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Are seven men riding into disaster?

A group of seven men is riding at a relaxed canter along a track in open country. They are in no hurry and enjoying the ride on a sunny day. Four of the men are knights in this realm, two are squires to the knights and one is a regular soldier. Although they are not wearing armour, they carry swords as a matter of routine. All seven wear tabards in the realm’s colours of blue and white, but the knights also bear the King’s crest of the head of a bird of prey. The mood is light and they chatter as they ride.

Unseen by them, a dozen horsemen are watching from a hill. These men are fully armed with swords, spears, shields, helmets and chainmail. They turn and go down the hill and taking a different track, they ride hard in the direction of the seven riders. In the smaller group, one of the men stops and listens. He turns to see 12 riders approaching in the distance on the other track. He calls to attract his friends. The leader looks worried; he looks ahead then back to the larger group which is now at the full gallop.

‘To the bridge!’ he shouts. ‘We must get there first.’ They quickly break into a gallop. Some of the group of a dozen riders draw their swords, others raise their spears and shout war cries and challenges. It becomes a race to reach the small bridge first. The group of 12 is tightly packed and slightly ahead on their own path. The leading three riders of the smaller group collide into them but get forced off the track and into the river. The three men and their horses end up floundering in the water. The rest of their group draws quickly to a halt. 

The group of 12 crosses the bridge immediately, where they stop, cheer, laugh and jeer. Rather than a life-threatening fight, it’s merely harmless rivalry and a good soaking for the losers. 

One of the winners says, ‘Dry your boots old man or you’ll miss the best of the supper’. They laugh and ride off. The other riders who did not fall into the river are also light-hearted about it, although the junior soldiers are careful not to let their mirth show. 

In one of the many rooms within Haenford castle, three men are sitting around a small table. The table and chairs are made of dark oak and the chairs have some attractive carvings of leaves and branches on the arms and up the backs. The men are all important soldiers and their tunics bear the embroidered head of the bird of prey, a clear mark of their status. They are talking quietly, discussing the idea of rescuing their Prince who is prisoner in a rival’s castle some 30 miles away. One of the soldiers sees a young man on the other side of the room. Somehow they don't seem to have noticed him before. He’s a carpenter and he's doing some work repairing a door.

‘Hey, you over there, stop that for now; do it some other time.’

‘Yes sir,’ replies the youngster and prepares to leave.

One of the other men, Escanor, says ‘No wait a minute; come over here.’ The young man approaches feeling apprehensive. He stands in front of them looking quickly at each man in turn in a nervous manner.

‘Aren’t you the Carpenter boy; isn't Garrad Carpenter your father?’

‘Yes sir, but my father died six months ago.’

‘Oh I’m sorry to hear that; he was a good man and a very good carpenter. And what’s your name then?’

‘Tiernar, sir, Tiernar Carpenter.’

‘He taught you did he?’

‘Yes sir.’

‘You used to live in Arjun Castle didn't you? That’s where I knew him from.’

‘Yes sir.’

‘So when did you leave and why?’

‘My parents didn't like the situation there since Duke Morholt was put in charge of the place. It wasn't always safe so we moved here about a year ago.’

‘You know Arjun Castle well do you?’

‘Yes sir, I was born there. Lived there all my life until we came here.’

‘So where do your loyalties lie now?’

‘Here certainly and with Queen Dryann.’

There is silence as the three men look at each other, which makes the young man even more nervous.

‘Anything you hear now must never be repeated,’ says Escanor firmly. ‘Just how well do you know Arjun Castle?’

‘As well as any of the mice sir. As children we went everywhere, every nook and cranny; even the royal places when we could get away with it. There was no secret place we couldn't get into.’ He smiles and laughs a little.

‘Some rooms are locked or guarded. What about them?

He shrugs. ‘That didn't matter. The guards sometimes got slack so we would sneak by and we had keys to get into every room.’

‘Where did you get the keys from? Did you steal them?’

‘Not really sir. One of our gang was the son of the blacksmith. So somehow he got special keys which would open every door. Just four keys will open every door in the whole castle, even in the jail.’

