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      Chapter One

      
      I have been thinking much upon Death of late; my own demise mostly, but also that of beloved comrades. I do not fear the Reaper
         – I like to think that I never have – and yet I can sense his presence just over the next rise. Death is not the enemy; no,
         he is an old, old friend coming as promised to collect me and take me on a strange journey. And perhaps when he raps at my
         chamber door with his bony knuckles I shall even be pleased to see him, weary as I am: for he will take me to a place where
         I shall see the face of God and, I earnestly pray, be reunited at last with those whom I have loved and who went on before
         me.
      

      
      Friend or enemy, he is coming, and soon. I can feel it in my old and creaking bones; I feel it in my bladder that now needs
         to be emptied almost hourly in the long night-time, or so it seems. I feel Death in my aching kidneys, in my shortness of
         breath and my constant, grinding weariness. But I have a task to complete before his shadow stains my threshold: I must set
         down another tale of my young days as a bold warrior, another tale of my friend Robert Odo, Earl of Locksley; a lord of war,
         a master thief, King Richard the Lionheart’s loyal lieutenant, and the man the people remember best as the outlaw Robin Hood.
      

      
      I have not recalled this part of my life for a long time; it has been five years since I last took up the quill to write about my strong, youthful self. My daughter-in-law Marie, who, with her
         husband Osric, runs this manor of Westbury on my behalf, had convinced me that it was not good for me to be dwelling on ancient
         battles and fruitless quests. She told me with uncommon firmness – it was indeed little short of a command – that I must pay
         attention to the present, that I must accept the life of the man I am today, white-haired, stooped, and well past sixty winters,
         and not pine for the man I was and for all my glorious yesterdays. And I think she may be right; for a while, for a year or
         more, I spent my days at Westbury inside the hall at my writing stand, setting down the old stories of Robin and myself. It
         was not a healthy life: my eyes grew blurred and tinged with blood, my hands ached from the long hours of scribbling, and
         my legs protested at their forced stillness, for I stirred little beyond the courtyard for months on end. The unbalanced humours
         in my torpid body made me irritable, even angry; worse, my mind became clouded and confused. In these past five years, with
         the writing stand dismantled and packed away and my quills curling, moth-chewed and dusty in an old wooden mug, I have rediscovered
         the joy of fresh breezes and bright sunlight, and of riding, if only on a gentle ambling mare, and I have joined my hunt servants
         in flying noble falcons and running the eager hounds over my lands.
      

      
      However, a visit to Westbury this week by my only grandson, Alan, has changed my mind, and decided me that I must grind black
         ink, cut a fresh goose feather or two, and pore over parchment once again. That and the fact that Marie has gone to visit
         her sick cousin Alice in Lincoln, and will not return for a week or more. So here I stand in the hall of the manor of Westbury,
         in the fair county of Nottinghamshire, casting my mind back forty years, scratching out these lines as quickly as I may and
         rekindling my old, half-forgotten skills.
      

      
      He is a delightful lad, Alan; strong-limbed, cheerful, clean and obedient, with a fine seat on a horse and an ear for a pretty
         tune – though he cannot sing a true note. He serves as a squire to the Earl of Locksley, not my old friend Robin, who has
         long been in his grave, alas, but his vigorous son, the new earl. Alan is being trained in warfare and gentility at Kirkton Castle, and seemingly
         has a respectable amount of talent with a blade; and I have received good reports of his courtly conduct, too. But my grandson
         has almost no notion of events that took place before his birth, fourteen short summers ago. He knows nothing and is oddly
         incurious about his grandmother Goody, my beloved but blazing-tempered wife, and about his own father Robert, our son. Alan
         seems to believe that our good Henry of Winchester has been on the throne of England for an eternity, since time began, when
         it has been no more than four and twenty years. And, while he has heard garbled tales of the noble sovereign King Richard
         and his long wars in France, he once asked me, I believe quite seriously, if it was true that he had a lion’s head. So it
         is for young Alan, in order that he might learn the truth of these long-ago struggles and the men and women who took part
         in them, that I set down this tale, this tragic tale of cruel wars and savage devastation, of ugly, unnecessary deaths and
         the inevitable search for bloody vengeance.
      

      
      Prince John was on his knees. The youngest son of old King Henry, second monarch of that name, and brother of Lionhearted
         Richard, now cowered on the greasy, fishy-smelling rushes on the floor of a run-down manor house in Normandy. Tears streamed
         from reddened eyes down his pale cheeks and he clutched at the right hand of his elder brother, who was standing over him.
         John’s thick shoulder-length reddish hair brushing the back of Richard’s hand, his oily teardrops anointing the King’s knuckles
         as he babbled of mercy and forgiveness, swearing before Almighty God and all the saints that he would be a loyal man, a true
         subject from this moment forth and for ever, if only his generous brother could find it in his heart to forgive him. Richard
         remained silent, looking down coldly at his dishevelled sibling. But he did not pull his hand away.
      

      
      
      I was watching this strange performance in the solar of the old manor house of Lisieux, in northern Normandy, some thirty
         miles east of Caen. I was in the small, crowded room off the main hall, standing with a score of knights a pace or two behind
         King Richard, and I must admit that I was thoroughly enjoying the spectacle. Prince John, once titled Lord of Ireland and
         Count of Mortain, who had until recently enjoyed the enormous revenues of the plump English counties of Gloucestershire, Nottinghamshire,
         Somerset, Devon and Cornwall, was once again John Lackland, a man without a clod of earth to his name. Yet his fall was richly
         deserved, for John had a list of black crimes to his credit as long as my lance: when King Richard had been captured and imprisoned
         in Germany the year before, this snivelling prince had made an attempt to snatch the throne of England – and he had very nearly
         succeeded. He had schemed with Richard’s enemy, King Philip Augustus of France, to keep the Lionheart imprisoned, hampering
         the collection of the enormous sum in silver that Richard’s captor, the Holy Roman Emperor, had demanded – and even going
         so far as to join the French King in making a counter-offer to the Emperor if he would hold his brother in chains for another
         year. But he had failed, God be praised: the ransom had been painfully gathered from an already tax-racked English populace
         and paid over, and Richard had been freed.
      

      
      On his release, the Lionheart had crushed the rebellion in England in a matter of weeks. Then, just a few days prior to this
         painful scene, he had crossed to Normandy with a large, well-provisioned army of seasoned fighting men. His avowed aim was
         to push King Philip and his French troops out of the eastern part of his duchy, which they had annexed during his long imprisonment,
         and contain them in the Île de France, the traditional land-locked fief of the French kings. And Prince John, who had so treacherously
         sided with Philip, was now on his knees before his brother, weeping and begging for forgiveness.
      

      
      
      Truly, John had been a bad brother; disloyal, duplicitous and treasonous, and all of this despite Richard’s great kindness
         to him before his departure for the Holy Land. I despised the man – and not only for his underhand actions against my King;
         I hated him on my own account, too. The previous year I had found myself, unwillingly, in John’s service – and I had seen,
         at close quarters, his evil deeds, his callousness towards the people of England and his unholy delight in wanton cruelty.
         He had, in fact, ordered my death on two occasions, and it was only by the grace of God and the help of my friend and comrade,
         my lord Robert, Earl of Locksley, that I had escaped with my life.
      

      
      I found that I was actually grinning while watching John’s kneeling discomfort. King Richard was quite capable of inflicting
         a terrible vengeance: in the Holy Land, victorious after the fall of Acre, he had ordered the public beheading of thousands
         of helpless Muslim captives; and while he was retaking the fortress of Nottingham on his return to England, he had casually
         hanged half a dozen English prisoners of war, just to make a point to the occupants of the castle about his very serious intent.
         So there was no doubt that Richard was equal to the task of punishing his brother in a fitting manner; but I also knew deep
         in my heart that he would not. Richard would forgive John, and almost every man in that small overcrowded chamber knew it.
         For the King loved to show mercy, whenever and wherever he could; it pleased him to display a magnificent clemency as much
         as to demonstrate his wrathful vengeance. More to the point, he had very a strong sense of family duty. Whatever his crimes,
         the fellow now snuffling wetly on the floor before him was his own flesh and blood. How could he tell his mother, the venerable
         Queen Eleanor, that he had executed her youngest son?
      

      
      John continued to babble and sob at the feet of the King – who remained stern and silent – when a voice from the far side
         of the chamber, a dry, cold voice, with a hint of the nasal twang of Gascony, called out: ‘Sire, give him to me, I beseech you. Give him into my hands and I will strip every inch of skin from
         his living body and leave him in raw, screaming agony, begging for the sweet mercy of death.’
      

      
      Prince John’s whimpering stopped as if his mouth had been plugged; his bowed red head whipped round to the right and he stared
         into the gloom on the far side of the chamber from whence the voice had come, seeking its owner. I knew that voice. It belonged
         to Mercadier, King Richard’s long-time captain of mercenaries, a grim and merciless man. Mercadier had been fighting on Richard’s
         behalf in Normandy longer than any of us and, as a warrior and leader of several hundred battle-hardened paid fighters, he
         was worthy of respect – yet he had the most unsavoury reputation of any man in Richard’s army. His men, while fanatically
         loyal to the King, were, when unleashed to ravage an enemy’s territory, capable of a savagery that was certainly bestial and
         very nearly demonic. There were tales of nuns raped and crucified, churches looted and burnt to their foundations, of babies
         tossed into the air and caught on his laughing men’s spear-points; the streets of towns captured by these men quite literally
         ran with hot, fresh blood. A ghastly foretaste of the Hell they would doubtless one day inhabit followed these soldiers of
         fortune, these routiers, as they were sometimes called, wherever they plied their ungodly trade.
      

