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Part One


Chapter One

This is a tale of blood. This is a tale of slaughter and sacrifice, of betrayal and loyalty, of the magnificent deeds of noble warriors and the miserable deaths of those decried as traitors. This is the tale of a rich homeland beyond the shores of England, a cradle for so many of our greatest knights, and how, through bad faith, bad leadership and the schemes of bad men, it was lost. It is not an easy tale to write, no joyous task to recall the futile deaths of so many good comrades, but I feel honour-bound to set it down on this parchment so that future generations will learn of these fighting men, the good and the bad – what they struggled for, what they died for and what they achieved in their short time here on this sweet, green earth.

My own time in this world is, I fear, drawing to a close. I have lived nearly three score years and ten – far longer than most men – and I have seen much of battle and hard living, both of which exact a heavy tax from a man’s soul. My whole body hurts in these end days of my life: my legs swell red and ache, my fingers tremble and throb, old bones broken years ago complain when I try to sleep, in whatever position; my back twinges when I move swiftly and when I do not move for long stretches of time, my breath is short and foul, and my kidneys give sharp expressions of protest every day just before dawn, even though I piss five times or more during the night. I am old, that is all, and nothing can be done for it – my physician seems to have no inkling of what exactly ails me and mumbles about my humours being out of balance and the unfortunate alignment of the stars, the damned ignorant quacksalver, before taking a pint of blood from me, and a purse of silver, too, for his trouble.

I am hampered in my efforts to set down this tale, not only by my failing health, but by the presence of my grandson and namesake, Alan, here at the manor of Westbury, in the fair county of Nottinghamshire. The lad is now eighteen years of age – a fully grown man and a trained knight, skilful with sword and lance. But he has lost his place with the Earl of Locksley at Kirkton Castle. He trained there as a squire for five years or more and last year the Earl did him the honour of knighting my grandson himself – he did this, I believe, not for any prowess that young Alan showed at arms, but as a mark of respect for the long friendship I had with his father, Robert Odo, who was my lord before him and who is now, sadly, in his grave. The young Earl has a great respect for tradition, and as I loyally served his father, it seemed he wished for my grandson to serve him as a knight. But something has happened, I know not what, and young Alan has returned to Westbury in disgrace. He refuses to tell me what is amiss and I must summon up the vigour in these old bones to ride up to Kirkton, in south Yorkshire, and find out for myself what has caused this grave rift between our two families.

Meanwhile, young Alan has decided to fill his life with noise and merriment. He has invited a pack of young, well-born louts to stay at Westbury – he calls them his comrades-in-arms, though neither he nor they have ever fought in real battle – and they spend their time hunting deer, hares, wild boar (anything that moves swiftly), all over my lands, and then returning to Westbury, filthy with mud, their horses blown, and with a thirst that would rival a Saracen’s camel train. Since they arrived, a week hence, they have been working hard to drink my wine cellars dry night after night. I have already had to place a fresh order for another two dozen barrels with my Bordeaux merchants, the second one this year, and it is not yet October. I will need to order again before Christmas, I make no doubt.

Their wild antics, their drunken bellowing, their endless inane laughter keep me awake at night, even though their revels take place in the guest hall fifty yards from my quarters; and, poorly rested when I rise at dawn, my irritation grows with each passing day and my rising bile prevents me from concentrating satisfactorily on my labours on this parchment with quill and ink. I should admonish him, I know, but I love him – he is my only living issue, his father, my only son Robert having died of a bloody flux more than ten years ago – and I too was young once and enjoyed a cup of wine or two with friends, and a little mirth. So I believe I can endure a measure of youthful rowdiness for a little while longer.

And for now, at this hour, Westbury is mercifully quiet, praise God. It is not long after dawn, a pleasingly chilly, misty morning, and young Alan and his friends are sleeping off their surfeit of wine. I must seize this opportunity and begin to scratch out my tale, the tale of the great battle, perhaps the greatest battle of them all, a long and truly terrible siege, that I took part in forty-odd years ago in Normandy; and the part played by my lord, my friend, the former outlaw, the thief, the liar, the ruthless mercenary, Robert Odo, the man the people knew as Robin Hood.

The great hall of Nottingham Castle was warm and dry and, for once, adequately illuminated against the shadows of the raw spring evening. A large rectangular building in the centre of the middle bailey of the most powerful castle in central England, the hall had been the scene of many uneasy moments for me over the years. I had been insulted, mocked and humiliated here as a youngster; I had fought for my life several times in its shadow. This beating heart of the castle had once been a place that I feared and avoided. But on this day, on the ides of March, in the year of Our Lord twelve hundred and one, I was a privileged guest within its embrace. It was bright as noon within, with the cheerful yellow light of scores of fat beeswax candles held fast on spikes in a dozen iron ‘trees’ – six along each long wall – and a leaping blaze of applewood logs in the centre of the open space. Had it not been for the presence of fifty English and Norman knights standing awkwardly in murmuring clumps and dressed in all the finery they could muster, it might have been a cosy, domestic scene.

Clearly the newly appointed Sheriff of Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire and the Royal Forests, Sir Hugh Bardolf, the constable of the castle, wished his most honoured guest to be at ease, and wisely so: for this guest was none other than the King himself – John, only living son of old King Henry, and lord of England, Ireland, Normandy, Maine, Anjou, Poitou and Aquitaine.

I must admit I despised the fellow, King or no. To my mind, John was a cowardly, cruel, duplicitous fool. He had tried to destroy me on several occasions and I had survived only by the grace of God Almighty and the help of my friends. I had no doubt that if he ever brought himself to recall some of our past encounters, and he thought there would be no repercussions, he would seek to have me dispatched forthwith. I felt the same about him. Indeed, I would have happily danced barefoot all night on his freshly filled grave. But I continued my existence on this earth, as a minor knight of the shires with only one small manor to his name, because I was just too insignificant for the King to notice. I was, indeed, beneath his royal contempt. I also had a powerful protector in the form of my lord, Robert Odo, erstwhile Earl of Locksley, a man who, at this very moment, was kneeling humbly before the seated King, his arms outstretched, palms pressed flat together as if in prayer. My lord, I knew for certain, hated King John quite as much as I did. And yet here he was on his knees in humble submission before him.

Robin was bareheaded and unarmed, as is the custom for these ceremonies, dressed only in a simple grass-green, ankle-length woollen robe. His light-brown hair was washed and neatly cut and combed, his face freshly shaven. He looked solemn, meek and pious, almost holy – if I had not known him so well, I’m not sure I’d have believed that this clean and spruce and humble fellow was once the famous thief and murderer Robin Hood. I was still having difficulty encompassing in my mind what I knew was about to happen. My lord, once good King Richard’s most trusted vassal, and more recently the scourge of wealthy travellers in Sherwood, was about to swear homage to the Lionheart’s cowardly younger brother. Incredibly, before my eyes, Robin was about to make a solemn vow that he would always be King John’s man.

I was shaken to my boot soles when Robin told me, a month earlier, of his decision to give up his outlaw life in Sherwood and make his peace with the King.

