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Praise for Lionheart


‘To read one of Ben Kane’s astonishingly well-researched, bestselling novels is to know that you are, historically speaking, in safe hands’


Elizabeth Buchan, Daily Mail


‘This is a stunningly visual and powerful read: Kane’s power of description is second to none … Perfect for anyone who is suffering from Game of Thrones withdrawal symptoms’


Helena Gumley-Mason, The Lady


‘Fans of battle-heavy historical fiction will, justly, adore Clash of Empires. With its rounded historical characters and fascinating historical setting, it deserves a wider audience’


Antonia Senior, The Times


‘Grabs you from the start and never lets go. Thrilling action combines with historical authenticity to summon up a whole world in a sweeping tale of politics and war. A triumph!’


Harry Sidebottom, author of the The Last Hour


‘The word epic is overused to describe books, but with Clash of Empires it fits like a gladius in its scabbard. What Kane does, with such mastery, is place the big story – Rome vs Greece – in the background, while making this a story about ordinary men caught up in world-defining events. In short, I haven’t enjoyed a book this much for ages. There aren’t many writers today who could take on this story and do it well. There might be none who could do it better than Ben Kane’


Giles Kristian, author of Lancelot


‘Exceptional. Kane’s excelled once again in capturing the terror and the glory … of the ancient battlefield, and this story is one that’s been begging for an expert hand for a long time’


Anthony Riches, author of the Empire series


‘Carried off with panache and Kane’s expansive, engaging, action-packed style. A complex, fraught, moving and passionate slice of history from one of our generation’s most ambitious and engaging writers


’Manda Scott, author of the Boudica series


‘It’s a broad canvas Kane is painting on, but he does it with vivid colours and, like the Romans themselves, he can show great admiration for a Greek enemy and still kick them in the balls’


Robert Low, author of the Oathsworn series


‘Ben Kane manages to marry broad narrative invention with detailed historical research … in taut, authoritative prose … his passion for the past, and for the craft of story-telling, shines from every page’


Toby Clements, author of the Kingmaker series


‘This thrilling series opener delivers every cough, spit, curse and gush of blood to set up the mighty clash of the title. Can’t really fault this one’


Jon Wise, Weekend Sport


‘Ben Kane’s new series explores the bloody final clash between ancient Greece and upstart Rome, focusing on soldiers and leaders from both worlds and telling the story of a bloody war with style’


Charlotte Heathcote, Sunday Express S Magazine


‘A thumping good read. You can feel the earth tremble from the great battle scenes and feel the desperation of those caught up in the conflict. Kane’s brilliant research weaves its way lightly throughout’


David Gilman, author of the Master of War series






For Joe Schmidt, rugby coach extraordinaire, with deepest respect.


Despite the disappointment of Japan, you and your legacy will long be remembered by Irish rugby fans. I wish you every happiness and success for the future, and if I have the good fortune to meet you one day, the drinks are on me!


(P.S. A more suitable book title to dedicate to you, I cannot think of.)
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PROLOGUE


History remembers the great. The kings and emperors, the popes. Ordinary men such as you and I go nameless to our graves. No archbishops celebrate our funerals, no magnificent tombs preserve our final resting places. Yet some of us were there, when the fates of kingdoms hung in the balance, when battles that seemed lost were turned on their heads. Ever forgotten by the monkish scribes and the historians, we helped the mighty on their paths to glory and eternal renown.


White-haired and bent-backed I may be now, but in my day I wielded a sword with the best of men. All Christendom knows of Richard, king of England, Duke of Normandy, Count of Brittany and Anjou – the Lionheart. Precious few have heard of his knight Rufus, and even fewer of Ferdia Ó Catháin. This troubles me not. I did not serve Richard for wealth or fame. Loyalty made me his man, and his man I am still, although he has been dead these thirty years, God rest his soul.


My eyesight dims, my muscles weaken. Wearing mail and riding a destrier was once a delight; now I am grateful to shuffle to the bench outside the door and warm my bones in the sun. Death will come for me, if not this winter, then the next. I will be ready, but I pray the monks have time enough to record my tale, such as it is, before my last breath leaves me.


Three score years and ten is a greater span than better men have had. My life has been rich. I have known true love’s exquisite joy, where many have not. I was there, heart swelling, to hold my new-born sons, and my daughter. I had brothers-in-arms who were closer to me than my real brothers ever were. Sorrow entered my life more than once, and tragedy too; these are but trials sent by the Divine to test us. All a man can do is shoulder his load once more, and carry on.


They say that God moves in mysterious ways, and it is certainly true of my path. From a little-known part of Ireland I came to England, where I fell into the service of the greatest warrior of the age – Richard Coeur de Lion. Together we besieged castles, and fought dozens of battles. I bled, I killed for Richard. I am not proud to say I murdered for him too. I confessed those sins, but in my heart, I am unrepentant. God forgive me, I would kill those men again if I had the strength.


I shall continue, else we shall be debating my soul as the sun sets. I was there when Richard met his father Henry for the last time; I stood in Westminster Abbey when he was crowned. I came close to dying in Cyprus, saving his queen. At Arsuf, we fought side by side and defeated Saladin; not long after, we marched almost to the gates of Jerusalem. When Richard was betrayed on his journey back from the Holy Land, the king and I shared a dungeon. I helped him reclaim what was his from his dog of a brother, John. He too is as dead as Richard, and by God’s grace roasting in Hell.


But I have raced on, and almost told the tale’s ending before its start. It may have struck you as odd, reader, to learn of an Irishman serving the English king. The saints be thanked that my father died without knowing. Did I ever regret it? Now and again perhaps, but once given, an oath is sacred, and the bond of comradeship that is forged in war is unbreakable. Perhaps I make no sense. Forgive an old man’s wandering.


Let us go back half a century, and start the tale anew …




PART ONE: 1179




CHAPTER I


Ten years had passed since the treacherous former king of Leinster, Diarmait MacMurchada, had invited the English into Ireland. Their conquest was by no means complete, but the grey foreigners, as we called them, had the upper hand. The proof of this lay not just with the strip of territory they held along the east coast, but the fealty offered to the English monarch Henry by many of the Irish provincial kings. Four years prior, a hammer blow to our hopes had been struck when King Ruairidh of Connacht had also pledged his allegiance.


My father was a minor nobleman in northern Leinster, and after Diarmait made an alliance with the English, he had offered his loyalty to Ruairidh. Furious with what he regarded as Ruairidh’s betrayal, Father took the inconceivable step of joining with the king of Ulster, long our enemy but still unconquered by the invaders. His choice was an ill-considered one. When the enemy came ravaging, Ulster did not answer our call. We fought bravely, but our lands were soon overrun.


Taken hostage for the good behaviour of my family, I was sent to Dublin. From there I travelled in a sturdy cog east and south over the sea, to the cloud-ridden Welsh coast, the length of which was dotted with castles. Cover a land in such strongholds, I thought grimly, and the locals, with nowhere to go, will be forced into a final stand as my own family had been. Again I saw the English knights’ charge in my mind, an unstoppable wave that had shattered our light-armed warriors.


Our voyage came to an end in sight of England, at the stronghold they call Striguil. Home to the de Clare family, it sits on a bluff overlooking the River Wye, and was the largest castle I had ever seen. A mighty rectangular tower, it was surrounded by a palisade that snaked across the summit of the hill. Beyond that, on every side but that which gave onto the Wye, I would discover, lay a defensive ditch. I did not let it show, but I was impressed. If this was the ancestral home of an earl, King Henry’s donjon must be remarkable indeed. The English weren’t just expert at fighting, I thought, they were master builders too. My fears that Ireland’s chieftains and kings would never drive the invaders into the sea returned. I quelled them, for it seemed that if I gave in to that despair, my own situation would become altogether worse. Dream of defeating the English in my own land, and the miseries heaped upon me could somehow be borne.


