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Part One




 


I, Brother Anthony of Newstead, take up this quill, this parchment and ink-pot at the behest of my brother in Christ, Alan Dale, in the winter of the Year of Our Lord twelve hundred and forty-five, meaning to set down the tale of his deeds and those of his companions long ago in the time of King John. The words are entirely Brother Alan’s, who for ten years has been the senior monk of our scriptorium here at Newstead Priory and a venerable ornament to our godly fellowship, and I only attempt to transcribe them as faithfully as I can. His fingers can no longer securely grip a goose quill, and his health grows ever more feeble, which is natural at his great age – he is now three-score years and ten, he tells me proudly – and lately his eyes have grown foggy after years of labouring over our precious books and scrolls.


Brother Alan keeps to his cell most days, particularly when the ground is frozen to iron, and he is mostly abed save for a few hours each day, when I lead him out into the garden to allow him to smell the wind and feel the pale sun on his withered cheeks. It was Brother Alan who taught me to make my letters when I first came to Newstead as a novice nine years ago and it is no great hardship for me to take down his testament for posterity, indeed I see it as a debt that I owe him. We work at night, mostly, when my duties in the abbey are done, with Brother Alan speaking slowly from in his cot, swathed in blankets – for he feels the cold in his limbs and his many old wounds ache in this harsh weather – and myself faithfully copying down his words. We manage a few sheets every night before he falls asleep and I pray that his strength will hold out until his tale is done.


This is not entirely for unselfish reasons on my part. Brother Alan’s words are a window on a time before I was born and, although many of the events he relates are shocking to me, I must confess that I feel a most unchristian thrill at these stirring tales of battle and bloodshed, of brave men and bold deeds. It is, indeed, an honour to have even such a small part in their transmission from his memory to this page.


Brother Alan is very near to death now, I fear. He has been sickening these past three years and yet some force, some strange and powerful energy, keeps the flame of life alight in his body long beyond the time when in another man it would have been extinguished. Prior William, our lord and master, says Brother Alan’s longevity is a miracle and has graciously given his blessing to this undertaking, this recording of his long life. I believe he too enjoys the tales as he insists on reading my manuscripts almost as soon as the ink is dry.


Like the Prior, I too long to hear more of these adventures that Brother Alan relates, particularly the tales of his lord, his friend, his brother-in-arms, the Earl of Locksley. For this story is about him as much as Brother Alan – about the former woodland outlaw who used the law to give justice to an unjust land; the rebel who brought a King of England to a table at Runnymede and made him submit to the will of the people, the fighting man who fought for peace, the nobleman that the common folk loved – and feared – in equal parts. The man they called Robin Hood.




Chapter One


The coast of Flanders was a black line across the horizon, the dividing barrier between deep-blue sea and paler sky. I sat in the prow of the snake boat, my sun-scorched face lightly kissed from time to time by cool dashes of spray, and fiddled with a loose silver wire on the handle of my long-sword Fidelity. We had been nearly two days in that damn boat; two days of the sun beating down mercilessly on our heads, the plank boards digging into our buttocks hour after hour, the crack of canvas sails above, the wild cry of wind in the rigging, the rush of live water against the wooden sides. Two days of eating stale bread and leathery salt pork; two days of drinking fishy-smelling ale, pissing, shitting – and vomiting, in rough swell – over the side. But God had been good to us; there had been no great storms to drench us, nor vast waves to dash the ship to pieces and drag our iron-clad bodies down into the deep.


And neither were we alone. On either side of the vessel as far as the eye could see were hundreds of ships like ours: long, low, lean, single-masted vessels crammed with fighting men, weapons, shields, food and stores, as well as bigger craft – galleys and busses, cogs and even a river sailing barge or two making the perilous crossing to the low lands across the German Sea from England. There were nearly five hundred vessels in all, I had been told, and some seven hundred knights, as well as many hundreds more men-at-arms, archers, crossbowmen, servants and squires – even a few women, hardy young trulls and big matrons with forearms like farriers, who followed a host wherever it went and provided the services that fighting men always require: cooked food, clean clothes and a willing body to warm the blankets.


We were a sea-borne army. An armada. And we were going into battle.


I was in fear. I must admit it: indeed, I was terrified. This was not my first time going into the storm of battle, nor yet my twentieth, but the fear had come down on me that bright morning like a vile fog, like an invisible plague drawn inside me with my breath that was now eating away at my guts, gnawing away the strength of my bones. I was convinced that I would be butchered in the coming conflict. I could clearly see the sword cut that would smash through my guard, cut through helm and arming cap and crush my skull; I could feel the prick of the spear as it thrust into my chest, bursting apart ribs, crushing my organs. I could taste the searing pain, the gush of blood, the weakness and wrongness of it all, and the cold, slow, slide into black.


I shook my head, trying to banish these visions of bloody disaster. I was a brave man, I told myself: be brave. But I had never had it as bad as this, never, not in all my long years of soldiering. I had fought many times, I’d won and lost, I’d been wounded and captured, I’d been tortured and condemned to certain death: but I had never felt as plain, ordinary, brown-your-braies frightened as I did that bright May morning off the coast of Flanders as we approached the estuary of the Zwin river and the port of Damme in the year of Our Lord twelve hundred and thirteen.


It must be my age, I thought. For I was no callow lad, I was a seasoned man-at-arms of eight and thirty summers, wise in war and versed in the ways of men – a knight, indeed, with a manor to my name, a dozen fine scars and the beginnings of a belly – not some green sprig going into his first skirmish. I had called upon St Michael, my personal protecting angel, in half a hundred fights, and he had almost always warded me with his long white wings. But where was he this sunny morning? Where was my holy guardian that day as the wind swept us remorselessly across the flat blue sea towards our enemies, the mighty legions of Philip Augustus, the King of France? My spine ached, my belly felt cold and sickly, my left hand trembled, and I had to make a fist to mask the shameful physical manifestation of my cowardice.


I looked to my left at the nearest snake boat, some thirty yards northwards, and took a little comfort in the sight of a huge red-faced man with fat blond plaits on either cheek standing by the mast, one massive arm curled around it. He looked invincible. He wore a knee-length mail hauberk that seemed a little too tight across his vast chest, leather boots and gauntlets reinforced with strips of iron, a long dagger hung horizontally at his waist and a gleaming double-headed axe rested on one brawny shoulder. He saw me looking and cupped a hand to his mouth.


‘We’ll soon be amongst them, Alan, don’t you worry,’ shouted Little John, his words reaching me easily from the neighbouring ship over the howl of wind and sea. ‘It’s going to be a rare brawl,’ he bellowed. ‘Nice and bloody, you mark my words!’


I wrenched up a suitably carefree grin, as befits a man of war, and waved cheerily at him – but my guts were churning and I had to look away from his honest red face. How did John do it, in battle after battle, how did he find such joy in death? He had taken appalling wounds in his time; he had felt the Devil’s stinking breath on the back of his neck. How could he still see this bloody business as a jolly game?


In that brief moment, I hated my old and trusted friend. I wanted to see him humbled; laid as low as I by fear and weakness. Immediately, I chided myself for that ignoble thought. John was John, and in the mêlée I knew he would take a sword blow meant for me – just as I would for him. If only I could master my fear. I glanced behind me and my eye alighted on a youth who was going into his first battle. It must be ten times worse for him, I thought, as he knew not what to expect. But, if he was as afeared as me, he was doing a far better job than I was in concealing it.