‘I’m tired of all this, Alan,’ Robin said, over a cup of wine in the hall of my own small manor of Westbury, half a day’s ride north of Nottingham. His clothes were little better than greasy rags. His hair was shaggy, hanging past his shoulders and I could see burrs, twigs and clots of dirt in it. A fuzz of brown beard hid the lower part of his lean, handsome face – but his eyes blazed silver in their intensity as he told me his plans.

‘It was wonderful when I was a youngster,’ he said. ‘I was truly happy – living free of all constraints, doing whatever I wished, whenever I wished to do it. The danger was a tonic to my soul. I danced each day on the edge of a sword blade – and adored every moment. But, now … now, I miss my wife and my children. I think about Marie-Anne and Hugh and Miles far away in France. I want to see their faces and hold them. I want to watch Hugh and Miles grow tall. I want to live at Kirkton – all of us together. I want the quiet life, Alan, the dull life of the good man; I want to husband the Locksley lands, see the sheep sheared in spring and the crops brought in in summer; I want to bring justice and peace to the people who live there, and sleep safe in a warm bed at night. I don’t want to be constantly in fear that I will wake looking up at the killing end of a spear-shaft, surrounded by the Sheriff’s men. I don’t want to end my days on a gibbet, rough hemp around my neck, slowly choking out my last breaths in front of a jeering crowd. I want…’ He huffed out a breath, lifted his chin and straightened his shoulders. ‘I want, I want, I want – by God, I sound like a whining brat. My apologies, Alan. I must be getting old.’

That was exactly my interpretation, too. Robin, by my calculation, had now seen thirty-six summers – a goodly age, and one at which a man has one eye fondly on his wild, adventurous youth and the other on the loom of his dotage. I understood my lord’s impulse. I was ten years younger than Robin, but I too felt the lure of domesticity and secretly hoped that my years of battle, bloodshed, constant fear and mortal danger were behind me.

‘William is going to fix it,’ Robin said. ‘My brother is well with King John, it appears. He has spoken to Bardolf, who seems a decent man – for a damned sheriff – and although I must pay an enormous bribe and bring myself to kneel and do homage to King John, I will eventually be allowed to take up my lands and titles again in Yorkshire, and Marie-Anne and the boys can finally come home.’

‘Eventually?’

‘Yes, eventually. John, for all his many faults, is not a total imbecile. He wants me to serve him faithfully in France for three years – he has even drawn up a charter to this effect – and then I will be allowed to retire to the Locksley lands. He’s also giving me the lands in Normandy that Richard promised – do you remember? – as a sweetener. It’s a good arrangement for both of us. Three more years of fighting, then home with Marie-Anne and the boys. Don’t look at me like that, Alan; while John might not be, let us say, the most palatable fellow, he is still our rightful King.’

I breathed in a mouthful of wine, coughed, spluttered and mopped my brick-red face with a linen napkin.

‘Not the most palatable fellow? Our rightful King? Are you quite well?’

Robin looked annoyed. ‘Don’t climb up on your high horse, Alan. What am I supposed to do? Spend the rest of my days living alone like a hunted beast in the wild? Staying outside the law because John behaves like a petty tyrant from time to time? He’s the anointed King of England, sovereign over us all, he’s entitled to be a little high-handed. And I can change him. I can. If I’m at his side, I can curb his excesses, guide him, help him be a better man, a better King…’

I said exactly nothing. I cautiously took another sip of my wine.

Robin frowned. ‘Damn you, Alan, I am doing this whether you approve of my actions or not. The King wants me to raise a mercenary force in Normandy, nothing too unwieldy, two hundred men-at-arms or so, some archers and cavalry, too. The money is very good, and…’ Robin cleared his throat and smiled slyly. ‘Well, I wondered whether you would care to climb down from that lofty horse and agree to serve for pay on a hired mount on the continent. Good wages for a knight: John is paying six shillings a day; there would be the usual spoils, too. It might be fun…’

This was a most generous offer from Robin. I held the manor of Westbury from him, as the Earl of Locksley, and I was, in truth, obliged by custom to serve him as a knight for forty days a year, if he called upon me to do so. But Robin had never asked me to fulfil this obligation and, although I had served him in many a campaign and fought many a bloody battle under his banner, it was always out of love and loyalty rather than duty.

‘By your leave, sir, I will remain here at Westbury,’ I said formally. ‘The manor is in poor condition and urgently needs my attention, as does baby Robert. But, more than that, I believe my fighting days are behind me at last. I’ve had enough of pain and bloodshed, enough of foul food and festering wounds, of good men dying for bad reasons. I would be a lord of the land from now on.’

‘As you wish, my friend,’ said Robin. ‘I will not force you. If you change your mind, there will always be a place for you in any force that I command. Just don’t go around speaking ill of our noble king. Apart from being most offensive to those of us who would be his loyal vassals, it’s treasonous. John is very alive to threats of treason. Royalty should be shown the proper respect.’ Robin grinned at me to show he was jesting, and I could do nothing but smile back.

I tried my hardest to show the proper respect to royalty, and to Robin, to the extent of donning my best clothes and attending this royal ceremony of homage at the great hall in Nottingham Castle that cold March evening. Yet in the peacock swirl of the nobility of all England, I felt very much like a drab nobody. I was not nobly born myself and had very little wealth in either lands or silver – my father Henry Dale had been a monk, then a musician, then a peasant farmer before his early death – and I earned my knighthood on the battlefield with King Richard. On that day in the great hall, I was conscious of the fact that my only good cloak had recently been torn on a nail, then mended by one of my elderly female servants. The stitches were crude and lumpy; they showed up like a stain, proclaiming: look, this gutter-born oaf cannot afford a new garment even for a royal occasion.

The mending of my cloak made me long once again for my sweet wife Goody, who had been killed in a terrible accident the year before. My lovely girl would have repaired it, quietly, efficiently and no one would have been the wiser. But it was not only for her needlework that I missed her. I had known her since we were both children; we had, in a way, grown up together, and I had loved her with all my heart – her loss was sometimes overwhelming. I still wept from time to time, alone in bed, when I suffered the lash of her memory.

‘I never thought I’d see the day Robert of Locksley would bend the knee to King John,’ said a deep voice at my shoulder, shaking me from my sad reverie. I turned to see a tall, gaunt form, with grizzled grey-white hair, muscular shoulders and big scarred hands. He was dressed richly, in silk and satin and velvet, as befitted one of England’s richest men, and yet on William the Marshal, Earl of Pembroke, the outfit looked absurd, like a broad-shouldered, hairy soldier got up in a woman’s dress for a fair-day lark. I felt that he’d have been much more comfortable in well-worn iron mail from top knot to toe, a garb I had seen him don on countless occasions on campaign.

‘Why is he doing it, d’ye know, Sir Alan? You know him best of all. What’s cunning old Robin Locksley up to this time, eh?’

‘He says he’s tired of sleeping in the woods. He’s getting old, he says. He wants to retire to his lands in Yorkshire and live in peace.’

