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To all the readers who have joined me on this ride – and who know that it’s not about the destination, it’s about the journey – my love and thanks to you all
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Part One




I humbly pray that whomsoever wishes to read these parchments in the years to come shall indeed be able to do so, for in parts my falling tears have caused the black ink to run and the words to mingle together on the page. I am not a lachrymose man, I believe, but this tale is filled with so much sorrow that it would make the angels weep – yet also laugh, perhaps, and maybe even rejoice in the courage, strength and resourcefulness of mortal men. The words contained herein are not my own, they have flown to me straight from the mouth of Brother Alan, one of our most venerable monks here at Newstead Priory, and it has been my task to copy them down as faithfully as I am able.


Brother Alan is too frail now to write himself. Indeed, he is very close to death and spends nearly all his days in his cell, wrapped in blankets and furs, despite the first warm breath of spring in the air. And yet his mind is still clear and his memory sharp. Some might argue that this task is beneath my dignity – I am after all the Prior of Newstead, in the county of Nottinghamshire, and lord of a community of a dozen monks and a score of lay workers and servants – but Christ taught humility and Brother Alan was the man who taught me my letters when I first came to this House of God nearly ten years ago. I have never forgotten his kindness and now that I have been elevated above my fellows, I shall endeavour to make some repayment of that debt.


Christ also taught us to hate the lie – and I must not pretend that I undertake this task solely from piety and gratitude. Brother Alan’s past as a knight, as one of the most renowned fighting men of his day, and the stories he tells of battle and bloodshed, of comradeship in combat, give me a thrill of pleasure that is not entirely godly. Yet I believe I am doing God’s work in recording his story, for it sheds light upon the last years of the reign of King John and the accession of our beloved Henry of Winchester, his son and, by the grace of God in this blessed year twelve hundred and forty-six, our sovereign lord and King – long may he reign over us.


This work also aims to reveal the stark truth about the crimes and contributions of another great man, one who was Brother Alan’s friend and comrade for many years, about whom much has been said and sung, and most of that false, up and down the land. To expose these lies and calumnies – that is God’s work, indeed; as it is to reveal the true nature of this strange man, the rebel baron who fought for an evil King, the former outlaw who used the law to bring justice to the land, the unrepentant murderer and thief, the loving father and loyal husband, the friend of the poor and champion of the oppressed. It is the Lord’s will, I do earnestly believe, that the whole truth shall be known at last about the man called Robin Hood.




Chapter One


The square bulk of the keep of Rochester Castle thrust upwards into the twilight, ominous as a vast tombstone, and cast a long black shadow over the outer bailey, the cathedral beyond the walls and the sprawling smoke-wreathed town around it. From my post, at the centre of the old wooden bridge over the River Medway, the keep was almost due south and about three hundred paces distant. Shading my eyes from the glare of the westering sun off the water, I caught the silvery glint of the sentries’ helmets as they patrolled the battlements, and on the dark, eastern side of the massive stone walls, the first slivers of candlelight leaking from arrow slits.


It was a forbidding fortress, one of the mightiest in England, built to guard this crossing of the river on the road from Dover to London, the most direct route an invading enemy would take to attack the largest and richest city in England. Yet the castle’s dominating stone, its implacable solidity, was of great comfort to me. Battle was surely coming – a day or two, a week at most, and it would be upon us in all its blood and agony and fury, and then, when the arrows began to soar, the steel to scrape and men to scream in pain, I knew I would be more than grateful for the castle’s twelve-foot-thick walls that climbed a hundred feet into the air.


The east wind was freshening, wafting a light mizzle from the cold waters of the estuary a couple of miles behind my back, and I pulled the damp green cloak tighter around my shoulders. My stomach gurgled unhappily – it must surely be almost time for supper and my relief – and I rubbed my reddened hands together and stamped my numb feet. By night’s fall I should be snug in the guardhouse on the southern side of the bridge – there would be hot mutton broth and fresh bread and butter, a cup of warm spiced wine and the company of old friends. But where the hell was Sir Thomas Blood? The sun was already squatting on the western horizon.


I looked hopefully to my left towards the stout two-storey wooden box arching over the planks of the bridge on the southern bank. Was I imagining it or could I already smell the broth? A pair of thick-set men in green cloaks, long yew bows in their hands, were propped against the rail staring silently over the water, vacant as cows at a gate. I looked right, past the piles of boulders, each roughly the size of a human head, collected below the rail in little cairns of three or four rocks every ten feet, and saw a young, slim, fair-haired swordsman, similarly green-cloaked, fifty paces away at the northern end of the bridge. He leaned over the rail and lowered his head, and I saw a gobbet of spittle shoot from his mouth and disappear below. Perhaps inevitably, echoing up from underneath, came the faint roar of a complaint, its maker at first unseen from my vantage point. A slim rowing boat emerged, heading upstream, with a red-faced bald fellow mopping his pate and shaking his fist at the handsome young devil laughing above him.


‘Don’t do that, Miles,’ I bellowed. ‘It’s churlish, it’s unseemly … it’s plain disgusting, for God’s sake.’