He was a handsome lad of eighteen or so, with light-brown hair and a long, lean face. He was dressed in an expensive hauberk of the finest mail and a domed helmet with golden crosses incised into the steel. His weapons, too, long-sword and dagger, were of the finest quality. And his shield bore the fierce depiction of a snarling wolf in gold on an azure field. But it was his face that made me pause every time I looked into it. But for his eyes, which were a rich dark blue, he was the spitting image of his father Robert Odo, Earl of Locksley, the man who was my own lord and master and who had persuaded me to undertake this very voyage into battle.


Miles Odo looked entirely unconcerned about facing mortal combat for the first time. True, he had been trained by some of the best swordsmen and masters-at-arms in Europe, former Knights Templar for the most part, since he was old enough to lift a sword tip off the ground. But, as far as I knew, he had never faced an opponent who was genuinely seeking to kill or maim him; nor had he ever faced a storm of arrows and crossbow bolts that plucked away the lives of the comrades all around you at the whim of Chance. A half-smile adorned his smooth young face, his brow was unwrinkled, though a dimple crinkled his cheek when he saw me watching him; he looked like a carefree young blade on a pleasure cruise – in pursuit of wine and women, not pain and slaughter – and by that placid cast of face I knew that he was as petrified as I was, or perhaps even more so. For he wore exactly the same expression his father had always donned when things were at their worst.


Robin’s nonchalant words to me at the quayside at Dover, before we parted and he made his way to his own ship, echoed in my ears: ‘Keep an eye on Miles, will you, Alan. Marie-Anne would be most upset if anything were to go amiss…’


It might have sounded as if Robin was unconcerned about the safety of his second son. But I knew him better than that. He had been commending Miles into my care, asking without asking that I watch over him like a mother hen in the coming storm of steel. And I would, fear or no fear. For the debts of honour I owed to Robin, and the love I bore for him, were bigger than all the terrors of the world. We had fought together on more than a dozen battlefields from the Holy Land to the fields outside his home castle of Kirkton in Yorkshire. He had saved my hide so many times I could not count them. I would look out for his younger son as if he were my own.


Miles’s elder brother Hugh, who was Robin’s heir to the Locksley lands, was in the lead ship, a proud high-ended cog, with his father and William Longsword, the Earl of Salisbury, the leader of this seaborne expedition.


Hugh was a very different man to Miles. Where Miles was tall, fair and willowy, Hugh was shorter, dark and strongly built. While Miles was whimsical, dreamy and prone to laziness, though a dazzling fighter with sword or dagger; Hugh was studious and level-headed, a talented horseman and a dogged if unimaginative swordsman. Although they were separated in age by four years, they were very close, devoted to each other, and to insult or injure one was to bring down the wrath of the other.


I swung my legs over the bench so that I was facing back down the ship and face to face with Miles.


‘Here, lad,’ I said proffering the hilt of Fidelity. ‘See if your young fingers can fix this loose bit of silver wire. Can you tuck it under there, under that loop…’


Miles bent his head over the weapon for a few moments, his nimble fingers tucking and tugging. The ship’s captain altered course slightly, the sail cracked like a breaking branch, a rogue wave slapped the ship’s side and a salty packet of water leapt up and dashed itself against the shield on my back and over my neck, sending freezing trickles down my back under my iron mail. I tried not to shiver.


‘It is a truly wonderful sword, Sir Alan,’ said the lad, handing it back to me, the loose end of wire neatly out of sight. He was right: a blue sapphire set into a ring of silver made the pommel, the long silver wire-wrapped grip allowed it to be wielded with one hand or two, the cross-guard was thick squared steel ending in two sharp points, which I used as a weapon almost as much as the yard-long shining steel blade.


‘It’s certainly an old one,’ I said. ‘I killed an evil man for it before you were born. But it has served me well over the years. Very well.’


There was a silence between us, as we both admired the play of light on the naked steel. Then the young man cleared his throat a little unnaturally.


‘Sir Alan,’ he said, ‘is it true what Father says about you, that you have killed many, many men?’


I squinted at him in the bright sunlight, shrugged and said nothing.


He had the grace to colour at this gaucherie.


‘I mean no disrespect, Sir Alan,’ he said. ‘Nor do I mean to pry into your affairs. I merely wanted to ask … I just wondered what it feels like, you know, to kill a man. To take everything he has – and will ever have.’


I thought for a moment. Facing battle, he deserved to hear the truth.


‘It is hard,’ I said truthfully. ‘It is very hard the first time.’ My mind went back to a woodland glade in England more than two dozen years earlier, and a dead knight on the ground by my feet, a boy not much older than I was then, with his neck broken by my blade. ‘It feels wrong,’ I said. ‘Like the worst sin imaginable. But it does get easier each time you do it. Much easier. Then it becomes no more than something that you have to do, a task, a labour, something that must be accomplished.’


He looked me straight in the eyes, his deep-blue eyes in his father’s face.


I said: ‘There will be killing aplenty today, lad, and we will do our part. But I want to ask a favour of you, a boon, if you will. When we go in, I want you as my shield-man. Will you do that for me? Sir Thomas Blood will be on my right, as usual,’ I nodded over to the far side of the boat where a short, dark-eyed warrior in full mail was putting a final edge on his sword with a whetstone. ‘But I want you on my left. In the thick of battle, I want to know I’ve got a good man on my shield-side. Will you do that for me? Stick by me; guard my flank?’


Miles nodded and gave me a beautiful, beaming smile. ‘I am deeply honoured, Sir Alan. You can rely on me. To the death!’


I nodded and swung my legs back over the bench to face forward again. I wondered how soon he would realise that the ‘favour’ I had asked of him – that he stay close by me on my left-hand side – was in fact no more than a ruse to ensure that he was under the protection of my shield in the coming fight.


And I wondered what he would say when he did find out.


No matter. There was grim work ahead and no time for niceties. And I would not be able to look Robin in the eye – or Marie-Anne – if their son was killed under my protection. I’d see him safely through this blood-bath or die trying.


The land had jumped a little closer and I stood up from the bench and looked out under a hand. There were sandbars visible, patches of lighter blue amid the turquoise, and I felt the snake boat shift direction slightly as the captain, a dour man called Harold, guided our vessels between two of the larger ones. But I could also make out the spindly masts of ships ahead by the smear of coast. Many, many ships spread right across the wide mouth of the estuary, with more concentrated at the centre where the river debouched brown from the muddy flatlands. As we came closer, I could make out the masts and rigging of hundreds, no, maybe more than a thousand ships, seemingly stacked against each other. In the late afternoon sun they looked like a great tangled forest in winter, the trunks and limbs bare of their leaves. My God, I thought, this is the whole enemy invasion fleet. Right here. All of it. King Philip’s whole force is spread out before us, riding at anchor, or drawn up and beached on the sandy shore as carelessly as if they were in the port of Harfleur.


Our lead ship, a big cog with a high castle-like fighting platform at each end, and which flew the lions of England from the mast, was signalling to the fleet. I though I could make out Robin on the deck of the vessel with his back to me, conversing with a knight in glittering mail. Robin’s long green cloak fluttered behind him in the north-westerly breeze. He was pointing upwards to where coloured pennants, tiny at a distance, were being hauled up the mast. A hundred yards behind the lead ship, I followed the line of his pointing finger, and could easily make out the message the flags revealed. We knew our orders, we’d been thoroughly drilled in the flag codes and, as they fluttered cheerfully in the salt-tanged air, their daunting instructions were startlingly clear.