Nineteen years old, taller than most, mop-haired and raw-boned, full of the arrogance of youth, I spoke little French that day, and not a word of English. Since being handed into captivity by my stony-faced father, I had endured a difficult time. Taking his parting words to heart – ‘Give in only if you must. Do only what you have to.’ – I had refused to obey any commands. On the first day, I called the brutish knight into whose charge I had been given a flea-infested dog, adding that his mother worked in the back alleys of Dublin. I had not considered the consequences. Some of the crew were Irish, and, intimidated by the knight, translated what I had said.


My insults that first day earned me a hiding, and my mulish carrying-on thereafter earned no respect, just more beatings and short rations. I look back now, and wonder at my bull-headed behaviour and more, my short-sightedness. By the end of the voyage I was old friends with the knight’s boots and fists. Forever burning with rage and humiliation, I would have tipped him into the brine, or worse if I had laid hands to a weapon. And yet despite my youthful bravado, I had wits to know that such an act would have seen me follow him to the ocean floor, and so I buried my hatred for what I hoped was another day.


‘Rufus.’


Still unused to the name my captor had given me – unable, or more likely, I thought darkly, unwilling to try mastering my own of Ferdia – I paid no heed. My eyes were fixed on the figures standing on the wooden jetty below the castle. It seemed that word of our arrival had landed before us. I had no idea who might greet us off the ship, but it would not be Richard de Clare, the Earl of Pembroke, one of the chief nobles who had invaded Ireland. He was dead, praise God. Even when he was living, the earl would not have deigned to watch the arrival of a captive such as I. Nor would his wife, the countess Aoife, in residence here since his passing. Reputed to be a great beauty, I had nightly conjured pleasant fantasies about her to take my mind from the thinness of my blanket, and the hardness of the deck.


‘Rufus, you dog!’ Boots and Fists – my nickname for Robert FitzAldelm, the block-headed knight in charge of our party – sounded angry.


He caught my attention at last. I recognised ‘Rufus’; I knew what chien meant. I am as high born as you, I thought with contempt. My ribs were still hurting from his last attack, and yet stubborn to the last, I kept my gaze locked on the close-to jetty, and my mind on Aoife. Daughter of Diarmait MacMurchada, the king of Leinster, widow of Richard de Clare, she would be the mistress of my fate.


‘Rufus!’


I did not hear.


A ball of agony exploded in my head; my vision blurred. The force of the blow sent me reeling sideways, into one of the crew. He shoved me away with an oath, and weak-kneed, I fell to the deck. Boots and Fists laid into me with his usual energy, careful as always not to kick me in the face. Sly as a fox he was, mindful that those above him would not sanction the punishments he had been doling out since we had sailed from Dublin.


‘Areste!’ The voice was reedy, but full of command. A girl’s voice.


I knew that French word as well: it meant ‘stop’.


My heart hammered. No more kicks landed.


The girl spoke again, an angry question. I did not understand.


Boots and Fists moved further away as he answered. His tone was respectful yet sullen. I could not make out the words.


Light-headed still, I opened my eyes, taking in the sideways view. A line of iron nail heads. Gaps in the planking. Below, scummy water, several fingers’ depth of which occupied the space under the deck. The whiff of piss – despite the captain’s rules, some men did not like urinating over the side – and rotten food. Boots and shoes moved about; the former worn by the men-at-arms, the latter by the callous-handed crew. A coil of rope. The bottoms of barrels that held water, mead and salted pork.


Boots and Fists had not come back. Deciding that it might be safe to get up, I eased into a sitting position. Darts of pain came from my belly and back, from my arms and legs. I tried to feel grateful that the only part of me he had missed – apart from my head – was my groin. I cast a glance at Boots and Fists, who was talking yet to the girl on the jetty. We had come in alongside it now, and men with thick ropes were making the ship fast. Standing, gripping the vessel’s side to steady myself, I was astonished to see she was a mere child. Clad in a mulberry gown and over it, a dark green cloak edged with silver braid, she was perhaps six years of age. Long tresses of red hair, a lighter shade than my own, framed an oval, serious face.


Her grey-eyed gaze fell on me. For some reason, I suspected she was Richard and Aoife’s daughter. What she was doing here alone was beyond me. I dipped my head, a show of respect I did not feel, and met her stare once more.


‘Are you hurt?’ she asked.


I gaped. The girl had addressed me not in French, but my own tongue.


‘Mother says that it is impolite to let your mouth hang open. If nothing else, flies will go in.’


I closed my jaw, feeling foolish, and managed, ‘My apologies. I did not expect to hear Irish here.’


‘Mother insists that we learn it. “You may be half-English,” she says, “but you are also half-Irish.”’


My gut had been right. I pulled a smile. ‘Your mother sounds like a wise woman. To answer your question, I do not think he broke any bones.’ I wanted to glare at Boots and Fists, who I sensed was doing his best to understand, but thought it wiser not to. ‘My thanks for intervening.’


A little nod.


She was a small child, but there was a gravity to her. It was no surprise, I decided, given her breeding.


‘What is your name?’


‘Ferdia Ó Catháin.’


To my surprise, she pronounced my family name correctly, the ‘c’ hard, the ‘t’ silent, and the rest of the word like ‘hoyn’. Her mother was proud of her Irish roots, I thought with a flash of pleasure.


Boots and Fists growled something in French. I understood only ‘Rufus’.


‘He says they call you Rufus.’ The girl cocked her head. ‘I can see why.’


I raised a hand to my head, amused despite my pain. ‘Mother used to say that the fairies dangled me by the heels in a pot of madder to give me such red hair. They must have done it for a shorter time with you.’


The girl’s serious manner vanished, and she laughed. ‘I shall also call you Rufus!’ She must have seen something in my face; her expression changed. ‘Unless you had rather I did not?’


Once more Boots and Fists interrupted. Despite my lack of French, it was clear that he wanted me off the ship. The men-at-arms were already on the jetty, taking the shields and leather-wrapped bundles of weapons passed to them by the crew.


Ignoring the discomfort it caused, I swung a leg over the side and eased myself onto the dock. Boots and Fists followed. He pointed to the path that led through a scattering of houses to the base of the palisade, and again spoke in French.


Curse it, I thought. I shall have to learn their tongue, or my life will be impossible. ‘He wants me to go up?’ I asked the girl.


‘Yes.’ Her previous air of command had waned; it was if she knew that her power was limited. She could stop my beating, but not my destiny as a captive.


I resisted the first dig in the back that Boots and Fists gave me. ‘What is your name?’


‘Isabelle!’ The voice – a woman’s – came from somewhere behind the palisade. It was shrill, and unhappy. ‘Is-a-belle!’


An impish smile. ‘Isabelle. Isabelle de Clare.’


My instinct had been right. I dipped my head a second time, more willingly, for the girl’s heart was in the right place. Lowering my voice so the Irishmen among the crew could not hear, I said, ‘I owe you my thanks, for stopping that amadán from kicking me to a pulp.’


She giggled. ‘Careful what you call FitzAldelm. He might speak some Irish.’


‘He does not understand a word.’ Confident that I would soon be dining in the great hall, I half turned. ‘Do you, amadán?’


Boots and Fists – FitzAldelm – scowled, and gave me a shove.


‘See?’ I said, my cockiness growing.


‘Isabelle!’ The voice had risen to a harridan’s screech.


‘That is my nurse. I had best go,’ she said, rolling her eyes. Picking up her skirts so they did not trail in the mud, she sped up the path ahead of us. ‘Farewell, Rufus!’


‘Farewell, my lady,’ I cried.


It was the first time I had not resented someone addressing me so.


My pleasure was brief.


Boots and Fists gave me an almighty dunt in the behind. I nearly fell on my face. Picking myself up, my ears full of curses, I began to climb. Passing through the gate that led into the castle, Isabelle did not see.


I almost called after her, but full sure that my ill-treatment would soon be a thing of the past, I held my peace. If Aoife was a just woman, I decided, Boots and Fists might even be punished for what he had done.


Reaching the gate, which had already been closed, I looked up at the top of the palisade. Three men’s height it must have been, close enough to see the sentry leering at me, but sufficient distance upward to realise that taking the place by storm would be a lackwit’s errand.


‘Ouvre la porte!’ demanded Boots and Fists angrily.