The young man turned to look at me. His long, lean face seemed lit from within, like the All Souls’ candle inside a hollowed-out turnip, illuminated by a mischievous almost child-like delight.


‘I’m bored half to death, old man,’ he shouted back. ‘Bored as a boy-loving eunuch in an all-girl brothel. Surely our watch must be over by now. Besides, that baldy fellow sells bad fish. He’s a cheat. Father says so. That basket of carp he sold us yesterday was mostly mud, skin and bones.’


His father, of course, was my lord, the Earl of Locksley, my old friend Robin, who on this chill October day was, no doubt, sitting in the warmth of the guardhouse toasting his boots by a brazier. But, even if Miles’s father had not been my lord, I would have been loath to scold the youngster – despite him daring to call me an old man. Not only because I liked his irreverent high spirits, which cheered the hearts of our whole company, but also because he was a fine fighting man in his own right, a quicksilver fiend with a blade and utterly fearless in the storm of battle.


Apart from the angry fisherman, now pulling away at a pace, leaving a string of ripe insults in his wake, the river upstream was as placid as a pond. A few ancient craft lay hauled up on the slick banks and two old salts sat on boxes, their heads bent together, knitting their nets slowly, rhythmically, from time to time pausing to pass a leather bottle between them. I turned around, full into the cold breeze, the drizzle spitting directly in my face, and looked towards the curve of the river where it disappeared into the low pasturelands. Nothing but slow brown water and low grey fields, and a few scattered sheep casting monstrous shadows, as the sun nestled down behind me. Not an enemy in sight. Not a sniff of danger either. I could have been safe and snug at home in my manor of Westbury in Nottinghamshire rather than doing sentry duty on a mist-sprayed bridge in the flatlands of east Kent.


I heard a discreet cough. ‘Sir Alan,’ said a deep voice behind me and I turned to behold a short, powerfully built, dark-haired knight in full mail, helmet under one arm, smiling up at me.


‘About time, Thomas,’ I said. ‘About bloody time. All quiet. Nothing to report. This godforsaken bridge is all yours.’


As I stepped into the guardhouse, I saw my lord seated at the long table in the centre of the room, spooning the last drops from an earthenware bowl. A battered, soot-blackened steaming cauldron had been placed in the middle of the board, next to a basket of bread, a jug of wine and a stack of crockery.


‘Report?’ said Robin.


‘There is nobody out there,’ I replied, reaching for a bowl. ‘If John really is coming here, he is taking his own sweet time about it.’


‘Oh, the King is coming all right,’ said Robin cheerfully. ‘He has to. His new men, his Flemings, will surely cross the Channel and land at Dover, and we bar the route to London. He must take Rochester, if he wishes to take London from the Army of God. And he must take London if he wishes to win this war.’


The so-called Army of God, under the command of the less-than-saintly Robert, Lord Fitzwalter, did indeed hold London. Robin and I had stormed the walls for him just over three months ago and as a result we had captured the capital and been able to force the King to set his seal on a great charter at Runnymede, a document that was supposed to guarantee the rights of free Englishmen for ever. But, despite solemnly swearing to abide by the charter, calling for peace in the land and renewing the oaths of loyalty with his barons, the King had renounced the agreement a mere handful of weeks afterwards. The Pope in Rome, at the King’s behest, had damned the charter, too, as shameful and illegal and had excommunicated all the rebel barons.


We had struggled and suffered and bled for that square piece of smoothed calf skin, and wrangled day and night over the terse Latin words it contained. Yet despite Robin’s insistence that by forcing the King’s hand we had struck a blow for liberty that would be remembered for generations to come, I sometimes wondered what all the strife and bloodshed had achieved. If it had, in fact, achieved anything at all. King John, that cowardly, murderous snake, had simply ignored the great charter and spent thousands of pounds in tax silver recruiting fresh mercenary troops from Flanders and northern France. War had broken out again almost immediately between the rebel barons and the King’s new continental hirelings.


Nevertheless, our position was not hopeless. Since the sealing of the charter, many English barons who had previously been fearful of resisting the King had rallied to our cause – the Pope’s mass excommunications notwithstanding. Indeed, the constable of this very castle, Reginald de Cornhill, once a staunch King’s man, had opened its gates to Lord Fitzwalter and his men not two days before and declared himself a lover of liberty, before departing with unashamed haste and all his men for his lands in Surrey.


Yet we rebels held London, and Exeter in the south-west, and a scatter of small castles in the north – and now we held Rochester too. And, while Fitzwalter prepared the defences of this mighty fortress with his grizzled captain William d’Aubigny, Robin’s detachment of twenty archers and a dozen men-at-arms had been given the task of holding the bridge. For the King was surely coming up from Dover. And I knew it just as well as Robin.


The door of the guardhouse crashed open, impelled by an impetuous boot. ‘Do I smell yesterday’s mutton broth?’ said Miles, striding inside and unfastening the golden clasp to drop his wet green cloak on the dirty rushes of the floor. ‘Isn’t there anything a bit more substantial to eat? I could make short work of a bloody beefsteak or a dripping roast chicken – God’s bones, that would suit.’


