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            Cast of characters

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Historical persons are marked with an *

      

        

      
        Wilburgfos

        Roger/Hroðgar: son of the liege lord

        Geoffrey de Bernaium, Norman baron and liege lord of Wilburgfos, and Edeva, English noblewoman and healer: his parents

        William and Adelais: his half-siblings

        Isabel and Tankred: his sister and brother

      

        

      
        Roger’s friends

        Richard de Perci*: youngest son of William de Perci*

        Joscelin and Drogo: Norman squires

        Brandolf and Bjarni: Danish brothers

      

        

      
        Other residents

        Oswulf: master of arms

        Hugues de Borre: bailiff

        Frederic de Lisieues: seneschal

        Walter Fossard*: son of Nigel Fossard*

        Father Leofric: priest from Cattune

      

        

      
        English servants

        Emma: kitchen maid

        Hild: healer woman

        Cenhelm: cupbearer

      

        

      
        Residents at the Benedictine priory

        The prioress

        Gwennaol: Breton girl

        Morwenna: nun and Gwennaol’s grandmother

        Sister Agatha: vice prioress

      

        

      
        People outside Wilburgfos

        Osbern*: liege lord of Scornesbi

        Gilbert FitzOsbern: his illegitimate son

        Picot de Perci*: younger brother of William de Perci* and liege lord of Sudtone (together with Nigel Fossard*)

        Simon de Kyme*: seneschal of Picot de Perci* in Sudtone

        Robert de Monbrai*: Comte de Northumberland and nephew of Geoffroi de Monbrai, Bishop de Constantia (Coutances)

        The deputy of Ralph de Paynel*, shire reeve of Everwicscire

        Nicholas Beaumont: vassal of Robert de Monbrai*

        William “Als Gernuns” de Perci*, vassal of the Comte de Cestre, tenant-in-chief Hugues d’Avranches*, and liege lord of Geoffrey de Bernaium, Osbern de Scornesbi* and Picot de Perci*

      

        

      
        Kings and high nobility

        William I*: King of England and Duke of Normandy

        William le Rous*: second surviving son of William I*, later King of England

        Robert Courteheuse*: eldest son of William I*, Duke of Normandy

        Bishop Odo de Baieus*: Comte de Kent and half-brother of William I*

        Robert de Mortain*: Norman duke, brother of Odo* and half-brother of William I*

        King Philippe I*: King of the Franks

        Alain le Rous*: Breton tenant-in-chief of William I* and II*

        Comte de Cestre*: Hugues d’Avranches*, tenant-in-chief of William I* and II*

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For old/foreign-language expressions and locations, please refer to Places and Glossary.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Part One


          

          WILBURGFOS, OCTOBER IN THE YEAR OF OUR LORD 1085

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Roger’s hands and toes sank into the soft ground as another squire placed a bucket full of water on his back. The autumnal cold crept from the muddy earth into his fingers that only recently had caressed Emma’s smooth, warm skin. Sighing, he bent his arms and lowered his straightened body until the tip of his nose touched the dirty tufts of grass.

      “An Engleis crawling in the dirt beneath my feet – what a delightful sight!”

      Although Roger would have loved to hurl a load of mud at his elder half-brother for this comment, he didn’t even bother lifting his eyes. Instead, he continued to count each push-up while taking care that the bucket did not shake.

      “Much as I would relish watching you crumble from exhaustion, I’m afraid I have to proceed with my fight.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Roger watched William resume his place on the battleground where weapons practice was taking place. Ðunres hamer on þe heafod! Would that the god of thunder teach his brother a lesson, if his opponent couldn’t.

      “Give me that!” thundered a man nearby.

      Roger looked up. The bailiff, Hugues de Borre, snatched something from a young boy’s hand and threateningly waved it in front of a woman’s face. “So, you wanted to steal from your liege lord, did you?”

      “Look at the apple,” said the woman, clasping the crying child in her arms. “It’s a tiny, shrivelled thing, and worm-eaten too. We wouldn’t use it in the kitchen anyway.”

      “That is not for you to decide!” Hugues de Borre threw the apple into the basket and pointed at the great hall. “Go take these apples to the kitchen! If I catch you stealing again, you will not escape your just punishment.”

      Roger glanced back at the blades of grass approaching his face. On the battleground, the two panting fighters were prancing and moving about until one of them let out a muffled scream.

      “Well, who’s the better one of us – again?” asked William, loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “You were lucky today,” answered his opponent with a deep breath. “But next time, you lose.”

      “You know as well as I do, mon cher Walter, that this is very unlikely to happen. After all, who could possibly take me on?”

      “Someone with a mouth as big as yours,” Roger hissed through his teeth, while pushing himself up again with shaking arms.

      Two leather boots appeared by his side. “This exercise seems to be too easy for you. Why don’t you try it with one arm only?”

      A kick jerked Roger’s arm away. With a thud, his face slammed into the mud, the bucket tilted, and the ice-cold water splashed over his head and shoulders. Spitting and coughing, Roger sat and wiped the muck from his face.

      As he made to rise and pounce on his brother, Oswulf, the master of arms, stepped between the two. “You fight very well, William. Perhaps you would like to find out if you are ready to be dubbed?”

      “I certainly would. Who will be my opponent?”

      Oswulf beckoned to a squire to bring a wooden practice sword and a shield. “I myself shall put your fighting skills to the test.”

      William raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you think someone younger should do this?”

      “Didn’t you just say that none of the others can take you on?”

      “Well, yes, but⁠—”

      “Then let’s try and see how long I can hold out against you, shall we?” said Oswulf as he took the sword and shield.

      Roger stood and wiped the mud off his tunic. His long hair was dripping, but luckily, most of the water had simply trickled off his woollen garment. How he would have regretted missing this fight had he left to put on some dry clothes!

      For a long time, William repeatedly attacked Oswulf, but the master of arms always managed to defend himself.

      “Given your age, you’re still going strong,” said William as the two fighters paused briefly.