Open the door, I thought. Remember those words.


Impatient, Boots and Fists stepped past me and rapped on the timbers with his fist. Sturdily built, it was still the weak spot in this part of the defences, and yet in the event of an attack, the garrison would empty pots of heated sand on the attackers’ heads while arrows rained down from the rampart.


The door creaked open, revealing a soldier in a gambeson and hauberk. Plainly a soldier several rungs down the ladder of command, he endured Boots and Fists’ haranguing without complaint. A question was asked. I heard the name ‘Eva’, the French for Aoife. Giving me a curious glance, the soldier replied with a shake of his head.


I had no time to dwell on the significance of this, for Boots and Fists shoved me in the back, indicating I should enter.


I had been inside a bailey – the word given by the English to the space inside a castle’s defences – but never one so large. An irregular rectangle, open at the centre to the skies, it was bordered on one side by the two-storey stone keep with its attached kitchen and storage houses. The other sides, formed by the palisade, had at their base slope-roofed buildings I took to be barracks, stables and the like. The place was crowded, but scarcely a person paid me any heed.


A smith in a leather apron bent over a horse’s foot, hammer poised to drive another nail into the shoe he had been fashioning. At the beast’s head, a youth in a ragged tunic and torn hose gripped the bridle, at the same time picking his nose with his free hand. From the back of a cart, a heavyset man heaved down bulging sacks of vegetables to a second. Out of an empty stable came a rat catcher, pushing his one-wheeled pole. He was followed by several scrawny cats, attention fixed on the half dozen rodents hanging from it by their tails. A group of men-at-arms lounged by the timber-built well, passing a costrel of wine to and fro, and eyeing the young maidservant who was pulling up a bucket from the depths.


The air was rich with smells; horse manure, wood smoke and baking bread. The last made my belly rumble, and I thought with longing of hot-from-the-oven wheaten loaf, slathered in butter and honey. Tortured, for my recent diet had been a world apart from that, I shoved the image away.


‘Ceste direction.’ Boots and Fists pointed over my shoulder at a door in the basement of the keep.


I caught a tone of urgency in his voice; the hefty push that followed confirmed it.


A woman’s voice carried from above, its tone both annoyed and reprimanding. My eyes rose to the staircase that led from ground level to the highly ornamented doorway in the keep’s wall. A diminutive shape – Isabelle, recognisable by her green cloak – had reached the top, where an amply figured woman stood. By her wagging finger and continuous carping, she was Isabelle’s nurse.


I longed for Isabelle to turn and see me, and raise a friendly hand. Again I almost called out, but Boots and Fists pre-empted me with a stinging cuff that saw me bite my lip. Sure that something was wrong now, I searched the bailey for someone of high rank, the steward, or one of the knights, but could see no one. I dragged my feet, but it made no difference. Soon we had reached the ominous-looking door, and after he had opened it with a heavy iron key, I was forced into the dark, damp space beyond.


I peered about, eyes adjusting to the gloom. Timber pillars thicker than a man stood a dozen paces apart, supporting the floor of what was probably the great hall above. Doors lined the walls on either side. I judged them to be a mixture of granaries, storerooms and prison cells, and my suspicion about the last was borne out when Boots and Fists prodded me towards a doorway that gaped like the mouth of a tomb. I stopped dead. I was no king’s offspring like Aoife, but nor was I a felon. I deserved better quarters than this.


Mouth opening to protest, I turned towards Boots and Fists.


He had been waiting for his chance. Up flew his right fist, circled as I discovered later with a heavy loop of iron, to take me under the chin.


I never felt myself hit the floor.




CHAPTER II


What shall I say of the terrible period that followed? In truth, I lost count of how long I spent in that hellhole. At the time, it seemed an eternity; I was told afterwards it had been more than a sennight. With just a thin woollen blanket between me and the beaten earth floor, I was constantly cold. I would even wager that the chill rivalled that of the windswept monastery on Holy Island I had heard about from monks. To warm my bones, I would pace the cell, which was six steps by six. From the door to the back wall I walked, first with fingers outstretched to avoid collision with the stones, and then, confidence growing, with both hands gripping my shoulder-wrapped blanket.


Total darkness was my world. The passage of the hours was marked only by the arrival of a man-at-arms with food and beer. I had no idea when these visits were, but my growling belly told me it was perhaps once a day. Far less often, one of my gaolers would come to replace my overflowing bucket with another.


During these brief contacts, a dim light would seep from the external door beyond, into the basement and thence into my cell. Almost blinded, but desperate to be allowed out, I first greeted the guards with indignant protests that I was not supposed to be here, that while a hostage, I was still a nobleman. Whether they understood my abominable mixture of Irish and French, I could not tell; they either laughed or said nothing in reply. I soon learned to hold my tongue, because after several attempts, Boots and Fists paid a visit.


Placing a torch in a bracket by the door, he had a man-at-arms stand with a ready sword in case I should resist, and proceeded to kick me black and blue. Although I burned to fight back, taking my chances against two opponents, I knew it to be an attempt doomed to failure. Curling into a ball, I told myself that it was better to have a life, bloodied and starving, than a slow dungeon-death from a gut-stabbing.


He came back the next time a guard brought food, and repeated the beating. He had learned that the word amadán meant ‘fool’ then, presumably from one of the Irish crewmen, and was in a complete rage. A kick to the head sent me spiralling into blackness. I have no idea how long he laid into my unconscious form, but when I awoke, I had never been in so much pain. Needles darted into me with each breath, revealing that a couple of ribs were cracked. Blood caked my face. I had lost a front tooth, and my belly felt as if the smith from the bailey outside had been hammering away on it for an hour. By the saints, Boots and Fists knew how to make a man hurt.


I learned my lesson from those hidings. From that juncture, the sound of approaching footsteps made me retreat to the cell’s back wall, and wait for the door to creak open. Wary as a wild beast, I would watch as the bowl and cup were placed on the floor. Only when total blackness had again descended would I scuttle on all fours – aye, like a starving dog – to devour the meagre rations I had been left.


Alone in the dark, beaten within an inch of my life, chilled to the marrow and ravenous with hunger, I came close to losing my sanity. Prayer helped at first, but when it went unanswered day after day, night after night, I lost hope. Monks will be familiar with fasting and solitude, but they have never languished in a dungeon. Never been deprived of light until the merest hint of sun sears your eyes like a lightning bolt. Have never suffered Boots and Fists’ expert attention.


Abandoning prayer, I took myself to my home in Ireland, picturing it in an attempt to remove myself from the misery of that cell. I have not yet spoken of my childhood home, Cairlinn. At the northern extremity of Leinster, it sits on the southern shore of a long, narrow inlet, on the opposite side of which is Ulster. A steep mountain lowers at the settlement’s back. Sliabh Feá, we called it – the English would say ‘Shlee-uv Fay’. Many a fine summer’s day I reclined on the summit with my friends, our chests heaving from the race up, staring over the narrow strip of water that separated Cairlinn from Ulster. As men, my friends and I boasted, we would raid north for cattle, as our fathers and grandfathers had done. The clans of Ulster had always been our enemies, or so the stories went.


Memories helped for a time. I would sit against the cell wall, blanket wrapped tight around me, and imagine my father’s big hands, calloused and broken-nailed, yet also gentle, showing me how to grip a sword. Mother, frowning with concentration, teaching my younger sister to embroider. The skylark’s call above Sliabh Feá on a hot summer’s day. The tantalising smell of mackerel, caught in the bay, frying in butter, or that of bread, fresh from the oven. Women and men dancing around the great fires on the longest night of the year. Bealtaine, we call it; the English know it as Beltane. Winter nights perched by the fire, storms raging outside, and the bard weaving tales of love and betrayal, friendship and enmity, war and death. My name Ferdia comes from the legendary Táin, a story told by firesides in Ireland this thousand years and more. ‘Toyne’ would be as close to the word as English tongues could manage.


