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February 1073 Eisicewalt

To say I was a happy man was an understatement. I had so much joy in my heart that I thought I might burst. Having said that I was never more terrified than in that moment. My wife Ealdgyth was in our bedchamber in my hall and in the throes of labour. It was our first child and I had no idea what was expected of me. With her were the ladies of the house, the ones who had helped me when I had first come to the manor in the wake of the conquest, Benthe and her daughter Birgitte, and Seara. With them and watching more carefully than any was Dervilla, the woman who had been Ealdgyth’s servant and now, pregnant herself, was married to Conan, the Breton. Her time was not yet but in a couple of months she too would be under the care of these women.

Conan and Bergil were with me as were Alfred and Aethelstan. They were all close to me and were more like friends than retainers. I was not one of those lords who liked to show their power and authority. Even though I was now a baron I still remembered that I was the bastard offspring of a Norman knight.

Bergil was the father of two and he seemed the most relaxed of us all, “My Lord, Seara has had two children and whilst she cried out at the moment of birth she soon recovered. If we hear cries from the chamber then do not fret. The women will let us know if there is a problem.”

Bergil realised it was the wrong thing to say when my head whipped around and I snapped, “A problem?”

I saw Alfred roll his eyes, “What Bergil meant to say, My Lord, is that not all births go perfectly but my mother has delivered many babies. All will be well.”

Just then there was a knock at my door and I heard Egbert my steward, “Pray enter, Father Gregory, the baron is in the hall.”

The village priest came in, “Any news, My Lord?”

I shook my head, “Not yet.”

“If you wish, My Lord, I could go and give some comfort to your wife.”

Bergil shook his head, “It is bad luck, Father Gregory, to have a man present at the birth. This is the work of midwives. We must be patient.”

Alfred said, “Have a drink, My Lord.”

“It does not seem right to drink wine while Ealdgyth is in pain.”

Father Gregory, who liked a drink himself said, “A good idea.” He went to the jug of wine and the goblets and poured us each a drink.

I drank the wine but it was unpleasant. I normally liked the wine but that day it tasted like vinegar. 

Father Gregory turned to Conan, “And Dervilla is well?”

He nodded. He was as nervous as I was, “She is although she fears that she is too old to have a child.” He spread his arms, “I am older, too, than most fathers.”

Bergil said, “Fear not, she has more than five months to go, so Seara says, and she looks well now.”

That ended the conversation. Aethelstan said, “By then it will be almost a year since Ethelred fell.”

The old man who I had found at the manor when I had arrived had been a survivor of the Battle of Gate Fulford. He had been a man ruined by drink when I had found him but, thanks to Aethelstan’s mother as well my efforts, he had become the man he had been before that fateful battle. He had died fighting for King William and I missed him. Elric of Wallingford had been taken under the old man’s wing and he was now my gamekeeper. In many ways it was a continuation of the life of Ethelred. I suddenly relaxed a little. When the old man had died we thought the hole he left would never be filled but Elric had done so. It was natural and part of the circle of life. My wife was young and she was healthy and God would not let her or the unborn baby come to harm. I realised that the arrival in the hall of Father Gregory was not an accident. God was watching.

As if to confirm that Seara came running down the stairs and opened the door, “The babe is born, Sir Richard, you have a son and Lady Ealdgyth is well.”

My men shunned protocol and patted me on the back and voiced their congratulations. “I shall go and see her.”

Seara’s face lost its smile, “You will not, My Lord. We have yet to clean her and the babe will need nourishment. I will come for you when it is time.” She smiled, “Enjoy the wine.”

It took some time for them to prepare my wife and child but, eventually, Father Gregory and I were summoned. The baby, my son, looked tiny but the smile on the faces of my wife and Dervilla told me that he was perfect.

“You are well?”

She nodded, “I am tired but he was worth it.”

I thought nothing of Father Gregory’s inclusion until he took out some Holy Water and said, “And have you a name for your child?”

I had not though about it. I knew not if it would be a boy or a girl. Benthe and the other women had been sure it would be a boy. I did not know how they knew such things but they seemed confident. I had not wanted to choose a name in case it was bad luck.

Ealdgyth smiled and said, “Ælfgar, if that suits you, my husband. I would name him after my father.”

“It is a good name.” I had been named by a Norman and my mother had not been able to have a say in the matter.

Father Gregory nodded and made the sign of the cross on the baby’s head, “Then I baptise this child Ælfgar of Eisicewalt.” He smiled, “Now, no matter what happens, the child is assured of a passage to heaven. We will use the font in the church when he is formally christened.”

I suddenly remembered all the babies who had died in childbirth. The ones who had not had the benefit of the priest were not buried in the churchyard. My wife and I were lucky and our son was healthy. Not all babies enjoyed such fortune. We lived in a world where the young and the old often died before their time. We gave thanks to God when all went well.
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Chapter 1
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That year saw a rarity for me. I had peace. I was able to spend time with my new family. The winter was a cold one and we all hunkered down to endure a month of snow, sleet and winds. I still ventured forth, of course, for I was the lord of the manor and whilst I could have delegated the visits to the old and the outlying farms that was not in my character. I wrapped up, each day and went forth with Aethelstan and Alfred. We visited each house in the village to ensure that they all had what they needed. For most it was a cursory knock at the door and a brief chat but for the old and those with young families it was often a necessary visit. Kindling was valuable and some of the older folk had dwindling supplies. I made sure that we carried enough to keep their simple homes warm. Benthe and her women baked each day and we always took a loaf to those who we knew had little. This was something that the lady of the manor would normally have done but I was adamant that Ealdgyth would not have to step forth in the icy late winter weather. The two former captives who had yet to be wed still lived in my hall. Edith and Susan were more like companions for Ealdgyth. They sewed with her and helped to serve at the table. Often, however, when Ealdgyth and I were together, they would go to the room I had built for all the captives. It was their sanctuary. When the weather was clement the two of them also liked to walk in my woods. I knew that they would be safe, Elric would watch out for them.