      
      Mercadier stared boldly at the King from the far side of the chamber, awaiting a response to his bloodthirsty offer – which
         I had not the smallest doubt was entirely genuine. He was not a handsome man, I reflected, although his looks were certainly
         striking. Beneath a mop of jet black, long-ish hair, which looked as if it had been cut with a sword, and probably had been,
         the mercenary captain’s dead brown eyes stared out of a swarthy, sun-darkened face that was bisected by a long, jagged scar
         that ran from his left temple, across his broad nose to the bottom right-hand corner of his mouth. In the slanting afternoon
         light of the chamber that long yellow-white cicatrice gave him an almost monstrous appearance, like some misshapen creature from one of the Devil’s
         uglier realms. Mercadier’s offer to flay the royal traitor hung in the air: the silence thickened, clotted, until John gave
         a little coughing sob and dropped his red head into his two cupped hands.
      

      
      Then I heard a deep voice, growling like a bear, half under its breath: ‘Oh, for God’s sake, sire, have we not had enough
         of this tomfoolery?’ and looked to my left where William the Marshal, Earl of Striguil, Lord of Pembroke, Usk, Longueville,
         Orbec and Meuller, and dozens of other castles and manors in England and Normandy, was scowling over the King’s shoulder.
         This veteran warrior – perhaps the finest in the army, and a man of unimpeachable courage and chivalry, a knight sans peur et sans reproche, as the trouvères put it – was looking disgustedly at the tableau before him, impatient for this pantomime of contrition and forgiveness to
         come to an end.
      

      
      Finally, the King spoke, with an edge of grumpiness in his voice, the tone of a man whose private pleasure has been curtailed.
         ‘Oh, all right. Get up now, John, will you? And let us put an end to all this nonsense.’
      

      
      ‘Do you forgive me then, sire?’ asked Prince John, his white-and-red blotched face staring up piteously at his elder brother,
         looking very much like a well-whipped lapdog.
      

      
      Richard nodded. ‘Let us put it behind us. You are no more than a child who has been badly advised by your friends. Come, brother,
         on your feet.’
      

      
      As John rose, I caught his eye and he gave me a glare of such ferocity and hatred that for a moment I was taken aback. I managed
         to suppress my broad grin and adopt a stern expression while our eyes were engaged. But I understood that look. Quite apart
         from our past involvements – and the fact that, as he saw it, I had tricked and betrayed him – he was a proud man in his late
         twenties, the son of a king, who had been forced to humble himself in front of a room full of his brother’s knights – and, to boot, he had been called a stupid child to his face. His humiliation was
         complete.
      

      
      Richard gave no sign of having seen the spark of fury in John’s eye. He raised him up and kissed his younger sibling, clapped
         an arm around his shoulders and said: ‘Come on, let us all go and have a bite of dinner together. What have you got for us
         today, Alençon?’ The King addressed his question to a gloomy young Norman knight standing by the doorway, who owned the hall
         in which we were gathered. The knight sighed lugubriously; housing and feeding a royal household full of active hungry men
         put a heavy strain on the purse of even the richest lord: ‘We have two pair salmon, sire; caught fresh from the Touques this
         morning. And there is cold venison, left over from yesterday. Some boiled ham. Rabbit pie, too, I think. We have a milk pudding
         …’
      

      
      ‘Excellent!’ Richard clapped his hands together, cutting short his host’s doleful speech. ‘Then let us eat at last.’

      
      As we all trooped into the hall, the knights joking quietly with each other as they filed through the door, I heard one say
         a mite too loudly: ‘He’s no more than a naughty little boy!’ His companion half-laughed, then frowned and said: ‘Have a care,
         Simon, he’s still royalty; he might even be King one day and, if so, I doubt he’ll be as forgiving as his brother to those
         who have crossed him.’
      

      
      At first light the next morning, well fed and rested, I rode out of Lisieux at the head of a column of a hundred armed men.
         At my left shoulder, on a quiet brown rouncey, rode Thomas ap Lloyd, my squire, a serious dark-haired youth on the lip of
         manhood, who cared for my weapons and kit, spare lances and shields, cooking and camping equipment and so on, with a zeal
         and efficiency that verged on the miraculous. At my right shoulder rode Hanno, a tough, shaven-headed Bavarian man-at-arms,
         who had attached himself to me on the long road back to England from the Holy Land, and who treated me with the friendly disrespect warranted by an oak-hard killer who had taught me so much of the arts
         of war, ambush and bloody slaughter.
      

      
      Behind Hanno and Thomas rode Owain the Bowman, a short and deep-chested captain of archers – my second in command. Owain carried
         a banner on a tall pole: an image of a snarling wolf’s head in grey and black on a field of white. It was the standard of
         my lord and master the Earl of Locksley, whom I had left behind in Yorkshire to recover from a javelin wound to his left thigh,
         taken at the siege of Nottingham in March.
      

      
      It was now May, in the Year of the Incarnation eleven hundred and ninety-four, the fifth year of the reign of King Richard,
         and a magnificent spring morning. The fruit trees were still adorned with the remains of their delicate lacy blossom, the
         grass on the verges glowed vivid green, birds called and swooped about the column, men smiled for no particular reason, the
         sky was a deep, innocent blue, with a scattering of plump clouds. The world seemed fresh and new and filled with possibilities;
         and I was on a mission of great import and no little danger for my beloved King.
      

      
      Because Robin had been wounded, as had his huge right-hand man ‘Little’ John Nailor, I had been given the honour of leading
         a company of a hundred of Robin’s men to Normandy as part of King Richard’s army. I had never had sole command of such a force
         before, and I have to admit that the feeling was intoxicating: I felt like a mighty warlord of old; the leader of a band of
         brave men riding forth in search of honour and glory.
      

      
      The bold Locksley men of my war-band were a mixed force of roughly equal numbers of men-at-arms and archers – all of them
         well mounted. The men-at-arms were lightly armoured but each was the master of a deadly lance twice as long as a man. In addition
         to his lance, each cavalryman had been issued with a protective padded jacket, known as an aketon or gambeson, a steel helmet
         and sword, and a thick cloak of dark green that marked them out as Robin’s men. Many of the men had additional pieces of armour
         that they had provided themselves: old-fashioned kite-shaped or even archaic round shields, iron-reinforced leather gauntlets,
         mail coifs and leggings and the like, scraps of iron, steel and leather, strapped here and there to protect their bodies in
         the mêlée; and many had armed themselves with extra weapons that ranged from long knives and short-handled axes to war hammers
         and nail-studded cudgels.
      

      
      The mounted archers were mostly Welshmen who boasted that they could shoot the eye out of a starling on the wing. The bowmen
         had each been issued with a short sword, gambeson, helmet and green cloak, as well as a six-foot-long yew bow, and had two
         full arrow bags, each containing two dozen arrows, close at hand.
      

      
      Under a billowing red linen surcoat emblazoned over the chest with a wild boar in black, I was clad in a full suit of mail
         armour – an extremely costly gift from Robin. The mail, made of inter-locking links of finely drawn iron, covered me from
         toe to fingertip, saddle seat to skull, in a layer that was very nearly impenetrable to a blade. I had a long, beautifully
         made sword, worth almost as much as the armour, hanging on my left-hand side, and a very serviceable, long triangular-bladed
         stabbing dagger, known as a misericorde, on the right of my belt. A short, flat-topped wood-and-leather shield that tapered
         to a point at the bottom was slung from my back, painted red – or gules, as the heralds would have it – and decorated in black
         with the same image of a walking or passant wild boar as adorned my chest, an animal I had long admired for its ferocity in battle and its enduring courage when faced
         with overwhelming odds. I was proud of my new device, which, since I had been knighted – by no lesser personage than King
         Richard himself – I was now entitled to bear, and which I had formally registered with the heralds. A conical steel cap with
         a heavy nose-guard and a long ash lance with a leaf-shaped blade completed my panoply.
      

      
      We had sailed from Portsmouth in the middle of May, after a delay of several days due to bad weather, and landed at Barfleur
         to tremendous celebration from the Norman folk, overjoyed at the return of their rightful Duke. On that fine spring day, a
         week later, trotting south-east out of Lisieux on my tar-black stallion Shaitan, I felt the familiar lapping of excitement
         in my belly – I would soon be going into battle for the first time on Norman soil and taking my sword to the enemy. The King
         had charged me with reinforcing the garrison of the castle of Verneuil-sur-Avre, forty miles to the south-east, which was
         now besieged by King Philip. In truth, I had volunteered for the task: I had a very good reason for wanting to preserve one
         of the occupants of Verneuil from the wrath of our King’s enemies. The plan was to use surprise and speed to break through
         the French king’s lines to the north of the fortress. Once inside, we were ordered to bring hope and good cheer to the besieged,
         stiffen their defence, and to reassure them that Richard and his whole army of some three thousand men were only a matter
         of days behind us.
      

      
      Apart from my private reasons for wanting to succeed in this task, I was very conscious of the fact that, as captain of the
         Locksley contingent, I was representing Robin. While I knew that King Richard had confidence in me as a soldier, I wanted
         to do well in this task for Robin, my liege lord, and for all the men of the Locksley lands. But I was more than a little
         concerned about being able to fulfil Richard’s instructions. He had spoken breezily of our galloping through King Philip’s
         battle lines, as if they were merely a cobweb to be brushed aside. I didn’t think it would be so easy. So, when we stopped
         at noon to rest the horses and snatch a bite to eat, I detailed Hanno and two mounted archers to ride several miles forward
         as scouts and bring back a report on the French dispositions.
      