I had not seen much of life then. My store of memories ran dry after only a short time. I tried to relive them again, but the misery of my situation grew too much. Briefly unmanned, I shed bitter tears, railing in my head against the injustice done to me. I tried praying to God, but He made no reply. Rage replaced my sorrow, and uncaring who might hear, I beat on the door until the skin of my hands was ripped and bleeding. No one answered, no one came. I was going to die here, it seemed. Despair and exhaustion overcame me, and I slumped to the floor. Before long, in spite of the cold and my aching heart, I had drifted off.


I woke with a start to a rasping sound by my ear. Scrambling to my feet as the bolt scraped back entirely, I shuffled further from the door. My guts roiled; scarce three hours had passed since I had wolfed down my last meal. Boots and Fists had come back, I decided. To my surprise, I felt my own fists bunch. Images filled my mind. His ugly face contorted in fear. My punches bursting his nose like an overripe plum. Screams, cries for mercy filling the cell – his, not mine.


The door opened. Torchlight spilled along the floor.


I took a deep breath. Boots and Fists was about to get the surprise of his life. If by some miracle my attack succeeded, the man-at-arms who always accompanied my tormentor would probably end it with his blade. If I failed, I would receive a beating like none of those that had gone before. The first result would see me dead, the second maimed.


I no longer cared.


‘Welcome, FitzAldelm,’ I croaked. I slid my feet apart the way my father had taught me, and raised my fists.


‘Ferdia Ó Catháin?’ asked a piping voice.


Confusion gripped me. In the doorway I made out two small shapes, one a shade taller than the other, and behind them, a large one. ‘Yes?’ I answered.


‘See, Gilbert? I was not making it up,’ cried a voice in Irish.


Shocked, I recognised it as that of Isabelle.


The large figure shifted about, and said something in French. A man, he did not sound happy.


Isabelle’s retort was sharp; the man fell silent. ‘You have been cruelly treated, Rufus,’ she said to me.


Gilbert interrupted, the way small children do. ‘Rufus? I thought you said he was called Ferdia.’


‘I have red hair,’ I explained. ‘Some people call me Rufus.’


‘I like that name,’ said Gilbert.


‘Hush,’ ordered Isabelle. ‘I tried to free you, Rufus, but the guard will not listen to me. When my mother hears what has happened, she will be furious.’


Aoife has not yet returned, I thought, my newly risen hopes sinking. ‘Where is she?’


‘Somewhere on the coast, visiting my little brother’s castles.’


‘I have almost a score in Wales,’ announced Gilbert with childish pride. ‘And more in England and Ireland.’


‘That is a lot,’ I said, thinking of my father’s small stronghold, one that would never have been mine, thanks to my older brothers. Oddly, Isabelle was in a similar position. Despite being the elder of the two, she would not inherit the de Clare lands, because sons took precedence over daughters. I made a half bow towards Gilbert. ‘So you are the Lord of Pembroke.’


‘I am.’


‘It is an honour to meet you, my lord.’


Gilbert turned to Isabelle, demanding, ‘Who is he again?’


‘I told you. An Irish nobleman who has been sent to Striguil as a hostage, and he should not be locked up like this.’


‘What is a hostage?’


They are so young, I thought. Isabelle was perhaps six, and Gilbert only three or four. That the pair had managed to reach me was a marvel, yet to obtain my freedom remained beyond them.


‘Quiet, Gilbert, and let me think,’ chided Isabelle.


‘When will your mother return?’ I asked.


‘Two days, or three.’


It was not forever, but I dreaded the thought of Boots and Fists’ reaction when he heard of my visitors. ‘Does the seneschal know I am here, or any knights of the mesnie?’


The man with the children spoke again to Isabelle, his tone still respectful, yet more insistent.


She stamped her foot. ‘I cannot stay, Ferdia. Nor can I free you – I am sorry.’ Her voice was anguished.


‘It is not your fault, my lady,’ I said, trying to sound nonchalant.


‘Are you hungry?’


‘Famished.’


‘Food shall be sent to you, and wine.’ She retreated, taking Gilbert by the hand, and allowing the guard to shut me in once more.


I could not help myself. ‘And FitzAldelm, my lady?’


The door thumped shut; the bolt slid across.


Through the timbers, Isabelle said, ‘He will not come back before my mother returns. I swear it.’


In the darkness, a long sigh of relief escaped me.


In the event, my incarceration lasted another day and night. To my relief, there was no sign of Boots and Fists during this time. On the last morning, wakened from a fitful sleep, I paced my cell in an attempt to take my mind from the cold and my still growling belly. Isabelle had been as good as her word, but the leek pottage that had been delivered, and the venison stew and fresh bread that came after, were long gone. I had licked the wooden bowls clean already, and was wondering if I should check them again when noises from the bailey caught my attention.


Men shouted, and horses’ hooves clattered. Even through the thick walls, I could sense the excitement. Someone important had arrived. I prayed as I had not done for days. Let it be Aoife, God, I beg you.


His answer came sooner than I had hoped.


Several men-at-arms arrived, and opening my cell door, led me out to the bailey. They did not lay a hand on me, as I emerged, blinking, wary, into bright sunlight. Lank-haired, foul-smelling, my clothes stained, I must have resembled a wild beast. More than one person curled their lip, and I threw back hate-filled glances. If I had had a sword, I would have cut down every man in sight. I considered trying to seize a blade, but alone, unarmoured, I would provide the men-at-arms in their heavy gambesons with perhaps a few moments’ sport. Like the tile cover that keeps a fire lighting overnight, I decided, I would batten down my hatred for another day.


‘Do you speak French?’ The voice was nasal, imperious.


My head turned. A short, officious-looking man in a sleeveless, belted tunic of fine blue wool had come down the stairs from the great hall’s entrance. I did not recognise him, but by the cut of his clothes and arrogant manner, took him to be the steward. ‘A little,’ I replied.


Bizarrely taking this to mean I was fluent, he chattered away in French. The few words I understood were ‘Eva’, ‘filthy’, and ‘bath’. He pointed to a building beside the smithy, where I had seen the horse being shod a lifetime before. Assuming he meant I was in no state to meet the countess Aoife, and that I should have a bath, I lifted one arm, and mimed scrubbing under first it, then the other. A stiff nod was his reply.


‘And after?’ I ventured in French.


‘Wait.’ The steward spoke to the men-at-arms, and disappeared back up the same staircase.


An order in French, and a push from one of the men-at-arms. I did as I was bid, and walked to what turned out to be the servants’ quarters. In the first room, I found a wooden bathing tub, two-thirds full of warm water. I could have cried. Rarely have I shed my clothing so fast, even when a woman has been involved.


Clambering into the water with a groan of pleasure, I ducked my head under and came up still smiling. With the men-at-arms remaining outside, the lone witness of my joy was a servant, who, expressionless, offered me a bar of soap. It was not the expensive kind from Castile I grew used to later in life, but the usual soft bar made from mutton fat, wood ash and soda. At that moment, however, it seemed more precious than a lump of gold.


Clean, my hair washed, I climbed out and took the rough linen cloth presented me by the servant. Drying myself, I thanked him in French. A little surprised to receive any acknowledgement, he bobbed his head. A set of plain but good quality clothing had been laid out on top of a wooden chest; on the floor was a new pair of low-cut boots. I indicated my own braies, tunic and hose, lying in a heap. The only word of the servant’s reply that made any sense was ‘fu’, fire. Thoughts of meeting the countess Aoife filled my mind; I cared not what happened to them, and waved an indifferent hand.


Emerging, I found the steward waiting for me. He looked me up and down, and sniffed. I wanted to box his ears, but remembering how my antagonising of Boots and Fists had ended, pretended not to notice. Meek as a lamb going to the slaughter, my hopes rising with every step, I followed him. Two men-at-arms lumbered behind us, all brawny arms, unshaven chins and hard stares.


Straight up the staircase led, to the great hall. We entered one end of the huge space, and I had to hide my amazement. My father’s hall had not been large in comparison to the king of Leinster’s, an impressive building, but this dwarfed both. Curved trusses of wood, thick as a man, supported the high ceiling along the length of the room. Patches of bright blue sky were framed in the arched windows to left and right – there was no need today for the candles in the wall-mounted sconces. Below the windows hung embroidered tapestries, their colours rich against the dull cream of the plaster.