      “I do what I can.”

      Was there a mischievous glint in the eyes of the master of arms? Roger didn’t have much time to think about this question, for suddenly, it was Oswulf pushing forward and attacking William. All he could do was to back off and helplessly try to evade or thwart the attacks. A blow against his leg made William wince. The thrust to his belly caused him to jump back. As Oswulf threw all his weight into his shield and smashed it against his opponent’s breast, William at last uttered a sound somewhere between surprise, rage and a rather impolite name for the English master of arms. With the other onlookers appalled and Roger delighted, William toppled backwards into the muddy ground with a splash.

      Oswulf placed the wooden sword at his side and stroked his large moustache. “Looks like you’ll be staying with us as a squire for a bit longer, don’t you think?”

      With his lips pressed together, William threw away the practice weapons and got up. “I’ll see you in the next lesson,” he said through gritted teeth.

      With a grin, Roger watched him stomp off.

      On his way, William pushed a maid aside who was walking towards the great hall with a bowl in her hands. She stumbled, dropped the bowl and just about caught herself from falling. She shouted after William, but he just continued as if nothing had happened. With a look of despair, the woman turned over the bowl. Whatever had been in there could probably not be used anymore, for she shook her head, put the bowl down and reluctantly picked up what lay on the ground.

      Hugues de Borre rushed in from the side.

      Roger turned away. William’s kick had saved him from having to serve out his full punishment, but Oswulf would not hesitate to make it double if he didn’t get on with the weapons practice.

      As they were storing away the equipment in the armoury, a servant told Roger that his father wanted to see him right now.
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        * * *

      

      The autumn sun shone through the narrow openings under the roof of the great hall and threw a faint glimmer on the dark wooden beams. William, their father, Sire Geoffrey, and the bailiff, Hugues de Borre, were standing by the fire in the middle of the hall, disdainfully watching him approach.

      “You were late for weapons practice,” said Sire Geoffrey, “and you knocked the baskets out of a servant’s hand because you were angry about your punishment.”

      “A full bowl of eggs and two handfuls of pears,” added the bailiff.

      “I did not! Who said so?”

      “William can testify to it,” answered the liege lord.

      “What? It was he who pushed the woman aside.”

      “That’s not what William says.”

      “Then he does not speak the truth. I didn’t touch the woman. Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

      “Are you saying I’m a liar?” asked William.

      “I do, for I was on the battleground at that time. Oswulf and the others can confirm this.”

      Hugues de Borre snorted. “It wouldn’t surprise me if it was you.”

      “And it doesn’t surprise me that you think so.” Roger clenched his fists. “But is it not your duty to gather evidence instead of jumping to conclusions? Did you even question the woman at all?”

      “I know my duty very well.” Hugues’ wild hair seemed to rise like the puffed-out fur on the arched back of a cat getting ready to defend itself. “Of course I questioned her.”

      “So? What answer did you get?” Roger relaxed. Now, William would no longer be able to deny what he had done.

      “What do we care about the idle chatter of a servant?” asked William. “It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve taken out your anger over a punishment somewhere else, mon cher Roger.”

      “Lygewyrhta! It wasn’t me! Why don’t you admit that you did it?”

      “Asez!” said Sire Geoffrey. “Everybody knows your tantrums and their consequences. How you think you’re going to run a manor one day, I do not know, but at least it will not be mine.” He looked at William, whose sneer widened. “In order for you to learn how to handle food supplies, in particular before winter, you will work as a page during mealtimes for a week.”

      “You must be joking! I’m not a child anymore.”

      “You behave like one,” said the liege lord, turning to go. “Cenhelm will instruct you.”
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      As Roger stood, stunned, watching the three men leave, he felt someone touch his shoulder. He turned round and looked into his mother’s kindly face.

      “Cum, min sunu,” said Dame Edeva, beckoning him to follow her into the private chamber on the first floor. She closed the door behind them, took a small leather pouch from a wooden chest, pulled out a golden ring and presented it to Roger. “See if it fits.”

      “A ring? For me?” Roger took the shiny object and looked at it from all sides. Like strings in fine fabric, a multitude of delicate lines ran along the entire shank all the way to the round head of the ring. On the top, oval chain links framed a patterned background that was dominated in the middle by a cross formed by a tree, an axe and a longsword – a seal that Roger had never seen before.

      “This is Kjetil’s ring. It belongs to the rightful heir of Wilburgfos, who cares about its people, not about what his favourite son claims. I wanted to give you the ring two years ago with Kjetil’s scramasax, but it would have slipped off your finger.” She struggled to smile. “It is the last thing I have left of him.”

      “Don’t you want to keep⁠—”

      “No, Hroðgar, I don’t. A ring should be worn, not forgotten in a dark corner. Put it on!”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I want you to wear it. Kjetil would have wanted it too.” She pressed her lips together.

      Roger pushed the gold ring onto the little finger of his left hand. It belongs to the rightful heir of Wilburgfos. The ring fitted as if it had been made especially for him. “What do the symbols mean?” he asked, regarding the head of the ring.

      “The tree is the trunk of Yggdrasil, the world ash, which stands for the eternal connection of all things. The sword represents protection, justice and wealth; the axe strength, courage and power.”

      Roger nodded. He knew Kjetil only from what his mother had told him. They weren’t related, nor had they ever met. And yet, Roger felt an unusual closeness to this man. He had already inherited Kjetil’s short sword, and now, he also received his signet ring. His mother had loved Kjetil, and if she entrusted Roger with such precious keepsakes, she probably loved Roger at least as much, even though he was the product of her marriage to Kjetil’s murderer. “I thank you, Mother. You do me great honour with this gift.” Roger rose and, after one last glance at the ring, lowered his hand. “I will wear Kjetil’s ring with pride and prove that I am worthy of it.”

      Dame Edeva smiled. “You will, when you’re a little older.” She put the leather pouch back into the chest and gathered her floor-length blue tunic as she stood up.

