, together with those rebel Englishmen who had joined forces with them, had attacked and taken the city, and there had been burning, plunder, bloodshed and murder. It had fallen quickly, despite the best efforts of the townsfolk to defend it, for they were civilians, not men of war like the seasoned troops who had faced them across the walls and through the bloodied streets. Only the castle had held firm, and the nobility and knights, the real fighting men, were trapped in there, defending the last Royalist stronghold in the region. Meanwhile the invading forces kept the town in a suffocating grip while they sought to capture the castle, by starving the garrison into submission and smashing the walls down with their monstrous siege engines. For weeks the smell of terror had lain over the city like a pall, and the castle walls shivered under the onslaught. And yet through it all the citizens tried to maintain the vestiges of their old lives. They traded when they could; they ate and drank when the means were available. And they sought out old friends.


He was headed towards the northern part of the town, which became more dangerous as he drew nearer to the castle, and the stillness of the night had aroused his suspicions. On previous occasions when he had crept through the streets after the curfew, he had heard the groaning of the engines and the crashing of huge missiles into the walls; he had been forced to avoid gangs of French and rebel English soldiers, stamping about the town in search of disquiet or rebellion, or simply trying to cause some trouble of their own. But tonight there seemed to be nobody around. Where were the invaders? Perhaps they were guarding their siege machinery on the south side of the castle, but here to the north-east they had cleared the area in front of the massive structure and left it empty, with only the ruins of the razed houses thrusting their charred beams towards the night sky.


It was quiet.


There was nothing else for it – he couldn’t stay here, so he either had to go forward or turn back. He slipped out of the alley and stole along the street, picking his way through the debris and trying to remain silent. His senses screamed at being out in the open and he tried to keep to the gloom surrounding the ruined houses as far as possible. Gradually he crept nearer to his destination, but still not near enough. He stopped again and crouched in a shadow, considering his position. What if he were to be attacked? What would happen to his family? How would they survive without him? But still he was drawn to continue. He forced himself to swallow the fear and stand up.


He had reached the end of the safe cover and only open space beckoned. He would be expected. She would be looking out for him. He would only be out in the open for a few moments. He must do it. Do it now. His heart was so loud it must be giving his position away anyway. He stood up.


It was at that moment that a figure arose from the shadows behind him and struck him down. He was conscious of the searing, splitting pain in his head for only a fraction of a moment before he fell forward into the darkness.
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Chapter One


The pain was unbearable.


Edwin had no idea who had first considered the back of a horse a suitable means of transport, but clearly he’d been out of his mind. Every mile, every yard, every step, was agony. To make it worse, nobody else around him seemed to be suffering in the same way: they all rode as though the horse were a part of them, rising and falling easily in the saddle and even turning to talk and jest with those around them. But then again, most of them were knights, men who had been trained in the saddle and who had probably learned to ride before they could walk, whereas he, Edwin of Conisbrough, was just a commoner who had never ridden further than a few miles on the slowest of nags.


What was he doing here? Just a week ago he had been the acting bailiff on the earl’s Conisbrough estate, spending his time organising the work of the villagers and dealing with petty disputes over a few yards of land. But all that had changed when a murder had been committed and Edwin had been set to finding the culprit. He had done so successfully, but in many ways – so many ways – he wished he hadn’t. Yet here he was, suddenly promoted, not as bailiff but to an as-yet unnamed position in the earl’s personal retinue, as his ‘man’ – or a useful person to have around, as the earl had put it. He, Edwin, a personal servant of William de Warenne, Earl of Surrey and one of the most powerful men in the kingdom … in his most fevered dreams he couldn’t have imagined such a thing, and it still seemed barely real. He hadn’t yet become accustomed to the position and wasn’t sure what his function was exactly; his only duties appeared to be to keep his eyes and ears open and to wait for the earl to order him to do something. In the meantime he would sell his soul to be able to get off the back of this horse.


They’d been on the road all day yesterday, as they made their way from Yorkshire southwards to Newark, where they were to meet up with the army of the regent. Edwin had only the haziest idea of where Newark might be – once it had passed noon, he was already further from his home village than he had ever thought to be in his life – but anyway, this was not to be their final destination. Once the army was complete, they were to march upon the city of Lincoln, which was held by French forces, in order to recapture it. Presumably this was to be achieved by fighting, something about which Edwin knew nothing, and he wondered how in the Lord’s name he was to be of help during the campaign. Still, his place was to serve the earl, no matter what he was asked to do, so he supposed he’d better get used to following orders without really knowing why.