      
      As we approached the vicinity of Verneuil the mood in the column changed significantly. I put out more scouts to the east and south and we all rode in our full armour, with lances
         at the ready, swords loose in their scabbards and our eyes constantly searching the copses, woods and hedgerows for signs
         of horsemen. The flat land we rode through that afternoon, once so rich and well cultivated, now bore the harsh imprint of
         war. King Philip’s Frenchmen had been ravaging the farms and villages hereabouts with all the usual savagery of soldiers let
         loose to plunder and burn at will. It was a common tactic that allowed the occupying army to provision itself at no cost to
         its commanders and at the same time destroyed enemy lands and deprived the local lord of the bounty of his wheat and barley
         fields, his root crops, animals and orchards.
      

      
      We rode through a battered, scorched landscape, the crops burnt down to charred stubble, the hamlets black and reeking, the
         bodies of slaughtered peasants – men, women and even children – lying unburied at the roadside, with the crows pecking greedily
         at their singed corpses. We did not stop to bury the dead like Christians, not wishing to delay our advance, though we could
         all feel the presence of unquiet spirits as we rode more or less in silence through those cinder-dusted, desecrated lands.
      

      
      I was, however, sorely tempted to have the men stop and dig a decent grave for a young fair-haired peasant that we passed
         hanging by his neck from a walnut tree. There was something horribly familiar about the canted angle of his neck and the awful
         vulnerability of his dangling bare feet. I realized as I rode past that gently swaying corpse that it put me in mind of my
         father’s death, ten years before, in the little hamlet just outside Nottingham where I was born. My father Henry, my mother
         Ellen and my two younger sisters Aelfgifu and Coelwyn and I all scratched a living from a few strips of land in the fields
         on the edge of the village. Despite long days of hard labour, we were barely able to feed ourselves; but there had been an
         abundance of laughter and happiness in our small cottage, and much music and singing. My father had a wonderful voice, slow-rolling and sweet like a
         river of honey, and my fondest memories of that simple household were of my mother and father singing together, their voices
         intertwining, their melody lines looping and folding over each other in the smoky air of the low, one-room cottage like gold
         and silver threads in a fine castle tapestry. My father was the one who taught me to sing – and it was thanks to that skill
         that I first came to the attention of my master Robin Hood. Six years later, I was his personal trouvère – a ‘finder’ or composer of songs – and also his trusted lieutenant. In a way, I owed my extraordinary advancement from dirt-poor
         labourer to lord of war to my father’s love of music.
      

      
      He had been a strange man, my father. I had been told that he was the second son of an obscure French knight, the Seigneur
         d’Alle and, as such, he had been destined for the Church. He had duly become a monk, a singer at the great cathedral of Notre-Dame
         in Paris. But somehow he had been disgraced and forced to flee to England. Robin, who had known him then, had told me that
         some valuable objects had gone missing from the cathedral and my father had been accused of their theft – accusations that
         my father had strenuously denied. Nevertheless, he had been cast out of the Church and had had to make a living with his voice.
         As a masterless trouvère, he had travelled to England and wandered the country singing for his supper and a place to lay his head at the castles across
         the land, but tidings of his expulsion from Paris ran ahead of him and he could find no secure position; no lord was willing
         to take a thief into his household. Eventually, during his long wanderings he met my mother, Ellen – a lovely woman in her
         youth – and married her and submitted to the dull but stable life of a common man working the land. I remember him cheerfully
         saying to me once, when I was no more than five or six years old: ‘None of us knows what God has in store for him, Alan; we may not have fine-milled bread on the board or fur-trimmed silk on our backs, but
         we can wrap ourselves in love, and we can always fill our mouths with song.’
      

      
      My family was a contented one, happy even; I might well have inherited the strips of land my father worked and been trudging
         behind a pair of plough oxen on them to this day, had it not been for my father’s untimely death. Before dawn one morning,
         as we slept – my mother, father, myself and my two sisters, all snugged up together on the big straw-stuffed mattress in our
         tiny hovel – half a dozen armed men burst through the door and dragged my father outside. There was no pretence of a trial;
         the sergeant in charge of the squad of men-at-arms merely announced that the Sheriff of Nottinghamshire had declared that
         my father was a thief and an outlaw. Then his men wrestled a rope around my father’s neck and summarily hanged him from the
         nearest oak tree.
      

      
      I watched them do it, at the raw age of nine; restrained by a burly man-at-arms and trying not to cry as my father kicked
         and soiled himself and choked out his life before my terrified eyes. Perhaps I am weak, but I’ve never been able to watch
         a hanging since – even when the punishment is well deserved – without a sense of horror.
      

      
      That act of unexpected violence destroyed our family. My mother lost the land that my father had ploughed and, to stave off
         destitution, she was forced to gather firewood each day and barter it to her neighbours for food or sell it to any that would
         buy; and few would. Why hand over a precious silver penny for sticks of timber when there was plenty of kindling to be had
         for free in the woodlands not three miles away? We slowly began to starve: my two sisters died of the bloody flux two years
         after my father’s death, a lack of nourishment making them too feeble to fight off the sickness when it struck. Faced with
         a stark choice, I became a thief; cutting the leather straps that secured the purses of rich men to their belts and making away with their money into
         the thick crowds of Nottingham market. I like to think that I was a good at it – I have always been lucky, all my long life.
         But, of course, one cannot rely on luck alone. I was thirteen when I was caught in the act of stealing a beef pie; the Sheriff
         would surely have lopped off my right hand if I hadn’t managed to escape. That was when I went to join Robin Hood’s band of
         men in the trackless depths of Sherwood Forest.
      

      
      I never forgot that it was the Sheriff of Nottinghamshire – a black-hearted bastard named Sir Ralph Murdac – who had sent
         his men to hang my father. Even as a child I swore to be revenged on him. Years passed and I learned to fight like gentlefolk,
         a-horse with sword and lance, and joined King Richard on the Great Pilgrimage to the Holy Land. At the siege of Nottingham,
         on our return, I had the good fortune to capture the same Ralph Murdac, who was defying the King, and deliver him bound hand
         and foot to my royal master. I had meant to kill him, to cut his head off in the name of my father – and I would have done
         so gladly, but for one thing. As he knelt before me, bound, helpless, his neck stretched for my sword, he told me that if
         I killed him I would never discover the name of the man who was truly responsible for my father’s death. In the face of Death,
         Murdac claimed that he had been acting on the instructions of a very powerful man, a ‘man you cannot refuse’. If I spared
         him, he said, he would reveal the man’s name.
      

      
      And so I spared him. But, as God willed it, he never told me the name of the man who had ordered Henry d’Alle to be destroyed.
         King Richard had hanged Murdac the next day, as a warning to the rebellious defenders of Nottingham Castle, before I could
         thoroughly question him.
      

      
      I felt the weight of my father’s death – and the need to find the man who had ordered it – like a lead cope around my shoulders.
         But I was a blindfolded man groping in the dark: I had no idea who this powerful man – this ‘man you cannot refuse’ – could
         be, nor how I might discover his identity and, almost as important to me, to find out why he had reached out his long arm to extinguish my father’s existence. So, although I was in France on behalf of Robin, commanding
         his troops, I had chosen to be here because it brought me closer to the place of my father’s birth, and perhaps closer to
         solving the riddle of his death.
      

      
      For the moment I pushed these thoughts of vengeance and powerful, shadowy enemies away, to concentrate on the task at hand.
         A scout rode up on a sweat-lathered horse and reported that the enemy lines were no more than three miles away. The sun was
         sinking low in the sky and we made our camp, quiet and fireless in a small copse in a fold of a shallow valley. Sentries set,
         and gnawing on a stick of dried mutton, I conferred with Hanno, Owain and the returned scouts.
      

      
      ‘The castle of Verneuil still defies Philip,’ began Hanno. ‘I see Richard’s lions flying above the tower.’

      
      I nodded and swallowed a lump of roughly chewed mutton with difficulty. I found that my mouth was dry. ‘Earthworks?’ I said.
         ‘Siege engines?’
      

      
      ‘They dig earthworks, yes,’ said Hanno, scratching at his round shaven head. ‘But one, two trenches and a little wall to protect
         the diggers; they are not very far along. But I see four big siege engines, three trebuchets, I think, and a mangonel; also
         small stuff, balistes and onagers. The walls have taken some hurt, and the tower, too, but they are holding.’ Hanno paused
         and frowned. ‘But the siege does not feel very … lively, very quick. The Frenchmen are not working so hard, just waiting for
         the castle to fall. There is no discipline, no proper order. The men are taking their ease around their fires – drinking,
         gambling, sleeping. I do not think it will be difficult for us to break through.’
      

      
      ‘How many are they?’ I asked the Bavarian warrior.

      
      
      ‘King Philip is there; his fleur-de-lys flies over a big gold tent to the east of the castle. And many of his barons are with
         him, too, I think. So, perhaps two thousand knights and men-at-arms; crossbowmen, too – yes, two thousand men in all, maybe
         more.’
      

      
      I blinked at him. ‘Two thousand?’

      
      ‘I think so,’ said Hanno. ‘But they will never expect us. We can get into the castle without much difficulty, if they will
         open the gate to us. After that …’ He shrugged.
      

      
      I had been told that the besieged garrison of Verneuil numbered just over a hundred men, and I looked at my own little command,
         my puny war-band, wrapping themselves in their thick green cloaks and bedding down for the night around me, and thought to
         myself – ten to one. Not good. But I said nothing, trying to appear as if I had absolute confidence in the success of our mission.
      

      
      ‘Then we’d better kill as many Frenchmen as possible on the way in,’ I said, achieving a shaky nonchalance. ‘I think we will
         play this one straight as an arrow; we’ll go in early tomorrow morning, kill the picquets, ride hard, cut through the enemy
         lines and proceed directly up to the castle’s front gate. Hard and fast. Understood?’
      

      
      There were murmurs of agreement.

      
      ‘Fine. Now, let’s sleep. But might I have a word with you, Owain? I need your bow to get a message into the castle. I need
         to make damn sure they open the gates to us.’
      