‘It’s broth or nothing,’ said his father, with an edge in his voice. ‘You know as well as I that we are on short commons, all of us, till the supply train comes through from London. We must tighten our belts till then. And do try not to whine quite so much, son.’


‘Not whining. Just making polite dinner conversation.’ Miles plonked himself down on the bench next to me, helped himself to a clay bowl and filled it to the brim. ‘Mmmm. Mutton broth. Nice and watery. And plenty of gristle, too, I see.’


I could actually hear Robin grinding teeth. But my lord held his peace.


‘What news from the castle?’ I said, after a long uncomfortable pause.


‘D’Aubigny has it nicely in hand, I believe,’ said my lord. ‘He says the fortifications are sound, the walls in good repair throughout, and he has enough men and arms to hold it for months against a determined assault – providing of course that sufficient food stores can be brought in.’


William d’Aubigny was a bear of a man, immensely strong and quick, and with a reputation for ferocity in battle. He was lord of Belvoir Castle, a fortress in Leicestershire about fifteen miles east of Nottingham. As a not-too-distant neighbour of ours, he was well known to Robin and to me.


‘Fitzwalter is planning to leave us, though,’ Robin said.


‘What?’ I said, swallowing a mouthful of hot soup too quickly. ‘Why?’


‘He says he’s needed in London. A grand council of the barons has been called. They’re to discuss recruiting aid from overseas and Fitzwalter says he must attend or who knows what foolishness will occur.’


‘So our gallant commander is deserting us on the eve of battle?’ said Miles. ‘Scuttling back to London. Hardly inspiring behaviour in a leader.’


Robin ignored his son and concentrated on wiping clean his bowl with a crust but I felt called on to defend Lord Fitzwalter’s honour. My relationship with the captain-general of the Army of God had not always been cordial but since the war began I had grown to like the man.


‘He is our leader and it makes sense that he should attend this important council with all the other senior barons,’ I said.


‘Were you not invited to attend this vaunted gathering then, Father?’ said Miles. ‘How strange! Perhaps they feel that playing watchman on this ancient bridge is more your mark.’


I could have punched the lad off the bench for that insult. Indeed, I felt my right fist clench and rise from the board. But Robin beat me to it.


‘The sentry on the roof has been complaining of the cold this past hour,’ said Robin serenely. ‘When you have finished that nourishing bowl of broth, Miles, get yourself up there and take his place. I’ll be sure to send someone up to relieve you at midnight’ – Robin pretended to think – ‘or perhaps at dawn. We’ll have to see. I’d like all the serious fighting men to get a good night’s rest.’


‘But, Father, I had plans to visit the town tonight. There is this girl I want to see and as I’m not on duty—’


‘Well, you are on duty now,’ said Robin. ‘Off you go.’


‘But it’s not fair …’


‘Don’t whine, lad,’ I said, perhaps a touch smugly. ‘Obey your lord’s command.’


Miles opened his mouth to argue but before he could speak the door swung towards us and we all three looked up in surprise at the dark entrance, now wholly filled by Sir Thomas Blood’s short form, broad shoulders and steel-helmeted head.


‘Boats, my lord,’ said Sir Thomas. ‘Boats on the river. Scores of them.’


From the roof of the guardhouse, we had our first glimpse of the enemy, of the feared Flemish legions of King John. At least fifty rowing boats, downstream, three hundred yards away. Each boat was showing a single pinprick of yellow light, a lantern or open fire-pot, enabling us to see them against the blackness of the water in the failing light, and every vessel was pulling hard for the centre of the bridge.


‘Miles, get back to the castle now. Alert Lord Fitzwalter – tell him … tell him that the bridge is under attack by several hundred of the King’s men and that we will hold as long as we can. But it cannot be for long. Tell him to come with all speed.’


‘But I want to fight. If you send me away, I’ll miss everything—’


‘For once, Miles, just do as you are bloody well told!’ My lord did not raise his voice above a murmur but there was a whip-crack in his tone that sent his younger son scurrying for the wooden stair.


‘Now, Alan, let’s see about discouraging these Flemish fellows, shall we?’




Chapter Two


I fear, my dear Prior, that I have begun my tale in the wrong place. My mind is not what it was, I am old and I become easily confused these days, and my tales of blood and glory stray from their proper paths. I crave your indulgence for I must tell you of what occurred some weeks before the battle at Rochester Castle, else it will make no sense to you or to anyone who might read of my deeds and those of my comrades in the years to come.


As you well know, my dear Anthony, I have spent many hours in the past few days studying the Bible, and I find much comfort there. Robin would have scoffed at my new-found piety in the face of death but it is not salvation I seek – that I leave in the hands of a merciful God – but wisdom. There is much to be found in the holy book. I am reading Ecclesiastes and that wise old man wrote, if I have managed to untangle the Latin correctly, that there is a time for everything, a season for every activity under Heaven; there is a time to be born and a time to die; a time to plant and a time to uproot; a time to kill and a time to heal …


I was healing that August of the year of Our Lord twelve hundred and fifteen, a little slowly but surely, from a painful wound to the waist I had taken in a short, bloody fight on the walls of London that June. England, too, it seemed, was slowly healing after the struggle between the rebellious barons and the King. After Runnymede, I had dared to hope that all would be well in the kingdom for the rest of my life. That peace would reign in the land and folk would be left to sow and reap, to live, love and raise children.