It was the Spring equinox that saw a change. It was as though God had decided that winter was over and we woke to blue skies and a relatively warm wind from the south and east. It was hardly balmy but the air did not freeze on the face when you stepped outdoors. It made people smile and my farmers looked almost joyful. If the ground thawed then they could plough and the sun in the sky allied to the warm wind meant that was more likely to happen than not. That Sunday, in my packed church, Father Gregory gave thanks to God. It was the first time that the villagers had seen my wife and child for Father Gregory had visited my hall to hear Ealdgyth’s confession. The swaddled babe was swathed in blankets but he was smiling as we left the church and the villagers made a fuss of him and my wife. She and Dervilla were popular. When I had been fighting the Scots it had been they who had ensured that the old and the sick were well. The women commented on Dervilla’s state. Her baby would be born in the summer and the spring solstice heralded that event.

I was able to be, for the first time, a lord of the manor. I had the opportunity to visit my farmers and speak about the prospects for the farming year. I cleared wasteland with my men to make new fields. Most of my men were now married and each had a small holding. We always needed more land. The manor, not to mention my northern one, Norton, gave me a good income. I know that some of King William’s knights had been given more than a hundred manors. My half-brother, the High Sheriff of Norfolk and Suffolk was rumoured to have more than one hundred and fifty. Many would have thought that two was too few but I was content. The income meant I could pay my men at arms but they still had the dignity of their own roof and land that yielded food in the form of crops, eggs, meat, butter and cheese. What I ensured was that we had enough wheat to be milled into flour. My villagers could not live without that most valuable of all staples, bread. 

I spoke with Elric. No longer a boy he lived in Ethelred’s old cottage and performed the same task as Ethelred had. He watched over my game. I was lucky. None of my people would dream of poaching. They knew that when I hunted they would all share in the bounty. I allowed them to collect dead wood from my land and all was well. I made sure that I spoke to Elric at least three times a week. He was observant and if there were any intent on mischief, then he would be the first to see the signs.

Edward who had been first, my man at arms and latterly, my squire, now bred horses as well as crops on the farm that had belonged to Aed’s parents. He had not wanted to be a knight and as he loved horses I was happy to let him have the farm. The land was not good enough for crops but would support horses well. We came to an arrangement. I let him use my good warhorses as sires and in return I would have first choice of any offspring. The rest he would sell for profit. Such was the quality of the animals sired by Parsifal and Scout that he was able to hire more men and build more stables. It was a good system. He had used Scout, Geoffrey and Taillefer’s horse, Parsifal, to breed from good mares. We enjoyed good colts and fillies. It was one April morning when the first cloud appeared on the horizon. One of his workers, Aelfric, came for me and I knew that it was not good news for his face was serious. Fearing the worst I took Aethelstan and Alfred with me. I was worried that something was wrong with his wife, Mathilde, or one of his children, Henry and Anne. The news with which he greeted me was just as bad. He met me outside the stables, “It is Parsifal, My Lord, he is dying.”

My heart sank. That great horse had carried my hero, Taillefer, to war and until Scout had come along, me, too. He was old, I knew that, but as with Ethelred, that made no matter. I wanted them to live for longer. 

The magnificent warhorse was lying in his stall and covered with a blanket. His breathing was irregular and his eyes were closed. I looked accusingly at Edward. No words were necessary. Edward shook his head, “My Lord, I sent for you as soon as he fell into this state. Yesterday he was hale and hearty. When we came in this morning we saw him lying on the ground.”

I nodded, “Sorry, Edward, I know this but...” I knelt and cradled the great head in my hands. I stroked his ear and he opened an eye. He had been the most loyal and faithful of horses for Taillefer. When his master had died at Senlac Hill he had become just as loyal and faithful to me. “Are you leaving us, old friend?” Horses cannot talk, at least not with voices, but his open eye spoke. “I hope that you have been happy since Taillefer left us. You have been a warrior and had you been a man you would have been elevated to the rank of earl. All that I can do is to ensure that the horses we have bred from you will be loved and cared for.” Parsifal’s eye closed and with a soft sigh he died. I knew he was dead for his sides no longer heaved and his body lay still. I stroked his head and laid mine upon it. The last living link to Taillefer was gone. I confess that I wept. I could not help it. When I died I hoped I would go to heaven but what happened to animals? They deserved no less. I know not how long I lay there but eventually Edward said, “My Lord, I pray you rise.”

I took his arm and he pulled me up. He knew the bond that was there between horse and rider. It was the same as the bond between knight and squire and until recently he had been my squire. It broke all the rules but we put our arms around each other and embraced. We said not a word but it demonstrated how we felt about one another and Parsifal. When we broke apart I said, “We will bury him.” We were a practical people and normally when a horse died he became food. That would not happen to Parsifal.

Edward nodded, “Of course.”

Alfred said, “My Lord, Ethelred’s Lump has a fine view of the manor and we could bury him there.”

Aethelstan said, “We could plant a tree atop it as a memorial, My Lord. That would please old Ethelred.”

I smiled, “Perfect, we shall do that.”

Ethelred’s Lump was a small piece of high ground in my woods. Ethelred used the mound to survey his precious forests. He had always been comfortable there and we had considered burying him at his favourite spot but that would have meant bringing his body back from the battlefield and he was buried with the other honoured dead in the graveyard of the church, far to the north. This would be a memory of both of them.