      
      The French sentry was alert: from his position on a small rise perhaps half a mile outside Verneuil he saw our column approaching
         slowly from the south-west. Though he had been reclining on the grassy ridge, taking his ease, he leapt to his feet the moment
         he spotted us emerging from a small wood a mile away and shouted something inaudible over his shoulder. As we walked our horses
         up the slight slope, affecting the tired boredom of men at the end of a long and uneventful journey, two horsemen in bright
         mail, with gaudy pennants on their lances, cantered down the slope to meet us.
      

      
      With Hanno at my side, I spurred forward to greet the two knights, leaving the column behind me with strict instructions to
         continue their pose as exhausted travellers until I gave the signal. When we were twenty yards from the two strangers, the
         foremost one called loudly, angrily in French for us to halt. And Hanno and I reined in and sat obediently staring at the
         two heavily armed men.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ shouted the first knight in French. ‘What is your name and what business have you here?’

      
      ‘I am the Chevalier Henri d’Alle,’ I said in the same language. For some reason the only false name I could think of was my
         father’s; but then he had been much on my mind of late. ‘I serve Geoffrey, Count of the Perche,’ I continued, ‘and my men
         and I are riding to join my master’s liege lord, King Philip of France, at Verneuil.’
      

      
      My answer seemed to calm the knight. He glanced at my boar-shield and nodded to himself; it was common knowledge that Count
         Geoffrey had revoked his proper allegiance to King Richard and come over to King Philip’s side. It was also known that, despite
         pleas from King Philip for him to join the fight in Normandy, Geoffrey had refused his blandishments and had stubbornly remained
         in his fortress of Chateâudun fifty miles to the south of Verneuil. It was a plausible enough story, although it would not
         bear too close a questioning. The knight nodded and beckoned us to approach. ‘We will escort you to the King,’ he said in
         a more friendly tone.
      

      
      Signalling to the company to come forward, I walked my horse over to the two knights. The four of us began to climb the gentle
         slope up to the ridgeline together. The knight beside me, who had politely introduced himself as Raymond de St Geneviève,
         started to question me about recent events in the Perche, which I answered only in monosyllabic grunts – I knew almost nothing of the county bar that it was famous for its horses and reputed to be
         full of hills and valleys and dark haunted forests. As we reached the top of the rise, the knight was frowning at my surly
         answers to his friendly questions and beginning to look at me curiously. I changed the subject.
      

      
      ‘What news of the King of England?’ I asked my companion. ‘Will he attack here?’

      
      ‘Oh, he is still in Barfleur, we are told, marshalling his forces. His rabble of an army, many of them no more than filthy
         paid men, routiers and the like, is far away …’ said St Geneviève with a dismissive roll of his shoulders.
      

      
      I could hear the company coming up on to the ridge behind me, and out of the corner of my eye I could see Hanno fiddling with
         something out of sight, apparently a loose strap on the far side of his saddle. My own right hand went to the belt at my waist.
         Before me, spread out in a wide semicircle, was the encampment of the soldiers of King Philip – all two thousand of them –
         a great swathe of drab blue tents and brightly coloured pavilions and browny-green brushwood and turf shacks, a spill of campfires,
         a smear of grey smoke, the mounds of fresh earth from the siege workings, neat lines of tethered horses, stacks of fodder,
         weapons, shields and spears, and piles of baggage. Beyond the army, I could see the fortress of Verneuil, a grey, stone-walled
         block crouched on the north bank of the River Avre, with four square towers, one at each corner, and a large wooden gate in
         the centre of the front wall. A gaudy red-and-gold flag fluttered from a squat stone keep in the middle of the castle, and
         I knew that Hanno had spoken true: the little garrison was still bravely defying the King of France and all his legions.
      

      
      ‘What was that you said?’ I cupped my left hand to my ear and leaned forward from the back of Shaitan towards the knight.
         ‘What did you say just then about the English?’
      

      
      The knight looked perplexed. He leaned towards me in the saddle and enunciated loudly and clearly as if I were an imbecile. ‘I said: King Richard is in Barfleur – those cowardly English
         rascals are still many leagues away.’
      

      
      ‘Let me tell you a secret,’ I said quietly, leaning even further towards him and placing my left hand in a companionable fashion
         on his right shoulder. Obligingly, he bent his head to me until it was only inches from mine.
      

      
      ‘They are not.’ And I swung my right hand up, hard, and slammed the point of my misericorde, my long killing dagger, through
         the soft skin under his chin and on, up through the root of his tongue and the roof of his mouth and deep into his skull.
         His whole body jerked wildly upwards with the force of my sudden blow, but I kept him firmly in the saddle with my left hand
         on his shoulder. His eyes, massive with shock and pain, stared into mine as he took leave of his life. He coughed once, expelling
         a great scarlet gobbet of blood, and his hands scrabbled briefly at my right fist on the handle of the long blade still embedded
         under his chin, then he very slowly slid over backwards out of the saddle and away from me, hitting the earth like a loose
         sack of turnips, his tumbling fall tearing my dagger free from his throat.
      

      
      ‘Perfect,’ said Hanno, grinning at me savagely from his saddle and displaying his awful rotting teeth. He wrenched his own
         small hand axe from where it was embedded in the top of the second knight’s spine and callously kicked the unstrung, speechless,
         dying man out of the saddle. ‘A perfect kill, Alan!’ Hanno it seemed was very pleased with my performance. ‘A soldier should
         be very happy to die from such a perfect strike. I teach you well.’
      

      
      Neither of our victims had made more than a moan of complaint before we sent them to God. My mounted company was coming up
         the slope at a fast canter and we barely paused once they reached the top of the low hill. ‘Now,’ I shouted to the oncoming horsemen, their young faces rosy with the light of imminent battle, ‘now, we ride for our lives – ride for the
         castle gate, don’t stop for anything. Ride as if the Devil himself were on your heels!’
      

   
  

  
  

      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      We charged down that slight slope in two loose packs: the light cavalry – the mounted men-at-arms with their long lances –
         in the first group, the horse archers and our few pack animals, led by Thomas my squire, behind them. The plan, if our crude
         manoeuvre could be described as such, was for us to sweep down the slope, gallop across the trampled fields of wheat before
         the castle and ride directly up to its gates, which were about eight hundred paces ahead of our horses’ noses. The fifty lancers
         in the vanguard of our company were a hammer blow designed to smash the enemy out of our way and clear the path for the mounted
         archers and baggage animals, and then it would be down to speed and brutal sword-work as we all tried to cut our way through
         the entire French army. Trying not to remember that there were two thousand enemy soldiers between us and safety, I gripped
         my well-trained destrier Shaitan hard with my knees, couched my lance, shouted my war cry: ‘Westbury!’ and spurred down the
         slope at the head of the first wave of our men. The cavalrymen immediately behind me were screaming and whooping too; and
         with the pounding of the horses’ hooves, we made a spectacular and noisy entrance to the battlefield as we charged down on to the flat land before the castle – and yet the enemy were initially very slow to react. The murders of the
         two knights on the ridge had gone unnoticed, it seemed, and the first that the French soldiery knew of our attack was the
         sight of fifty spear-wielding, screaming men on fast horses thundering down the gentle slope into their midst.
      

      
      A man-at-arms in a knee-length hauberk was stirring the contents of a huge cooking pot hung over a fire as we charged into
         the camp. He gawped at me as I galloped straight at him: he was unarmed, apart from an eating knife at his belt, and I lifted
         my lance point above his head deliberately to miss as Shaitan and I charged towards him, nudging my horse with my left knee
         in a battle signal to my huge mount that I’d practised hundreds of times in the three months that I had had him. Shaitan responded
         immediately, changing his line of gallop smoothly and smashing his black glossy shoulder into the man as we passed, the fellow
         reeling away and stumbling into the dust. Another fellow ran into my path, a brave man, unarmoured, dressed only in a dirty
         chemise, braies and torn, muddy hose, who pointed a crossbow at me and pulled the lever to send a foot-long bolt of hissing
         death at my face. My boar-device shield came up instinctively, the moment I saw him on my quarter, and I felt the impact reverberate
         in the bone of my left forearm as the quarrel thwocked into the centre of my stout shield. I turned my head to glare at him
         as I galloped past, and saw one of the horsemen in my wake, behind me and to my left, punch his lance deep in the man’s chest
         and leave him writhing in his death agony on the ground.
      

      
      It must be conceded that, once they had realized that they were under attack, the French reacted well: a ripple of sound and
         movement travelled out through the huge camp from our point of impact. The whole surface of the encampment seemed to shiver
         like the skin of a horse that is troubled by stinging flies. Men-at-arms were running hither and yon, calling their comrades
         to arms. Horsemen were swinging up into the saddle, whether they were in armour or not – I even saw one knight leap astride his charger bare-chested,
         helmet-less, shouting at his squire to throw him shield and lance. From my bounding saddle, I could see the walls of the castle
         clearly, six hundred paces away, the battlements dotted with the black heads of the defenders – and something most curious
         struck my eye: on the dark wood of the tightly shut doors of the main gate some crude hand had drawn a giant image of a man
         wearing a large crown in thick white chalk lines. The man was pictured standing sideways on, and his right arm reached between
         his legs to where a round-headed, spiked battle mace was depicted as springing from his loins. Underneath the chalk drawing
         the words ‘Philip Augustus’ had been scrawled.
      

      
      I pulled my attention back to the situation at hand. A crowd of knights, perhaps twenty men, armed and armoured any old how
         in their haste to join battle, but mainly in hauberks and helms, lance and sword, were forming up directly to my front, barring
         the way to the castle. I shouted: ‘On me, on me. Westbury! Westbury!’ and guided Shaitan to head straight for the foremost
         knight, a big man on a bay horse, with a flat-topped tubular helmet and a bright gold-and-white device, a stag, on his shield.
      