I turned back to the body of the snake boat and addressed the score of men-at-arms sitting eagerly on the benches – men in mail and leather, bowmen, spearmen, swordsmen, helmeted and helmless – and said: ‘It seems, lads, that we are not going to waste any time. No scouting, no hesitation, no parley. We go straight into the attack this afternoon. We are going in to take, burn or sink any French ships that we can. Lace up, men, and draw steel. Battle is upon us. May God Almighty go with us!’


I fumbled for my gauntlets, which were tucked into my belt, and in doing so I looked down at my naked left hand. The shaking had completely stopped.


My hand was as steady as a stone.




Chapter Two


As I pulled on my stiff gauntlets, reinforced with fat strips of iron sewn into pouches in the thick leather, and flexed my fingers vigorously to try to loosen them, I remembered the last time I had worn them, not much more than a month ago, and wished I had taken the time to dry and oil them properly before they’d been put away.


I had trotted up to the gates of my estate of Westbury in the dusk of a Sunday in mid-April, having ridden hard from Portsmouth the morning before. I was greeted at the wide-flung gates of the manor compound by Baldwin my steward and, to my delight, by Robert my son, a tall, shy, and strikingly handsome boy of eleven. I had pulled off the heavy war-gloves, tossed them to Baldwin with a warm smile as he gathered the reins of my horse, and scooped the surprised boy up in a vast bear hug.


After a long absence, I was home.


The subsequent evening had been one of merriment. Robert, once he had overcome his diffidence, had been keen to tell me everything that had happened to him since I had left for the south of France some years before and to show me his new treasures: a hunting dog called Vixen, an over-excited lurcher puppy in truth, woefully lacking in discipline; a new hunting knife that one of the few Westbury men-at-arms had made for him; a rock that glittered like gold; a phoenix’s feather, or so he claimed; and a genuine unicorn’s horn, which on closer inspection I recognised as once belonging to a mountain goat – despite Robert’s fanciful insistence that he had seen the legendary beast with his own eyes and hunted it to death with Vixen.


I partook of a delightful supper with my son and heir, served by Alice, Baldwin’s younger sister, a plain, competent unmarried woman of thirty or so years who ran the manor household with her brother with a silent competence and grace. We ate a thin venison stew and bean pottage and a sallet of wild leaves – a rather meagre feast for a returning lord, I remember thinking – and for an hour or so afterwards he and I had made not-very-tuneful but perfectly joyful music together – he on the shawm, a flute-like instrument that he had learnt to play, after a fashion, in my absence, and I on my old vielle. Then Baldwin, on the pretence of bringing me a cup of hot, spiced wine, interrupted our play and tugged me away. He insisted on speaking to me about the manor accounts. It was late for such a task and I had only been home for a few hours, so I was more than a little puzzled by his insistence. I could tell that something was amiss and so I packed Robert off to bed and he went, reluctantly, after extracting a promise from me to go riding with him in the morn.


As Baldwin and I burned a cheap tallow candle and pored over the rolls, the gauntlets lay on a window sill in the hall where my steward had left them and that, I recall clearly, was the last I saw of them before packing for the voyage across the sea.


For the news that Baldwin had for me drove everything else from my head.


I had been away from Westbury, from England, for some years, involved in that bloody carbuncle on the honour of Christendom, the hounding to death of the Cathars of Toulouse and the pillaging and destruction of their lands, but even in the far south of France I had been dimly aware of events in England during this period.


Baldwin filled in the close details: King John’s sheriffs had been rapacious in their quest for silver for their royal master, and none less so than Philip Marc, the current High Sheriff of Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire and the Royal Forests, who had dominion over a huge swathe of central England. Marc was a mercenary, a low-born Frenchman from Touraine who had risen in King John’s service over the past ten years through his utter loyalty to the King and his savagery in dealing with the King’s enemies. And among that number were included those landowners who the King claimed owed him money. I knew Marc slightly from my days in Normandy, and liked him even less. The number of the King’s ‘enemies’ had, I gathered, risen greatly in the years I had been away. After the loss of Normandy some nine years before, John had made increasing demands on any man of even moderate wealth. Tax after tax, relief after relief, as these demands for silver were known. And these extortions – there is no better word for it – were backed up by the full force of the local officers of the law. Indeed, no fewer than six times had the King declared ‘scutage’, an arbitrary levy on men of knightly rank and above, in the time that I had been away, and not a week before my return a full conroi of the sheriff of Nottinghamshire’s mounted men had come to Westbury in mail and helm, swords drawn, and had demanded a payment of fifty marks from Baldwin.


Fifty marks! In a good year, the revenues of Westbury in total might have amounted to fifteen. Under good King Richard – and he was no sluggard at milking the country for money for his wars – I had paid two or at most three marks each year. Fifty marks was a veritable fortune.


My poor steward, with only a handful of men-at-arms to protect the manor, was outnumbered and overawed. When the knight in command, some fat-faced deputy sheriff, backed by a dark-skinned mountain of a sergeant – a demon, if Baldwin was to be believed – had threatened to burn the place to the ground if some payment in silver were not made immediately, Baldwin had believed it was his duty to protect the manor as best he could and had surrendered all the coin that Westbury possessed to the King’s enforcers: a matter of twenty-six marks, more than three hundred silver pennies, a couple of small barrels full. The sheriff’s men had taken the silver and ridden away – but they swore that they would be back for the balance in due course.


‘I am so sorry, Sir Alan,’ he said. ‘But I did not know what to do. With you away … It was not their first visit, nor yet their second or third. And each time they take something and their demands increase. I did not know what else to do, sir.’


I soothed him with the best words I could find, but my head was reeling. I had sent that silver to Westbury, as and when I could, and I had received occasional reports from the manor about Robert’s progress and a tally of the rents and so forth. But nothing for many months. I had believed that all was well, that I might return to Westbury to find the place moderately well stocked with produce and with a goodly store of cash to tide us over lean times. I’d been wrong.


Baldwin showed me on the big parchment rolls that in the past year the sheriff’s taxmen had requisitioned from me six milk cows; a dozen black pigs; a pair of oxen; two riding horses; eighteen bushels of wheat; twelve bushels of barley; three of rye; five big round yellow cheeses, and, of course, twenty-six marks of sterling silver. As the rolls proclaimed, Westbury was near destitute. Almost its entire portable wealth was now in the sheriff’s hands – and still, Baldwin told me, he was demanding more.


I had heard, even down in the war-torn County of Toulouse, that the King was squeezing the country like a ripe plum in his greedy fist, and I had even expected that, as a knight, I might have to pay a small amount to the crown for my lands. But I had not foreseen this pillaging of my goods and chattels.


Baldwin tried to give me comfort. ‘Sir, you are not alone. Most of the knights in the north – even the great barons – have suffered in the same way. I dare say all over the country there are good men doing as we are and looking with dismay at their rolls and wondering how they shall maintain their dignity over the coming year.’


It was not much comfort, to be honest. Westbury was penniless, I was near enough a beggar for all my title and lands, and the sheriff wanted more.


Baldwin looked as if he would weep at any moment, so I hid my growing anger.


‘Calm yourself, Baldwin,’ I said. ‘If the sheriff’s men return we will defy them. Tomorrow or the next day, Sir Thomas Blood will be arriving with two dozen good fighting men and the carts and baggage. Once they are installed at Westbury, we will shut the gates in their faces and dare them to attack. My men have fought halfway across Europe; they will not be cowed by a few Nottingham Castle braggarts. I’ll warrant that if needs must we can hold this place against them till Judgement Day.’