All the men who had ridden to war with me came to bury the body. Elric came too. Even in old age Parsifal was still the biggest horse in the manor. After carrying the animal we were all sweating when we reached the grave we had dug. We laid him in it and half covered him with soil before planting the sycamore sapling we had dug up. The tree would be a marker. It was not planned but as I began to walk around the turned soil to flatten it my men joined in behind me so that we became a sort of procession. I suddenly realised that we were all in time. It was as though our bodies and minds were one. When I stopped and turned I saw that we were in a circle around the sapling. I took one of the pails of water I had brought and went to gently soak the soil around the base of the tree. “Parsifal, we shall look up at this Sycamore and be reminded not only of you but Ethelred. He was no horseman but like you he was a warrior.”

Edward took a second pail and did the same, “Your offspring will be reared, my old friend, to be horses that will carry your blood. Future generations of horses will attest to the greatness of Parsifal.” We then stood in silence. We were remembering both Parsifal and Ethelred. It was a warrior’s farewell.

That done we trooped down the hill to return to my hall. Benthe and Ethelred had been close and she had brewed an ale for the occasion. Alfred told me that his mother was happy at the memorial. It was a place we could all visit. I know that I found great peace there and over the years, when my mind was troubled, I found a visit to the sycamore calmed me.

When I had been made a baron I had expected nothing more than the title but King William showed a different side to himself. He gave me a hawk, a peregrine falcon. I had never owned a hawk but I had been hawking in Normandy with my stepfather. I knew that a peregrine falcon was a noble bird and normally intended for someone with a higher rank but it showed me, perhaps, for the first time, how King William valued me. I often felt used by my king. This act was unusual. I named him William in the king’s honour. I let Elric look after him and the two formed a bond. That spring, after we buried Parsifal, Elric and I learned to hunt with a hawk in the woods. The first time we flew the bird in anger, so to speak, was from Ethelred’s Lump. There were some migrating geese. I thought that they were too big a bird for William to take but I watched in awe as he soared and swooped to strike at a bird at the rear of the V. He hit it with such power that the bird fell to the ground and William followed. I knew that it would not do to let the bird eat its catch for he was intended to hunt for me. Elric reached the dead goose and using his knife gutted it to take out the heart, liver and guts. He handed them to me and I fed the falcon by hand. It was the start of a weekly ritual. Often it was pigeons and ducks that were taken but he also managed to hunt hares and rabbits. I found myself studying him as he hunted. He would select his prey and then dive with such focus that it seemed to me inevitable that he would make a kill. I did not know it but I was learning how to be a better warrior.

To distract Conan about the worries of the impending birth of his first child, I began to increase our training. Each day I went with my men at arms to practise with old and blunted weapons. We still wore mail but they were old suits that were no longer fit for battle. All of it built up our strength. With Edward gone there were eight of us and I used Conan as an opponent more than the others. Bergil worked with the brothers Aethelstan and Alfred to make them even better warriors. I had considered making one of the two my new squire but I knew that would be a mistake for how could I choose between brothers? Taillefer had needed no squire and I would do without one.

I had always been a good swordsman, Taillefer had ensured that and he had taught me to be able to use two swords at once. It was not as easy as men thought. Since Taillefer’s death I had eaten better and my body had grown stronger. Conan the Breton was a powerful warrior but even he acknowledged that I was more powerful. Part of that was my technique. Taillefer had taught me how to use the weight of the blade to aid my blows. The result was that Conan was as keen to learn as I was. It was when we were in the yard, sparring, at the start of the second week in June when Birgitte came racing from the hall.

“Conan! You are a father. You have a daughter!”

All thoughts of practice ended as we crowded around to congratulate him. “And Dervilla?”

“Your wife is well. She is stronger than you think.”

It meant another celebration and another christening. There was an unexpected result to both the birth and the celebration. Birgitte and Bertholt announced that they were betrothed. Now only Alan the Breton remained without a bride. All in all it made for a most perfect summer. The crops benefitted from the spring rain and the cold weather in winter, for the summer was both hot and free from violent storms. It seemed to me and Ealdgyth that King William’s coming had been a good thing. We had endured rebellion and unrest but since we had cowed the Scots and driven Edgar the Ætheling to France the land seemed not only to be at peace but to be burgeoning. At the back of my mind was the fear that some other monarch might seek to wrest this rich land from King William. The Danes still claimed the land. King Malcolm, for all that he had sworn an oath of allegiance was married to the sister of Edgar Ætheling and the Ætheling himself was at the court of King Philip of France. The French always resented Normandy and might seek to claim England too.

As Ealdgyth lay in my arms and Ælfgar gurgled in his cot I decided that I would not relax my vigilance. This part of England as well as my manor at Norton would be guarded and protected.

We learned news by way of the road that ran north from York. We were far enough north for riders on their way to Durham to stop and refresh their horses at our trough. Such visitors were also given food. Benthe baked good pies and always made more than we needed. Any that we did not eat were given either to travellers or the less fortunate in the village. From such riders we learned that King William had been successful and driven enemies from Maine. It was so secure that he had returned to England. We heard that he was busy visiting those he had left in charge of his land, Archbishop Lanfranc, William de Warenne and Richard fitz Gilbert, as well as his brother Odo and the Archbishop of York. I was not offended when he did not visit my manor. I was not important enough and besides if he visited then it would mean that there was some task for me. It was also from the messengers we learned about Edgar Ætheling. He had clearly not given up on the hope that he might be crowned. Despite my joy at the peace we enjoyed I knew that there were still men in England who were treacherous by nature. I would have to watch for treachery.

It was the first day of September when a messenger came, not to pass through my village but to deliver a message to me. I was to go to York and meet with Belisarius. The last time I had been to York I had been attacked by killers sent by the Mormaer of Moray. Bergil had been unhappy about that and if I had told him would have sent men to escort me. I needed no escort and I went alone.