‘Hmmf,’ said the Marshal. ‘He’s barely a stripling. He’s not even forty. I hope he hasn’t gone soft. We need him; we’ll need all our good men in Normandy before long, you mark my words, Alan.’

Just then we were joined by two men. One was a neighbour of Robin’s, a stiff-necked baron called Roger de Lacy, who held Pontefract Castle for the King, and of whom I had always been slightly in awe. He was short, square, with fierce dark eyes, and his manner was habitually brusque, bordering on rude. De Lacy had a reputation as a fearsome fighter, a man with contempt for any weakness in others and himself, but he was said to be as true as Damascus steel once he had given his oath.

‘Pembroke,’ he said, with a curt nod at the Marshal. Then: ‘Dale – didn’t bother to dress up for the occasion, I see.’

I wrenched up a smile but made no reply.

The other man was a tall, smiling, open-faced stranger, clearly a knight by his garb and manner, but with a gentleness and humour shining from his eyes that seemed oddly unwarlike. He was accompanied by a girl. Not just a girl, in fact, but a vision of such beauty that I had difficulty paying full attention to the stranger’s name and rank, when the Marshal introduced him.

‘I beg your pardon,’ I stammered. ‘What name did you say?’

She was about eighteen or nineteen, I judged, with skin so pure and white it seemed like the palest duck-egg blue, glossy sable hair under a snow-white headdress, a heart-shaped face, wide mouth, small nose and happy blue-grey eyes.

‘Are you deaf, Alan – what ails you?’ said the Marshal. ‘Here is Sir Joscelyn Giffard, lord of Avranches in Normandy, and his daughter the lady Matilda.’

‘Everyone calls me Tilda,’ said the girl, in a low, smoky voice, and when she smiled I felt a delicious rush of blood through my veins. She reminded me of Goody – her colouring was entirely different, Goody had been peach-pink and golden whereas this lady was swan white and midnight dark, but there was a calm joy in her perfect face that put me in mind of my beloved. I tore my gaze from her and, my head reeling like a drunkard’s, I bowed to Sir Joscelyn and bid him a stammering welcome to Nottinghamshire.

A blast of trumpet saved me from having to make conversation with these men. A young and spritely bishop entered the hall bearing a tiny golden casket on a plump purple cushion. Many of the more pious assembled knights fell to their knees as the bishop and his burden passed – for that bright little box housed a sacred relic, a toe-bone from the body of the blessed forerunner of Our Lord Jesus Christ, John the Baptist himself – but I remained standing when the holy man went by, as did William the Marshal. I had had some experience of so-called relics in recent years and, as a consequence, I was no longer so swift to afford them all deep reverence.

The bishop stopped beside the kneeling form of Robin and the seated form of the King and stood between them. There was a second trumpet blast – ordering silence in the hall – and John spoke, his voice rusty, harsh, almost a frog’s croak.

‘Good. Right. Everybody quiet. Let’s begin.’ The King glanced down at his right hand where I could see he held a scrap of parchment. He cleared his throat.

‘Are you willing, Robert Odo, son of William, Lord of Edwinstowe, to become my man?’ The King squinted down at his hand. ‘Do you choose to do so with a pure heart in the sight of God and in the absence of all deceit, falsehood and malice?’

‘I am willing,’ said Robin clearly.

King John tucked the parchment under his thigh and placed his two hands over my lord’s, and holding Robin almost captive for a moment, he looked at him and said, ‘Then from this moment forth you are my sworn man.’

And he released his grip.

The bishop spoke then: ‘This homage that has been made in the sight of God and Man, and in the presence of this holy relic, can never be unmade. Thanks be to God.’ Then he said, ‘Are you now willing to swear fealty to your sovereign lord for the lands and titles of the Earl of Locksley?’

‘I am willing,’ said Robin, and he placed his right hand softly on the little golden box on its rich, velvet cushion. ‘I swear, by my faith in Our Lord Jesus Christ, that I will from this moment forward be faithful to my lord and sovereign King John and that I will never cause him harm and will observe my homage to him against all enemies of my lord in good faith and without deceit.’

Robin lifted his hand and, knowing what I did about my lord’s larcenous nature, I half-expected the little golden box to have disappeared into his palm, but it was still there, gleaming on that purple cushion.

To his credit, John also seemed to play his part in a true and honest manner. He raised Robin to his feet and they exchanged the ritual kiss of peace. The trumpets flared again. John said loudly, ‘Fare you well, my true and trusty Earl of Locksley!’ Then he handed Robin a roll of thick parchment, very softly patted him on the cheek and whispered something into my lord’s ear. Robin bowed low in one graceful, fluid movement and backed away from his new master.

Amid much slapping of his back and many a shouted word of encouragement, Robin made his way through the crowds of knights and nobles and, still clutching the roll of parchment, he came over to our group, to Sir Joscelyn, his daughter Matilda, Roger de Lacy, William the Marshal and myself.

I congratulated my friend, as did the Marshal, and Robin smiled ruefully, humbly and said little. De Lacy said, ‘That’s an end to all your damned Sherwood nonsense, Locksley. You are the King’s man now and you’d best not forget it.’ Robin smiled and inclined his head in agreement. Then Sir Joscelyn gripped him by the right hand and pumped it firmly.

‘The King is fortunate indeed to have a good man such as you as his vassal,’ he said, beaming at Robin. Tilda, I noticed, kissed my lord softly on his cheek and asked after Marie-Anne and his children. Robin answered her briefly but with great kindness and courtesy. I asked Tilda if she knew Marie-Anne well – a silly question, given that she had just asked after her health, but for some reason I wanted her to give me her attention. She said that she did and that they had been together in Queen Eleanor’s court in Poitiers for some time the year before. I asked a few questions about the court, again just for the pleasure of hearing her speak and having her lovely eyes fixed on mine, and then she surprised me.

‘Your name is well spoken of there, Sir Alan,’ she said. ‘Some of the Queen’s ladies are avid for music and your name has been mentioned as one of our finest trouvères – perhaps you will play something for me one day. Or better yet, perhaps you will even write one of your famous cansos about me! Something terribly scandalous – I hope.’ She poked the tip of her pink tongue out of the corner of her mouth an instant after she said this, to show that she was not completely in earnest. It was the most enchanting thing I’d seen for an age. And I found myself shocked and aroused at the same time. A canso was a song, usually about love, about adulterous love, between a knight and a lady. By God, by all the saints, the minx was actually flirting with me – and Goody not yet a full year in her grave.

I blushed beetroot red and mumbled something about being delighted, if time and my duties permitted, then I turned to William the Marshal and asked him in a gruff voice for news of the war on the continent. With one part of my mind, I wondered what it would be like to touch Tilda’s pitch-black hair, to run my fingers through it. Would it be coarse? What would it smell like? I had to wrench my mind back to what the Marshal was saying.

The Lusignans were stirring up rebellion in Poitou and Aquitaine, the Marshal said – and the other men huddled in to listen, too – but it was nothing serious, a little looting and livestock theft, no more; and King Philip had his envious eyes on Normandy, as usual, although in this seasoned warrior’s opinion the treaty signed recently at Le Goulet, a solemn compact between the kings of England and France, ought to restrain him for some months to come.