The look of relief on Baldwin’s face warmed my soul.


‘They have only preyed on us because all the fighting men were away,’ I said, slapping the old fellow on his thin shoulder. ‘They thought we were weak. Maybe we were. We are not now. I’m here to stay and I swear that they shall not have another penny, not a slice of bread from me, not a cup of stale ale. Rest easy, old friend.’


‘But in the meantime, sir, how shall we eat…’


‘Sir Thomas is bringing stores with him – rough-and-ready travelling fare, twice-baked bread, hard cheese and some wine. It will serve for now, and Thomas has silver, too. Enough to replace the farm beasts, at the very least. We shall not starve, Baldwin, never you fear. And I will ride to Kirkton tomorrow to consult with my lord of Locksley. He will know what to do.’


I rode north with young Robert the next morning. It was a fine fair spring day, sunny but brisk, with a blue sky garlanded with wisps of cloud. Robert was in a fine tearing mood, galloping ahead of me on the dry road, causing his horse to rear, then circling back to urge me to greater speed. He was proud of his riding skills, as well he might be, for they were excellent for a lad his age. But we took our time, walking the horses often to rest them and discoursing happily in the saddle about my adventures in the south and Robert’s fancies and dreams. It was approaching dusk as we rode up the steep track from the Locksley Valley to the castle of Kirkton high above.


We rode past the church of St Nicholas and I nodded courteously at the ancient priest, half-dozing on a bench in the evening sunshine on the south side of the house of God, which overlooked the valley. The old man lifted a hand in blessing but did not move, and Robert and I made our way quietly past him through to the little graveyard and up the gentle slope to the castle’s wooden walls. We were admitted without fanfare by the porters, who seemed uninterested in the two dusty arrivals. Once inside the gates, I saw that we had arrived in the middle of a celebration.


Almost the whole population of the castle, and a goodly number of the folk from the village that sprawled beneath its walls, had assembled in the courtyard – several hundred people in a rough circle around the edges with a large space in the centre. It seemed that they had been there some time, perhaps all day, for stalls had been set up offering sweetmeats, cakes and ale around the inside of the castle walls, and the crowd displayed a jolly holiday mood. On the walls of the keep, a squat tower at the rear of the courtyard, a dozen bright flags flew proudly from the battlements, and a gaggle of nobility in silks and furs stood on the parapet watching the space below.


Two men in full mail stood in the centre of that space, both armed with sword and shield. Their faces were partially obscured by their helms, which were plain steel domes, with cheek guards and nasals. One was short and stocky, the other tall and thin: by the springiness of their steps as they circled each other warily I could tell that both were young and extremely fit.


I stepped down from my horse and quickly lashed the reins to a post, and then Robert and I pushed our way to the front of the crowd to watch the bout.


The taller one attacked first, and by God he was fast. He took two steps, feinted a lunge at his opponent’s head, and whipped the sword down to strike at his foeman’s forward thigh. The stockier fellow made a slow high lateral block, to counter the feint, realised his mistake and just got his shield down in time to stop the blade cutting deep into his thigh. He was given no time to recover, for the tall fellow was already striking again, a diagonal cut at the head followed up by a thrusting pommel strike that rang off the side of the stocky man’s helmet like a church bell. It was a move I had never seen before; utterly original and devastatingly effective.


The shorter man staggered comically away from the blow, which must have partially stunned him; and the slender fellow let out a peal of boyish laughter.


It was then that I realised that the two men sparring in the courtyard were Robin’s sons: Miles and Hugh. I glanced at my own boy, standing beside me; his eyes were shining with excitement, his two fists clenched white as bone as if he too might shortly be called upon to defend himself.


The crowd were cheering, calling out advice: some of it helpful, some absurd, some of it quite obscene. Robin was standing with both hands on the parapet of the keep, flanked by two men I did not recognise, and looking down impassively as his two boys battered away at each other. Hugh had recovered himself by then, which was just as well, for young Miles was subjecting him to a blizzard of strikes, each as fast as a darting kingfisher, a dazzling display of his sword-skill. Metal flashed in the spring sunlight, white chips of wood flew from Hugh’s shield, and the sword clanged once more against his brother’s helmet as it skimmed its pointed dome. But Hugh did not go down. He hunched himself under the onslaught, and his blocks and parries were exactly precise, a classic defence – standard, tried-and-tested moves and would have filled any master-at-arms’s heart with joy. Miles struck fast and hard, often in the most unexpected combinations, but Hugh’s bulwark was solid; every time Miles’s sword licked out, there was Hugh’s battered shield ready to take the blow, or his blade to make the block.


And I could see that Miles was tiring.


For any man, no matter how strong and fit, tires after only a short while in the fury of combat. No one can fight at full pitch for long; and wiser, older warriors know that if they can survive the initial onslaught, their enemy will be weakened, and they will surely have their chance. Hugh was no grey-beard, he was in his twenty-fifth year, but he had the patience and wisdom of a man twice his age.


Miles’s sword strikes were still coming fast as a viper’s tongue, and equally as deadly, but they were met with a stolid determination that smothered all his energy and flair. And slowly, gradually, Hugh began to show his dominance. He stopped a lightning vertical cut at his head and stepped in, turning his ringing block into a half-decent lunge at his opponent’s eyes. Miles, utterly surprised, only just managed to jerk his head out of the path of the blade.


And the tables were turned.


Hugh attacked: a strike on the right with sword, a punch forward on the left with shield; a feint at the head, a slash at the ankles. They were all well-worn, proven manoeuvres, the kind of moves that were drummed into all fighting men from the first moment we entered the practice-ground. They were utterly predictable. I could hear the echo down the long years of my own first sword-master, a grizzled outlaw called Thangbrand, bellowing out the numbers of the sequence. And yet, they were drummed into us all because they were effective; they were taught to generation after generation because they worked. Miles might affect a young man’s contempt for the traditional combinations, but he had his hands full trying to counter them. Hugh bored on, stubborn as an ass; pushing Miles back and back across the courtyard with his dull, age-old technique, until, as perhaps Hugh had hoped, Miles made a mistake.


The taller boy took a gamble. Instead of stopping Hugh’s sword blow to his left shoulder dead with his shield, absorbing the impact of the blade, and counter-attacking with his own sword – which would have been the usual response – he closed in and tried to shield-punch his brother’s fist as it grasped the hilt of the swinging sword, down and away. The idea clearly being to make him drop his sword or at the least to open his older brother’s body, and leave it defenceless against a wicked lunge to the belly.


But Miles mistimed it; he came in too close and moved too fast. The very top of his shield struck Hugh’s hand, rather than the centre. Hugh kept his grip. And while his sword was indeed pushed wide, he was not forced off balance. Miles, on the other hand, was – he stumbled slightly and the older boy merely pushed forward with his own shield, trapping his younger brother’s sword against his own chest, and then gave a hard shove, knocking him to the ground with a clatter of wood and metal equipment. An instant later, Hugh stood over his brother as he lay in the dirt of the courtyard, sword tickling his chin, and Miles was forced to yield.


Miles looked stunned as he lay there, then for a fraction of a moment, insanely angry. Then the fit passed and his face creased into a smile and he began to chuckle ruefully as his older brother held out a hand to help him to his feet.


Hugh’s expression showed not one scintilla of triumph at his victory. He even looked bored as he pulled his brother up and gently slapped the dust from his back.