When I reached York it showed the prosperity that peace brought. It was bustling and the markets teemed with people. It was the start of the harvest and farmers had a few more coins to spend having sold animals and crops in preparation for winter. King William had brought the peace and the destruction of the north by his knights was almost forgotten. I was recognised as I rode through the narrow streets of the ancient Danish capital. My family had defended the city and although my father had lost it, my rescue of so many of the people who fled held me in good stead. The guards at the palace of the Archbishop of York also recognised me and I knew that Scout would be looked after. I was ushered into the room of the man who looked more like the archbishop than a very senior clerk. I had often speculated about what his true position was for he seemed to answer to no one but the king. For all that, I liked the man and he had been responsible for both the Varangians, who held Norton for me, and the Bretons joining me. He did look, however, old and frail. His rheumy eyes joined his mouth in a smile of welcome. He spoke to his clerk, “Fetch us some wine and make it a good one.”

“Yes, Master.” The tonsured clerk rose and departed.

“Sit.” There was just one seat, the clerk’s, and I sat in it. “Your son, he is well?”

I had not told anyone in York of the birth. How did he know? “He is well as is his mother.”

“Good, for you two were meant for each other. And Conan is not disappointed that he has a daughter and not a son?” This time my mouth dropped open. I suppose that a traveller might have mentioned the heir to Eisicewalt being born but not a man at arms. He smiled, “You should know that every messenger who rides north or south reports to me and I ask questions. It is just concern for those I care about.”

“Conan does not mind. He and Dervilla are not young and they were grateful that God granted them a healthy child.”

He smiled and, leaning back in his chair put his hands together. It was almost as though he was in prayer but it was a sign that the old man was reflecting. “I have no children but I have been able to see how men and women raise their families. I did not know your father or grandfather but I can see that you were destined to be a good father. Even before God granted you a child you were caring for others. Not all men do so.” He put his fingers on the desk and leaned forward, the rheumy eyes suddenly sharp and incisive, “I have sent many men to you over the years and you have used them as warriors,” he smiled, “as well as giving them the chance of a family. I have another young man to place in your care but this one is sent, not by me, but the king.” He paused to let me take that in. I was wise enough in the way of the world to keep silent. Speculation might influence my judgement. “I can see that you are intrigued but cautious. Let me tell you a tale. It is a long one so feel free to top up your wine.” He leaned back once more and his voice became almost sing song, “Before King Edward took the throne of England he lived at the court of the Normans. He had with him many retainers and their slaves. When the king gained the crown some of the slaves were left behind. Duke William was a lusty young man and one of the younger women, Emma, caught his eye and,” he spread his arms, “it is not your way I know but it was the duke’s and he took her. I believe the liaison lasted several months and then the thralls were sent back to England. That was eighteen years ago. Perhaps God intervened, I know not, but before the king went to Maine he was invited to dine with some rich merchants in Lundenwic. Their motives were to ingratiate themselves with the king and make money. That is what merchants do. While dining there the king recognised Emma. He even spoke to her. He intended to do something about it but Fulk le Réchin intervened and the king had to go to Maine. When he returned he went to the merchant, Bigod of Kent, and found that the woman had died.”

Once more he paused and this time I spoke, “I am sorry, Master Belisarius, but I cannot see what this has to do with me. Slaves die as do all men.”

Belisarius smiled. “The king visited me two weeks ago and he came in secret, by ship. He brought with him some gold and a commission for you. His words were, ‘I would have the bastard son become the man who moulds the bastard son of a bastard king.’ Colourfully put, eh? The king discovered that Emma had borne a son, he was named Robert, and the king found that important for his father was named Robert and he saw God’s plan in this. Like you, Robert has an English mother and Norman father. The king saw that this was meant to be. The youth has been with me since the king left. He had not been treated well by Bigod of Kent and he was a nervous creature. He will take delicate handling. You are charged with making him a squire.”

“But...” I did not need to be given the responsibility of having to watch over the king’s illegitimate son. 

Belisarius held up his hand, “I have not finished. None but you shall know that this is the son of the king. Robert just thinks that the king is being kind and he does not know the identity of the king.” My eyes widened and he nodded, “King William has many qualities but kindness is not one of them. He is to be known as Robert son of Emma. You will be paid ten marks a year as payment for raising him.” He handed me a purse, “This is the first payment. The rest will be sent each six months from here or you could simply collect it when you visit York. That will continue so long as he lives. If you died then the money would be paid to Lady Ealdgyth.”

“Then she would need to know everything.”

He had clearly not thought of this and that was strange for such a clever man. He nodded, “The news can travel across your bed but no further. The payment will come from York. I am an old man and God will take me one day. Know that I have left documents to ensure that the payments will continue after my death. If an enemy wondered why King William sanctioned me to pay ten marks a year to Baron Eisicewalt, they will find the trail goes cold here. The world of words is mine and I own it. The youth has clothes, a sword and a good horse. The king provided the funds and I supplied them. So, now is the time for questions.”

I had been thinking all the while he had been talking. “I have no squire and that is not a problem. The problem will come when the king sends me to war, and we both know that he will, for I will be in the thick of the action and I cannot guarantee the survival of this son.”

“The king knows that but he also said that a man trained by Taillefer had skills that would ensure that even an untrained thrall could be made better.”

“He has no weapon skills at all?”

“No. He was a kitchen slave. The only blade he knows how to use is a meat cleaver. Even I know that you will have your work cut out. You have time on your hands, Richard. The king has returned to Normandy and, at present, there is no prospect for war. King Malcolm is still bound by an oath. Edgar is now in Flanders seeking support and the Flemish cannot afford a war with England. The Welsh are hiding in the mountains for they fear the wrath of King William and his earls control the borders. You have at least a year to hone this raw piece of metal and give Robert a fighting chance to survive when you do go to war.”

I nodded. A year was something. “What happened to Bigod?”

The rheumy eyes became cold, “His lands were taken as were his goods. He and those men who served him as bodyguards were hanged in the Tower and their bodies fed to the fishes in the Thames. The king did not approve of the way he treated his offspring.”

“And Robert knows nothing?”