They’d made camp overnight at a place called Retford, and Edwin had been amazed at how smoothly everything had functioned. Everyone – or at least everyone except him – seemed to know exactly what he was doing, and in almost no time a small thicket of tents and campfires had appeared, horses had been fed and watered, and a meal had been cooked. Not that Edwin had eaten any of it: he hadn’t been sure where he should go, as he didn’t belong to any of the retinues, and when he’d edged diffidently up to the central area of the camp where the earl’s personal staff were, he had been told in no uncertain terms by Hamo, the earl’s supercilious marshal, that the victuals there were not for the likes of him, so he should begone and seek his meal somewhere more befitting his station. The result had been that he’d wandered hungry around the camp before finding a place to rest, wrapping himself in a blanket and sleeping alone and miserable on the cold ground. And to think it was only a short time ago that he’d envied those who were about to go on campaign while he was left behind. What was it he’d thought in his naivety? Honour and glory and a chance to see the world. It wasn’t turning out the way he’d expected.


So now here he was after a second day in the saddle, on fire with agony at every step, waiting for the moment when he could dismount and rest. He was hot and sweaty, itching under his clothes, and he was so hungry that his stomach was growling, but he wasn’t sure he would have the energy to try and find whatever the correct source of food was supposed to be. Hopefully he could just prepare his horse for the night and then sleep, assuming the earl didn’t want him for anything, which hadn’t been the case thus far. When was this journey to end? He’d had no idea that the realm could be so vast. He kept his eyes on the road and tried to switch off his mind to the pain, as the movement of the horse went on and on and on.


Finally, as the temperate spring afternoon wore on into early evening, the earl’s host rounded a bend in the road and they were treated to the sight of a large encampment spread out before them, outside the walls of a small town. Roused from his stupor, Edwin gaped at the rows upon rows of tents, horse pickets and camp fires. He’d never seen anything like it – how many men must there be in the army? As usual, the numbers arranged themselves neatly in his head as he calculated: judging by the number of tents, and then working out how many men were probably attached to each, would make it …


His attention was distracted by several figures who were approaching from the camp. They rode up and reined in when they reached the earl and the senior members of his household at the front of the host, and began what looked like an animated conversation. Edwin assumed they would probably tell the earl and his men where they could make camp, but apparently this wasn’t the case. There was a lot of arm-waving going on, and some sort of argument, with the earl in particular becoming quite irate. Eventually two of the men rode back to the camp, while the earl’s horse pawed the ground and his host didn’t move. After a short while the men returned, together with a third who looked much more important: he was wearing mail and a surcoat emblazoned with a device Edwin didn’t recognise. He too engaged in conversation with the earl, seemingly trying to placate him, and finally the host was waved towards the edge of the encampment, and they were moving again.


Edwin didn’t think he had ever been as thankful for anything as for the opportunity to finally get down from his horse, but after so long in the unaccustomed saddle he feared that he wouldn’t even be able to move his legs well enough to swing them over the beast’s back and dismount. All around him men were slipping easily down from their saddles, smiling at each other at the thought of rest and a hot meal. He must make an effort. Soon he would be the only one on horseback. Come on, move. Wincing, he tried to shift, and eventually succeeded in disentangling his right foot from the stirrup and lifting the leg on to the horse’s back, albeit by having to lift it bodily with his hand, and once both legs were on the same side of the horse he slid down to the ground in what he hoped was an unremarkable manoeuvre. It was all going fairly well until his feet touched the floor and his legs buckled underneath him.


He was spared the embarrassment of collapsing in a heap on the ground by a strong hand which caught the back of his tunic and hauled him more or less upright, supporting him until he could feel his legs properly. He turned in gratitude to see that his rescuer was Martin, the earl’s squire, who was looking down upon him from his great height with a mixture of pity and amusement.


His voice was deep. ‘I forgot that you won’t have had much experience at riding; don’t worry, it’ll get better as you get more used to it.’


Edwin could only nod.