      Roger followed his mother down the stairs into the great hall and let his gaze wander. The servants were dressing the tables for the upcoming first meal of the day and brought earthenware mugs and jugs with wine that they put on the tables. A little away from the hustle and bustle, his father and half-brother were absorbed in a board game.

      Out of nowhere, Hugues de Borre appeared by the stairs. “Was there something important to discuss?”

      “I don’t think you need to know what a mother discusses with her son, munsire,” answered Dame Edeva.

      “It depends on what it is, Dame.”

      “Well, if it puts your mind to rest, let me tell you that I have given my son initial instructions on how he will serve his punishment as a page.”

      “Then I wonder why you had to retire to your private chamber. Those instructions must have been confidential indeed.”

      “If you are insinuating something, Hugues, then say it out loud. If not, begone. I would like to eat.”

      “As you wish, Dame.” The bailiff bowed ever so slightly while squinting suspiciously at Roger.

      A bawdy laughter suddenly filled the hall as a white-blonde youth rumbled through the door. Roger rolled his eyes but couldn’t help grinning. His friend, Brandolf, had a habit of making himself heard.

      Approaching the kitchen, the young Dane fondled the bottom of a maid along the way. She let out a shriek and turned round, grumbling.

      Shaking his head, Roger watched the scene.

      “Oh, there you are!” said a young voice at his side, and two big, blue, inquisitive eyes looked at him.

      “Richard, mon ami. Did you miss me?” Roger patted him on the shoulder. He was fond of the little red-head, who was – like him – the son of a Norman and an Englishwoman. Richard was like a little brother, eagerly awaiting the next year when he would become a squire and would at last be allowed to compete in weapons practice against Roger.

      “Yes, no, I mean, we were actually only looking for you because you had suddenly disappeared, and we didn’t know where you were.”

      Roger tousled the little one’s hair. “Your concern for me does you honour, but there is no need to worry. Look what my mother has given to me.” Not without pride, he showed him the ring on his left hand. “It’s from my mother’s first husband. She wanted me to wear it.”

      “It looks different from the ones I know. There’s no lions or initials anywhere.” Richard grinned mischievously. “A special ring for my special friend.”

      Roger smiled. Was he really special? It almost sounded presumptuous, but he knew he was different in certain ways. If only his elder brother didn’t always exploit this in his own favour, as he had today!
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          WILBURGFOS, APRIL IN THE YEAR OF OUR LORD 1086
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      “If you had a beard, I’d shave it off you now!” With a yell, Brandolf threw himself forward. His sword crashed onto the round shield that Roger had lifted above his shoulder, just in time.

      “At least you’d be able to find my beard.” With his full force, Roger swung the shield to the side, yanking his opponent’s arm and sword. “Yours is not even visible, milksop.” He lashed out at the Dane’s open flank. The blonde one cried out. Roger jumped behind him and drilled the blunt tip of the sword into his back. “Can you see the doors of Valhǫll, Viking? In you go!” He lifted his knee and gave the Dane a good kick in the butt.

      With the others laughing out loud, Brandolf thumped onto the ground, followed by very audible Norse cursing. Roger raised his shield and sword up in the air and let the audience applaud him.

      The Dane picked himself off the ground, threw the wooden sword and shield away and rubbed his side. “Stinkin’ leftie!”

      Grinning, Roger wiped the sweat off his brow with the sleeve of his linen shirt. “Father Leofric might see it as a curse, but it does have its advantages, my dear Brandolf. Besides, you ought to know by now that Vikings always lose against the English and the Normans.”

      “No, they don’t!” protested Brandolf’s little brother, Bjarni, with all the sense of justice of an eight-year-old. “You’re lying!” Defiantly, he pushed his lower lip forward and stabbed the bark of a nearby tree with one of the little knives he always carried on his belt.

      Wiping the dirt from his crooked nose, Brandolf sauntered up to Roger. “You’re as proud as your father.”

      “I’m not like my father at all!” Roger slumped into the grass and put his arms around his knees. “That’s William’s prerogative.”

      Brandolf grabbed the water bottle from Drogo and looked down at Roger. He took a long gulp, wiped his mouth with his sleeve and grinned as he held out the flask to Roger. “At least your hair’s better than his.”

      Stifling a smile, Roger took the water pouch. With his long hair, he did in fact resemble the two Danes, Brandolf and Bjarni. This was one of the few respects in which his mother had prevailed over his father. He would have preferred the hair of his second-eldest son to be the bowl cut of a proper Norman.

      “Roger has reason enough to be proud,” said Richard. “He is courteous, well educated and always willing to do his best.” He picked up the shield and sword. “I’d be glad to be able to fight like you, Roger.”

      A voice with a pronounced Norman accent made the boys look up. “I don’t think your father would like to hear this, mon cher Richard.”

      Two riders were approaching on the path that led from the manor house through the small wood to the clearing. Had his half-brother been by himself, Roger would have remained seated, but since his friend, Walter Fossard, the son of a mighty vassal, accompanied him, Roger was forced to stand up.

      William halted with a side-glance at Roger. “My half-brother is still a little… short-tempered with weapons. Too much feral blood.”

      “What do you want, William?” asked Joscelin, the oldest squire, who was in charge of the whole group.

      William pursed his lips. “Walter and I watched you for a while. We thought we might learn something new. I see you’re playing with little wooden sticks.”

      “We’re not playing,” corrected Richard, “we’re practising.”

      William nodded. “Oh, right. You’re practising with little wooden sticks.”

      Roger growled. “You know very well that we mustn’t use sharp weapons out here while practising.”

      “And that’s how it should be,” said William, “if there’s one like you around.”

      “What are you insinuating?”

      “Mon cher Roger, we all know that you’re still unable to control your rage.”

      “Not everyone can be as perfect as you.”

      “Of course not. Father and I would still appreciate it if you stopped letting off steam at our property all the time. After all, I don’t want to rebuild and buy everything again when I take over Wilburgfos someday.”