The crowd of holiday folk cheered wildly, most of them, though I heard one or two curse God and the saints in a most vulgar manner, and I noticed many crossly handing over coins and even purses to their neighbours. Robin strode across the courtyard, in a rich dark green robe with fur as the collar and cuffs, and jaunty feathered hat atop his handsome head. His face a beam of pure happiness.


‘My friends, the hour is late, and we have seen some fine sport this long day. Our fighting men have spent themselves giving us all such fine exhibitions of their prowess, and now it is time for the revels of the day: for feasting and music and dance. More wine, ale and mead will be served, the cooks are roasting two whole oxen over the pits in the long meadow as we speak, and there will be food and drink for all far into the night. But before we give ourselves over to pleasure, I ask you to show your appreciation for my two sons and their skill at arms. Give me a cheer for Miles Odo, a gallant warrior…’ The crowd dutifully cheered, but not with excessive heartiness … ‘and for the victor in today’s final match, Hugh Odo, whose birth day this is, and in whose honour all this revelry is named. Eat, drink and be merry, my friends, and raise a cup to my heir while you do so.’ The cheer this time was an unforced genuine roar of approval which rolled around inside of the wooden castle walls like thunder. I had not realised till then that Hugh was so much liked.


We started to push our way through the throng towards the great hall.


‘Why does Hugh get a celebration for the day of his birth, Father?’ asked Robert. He scratched his cropped hair. ‘Why don’t I get a feast on my birth day?’


‘We always celebrate your birth on St Robert’s day…’


‘Which was two weeks ago,’ said Robert. ‘You were still in France. Baldwin took me to church, we had pease pottage and boiled turnips for dinner, no more.’


‘Pease pottage is a fine dish. Many a boy would be happy to have it.’


Robert went quiet, and I was stabbed by a shaft of hot guilt. I had not, indeed, been a very attentive father. Too often away, too long away.


‘I was thinking that it was about time that you had a decent sword…’ I said.


‘Oh, Father,’ said Robert, his face opening like a flower, ‘that would be so wonderful. One like Fidelity? A hand-and-a-half with a jewel set on the pommel?’


‘Well, perhaps not quite like Fidelity…’ I said.


And saw his face fall.


‘I mean one that is not quite so old and battered,’ I said quickly. ‘But a new sword, yes! – a proper blade for a promising young squire.’


While Robert fizzed with happiness, I cursed my own weakness. After the sheriff’s depredations, money was tight enough at Westbury without me promising to spend a fortune on a sword for a boy whose voice had not yet broken. But a promise is a promise and I made a private vow that I would visit a cutler’s shop in Nottingham in the next few days where the proprietor was an old boyhood friend of mine – and not quite an out-and-out rogue – to see what could be managed.


I also decided that Robert must have some proper training at last. Seeing the skills that Miles and Hugh displayed reminded me of how remiss I had been with my own son’s martial education. He must be trained as a squire by the best, the very best. He must be sent to a great household, the household of a knight famous for his prowess, where he would learn all the skills of a fighting man and proper conduct in war and out of it. And I thought I knew just the right man for the task.


I found Robin in the great hall of Kirkton surrounded by a throng of knights and men-at-arms from the surrounding area and their ladies and elder children. I knew most of them reasonably well and it took Robert and I a good deal of time to work our way through the crowd, nodding, smiling, clasping a hand here and there, offering a few words of greeting. Finally we reached Robin, who welcomed me with evident joy.


‘Sir Alan, I thought I spotted you in the crowd,’ he said loudly, in a somewhat artificial voice, ‘what a pleasant surprise.’


His odd tone indicated that he wished to give me some message. I had been with him at Portsmouth not a sennight before and yet he was treating me as if I was a comparative stranger. Something was wrong. Robin continued in his faux-jolly voice: ‘Come take a cup of wine with me and my friends. You have come to wish Hugh joy on the day of his birth, I make no doubt.’


I said I had. And I offered my congratulations to Robin’s oldest son, who was standing beside him, wishing the young man all the happiness of the day.


‘Glad you’re here, Alan,’ Robin said quietly in my ear. ‘Something has come up. Something – ah – very foolish. But I need you to help me quash it.’


‘Hugh, perhaps you would be kind enough to take Robert to the tables in the upper field,’ said the Earl of Locksley loudly, ‘and show him where to get something to eat. You might swing by the stables, on your way and show off your birth-day gift.’


‘A horse?’ I asked Robin.


‘A destrier,’ he replied, ‘it cost me a king’s ransom. But you should have seen the way Hugh smiled when he saw the beast for the first time. Worth every penny.’


The two youngsters departed through the crowded hall, chatting in a friendly familiar fashion, Hugh’s brawny arm over Robert’s thin shoulders, for they had known each other all their lives and I knew Robert looked upon Miles and Hugh as something akin to cousins, perhaps even elder brothers. I looked beyond the two young men and found my eye alighting on two mature knights who stood out from the rest of the revellers in the solemnity of their mien. They were dressed as for a celebration in fine-cut cloth, but standing slightly apart from the multitudes in the hall, by the wall, each attended by a pair of armed servants. Alone out of the hordes in Robin’s hall they seemed serious, guarded and watchful, aloof from the revelling.


One of the men, a tall, dark-haired man in a crimson-and-white cloak, with a long bony nose and bright blue eyes, saw me looking at him and inclined his head in greeting. He did not smile but I knew that I had seen him somewhere before and so I favoured him with a courteous bow. His companion, in a glorious golden cloak, saw where his fellow was looking and also greeted me with a cautious nod, before whispering in his friend’s ear. I had the feeling that I was being discussed by these two solemn, yet gaudy fellows, a most disagreeable sensation, and I was just about to go over and interrupt their private discourse when Robin beat me to it. He plucked at my elbow and led me over to the two men.


‘Sir Alan, you know Eustace de Vesci, of course, lord of Alnwick Castle, who fought so valiantly with us during in the Great Pilgrimage,’ my lord said, indicating the dark man in the crimson cloak.


As Robin said it, I did dimly remember the man from those long-ago struggles in the Holy Land. He had been an indifferent warrior, I recalled, but proud as Lucifer. He had snubbed me once in Robin’s company, I think, called me an upstart or some such. But then I had not yet been knighted by King Richard and was just a common man-at-arms, so I supposed I must forgive him. But there was another reason why his name was familiar to me, and I found myself looking at him strangely.


‘Lord de Vesci,’ I said, ‘what an honour to make your acquaintance again,’ and I bowed once more.


‘And you must know Lord Fitzwalter, constable of Baynard Castle in London,’ Robin continued.


‘Ha!’ said the second man; a ruddy, square-set knight with brownish-golden hair. ‘Constable of a charred ruin. Didn’t you hear, Locksley? King John had it burnt to the ground in January and slighted its walls for good measure. It’s just a heap of blackened rubble now. They say the smell of smoke still lingers, months later. Not that I’d know, of course…’ Fitzwalter tailed off awkwardly.


Fitzwalter and de Vesci. I knew their names. Even in the far south of France I had heard their infamous names.


‘Ah, yes, Lord Fitzwalter, what a pleasure,’ I said, staring at the man.


‘Is there somewhere we could talk privately, my lord?’ said Eustace de Vesci to Robin. He rolled his eyes towards me. It was clear that he did not wish a guttersnipe such as me to be privy to their elevated conversations.