A vain hope, it must now appear, but honestly held.


It was also the time to uproot, or at least to cut the barley, rye, oats and wheat that had grown tall and bright in the fields around and about my manor of Westbury in Nottinghamshire. That summer was a blazing, golden joy, long days of sunshine with only the occasional growling of a distant thunderstorm to remind us that the Heavenly Kingdom was not, in truth, at hand. All the menfolk of Westbury – my tenants from the village, the manor servants and the few freemen, old soldiers for the most part – were in their strips of field, backs bent and sickles in hand, as they lopped the nodding heads of grain from the stalks before the women following gathered them in bundles and stacked them to dry. All the local children came behind their parents, collecting the kernels of grain that spilled from the flashing blades and tucking them safely in their pouches before the wheeling flocks of birds could settle and gorge. The little ones made a game of their labours as often as not, chasing each other and shrieking with mirth. It would be a bountiful harvest, all were agreed, and if the weather continued to favour us there would be no fear of hunger or hardship till the following spring at least.


I confess I was not labouring in the fields with the other men. I was nursing my wound by drowsing in the strong afternoon sunshine, slumped on a comfortable bench outside my hall in the courtyard of Westbury, a jug of ale at my elbow, my belly full of venison stew and a blissful contentment suffusing my frame, when I heard the trumpet sound. I jerked upright fully awake – for while England might appear to be at peace, I still kept a pair of sentries day and night on the roof of the squat stone tower in the courtyard, which was the manor’s highest point and its last refuge in war, and their duty it was to warn of the approach of strangers.


Standing, straightening my clothing, brushing at a patch of drool on my tunic and vaguely looking around for my sword – it was hanging on the wall in my bedchamber, I remembered – I heard the sentry call down to me from the tower.


‘A woman, sir, all alone. No horse, nor baggage. Looks like a beggarly type wanting a free meal.’


My elderly steward Baldwin, who with his unmarried sister Alice ran the daily business of the manor, was by my shoulder. He lifted an eyebrow. ‘Sir Alan?’ he said.


‘Let her in, Baldwin,’ I said, still filled with a glowing benevolence for the world. ‘If she needs a meal, give her a good one and whatever scraps of meat and bread we can spare for her journeying and then send her on her way.’


‘As you say, sir.’


‘I’m going to my solar to take a little n— That is to say, I shall retire to my chamber for a while to study my scrolls.’


I left the glare of the sunshine and pushed past Baldwin into the gloom of the hall. I gave no more thought to the beggar woman, for as I entered my solar at the far end and lay down on the big, comfortable bed, I fell into a deep and delightful sleep.


I awoke in the pinkish twilight of the long summer evening, refreshed and still brimming with contentment, and lay for a while listening to the sounds of the servants clattering plates in the hall, no doubt preparing the evening meal. I could hear the voice of my fifteen-year-old son Robert but I could not quite make out his words over the noise of the hall servants. He seemed animated, though, unusually cheerful, and I wondered who he was talking to. And then I heard her voice.


I sat up abruptly and an icy chill puckered the skin of my forearms. I was out the door of the solar in an instant – and there she was. Seated at the big hall table a few feet from Robert, elbows on the board, deep in conversation.


‘Get away from her!’ I bawled, running towards my son and the beggar woman. They both started to their feet, shocked.


‘Robert, get away from that woman right now.’


‘Why, Father, we were—’


‘Get away. Come and stand behind me.’


My heart was racing, I could feel my face and neck hot with surging blood. I curled a protective arm around Robert. ‘Did she feed you anything? Robert – did she give you anything to eat or drink?’


‘Father, you are behaving in a very—’


‘Answer me. Did she give you anything to eat or touch your skin?’


‘Father …’ My son looked into my face and saw that I was in deadly earnest. ‘She gave me nothing. She did not touch me. We were waiting for you to wake before we ate. She will take supper with us tonight.’


‘She will not,’ I said. My right hand was groping wildly across my waist for my sword hilt but, of course, the blade was still hanging on the wall in the bedchamber. I looked at the woman, now smiling crookedly at me from the other side of the table.


‘Sir Alan,’ said Matilda Giffard in her wood-smoke-deepened voice, ‘what a joy it is to set eyes on you again.’


‘I cannot say the same,’ I said coldly.


I looked at her. Matilda Giffard, Tilda, as she was to me … a woman I had once – no, twice – thought I was in love with but who had proved herself as treacherous and cunning as a starving rat.