      “Wilburgfos is not Sire Geoffrey’s property,” Richard lowered the weapons as if trying not to support his opposition with an offensive gesture. “He has received it as a fief from my father, but it’s not his own.”

      “Whatever,” said William. “In any case, I will take over the manor house one day. So you’d better learn quickly how not to behave like a savage, like your Danish friends there.”

      “We are savages?” asked Brandolf. “Who killed all the people in the north because he wanted the land?”

      William let out a brief laugh. “You, of all people, are asking me? Your fellow countrymen can do nothing but pillage and plunder.”

      Brandolf’s white-blonde hair seemed to light up as a flush of anger shot up his face. “At least we don’t wipe out whole swathes of land like you Normans did! You slaughtered all of my family.”

      Roger grabbed his friend’s arm and pulled him out of William’s reach. “Why don’t you get lost instead of disturbing us any longer?”

      “My dutiful little half-brother! If only he spoke and acted so valiantly at other times! Unfortunately, someone needs to teach his friends better manners, too. What a shame you can’t do this, mon cher.”

      “Oh, and you could, could you?” asked Roger.

      “Why don’t you get off your horse?” asked Brandolf, trying to push past Roger. Even as the latter stood in front of him with his arm stretched out, the young Dane simply pushed forward. He was smaller than Roger, but the force in his upper body left no doubt that the two-handed battle axe was his weapon of choice. “Then we’ll see who teaches who some manners!” Brandolf threw himself about to shake off Roger’s grip.

      After a brief hesitation, William handed Walter the reins and dismounted. He adjusted the sword on his weapon belt and took his kite-shaped shield with him.

      Walter looked at his friend in confusion. “We don’t have time for this, William. The others are waiting for us.”

      William waved his words off. “I won’t be long, Walter. Why don’t you ride ahead?” Without waiting for Walter’s reply, William walked to the other side of the battleground, turned round and pulled his sword.

      “What are you doing, William?” asked Joscelin. “You do know that your father has forbidden fighting with sharp weapons out here. Do you want to defy your father’s order?”

      “He who wants to prove that he’s a man should also fight like a man.” William regarded the reflection of the sun’s rays on the shiny blade of the sword. “But you might be afraid of the Normans, like your ridiculous King Svend Estridsen?”

      Bjarni, who until now had been standing behind a tree, stuck his head out timidly. “Go on, Brandolf! Show him!”

      All eyes were on the snorting Dane, who freed himself from Roger’s grip and stomped towards the weapons.

      “You can’t do that, Brandolf!” Unable to move and feeling a little queasy, Roger watched his friend. “What if Oswulf finds out? It’s also far too dangerous.”

      Joscelin put his hand on Brandolf’s shoulder as the latter reached for the weapon. “Come to your senses, Brandolf.”

      Brandolf threw the white-blonde curls back and shook off Joscelin’s hand. “Let go!” He grabbed his battle axe and stood opposite William at the other end of the battleground.

      The two opponents eyed each other while prowling to the side and forward. William stabbed first. Brandolf jumped back and swung the axe above his head. William easily dodged the mighty blow that followed.

      So it went on for a while without either of them gaining a decisive advantage. Over time, however, Brandolf’s movements slowed noticeably, and it seemed to take a lot more effort to lift his axe for an attack than at the beginning of the fight. William, by contrast, smoothly and nimbly circled his opponent and his mighty weapon.

      Roger’s gaze kept swaying between the battleground and Bjarni, who was biting his nails while pacing in front of the tree and whose cheers diminished until they stopped completely. It must have been terrible for him to watch helplessly as William, armed with his sharp sword, almost toyed with Brandolf.

      “Aaaargh!” Brandolf’s scream startled onlookers and horses. On Brandolf’s left thigh, a red line made its way through the light-coloured breeches down to his knee.

      William stood with his back towards Bjarni, a mere six steps away.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Roger saw how the boy pulled out a knife and charged. “Bjarni, no!”

      He raced after the little one and caught his arm, but the boy swung his second knife through the air. A sudden pain cut off Roger’s scream in his throat. He winced with a hiss. His hand reached for the burning cheek, and Bjarni was free.

      When Roger looked again, Brandolf was hauling his battle axe through the air. William was only watching Brandolf. He didn’t see the boy behind him, who now rammed the knife into his unprotected back. William writhed in pain and lowered his guard for just one moment.

      “William!” Covered in blood, Roger made one last step forward towards the battleground, where Brandolf’s axe went down on William, severing his left arm and half of his chest.
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      The sounds of the fight echoed in Roger’s ears: Brandolf’s groan as he whirled his axe through the air; William’s scream and the grisly crunch as the deadly weapon sliced through his bones; the long, dull thud shaking his brother’s body one last time before death sucked all movement out of it. And then, silence. Nothing, and no one budged. Not a sound could be heard. Even the birds had stopped chirping.

      Roger fell to his knees beside William. His cheek was burning. Eala, Willelm!

      A red lump bulged over the blade of the axe stuck in the body and made William’s skin appear almost translucent. Roger reached out for his brother, but before touching him, he pulled back his hand.

      “Par Deu!” Walter croaked at last.

      Roger gulped as he pressed the folded cloth of his sleeve, already a deep crimson colour, against his right cheek. Only vaguely did he make out Brandolf’s features when he looked up at the Dane. “You killed my brother,” he whispered.

      Clinging to Brandolf’s lower arm and in a voice that betrayed disbelief rather than pride, Bjarni said, “You won.”

      “You killed a Norman!” cried Walter.

      “He insulted us!” hissed Bjarni, pressing himself even closer to his brother.

      “Teis toi!” said Walter. “Had it not been for your cowardly attack from behind, your own brother would be lying there now.”

      “We must take him home,” murmured Roger, dazed by the double pain he felt about William’s death and Brandolf’s deed. Shaking, he turned to Walter and held out his blood-smeared hand to him. “Give me the horse. I’ll take William back.”

      Walter regarded Roger closely then nodded. “A tun acort.”