‘There is not all that much going on just at the moment,’ sighed the Marshal. ‘Even Duke Arthur of Brittany has dropped his claim to the Angevin lands. Philip made him do so – in the name of peace between England and France.’

‘There seems to be a terrible danger of a long-lasting peace breaking out,’ said Robin, to much knightly guffawing. I stole a glance at Tilda, and from under her long dark lashes she caught my eye and smiled shyly. I blushed again, looked away, and resolved to restrict my thoughts to proper masculine affairs.

‘There can be no real peace until Philip is defeated,’ said de Lacy, thrusting out his chin. ‘While he can still field a force of two thousand knights, and twice as many men-at-arms, Normandy will not be safe. And God help the man who doesn’t understand that. Philip must be crushed. Utterly destroyed.’

Sir Joscelyn coughed. ‘It might well be possible to have peace, if the King were to agree to hand over a small part of Normandy to the French. The Vexin, perhaps, some of the eastern castles…’

‘Nonsense!’ De Lacy’s interruption was an axe blade cutting through Giffard’s words. ‘The King must hold his patrimony, every part of it. It was given to him by God, and it is his sacred duty to guard it for his heirs and successors. Every castle, every town, every yard of land. If he shows the slightest weakness, he will lose the whole damn lot in double quick time.’

I kept my eyes on Robin’s face as the talk of war and peace, of alliances and shifting loyalties rolled over me. There was something a little strange about my lord’s demeanour this evening. On the surface he seemed perfectly happy, now reconciled with his King, no longer an outlaw, and once again restored to the title of Earl of Locksley – even if he had three years of service yet before he could fully come into his lands. He should have been contented, joyous even; this was his day and, indeed, he appeared happy. He was witty, irreverent; he seemed serenely in command of his life. Yet I knew in my heart he was furious. I had known him half my lifetime then, and I could tell, if nobody else in that bellowing throng could, that he was boiling with a suppressed and very violent rage.

After perhaps an hour, Robin took me by the elbow. ‘Let us take some air,’ he said. We disengaged ourselves from the gathering and walked out of the hall into the middle bailey. Robin looked up at the night sky, scattered with uncaring stars and lit by a low silver moon.

I waited in silence for him to speak.

‘He did not set his seal on this,’ said Robin finally, lifting the rolled parchment that he was holding. ‘My rights, my obligations, the extent of my lands – it’s all here in an elegant clerkly hand in beautiful Latin. But it means nothing without his seal. It’s just a scrap of animal skin with no force in law.’

‘I’m sure he’ll set his seal on it when your three years are up,’ I said.

‘Are you? I wish I were.’

I said nothing.

‘I do not see what else I could have done,’ Robin said. There was an oddly plaintive tone to his voice that I did not much like. ‘Surely Marie-Anne and the boys must have a home?’

There was no ready answer to this, so I remained mute.

‘Are you sure you will not come with me to Normandy?’ he said after some little time had passed.

‘I cannot,’ I said. ‘Truly, I cannot. Westbury is greatly impoverished; I have sorely neglected it of late. And little Robert has been motherless since Goody died. I must raise him and the fortunes of Westbury together. I am sorry, my lord.’

‘A shame. I could have done with a good man at my side, one of my own people,’ said Robin. ‘Someone I can actually trust,’ he added with a sideways smile.

‘What did the King whisper after you had made the oath?’ I asked, not expecting that he would tell me.

He didn’t, for a long time.

‘It was nothing,’ he said, finally. ‘Nothing at all important.’

‘What did he say?’

Robin looked at me, and I could see the silver sheen of his strange grey eyes in the darkness: ‘He said four words, Alan. Only four – but I think I will be hearing them in my head for the rest of my life.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He said, “There’s a good boy.”’


Chapter Two

The harvest was bad that summer in Nottinghamshire. Towards the end of August, when the wheat was just beginning to turn gold in the fields, angry violet clouds massed like demon armies, came charging forward and dumped an ocean over Westbury. The harvest died in the fields, trampled flat by a deluge that would have sunk the Ark. For two solid weeks the pouring Heavens battered the standing corn. I stood in the doorway of the hall day after day, under the steady gush of the eves, and looked out over the grey sheets dancing across the Westbury fields. After the second week, a break in the clouds briefly raised our spirits – perhaps, I said hopefully to my steward Baldwin, with a few dry days we might be able to salvage some of the barley and the oat crops, which were due to be brought after the wheat. But the next afternoon the clouds returned, the waterfall resumed.

I gathered the villagers of Westbury into my hall in early September, more than a hundred dripping folk and, as the lightning cracked across the slate-grey sky and the rain pounded my sodden thatch, I told them all that they need not fear starvation, come wintertime. We would build large brick ovens and dry some of the grain, I told them, and that way we might salvage something of the summer’s bounty. We had some stores of wheat, barley and oats from the previous year, not much admittedly, and most of it needed for seed, but we would eat it rather than starve, and I was prepared to spend my own silver on more seed grain from other parts of the realm, or from Normandy or the Low Countries. There was nothing to fear, I told my people.

But there was.

In the autumn a murrain broke out among my flocks, rotting their feet and blistering their mouths, and more than half of the sheep of Westbury died within two weeks. Four of our milk cows went down too, their mouths creamy with froth.

A herd of fallow deer broke through the fences of the bean and pea fields in late September and ate or destroyed much of that harvest before they could be chased away by the local children. And the fruit crop from my orchards was meagre that season – no catastrophe here, it just happened, as it sometimes does, that the apples and pears were thin on the branches, small and hard. A bad year.

Each of these setbacks would have been endurable in itself but the cumulative effect was disastrous. The local people muttered that God was punishing Westbury.

If God were indeed punishing Westbury, He was also punishing the rest of Christendom. For when I tried to purchase grain to fill the barns and tide us over through the winter months, I found that harvests had failed all over the country and across the seas, too. The price of wheat – in an ordinary season four shillings a quarter – doubled, then trebled; the price of barley and rye, too. Oats were three and half times their previous value. A hen, which might be worth a half-penny in ordinary times, was now two pence or even three – if you could find a man willing to sell. I bought as much food as I could – but a fire the year before had destroyed my hoard of silver and necessitated the complete rebuilding of Westbury, and despite Robin’s generous help, the cost had been very high. I now knew for certain there was not enough grain in my barns to feed everyone in Westbury until the first crops of the next summer could be brought in. Without grain the people would starve.

My knightly neighbours thought me a fool to spend my own precious coin on the Westbury peasants. I had a duty to protect them in war, certainly, but not to fill their lazy bellies. They told me I should allow God to decide whether they lived or died. But that has never been my way – perhaps I am a fool, perhaps it is the result of my own peasant upbringing. For I had known hunger as a child; my two sisters had died of it. I could not sit snug in my hall while my hollow-bellied villagers died.