She had once been a great beauty – a woman to stop a man’s heart – but on this day, although her looks had not entirely deserted her, she cut a poor figure: she was thin as a twig and dressed in a raggedy black nun’s robe, greyed by the dust of the road. Her once swan-white face was decidedly grubby, she had the remains of a black eye, now faded to streaks of brown and yellow, and the lines on her brow beneath her midnight black hair and around her grey-blue eyes were cut deeper than I remembered.


‘My dear, you have nothing to fear from me, I swear it,’ said Tilda, smiling. Her familiar voice sent ripples running down my spine.


She stepped away from the table and came towards me. With difficulty, I managed not to take a step backwards, and pulled Robert tighter to my side.


‘I do not fear you,’ I said, lying once more.


‘That is as it should be. I know that we had harsh words when we last met. And you cannot know how much I regret them—’


‘I do not fear you,’ I cut her off, ‘I merely ask that you leave my hall, my home and my lands immediately.’


‘I have wronged you; Robert, too. I freely admit it. But I come humbly to seek your forgiveness for my actions. I know you are a kind man—’


‘You shall not have it. You schemed to kill us. You used your wiles and my own loving foolishness to snare me. You betrayed me to my enemies. At every turn you have sought my destruction. Whatever it is that you say you require, you shall not have from my hand. I shall have no more dealings with you. Now, I must ask you to leave. This instant. Or I shall fetch my men and have you thrown from the ramparts.’


To my utter astonishment, Tilda fell to her knees in front of me. She clasped her hands before her in supplication and I swear that a succession of oily tears began to course down her dirty white cheeks.


‘Sir Alan, I beg you. It was so hard for me to come here. Forgive me. Dear God, I ask you in all humility. Show me mercy. Forgive me and grant me sanctuary. I have nowhere else to turn. In the name of the love you once professed, forgive me. I beg you.’


I was utterly at a loss. I had seen Tilda merry, fearful, sad and scornful, even spitting bile-bitter hatred at me. But I’d never seen her like this. So … broken. So stripped of dignity. Pleading for my forgiveness on her knees. My heart twisted in pity.


‘Go back to Kirklees. Go back home to the Priory, woman, and do not trouble us again. You shall have food. An armed escort, if you want it. But you will not stay here.’


‘I cannot,’ she said. Tilda was sobbing without restraint. She buried her face in her hands and her words came out jerkily, muffled and odd sounding.


‘Expelled. The mother Prioress. Anna. She and I, we … She threw me out. I have nowhere to go. I have no place. I am lost.’


A weeping woman on her knees is a hard thing for a man to witness, particularly if she was once his lover. But I knew Tilda of old and, while her grief did seem genuine, I could not bring myself to trust her once again. I hardened my heart and called for help.


‘Baldwin,’ I said to my steward, who was hovering by the table with his mouth open in shock. ‘Fetch the lady a satchel of food, a flask of wine and a warm cloak, and escort her from the manor. If she will not go, get Hal and some of the men-at-arms to help you. Robert and I will be in my solar. Report to me when she is gone.’


I turned my back on the sobbing woman on her knees in the hall and, half-pushing Robert to force him along, I stalked back to my chamber.


Inside, with the door closed and my weight leaning securely against it, I felt my heart pounding as if I had run a mile in full armour.


‘I do think that was rather harsh, Father,’ said Robert.


I had thought I was rid of Tilda once and for all but life is never that simple. Baldwin reported that he had provided her with food and drink and a cloak and escorted her – she was meek as a lamb, he said – out of the main gate. He had stayed to watch her set out on the road towards Nottingham but after only a few hundred yards she had veered off the track headed towards the river and had collapsed down under a willow tree on the bank, a huddle of misery, still within a half-mile of my gates.


‘Do you wish me to send the men-at-arms to roust her?’ Baldwin asked.


‘No,’ I said. It was dark by then and to send a troop of mounted men to move along one tearful middle-aged woman seemed excessively cruel. ‘Let her sleep the night there in peace. Doubtless she will be gone in the morning.’


She wasn’t, of course.


The next morning, from the roof of my tower, I could clearly see her, a black shape under the willow tree, still as a stone. It crossed my mind to order out the men-at-arms then, and have them move her on with their spear butts, but I had not the heart for it. I contented myself with issuing stern orders to all the servants that Matilda Giffard must not be allowed to set so much as a toe within my walls again.


We were very busy over the next few days with the harvest and, while I cannot pretend that Tilda disappeared from my mind completely – she hovered constantly on the fringes of my thoughts like an unpaid debt – I did manage to banish her from my daily processes. I ignored her, in truth. She stayed by the willow tree day after day, moving very seldom, at least in daylight, troubling nobody as far as I could tell and slowly, almost imperceptibly, becoming absorbed into the landscape of Westbury.


Four days after the tearful scene in the hall, Robin arrived.




Chapter Three


My lord came apparelled for war and with two score mounted men-at-arms at his back. He was in high spirits, oddly, for the news he bore was almost all bad. Over a cup of wine in my hall, he informed me that the King had reneged on the promises given at Runnymede and that we were summoned once more to war by Lord Fitzwalter and the Army of God. I confess my heart sank at the news.