      While Richard helped Roger to his feet, Joscelin took the reins of the dapple-grey stallion.

      “You will get the punishment you deserve,” Walter said. “I’ll see to that.” With a disparaging look at Brandolf, he turned his horse and trotted off towards Wilburgfos.

      When Roger was sure that Walter was out of earshot, he turned to Brandolf. “Ðu eart unwita! What were you thinking?”

      “Your brother started it! What was I supposed to do?”

      “You were so eager to get your axe. Practice weapons are not enough for you.”

      “Should I have battled your brother with a stupid wooden stick?”

      “Perhaps,” Roger said bitterly. The prospect of coming face to face with his father this time sent a tremor through his intestines. “Then he wouldn’t be lying in the grass, sliced in half, and I wouldn’t have to tell my father that his favourite son is dead.”

      Joscelin had picked some ribwort leaves and went on to secure them on Roger’s cheek with a strip of cloth. He nodded towards a row of tall trees near the clearing. “Let’s go get some strong branches and a few hazel rods over there. We need to build a stretcher to get William home. Drogo and Brandolf, you come along and help me. You others, get William ready.” He took his sword and made a movement with his head towards the dead body. “Don’t forget your axe, Brandolf! We’ll need it.”

      Brandolf stood feet apart beside William, grasped the handle of his battle axe and pulled strenuously. Some flies which had settled on the gaping wound flew up, buzzing. After some jerking, the axe came smacking away from the huge gap, which was immediately filled by blood and entrails. Bjarni clamped his hands over his mouth and just about reached the large rock before retching sounds were followed by an audible gush of liquid.

      While the others disappeared between the rows of trees, Roger and Richard turned to the dead body, on whose open wound the flies had greedily retaken their places. Richard wrinkled his nose and looked as if he was about to make a second puddle behind the large rock. He tied the horse to a tree and regarded Roger.

      “You look terrible.”

      Roger inspected himself. The linen shirt stuck to his upper body as if it were tied to it by a wide, deep-red bandage whose colour matched that of Richard’s hair. Roger let his fingers cautiously follow the crimson trail upwards. His throat was both greasy and encrusted with sweat and blood, leaving little trace of his light skin and his fine features that his mother so loved. He palpated the makeshift dressing on his right cheek, under which the tips of the leaves stuck out over cheek and chin bones.

      “At least you’re still alive,” Richard added in a low voice.

      “My father would have preferred it the other way round.”

      “You mustn’t say that!” Richard handed Roger the light woollen cloak that he had put on this morning when they rode out to the clearing. “Take that to tie him up.” He put William’s sword on the side and slid the shield off William’s left arm.

      “Give me a hand, Richard.” Roger spread the cloak beside William and showed his friend where to pull. When they had moved the body onto the cloak, Roger knotted the cloth around his brother’s upper body and arm so that it looked as if William had thrown a short mantle over his left shoulder. Then he helped the other squires as far as his strength would let him to finish the stretcher while Richard collected the practice weapons in two woollen sacks. Finally, four of them carefully lifted William onto the stretcher. Joscelin fastened it to William’s horse and added his sword and shield. Brandolf took his blackened battle axe and lifted it onto his shoulder.

      “What will you do now, Brandolf?” asked Joscelin.

      Brandolf blew a strand of hair from his face. “Why? What am I meant to do?”

      Drogo wildly flourished his hands. “William’s dead, man! How are you going to explain this to Sire Geoffrey?”

      Joscelin nodded. “You know what the laws stipulate for the killing of a Norman, don’t you?”

      “It was an accident.” Brandolf apologetically lifted his hand. “I was only defending myself.”

      Roger slumped onto the rock, exhausted and taking a deep breath. His right cheek stung with pain, and he could still feel how Bjarni’s knife cut through the flesh. “My father won’t believe you.”

      The young Dane rolled his eyes. “You were all there. You can testify to it.”

      Roger, Joscelin and Richard exchanged a glance. Joscelin folded his arms in front of his chest. “True, but the question remains, how it could happen out here – after all, we’re only allowed to use practice weapons for fighting outside the manor house.”

      “There… there are riders.” Drogo froze.

      “Again?” Joscelin frowned.

      “Five Normans,” said Richard.

      “Ic hine wergðo on mine sette!” Roger growled. “This will be Walter’s doing.”

      “Fiz a putein!” Drogo alternately looked at the riders and Roger. “What are we going to do?”

      Roger’s heart was pounding in his throat. He had to do something, but he was still paralysed with numbness and pain. He could already hear the hoofbeats of the horses.

      His otherwise brash and daring brother-in-arms stood as if petrified. Soon, the group of riders would be reaching the woods around the clearing. Frightened, Bjarni clung to his big brother and buried his face in Brandolf’s arm and upper body.

      “You need to go, Brandolf!” said Roger, but the Dane did not move.

      He didn’t even seem to notice how his little brother was tugging at his sleeve and talking to him.

      The leaves on the bushes rustled as the five horses galloped over the narrow path onto the clearing and came to a snorting halt around the youths. The leader of the pack, Hugues de Borre, spurred his stallion towards those surrounded and, without a word of greeting, pointed at Brandolf and Bjarni. “Seisisets tut deus!”

      Four spears and all eyes were on the two brothers from all sides.

      “Drop your axe, Daneis!” ordered Hugues.

      Brandolf hesitated briefly then slowly put the axe on the ground.

      “Wait!” said Roger. “I can explain.”

      “You can do that when they are brought before court.” Hugues didn’t even bother looking at him to answer. “Aluns!” He gave a hand signal and steered his horse back on the path.

      Roger and the others had to watch helplessly as the men drove the two prisoners towards their fate with the tips of their spears.
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      They left the woods and followed the narrow path along the Fors Bekkr, which accompanied the funeral cortege of the youths with an eerie hissing and gargling.

      Although the snow had melted some weeks ago, foam crests were dancing atop the thunderous water. Many years ago, Roger’s friends had only just been able to pull him from the torrential river and avert a disaster. Back then, no one died. Today, it was different.