“As I said he thinks that King William was a kind benefactor and a good Christian. He does not know his identity and that will remain so.” He smiled, “He is an affable and pliable young man. He seeks to please.”

“And what does he know of me?”

“That King William likes you as do I and that you are a kind man, which in your case is most certainly true. He is eager to meet you and he looks forward to a life on your manor.”

“He knows he is to be a squire?”

“I think I might have used the word page when I spoke to him.” I rolled my eyes. “You have the wit and the time, Richard, to mould this piece of clay. I know you can do it. The messengers who pass through your manor all speak of the harmony that exists and how men like Bergil, Conan and Galmr, all of whom had little hope in their lives, now smile and live fruitful lives.”

I drained the goblet of wine. It was a good one but I would not have another. I needed my wits about me. “Then I should meet the young man. The sooner we talk the sooner I will know the scale of the task before me.”

Belisarius stood. I noticed he did it with difficulty, “I do not think that this will be a labour to task a Hercules. However, even if it were I believe you could do it. There is a strength in you that I admire. I have watched you over the last years and been, quite frankly, amazed at what you have achieved. When I die my biggest regret will be that I no longer have that privilege.”

I opened the door to allow him out and then followed him. “Where is Robert Emma’s son now?”

“As I said he had not been given many skills and I have had the priests here teaching him to read. He is a quick learner and they are impressed by his attitude.”

“If his life before was as a kitchen slave then it must be as though he has been reborn in heaven.”

Belisarius paused as we headed down the stone floored corridor, “I forget that you were treated as a slave when you were younger.”

“And that is why we have no slaves at Eisicewalt.”

“I know that Lady Ealdgyth and Dervilla are both clever women. Perhaps, they could continue to help him improve his reading.”

I shook my head, “Both are nursing mothers. Believe me they have little time for anything else.”

We turned a corner to head to the room they used to transcribe holy texts. “Interesting, most of the wives of Norman nobles pay for wet nurses to feed their infants and have as little to do with them as possible.”

Shaking my head I said, “I think our way is better.”

We paused at the door. It was almost silent as the priests and monks dipped quills into ink and, with utmost concentration, transcribed the holy texts. The exception was one priest who was using a beautifully decorated pointer to direct a young man’s eyes to the wax tablet before him. He spoke the words as he pointed to them. The young man was clearly Robert and as the men in the room were oblivious to our presence I studied him. He was slight with a slightly reddish tinge to his hair. That came from the king. The king’s son, Prince William, had the same colouring. His hair was cut in the Norman style. He was clean shaven but I could tell that this was a recent change for his skin was red raw. Slaves were not shaven. He looked attentive. He was wrapt and I could tell that he heeded every one of the priest’s words.

Belisarius said, quietly, “Ready?”

“As I shall ever be.”

He said, “Robert, could you join us?”

I noticed how he turned to speak to the priest and although I did not catch the mumbled words I guessed it was thanks. That was the old thrall in him. He would always be deferential. My time as a servant in Normandy had also inbred those reactions. It had taken Taillefer to shake them from me.

Belisarius said, when Robert reached us at the door, “Let us go to the cloisters to speak. I would not disturb these men at their holy work.”

We said nothing until we reached the cloisters which, I am not sure if it was accident or by design, were empty. One never knew with Belisarius who was a man you could not predict. We walked with Robert between us. I could see that he was slight but almost as tall as me. His life as a thrall would not have kept him well fed. He kept glancing nervously from Belisarius to me. Belisarius said, “This is Sir Richard fitz Malet and he is the knight who will take you to his home. You will be his squire.” He said nothing. That was the slave in him. “What do you say to that, Robert? You can speak openly for you have much in common with Sir Richard.”

“A squire? I thought I would be a page.”

I said, “A squire is just a page with a sword, Robert.”

He looked up at me, his eyes wide with wonder, “That cannot be for he is a noble knight. Brother Peter told me he had helped to save York from the rebels.”

I realised that Brother Peter must have been the priest working with Robert on his reading. Belisarius caught my eye and nodded. I was to speak. “I was not always so, Robert. I grew up in a mean and humble dwelling. I have fed the pigs and emptied the night water. My life changed and brought me to this. Your life could change too. In fact, it has for you are to come and live in my home in Eisicewalt.”

There was silence save for the sound of our footsteps on the stone floor of the otherwise silent cloister. Eventually, he spoke, “But I have no skills to be a squire.”

I said, “Have you ever seen a squire?”

“I may have. They are warriors?”

“Of a kind. It is true that squires normally become knights but my last squire, Edward, now breeds horses. The training of a squire is the means of changing a man into someone who has different skills and not all of them are martial.”

“Martial?”

Belisarius said, “It means military, to do with being a warrior. I see what the problem is. Robert here lived with a merchant in a city. Your benefactor, Robert, has decided that you should be trained as a squire so that you can become a gentleman. Yes, you will learn how to handle a sword and that is no bad thing but the work begun by Brother Peter will continue at Eisicewalt and you will learn to read and write. Your benefactor is Norman and Sir Richard will teach you how to speak Norman.”

“Who is my benefactor? I just know that I was taken from the place I lived and told that I was free. I knew none of the men who came to take me and ended the life of my master.”

The old man said, “I fear I cannot tell you that, nor can Sir Richard. You are an apprentice until Sir Richard deems that his work is done and he has satisfied the conditions that I have placed upon him.”

Belisarius was using words as a sort of fog to hide the king’s identity.

The young man stopped and turned to face me, “Sir Richard, I was asked how I felt about it and I told you my fears. May I ask you what do you think of this situation?”