      
      He levelled his lance and spurred forward to meet me and I had only a heartbeat to raise my shield and aim my own spear at
         his lower belly before we collided with an ear-numbing crash of metal and splintering wood. A gigantic blow smashed my shield
         painfully against my left shoulder. The long ash lance in my right hand snapped in two, and though I didn’t have a moment
         to glance down at his midsection as we passed each other, I saw by the look of shock in his eyes through the slits of his
         helmet that I had found my target.
      

      
      To my left I watched Hanno dip his spear and neatly skewer a half-armoured man on a frightened grey horse. But other enemy
         horsemen surged forward, swords and spear-points glinting in the sharp air. One man cut at me with a sword as he rode past, and missed, and I stopped a glancing axe blow from another with
         my quarrel-impaled shield. The rest of my cavalrymen were all around me now, protecting me, fighting like men possessed and
         steadily hacking, pushing, grinding their way forward. Pulling out my own side-arm – a beautiful sword, with a long, slim
         but strong blade and the word ‘Fidelity’ engraved in golden letters on it, and a great jewel set in the pommel – I looked
         to the castle. It was a scant four hundred paces away and I could clearly see the marks the French trebuchets had made on
         the walls. One section of the battlements east of the gate had been badly smashed, although it appeared the defenders had
         rebuilt that part with the rubble, and barrels and planks of green wood.
      

      
      There were French troops coming from both sides, and from behind us; the enemy was fully alerted. An enemy knight charged
         out of nowhere and jabbed his lance at me and I flicked it out of the way with my sword, and cut savagely at his neck as he
         rode past me, my blade crunching against his mail. More of the foe were swarming towards us on foot, hundreds of them; the
         whole camp, it seemed, was flooding towards us like a great incoming tide of men. The archers had caught up with the vanguard
         and were now fighting alongside my lancers; hacking with their short swords and axes, stabbing with long knives. The back
         of a horse is no place to use a war bow. But I could see that my men were dying, as well as killing the enemy; their horses
         were crushed against the mounts of our foes, their blades ringing against helm and shield; though some were surrounded merely
         by a seething press of footmen. Somehow we had lost the momentum of our charge and become embroiled in a mêlée – a vicious
         slogging, hacking, shoving match against an enemy with twenty times our numbers.
      

      
      It was a battle we could only lose.

      
      To my right I could see Owain at the centre of a swarm of enemy knights, and men on foot, too, stabbing up with long lethal pole arms from a distance. They were attracted like wasps to wine by the black-and-white wolf’s head banner that he
         bore: Robin’s banner. Though the powerful bowman was laying about mightily with his short sword, and knocking men back with
         each stroke, they were too many. Before I could get close I saw him take a deep spear thrust to the small of the back from
         a French pikeman, and watched helplessly as a knight rode in and sliced deeply into the meat of his shoulder with a backhand
         blow from his long sword. The air was thick with the screams of dying men, the crack of metal on wood, the wild shouts and
         oaths of the combatants, and flying clods kicked up by the circling horses’ hooves. A stench of fresh blood, horse dung and
         spilled guts filled my nose.
      

      
      I shouted: ‘Men of Locksley! To me, to me!’ I swung my blade hard at a mounted foeman but he jerked his horse aside just in
         time. My path cleared for one instant and I dug my spurs in Shaitan’s side and launched myself through the gap towards Owain
         and the battle standard. Shaitan knocked a footman flying and I chopped into the arm of a passing half-armoured knight, and
         he reeled away, swaying in his seat, fountaining blood and screaming the Blessed Virgin’s name. Then I was knee to knee with
         Owain; my friend was sliding from me, his body limp in the saddle, and I reached out a hand and hauled him back into his place
         – but I could see life ebbing fast. His eyes were fluttering and his face was as white as a field of fresh snow. But he had
         the strength to rise, reach over and push the staff of the wolf’s head flag into my shield hand before slumping back in the
         saddle.
      

      
      I let the shield hang loose by its loops on my left forearm, lifted the standard high in the air, and screamed: ‘A Locksley!
         A Locksley – to the gates. To the gates!’ I looked round and was relieved to see that a score or so of my men were forcing
         their way through the murderous crush towards me. When I glanced back at Owain I saw that his saddle was empty. There was
         no time to gather his body or even to mourn: I gave a signal to Shaitan, putting a mailed toe hard into his flank behind the off-side foreleg. My
         huge stallion reared up on his haunches, the forelegs windmilling in front of his long black nose, cracking an enemy footman’s
         skull and clearing a small space immediately in front of us. I spurred my mount into that space, swung Fidelity at the helmet
         of an enemy knight, drove the spiked butt-end of the standard into another man’s face, and urged Shaitan forward once more.
         I bellowed: ‘Come on, come on. A Locksley – to the gates! Follow me to the gates!’ And my men were coming towards me, pushing
         their horses through the struggling crowds of enemy. With the battle standard in my left hand and my sword in my right, I
         charged straight into a milling knot of enemy horsemen, guiding Shaitan with only my knees and killing with a desperate ferocity;
         dropping one man with a blow to the back of the neck, hacking deep into another’s face, ducking a sword stroke that whistled
         over my helmet, and cutting down another man-at-arms with a savage backhand across the spine as I passed him: but with Shaitan’s
         weight and a pack of yelling Locksley men pressing close behind me, we burst through the cloud of enemy cavalry and suddenly
         we were free and clear, with only two hundred yards to go before the castle gates, which were black and forbidding and closed
         tight ahead of us. The scurrilous chalk-drawn image of King Philip seemed to beckon us on with his phallic mace as we all
         barrelled forward at a frantic, pounding, heart-in-mouth gallop towards the castle gates.
      

      
      An evil thought struck me: what if the defenders refused to open for us? Had they received our message: a note tied to an
         arrow and shot into the castle the night before by Owain? Did they know that we were friends and this was not some lunatic
         cavalry assault on their unbroken walls?
      

      
      We were clear of the French horsemen now, with only a hundred yards to go, the rattling drumbeat of hundreds of hooves filling
         my ears, and looking behind I could see at least a good sixty or perhaps seventy so of our men, mostly archers but some lancers, too – including little Thomas, galloping on his brown mount,
         half-crouched in the saddle and still leading the packhorses, his mouth a grim line of determination. Hanno was on my left
         shoulder, urging his horse to greater speed with smacks from the flat of his sword. We thundered forward – and the gates remained
         firmly shut before us. The French were re-grouping; I could hear shrill trumpets sounding above the thunder of our pounding
         steeds. I called upon St Michael, the warrior archangel – ‘Oh holy one, let them open the gates! I beg you, let them open
         the gates!’ But I knew in my heart that the defenders had not received our message: we’d be pinned between the stout portal
         of the castle and the might of King Philip’s whole army and be crushed like a beetle under a workman’s boot.
      

      
      Fifty paces to go: I opened my mouth to give the order for us to veer right to attempt to make some kind of escape to the
         west. And stopped just before I gave tongue. Was it true? Could it be? Oh praise be to God Almighty: for the great gate of
         Verneuil was opening, men were clustered around the two huge wooden doors that were slowly swinging inwards under their combined
         efforts.
      

      
      My heart rocketed like a lark in summer; I lifted Robin’s wolf’s head banner high in the air and shouted: ‘Westbury!’ at the
         top of my aching lungs, and what seemed like only a dozen heartbeats later Shaitan and I were pounding through the open gates,
         and reining in puffing and panting before the bulk of the old stone keep, my wonderful black stallion rearing up and dancing
         momentarily on his hindquarters with the excitement of the day. My men poured in behind me and, in moments, the central courtyard
         of Verneuil was filled with red-faced, shouting, laughing, sweating folk on horseback. And as the tail end of my little company
         – those who had survived the desperate charge and the short but murderous mêlée – cantered into the open space, the defenders
         swung the great doors closed, just in time, and barred them tight against the enemy with a welcome crash of heavy timber.
      

      
      We were safe.

      
      We had lost twenty-three men in that mad gallop through the enemy ranks – nearly a quarter of my force. And while the survivors,
         many with light wounds, grinned at each other, swapped jests and slapped backs, I could not help feeling that I should have
         handled things better. So much for Alan the great warlord: I had lost one fourth of my men and my second in command in the
         first clash of arms, and we still had to hold this castle for several days until King Richard arrived with the relieving army.
         So, while I was surely happy to be alive and unwounded, I was not in the least proud of myself. And I was already missing
         Owain – his kindly face and reliable strength. I offered up a prayer for his soul and begged God’s forgiveness for not reaching
         him in time to save him.
      

      
      This was not the moment for self-recrimination, however. The angry French horsemen had followed us down towards the gates
         and I speedily sent as many archers as I could to the battlements to take some revenge for their fallen comrades. After a
         dozen French knights and men-at-arms had been pierced with the bowmen’s pin-accurate shafts, the enemy withdrew out of bow-shot
         and contented themselves with shaking their fists at us and bawling inaudible threats.
      

      
      The castellan, a tall spare leathery Norman knight, came over to greet me as I was checking Shaitan’s glossy black hide for
         injuries. He named himself as Sir Aubrey de Chambois and welcomed me to his command. I thanked him for his timely opening
         of the gates and he merely shrugged: ‘It is I who should thank you, Sir Alan. You have saved us; in another day we would have
         had to render ourselves to Philip. Our walls could not have borne much more battering and the next full-scale assault would
         have swamped us.’
      

      
      
      And he gestured with his hand around the courtyard and walls of his stronghold. I saw then, clearly for the first time, what
         a desperate situation the defenders were in.
      