      The stream meandered through the flat green landscape like a dirty ribbon until it turned to the southwest and vanished behind the heavy palisade of Wilburgfos manor.

      With his heart racing, Roger eyed the roof of the great hall, which was lying in wait behind the fence for their arrival. Just a short ride downstream of the manor house rose the formidable wooden structure of the Benedictine priory of Wilburgfos, whose steeple towered over the modest peasant huts. Roger gulped. What would his half-sister, Adelais, say when he brought her the news of her brother’s death?

      A few children craned their necks as the boys passed the small, decrepit huts of the settlement and through the palisade gate to get to the square in front of the great hall. The sun was high up in the sky. On an ordinary day, the morning work would have been finished by this time and the bustling preparations for dinner would start. Then, all sorts of sounds would fill the manor: the murmur and eating noises at the long tables in the hall, the hissing and rattling in the kitchen nearby, the nattering of the maids on their way between the kitchen and the storerooms, the soft tones of his mother and the commanding thunder of his father.

      But today was no ordinary day. Roger felt as if he had buried his head under a down pillow. The chapel stood lonely and lost near the great hall. No neighing was heard from the stables, nor any banter about horses, equipment or war strategies. The door of the armoury, usually a noisy and bustling crossroads for young men, was closed and sulking gloomily. The other huts anxiously huddled up to the wooden fence. People with uneasy expressions on their faces hurried off as soon as Roger gazed upon them. Others put their heads together, turned away with their hands covering their eyes or crossed themselves, looking down. The odd, hasty whisper reached Roger’s ear, but he could not make out what people were saying. Fingers pointed reproachfully, sometimes at William, sometimes at himself. Only Drogo vociferously complained in the background about the obtrusive flies that buzzed relentlessly around the dapple-grey and William’s body.

      Roger had just brought the stallion to a halt in front of the great hall when his younger brother, Tankred, darted out from it. He was barely a year younger than Richard and looked like a small version of his elder half-brother with his light-blue eyes and bowl-cut reddish blonde hair.

      “William? William!” Tankred threw himself half onto, half in front of the stretcher, digging his fingers into the cloak and tearing at it as if he wanted to shake William back to life. “What have those felons done to you? Why did they do it? William! Get up! You mustn’t die. You can’t leave me!” His outburst of rage dissolved into violent sobbing.

      “It seems Walter has been busy since he left us,” Joscelin murmured in Roger’s ear.

      Drogo put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Calm down, Tankred.”

      The youth startled and knocked Drogo’s hand off. “Don’t touch me!” His face contorted with rage, and he looked at the others. “Why didn’t you help him? Did you just stand and stare like you are now? You are to blame for his death. Without you, he would still be alive. It’s your fault. I hate you!”

      “I tried—” said Roger.

      “Oh, you!” Tankred panted. “You could never stand William. Because he could do everything better than you. Because I adored him for it. You never were and never will be the one I look up to.”

      “I wanted to save him, b⁠—”

      “Don’t make me laugh.” Tankred wiped his nose with his sleeve. “You were just waiting for William to die so that you would become the oldest son. I hate you!”

      Roger clenched his teeth. Tankred was accusing him, of all people, that he hadn’t helped William? Of course he had wanted to save him, and if it hadn’t been for Bjarni’s knife, he certainly would have succeeded. But William was dead, and he himself was badly injured – the inevitable scar would remind him, and everyone else, of this day forever.

      All of a sudden, people’s attention moved from the three brothers to the entrance of the manor house, from which now emerged Roger’s younger sister, Isabel, with quick steps. Her straight, reddish blonde hair flew like a veil behind her, revealing her fitted, moss-green tunic, which hugged her feminine curves.

      When she spotted William’s stretcher, she stopped, clasping her mouth and nose with her hands. “Par Deu,” she breathed, briefly closing her eyes and crossing herself as a tear ran down her cheek. Lifting the cloth of her tunic off the ground, she swayed towards William’s body and knelt down awkwardly beside Tankred.

      “Aluns!” Roger beckoned the others, who were watching Isabel’s every move with open mouths. “Let’s take him into the great hall.”

      Crying, Isabel stroked her dead brother’s hair. Joscelin and Richard detached the stretcher from the horse and laid it on the ground. Without saying a word, Tankred stood by, sulking, while Drogo helped Isabel to her feet.

      It was only now, with the stretcher flat on the ground and Richard leading the dapple-grey to the stable, that Isabel caught sight of her second-eldest brother. She gasped in horror. “Roger! You’re covered in blood everywhere. You didn’t actually⁠—”

      “Bjarni caught me with his knife. He wanted to help his brother. Like me.”

      They followed the others into the great hall and entered the spacious room made from massive dark wooden beams. As they were approaching the fireplace in the middle, the smell of burning wood infused the stale air around them. Delicate trails of smoke twirled into lofty heights where a big hole in the roof and a few narrow slits just below let the fumes sneak out and the light creep in. Here was where, at other times, the inhabitants ate and celebrated, the landlord saw to his courtly and other administrative tasks and kinsmen and servants slept – it was the central place of life at the manor. But today, there was no trace of life. Instead, the hall was heavy with the sense of death and transience.

      On a dedicated table along the side of the hall lay the stretcher with William. Sire Geoffrey was gazing at his dead son with an expression on his face as if he had gulped down a whole jug of bitterwort potion in one go. With his thick fingers, he lifted the shield, loosened the cloak and lifted it to look underneath. Not a single word nor tear, not even a reproachful look at those who had witnessed the accident. For a fleeting onlooker, it was impossible to tell what the father was feeling at this moment, but Roger very well noticed the barely visible, repeated tensing of the jaw muscles. Without doubt, a thunderstorm was brewing inside his father and would sooner or later erupt over someone.

      Roger swallowed hard.

      Right beside the liege lord, Hugues de Borre was looking not at the dead, but at the living who kept a reverential distance from him.

      In a dark corner stood Oswulf.