‘We knew it couldn’t last, Alan,’ said my lord. ‘When has King John ever kept a promise, let alone one extracted at the point of a sword?’


He made a good argument: John was one of the most duplicitous men I have ever had the misfortune to encounter, indeed the bitter hatred felt for him by the barons of England had much to do with his untrustworthiness, but my dreams of a peaceful existence had been scattered to the winds by Robin’s arrival.


‘I need you, Sir Alan,’ he said. ‘I need your sword once more. Will you come?’


I nodded dutifully. I could not in good conscience resist a call to arms from my lord: he had made me, raising me from a penniless thief to the prosperous knight I was today. He’d given me everything. I owed him my life and my lands.


We were joined at dinner by Sir Thomas Blood, Robin’s man and an old friend of mine too who had once served as my squire and had painstakingly trained my son Robert in the arts of the sword. He also was in high spirits and he proudly showed me his shield, which was freshly painted with a new blazon, the head of a buck with an arrow in its mouth. The buck and the arrow were in Robin’s honour – a reference to a time in his youth when he was a famous outlaw.


Robin had granted Sir Thomas the small manor of Makeney in Derbyshire, a richly deserved reward, for Thomas had been his loyal knight for many years now. He was also a newly married man, having taken a bride, a pretty girl from Westbury, in fact, called Mary, who had recently given birth to their first child, a dark, chubby, perpetually bawling boy. Clearly they needed their own home.


‘You will probably have learned this already, Alan,’ said Robin, ‘but Philip Marc is back, too. Despite what the charter decreed, John has returned him to the exalted post of High Sheriff of Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire and the Royal Forests.’


This was news to me. ‘What happened to Eustace de Lowdham?’


‘Oh, he has graciously agreed to step aside and has accepted the role of deputy sheriff. The fool says he’s happy to have been relieved of the burden of high office.’


Philip Marc was my enemy. He was a French mercenary, fanatically loyal to the King, who had hounded me for taxes I did not owe and had even seized my son Robert for a while in an attempt to force me to pay. Lord de Lowdham was a weak-willed but amiable fellow who the rebel barons had induced to take the shrievalty after Runnymede. I was surprised King John had not had him permanently removed.


‘It gets worse,’ said Robin. ‘Sheriff Marc has a remit to destroy all unlicensed stone castles in Nottinghamshire and there are more than a few landholders hereabouts who are hastily pulling down their new walls to avoid exciting his ire.’


I looked out of the open door of the hall at the squat stone tower that I had built in the courtyard two years before. My keep, my refuge in time of trouble. I had been so proud to have raised it. It made me feel like a real knight, less of a gutter-born churl who had done suspiciously well for himself and was now aping his superiors.


I tore my eyes from it and said: ‘How are Marie-Anne and the boys?’


As well as Miles, Robin had another son, Hugh. They were as unalike as iron and silk. Hugh, the eldest, was a steady, sensible man, a little dull and priggish to my mind but a decent fighter and a fellow who once he had fixed his mind to something would never give up until it was accomplished. Miles was another man altogether: wild, pleasure-seeking, irresponsible – and loved by almost everybody who met him.


‘They are busy,’ said Robin. ‘Hugh is to be constable of Kirkton while I am away – he’s recruiting more men and strengthening the walls of the castle. Marie-Anne is laying in stores in case of a long siege. Though I hope it won’t come to that. You are welcome to send your household there if Philip Marc becomes overly oppressive.’


I thanked him distractedly. I was still thinking about the tower and wondering, given its relative insignificance compared with some of the greater fortifications in the county, whether it might escape the sheriff’s notice. ‘And Miles?’ I asked.


Robin said nothing for five whole heartbeats.


‘I cannot understand that boy,’ he said at last. ‘He has no regard for discipline at all. He tells me he is wedded to the rebel cause, to the great charter of liberties, that he is afire to teach the King and all his foreign mercenaries a bloody lesson – but when it comes to training with our men, organising our forces for battle, preparing, if you like, to teach that bloody lesson, he seems to have no interest.


‘He spends half the day abed. He is up half the night with the wine jug. Every week he is involved in some new scrape, usually involving too much drink and some unfortunate local girl. I tried confining him to the castle and he blithely ignored my orders and spent two days absent – God knows where. He came back, refusing to give an account of himself but with a badly cut lip and his best clothes torn and stained with blood. I took away his horse and his purse; he borrowed a mount from a farmer, robbed a travelling monk of two shillings and set out on his revels again. He is twenty years of age yet behaving like an unruly apprentice: always surly, disrespectful to Marie-Anne, downright rude to me. He is a thorn in my backside, to be honest.’


I tried not to smile at Robin’s words. Miles sounded exactly how I imagined Robin to have been when he was his son’s age. There was a secret about Robin’s sons that was never mentioned for fear of angering the Earl of Locksley: while Miles was truly his son, in looks as well as character, Hugh was not. He was the fruit of a forced coupling between Robin’s enemy, the former sheriff of Nottinghamshire Ralph Murdac, and Marie-Anne, who had briefly been his prisoner. Murdac was long dead but Hugh resembled him in many ways – the same colouring and shortness of stature, although, praise God, he did not seem to have Murdac’s evil ways and had proved himself to be as true a man as any in Robin’s ranks.