I smiled and caught Belisarius’ eye. The young man had spirit. “A good and honest question. I shall endeavour to be just as forthright with my answer. Until this morning I did not know you existed, Robert, but you should know that the people who live in my manor have much in common with you. They may not have been thralls but all of them have experienced hardship, pain and, sometimes abuse. Eisicewalt is not a huge manor but it is a happy one filled with kind people. I do not mind training you as a squire although with a new son it will distract me somewhat. You ask who is your benefactor, let me say that I am in that man’s debt and I am happy to train you if...,” I turned him so that our eyes met, “you will promise to do all that you can to become a squire. There may be pain and I know there will be difficulties but if you heed my words and those of my men, as well as working hard, then we will succeed.”

As he answered me I looked for the lie in his eyes but saw none, “Pain and injuries, Sir Richard, are something with which I am most familiar. As for working hard... that is something I know how to do, if only to avoid a beating.”

“Then let us ride forth and begin a new life, but one thing I can promise you, Robert, there will be no beatings.”

The day had begun cloudy but as Robert nodded a shaft of sunlight suddenly shone down and illuminated the cross that was in the centre of the cloister. Belisarius nodded and made the sign of the cross, “And God has given his approval. All is well.”
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Chapter 2
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Belisarius was an organised man and by the early afternoon we were packed and ready to ride. Robert had a horse upon which he sat like a sack of grain and there was a sumpter laden with the clothes and weapons provided by Belisarius. Normally the squire would lead the sumpter but I knew that was too much to ask of my new squire and I took the reins. As we prepared to ride from the city Belisarius said, “I may not see either of you again but know that my thoughts will be with you. I am an old man but I feel a connection to the two of you and I can see threads that bind you together. Robert, Sir Richard is one of the finest men I know and you are in good hands. Sir Richard, thank you. I am in your debt as well as Robert’s benefactor.”

“You take care, Master Belisarius, you have been kind to me and I am also in your debt.”

I rode next to Robert with the sumpter behind and we did not speak as we negotiated the busy, narrow streets that led to Bootham Bar. It was not a long journey and once free of the streets the road was less busy. It was far from empty. There were many people who had been to York’s market and were on their way home. Many were laden with what they had purchased. I knew that none were from my manor but a few were from the villages and hamlets that lay between York and my home. Some knew me and I was recognised. I waited until we had passed most of those who were heading home before I spoke to Robert. As we neared the ghost village of Shipton I told him about my manor and my family. I explained about the warrior hall and the Bretons and men at arms who served me.

“So I will be living in a hall with others?”

“Does that bother you?”

He shook his head, “Quite the contrary. I found the cell I was given in York to be frightening. I was not used to the silence and being alone.”

There was no one in sight on the road and I said, “You had a hard life?”

He turned to look at me, “You said that you grew up in a mean and humble dwelling. Were you happy?”

I thought back to my time in Normandy. I decided to be as honest as I could but there were still secrets that remained in my heart and in my head, “I think I was until my grandfather and then my mother died. Then there were days of despair but I found a way through and my life is better now.” I knew that Taillefer had been part of making my life better and I began to realise why I had been chosen.

“Were you beaten? Was your mother taken and...” he could not finish the words.

“Yes, I was beaten but not often and my mother... no, she was not...abused.”

“My mother was. I was her only child but I know that there were four others who either died before they were born or did not survive three days. Her death was caused by an evil man. If I had possessed the skills then I would have taken his life.” He made the sign of the cross, “God forgive me.”

“I think God understands about evil men and while he does not approve of killing he also must realise that some men are better dead. This Bigod, was he such a man?”

There was silence for a moment and then he said, “He was a man who enjoyed inflicting pain. My mother and I were not the only ones who suffered. There was one boy, Aeldgar, who was beaten so badly that he died and the master had his body thrown into the river. He surrounded himself with evil men who enjoyed being cruel.”

“What happened to the rest of his people when you were rescued?” I knew the answer but I wanted to know if he did, too.

He shook his head, “I do not know for the Norman knights who came took me away from the cellar and the men who were with him took charge of Bigod and the others. When I asked them, on the way to York, on the ship, what had happened the older man said that Bigod and his men would abuse me no more and that I was safe.”

I knew that the older man was King William.

“They are dead.”

“Then my benefactor must be a powerful man.”

“Do not go fishing in those waters, Robert. You will never discover his identity and you should just be grateful that you have been given this chance. Consider it a rebirth.”

“Were you reborn?”

I nodded, “Not in the same way but, yes, I had a hard life until I was a young man and when the chance came to become a different man from the one I thought I was destined to be I seized it. You should do the same and know this, Robert, Eisicewalt is your best chance to do so.” We were nearing the first of the farms on my manor and I reined in, “I will tell my wife your story but that is all. If you choose to tell others that is your choice. I will tell the others a sort of truth, that Belisarius asked me to take you on as a squire.”

“Will they not think that strange?”

I smiled and spurred my horse into movement, “You will not be the first. What they may find strange is why you are to be a squire for they know I said I did not need one.”

“But I thought all knights had a squire.”

I thought back to Taillefer, “Not all knights, but know that I am content that I will be training you.”

One of the workers in a nearby field waved at me and I waved back. Robert said, “You should know that I am grateful to you, my benefactor and Master Belisarius. I will do all in my power to ensure that I do not let you down.”

I reined in so that I could look at his face, “A word of advice; do not worry about letting other people down. Be true to yourself and to God and you will not go far wrong. Treat everyone fairly until they show you that they do not deserve it and if you have to fight then you fight for your life and those alongside whom you stand.”

His eyes widened, “Will I have to fight?”

“You lived in Kent and in Lundenwic which did not suffer as we did in the north. The church you see being rebuilt was damaged by Danes and many people died. Those people did not expect to have to fight for their lives. The ones who did, and a number of them live here on my manor, survived. You may have to fight and when you do it is your life which is in danger.”

He nodded and I spurred Scout. We were approaching the edge of the houses close to my hall. “This is your village?”

“It is and that is my hall. Remember, Robert, what you say about your life is your choice. My wife will know everything but no other.”

“Thank you.”