So I spent what little money I had on sacks of grain shipped from the Low Countries and the village baker and I organised a distribution of loaves to every household in the village once a week. Every Sunday after church, the manor servants served out a hot meal in the courtyard to all who wished it. Simple fare: a soup, perhaps a very thin stew of root vegetables, and bread, if we had it. I hunted as much as I could on my lands – deer, boar, hares, even wood pigeon – and turned a blind eye to local poachers trying to fill the family pot. But the game soon became scarce, killed by the villagers or by my own hounds or just wisely moving away to safer, more remote corners of the Sherwood wilderness.

I shared the meagre diet of the Westbury folk, as I felt it my duty to set an example, as did all the servants at Westbury and my half-dozen men-at-arms. But I made an exception for my son Robert, who was then a little more than a year old. He might have as much milk and bread as he wished, I told his nurse, and she seemed pleased, no doubt thinking that while her charge ate well, she would not go hungry.

But many did that long winter. The villeins butchered their oxen, horses and donkeys and ate them hooves, hides and all; the dogs and cats of Westbury mysteriously began to disappear, and no one enquired too closely after them. My own hunting hounds grew rake thin and ill-tempered and fought over bones already boiled white for their juices. Eventually, I sent them onward, gentling each animal, fondling its ears and slitting its throat with my own knife. Their carcasses went to make soup for the people of the village, and for two weeks we ate relatively well. But hunger was ever-present, hovering like a shadow or an evil spirit. I could see it in the eyes of my servants, and the folk I met in the lanes. I could smell its chalky bitterness on their breath. The villagers scoured the woods around and about for nuts and nettles and roots. Some boiled half-rotten acorns to make a bitter mush; others went so far as to strip bark from the trees and chew it. There were tales of cannibals loose in the forest who’d eat any travellers they came across.

In January the old and the very young began to die. They sickened, a racking cough settling on their lungs and refusing to depart, and then they quietly passed beyond this hungry world, perhaps, with God’s forgiveness, to a better place. Babies and old men, mostly. But others too. In early March I came across a young woman, thin as a yearling ash, her limbs but pale twigs, lying dead beside the road not two miles from my hearth. Her mouth had been stained green as a result of her attempt to eat her fill of grass and weeds like a beast of the field. A living baby lay in her cold arms and I gathered it up and took it to the village to find a foster mother for the poor starveling creature. But no one would take an extra mouth into their home and so I brought it to the manor, and with the help of Ada, one of my late wife’s maidservants, I tried to feed it warm sheep’s milk. It died a day afterwards, silently, and though I was no kin to the poor mite, I was heartbroken.

The spring came and, while the warmer weather lifted our spirits, our stocks of food were utterly exhausted – by then, even we privileged folk in the hall were eating nettle soup and bitter acorn bread, and drinking nothing but cold water – but with the April sunshine came a letter from Robin in Normandy.

It said simply, ‘Alan, stop trying to be a damned farmer and come and fight.’

With the letter came a fat purse of silver.

We must have made a poor impression as we disembarked at the quayside in the town of Barfleur on the afternoon of the first day of May in the year of Our Lord twelve hundred and two – myself and my only accompanying man-at-arms, Kit, a bold freeman from Westbury, both of us thin, queasy and grey-looking from the rough sea journey. Indeed, I heard the sound of mocking laughter from the throats of several watching men as we led our horses down the gangplank and on to the stone jetty of the harbour – the beasts looking as ill and miserable as we did – and I straightened my spine and looked angrily to my left to see a crowd of rough-looking men-at-arms mounted and heavily armed and waiting beside the customs house. At the head of the group was a huge figure on an equally massive horse. He wore a short-sleeved iron hauberk that seemed too tight for his vast chest, and under a plain steel cap, dirty yellow hair tied in fat plaits framed a large battered red face. When I caught his eye, he bawled out, ‘Move along, you beggar-men, there are no alms for you here today! Move along! Knock at the church door yonder and you may get a few mouldy scraps to keep body and soul together. Ha-ha-ha! But only if you both get on your knees and offer to suck the priest’s cheesy cock!’

The men-at-arms behind him duly guffawed at his cudgel wit.

We did indeed look shabby. Under a patched and faded red cloak, my own hauberk hung loosely on me; my boots were scuffed; the shield slung over my back was sorely in need of repainting. My bay horse’s coat was dull and his eyes rolled with the remnants of his seasickness, and he skittered unhappily on the unmoving ground. I pointed his nose towards the group of men-at-arms and walked him slowly towards the blond giant. ‘It is true. We are hungry, you fat greasy capon. And, if you don’t mind your manners, I’ll eat you and your horse whole,’ I said. ‘Spurs, saddle, boots – and I’ll spit your cracked bones into the midden!’

My horse was shoulder to shoulder with the big man’s, and at my words he opened his arms and threw them around my back. ‘God’s great dangling gonads, Alan, but it’s good to see you,’ said Little John, squeezing me almost hard enough to snap a rib. ‘Let’s go and get a bloody drink or two under our belts – there’s a tavern not far up the road – and I’ll tell you what’s what and who’s who in Normandy.’

I pushed him off me and grinned happily into his scarlet face. ‘As long as you are paying, John, I’m your man,’ I said.

‘In truth,’ grinned the warrior, ‘I am your man. And so are these rascals.’ He gestured at the pack of three dozen smirking men-at-arms crowded behind him.

‘Robin’s orders. I am to serve you as I would him, he told me, and I am to try my very best to keep your dainty feet out of the shit.’

The tavern had food – fresh bread, soft cheese, smoked ham and the light floury yellow apples of Normandy – and we ate outside at a scatter of tables in the spring sunshine, drinking flagon after flagon of tart cider as the shadows lengthened.

‘Robin is in Rouen with the King,’ said Little John. ‘The Wolves are scattered about Normandy – either patrolling the marches or kicking their heels doing garrison duty in the frontier castles.’

‘The Wolves?’ I asked.

‘These ugly buggers,’ said John, jerking his head at the men-at-arms who were by now dispersed around the tavern yard in various states of relaxation, some sleeping, some rolling dice, others merely drinking and talking. A couple of them, hearing John, threw back their heads and gave a fairly good imitation of a wolf’s howl. I noticed then that many of them had scraps of grey fur attached to armour and clothing, and some had wolf tails hanging from shields or helmets. But they seemed a disciplined lot, on the whole, for what they were – paid mercenaries. I could not sneer at them for I was now one too – Little John had presented me with another purse of silver from Robin and shown me a strong-box in the baggage that contained a hoard of coin I was to use to pay the men – two shillings and sixpence a day, for each mounted man.

‘They are calling him the Wolf Lord,’ John continued, smiling fondly. ‘On account of his banner. It’s his new nom de guerre – and so his men are the Company of Wolves. You remember Vim? Well, Robin found him in a tavern in Calais, drunk and penniless, and sobered him up and set him to recruiting fighting men.’

I remembered Vim – or Wilhelmus of Mechlin as he was more properly called – a leathery Flemish mercenary who had taken part in a bloody adventure with Robin, John and me in the southern lands two years before. ‘I thought he had his heart set on becoming a wealthy Bordeaux wine merchant,’ I said.