‘You can wipe that foolish grin off your face, Alan Dale,’ said Robin. ‘Miles is joining us here tomorrow. And you will see how much you like his company then. At least, I left orders to that effect at Kirkton. I couldn’t find the damn boy when I left. I’m taking him with us on campaign. I dare not leave him at home: he’d probably burn the castle around his mother’s ears.’


‘So where are we going?’ I asked.


‘South,’ said Robin. ‘To London first; we will receive further orders from Fitzwalter there.’


Dinner was served by Robert and his massive servant Boot, a dark-skinned giant from the forests of Africa who had once been the sheriff’s executioner at Nottingham Castle, and we ate heartily – venison, roast goose and pigeon pie, fresh bread, cheese and preserves, for who could tell what privations the future might hold. At the table Robin introduced me to his new squire, a broad-shouldered, deep-chested, red-haired young fellow of good family in Kent named William of Cassingham, and known by all as Cass. He seemed an amiable sort, who clearly worshipped Robin. He was, for a squire, unusually armed. At his waist, on the left side, in a two-foot long, five-inch broad leather sheath, he wore a falchion, a crude, wide, single-bladed weapon that was more like a butcher’s cleaver than a proper sword. At the other side of his belt was an arrow bag filled with two dozen shafts topped with goose feathers; and it was very difficult to part him from the long yew bow that he carried as if it were an extra limb.


‘He’s a talented lad,’ said Robin quietly, as the squire took his place at the board, ‘if a little savage in his habits. But strong as a bull – and brave with it.’ My lord obviously had regard for the fellow and that was enough reason for me to like him. But beyond a few mumbled pleasantries, Cass said little at the feast and ate as if this were to be his last meal on earth, tearing at great chunks of meat with his teeth and barely chewing them before swallowing the lump down with vast draughts of red wine. He reminded me of the strange tales I had heard of the pagan cannibals of Africa – ferocious creatures who filed their teeth into points and craved human flesh. But, in truth, he was no wild man. He merely ate with a great determination, almost as if he were challenged, as if he were determined to vanquish all the meat and drink before him.


When they had served the dishes and poured the wine, Boot and Robert joined us at the table and listened in silence while Robin regaled us with tales of Kirkton, the misadventures of Miles and all the doings in his Yorkshire lands. After the meal, while Robin was seeing to the comforts of his men-at-arms in the barns out in the courtyard, Sir Thomas took me aside.


He seemed embarrassed but he clearly wished to speak to me alone.


‘Alan,’ he said, ‘have you received any visitors in the past few weeks, any visitors connected with the Church?’


I told him about the appearance of Tilda and her tearful entreaties.


‘Yes, I heard that she was expelled from Kirklees,’ he said. ‘She upset the prioress somehow and Matilda was thrown out without a penny, just in the clothes she stood up in. We all laughed about it, to be honest. A bad woman come to a bad end. But that was not what I was aiming at. Have you received any visitors from, ah, the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon?’


I looked at him more keenly then. Thomas, unasked, had done me a great service in the summer. A Templar knight, one Brother Geoffrey, a foul deviant who had had charge of the training of young squires in the Earl of Pembroke’s household, had pestered my son while he was there. I did not know the full details, Robert had never revealed them to me, and I did not like to press my enquiries, but I knew it was bad enough to warrant the knight’s death at my hands. However, Thomas had dispatched the wretch on my behalf, in secret, without my knowledge, and had even gone so far as to slice off his manhood and leave it in the corpse’s open mouth as a message to other men of his hideous kind.


Thomas had been very discreet; indeed, he had never directly admitted his guilt to me, merely alluding to it. He still did not seem willing to own to the crime. But I knew what he had done and I was grateful. I also knew that the Templars had vowed to seek out the killer and have their revenge. The English Master of the Templars, Sir Aymeric de St Maur, had told me he would do so himself.


‘I haven’t seen a Templar since Runnymede,’ I said. ‘Why? Are you worried?’


‘Not … worried. I do not think there is any immediate danger. But they sent someone to Kirkton, an elderly priest, St Maur’s chaplain, and he spent some time with Robin asking him about the movements of his men in June. Of course, Robin told him nothing and sent him packing soon enough, but it seems they are making enquiries. And, well, they are dogged men and I do not think they will cease their investigations until they have found the guilty man … whoever he is.’


‘If they ask, I will tell them nothing that could lead them to the killer. But I will tell them exactly what kind of filth Brother Geoffrey was and I shall also say that I would have butchered him myself had I had the chance and that I’d wager half a dozen other good men, fathers like me, might have had equal cause to end him.’


‘I don’t think we should go out of our way to antagonise the Templars, Alan,’ said Thomas. ‘I do not like the odds against us in a war with them. They have more power than any baron in the land. Far more than Robin. More even than the King, I’d venture. Certainly more silver. If it came to a battle between us – I wouldn’t wager on victory for our side.’