The three men adjust their sitting positions a little as they look at each other and take this in.

‘So where might these keys be now?’

‘There were certainly two sets at one time, maybe more. In time, the blacksmith got scared in case the Duke’s men found them. The blacksmith wanted to destroy them, but we had moved by then so I’ve still got mine at home.’

‘So you still have a set of keys which can get you into every room in the castle?’

‘Erm, yes sir’, he replies moving from one foot to the other several times, nervously.

‘Now, if things go well for you, this could lead to a good future. But if things go badly it could be the end of you. And you still know your way around that place including all the servant passages?’

‘Yes sir.’

‘Was there, is there any secret way into the castle most other  people don't know about? A secret doorway hidden or secret tunnel?’ asks Culhoch.

‘No sir. The only real entrance is through the main gate and barbican.’ He pauses which adds some extra drama. ‘But us youngsters had our own way of getting in.’

One of the men has a little smile and says, ‘And just what is that way?’

‘Some of the stonework on the north side is a bit rough. At the bottom of the wall, there’s a narrow path then a cliff. We would climb up the wall after dark. Near the top of the wall there’s a small window with iron bars. It leads into a store room used by the carpenters. We used to keep bits of damaged furniture there which were sometimes used for repairs. And what we did was to loosen some of the stonework around the window bars so we could climb up the wall, lift out one of the bars and crawl into the room.’ The three men laugh.

‘How big is this window?’

Tiernar holds his arms out and indicates a square size. ‘Oh, about this big. We only took out one bar so a large man couldn't get through it, but we weren’t very big.’

‘What about the guards on the battlements? Didn't they ever see you doing this prank?’

‘No, it never happened sir. Because of the way the battlements are made, you can't see that part of the wall properly from above and if it's a dark night it's extremely black along the north side.’

The questions stop for a minute or so. Finally Escanor says, ‘That'll be all for now. Remember what I said and don't mention this conversation to anyone and I mean anyone, not even your best friend or your mother.’

‘No sir I won't say a word.’

‘And where do you live?’

‘In the south area of the old town sir. The carpenter’s workshop and house are at the end of Meadow Lane.’

‘All right you can go now.’

Tiernar is relieved to be out of there but he’s excited at the same time.

Tiernar is busy in his workshop, planing and shaping a length of wood for a chair. Through the open door enters a visitor wearing the clothes of a squire, a knight’s assistant. The tabard is blue and white and the dividing line between the colours runs diagonally from the right shoulder to the left hip. His shirt and trousers are made of course grey wool, but are neat and clean.

‘Are you Tiernar Carpenter?’

Tiernar simply nods.

‘I am instructed to tell you your presence is required by Sir Escanor.’

‘What for? Who is he please?’

‘You were speaking with him and two others the other day. He would like to see you now.’

With a little apprehension, Tiernar goes with the man. Many citizens tend to be somewhat cautious around military people.

The young soldier leads the way until they arrive at a small room somewhere in the castle Tiernar has never been to before.

‘Tiernar, hello. So I am Sir Escanor and these men are also royal knights. You remember what I said about not repeating any of our conversation to anyone?’

‘I haven’t said a word, honestly, sir.’

‘Good. Now that is going to become even more important. There have been rumours Prince Olwen has been captured and is held prisoner at Arjun Castle. Well it’s true. We could let him be killed; cannot do that. We could pay a ransom which would almost cripple the royal coffers. We cannot attack the castle; it’s too well defended and many men would be killed. What they really want is some of our land. Another fear is he might be moved to Castle Handum where King Feohtan lives. After talking with you the other day, it seems it might be possible to rescue him with a small group of men. With your trick of climbing up the north wall, maybe a plan could be worked out.’

Culhoch rolls out a large parchment on the table. ‘Two of us spent a lot of time in Arjun Castle before the feud developed. We’ve drawn these layouts the best we can remember. It sounds as if the storeroom is on the second floor on this side of the building. Does this look right to you lad?’