Curious, I glanced about me. Cloth-covered tables and long benches, those used for meals, were arranged against the end wall. Watched by a hawk-eyed chamberlain, servants were polishing silver cups. A youth swept up dirty rushes; a second scattered fresh ones on the wooden floor that had been the roof of my cell. So close, and yet so far, I thought. The two places were worlds apart.


A touch at my elbow. I smiled an apology at the steward. He did not return the gesture, but indicated I should follow him. I obeyed, the heavy tread of the men-at-arms at my back an unpleasant reminder of my yet precarious situation.


I walked the length of the chamber as household knights, clerks and servants watched sidelong, muttering to one another behind their hands. Most stares were inquisitive or neutral, but many were unfriendly, even hostile. I wondered what stories had been told about me since my arrival, and spread as round-the-fire gossip. Boots and Fists would have been spinning a tale of lies and deceit, that was certain. If he had the countess Aoife’s ear, I was about to fall from the frying pan into the fire. My fear resurged. Isabelle liked me, but the opinion of a child, even one who ranked so high, seldom counted for much. Thanks to Boots and Fists, her mother’s mind might already be decided that I was a dangerous savage who needed caging.


I felt the weight of someone’s gaze, and turning my head, saw none other than Boots and Fists in the midst of half a dozen knights. He leered, and said something to his companions, who laughed. Tough-looking men, my eye was caught by one with an odd haircut, a barbering that had left the back of his head bald, with the shearline angling down to his ears. A puckered scar marked his chin.


Angered by the knights’ contempt, worried by Boots and Fists’ confidence, but willing to give nothing away, I acted as if I had not seen. Dry-mouthed, heart thumping, I followed the steward to a low dais upon which sat two elegant high-backed chairs. Both were empty. Behind them, a floor-to-ceiling partition formed the division between the hall and what were presumably the countess’s private quarters.


Hearing children on the other side of the screen, I pricked my ears. A woman spoke. A girl’s voice – Isabelle’s – rose in protest. The woman spoke again, sharply. Silence followed. My fear rose another notch. I steeled my resolve, and offered a prayer to God. All would be well, I told myself.


With a warning glance that told me to stay where I was, the steward padded to a door set into the partition. He knocked. A woman answered, and he entered, closing it behind him. He soon returned, and by the now-familiar up-down look of scorn he gave me, I judged the countess would not be long after him.


The door opened. A figure appeared, followed by three maids. The steward announced Aoife’s arrival in French. Silence fell, everyone turned to face the dais. I knew better than to stare, but could not help myself.


At that time, Aoife had seen thirty-one summers. In theory, she was past her prime, but the woman that sat before me took my youthful breath away. All thoughts of her as an enemy vanished like morning mist. I drank her in. A long gown of green silk shimmered as she moved, and set off the dark red of her hair, which was held back by a delicate net of jewelled gold. A belt of the same precious metal encircled her slender waist, and a blood-red ruby gleamed from a brooch at her breast.


An indignant pssst, and I tore my gaze from Aoife. With furious gestures, the steward was indicating I should bow. Mortified, I bent from the waist, and said in Irish, ‘A thousand apologies, my lady.’


‘Do they no longer teach manners in Ireland?’ Aoife also spoke in Irish. Her tone was light, but there was metal beneath.


Embarrassed, and praying that she had not seen my lust, I bowed again. Behind me, I heard titters. ‘Chien,’ said a voice. ‘Irish dog,’ said another. My cheeks crimson now, I replied, ‘They did, my lady, and I forgot them entirely. Forgive me, I beg you.’


Her smile reached her eyes, which were a dazzling green. ‘You are forgiven. If what I have been told is true, ’tis no wonder if courtly behaviour was not to the forefront of your mind.’


Unsure of what best to say, I made no reply.


‘You are Ferdia Ó Catháin, of Cairlinn in Leinster, given into the custody of my son as a guarantee for your father’s good behaviour.’


‘Yes, my lady.’


‘Will the promise be honoured?’


Startled, I remembered my father’s entreaty, that I should never bend the knee to the English. ‘I will not either,’ he had said, winking. Seeing my worry, he had continued, ‘Never fear. I will be careful to present a loyal face to the local garrison – in order that you should remain unharmed – but there are ways and means to fight the enemy. Well-spent silver can purchase many things. Weapons, armour, and men to use them.’ Another wink. ‘I will say no more, for fear you might let something slip.’


‘Well?’ demanded Aoife.


‘Your pardon, my lady. I was thinking of my family.’ Pleased to see her expression soften, I went on, ‘My father is a man of his word.’


‘And you?’


Surprised by her directness, my honour pricked, I stuck out my chin, and said, ‘I am also, my lady. I swore not to escape in Ireland; I repeat that pledge to you now, before God and all His saints.’


Aoife seemed satisfied. ‘I understand that in my absence you were incarcerated in a cell below us.’ She tapped the point of her slipper on the dais for emphasis.


‘Aye, my lady. I was freed not an hour since.’


‘I have been told that the knight Robert FitzAldelm mistreated you. That he beat you.’ She repeated her words in French, and as shocked gasps rose, cast a glance down the room towards Boots and Fists.


Isabelle had spoken to her mother, I decided.


‘Is it true?’ Now her green eyes bore down on me.


He did it more than once, I wanted to say, but I could feel Boots and Fists’ gaze burning a hole in the back of my tunic. Striguil was to be my home, I thought, and my only friend thus far was Isabelle. Her exalted existence would ensure that our paths rarely crossed, and despite her friendship, she was yet a child. I would meet Boots and Fists daily, however, and I had no doubt that he had friends and allies aplenty. Chances were that he already planned to make my life a misery. Condemn him in public, and I risked a knife between the ribs in the dark of the night.


I made my decision. ‘There was an altercation on the ship as we came up the river, my lady. I was rude to FitzAldelm, and when he admonished me, I raised my hand to him.’ It seemed likely that something akin to this would have been Boots and Fists’ story. That was my hope. ‘He responded as any knight would, and Lady Isabelle happened to witness it.’


Aoife’s brow furrowed, but she gave no indication of disbelieving my story. ‘And after that – when you were in the cell?’ She stared at me, and though it was impossible, I felt as if she could see under my tunic and hose to the bruises that covered my body.


‘The food was poor, my lady, but I can complain about nothing else.’ I gave her what I hoped was a winning smile.


Whether she saw through my lie, I could not tell, but her full lips curled with amusement. ‘It was wrong of FitzAldelm to imprison you so, but understandable in the circumstances perhaps.’


‘Yes, my lady,’ I lied, thinking, God grant me revenge. I will show Boots and Fists what a beating means.


‘You shall sleep in the hall henceforth, and dine here also. I may call on you from time to time. Other than with my children, I rarely have occasion to speak Irish.’


‘It would be an honour, my lady,’ I replied, delighted.


‘You shall learn French as well.’


‘Yes, my lady.’ I bowed, hoping that the worst was behind me.




CHAPTER III


The inside of the stable was warm and clammy. Sweat ran from my brow as I worked into a far corner with my shovel, searching for dung that had thus far eluded me. I found only a rat, which darted away before I could split it in two. I whistled for Patch, the head groom’s terrier, but there was no answer. I cursed the wretched dog, never there when needed, and returned my attention to the beaten earth floor. Deciding it was sufficiently clean, I took up my brush and began to sweep the result of my labours, a pile of dirty straw and manure, towards the door.


Half a year had gone by since my arrival at Striguil. Full summer had arrived, and with it, sweltering weather. After my audience with Aoife, I had been set to work with the squires who looked after the household knights. Serving no one in particular, I was made to toil for all, an unfair burden I could do little about. A good number of the squires were civil enough, and after a period during which I kept my head down and complained little, welcomed me into their company. The two with whom I had most in common were Hugo and Walter. Hugo was lean and tough, and his fair skin and freckled face could have marked him as an Irishman. Walter was his opposite, with a sallow complexion and dark hair. Slight of frame, but wiry as a hunting dog, he was friend to everyone.