Martin released him, slapped him heartily on the back – making him wince even more – and strode off to attend to his duties. Edwin stood, his face hot. Honestly, a noble child of five would have made a better showing. He risked a glance around, but strangely nobody seemed to have noticed; they were all too busy stretching, talking, leading their horses off or handing them over to grooms or squires. Perhaps he’d escaped humiliation this time, except to himself. The horse was looking at him with what seemed to be barely concealed contempt, so he scowled at it. It flicked its ears at him. He sighed and, hobbling stiffly, led it away to follow the others.


A while later he decided to have a look around the encampment, mainly in order to take his mind off the hunger, but he was soon disappointed. He’d always imagined an army to be a host of knights in glittering mail, but he soon realised that although there were such here, they were outnumbered by the other types of men – foot sergeants, crossbowmen and servants, to name but a few – and the overwhelming sense was one of boredom. Here and there, knights were striding about or greeting friends whom they hadn’t seen for a while, but the majority of the men, the common men, simply sat around. They’d erected their tents, so there was nothing to do but await the evening meal. Some polished weapons or played at dice; others spoke in low tones to each other or simply sat still, staring ahead of them. Edwin realised that most of these men probably had very little idea of why they were here – they weren’t privy to the details of the nobles’ campaigns; their task was simply to obey and to fight and die wherever their lord sent them. It was depressing, especially when he realised that his own situation was similar: they were all owned, like horses or dogs, unable to choose how they lived their own lives. He lost his appetite for looking around and turned back.


As he reached the earl’s part of the camp again, he smelled the aroma of pottage cooking and his stomach growled anew. How long could he keep going if he didn’t get anything to eat? But he had no stomach for an argument with the haughty Hamo, so he sat on his own, kicking at small stones and watching other men eat while he tried to quell the pangs in his innards. If only he had someone to show him where to go and how to act, somebody with whom he could share the wonder of his new experiences. If only – but no, the one man who could have helped him was cold in his grave at Conisbrough, and Edwin would never hear his voice or share a jest with him again. Martin was there, of course, but the newly promoted senior squire was fully occupied trying to serve the earl to the best of his abilities. Edwin didn’t know the new junior squire, Adam, at all, and besides, the boy was a number of years younger than him. He sighed, lonely, and continued with his gloomy thoughts.


He was disturbed by a tug at his sleeve and turned to see a small boy holding out a steaming bowl to him. It was Peter, an orphan from Edwin’s village, who had accompanied the host when it travelled. Edwin had seen him in the company of Sir Roger, one of the earl’s knights, but he had little idea of how this had come to pass. Still, presumably the lad was earning his keep, which was better than starving back in the village.


Edwin was a little unsure where the food had come from, but he took the bowl with thanks. Peter, still not used to speaking, mumbled that it was from his lord, and fled. Edwin was a little confused, but his stomach was crying out for the meal so he took out his spoon and shovelled it in before it went cold. As he was finishing it, another man sat down beside him. Edwin started to leap to his feet, for it was Sir Roger himself, but the knight bade him stay seated. Edwin was grateful, for he wasn’t sure that his legs would have supported him all the way up anyway. Still, he felt ill at ease sitting next to a knight like this. There was silence for a moment, before Sir Roger looked at him, seeming as always to be pulling himself back from a serene and remote place. The sapphire gaze was piercing and Edwin bowed his head.


‘I’ll speak to Hamo for you.’


Edwin jerked his head up again. He couldn’t have heard that right. But Sir Roger was looking at him with some sympathy. Had he noticed what had happened yesterday? Surely not. He was a knight – why would he care?


But he had underestimated Sir Roger’s calling for righting wrongs, no matter how small. ‘I know Hamo of old, and he often tries to belittle anyone he doesn’t like. I won’t let this continue – you’re the earl’s man and it is right that he should treat you as such. The service you rendered him during the last week was invaluable: these are troubled times, Edwin, and you’re the sort of man that my lord is going to need around him. His troubles aren’t over: the regent still harbours some suspicions about his defection to the rebel cause and then his return, and he doesn’t trust him entirely. There was some debate about whether he should be allowed to join the army at all.’


So that was what the trouble had been about earlier. Edwin supposed that if he was going to serve the earl properly, he’d better keep himself informed about this kind of thing, although he didn’t really know how to go about it. He must keep his eyes and ears open.