Tiernar studies the layout. ‘The room is a bit smaller than that, and these rooms are all different sizes but it doesn’t matter I suppose. There’s a small stairs in this corner, only used by servants.’

‘Yes, that’s good to know.’

‘So you’re thinking of scaling the wall at night, then going to the jails in the basement to release the Prince?’

‘It’s worth seeing if such a plan might work. This is the basement layout as far as we can remember it. Did you ever go down there?’

‘Oh yes, several times. We had to. We had to challenge each other to prove how brave we were. We weren’t brave of course, we were scared stiff, but we all did it. It meant a lot of spying to catch a moment when the guards were being slack.’

The three men laugh. ‘That’s the spirit; just what we need. How does this layout look then?

‘Can I draw on this?’

‘Go ahead.’

‘The stairs are not very wide, to make an attack harder, and they end here. This open area is bigger, where the guards sit, play cards and eat. And often drink too much in the middle of the night. There would be two or three, but sometimes only one if the prisoner isn’t too important. Yes, and the cells are around here as you’ve drawn it. But there’s something missing. The second staircase.’

‘No no, there’s only one staircase and one way down into the cells. I’ve been down there several times,’ says Escanor.

‘I’m sorry sir, but there is a second stairs. On this side, just around this corner wall. You would never normally see it and it’s never used. It’s narrow and steep and comes out on to the ground level, close to one of the servants’ doors. Both doors are always locked and I never knew it to be used, except by us ruffians.’ 

The three men stand up from bending over the plan. ‘So your special keys can open the two doors of another staircase, which leads into the prison area?’ asks Igraine.

‘Yes sir, several of us sneaked down there at some time when we knew there were no prisoners, which was rare.’

The three men let out loud breaths, move away from the table and softly slap their hands together with quiet excitement.

‘This sounds good,’ says Escanor. ‘Let’s have vittles.’ He goes to the door and calls his squire. ‘Maliant, bring us food, ale, bread, cheese, meat and fruit.’

‘Yes sir,’ and the young man runs off with great enthusiasm.

‘Now Tiernar, we need to plan. Do you still have friends in the castle?’

‘Yes sir, two of the lads I grew up with still live and work there. And I will know several people to be friendly with.’

‘You’ll need to go back there and check the store room is still the same,’ says Culhoch.

‘Yes, and check that window bar is still loose and easy to pull out.’

There’s a pause while Tiernar thinks about this. 

Maliant enters with a large tray of food and drink and they say no more until he’s left the room.

‘This doorway down to the cellar, do many people walk past it?’ asks Igraine.

But Tiernar is distracted by the food and cheeses he’s never seen before. He breaks off a large piece, places it on a portion of bread and starts eating.

‘Tiernar, do you hear me?’

‘Sorry sir. Yes the door, nice cheese, the door. Yes, no. Erm. During the day, mainly at meal times, servants use it. Not at night. Sometimes at night if there’s a big celebration on, but not normally.’

‘You need to go there as well and make sure one of your keys still opens it. The lower door into the jail, we’ll have to take a chance on.’

‘Have you actually climbed the wall in the dark?’ Igraine asks.

‘It’s the north wall, so even with a bright moon, it’s in shadow. But make any noise, a guard could look over from one position and might see you. If there’s no moon, then it’s all too dark and dangerous. The best time is with some moonlight behind cloud, then we could still see just enough but it’s too dark for any guards.’

The three men smile at each other, rather impressed with the assessment.

‘And you need to measure the size of the window when that bar is removed. Some of us might be too large with too much muscle to get through it,’ says Igraine puffing out his chest.

‘We can always leave you holding the horses,’ says Escanor, teasing his friend.

‘Now, when you are there, you’re making a friendly visit, nothing else. You must not tell anyone what’s going on, not even the friend you’re staying with. The castle is part of his life and you can never be sure where his loyalties are these days. Ask no questions, just listen. If they tell you about the prisoners, fine, but just listen, show no interest. Say carpentry is your passion and you don’t understand the feud and don’t want to get involved. Do you understand?’ says Escanor.
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