Eager not to lose physical condition, nor my skill with weapons, I trained with the pair at every opportunity. In padded gambesons or in full mail – borrowed, of course – I battered at them while they did the same to me. We wrestled, and boxed, and swore at one another, as young men do. I trained with a wooden sword and shield, honing my skills against the pell, a man-high stake driven into the ground. There was time also to ride at the quintain, first with the mocking laughter of those watching in my ears, and then, as I improved, with a few encouraging shouts.


Of the rest of the squires, I can say that they did not abuse me overmuch, but there were some who went out of their way to take advantage. At breakfast that morning, one of the worst offenders, a lantern-jawed dolt by the name of Bogo who fancied himself a knight already, had ordered me to clean out the stables – a task upon that occasion which should have been his.


To argue would have given Bogo and his cronies precisely the opportunity they were looking for. I had fought back the first time they had attacked me, and even knocked two down before I was overwhelmed. After the confrontation, nursing a black eye and split lip, I had come to the sour-as-sloes realisation that staying out of trouble was the best policy. I could not fight every man in Striguil. Nor, to my chagrin, could I harm Boots and Fists. A knight, his person was inviolable to the likes of me. Henceforth, I had decided, I would avoid him like the plague, and choose my other battles. ‘Fight when you can win,’ my father had often said. ‘Otherwise walk away. Only a fool would not.’


And so, ignoring the smirks of Bogo and his friends, I had stitched my lip and gone to find the broom and shovel. I had set to, eager to finish the task quickly, for the day’s warmth made toiling inside the humid stables pure torture. My work would not end when I was done. There were two horses to be curried, saddles and bridles that needed cleaning, and after that, a set of armour to be polished. By the time I finished, the knights’ supper would be ready. Only after helping to serve that would I be free to come and go.


In these baking temperatures, that meant larking about in the shallows of the River Wye. A delightful escape from the heat, there I could also hold my own. Confident in the water thanks to a childhood by the sea, I was well capable of holding another squire’s head under for longer than was pleasant. Pushing the heaped straw outside, I thought, let Bogo come within reach and I will teach him a lesson.


A voice broke into my reverie. ‘What a stink!’


‘Lady Isabelle,’ I said, looking up with a smile. No one else addressed me in Irish. ‘I take it you do not want to help?’


She frowned. ‘That would be beneath me.’


I laughed and proffered the broom. ‘It is honest labour. Come, try it.’


‘No!’ Losing a little of her confidence, she hugged her doll and retreated a step.


‘I jest, my lady,’ I said, switching to French. It was a habit between us on the rare occasions we had to talk, a way for me to practise the language other than during the tiresome lessons I received from one of the chaplain’s clerks. ‘It would not be seemly.’


She pouted. ‘That is what Mother says when I ask to use a bow, as Gilbert does.’


‘Boys learn archery, girls do not.’ And yet an apple does not fall far from the tree, I decided. I had been in Striguil long enough to know that Aoife was strong-willed and independent-minded. Her daughter was no different.


‘It is not fair.’


Nor is it that I am a hostage here, I thought bitterly. Out loud, I said, ‘However, it is the way of the world.’ Seeing her disappointment, and recalling her frequent visits to the mews, I added, ‘You can hunt a hawk when you are older. Does that not appeal?’


A sigh. ‘The falconer says it will be years before I have the strength.’


‘Then you need to be patient, my lady.’ I wanted to add, ‘As I must.’ Like her, I would have to bide my time. Eventually, I would see Ireland again, and with God’s help, my family as well.


‘You sound like Nurse, or the chaplain. Or my mother,’ she said, scowling.


I made an apologetic gesture. ‘Adults often sound the same to children.’


‘Isabelle!’ The familiar screech rang out.


‘Can you teach me?’


I cast a wary look about, and whispered, ‘Archery?’


‘Yes.’


I imagined the countess’s reaction, or that of Boots and Fists. ‘I would like nothing better, my lady, but my life is not worth it.’


‘I thought you were my friend!’


‘I am, my lady,’ I protested, but she had stormed off.


‘Upsetting the Lady Isabelle?’ sneered a familiar voice. ‘Is that how you amuse yourself, amadán?’


‘It is not,’ I said curtly, shielding my eyes from the sun, the better to see Boots and Fists riding across the bailey, one of his cronies alongside.


Since I had been freed from the cell, an odd truce had risen between us. Both of us loathed the other, but I dared not seek revenge and he seemed content – mostly – to respect my status as a noble hostage.


As he drew near, I saw that the sides of both horses were white with lathered sweat. Despite my hatred of FitzAldelm, I felt a grudging respect. While the other knights of the mesnie took their ease in the coolness of the great hall, reciting poetry, or listening to the minstrel pluck tunes on his lute, he and his friend had been practising at the quintain. Jealousy pricked me next. For someone newly introduced to the sport, I was not bad, but he was devilish good. Pit us against each other in a tourney, and there would be one victor. Like as not, his companion, the man with the odd haircut, would do the same to me.


‘See to my horse.’ Flinging the reins in my direction, FitzAldelm slid to the ground with an easy grace.


‘And mine.’ The second knight – FitzWarin was his name – had a little more manners, handing me the reins.


The pair strode away without a backward glance.


I ought to have been grateful that FitzAldelm had not taunted me further, or struck me, as he sometimes still did when I was not quick to obey. All I felt, however, was a burning desire to beat his face to bloody ruin.


I decided to hurt FitzAldelm the only way I could: by subterfuge. It would have been easy to injure his horse, the dumb, faithful beast, but the thought turned my stomach. Besides, the finger of blame would point at me straightaway. Here I was, with it in my care. No, I decided, there had to be another way. Loosening the girths and removing the saddles, I led the horses to the water trough. Standing by as they drank greedily, I racked my brain as I had these past months for ways to strike at FitzAldelm without being caught.


My gaze fell upon one of the Welsh washerwomen across the yard. Hard-working, red-knuckled matrons with a bawdy sense of humour and sharp tongues, I saw them every day. I was no retiring virgin even then, but their lewd suggestions, offered mock-seriously, often turned my cheeks red.


They say that often we cannot see what is in front of us, and realising it, I laughed to myself. Big Mary it was that day who had the hot and unpleasant task of soaking dirty sheets and tablecloths in a solution of wood ash and caustic. Broad in the beam, none-too-blessed with intelligence, she was also one of those with a soft spot for me. Once I had finished with the horses, I sauntered over.


‘You seem warm, Mary.’ Welsh was similar enough to Irish that I could converse in it.


Looking up from her wooden vat, she gave me a lustful wink. ‘Not as warm as I would be with you astride me, young Rufus.’


I gave her my best attempt at a seductive smile.


She wiped a strand of hair from her sticky forehead and muttered, ‘Come by my cot tonight, and I will tup you ’til dawn.’ Her meaty hand reached for my groin.


I eased away, terrified, but managing to give her a wink. ‘You are a vixen and no mistake, Mary. Come, are you thirsty?’


She licked her lips. ‘Parched, I am.’


‘I will fetch you a mug of beer.’


‘God bless you, lad,’ she said, beaming.


Making for the pantry, I began to whistle.


My plan took time to bear fruit, but that did not trouble me. I had waited six months already; a short while longer was of little consequence. As a wise man once said, revenge is a dish best eaten cold. I sought out Big Mary more than once, making our encounters seem as if by chance. Resisting her physical advances with a combination of flattery and swift feet, I won her confidence; the chicken and raisin pastries stolen from the kitchen increased her goodwill.


When I explained sadly that my sheets were infested with bedbugs – more so than any of the other squires – she almost fell over her bunioned feet in an attempt to help. It was a brazen lie, but she had no idea. A daily soaking in caustic would do it, Big Mary told me, and with the hot weather, drying my sheet each day would be simple. I filled her ears with praise, and planted an occasional peck on her reddened cheeks, managing to escape with only my arse pinched.