‘Certainly, let us talk in my solar,’ said Robin, pointing to a door set in the wall at the far end of the hall. ‘Join us, would you, Sir Alan, I want you to hear what these gentlemen have to say.’


De Vesci scowled but he began to walk in the direction that Robin had indicated. Fitzwalter smiled blandly and began to follow his friend.


I halted Robin with a hand on his arm.


‘What is all this about?’ I said. ‘What do these two villains want?’


‘They want me to kill the King,’ said Robin.


I stopped dead in my tracks.


‘Come along, Alan, we should not keep two such desperate cut-throats waiting, should we?’ said my lord.




Chapter Three


The solar was empty – but for a large bed on one side of the room and a small table at the other at which a tray with a jug of purple wine, cups and a bowl of fruit had been laid. Robin had clearly been expecting to entertain here.


While de Vesci and Fitzwalter pulled up stools to the low table and, at Robin’s urging, poured themselves wine, I pondered what I had heard of these two men.


Eustace de Vesci was from an old Norman family that had been a power in the north-east of England for generations. He had married the illegitimate daughter of the King of Scotland, a woman of surpassing beauty called Margaret, and ruled his wide lands from Alnwick Castle, a great stronghold north of the Tyne. Like many of the barons of England he disliked and distrusted King John, but last year he had been accused of being involved in a plot to murder him. The plot had been betrayed and de Vesci had fled north to take refuge with his wife’s kin in Scotland. He had been dispossessed of his lands by the King, and if John had been able to get his hands on him he would have been a dead man. Indeed, if John knew that Robin was now sheltering him in Kirkton, Robin’s situation would be precarious, too.


I knew less about the second man. Robert Fitzwalter, once constable of Baynard Castle by the Thames, and still a power in London and in Essex, had also been named as one of the conspirators and he had fled to France to save his skin. Now, evidently, both were back in England.


Lord Fitzwalter crunched into an apple and jerked his chin at de Vesci. ‘Go on, Eustace, no need to be coy. Set out your stall,’ he said through a mouthful of mush.


Eustace de Vesci took a swallow of dark wine, looked from Robin to me and back again, and began.


‘You know King John well, Locksley, I think. You were very close to him in Normandy, in the last days there. And before that, too, as I recall. And so I would ask you a question, which I hope you will answer in all honesty, as God is your witness.’


Robin said nothing. I helped myself to a cup of wine. The silence stretched like soft dough in a baker’s floury hands. To my surprise, Robin broke it.


‘Ask, then,’ he said.


De Vesci looked down at his hands. ‘Before God, my lord, do you think that John is a good king?’


‘No,’ said Robin. A short flat statement.


‘Is he a decent, honourable, fair man, a man worthy of respect and loyalty from the ancient nobility of England?’


Robin didn’t deign to answer that; he just gave a soft snort of contempt.


‘Is John a man who will protect and guard his people, and give them justice as he vowed to do at his coronation?’


Fitzwalter interrupted his friend: ‘We all know he is not. Get on with it, man!’ And earned himself a scowl from his dark-haired companion.


‘Very well, I must ask you then, Lord Locksley: is John a fit and proper King of England?’


Robin shrugged.


De Vesci leaned forward: ‘You heard about William de Braose and his family?’ he asked but did not wait for an answer. ‘He was a good man; you knew him and liked him, I think. Well … our good William is now dead, hounded into an early grave by a vengeful King. And for why? They had been close, as close as brothers, the King and de Braose, but his wife Maud, a silly woman, gossiped that John had had young Duke Arthur murdered in Rouen, which is something that a great many people have been saying recently. And the King, when he heard, was very, very angry. He responded by claiming that de Braose owed him a vast sum of money, some say as much as a hundred thousand marks, a payment for the grant of his lands and fiefdoms. He must pay up, said the King, or forfeit all of them. When de Braose pleaded that couldn’t pay such a price, the King sent knights to take his castles and seize his person.’


Robin stared at him impassively but said nothing.


‘William fled to Ireland,’ de Vesci continued, ‘but the King pursued him there, sending a small army of knights after him. But de Braose was a wily fox – and William the Marshal and other good men gave him shelter for a while – and he evaded the searches of the King’s men and came back to Wales dressed as a filthy beggar. But he was betrayed soon enough and the King’s men followed him there, too, swearing that if he would not surrender to them immediately they would find him and slaughter him in his stinking rags. Finally the poor man escaped to France; he got out of the country with nothing more than the clothes on his back, and he died there in Paris – sick, alone and in penury. Some say he died of a broken heart.’


De Vesci leaned forward and grasped Robin’s forearm, which was resting on the table. ‘Yet still John was not satisfied,’ he said, his voice trembling with emotion. ‘He seized all his lands, all his manors and castles. He even managed to capture his wife, Maud, whose blather was the cause of all this trouble, and their son. That woman, brave in extremis, it must be said, demanded a trial; she demanded to know what crime she was accused of. She asked to be allowed to speak her defence to the barons of England, and vowed she would accept their judgement if they found that she was guilty of any crime whatsoever. But the King refused and had her imprisoned, quietly tucked away in Corfe Castle in the deepest dungeon. He gave orders that they were to receive no visitors – and no food.


‘She and her son lingered for weeks, but eventually they both died. The son, it seems, in his desperate starveling state gnawed on his mother’s corpse before the gaolers dragged it away. Ate his own mother’s decaying flesh – can you imagine what would bring you to that pass? He died soon afterwards, anyway. God rest them both.’


There was an awkward silence in the solar after de Vesci’s impassioned speech. Robin looked down at his tightly gripped forearm. The dark man released Robin’s limb but tried to lock eyes with my lord. Robin met his gaze but remained silent.


I had heard rumours of the de Braose family’s sad fate, but I was thinking mostly about Duke Arthur and his miserable death at his uncle King John’s hands. I had witnessed it personally in the dungeon at Rouen Castle. So had Robin.


He knew as well as anyone what a murderous creature the King was. But, to my surprise, my lord of Locksley merely said: ‘So … John is not a perfect, stainless monarch. Name one that ever was?’


‘Not perfect?’ de Vesci exploded. ‘The man is a disgrace. He is a cowardly murderer of women and children! Almost anyone would make a better king!’


‘Tell me,’ said Robin, ‘how come you to be in England? I had heard that the King had exiled you both on pain of death after the last … uh … incident.’


De Vesci was taken aback, quite surprised by this turn in the conversation. By ‘last incident’, Robin clearly meant the last plot to kill the King. De Vesci had been leaning forward and speaking passionately; now he recoiled from Robin, scowled and fortified himself with a sip of wine. It was Lord Fitzwalter who answered for him.


‘It is all due to the graciousness of his Holiness the Pope,’ he said.


It was my turn to be bemused.


Robin said: ‘I see. So John is prepared to submit to the Pope, and the price is your return, and something else … what else? The French invasion?’


‘What?’ I said. This was all moving too fast for me.


Fitzwalter smiled tightly: ‘I had heard that you were a sharp one, Locksley. Very well. I shall tell you. But this must go no further for the time being.’


The blond man looked at me. I shrugged, then nodded my acceptance.


‘You know that John is excommunicate, and England lies under an interdict,’ Fitzwalter said, still looking at me.


‘All Christendom knows that,’ I replied, stung. ‘But John cares little for the Church and its threats of damnation. He once told me, when he was drunk, that he doubted the existence of the Devil. I believe that he only just stopped short of telling me, the court, the world … that he doubted the existence of God!’


De Vesci crossed himself but kept his mouth shut.