Sir Roger fell silent and Edwin wasn’t sure whether he was supposed to continue the conversation or whether he should take the lack of speech as some sort of dismissal, but fortunately he was saved from having to make the decision by the arrival of two more men whom he didn’t know, but who were obviously knights and friends of Sir Roger’s. He stood awkwardly while the three men greeted each other, unsure whether he should just slip away, but with calm civility Sir Roger invited him to step forward and be introduced.


‘Edwin, these are two friends of mine. Sir Reginald le Croc – ’ he gestured towards the man on the left, a tall fellow, perhaps slightly older than himself, with long dark hair and merry eyes. Sir Reginald automatically held out his right hand to Edwin, but then winced as he took it, and Edwin realised too late that the hand was bandaged. He started to offer an apology but the knight waved it away, smiling.


Sir Roger continued: ‘– and Sir Gilbert de l’Aigle.’ The other man was older, perhaps thirty years of age or more, and he had a seasoned and weather-beaten look about him. However, he was pleasant and welcoming, greeting Edwin courteously.


Sir Roger now had his hand on Edwin’s shoulder, preparing to introduce him to his companions. This would be the great test. How would they react when they knew he was a commoner? Would their smiles melt away? Would they simply refuse to talk and move away from him? How would Sir Roger describe him? He held his breath, anticipating the worst, but Sir Roger presented him in an affable manner, as ‘Edwin of Conisbrough, from the household of my lord the earl.’ Then he gestured and all four sat down close to one of the campfires, Sir Roger’s small party of foot sergeants moving away to a discreet distance.


Edwin could hardly believe that he was sitting with three knights, conversing with them on an equal level. Thank the Lord that his French was proficient enough to support him – his accent might sound a bit odd to these men, who from their names were pure-blood Normans, but they might just attribute this to his being from the north of the country, and he was able to speak fluently. Still, he decided that this was a good chance to learn something about the new world he now inhabited, so he kept his mouth shut while he listened to the others speaking of troop numbers, horses, provisions, the latest developments in armour, possible tactics … as the conversation continued he basked in the glow of the fire with a comfortably full stomach, and almost began to relax.


It was becoming full dark when Martin suddenly hurried up to the fire, calling Edwin’s name and shattering his mood of calm. ‘There you are! I’ve been looking for you everywhere – my lord the earl wants to speak with you right now.’ Belatedly he stopped and nodded his head respectfully to the knights around the fire.


Edwin scrambled to his feet, almost falling over himself as he tried to rise too quickly. Why would the earl want to see him now? What task might he have? Despite his panic he remembered his manners and took his leave of the others. They waved him away cheerfully, no doubt used to being summoned at will by their own lords and masters and recognising when orders must be obeyed instantly.


As he followed Martin, his stiff legs struggling to keep up with the long strides, Edwin tried to question him, but Martin said no more than that the earl wished to see both him and Sir Hugh Fitzjohn – one of his most experienced knights – immediately. He upped his pace even more. Edwin hardly had time to catch his breath before they reached the earl’s tent and he was being hustled inside.


The interior of the tent was close in the flickering light, the air thicker than outside; Edwin stole a glance round as best he could. The place was functional, and yet still much more lavish than he would have thought possible; he should have realised that peers of the realm didn’t travel without some of the trappings of their estate. The space was well lit by several torches, and had mats on the floor and hangings suspended from various wooden poles which divided the tent into several rooms. He was standing in the central space, but over to one side he could see into another compartment which contained a wooden box bed, a kist, and, ominously, the earl’s gleaming hauberk on a pole, with his shield and sword leaning up against it. It reminded Edwin of why they were all here – for war.


The earl was in conversation with Sir Hugh Fitzjohn, a tough, grey-haired knight who had seen his fair share of campaigns; they were attended by Adam, the earl’s younger squire, who stood silently in the corner. He smiled briefly but nervously at Edwin as he entered, not yet being used to his new position in the earl’s household. Both men turned to face Edwin and the earl got down to business straight away.


‘Weaver, good.’


He jumped. It was still odd being called ‘Weaver’, for that was his father’s name, not his. He would have to try and make himself worthy of it.


The earl hadn’t noticed his slight pause and continued without stopping for breath. ‘As I’ve just been telling Sir Hugh, I’ve been summoned to the regent’s command tent to discuss tactics with him and the other senior men in the host. As my most experienced knight, Hugh will accompany me, but I want you to come as well. You will stand with Hugh and listen carefully. Some of the other nobles don’t trust me, and there will be doubt and suspicion there. Your quick wits may pick up on something which the rest of us miss, so you will take note of everything which is said and report to me afterwards. Clear?’