As we clattered into my yard my men came to greet us. Aedgar and Bertholt were talking with Harold and Absalom. I saw them eyeing up the stranger. Aedgar came to take Scout and said, “Two new horses, My Lord?”

As I threw my leg over the back of Scout I said, “Yes, they belong to Robert my new squire.” I realised that I had not asked the name of the horse he had ridden. “What is your horse called, Robert?” Having repeated his name it seemed as easy way as I could manage to let them know his name.

“Roland, My Lord.”

Aedgar nodded, “A noble name and it looks like a fine horse. I will have the young gentleman’s bags taken to the hall, My Lord.”

I smiled as I saw the look of pleasure on Robert’s face when he was referred to as a gentleman. “No, Aedgar, Robert will sleep in the warrior hall with Bertholt. It will be company.” Bertholt and Birgitte had announced their intention to wed but that would not be until All Saints Day and Bertholt would be able to mould Robert before my squire was left to occupy the warrior hall alone. I said, “Bertholt, show Robert his bed and settle him in. When you are done bring him to the hall to meet Lady Ealdgyth.”

“Yes, My lord.” Bertholt showed no surprise at my request.

Egbert led me into the hall. The rest of my men waited outside to, no doubt, speculate on the new arrival. “Will you need me to have him attired in your livery, My Lord?”

“Yes, Egbert, but there is no rush. Belisarius has given him well made clothes. It would not do to overburden the women.”

“Of course, My Lord. He is to be paid?”

“He is, the same as Edward was given.”

“I will add his name to the books.” As with Bertholt, Egbert expressed no surprise at my request.

The mothers were both in the hall with the babies and Egbert led me within. Although Birgitte helped them out, both women had been determined to create a close bond with their children. In Dervilla’s case it was because she had never expected to be a mother. Until Conan came along she had expected a life of servitude with Ealdgyth.

My wife looked up. Ælfgar had fallen asleep whilst feeding. “What did Belisarius want?”

Dervilla was there and I could not divulge all to my wife and so I just said, “He has asked me to take a young man under my wing as a squire.” I hurried on as though that statement was almost inconsequential, “Belisarius, I fear, is getting old.”

They both looked concerned and Ealdgyth said, “He is unwell?”

“No, but he spoke of his end and our lives without him.”

“He has ever been kind to us.”

Walter came in with some wine, “Refreshment, My Lord.”

“Fetch another beaker, Walter. My squire will be joining us.”

Dervilla rose for Eleanor was asleep too, “I will go and change Eleanor while she sleeps. It will allow you to speak to the new squire in private.”

She left and my wife laid the infant in the cot that lay in the corner. It was a sort of day bed. Ælfgar would nap for an hour and then wake up. He seemed to lurch from sleep to sleep with as much feeding between as he could manage. We were grateful if he slept for half a watch in the night. Benthe and the other women had said it was simply a phase and he would grow out of it. I hoped so.

Ealdgyth could read me well and she saw my nervousness. “Now, Husband, while we are alone, tell me the tale that hides in your heart.”

I took a swallow of wine and then drank. I began the tale and kept is as simple as I could. She took my words in her stride. When I mentioned the death of his mother and the cruelty of Bigod, she reacted. “I am a Christian but King William did the right thing. Such men are an abomination.”

When I had finished the tale, I said, “This has to be our secret. Robert must never know that his father is the king. If others found out that the king had a son living in the north then it could place not only his life in danger but ours too.”

“It seems there was a price to be paid for our marriage.”

I shook my head, “The king did not even know he had another son when we were wed but you might be right. His support for our wedding put us in his debt.”

“He has acknowledged other sons.”

“And given them lands but they were different. This was a liaison when the king was not yet crowned. He was just a duke who hoped for a crown.”

Just then there was a knock and the door opened. Bertholt stood there, “My Lord, your squire.”

“Thank you, Bertholt.”

Robert entered and closed the door behind him. He stood looking nervous. My wife beamed and held out her arms, “Come, Robert, Emma’s son, let me see you. My husband has told me your tale and I want you to know that here you will be safe. There will be no beatings.” He came over and, not knowing what to do, took one of my wife’s proffered hands, knelt and kissed the back of it. She said, “Rise, Robert, that was well done but here we do not knuckle the brow. We are all one family.”

“My Lady, I am more used to the noisy life in the kitchen than this idyll.”

I said, “Sit.” Walter returned with a goblet for Robert and one for my wife. He poured the wine and then, with a smile on his face, left. Walter had known hardship too.

“Sir Richard tells me that you were learning to read whilst in York.”

He nodded nervously, “I had not made much progress, My Lady, but Brother Peter managed to teach me to read and write my name. When I copied Robert Emma’s son I knew that my mother would be proud that her son could do that.” He sipped some wine and there was silence. “She had a hard life.”

My wife was kind and it showed in her tone, “As did you, Robert. You are now safe and I hope that we can become your new family.”

I said, “And remember, Robert, your story is just that, it is yours. We shall not tell others about your life before York. That is your choice.”

“Thank you, My Lord.”

We chatted about York and then moved on to the manor. Benthe came in and asked, “My Lady, the meal tonight?” She glanced at Robert.

“Of course, I should have spoken earlier. We have a guest and I think we shall make it a feast in his honour. Conan and Bergil can bring their wives as well as your sons and their families. It will be a merry gathering to welcome Robert.”

Benthe nodded. Such a feast normally took many days of preparation but she was a resourceful woman. “We have a suckling pig I had planned for Sunday but we can eat that now. It will be tender. We have a good bounty from the harvest and I can make a bramble and apple pie for pudding.”

“Excellent. Tell Walter to inform the guests of the arrangements.” She suddenly paused, “What of Richard and Alice, Bergil’s children?”

Benthe smiled, “Birgitte and Bertholt can watch them. They will enjoy the time alone and the babes will ensure that they behave themselves. Walter, Maud and Agnetha will be enough to serve.”