She had no idea that my real intent while in her company was access to the knights’ clothing, and more specifically, to FitzAldelm’s. She had no inkling either that for several evenings, I had wandered through the fields where the countess’s cattle grazed. Seeking out the trees under which the beasts sheltered in the heat of the day, I searched the trunks for evidence of scratching. I even managed to wrestle a small, affected calf to the ground while its mother was drinking from the river, and collect what I needed. Anyone who has worked with oxen recognises the leprosy-like condition that can affect many young stock, covering their faces in thick, crusty scales. Leprosy it is not, thank God. People who work with such beasts do not succumb to that hideous disease, but they can develop red, itchy patches on their hands and arms. Therein lay my plan.


While Big Mary sweated over her trough of washing, I slyly filled FitzAldelm’s fresh-laundered, dry clothing with the skin scrapings and scabs I had found. Then, patient as a wolf watching an injured deer, I waited. There was no longer any need to seek out Big Mary. To keep her sweet, I explained that my ever-rarer visits were due to sheer exhaustion from my labours. Luckily for me, the household knights had been training hard – rumour had it that an important visitor would soon arrive – and the squires were busier than ever, caring for their masters’ horses, polishing armour and honing nicks from sword blades.


I look back at that time, and smile at my callowness. Obsessed with FitzAldelm, thinking of little beyond Striguil’s walls, I had no notion that my life was about to change forever. I was to meet a prince. A mighty warrior. A man who would rule not just England, but Normandy and Brittany, Anjou and Aquitaine. Who would lead an army to the Holy Land, almost to the gates of holy Jerusalem itself.


Richard Coeur de Lion.


The news broke a sennight after I had tampered with FitzAldelm’s garments. Brought by a messenger first to Aoife in the great hall, it spread through the castle like a fire in a hay barn. Richard, second son of King Henry, had landed on the south coast of England, and at some point in the coming month, would visit Striguil. From that point on, nobody could talk about anything else. I had had little reason to know anything about Richard before then. Intrigued by the prospect of a royal visitor so close in age to my own, I learned fast.


Installed as Duke of Aquitaine by his father at fourteen, he had been campaigning there since the age of seventeen, five years prior. Despite his tender age, one of the knights recounted, he had spent his first summer attacking and taking the strongly built castle of Castillon-sur-Agen.


His success had not prevented trouble the following spring, that of the year of our Lord, 1175. Rebellious by nature, resentful of their new overlord, the nobles of Aquitaine had formed an alliance against Richard. Undeterred, he recruited large numbers of Brabançon mercenaries, and set about bringing the rebels to heel. For much of the following three years, he waged war throughout Aquitaine. There had been a few setbacks, most notably at Pons, but the strongholds of St Maigrin, Limoges, Châteauneuf, Moulineuf, Angoulême, Dax, Bayonne and St Pierre had all fallen to the warlike duke.


The unfamiliar, musical French names stirred my imagination, and the depth and breadth of his campaign mightily impressed me. Ignorant then of the mud and gore, the shit and piss, and the stink of rotting flesh that go hand in hand with a siege, I imagined myself in the duke’s army, winning fame and renown. Each time my dreams ran away with me, my conscience would intervene. Richard is an enemy, it would carp, like everyone in this cursed land. Stung, I would admonish myself and remember my father as my lord, the man to whom I owed my loyalty. Foreign wars meant nothing. Only the struggle in Ireland counted. If the opportunity presented itself, I decided, I would learn how a castle could be taken. That would prove useful upon my return.


Despite my best efforts, I enjoyed the tales of Richard’s exploits. It seemed that no stronghold could withstand him. Battle-hungry, he was often to be found in the thick of the fighting. According to Gilbert de Lysle, the messenger who had brought word of his impending visit, his crowning glory had come about a month before. Thanks to his knowledge and the fact that he would soon depart, de Lysle was in much demand. Everyone from the chaplain and his clerks to the knights, squires and pages wanted to hear him speak. It was no surprise then that de Lysle, a pleasant, balding type with little between his ears, had scarcely been sober since delivering his message to the countess.


I heard the tale of Taillebourg on the second evening after the dramatic news about Richard had flashed around Striguil. Persuaded after a late supper to share more of what he knew, de Lysle settled down amidst the cushions filling a window seat in the great hall. An eager-faced audience formed around him, knights, officials and even the steward himself. Squires and pages hung around on the fringes. Servants lingered at their jobs, their ears pricked. Keen not to miss a word, I had armed myself with a jug of wine and worked my way to stand by his right elbow. I saw the angry glances that Bogo and his cronies threw me, and cared not. Once de Lysle had realised I was there, he held out his arm every time the level in his cup dropped below the halfway point.


‘Tell us of Taillebourg,’ urged FitzAldelm to a chorus of approval.


De Lysle made no answer. His cheeks were flushed. There were wine stains on his doublet too, but he was alive to the fact that every person in the room was waiting for him to speak. He drank deep, and nodded his thanks as I darted in with the jug.


‘Ah, Taillebourg,’ he said.


‘Were you there?’ asked FitzWarin.


‘I was,’ said de Lysle.


Excited mutters.


‘An impregnable fortress it is, standing on a huge outcrop over the River Charente, with sheer rock faces on three sides. The last side is more strongly fortified than any castle I have seen.’


‘I have seen Taillebourg,’ announced FitzAldelm self-importantly. He paused to scratch at his neck, raising my hopes that the scabs had done their work, and continued, ‘An army could dash itself to pieces off the walls, and only a bird could reach the tops of the cliffs upon which it sits.’ Catching de Lysle’s glare, he fell silent.


‘As I was saying,’ de Lysle went on grandly, ‘I was at the siege. Taillebourg belonged to Geoffrey de Rancon, an ally of the count of Angoulême, a noble who had already submitted to Richard’s rule. Strong-minded as all those from Aquitaine, Geoffrey refused to bend the knee. He must have been confident, for his castle of Pons had recently withstood Richard’s four-month siege; Taillebourg was a more forbidding prospect. So formidable are its defences that it had never been attacked.’ Draining his cup again, he held it out for a refill.


I was quick to oblige.


‘Richard likes to grasp the nettle, though. God’s bones, but he is a leader! Leaving Pons, we took a number of small castles before marching on to Taillebourg. Hearing of our advance, the inhabitants of the surrounding countryside fled to the castle. They watched in dismay from the battlements as we burned their farms, cut down their vines and emptied their barns.’ A loud slurp, and a satisfied chuckle. ‘How they must have hated us, in our camp that lay close to their walls, and the only gate into Taillebourg. They had no idea of Richard’s purpose, of his orders to make merry, to sing and to carry on. Our sole intention was to annoy the garrison. Offering a carefree appearance, we were in fact ready for battle, and when the enraged defenders burst in force from the sally gate, they got a rude surprise. We drove them back—’


FitzAldelm, who had looked annoyed since de Lysle’s rebuke, curled his lip. Again he scratched at the base of his neck. ‘We? Did you take part in the fighting?’


His cronies chuckled.


‘A figure of speech, good sir. I am no warrior, but a humble servant of Duke Richard’s,’ said de Lysle, unperturbed. Even as FitzAldelm issued a retort, he added, ‘Did you fight at Taillebourg?’


Short of brains though he was, de Lysle knew like everyone present that FitzAldelm had been at Striguil. I swear the laughter that followed lifted to the roof. Unable to conceal my mirth, and increasingly sure that my handiwork with his underclothes had borne fruit, I buried my face in the shoulder of my tunic. My attempt was in vain; I caught FitzAldelm staring daggers at me a moment later.


As the clamour died away, de Lysle resumed his story. Black-browed, furious, nonetheless FitzAldelm did not interrupt again.


We listened, rapt, to the rest of the tale. How Richard’s soldiers had driven back the defenders with such fierceness that they had taken the gate. Although many of the enemy managed to regain the citadel, the majority of their supplies had fallen into Richard’s hands. Demoralised, the garrison surrendered. The shock of Taillebourg’s fall was huge. Geoffrey de Rancon surrendered Pons without further resistance.


‘After years of unrest, peace was restored to Aquitaine in the space of a few months,’ said de Lysle grandly. He raised his cup high, uncaring of the wine that slopped down his arm, and cried, ‘Thanks to Richard, Coeur de Lion!’