Edwin nodded. ‘Yes, my lord.’


Before he had time to frame any questions, he was dismissed peremptorily with a wave of the hand.


Edwin left the tent, his head buzzing so hard that he tripped on one of the ropes outside the door. The regent? The nobles of the kingdom? He was to stand in the same place as these exalted men and listen to their counsel? What if he couldn’t discern anything in the way the earl wanted? What if …?


He was interrupted by Martin, who had followed him out.


‘Edwin, you’re a lucky man. What I would give to be able to accompany my lord into the regent’s own tent!’ Edwin felt momentarily guilty, but Martin was continuing. ‘Still, much better for my lord to have you than me – you’re bound to discover something which I wouldn’t realise.’


Edwin wished Martin wouldn’t do that all the time, but before he could say anything he was struck by another thought. ‘Do I look well enough to appear in such company? I’m not a knight, have no surcoat …’


Martin looked him up and down critically. ‘The knights have disarmed now they’re in camp: they won’t be wearing their mail or anything, they’ll be dressed normally. Still … hmm …’ he put out a hand and span Edwin round as he considered, ‘… you don’t want to look too untidy; you might want to go and put on your best tunic.’ He turned and disappeared back inside the tent.


Edwin gulped. He was already wearing his best tunic.
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Alys had already checked the gate at the bottom of the yard, but she did so again, unable to help herself. Of course it hadn’t come unfastened since the last time she looked at it, but she was driven to go over and over everything she could possibly do to protect her family – what was left of her family.


Eventually satisfied that it was still shut, she turned her attention to the rest of the yard. The four houses were all close together, but they were of a fair size, so the communal space was quite large by Lincoln standards – all the better, as they needed it for the weaving sheds, as well as the latrine and the vegetable patches. Her own vegetables and herbs, outside the kitchen door, were the worse for wear, but she would have to eke out what remained as best she could. Those of her neighbours weren’t in much better state, and the one at the end of the block was overgrown with weeds, had been since the Appyltons fled the city some weeks back. They had all tried hard to cover up the fact that the place was empty, for if it became common knowledge it would cause trouble with pilferers or housebreakers. Fortunately the rest of them had stayed, with Mistress Guildersleeve on the one side acting almost as a mother to them all. And although Mistress Pinel, on the other side, hadn’t left her house for weeks, her husband had been so helpful, especially since …


Tears came to her eyes and she fought hard to stop them. Crying wouldn’t help. She tried to think about something else. She needed to go out and buy something to eat – that would take her mind off everything else for a while, for buying food was something of an effort these days and would require all her concentration.


She fetched her basket from the kitchen, checked twice that she had shut the door properly, and walked through the alley that led from the backyard into the street, fastening the gate behind her. In the open space she was immediately wary. Where were the French? Who might be stalking the streets today? She looked about her as she made her way up the Drapery, past the stalls where desperate vendors tried to sell their fabric, aware that hardly anybody had money for anything except food these days. She herself hadn’t opened the shop for nearly a week now, as it just wasn’t worth it: nobody came in, and it meant leaving the front door open onto the street all the time.


She started as a hand touched her lightly on the arm, stifling a scream. But it was just Ralf.


‘Miss Alys – I thought that was you. Are you all right?’ His face was kind, and she felt a pang of guilt that he’d had to be laid off once it became clear that there wasn’t enough weaving to be done until more supplies of wool could be brought into the city. He looked gaunt, but his concern was all for her as he peered at her in that slightly squinting way he had, which came from too many years spent looking at fine patterns.


She mustered a smile. ‘Yes, Ralf, I’m fine, thank you. I’m just off to …’ she tailed off, aware that it might be tactless to say she was going to buy food, when he’d been deprived of the means of purchasing any. She stood with her mouth open, feeling foolish, waiting until she could think of something to say, but she was saved by the sight of the elderly mayor waving to her from the other side of the street. ‘Oh look, Ralf – over there.’


Ralf blinked and peered across the street, but his face didn’t register any recognition until Master William was almost upon them.


The mayor nodded at them both benignly. ‘Alys, how nice to see you. And it is good to see your father’s workers taking care of you in these dangerous times.’ He beamed at Ralf before continuing. ‘And how is your father?’