‘Maybe he did,’ replied John, ‘but he found he had no head for the trickeries of trade, and he liked drinking his wines much more than selling them. He’s one of Robin’s lieutenants now. A good fighting man – when he’s sober.’

‘How is Robin?’

‘He’s all right – given that he has to lick that royal bastard’s crusted arsehole day and night. He’s set things up so that he’s making a little bit on the side, with various, um, enterprises.’

My heart sank at this. I knew Robin of old. We had fallen out several times over his ‘enterprises’ – a polite name for outright robbery and extortion. I had hoped that now he was no longer an outlaw, that he was once again a well-rewarded royal servant, he would have given up these ruthless money-gathering games. Something of this must have shown in my face, for John said, ‘Don’t get all high and mighty, Alan. We all fight for money these days, even you. None of us has lily-white hands. I don’t. I know damned well you don’t either. And if Robin can accumulate a pile silver, we will all benefit when he comes in to his own as Earl of Locksley. He wants to give you another manor, did you know that? No? I didn’t think so. Somewhere plump, and closer to him in Yorkshire. Bear that in mind when you scowl so reprovingly at his actions.’

‘So what exactly is he doing?’ I asked, keeping my tone neutral. John smiled like a cream-fed cat. ‘Oh, it’s good, it’s very much our Robin’s old style: he is generously offering his personal protection to Holy Mother Church, and all its vast properties, across Normandy. If a rich monastery or abbey wants to avoid being ravaged by roaming bands of Godless men-at-arms, packs of lawless mercenaries, for instance, it has to pay Robin a fee in silver. Good, isn’t it?’

‘And what does the King have to say about this?’

‘Oh him,’ said John, with deep contempt. ‘That ginger shit-weasel doesn’t care what Robin does as long as our lord provides him with plenty of fighting men. Doesn’t trust his barons, see, but he does trust his paid men. Robin has carte blanche, as far as he is concerned – although there was a little unpleasantness recently from the Abbess of Caen…’

‘What happened?’

John chuckled fondly. ‘She was a spirited old bird, that one. Plenty of guts, but not enough brains. She refused Robin’s kind offer of protection, rashly – threw him out of the Abbey, if you please – and called him a blackguard to his face. But then, sadly, an unknown group of ruffians – fearsome, desperate fellows, it seems – completely stripped her lands of livestock and grain. There wasn’t so much as a billy goat left untouched. She ended up paying the King forty marks to give her protection from future attacks by these unknown marauders – silly old duck. And John was well pleased, you’d best believe it, Alan. He was forty marks up on the game.’ Little John laughed like a delighted child.

‘No, Alan, you can be sure that our esteemed King doesn’t care a jot what Robin does. So long as he gets a buttered slice of the loaf and there are enough loyal swords at his command when the real fighting comes – as far as he is concerned, Normandy, and all its abbesses, barons, knights and peasants, can go hang.’

‘Doesn’t seem right,’ I said. ‘I know Robin has no love for the Church, but to extort money from an old lady, a holy person, too…’

‘Where do you think the money comes from to pay your wages, Alan – to pay for this fine meal, this liquor?’ said John, sloshing his cup of cider under my nose.

I had nothing to say to that.

The next morning we rode south – thirty-four Wolves, Kit, myself and Little John, heading for the Castle of Falaise. I was impressed with the Wolves: they did not drink themselves into insensibility the night before, as many a company of hired killers might have done, although there was drink enough and to spare; and they were all up before dawn, saddled and ready while I was still yawning and scratching and fumbling about for my boots. Kit was doing duty as my squire and had brought a breakfast of apples and cheese, and I munched them in the saddle as the sun rose and we jogged along the sunken lanes through the well-kept fields and pretty orchards of upper Normandy.

Little John and I rode at the head of the column. He explained that we had been assigned to garrison duty in the formidable Castle of Falaise under its haughty and high-born castellan Hubert de Burgh.

‘I’d better warn you, we probably won’t see much action,’ Little John said with a grimace. ‘Lord de Burgh’s men and our lot are there only as a threat to stop the Bretons invading Normandy from the west. The war – what little of it there has been so far – is happening in the east. Or in the south…’

‘Let me see if I have this correctly,’ I said. ‘To the west we have the Bretons, loyal to their own young duke, Arthur – who despite being lord of all Brittany thinks he should be Duke of Normandy, too…’

‘And King of England,’ John said. ‘He is the son of Geoffrey, King Henry’s fourth son, now both rotting in their graves, and you might argue that he has as much right to the throne as our John, who is old Henry’s fifth and youngest son. But who has more right to the throne – the grandson or the son of King Henry? I don’t think anyone truly knows the answer…’

‘The man who is rightful King is the man who has the main strength to hold the kingdom,’ I said, and then paused, a little shocked by my own cynicism.

‘Very wise, young Alan,’ said Little John, nodding seriously, ‘very wise – and very bloody obvious, too. Have you noticed that the sky is blue? And that patch of grass over there – what colour would you say that was, O wise one?’

We rode on for a few minutes in awkward silence, and I said, ‘So, we have Duke Arthur in the west, and in the east we have King Philip of France, who wants Normandy for himself and nothing more than the destruction of all the Angevin holdings on this side of the Channel all the way south to the Pyrenees.’

‘That is so,’ said John.

‘And in the south, what?’

‘In the south we have the Lusignans, a powerful old family – sure you’ve come across them before, some were in the Holy Land with us: cruel fighters, fond of women – theirs and other men’s – and vassals of King John nominally. They will side with Arthur or Philip, or whomever suits them best at the time.’

‘And now?’

‘Now they are in rebellion, supporting Arthur’s claims to the dukedom. But they are being held in check in the south by William des Roches – remember him from the Great Pilgrimage? Red hair? A madman with a mace…’

‘I remember him – but I thought he was loyal to King Philip, or was it Arthur?’

‘Used to be. Used to be Arthur’s man. He’s just like the rest of them – interested first and foremost in himself and his family. King John offered him cartloads of silver, more Norman lands and a permanent seat on his royal council, and William came running as swift as a hound. He did make one condition to our John, though. He insisted that if Arthur were defeated he be treated honourably – apparently, he’s a bit sentimental about the lad. Genuinely fond of him, if you can believe that.’

‘So he does have some honour?’ I said.

‘Honour? You’ve come to the wrong shop for honour, Alan. The barons on both sides in this war will go with whoever offers them the best price. The knights, too. Honour be damned. It’s cash that counts. Robin’s got it right, you know, fill your boots while you can – for God only helps those who help themselves.’