      Clad in a floor-length, green dress, Dame Edeva fluttered over to her husband and Hugues de Borre and regarded her step-son at the table. She crossed herself, knelt down and folded her hands. After some time in silent mourning, she rose and looked among those standing by. When she spotted Roger, she gathered the folds of her dress and hurried to him.

      “Eala, Hroðgar! What happened to your cheek? Why didn’t anyone tell me? Cum, min sunu! I need to have a look at your wound.” She gestured towards the staircase that led to the bedchamber. “Can you manage the stairs?”

      Roger nodded and took a deep breath. Richard helped him climb upstairs and supported him in front of the bed while Dame Edeva pulled the soiled clothes from Roger’s body. She told a maid-servant to bring boiling hot water and fresh linen then fetched her medicine kit from the heavy chest beside the bed. Richard covered Roger and left the room with a sorrowful look on his face.

      After removing the blood-stained bandage and leaves, Dame Edeva cleaned the wound with a cloth as the maid-servant poked the fire under the pot of water she had brought.

      “How are you, Mother?” asked Roger.

      “I should ask you that. Besides, you shouldn’t speak while I clean the wound.”

      Roger winced in pain and hissed.

      Dame Edeva shook her head so that her veil swung sideways. “Your father has always been convinced that William would one day take over the manor. Every man wants his eldest son to follow in his footsteps. Yet fathers often overlook that their sons make the same mistakes as them.”

      After wrapping a bandage over the top of Roger’s head and around his chin, she squeezed the water from the cooked yarrow, placed the herbs on the bandage and fastened them with another piece of cloth. “There you go, my boy. This will prevent the wound from festering. You should now sleep a little.”

      Roger looked into her light-green eyes, in which he had so often found solace when he had lost courage. “I tried to help him, Mother, but I failed.”

      Dame Edeva tenderly stroked his blonde hair. “You’re a good boy, Hroðgar. I’m sure you tried everything to save William. Your wound is proof enough.” She leaned over to him and kissed him on his forehead. “I know I can count on you. You did not fail.”
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        * * *

      

      As Roger entered the great hall the following morning, his father was sitting at the far end on a heavy wooden chair, drumming his fingers on the table. Beside him were his closest confidants, including Hugues de Borre, whose gooseberry eyes closely monitored the arrival of the hated son.

      A few steps in front of his father, Roger stopped, lifted his chin and waited. Both men eyed each other without saying a word. In Sire Geoffrey’s light-skinned, clean-shaven face lurked two ice-blue eyes whose glance alone could pierce an opponent. As always, Roger looked in vain for a sign of human emotion in his father’s face, but today, there was more than just coldness in his gaze. Was it worth a try to explain the situation? Would he be able, and willing, to muster at least a shred of understanding or even pity for Brandolf?

      “William’s dead,” Sire Geoffrey said at last.

      “I know, Father.” That’s all you care about. “I’m sorry.”

      “That doesn’t bring him back to life.”

      “No.”

      Sire Geoffrey steepled his fingers and opened and closed his hands like a bellows. “I’ve been told that you disregarded my order and fought with sharp weapons.”

      “We had practice weapons until⁠—”

      “A Norman doesn’t die from a blow with a practice weapon.”

      “William pulled his sword.”

      “One of you attacked him from behind.”

      “But he was the first to⁠—”

      “While another one slaughtered him from the front.”

      “William challenged him.” Roger startled at the brashness of his reply.

      “You defend your own brother’s butcher?”

      Roger bit his lower lip. How he hated conversations with his father! They resembled swimming in a torrential maelstrom into which someone throws a lifeline tied to a rotten branch. The maelstrom would continue to suck you further down into the deep, no matter how well you were able to swim. And if you started pulling yourself out using the lifeline, it was only a matter of time before the branch would break.

      “No. What they did was wrong, but⁠—”

      “Good. That’s why they will be convicted.”

      “What will happen to them?”

      Sire Geoffrey propped himself up on the table with both hands, rose and let his gaze wander around the great hall. In a loud voice, he announced, “The laws of King William only know one single, just punishment for killing a Norman. We will pass sentence in two weeks’ time at the next court session.” Turning away, he stepped to the side.

      Roger hung his head. If only he hadn’t let go of Bjarni! “I’m sorry that I couldn’t help him.”

      “You failed.”

      “I did my best to save him.”

      “It wasn’t good enough.”

      “Not good enough? Bjarni slashed my whole cheek. I kept running, covered in blood, but it was too late. What else should I have done?”

      “William wouldn’t have hesitated to save you.”

      “Neither did I! Look at me! Would I look like this if I had hesitated?”

      His father regarded him for a while. “I see a son who disobeys my instructions and whom I cannot rely on.”

      “I tried to save William!” Roger yelled. “My face will be disfigured forever because of this. The scar will remind me of this day for all my life. And you pretend as if I had merely stood there? As if nothing had happened?”

      Sire Geoffrey’s face remained free of emotion. “You live. William’s dead.”

      The conversation was over. Sire Geoffrey turned away and marched towards the exit.

      “You are a disgrace to your father.” Hugues de Borre brushed past Roger to follow the landlord. “If only he had married a Norman woman again!”

      The other kinsmen silently left with them.

      Breathing heavily and with his mouth half open, Roger stood and watched them go. “Wordwringa!” He banged his fists on the table with all his might, as if it would help to suppress the tears of anger that welled in his eyes.

      A dark voice made him spin around. “It’s not your fault.” The master of arms made a head movement towards the exit. “Come!”
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      Roger slumped to the ground and picked up one of the two rolls of cloth. The light-coloured breeches tightened on his muscular thighs as he skilfully wrapped the brown cloth strips around his calves and fastened the ends. In his head, thoughts were buzzing around like midges at a pond in the setting sun. Over and over again, he lived through the events out there on the clearing, heard the screams, saw the blood, beheld the motionless body of his brother.