‘What you may not know, Sir Alan,’ said Fitzwalter, ‘is that the Pope has given Philip Augustus his consent and permission to invade England in the name of the Holy Roman Catholic Church and claim the throne for himself – and for Christ, of course. The French have raised a huge army, tens of thousands of men, two thousand ships, too, and they have the good opinion, not just of the Pope, but of much of Europe in their plans to cross the sea and remove King John by force.’


‘Some people might imagine that you would welcome that,’ said Robin.


Fitzwalter shot him an angry look. ‘We would not welcome that, my lord. We would not welcome an invading foreign army on to these shores, laying waste, burning farms, despoiling the land, slaughtering the people. We would not welcome subjugation by France – England becoming the plaything of a capricious French monarch. We are English patriots, not traitors to our land. We had all that wanton destruction when the Conqueror came over in our great-great-grandfathers’ day. The north was a wasteland for two generations. Who would welcome that carnage again? That – my lord – is what we are trying to prevent.’


‘You have not yet explained how you come to be in this country, returned so soon from exile,’ I said quietly.


‘Yes, I was coming to that,’ said Fitzwalter. He smiled ruefully at me, embarrassed to have lost himself in his passion. ‘So the French are poised to invade, and they have the blessing of the Pope. But King John, seeking as always to outmanoeuvre Philip, sent an envoy to the Pope some months back offering His Holiness the Kingdom of England as a papal fief. He is handing the country to the Pope as a gift, as long as he is allowed to remain king. The Pope has accepted, of course. And John will do homage for England to the papal legate in a week’s time.’


I must admit I was speechless with outrage. King John was throwing away the country, handing it over lock, stock and barrel to a fat prelate in faraway Rome.


Robin clearly saw my consternation. ‘It doesn’t change anything significantly in England, Alan,’ he said. ‘Everything continues as normal – all that changes is that John now has an overlord…’


Fitzwalter interrupted him: ‘And the French have been told that, on pain of excommunication, they must not invade the Pope’s new territory…’


‘As I said, nothing significant is changed,’ Robin cut through his guest’s words. ‘The French have not abandoned their plans to invade. I have today received a message from William Longsword, Earl of Salisbury, summoning me and all my knights to a general muster to combat this invasion. The French are still coming.’


‘What has changed,’ Fitzwalter said sharply, ‘is that as part of the arrangement with His Holiness, my lord de Vesci and I have been pardoned and restored to our lands and fortunes. We find that most significant.’


Robin got to his feet. ‘I must return to my guests,’ he said curtly. It was a barely courteous dismissal of the two rebels. ‘If you have anything further to say to me, I suggest you say it now. I want you gone from this castle first thing in the morning.’


De Vesci drew a big, sharp breath. But Fitzwalter stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. Fitzwalter said: ‘You are a man who has lived outside the law. You have done evil things, do not trouble to deny it … Now we ask you to do something evil again, but for a noble cause. For the cause of this country and her people, we ask you, quite simply, will you help us kill the King?’


‘No,’ said Robin, without hesitation. ‘Putting aside the fact that I do not trust either of you, nor like you, I will not kill the King, nor be party to any plot against his life. And for one simple reason. I swore a sacred oath that I would be his man for ever. And I will add something else for you to consider. It is a relatively simple matter to kill a king, but you cannot kill the idea of kingship. If you kill this king, another will take his place. And will he be any better than John? Who knows? He will certainly be more distrustful, knowing that his predecessor was murdered by his own barons. If you kill John, another will be anointed, perhaps a far worse man…’


‘But as his counsellors, we would guide the new king,’ said de Vesci.


‘I suspect you would seek to rule through him,’ answered Robin.


De Vesci’s face flushed. ‘We would never presume…’


But once again, Fitzwalter stopped him. ‘We have had our answer, Eustace.’ Then to Robin: ‘May I have your word that you will not betray us?’


‘You have it,’ said Robin. ‘I want as little as possible to do with either side in this matter. But I will thank you not to come uninvited to my home again.’


Fitzwalter nodded. De Vesci offered my lord a sneer. And Robin turned on his heel and walked out of the solar and back into the hall.


The two men were making their way to the door of the solar when I stepped in front of them and stopped them with a palm held out flat.


De Vesci looked so angry I thought he might try to strike me.


‘I’ll do it,’ I said.


‘What?’ snapped de Vesci.


‘I’ll kill the King for you.’




Chapter Four


As the snake boat approached the flat brown coast of Flanders, I stood in the prow with the wind at my mailed back and rehearsed in my memory the reasons why King John deserved to die. I had to do something to take my mind off the fear that gripped my body and was causing my legs to tremble like those of a man with the palsy. Foremost in my mind was Arthur, Duke of Brittany, who had been my prisoner and later my friend in Normandy. He had been cruelly murdered within my sight in the dungeon of Rouen Castle by two henchmen of John’s, while the King looked on and laughed. I had executed the two henchmen years ago, but I felt that I owed it to the shade of my murdered friend to complete the sentence of death I had pronounced in my mind on all three of them that awful night.


This was the most noble unselfish reason for the murder, I felt. But there were other equally compelling arguments for the King’s death. In my youth, John had tried several times to have me killed. Years later, at Château Gaillard, despite his promises to relieve the castle, the King had callously left us all to die – and many hundreds of good men, including some very close to me, had perished in that protracted and pointless bloodbath. Their souls must be avenged, too. And lastly, apart from his many crimes, there was the man himself: cruel, weak, lecherous, cowardly, suspicious of everyone, close-fisted even to his loyal men, a ravening beast to any who opposed him. If any man deserved to die, I thought, it was him.


I could feel the eagerness of the thirty men behind me in the snake boat. It was like the tension in a newly strung bow-cord. We were inside the jaws of the estuary by then. To the north, the empty mudflats and low sand dunes stretched away into eternity, with barely a living creature to be seen but for a few white storks flapping lazily across the empty brown marshland. The estuary was about a mile wide at that point and the southern shore could not have been more different to the opposite bank. The French ships were clustered in their hundreds along the shoreline, the ones nearest the land tethered to stout posts hammered into the mud, the outer vessels moored to the landward ships.


The nearest French craft were less than a hundred paces away by now, and the alarm had been raised by the enemy long since. They knew we were coming. How could they not? Our white-sailed fleet filled the estuary like a flock of sheep moving slowly down a narrow valley. But there was something curious about the activity aboard the enemy decks: there was too little of it. There seemed to be far too few men aboard for such a huge mass of shipping. I guessed that there might be as many as a thousand ships all crammed along the southern shoreline that led towards the quay at Damme itself, a couple of miles further upstream. And at the quay, I could see that the ships were five or six deep against the wooden platform. I could just make out, beyond the crush of shipping, the tall thin houses that lined the narrow streets of Damme and a single spire of a church. However, despite the mass of sea-going craft, there were no more than a few hundred unarmed sailors in sight – and no sign at all of the French troops. Where were their knights? Could they be hiding?


Some of the smaller vessels, the furthest from the quay at the mouth of the estuary, were cutting their ties, hauling up sail and attempting to escape, but the wind was still north-westerly, coming directly off the water on to the land, and the majority of the shipping was pinned there by it. A few, those smaller vessels on the very edges of the fleet that we had already passed by, were managing to slide away out to sea – with a good deal of furious oar-work. But soon enough our own fast, light ships, the ones we called sparrow-hawks, were lancing out after them, grappling, boarding and swiftly subduing their panicked crews.