      
      The castle of Verneuil, which had been built in King Richard’s grandfather’s day to protect the southern flank of his duchy
         of Normandy, was square in shape, covered roughly an acre and sat on the north bank of the River Avre. It was rather small
         by the standards of some of the castles I had known; in truth it was not much bigger than a fortified manor. On three sides,
         north, east and west, it was protected by a three-foot thick wall, made of the grey local stone, about fifteen foot high,
         with a walkway all the way round it on the inside that allowed a man to stand and fight with only his helmeted head exposed
         between the crenellations. At each of the four corners of the castle was a strong square tower. In the centre of the northern
         wall was the gatehouse and the gate we had just tumbled through in such scrambling haste – a stout wooden construction, I
         was pleased to see, reinforced with heavy oak cross-beams on the inside. To the south, the wide slow brown Avre and its boggy,
         reed-covered banks formed a formidable barrier against metal-clad attackers – and the stone exterior of a mill, a brewhouse
         and several store houses built of brick created the castle’s defensive wall on that side. I did not believe the enemy could
         come at us successfully from that quarter; the south, at least, was safe.
      

      
      The northern wall on the eastern side of the gatehouse, however, had been severely pounded by the French siege engines – a
         gap the height of a man and wide enough for three men abreast had been smashed clear through the stonework at the top of the
         wall. It had been patched by Sir Aubrey’s men using the rubble from the breach itself and an assortment of old sheep hurdles,
         wine barrels and a dozen lengths of freshly cut wooden planking. The repairs looked a little rough and untidy, but I reckoned
         the patched section still presented a difficult obstacle for an attacking infantry force to overcome. However, it was a sign of what terrible destruction the boulders hurled by the trebuchets could wreak on the old
         masonry of the castle. Several of the wooden buildings in the courtyard had been reduced to loose piles of timber and kindling,
         smashed by barrel-sized stone missiles that had overshot the walls. While the small hall at the rear of the courtyard was
         still intact, in other buildings fires had plainly broken out, probably caused in the chaos of the trebuchet bombardment.
      

      
      An old stable block against the eastern wall had been converted into an infirmary and I could see through its open doors that
         the straw-strewn floor was covered with wounded men. A priest was kneeling beside one and giving him the last rites. My eye
         lingered on the priest for a moment, then I continued to survey the interior of the castle. Over on the western side was an
         old chapel and in the graveyard outside it I could see row upon row of newly dug graves. The sour scent of charred wood, fear-sweat
         and human and animal waste hung in the air, overlaid with a strong whiff of pus and rotting flesh – it was a particular combination
         of foul odours that I had smelled before.
      

      
      It was the smell of defeat.

      
      I had been expecting a garrison of a hundred men, or maybe more but I could see only a score of local men-at-arms on their
         feet who were not wearing one of the dark green cloaks that marked out Robin’s fellows. As it turned out, the full, unwounded
         strength of Verneuil, including our newly arrived troops, now numbered little more than a hundred and twenty men in total.
         Given the vast numerical superiority of the French, any determined attack might overwhelm us. I looked around at the courtyard,
         my heart in my boots, and asked Sir Aubrey what he planned to do if Philip’s men got over the walls. He gave a grimace but
         no reply, merely inclining his head towards the biggest structure in the courtyard.
      

      
      In the centre of the castle was a square stone tower – the keep, the dungeon, the final redoubt. It stood on a slight rise,
         though not much of one, and climbed about thirty feet into the air. I had very little confidence in the tower as a refuge of last
         resort. It was not high enough, for a start, and it had already been considerably battered by Philip’s artillery. Chunks of
         elderly, crumbling masonry seemed to have been ripped out of the north-eastern corner leaving semicircular indentations in
         the line of the walls – as if a stone-eating giant had taken a couple of large bites out of the corner of the building. Even
         the untouched walls looked shaky, the big square stones loose in powdery mortar. I could easily imagine that a good kick from
         a horse, or a single wrench from a crowbar would tumble them out of their settings. And I wondered if the tower could survive
         even one more full trebuchet strike without collapsing in on itself.
      

      
      We had no alternative: we would have to hold the outer walls against the foe; if they fell, we were doomed. It was as simple
         as that. Had I been Duke of Normandy, I’d have seen to it that a much higher round stone tower was built as the core of this
         castle – the rounded walls allowing the missiles of an enemy to slide off more easily like water from a duck’s back. I’d have
         built a keep, a stronghold that would stand for a thousand years.
      

      
      Nonetheless, as Sir Aubrey and I climbed the rickety wooden stairs inside the building that led to the flat roof of the tower,
         I realized that, for all its obvious shortcomings, in the flat country around Verneuil it did give a commander an excellent
         vantage point from which to watch the enemy. As we stood there enjoying the cool breath of a spring breeze, I saw that my
         squire Thomas had caused Robin’s wolf’s head standard to be raised next to King Richard’s golden lions. I smiled at the sight
         and then frowned as I looked out over the enemy dispositions. Our bloody charge through the French camp had stirred up a storm
         of activity among our foes; servants were bustling, knights were riding to and fro along the edges of the camp with a purposeful
         air. The centre of this tempest was the big white gilded royal tent, where the fleur-de-lys fluttered proudly. Men in armour dashed in and out of the tent, leaping on horses as they emerged and galloping
         off to deliver orders. I could see that companies of men-at-arms were being formed up and horsemen and their grooms were preparing
         their mounts for battle. The area around the trebuchets was like a hive of bees in high summer. My heart was sinking as I
         turned my eyes heavenwards: the sun shone merrily down on us mortal men from the very top of the sky.
      

      
      ‘They are going to come at us this afternoon with everything they can readily muster,’ I said quietly to my companion.

      
      ‘I know it. Can we hold them off?’ Sir Aubrey looked at me, and I noticed how tired the man was; he had been defending this
         position, against impossible odds, for more than a week now. I doubted he had shut his eyes once in that entire time.
      

      
      I smiled confidently and clapped him on the shoulder: ‘I believe we can, Sir Aubrey, I believe we can – and if God wills otherwise,
         we shall make such a good bloody fight of it that our courage and defiance shall live for ever in the memories of brave men.’
      

      
      I divided the bowmen into two groups of about twenty men under a vintenar, an experienced archer who would act as their commander,
         and posted them at the towers in the north-eastern and north-western corners of the castle on either side of the gate-house.
         Mercifully, the packhorses had made it through the French lines without mishap, and we had plenty of spare arrows. From the
         archer’s enfilade positions they could rain lethal shafts down on anyone approaching the front gate, and also each group could
         defend against attack on the side walls to the east and west.
      

      
      Sir Aubrey’s remaining crossbowmen, reinforced with a score of my best men-at-arms, stood over the patched section of the
         wall. I was fairly sure that the enemy’s attack, spawned out of rage at our insolent violation of their camp, would come directly
         at us and surge up against the front gate. But in case I was wrong, I posted the rest of the men at regular intervals along the east and west walls and in the top storey of the mill at the south
         side of the castle to ward against an attack across the river – and to two handpicked men, heavily muscled but not especially
         bright, I allocated a very special duty, and gave their command into my little squire Thomas’s thirteen-year-old hands.
      

      
      As I was directing the dispositions of the castle – Sir Aubrey had agreed to a joint command as I had the greater number of
         living men-at-arms – my squire came to me and in his quiet, steady way, said: ‘Sir Alan, I think I have found something that
         will be of interest to you.’ And he stood there waiting for my attention.
      

      
      I was extremely busy, overseeing the distribution of the castle’s remaining bundles of light javelins to the men on the walls,
         and it had been on the tip of my tongue to rebuke him, but one glance at his solemn face and I bit back my retort. He led
         me to a storeroom by the river on the southern side of the castle and wordlessly indicated a tun, a very large wooden barrel
         that stood at the rear of the space. I walked over and examined it closely, detecting a familiar scent even through the thick
         oak staves.
      

      
      ‘Is it full?’ I asked my squire.

      
      ‘To the brim, sir,’ he replied.

      
      I looked into his deep brown eyes and grinned. ‘Well done, Thomas, very well done. I will give you two men and you shall prepare
         it for us. Yes?’
      

      
      Thomas nodded gravely. And I left him in the store house, shouting for carpenter’s tools, kitchen implements and firewood,
         and ordering two big Locksley men-at-arms around, a little shrilly in his unbroken voice, but with the ease of a born captain.
      

      
      I made my rounds of three sides of the stone perimeter – ignoring the south wall: trying to put heart into the men for the
         coming contest. And I was pleased that I could detect little fear among the men-at-arms and bowmen on that sunny afternoon.
         The archers strung their tall yew bows and examined their shafts individually for tiny flaws, and tightened their bracers, the leather sleeves that protected the soft skin on the inside of the left forearm
         from the lash of the bowstring. The men-at-arms sharpened their spearheads and swords and adjusted the straps on their shields.
         I was not alone in making my rounds: the castle’s only priest accompanied me as I moved along the walkway and, as I made manly,
         warlike comments to the men and trotted out age-old jokes, the priest intoned words of prayer over their weapons, blessing
         the soldiers and assuring them that God was with them this day, and would humble the French King for breaking the sacred truce
         between himself and our divinely ordained lord King Richard.
      

      
      As we moved along the narrow walkway behind the stone wall, stopping at each little knot of men, I kept shooting glances at
         the priest. I could not help myself – the trepidation I felt at the onset of such a one-sided battle was far outweighed by
         my curiosity about this man. His name was Jean de Puy; he was in his middle forties, with a kindly well-worn face and thinning
         light brown hair cut in a tonsure, and he spoke good, educated French and better Latin when he uttered the sacred words of
         prayer for the men. He seemed to be a genuinely good and holy man – not venal and corrupt, or lazy and cynical, as some small-town
         priests so easily become. At one point, standing with a group of our men-at-arms on the eastern rampart, I completely lost
         myself in contemplation of him, pondering the kind of man he must have been in his youth. I had to be jerked back to reality
         by a crude jest from one of the men, a huge, powerful warrior called Sam. I returned the jest with an even cruder suggestion
         concerning his mother and a selection of farmyard animals, then walked down the steps back into the courtyard, side by side
         with Father Jean. At the bottom of the steps, the priest turned and looked me square in the face.
      