Chapter Three

The Castle of Falaise was the birthplace of William the Bastard, conqueror of all England – as the local Normans never tired of pointing out back in my great-great-great-grandfather’s day – It stood on a raised plateau above and to the south of the bustling town, and consisted of a massive square stone keep – ten times the height of a man and as wide as it was high – at the north-west corner, and a round tower of similar height attached by a fortified passage to the square donjon. A fifteen-foot-high curtain wall looped around a wide area stretching two hundred yards to the east, encompassing barracks, blacksmiths, bakeries, a deep well, cookhouses, storeroom and stabling for two hundred horses. It was an impressive fortification – not as fearsome as, say, Caen or Rouen or Château Gaillard, the Lionheart’s mighty castle that stood guard over the eastern marches of Normandy, but enough to daunt Arthur of Brittany if he showed his nose west of Dol. And with a garrison of some four hundred and fifty men-at-arms, knights, squires and sergeants, it could do more than daunt. If Arthur came across the frontier and attacked with all his forces, Falaise could hold out for months until help could be mustered by King John. If Arthur tried to bypass the powerful castle and venture further into Normandy, even perhaps to link up with Philip surging in from the east, a couple of hundred well-mounted, well-armed warriors could sally out and cut up his supply lines and ambush any stragglers in his army. Falaise was at the very centre of Normandy: if Rouen was the brain, the capital, the home of its mercantile activities, Caen thirty miles to the north, with its stalwart fortifications, might be said to be its heart; but Falaise – birthplace of its greatest Duke – was the loins; it was where people felt the most Norman. From Falaise, an army could swiftly march south into Maine or east into Brittany, but that army could also do valiant service by staying where it was.

Lord Hubert de Burgh greeted me in his lavish audience hall on the middle floor of the keep. Rich tapestries hung from the walls; the furniture was carved with fantastic faces of animals and demons, painted in blues and reds and, though not yet dusk, the room blazed with light from a pair of trees holding good beeswax candles. Lord de Burgh stood by the fireplace on the far side of the hall, feeding scraps to an enormous gyrkin, a black-and-white spotted falcon two feet in height, that perched on his arm. The bird looked at me with flat, black eyes over a viciously curved beak, and then returned to gobbling flesh from its master’s hand. Lord de Burgh looked across the hall, appraising me from my boots to my brows in a manner similar to that of the bird, and in a similar silence. He wore a long black woollen robe with sable at the collar, gathered at the waist by a leather belt decorated with seed pearls, and observed me with dark-brown eyes, closely set above a long nose. His hair had once been black, but was now flecked with grey and white, and his broad moustache and beard were similarly speckled. With all this, his beak-like nose, the cruel stare and the jut of his body, he looked extraordinarily like the bird on his gauntleted fist.

After three leisurely days on the roads of Normandy, sleeping under the stars, laughing and joking with Little John and the Wolves, and getting to know them a little, I felt suddenly unnerved to be in an elegant castle hall in front of a fine Norman lord. I knew I did not look my best: my hair was disordered and dirty, and I wished I had taken the time to get out of my stained travelling clothes. My hose were marked with spatters of dried mud from riding and my only warm cloak was tattered at the hem. I had not even thought to wash my face and hands.

Beside me Kit was openly gawping at his surroundings, and in a most unfair flash of anger, I wished that my old squire Thomas, a wondrously efficient young man, was still with me.

‘You might have reminded me to change my clothes,’ I whispered to Kit.

‘I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t think. It’s all so new and confusing.’ The boy looked set to weep. ‘I’ve let you down, sir; we’ve not been here a sennight and I’ve already shamed you.’

‘Shh! Hold your tongue.’

Lord de Burgh was beckoning us over to the fireplace.

I crossed the room and bowed low before the Constable of Falaise and said, ‘My lord, I am Sir Alan Dale, a knight in the service of the Earl of Locksley, and I present myself to you, at his orders, and those of the King, bringing an augmentation to your garrison.’

I tried surreptitiously to smooth my hair and found a long straw stuck in it from the barn we had slept in this last night. I plucked it out and examined it briefly, and as I looked at it saw that my fingernails were black with grime. I swiftly hid both hands and the bumpkinish straw behind my back.

‘One of Locksley’s men – ah, that would explain your extraordinary … that is to say your … Sir Alan Dale, you said? Hmm. And you serve the King for pay? You are what they call a stipendarius? Interesting. Well, I must bid you welcome to Falaise Castle. Tell me, Sir Alan, how many paid fellows did you bring with you?’

He summoned his falconer, who had been standing in a corner, and handed him the gyrfalcon. The man took the bird gingerly, as though afraid of it.

‘Thirty-five men, sir, and Master John Nailor, my lord of Locksley’s master-at-arms.’

‘Thirty-five – good, good. I can always use more men. Tell me, Sir Alan, do you like my gyrfalcon? She is called Guinevere.’

‘She is indeed a noble bird, my lord,’ I said.

‘Isn’t she. First-class hunter. I’ve had her since she was a chick. She will feed from no one but me. A proud but loyal creature, you might even say honourable. Do you suppose that birds can have honour, Sir Alan?’

I shrugged, and immediately regretted it.

‘You don’t? Men claim to have honour – I dare say I would claim a little for myself. And women, too. So why not a bird? Guinevere is a creature of violence, but controlled violence – she kills at my command and at my command only. You might say she chooses to serve me, like a knight. And she does so loyally. She could not be induced to serve another man. Why should she not be called honourable?’

I summoned my wits. ‘I would say, sir, that honour stems from a freedom to act in one way or another – for good or ill. And I did not think that a bird can act in any way that is not part of her nature, or instilled by months of training.’

There was a silence. The lord of Falaise stared at me over his beak of a nose. The silence stretched out long and painfully thin. I felt an overwhelming urge to fill the quiet. ‘And a bird, the Bible teaches us, has no soul,’ I said. ‘Can a creature without a soul have honour?’

As soon as I said it, I wished the words back in my mouth.

‘All men have souls,’ said de Burgh. ‘But many of them have no honour. Some so-called men look only to their own advantage without the slightest regard for oaths to their rightful lord, for their avowed loyalty … For example, a mercenary such as your good self fights only for silver’ – I could feel blood rushing to my cheeks – ‘can you truly trust someone like that? Would you, for instance, sell your sword elsewhere, to Duke Arthur or King Philip, perhaps, if offered a fatter purse?’

His question was a whisker from a mortal insult. He was saying he thought I had no honour and that soldiers such as me were little better than greedy merchants.

‘I serve the Earl of Locksley,’ I said, through clenched teeth. ‘I swore an oath a long time ago that I would be loyal to him until death. I will never break that oath. His enemies are my enemies, and I will serve no other. That is my honour.’

‘But he, too, fights for silver, does he not?’

I had had enough of this conversation. I remained silent.

‘Well,’ said Lord de Burgh after a long pause, ‘I mustn’t keep you. Your men will no doubt be hungry – better feed them before they steal all the bread from the pantry. Ha-ha! Bertier, my steward, will see them housed and fed, and their horses stabled. You will find him in the kitchens at this hour. Down the staircase and take the passage to your right. You will find quarters suitable for you and your servant in the East Tower, on the other side of the courtyard. Perhaps you would be so good as to dine with me and the other knights tomorrow. At noon.’

I bowed silently and made to leave. ‘One more thing, Sir Alan. The bath house is in the east of the castle. Perhaps you would care to visit it before you next present yourself to me. I must not question your honour but the knights of this garrison, both hirelings and those who serve out of a sense of duty to their lord, are expected to maintain certain standards. Remember that.’