We were now only fifty yards from the quay, the centre of the compact mass of enemy shipping. I was standing in the prow of the snake boat, with Miles at my left shoulder, Sir Thomas Blood at my right, and I pulled Fidelity from its scabbard, and hefted my shield. It was eerily quiet, beyond the creak of rope and the splash of sea on wood. Even the sharp cries of the French sailors seemed strangely muted.


I had been in several water-borne assaults before, and by now the air should have been thick with crossbow bolts and arrows, the enemy fighting men packed inside the ship’s walls, but I saw only one lone missile flying out towards us as the fleet bore down remorselessly upon the enemy moored against the grey land. Even that single quarrel, loosed by a single crossbowman in the forecastle of a big round-bellied cog to my left, fell short and splashed into the water before the lead ship.


I looked left at the neighbouring snake boat and caught Little John’s eye. My huge friend too was standing at the prow, round shield in one hand, axe in the other. He was evidently as puzzled as I was by the absence of our enemies. He gave one vast shrug and spread his arms in the age-old sign for ‘I don’t know’.


‘Where are they all?’ asked Miles from behind me. ‘I can barely see a single man-at-arms. They are all just common sailors, no shields, armour, nary a sword between them.’ I thought I detected a certain amount of relief in his voice.


‘Don’t let your guard down, youngster,’ I said. ‘It could be a trap of some sort. The knights may be concealed below decks.’


But I did not believe it myself, and my head felt dizzy from the reprieve. For I could see that the French sailors were to a man abandoning their ships, hundreds of nut-brown bare-legged men in baggy, dirty white smocks were fleeing, bounding across the decks of the closely moored vessels, leaping from ship to ship, streaming away over the wooden quay and disappearing into the town of Damme behind it. Our lead vessel, the Earl of Salisbury’s flagship, had a dozen men aloft reefing its sails and the tillermen were turning the prow to spill their wind, and as I watched, it arced gracefully, slowed and came to rest with only the gentlest of bumps against the round-bellied French cog that seemed now to be utterly deserted. There was no sign even of the lone crossbowman who had loosed at us.


The scores of English fighting men crowding the Earl’s ship gave a roar that came clearly to me across the water, and they surged on to the enemy deck, brandishing swords and axes, their steel glittering in the sunlight to be met by … nothing at all. The English men-at-arms flooded the enemy deck, the blue and gold fleur-de-lys was swiftly hauled down, and I caught a glimpse of Robin leaping up on to the quarterdeck, his sword in his hand, not a foe in sight and a piratical grin on his handsome face. Behind me I heard the cries of Harold, our ship’s captain, to his crew, and, as our own little boat turned into the wind, lost almost all headway and glided up to kiss against the side of a low flat barge, I saw that our enemy vessel too was devoid of Frenchmen.


We tumbled aboard, laughing, for the only living thing to greet us was a one-eyed tabby cat that wound its way around my shins in the hope of a free meal. Trying not to squash it with a careless foot, heavy as I was in my mail and war gear, I led my men across the deserted deck and to the next vessel, a cog with higher sides than the barge, which was lashed to its landward side. We clambered up the steep sides with the aid of netting that seemed set there for that very purpose, and rolled over the top on to the deck of the higher ship, swords drawn.


And once again we found a not a soul.


In the absence of their fighting men, the enemy sailors had all fled their vessels by now – indeed, I could see the last of them disappearing into the streets of the town some fifty paces away – and wisely in my opinion. Why risk slaughter or capture? Their role was to sail these craft, or guard them against thieves in harbour. It was not their task to die fighting a vast host of heavily armoured enemy knights.


I felt the blood in my veins cool and slow. There was no fight to be had today. I was light-headed with relief. No fight; nothing but hundreds of empty ships.


But they were not empty.


‘Sir Alan,’ a voice called from the doorway of the cog’s cabin, interrupting my thoughts, and I looked and saw Sir Thomas emerge, his dark face split by a smile.


‘The knucklebones have rolled in our favour,’ he said, and I saw that he was holding a pair of silver wine jugs in his gauntleted hands, a golden chain was around his neck. ‘Chance smiles upon us for once!’


He lightly tapped the two silver jugs together to produce a musical chime. ‘This ship was the property of a rich man, some baron or count. There is a big chest of coin below, a box of jewels, too – a treasury! Oh, the nights of pleasure I could have with all this! And there’s fine bed linen, armour, weapons, a dozen barrels of wine, too.’


I looked down at the sailing barge tied below the cog and saw that a couple of my men were pulling back the oiled sheet that covered the hold in the centre of the vessel, and wrestling out huge sacks of grain. It came to me then, like a short hard slap, that we had just captured the entire enemy invasion fleet, with all its stores and provisions, all its wine and grain and cheese and meat and flour, and all the personal possessions of much of the nobility of France – and all without losing a single man. It was a genuine miracle. I could feel the Hand of God beyond a shadow of a doubt.


‘Be a good fellow and take that off, Thomas,’ I said, pointing at his golden chain glinting on his chest. ‘And set a guard on the coin chest and the jewels as soon as you can. A reliable man. No, two reliable men, so they may watch each other. And keep an eye on the wine barrels, too. Nobody is to get drunk, Thomas. Not now. Later we can be as drunk as bishops – as drunk as the Devil on Good Friday. But not now. Understand? Good man. I must away and seek orders.’


I scrambled down the netting on the side of the cog, and jumped the last two yards to land with a puff of dust on the huge pile of mounded grain sacks in the hold.


I looked through the rigging of our snake boat, now empty save for Harold the captain, who sat grinning at the tiller, and saw beyond, skimming across the brown water, a little fishing gig, manned by six oarsmen, approaching rapidly from further up the estuary where the bulk of our ships were now inextricably mingled with the deserted French vessels. And I saw that Robin was seated in the bow, looking as happy as a hungry child with his own bowl of sweetmeats.


As I helped the Earl of Locksley to clamber aboard our snake boat, he was already talking, half-laughing, jabbering at me excitedly: ‘I need crews, Alan, crews. Anyone who has ever crewed a ship, anyone who has ever been to sea, or sailed a river, or fished from a coracle on a mill pond – damn it, anyone who has ever got his feet wet when it wasn’t bath day. Ha-ha! Salisbury’s orders. We are to get these enemy ships to sea. As many as we can. Right now. Minimum crews; three or four men, whatever it takes. We must get these captured boats to sea – with all their cargo, oh yes, and get them back to England. There is not a moment to waste.’


‘So we are all going home?’ I said.


‘Not all of us, not yet. First we get these French vessels to sea. The weather is perfect, not a cloud in the sky, they can be home by tomorrow morning – and we are all, all of us, considerably richer. But first we’ve got to burn that town yonder. Salisbury wants to make his mark. “We are not thieves,” he says to me, the impudent devil. “We are not all Sherwood riff-raff out to steal the possessions of gentlemen. We are soldiers at war taking lawful booty from the noble pursuit of arms!” As if that ever made the slightest difference! The fool. Still, we are under his orders, and they are: get all these ships crewed and sailing back across the Channel, quick-smart; and then I’m to take my company and torch the town. It will teach them a lesson, Salisbury says. The half-royal idiot.’


Despite Robin’s harsh words about our commander the Earl of Salisbury, the King’s own half-brother, I could see that my lord of Locksley was in high spirits. As usual, nothing cheered him so much as a fat profit. It was slowly dawning on me that we had taken possession of more wealth in the past hour than many a man might gather in a lifetime.
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