      
      ‘My son, your countenance seems to me to have a very familiar aspect. May I make so bold as to ask, have we met before?’

      
      ‘No, Father,’ I said. ‘We have not met before this day. But I heard much about you from an old priest in Lisieux who told me that twenty years ago you used to be a chorister at the cathedral
         of Notre-Dame in Paris – as my father was. Indeed, you are the true reason I am here in Verneuil.’
      

   
  

  
  

      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      I would have spoken further with Father Jean but I was interrupted by a fanfare of trumpets. ‘I must go, Father, but I would
         speak with you again when I have more leisure.’
      

      
      ‘I shall be in the infirmary with the wounded,’ said Father Jean, indicating the stable block on the eastern wall I had noted
         before. ‘I think I understand what you wish to speak to me about and, when you are next at liberty, you will find me there.’
         And with that he nodded, turned on his heel and strode away to the western side of the courtyard.
      

      
      I hurried to the gate, bounding up the wooden steps to the walkway to the right of the castle’s main entrance. I peered over
         the parapet and saw, as I had expected, two horsemen in gorgeous surcoats of blue and gold, each holding a French royal standard
         and mounted on superb horses, white as lilies. They were enemy heralds-at-arms.
      

      
      I waved merrily at them, and grinned, and they stared up from their saddles in surprise: it was hardly appropriate behaviour
         in the circumstances, but I had no herald of my own, not even a trumpeter. And a strange feeling of reckless cheer had come
         over me, as if I were drunk on strong wine. Nothing seemed important, least of all chivalric conventions and proper knightly etiquette – given
         the odds that we faced against these teeming French hordes, in a few hours I’d likely be dead.
      

      
      ‘Hello there!’ I called. ‘Beautiful day, isn’t it.’

      
      The left-hand herald coughed into his slim, pale hand and began intoning in a solemn carrying voice: ‘His Royal Highness Philip
         Augustus, King of France, by the grace of God Almighty rightful overlord of the rebellious Duke of Normandy, sovereign lord
         of the territories of—’
      

      
      ‘Sorry, didn’t catch that – who did you say?’ I shouted down to the herald. I had an almost overwhelming urge to giggle like
         a naughty schoolboy.
      

      
      The herald was completely thrown by my flippancy. He looked up at me in bafflement and said in a slightly questioning, uncertain
         tone: ‘Ah, His Royal Highness, um, Philip, the King of France, by the grace of God rightful overlord of the rebellious Duke
         of Normandy, sovereign lord—’
      

      
      I cut him off again, saying cheerfully, ‘Oh, him – you mean Old Mace-Dick. And what does he want?’
      

      
      The second herald, who had been studying the rude chalk drawing on the outside gate, had gone red in the face. He was clearly
         furious and it was he who answered the question for his now-speechless colleague.
      

      
      ‘His Royal Highness instructs and commands you to leave this castle forthwith, to come forth in the garb of penitents and
         to surrender your persons to his royal justice, trusting in his mercy—’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think so. Not today, thank you. We are rather busy. Perhaps some other time,’ I said. There were a few guffaws from
         along the battlements: our men were enjoying my cheeky performance even if the heralds were not. I continued: ‘God be with
         you both – but we have far more important matters to attend to. So I must ask you to go now and leave us in peace.’
      

      
      
      ‘His Royal Highness Philip Augustus, by the grace of God, the King of France, instructs and commands you, on pain of death—’

      
      ‘I said “Go”.’ My voice hardened. ‘Get ye hence. Quit this place. Be gone. Go.’

      
      ‘But the King of France—’

      
      ‘If you are not away from this gate by the time I count to five, I will order the bowmen to shoot you down.’

      
      The heralds gawped at me. Their mouths working like land-drowning carp. To offer injury to a herald during a parley was a
         grave crime of war, and a terrible sin to boot.
      

      
      ‘One,’ I said.

      
      The angry left-hand herald said: ‘So then, you formally defy King Philip’s rightful demand—’

      
      I said: ‘Two.’ And his fellow herald cut him off with a gentling hand on the arm. They both shot me a glare of deep hatred,
         but when I said: ‘Three,’ they turned their horses smartly and cantered away.
      

      
      The men on the battlements cheered as the two heralds rode back to the French encampment, their refined spines as straight
         as the poles that carried the royal standards, and it felt as if we had won a victory, even if it had been won in such an
         absurdly childish fashion. I was pleased that my tomfoolery had put some heart into the men – although I knew that we could
         expect no quarter if the enemy breached the walls.
      

      
      ‘Men of Verneuil,’ I shouted, and I was glad that the castle was small enough so that every man could make out my words. ‘Men
         of Verneuil, you may take comfort in the knowledge that your true liege lord is very close at hand. King Richard is no more
         than one or two days’ ride away, and if we can only hold here for a little while we will earn his undying gratitude. Any man
         who fights valiantly here today with all his heart and soul, and lives to tell the tale, can expect a rich reward from our
         royal master.’
      

      
      
      I could hear noises of approval all along the battlements – not exactly cheers, but a pleasing mumble of approbation.

      
      ‘My friends, a storm is coming, the bitter storm of battle. Those high and mighty Frenchmen think that they can run over us,
         and stamp us into the dust. But they are wrong. I swear to you, on my honour as a knight, that we can hold them; and we can
         beat them – but only if you will fight like lions. So, I ask you: Will you fight?’
      

      
      There was a muted rumble of assent. I repeated myself, louder this time. ‘Will you fight?’

      
      A shout came back at me, and I believe every man on those battlements replied in the affirmative.

      
      Once again I asked: ‘Will you fight?’

      
      And the answer was a deep roar flung back at me from more than a hundred lusty throats. It sounded like a mountain being torn
         up by the roots: ‘We. Will. Fight!’
      

      
      The enemy host formed up just out of bow-shot, about five hundred men in four divisions – or battles, as these formations
         are called. On the left and right flanks stood great blocks of enemy foot soldiers, perhaps a hundred and fifty men in each,
         dismounted knights and men-at-arms. Even at three hundred yards distance I could see that they carried long ladders, and it
         was plain that they meant to scale the walls both to the right and left of the gatehouse at the same time. In the centre,
         I saw with a sinking heart a huge black shape, at least thirty foot long, with a swarm of men fussing around it with ropes
         and pulleys attaching it to an enormous wheeled cradle. It was a felled tree-trunk, a battering ram, its hammer end sheathed
         in beaten iron. Nearby, carpenters were constructing a pointed roof with steeply sloping sides, tiled with wooden shingles
         – this was known as a penthouse – and its role was to shield the men who would swing the heavy ram against the front gate
         from our arrows. Clearly the central battle intended to come straight through the front door, smashing it to kindling in the process. And with that great ram, they might easily do it. Behind the battering ram was a battle of knights on horseback,
         a hundred men strong, beautifully arrayed, helmet plumes nodding, spear pennants flying, the trappers of the big horses bright
         splashes against the drab trampled field. When the gates of Verneuil had been smashed open and our brave men on the battlements
         overrun, these gaudy horse-borne killers would ride into the castle and complete the slaughter with lance and sword.
      

      
      However, my mood of reckless cheerfulness had not deserted me. I was fairly certain that we were doomed, but there was still
         a chance of survival – and, as I had said to Sir Aubrey, if God willed that we die, we would make a fight of it that would
         live on in song and legend for ever. And two things were in our favour: as far as I could tell, King Philip was not attempting
         any subtle manoeuvres – he was not bothering with any further artillery bombardment; he was just coming straight at us in
         overwhelming strength; and, the second and more important point was, we had an ample supply of arrows.
      

      
      I stripped all the men from the rear of the castle, leaving one single man to watch in case of an attack over the River Avre.
         I posted ten men-at-arms on the western wall, ten on the eastern, and kept the archers on the two northern corners of the
         castle. The rest of the fit men, about sixty in total, I divided between myself and Sir Aubrey and we took up our positions
         on either side of the main gate; myself on the left, Aubrey on the right.
      

      
      I had not expected subtlety from King Philip, and I did not receive it. I had barely organized my handful of men, and made
         sure they had two or three javelins apiece, when the trumpets and drums started up and the two massive squares of men on the
         left and the right of the French lines started moving forward. At two hundred yards, when you could clearly hear the chink
         and stamp of three hundred marching men, I nodded to the vintenar of the archers of the north-western corner of the castle,
         a steady young man named Peter, and watched with pride as, with a great creaking of wood, these twenty men drew back their massive yew bows
         until the flights of their arrows tickled their right ears, and loosed a small grey cloud of shafts into the clear spring
         air.
      

      
      The arrows punched down on to the enemy like deadly hail, rattling off shields and helms but sinking deeply into flesh wherever
         they found a gap in the armour. The French began to die. Men dropped by the killing shafts were trampled by their fellows;
         others, screaming in pain from an embedded missile, staggered out of the ranks, bleeding and clutching at the feathered shafts
         that sprouted from their bodies. But after the first barrage, the French held their shields above their heads and crowded
         tightly together, and my archers had time for only one more volley before the attacking French were given the signal to charge.
         Suddenly the enemy were running at us as fast as their legs would carry them, ladders to the fore, straight at the castle
         walls. My archers loosed once more, and I saw another handful of men falling, dying, skewered by the yard-long shafts, but
         nothing could stop their momentum now. In what seemed like a few brief moments the French men-at-arms were crowding under
         the very walls of the castle and staring up at us with pale, furiously frightened faces, as I shouted for javelins to supplement
         the arrow storm and we rained down death from above into the jostling, heaving mass of yelling foemen below.
      