I walked out of the hall with my guts seething and, as I approached the head of the stone spiral stairs, I turned to Kit to say something further about his failure to do his duty by me as my squire – and was knocked flying by a man sprinting up the stairs and smashing into me with his shoulder. I leaped back to my feet, my hand reaching for the dagger at my waist and glared at the man.

‘Mind where you are going, oaf,’ he said coolly.

I was an instant from burying the blade in his belly.

‘You, sir, knocked into me,’ I said icily.

‘You dare to answer back, cur – don’t you know who I am?’ said this fellow, a tall, big-boned fattish creature dressed in a fine red satin tunic, with a sword and a jewelled dagger at his belt. He was a knight at the very least, more likely a lord, but he seemed to me very young, not yet twenty. His lank black hair was greasy, though well combed and a rash of pimples adorned his plump cheeks and ample chin. He, too, had his hand on his dagger hilt.

‘Cur?’ I said. I was past boiling point by now, and if he wanted a fight …

‘He doesn’t know who you are, Benedict,’ said a calm voice behind me. ‘How could he? He only arrived this hour.’

Hubert de Burgh was at my shoulder.

‘May I present, Sir Alan Dale, a knight in the service of the famous Earl of Locksley. Sir Alan, this is my nephew Sir Benedict Malet, who loyally serves me,’ said the lord of Falaise.

We stared at each other for a few moments, but the tension was seeping away. I was honour-bound to be courteous to de Burgh, and doubtless I would be thrown into company with this rude nephew often enough, too. I gave him a stiff bow of greeting.

‘He’s a knight? Why, he looks as if he’s been sleeping in a pig-pen for a week!’ said this spotty lard-arse.

‘Benedict, where are your manners? Sir Alan might be a sell-sword but he is a member of our household. Tell him you are sorry and that will be the end of it.’

The ill-mannered lordling said nothing, just stared at me with contempt.

‘Benedict. You will apologise to Sir Alan this instant!’ Hubert de Burgh’s voice cracked like a whip.

‘Apologies,’ muttered Benedict, dropping his head, a black forelock falling over his eyes.

I nodded curtly but said nothing; Kit and I moved away, past Benedict, down the spiral stairs and out of their sight.

I met up with Little John in the vast courtyard of Falaise Castle towards dusk, after Kit and I had found our quarters in the East Tower and made ourselves as comfortable as we could in the spartan circular room there. The Wolves had been assigned space in the wooden barracks that lined the southern wall, and they were taking a meal of tripe soup and bread at a long table in the big hall in the middle of the courtyard when I joined them.

John was in a cheerful mood. ‘We have landed on our feet here, Alan,’ he told me with a genial slap across my shoulders. ‘Good food, dry lodgings and nothing to do but a few patrols from time to time to make sure the Bretons don’t try to sneak across the border and bugger our beautiful Norman sheep.’

‘You find this post to your liking, then?’ I said a little sourly.

‘Do you not?’ he replied. ‘What ails you? You look like a kicked dog.’

‘Perhaps you are right. A foul-mannered knight called me a cur earlier today.’

‘You didn’t kill him, did you?’ said John, scratching his groin. ‘There are rules about not fighting among ourselves. Robin’s orders. Who was he anyway?’

‘He calls himself Sir Benedict Malet – he’s Lord de Burgh’s nephew. And yes, I refrained from killing him, this time.’

‘No point sulking over it. I’ve heard of this Malet fellow. One of the castle sergeants mentioned him. Fat lad. He commands a conroi of the castle guards. Unsure of himself, or so they tell me. Doesn’t want to appear weak or inexperienced, though he is both. A big puppy – not dangerous, just incompetent. I’d forget all about him, Alan, if I were you. Have something to eat.’

Kit and I helped ourselves to the thick soup from the cauldron hanging over the hearth, then sat back down with Little John and the men.

‘We’re going on patrol tomorrow at dawn,’ I told the Wolves. ‘Just a short ride to get the lie of the land. Back by mid-morning.’

There were a few nods.

‘One more thing. The lord of this castle seems to think that as sell-swords we are less trustworthy than the other soldiers here, that we have less honour. He is wrong. And we will demonstrate to him that we are the equals of any man here in skill, loyalty, honour and discipline. You are not to get blind drunk or brawl with the other men-at-arms, or rape the local maidens, or go absent without leave, or misbehave in any way. Any lapses in discipline will result in severe punishment. I will not be shamed by you. Does everybody here understand me?’

Murmurs of acknowledgement from the faces around the long table.

‘If I could just add a little something, Sir Alan,’ said Little John, his red face sober and deadly serious. ‘I will rip the dangling balls off any one of you sorry bastards who steps out of line. I will then cook ’em and feed ’em to you personally.’


Chapter Four

We travelled south on patrol the next morning in the cool, pink air of a Norman dawn, riding into the gently forested hills between Falaise and the County of Maine. I slightly regretted my intemperate words to the men the night before because, while the Wolves might have looked a rough crew – dirty and unkempt, with patches of animal pelts sewn on to their mail, and armed any old how with a variety of swords, long knives, poleaxes, spears and even the odd spiked cudgel – they were, in fact, very competent soldiers. Robin had been training them for a year or more and they obeyed orders immediately and without question. They knew how to patrol, with scouts on each flank, and a pair of riders ahead and behind the main column, and they were alert and reasonably quiet as they rode – very little banter or raucous laughter. Solid, professional men, doing a job they knew well. Their leader and Little John’s deputy for keeping order in the troop was a vintenar called Claes, whom I knew as one of Vim’s original men. He was a steady, fair-haired fellow with one eye – the other had been lost two years before in a desperate battle at the fortress of Montségur, where he had fought at my side. I was comforted by his presence: he knew his men and he knew me, and a hard-earned respect existed between us.

Claes told me that in the past year the Wolves had seen little fighting – a few skirmishes in the eastern marches against the French there – and the men were eager for battle and the promise of loot from a defeated enemy or the prospect of a rich knight captured for ransom. They were almost all Flemings, with a scattering of Normans, some French and even a German or two, and it was the threat of starvation, one bad harvest or a crop destroyed by war, that had driven most of them to sell their swords to Robin. Some were veterans, such as Christophe, a scruffy grey-beard nearly fifty who before I was born had served as a man-at-arms with lionhearted Richard in his days as a rebellious prince in Aquitaine. He was nicknamed ‘Scarecrow’ by the other men for his perpetually raggedy clothes and odd hair that stood out stiffly from his head in random clumps, and had fought everywhere, it seemed, and knew the many aspects of battle as well as he knew his own calloused hands. He had been a cavalry trooper, a crossbowman, a spearman, even a miner – gouging into the bases of besieged castles to bring down walls. Some of the men were relative newcomers to war, such as Little Niels, a tiny joker who resembled a hedgerow bird, all quick jerky movements and bright inquisitive eyes. Niels was not yet seventeen and he seemed to think the soldier’s life was a grand adventure. He had been an apprentice in a wealthy cloth town, had hated it, and had run off to seek his fortune. Now he was a Wolf.
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