Robert said, “I can help.”

My wife smiled, “There will be a time when you help to serve at table, Robert, but this night is in your honour. You shall sit at my right hand.”

“I had best go and get things organised.” Benthe looked at Robert, “You are most welcome here, Master Robert, and you should know that this is a happy house.”

“Thank you, Mistress....”

I said, “Benthe.”

“Mistress Benthe.”

The use of a title began a change in Robert. He began to accept that his fortune had changed. It took some time for me to get to know him and it was a slow process but that first evening I saw the first layers he had used to defend himself from hurts, begin to be peeled away.

It was an interesting feast for all of my men at arms were intrigued about Robert. They asked him about his preferred weapons and other military matters. I smiled at their bemusement when he told them he had none. I let him answer and then said, “Robert is raw clay and we will make him into a warrior. He has yet to acquire skills so any shortcomings will be down to us.” 

Those words silenced the men but their wives then showered Robert with questions. I could tell that he was struggling to give answers. I was at the opposite end of the table. He looked down at me. I could see the question on his face. My wife leaned in and whispered in his ear. I saw him nod. He wiped his mouth, “I was a kitchen slave until I was rescued from that drudgery and brought to York. Sir Richard is right, I am raw clay but that clay is reborn and you should all know that I intend to make my new life a good one and to serve this family which has been kind enough to take me in. I know that I have not yet the skills or the manners of a squire but with all of your help I will endeavour to find them.”

He could not have chosen better words. The smiles and nods around the table told him that he had made eight instant friends and there were no further questions. I knew that the eight would tell the rest of the household and that would only increase Robert’s welcome. He began to relax and smile more once the interrogation stopped.

The next day that work began. He was measured for his new tunic which my wife’s ladies would sew. Conan began his riding lessons and once they were done then Aethelstan, Alfred and Bergil took over to give him skill with a sword and shield. His lack of raw ability was clear and I saw my men at arms modify their training. As Robert himself had said, it would take time. Once I saw that all was well I returned to the hall to spend an hour or so with Egbert to go over the manor’s books. The harvest had been a good one and we would be in profit. He said, “And Norton, My Lord?”

He was right. It had been some time since I had visited the manor north of the Tees. Galmr and his Varangians were warriors and not clerks. “I will visit there at the end of September.” I knew that October would be busy with the preparations for the wedding of Birgitte and Bertholt. The problem would be Robert for he would not have enough skills. Perhaps that was meant to be. We had a fortnight or so and the forty or fifty mile ride would be a good test of the progress. The land was at peace and so it would tell me how well he could ride. I would take Conan and Bertholt with me. That would be enough protection.

When I had finished we ate freshly baked pies courtesy of Benthe. She had made a comment already about how scrawny Robert looked and she was determined to feed him up. When we went into the kitchen to eat she made sure that he had the biggest pie. Her sons looked enviously at the portion and Benthe said, “You two are big enough already. When Master Robert is the same size then you shall have his portions.”

“You are too kind, Gammer Benthe. This is delicious as was the food last night. When I served in the kitchens I could only dream of such food.”

Alfred said, “Did you not eat well in the kitchen? I know that Walter, Elfrida and Birgitte eat the same as we do.”

Robert shook his head and when he had swallowed the mouthful said, “Leftovers and there were pitifully few of those. The cook ate well but the three of us who worked in the kitchen did not.” We ate in silence until he said, “I hope that Ulf and Konrad are faring better under their new master.”

I knew from the names that Ulf was Norse or Danish and Konrad, probably Flemish. Bigod looked to have bought slaves wherever he could.

I asked, “Was the warrior hall comfortable?”

He laughed and had to put the cloth to his mouth to stop the food erupting. He drank some ale and said, “My lord, I slept in a bed. The cell I had in York was comfortable enough but the monks and priests endure harder beds. When I worked in the kitchens that is where I slept, on the stone floor. At least while the fire kept its heat I was warm. Last night was a luxury, My Lord.”

I saw the others reflecting on the lives they had led. Even my Bretons had not had to live like that.

I said, “After we have eaten it will be time, Robert, for your reading lessons with my wife. Birgitte will watch Ælfgar. At the third hour after the noon bell you can have more lessons in equitation and sword work.”

Bergil smiled, “I have some salve, Master Robert, for tonight your buttocks will be red raw and your muscles will burn as though they are warmed by hot coals. You may not enjoy such a good night of sleep.”

Alfred shook his head, “He will be so tired that he will be able to sleep on a piece of rope slung between two trees!”

They all laughed. 

“Conan, we will be leaving for Norton at the end of September. Apart from you and Robert we can take Bertholt. It will be a good test of the skills you have taught him.”

Conan nodded, “Aye, my lord, Alan still has the ankle he twisted when we last went hunting. This will give him the time to recover.”

Bergil remembered the attack on the road from York and said, “You need more men, My Lord.”

“The roads are safer now. The Danes and the Scots learned their lessons. The harvest will need every man we can use. I have made my decision.”

That night as we lay in bed, Ealdgyth expressed her concerns too, “Bergil may be right, Husband. While it is true that there is no war there are still lawless men who seek to take what is not theirs.”

“Is it me you worry about or Robert?”

“He has had a hard life and he is not yet ready to face violence. I would prefer him to be stronger before such a journey.”

“And time is not on our side, my sweet. We have winter coming. Sometimes it is mild and we can travel to the Tees without difficulty but I have endured winters where the river becomes ice and men can freeze to death on their horses. I owe it to Norton to visit there myself.”

She was silent.

“How does he fare with his lessons?”

“He struggles but, bless him, he tries to please. I enjoy it and it is a foretaste of what might be to come when I teach Ælfgar.”

“We could hire a teacher.”

“No, between us, Dervilla and I have all the skills to teach reading and writing. I have spoken with Egbert and he can help Robert, and in due course, the children, with their numbers.”
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