      
      Bows creaked and twanged as our archers poured their killing skill down upon the enemy surging below us. Our men flung down
         javelins, spears, cut-down lances, even lumps of jagged masonry to crush the seething mass of Frenchmen – but a dozen ladders
         were rising, swinging up and banging against the stone wall of the castle, and the bravest enemy knights were already swarming
         up the frail wooden rungs with terrifying speed.
      

      
      Wherever we could, we hurled the ladders away from the walls, pushing them clear with wooden pitchforks or long poles cut
         and tied in the shape of a cross, tumbling the brave men who climbed them with oaths and shouts and the thump of flesh and crack
         of bone on to the earth below; but there were too many of them. Hanno and I had grabbed the end of a ladder, and were twisting
         the top of it with our combined strength, left and right, spilling the climbers, when I looked to my left and saw a Frenchman
         come screaming over the wall. He parried a sword thrust from one of Robin’s men-at-arms and struck the man’s head clean off
         with his riposte. Another knight crested the stone battlements two yards away and landed neat as a cat on to the wooden walkway
         behind it. I took two fast steps towards him and lunged for his throat, but he was swordsman of no little skill and he deflected
         by point and counter-attacked with a lightning stab at my heart, followed by a hard cut at my shoulder. I twisted to avoid
         his blade and went down on one knee; he swung at my head and I blocked his blow with my shield, but from the corner of my
         eye I could see another Frenchman rolling over the top of the wall into the gap the first man had created, and another. I
         had to plug this hole in our defences – and fast – or we were all dead men! I came up from my crouching position and lunged;
         a low, vicious blow that slid through the front slits of his mail coat and sliced up through his braies into the meat of his
         soft inner thigh. He screamed like a soul in torment and clutched at the fork of his legs, scarlet blood gushing from the
         wound, and he dropped. I left him to his fate and smashed my shield at the head of a man who was just appearing above the
         castle wall, cutting deep into his face with the edge; he fell straight backwards out of view. But there were enemies all
         around me now. I whirled and hacked with my long sword into the back of the neck of another Frenchman who was duelling with
         a green-cloaked man-at-arms; he fell away inside the castle walls, yelling in pain. I saw Hanno, wielding an axe, cave in
         the skull of a man in the act of climbing over the wall. I killed a man on the walkway to my right – my sword Fidelity spearing into his throat. I blocked a wild sword swing and cut deep into the thigh of a Frenchman to my left.
         Another head poked above the wall nearer to me and I darted forward, slicing into an eye and causing the head to disappear
         as if by some conjurer’s trick. A burly archer and I both grabbed the ladder top at the same time, and we heaved it away bodily,
         causing three climbing Frenchmen to spin off and crash to the hard ground in a cloud of flying dust and foul curses.
      

      
      And suddenly there were no more ladder tops and the wall to the west of the gatehouse was clear of the enemy. I peered over
         the battlements, and jerked away just in time as a crossbow quarrel clattered against the stone inches to the right of my
         face. But I could see that the French were pulling back on our side, taking their wounded, but leaving a score of their dead
         in a bloody heap below our walls.
      

      
      I shouted: ‘Archer, archers …’ But there was no need. Robin’s well-trained bowmen, under young Peter’s direction, were already
         harassing the retreating French with deadly accuracy, their shafts easily punching through the mail coats that covered the
         running men’s backs, and dropping their victims in their tracks. I looked across at Sir Aubrey’s command and he too seemed
         to have fought off the first onslaught, though he was leaning on his sword, holding his side with his left hand, and I saw
         with deep regret that there was a dark quarrel shaft sticking from his waist, and a wet stain was spreading beneath his hand.
         He was not the only man to have received a grievous wound from among our ranks: more than a dozen of our archers and men-at-arms
         had been wounded or killed during the attack on both sides of the gatehouse. But we had held them off.
      

      
      Yet that day’s bloody work was only just beginning. The two enemy battles on the flanks had moved out of range of the deadly
         war bows of Robin’s men, but they had not dispersed into the camp. They waited, loosely formed, mauled but still menacing.
         And in the centre, trumpets rang out once again, and with dread I saw that the great ram was being hoisted on to its huge
         wooden cradle under the penthouse, surrounded by hundreds of men-at-arms bearing the five-foot-high, flat-topped, flat-bottomed,
         light wickerwork shields that were sometimes used to protect crossbowmen on the field of battle.
      

      
      The trumpets blared, the drums sounded and the three foot-divisions began to advance. They were coming at us again. I looked
         to the west to the sun, which hung low in the blue vault of heaven. I judged that we had at most two hours of daylight left.
         I sent runners to the eastern and western walls and called the men I had posted there to me; I even sent a man down to the
         infirmary to summon any lightly wounded. I wanted every man who could stand on two feet and wield a sword on the castle’s
         front wall.
      

      
      The battering ram under its sloping shingle roof crept forward at the pace of a crippled old man. But it came on steadily,
         pushed by men-at-arms inside the housing and by a line of steel-helmeted, mail-coated shield-men on the outside. Once within
         range of our bowmen, we began to take our toll of these outside men, though four arrows out of five thumped and lodged into
         the long wicker-work shields that they bore on their outer arms, or skittered harmlessly from the shingle roof of the penthouse.
      

      
      At fifty yards, we had dropped only half a dozen shield-men and, at a shout of command from inside the penthouse, the pace
         was quickened and the entire contraption began to trundle towards the gate at increasing speed. At the same time, the two
         infantry battles on the left and right, howling like mad dogs, charged into the fray seeking revenge and I realized that we
         simply did not have enough archers even to slow their furious charge.
      

      
      ‘This is it, lads,’ I shouted. ‘This is it. If we hold them now, we’re safe. Hold them, and we’ve won the day.’

      
      The foe was surging below us once more, the ladders were swinging up against the walls and banging against the crenellations.
         And we hurled the last of our javelins down upon the sea of taut white faces and red shouting mouths below us, following those
         missiles with rocks, earthenware jugs, even iron cooking pots. Anything and everything we had that could cause harm was hurled
         into the boiling sea of humanity below – but it seemed that nothing could stop the fear-spurred French from flying up the
         ladders and flooding over the wall in vast numbers.
      

      
      Boom! The battering ram was at the gate and its first blow seemed to shake the very foundations of the earth.

      
      A roaring bearded face appeared before me, framed by the rungs of a ladder, and I hacked with Fidelity, crunching deep through
         gristle and bone laterally across his broad nose; the man was hurled backwards in a spray of gore, but almost immediately
         another head appeared, and an arm waving a sword, too. I cut down hard, all but severing the arm at the elbow, and the man
         dropped away.
      

      
      Boom! The ram struck again, accompanied by a hideous splintering sound, and I realized that the castle gate was not going
         to last long under this ferocious assault. I placed my mailed hand on the empty ladder rung and pushed with all the strength
         of my left arm; it lifted an inch or two from the face of the castle wall, skidded to the right and slipped away. But to my
         right, from another ladder – one of dozens now against the wall – a well-armed French knight, his face protected by a flat-topped
         tubular helmet, was leaping over the crenellations, then slicing down savagely into a man-at-arms a few yards from me. His
         blade bit deep, through the poor man’s green cloak and padded aketon, cutting into his chest cavity and the man dropped with
         a panting, gurgling moan.
      

      
      I quickly turned my head and shouted: ‘Thomas, Thomas. Now’s your time! Come now.’

      
      And was rewarded by a high, clear voice from the castle courtyard, shouting: ‘Yes, sir; coming, sir.’

      
      The French knight, armed with sword and mace, stepped nonchalantly over the green-cloaked body of my dying comrade and came directly towards me, a challenge on his lips. His sword
         hissed at my head, and I parried. He swung the mace in his left hand hard at my body. I caught the blow on my shield, unbalancing
         myself, and momentarily blocking my line of sight, but recovered and swept low with my sword, smashing the blade into the
         back of the knight’s left knee. And while my blade did not penetrate the tough steel links of his leg mail, it swept him off
         his feet and, as he floundered on his back in front of me on the walkway, I leapt forward. My sword tip found the eye slit
         in his helmet and I put my weight above it and crunched the blade down hard. The whole walkway was a mass of struggling men
         by then, scores of Frenchmen hacking, clawing, biting and butting; locked in life-and-death combat with our surviving green-cloaked
         men. The air seemed to be misted with blood. The noise was appalling: screams and shrieks and the clang and clash of metal.
         And more Frenchmen were coming over the walls with every passing moment. Wrenching Fidelity free of the dead man’s helmet,
         I paused to take a fast breath and looked beyond him and espied Thomas, clutching two burning pinewood torches, incongruous
         on that golden afternoon, skipping up the steps that led from the courtyard to the right of the gatehouse. Behind him, lumbering
         with difficulty up the wooden steps, came the two burly men-at-arms I had allocated to him. In their hands, clasped between
         two long, pole-like wooden holders to protect them from the heat, was a huge cooking pot, a great cauldron of smoking walnut
         oil that had been heated to boiling on a fire in the courtyard below.
      

      
      Boom! The battering ram struck once more, and I felt the wooden walkway shiver beneath my feet. A squat French man-at-arms
         hopped over the wall right in front of me – an axe in one hand and a round shield in the other. He swung at me, and I ducked
         and counter-attacked purely by instinct, chopping my sword into his outstretched arm, then knocking him back with a punch
         from my boar-shield.
      

      
      
      ‘This way! This way. Bring it here,’ a shrill voice was shouting. And I quickly turned to see Thomas’s cauldron-carrying men
         levering the smoking pot up to the edge of the battlement at the very centre of the gate – tipping the sizzling oil, perhaps
         half a dozen gallons of it, straight down on to the penthouse roof below.
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