This time Alys couldn’t stop the tears, and she felt the sting as they poured from her eyes and down her face. She couldn’t speak, shaking her head silently in misery. William nodded and gripped her hand. ‘And your brothers?’ She shook her head again, trying to take control of the weeping before she embarrassed herself in front of the whole street.


All at once a beautiful scent enveloped her, and a soft hand touched her arm. A gentle voice spoke, shushing and comforting her, and admonishing William gently for being so thoughtless. Through her tears Alys looked into a small, delicate face, topped by a widow’s cap with a few blonde hairs peeking out from underneath it. She stared in bemusement, immediately aware of how her own face must look blotched and swollen. She had seen the woman about town a few times – thinking how young she was to be a widow and wondering what tragedy might have befallen her – but they had never spoken, so why should she care? She looked to William, who hastened to introduce them. ‘My dear, perhaps you don’t know Mistress Gunnilda? She lives up in the northern part of the town.’


Alys recollected herself enough to give a small curtsey, trying to brush the tears from her face as she did so. The widow Gunnilda put up one delicate hand to help smooth them away, and brushed back Alys’s hair. ‘There. It must be a very difficult time for you, even without being reminded of it in the street. I heard what happened to your father and I’m truly sorry for it.’ Her voice was soft and comforting. ‘Now, could someone not take you back home?’


Alys glanced round at Ralf, but for some reason he looked tremendously awkward, and was backing away while he struggled to get any words out. He stuttered once or twice, turned red, and eventually span on his heel and fled, without having said a word.


There was a surprised silence for a moment before William gallantly stepped into the breach, proposing to escort her home, and Alys wanted nothing more than to take him up on the offer and return to the familiar haven. But she just couldn’t. She had responsibilities, two little brothers and a sister to feed, and must keep going no matter what the circumstances. She drew herself up, mustered as much dignity as she could, and bade them good day.
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Edwin still wasn’t quite sure this was really happening, but he found himself pacing in the dusk behind the earl and Sir Hugh towards the middle of the camp. He was dressed in one of Martin’s old tunics – the squire had taken pity on him and opened his own pack, finding a garment which Edwin could wear and saying he could keep it as it was too small for him anyway. Too small it might have been for the huge Martin, but it was still on the large side for Edwin, and he felt awkward. Still, one advantage of it being the ex-tunic of a squire was that it had the small checked blue and gold badge stitched on to it, which identified him as a member of the earl’s personal household, so at least that was something: he felt more as though he belonged, at least on the outside.


Any confidence he might have felt evaporated as soon as he reached the huge tent in the middle of the camp, surrounded by guards and by spitting, flaring torches which warded off the darkness. Two awe-inspiring standards flapped heavily above it, visible in the smoky gloom: the red lion of the regent on its green and gold background, and the royal arms, three golden lions on a red field. Edwin swallowed, intimidated by the sort of company he was about to encounter, but there was no time to think as he followed the others through the open mouth of the tent.


Inside there were more torches, and a large press of men. It was hot and airless, with the sharp tang of sweat and smoke, and Edwin felt moisture beginning to form on his brow almost immediately. The earl moved towards the middle of the tent, and Edwin followed Sir Hugh to stand at one side. As they found a position which offered a view of the nobles, Edwin was able to see the most powerful man in the kingdom.


He stood next to a table in the very centre of the tent, surrounded by other lesser men, as a huge oak might be by mere saplings. He was certainly the oldest man Edwin had ever seen – well over seventy years of age, if the tales were to be believed – and the experiences of a long and eventful life were carved into the lines of his face. William Marshal. Edwin could hardly believe he was looking at the legendary figure. Here was a man who had started out as the fourth son of a minor noble, but who had fought his way round Europe, been on a crusade to the Holy Land, become the servant and confidant of kings and queens, and was now the ruler of the whole country, the guardian of the ten-year-old king. Looking at the white-haired figure was enough to make anyone tremble with awe, and Edwin suddenly felt that he could barely stand. The absolute authority which Marshal held was etched into his every line and was easily discernible from the way the other nobles – earls and lords all – deferred to him with great respect. There was no question who was in charge. The regent held all their lives in the hollow of his hand, and every man knew it.