      He stood and reached for his dark-blue tunic. The wound on his face was itching like mad – a good sign, so his mother said, that the flesh was still alive and healing well. For at least another week, she would be changing the bandage and putting on fresh herbs daily until everything had healed. Then, a scar as long as a man’s finger would become visible and for all eternity, mark Roger as a living memorial to his brother. He shook his head in an effort to dispel the memories and focused his thoughts on the weapons practice ahead. For the time being, his mother had forbidden him from taking part in weapons practice, but Oswulf had insisted that he be present nonetheless, albeit only to watch, not to fight.

      After extensive fighting with lances in the last few sessions, the master of arms had announced that he would be focusing on swords again today. Of course, Roger knew very well that the endless hours of practice were necessary to internalise techniques of attack and defence to be able to use them in combat. But the constant repetitions of the same movements bored him and did not make it easier to fight the images in his head.

      The slitted collar of the tunic slid smoothly over his head, but it was a lot harder to squeeze in the rest of his body. When he’d put on this tunic for the first time at the age of fourteen, he’d had to fold it twice at the hip to avoid looking as if he were wearing one of the long tunic dresses of his sisters. Now, almost three years and hundreds of practice lessons later, the garment ended over a hand’s width above his knee and tightly hugged his broad chest with every breath.

      Roger smoothed out his tunic’s rough fabric around his slender hips and strolled off while putting on his weapon belt, which was made of soft pig skin. On the left side, in an artfully decorated leather sheath, dangled Kjetil’s short sword, the scramasax of an Engleis who cut many a Norman’s throats with it before being himself slaughtered by the swords of the conquerors.

      An icy hand crept over Roger’s back. He pulled up his shoulders. What would happen to Brandolf and his brother? Bjarni was still a child, much younger than Tankred, who, despite his age, sometimes behaved as if he had only just left his mother’s custody.

      Roger looked at his left hand. He already wore the ring of the previous Lord of Wilburgfos. Would he one day, and against all odds, really replace it with the ring of the current owner of Wilburgfos?

      A tug on his sleeve tore him from his thoughts. “I’ve called you twice,” said Richard, “but you’re not listening.”

      Roger took a deep breath. “A lot has changed in the last few days. And a lot hasn’t.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Even if Father doesn’t like it, I’m now the eldest son and, according to Norman law, the one to take over the manor house. He should be instructing me on how to manage it, but he cannot get William out of his head. As if he thinks it will bring him back to life!”

      “You’re impatient, Roger. It’s only been a few days since your father lost his eldest son. He may not show it, but his mind is probably heavy with mourning and the loss of all his hopes. He’ll eventually come to terms with the fact that you are taking William’s place, but he needs time. So do you.”

      “You know, with the way you talk sometimes, you ought to have a long, white beard.”

      Richard grinned. “That won’t help us if we don’t show up on the battleground soon.”

      The two boys rushed to the rear of the manor, where the other squires and pages had already gathered. The English master of arms was pacing as usual with his head low and his hands on his back at the far end of the battleground as his pupils arrived. At last, Oswulf sauntered a few steps towards Roger and stopped in the middle of the square. Silent and without haste, he mustered his young counterpart. Although the sun was still low and the morning air crisp and cool, Roger started to sweat.

      An eternal moment later, Oswulf finally broke the silence and addressed those present with his usual calm and sonorous voice. “We’re all devastated about what happened to William. But there’s no place for mourning on the battlefield. Here, you must only think of fighting if you don’t want to be next.” He approached a few more steps and looked Roger straight in the eye. “It was an accident, Roger. I know I can trust all of you when you go out to practise on the clearing. Your father doesn’t share my trust. He only sees that his heir is dead, and it blinds him to everything else. You must now go your own way and show him what you’re made of.” He fetched two wooden swords and threw one of them at Roger. “Let’s start right away!”

      Roger just about caught the sword and stumbled onto the battleground, where Oswulf circled him slowly with his sword lifted. However hard Roger tried, his ability to fight left him in the lurch today. A wrong step here, a slight lack of balance there, a parry just a moment too late – the master of arms punished each and every little negligence swiftly and ruthlessly. It didn’t take long before a sizeable quantity of sand coated Roger’s sweaty clothes, and the pains in his shoulder, arm and leg made it clear that his body would soon be covered in bruises. Roger resigned to the last blow into his open flank with a grunt. Then, Oswulf let him off the fight. Breathing heavily, Roger leaned onto the practice weapon.

      Oswulf’s moustache twitched sullenly. “You’re not paying attention, Roger. Has William taken your fighting spirit and your ambition with him to his grave? You will take over cleaning the weapons for three days to reflect. Go!”

      Cleaning weapons! For Roger, this punishment was part of the practice lessons, just like sword and shield were, as he regularly incurred it after letting off his anger at the wooden weapons or objects within his reach. The mere announcement of the punishment usually led to another outbreak of rage, but today, Roger gladly accepted this premature end of his practice time. He dragged the wooden sword through the sand, handed it to Oswulf and headed for the armoury.
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      The clash of metal behind him startled Roger as he was greasing a sword, lost in thought. With a contemptuous look and a grim snort, Walter turned and stomped out of the room. He probably would have loved to throw a lot more to clean at him in order to vent his anger over William’s death. Why Walter had a grudge against him, of all people, Roger didn’t know. After all, Walter had watched the deadly fight himself. Sighing, he turned his attention back to the sword.

      Joscelin brought his equipment and laid it on the pile beside Roger. “Oswulf’s right. You must forget what happened and look ahead, in particular, concerning who can help you now. You know that certain men are not well disposed towards you and would have preferred William as the successor.”

      Roger paused rubbing the sword. “You mean men like Hugues de Borre? What could he possibly do? Anyway, my father already considers me incapable of running a manor.”

      “But it’s Hugues who provides him with the evidence,” said Joscelin.

      Roger nodded. “Yes, and he hates the Engleis.”

      Someone noisily cleared his throat at the entrance, startling the boys. In the doorway stood the master of arms. “Be careful what you say. This manor house has ears.”
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