Ah, the fickleness of youth. Carried away by the tale, forgetting my enmity with the English crown, I confess that I roared as loudly as the rest.




CHAPTER IV


I have no idea what hour it was when my bladder woke me. A faint tinge of light was visible around the shuttered windows, but darkness yet reigned in the great hall. The air was close, fuggy, laden with the smells of wine and farts. Snores echoed. Straw rustled as men turned in their sleep. Caught deep in a dream, a dog whimpered and twitched. Lying on my tick, close to the draughty doorway that led to the bailey, I considered my options. I could last until dawn before venturing to the garderobe in the yard, but the increasing twinges from my lower belly meant finding sleep would prove difficult. Louts like Bogo thought nothing of pissing in a quiet corner, but since arriving at Striguil I had thus far refrained. Better to go outside, I decided with a sigh.


Leaning up on an elbow, I was reaching for my boots when a sound halted me. My eyes roved the room, seeking the source of the noise, which had seemed furtive. No sleeper’s incoherent mumble, no whistling snore, nor had it been the deliberate, ponderous clambering to one’s feet of the still drunk. The sound came again, and this time I spied its maker – a darker shadow than the surroundings – creeping towards me. I lay back down, terrified that my pounding heart would give me away. Scarce daring to breathe, I waited until I heard the footsteps go outside. Then, lacing my boots, I padded across the floor, avoiding my fellow squires and the boards that creaked.


At the door I listened, worried there might still be someone the other side of the threshold. Hearing nothing, I risked a glance into the quiet-as-a-graveyard bailey. It was brighter there than inside the hall, but dawn was a good distance away. Not a soul was stirring. Perched atop a barrel by the kitchen door, one of the resident cats regarded me with suspicion. I paid it no heed. Disappointed to have lost my quarry so easily, I had decided to empty my bladder when a flicker of movement by the stables caught my eye.


I turned my head, glimpsing a man’s back as he vanished inside. He was clad in a dark tunic, but beyond that, I could not say. More curious than suspicious, I padded down the stairs to the nearby garderobe. My call of nature answered, anxious to regain the comfort of my pallet before the day and its attendant toil began, I had all but forgotten the man I had shadowed. That was, until I heard footsteps outside.


Frozen to the spot, sure I was about to be found out, I felt an intense relief as the man came not into the garderobe but made for the stairs and the great hall. Disappointment savaged me a heartbeat later, for I had not a clue to the identity of the stable-visiting figure. An ear to the timbers, I tried to discern how far up the staircase he was. The task was impossible. I could barely hear a thing. To have any chance of recognising the man, I would have to go outside and risk being seen. Curiosity triumphed over fear; I stuck my head round the garderobe door.


Although the man was two-thirds the way up, I would have known FitzAldelm at three times the distance. No one in Striguil had a block-head quite like him. Suspicion flared bright in my mind now. Pallet and sleep discarded in favour of a search of the stable, I exited the garderobe. In my haste, I caught the door with the point of my shoulder. It opened wide, and only a deaf man could have missed the screech of the rusty hinges.


Praying that FitzAldelm, who had entered the great hall, had somehow not heard, I hurtled across the yard and into the hay barn. I clambered to the top of the largest stack, where I lay, panting and terrified. As I waited, the cock began to crow. I heard nothing outside, however, and began to hope that I had escaped.


Then, movement without. Footsteps. Fear gripped me. It was FitzAldelm – it had to be. I dared not look over the edge of the hay. If he entered the barn, he would spy me in an instant.


It is uncanny how a man can tell when someone’s eyes are on him. Listening still for FitzAldelm, I turned my head. Not six paces from me, also at the top of the stack, lay one of the parentless Welsh urchins who lived in and around the castle. Most people had no time for them, but I had never lashed out or thrown taunts the way I had seen Bogo and his sneering cronies do.


Beady-eyed, black as a Moor with dirt, the urchin had sticks for arms and legs, and was about eight or nine years old. No doubt he had been watching since I had come running into the barn. His mouth opened.


Boots scraped off the earthen floor.


Sure it was FitzAldelm, fearful the boy would give me away, I placed a finger to my lips, praying the urgency in my gaze was clear.


The urchin saw something, for he stayed mute.


The footsteps below paced to and fro. FitzAldelm’s voice muttered, ‘Where is the cursed ladder?’


The mongrel is going to check up here, I thought. A cold sweat broke out on my forehead. Discovery would see FitzAldelm assume I was the one who had caused the door hinges to screech. That would make him think I had seen whatever he had done in the stable. I steeled myself for a struggle I would lose, for FitzAldelm was never without his dagger, while I was unarmed.


A rustle. I looked, and my heart gave a great leap of fright. Even if I had wanted to, I could not have stopped what happened next. Sliding his bony arse over the hay, the urchin perched on the edge for a heartbeat, and dropped to the floor below.


Sure that I was undone, that he planned to betray me in the hope of a reward, I threw up a plea to God and all His saints. Remembering then my never-answered prayers when the grey foreigners had attacked our lands, I felt my hopes fade. I closed my eyes and waited for the boy to do his worst. When FitzAldelm realised I was atop the haystack, he would summon me down for a brutal retribution.


‘Hiding up there, were you?’ FitzAldelm’s voice, his Welsh accent as bad as his Irish.


‘No, sir.’


A slap. A cry.


‘Were you spying on me?’


‘No, sir!’


Another blow. A cry, soon muffled.


‘Do not lie to me, boy. What did you see?’


‘Nothing, sir. I saw nothing!’ cried the urchin, his voice cracking.


‘You had best not have. Mention this even to a soul, and I will see you at the bottom of the Wye.’


A short silence, then the sound of quiet sobbing, and footsteps leaving the barn.


Delighted with my luck, I wormed my way to the edge of the hay an inch at a time. Of FitzAldelm there was no sign. Below me, I made out the shape of the urchin, hunched against the base of the stack. Quietly, keeping an eye on the door, I eased down beside him. ‘He’s gone,’ I said in Welsh.


There was no reply.


‘You did not tell him I was here. I am grateful.’


Again, no response.


‘A silver penny is yours by way of thanks,’ I said.


A pair of beady eyes, full of tears, came up to meet mine. Two.


Staring at his outstretched grubby paw, I chuckled. ‘My purse is in the great hall.’ I pictured the baker, who would soon be taking bread from the ovens, and asked, ‘Are you hungry?’


The urchin nodded.


Half-starved you are, I thought. ‘How does a fresh loaf sound?’


The first hint of a smile. ‘I like honey.’


‘I will get you that as well,’ I promised. ‘But not a word to FitzAldelm, eh?’


‘He is a bad man,’ said the urchin, scowling.


‘So he is,’ I agreed, content that the boy would keep silent. Promising to return with the pennies and the bread, I made my way to the barn’s entrance. To my relief, there was no sign of FitzAldelm, just a couple of yawning men-at-arms on their way to the garderobe. The sky over the eastern wall was rosy-pink. Dawn had arrived; before long the bailey would come alive. Bakers and washerwomen, servants and stable boys would all appear. If there was ever a moment for me to see what FitzAldelm had been up to, it was now.


Luck was on my side, for the door he had entered still lay a little ajar. I crept inside. My nostrils filled with rich smells: horses, leather, grease. Perhaps two dozen saddles rested on wall-mounted wooden supports. Innumerable bridles and bits hung from hooks; neatly folded caparisons and saddle blankets were piled beneath. A work shelf lined the wall, covered in tools. There were knives of every type: short-, long-, curve-, half-moon-bladed. Pincers. Tongs. Awls. Pliers.


Everything appeared as it always did.


I cast about, swearing under my breath, aware that I had little chance of discovering FitzAldelm’s work. Mayhap he had done nothing at all, I thought, but discounted the notion with my next breath. He was fond of his sleep; he would not have come in here without purpose.


In the dim light, I sought for his saddle, but soon after, wary of the increasing sounds of activity from the bailey, I had to abandon the stable altogether. Downhearted, for I had risked much and learned nothing, I went to fetch the urchin’s silver pennies.
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