As they stood watching the nobles, Sir Hugh began to murmur to Edwin behind his hand. ‘Stand quietly by me and I will try to explain to you what is going on and who is who. Over there are some of the most powerful men in the land. The regent, obviously, and next to him his son, William Marshal the younger. Our Lord William de Warenne. Then William Longsword, the Earl of Salisbury; William Ferrars, the Earl of Derby; William the Earl of Albemarle; the Lords William d’Aubigny, William de Cantelou and his son William.’ Edwin wondered briefly if some law had been passed on the naming of nobles of which he had previously been unaware, but he had no time to go on with the thought as Sir Hugh was continuing. ‘And on the other side of the table, Falkes de Breauté; Peter des Roches, the Bishop of Winchester; John Marshal, the regent’s nephew and Ranulf de Blundeville, the Earl of Chester.’


Edwin looked with particular interest at the last two whom the knight had named. The Earl of Chester, the second most powerful man in the kingdom, stood slightly apart from the others, listening to their conversation with an ill-disguised temper. He was shorter than most of the other men there, but had hugely broad shoulders and a look of immense physical power. How men must quail at the thought of facing him across a battlefield! The earl’s gaze turned from the nobles to sweep the rest of the tent, and Edwin looked away hastily lest he be caught staring. He looked instead at the lord Sir Hugh had named as the regent’s nephew. He had never heard the name John Marshal before, but he recognised the man as being the one who had come out to meet their party earlier when they had arrived; the one who had finally let them join the encampment. He was neither the oldest nor the youngest of the men around the table, being perhaps of an age with Edwin’s own lord, maybe a bit younger, his dark hair just starting to be flecked with grey. Now that he wasn’t wearing his mail, Edwin could see how slight he was, not tall, and easily the lithest of the men around the regent. He was listening to the conversation around the table with interest, his eyes darting back and forth from one lord to the next, his movements quick and restless as he was seemingly unable to keep still. He kept looking as though he wanted to interrupt, but he didn’t speak.


Sir Hugh murmured again, encouraging Edwin to watch and to listen to what was happening, and then he fell silent as they turned their attention to the talk of the men around the regent.


The first thing which struck Edwin was the noticeable distrust and lack of warmth with which most of the other nobles were regarding his lord. He stood at the outermost edge of the group around the table, even though he was one of the highest ranking there; others turned their shoulders to avoid him, and some looked at him with open suspicion. One of these was the Earl of Chester, who took no trouble to conceal his dislike. Edwin was worried. He whispered to Sir Hugh, to see if his opinion of the situation was shared; the knight nodded sombrely.


Edwin began to listen more carefully to the talk of the nobles. They were looking at a map, and the discussion seemed to centre on the route they would take to Lincoln. Edwin had no idea at all of the relative situation of the towns they mentioned, or how far away they were, but the consensus seemed to be that they should avoid taking the direct road to Lincoln, which would bring them to the side of the town on which the French were encamped. Well, that sounded fairly sensible, even to him. Instead they were to travel via a different route, which would mean camping overnight at somewhere called Torksey, and then moving on to Lincoln to approach from the west, the side where the castle was situated. There might then be some possibility of communicating with the besieged men in the castle. Men? Edwin’s ears caught a new name, and he was amazed to discover that the stronghold was apparently being held by a woman, Dame Nicola of something.


While he was considering this startling piece of information, the conversation turned to the number of men that each lord had brought with him. Each was giving the regent a figure of knights and crossbowmen; nobody seemed particularly interested in foot sergeants or servants, but surely they’d be important as well, wouldn’t they? Edwin didn’t dare open his mouth to say anything out loud, so instead he watched as a harried-looking clerk wrote all the numbers down.


The numbers kept coming. Edwin had no idea whether all of this constituted a large host or not or whether there would be enough of them to raise the siege, but he listened with interest. The great men, the earls, each had many knights in their retinues; some of the lesser lords had fewer knights but more crossbowmen. Once the final lord had given his figures – William d’Aubigny supplying ten knights and thirty crossbowmen – Edwin turned without thinking to Sir Hugh and whispered, ‘Four hundred and six knights, and three hundred and seventeen crossbowmen. Will that be enough?’


‘Who said that?’


The regent might have been old, but there was nothing wrong with his hearing: pausing in the very act of asking the clerk to reckon the final tally, he had whirled and snapped out the question. His eyes swept the tent.
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