I smiled at Thomas – I knew he had a weakness for games of chance, although he had sworn off the knucklebones to please his new bride. But he also seemed to have almost no sense of the absurdity of his words sometimes. For if it came to war with the Templars and he wagered on them winning, he would never be able to collect his winnings. A corpse claims no silver. ‘We will have no need to quarrel with them, Thomas.’ I said. ‘And Robin would never give you up to them. For that matter, I’d wade through blood before I’d allow them to touch you. Do not fear, my friend.’


Thomas gripped my shoulder. ‘Perhaps I am starting at shadows,’ he said. ‘Perhaps, if God is merciful, we will hear no more about this matter.’




Chapter Four


If you will allow me, my dear Anthony, I shall now continue with my tale of what befell us at Rochester that terrible autumn when King John’s Flemish mercenaries attacked from the river. On the bridge, Robin divided his small force of archers, setting ten men under his master bowman Mastin, a bald, furry-bodied, foul-mouthed rogue from Cheshire, at the northern end, and taking command of ten archers himself at the southern. I took up position in the centre of the structure, with Sir Thomas Blood at my shoulder and a dozen men-at-arms around me. My lord’s plan was simple. His bowmen would shoot into the oncoming boats – now less than a hundred and fifty yards away downstream – to kill as many of the enemy at a distance as possible and Thomas and I would deal with any who managed to make it through the arrow storm and on to the bridge.


‘They’re coming on damnably slowly,’ said Thomas, fidgeting with impatience beside me. He was right: we could make out the rowers struggling at their oars, these flashing weakly in the darkness as light from the lanterns reflected off the wet blades, but they were making pitiful progress, coming on slower than a tired man might walk.


‘They must fight the flow of the water before they reach us,’ I said. ‘The river is trying to drag them out towards the sea. I thank God for it, for it gives Robin a little more time to—’


At that moment, the Earl of Locksley’s men loosed. There was a sound like a rushing wind and a cloud of shafts sped away into the darkness towards the boats. An instant later, Mastin’s men on the far end of the bridge sent their volley to chase Robin’s. I saw two black shapes splash from the leading boat and heard the first sharp cries of pain, and then Robin and Mastin’s men found their rhythm: the creak of yew bows drawn to their fullest, a swoosh as the arrows left the string, and the cracks as steel tips struck the wood of the boats or the mail or weapons of armed men. With both groups of archers shooting every two or three heartbeats, the arrow onslaught became almost continuous, a withering rain that pelted the unfortunate attackers as they struggled against the current. But still they came on – now a hundred paces away. The awful screams and cries of the wounded echoed across the water, the smack of shafts driving home and the zip and twang of our archers filled the air as the boats splashed and surged, with deeper, angrier shouts from the sergeants encouraging their men to hold fast and row like devils if they valued their lives.


The leading boat was now directionless, filled as it was with dead and dying men, feathered many times over. It listed sideways, borne back by the current, untended oars tangling other boats behind it. Two craft rowed around, one left, one to the right, the men, backs towards us, hauling like souls possessed. They were fifty yards away now. The arrows still slashed into them, punching through mail into soft flesh beneath. I saw one man, in the right-hand boat, struck by three arrows one after the other along the line of his spine. He turned his face towards us screaming hatred, a pale flash in the darkness, before slumping forward over his oars.


The archers were no longer shooting volleys; each bowman was drawing and loosing in his own time, killing and maiming with every shaft.


Still they came on.


Boats of fresh men fought their way through the tangle of wreckage in the river, shouting defiance. Other craft crept up the banks on both sides, like dark arms reaching out for us. I could make out hundreds of the bastards, see their faces, white blobs in the gloom. Some men were standing upright in their boats now, some arrow-stuck and bloodied, but with weapons brandished. A crossbowman loosed at us, the knot of a dozen English men-at-arms standing on the bridge, awaiting their assault, our shields raised, but swords still scabbarded. I heard the hiss as the deadly quarrel whipped past my ear, inches away.


‘Right, lads,’ I said. ‘Disperse. To the stones now.’


The boats were twenty yards away. Two dozen craft, each carrying six men, four rowing but two crouched in the prow, facing us, shields up, steel bared, ready to leap.


My men, who had been bunched in the middle of the bridge, now split and ran to the small cairns that Robin had ordered piled every ten paces along its whole length. I took the cairn in the very centre of the bridge, with Sir Thomas to my right, between me and Robin. The enemy were ten yards away and I could make out fierce faces, glittering eyes, and hear the alien shouts of battle. I slipped my shield from its loops on my left arm, dropped it to the planks of the bridge and seized a boulder about the size and shape of a haunch of venison from the pile at my feet. It was almost more than I could lift, but I heaved it up to the rail and rested it on the edge.


A quick peek over. There was a boat directly under me, bumping against one of the thick wooden support pillars, a boat filled with steel and malice and red shouting mouths. A crossbow twanged. I jerked my head back and the quarrel tinged off the dome of my helmet. I hefted the stone and hurled it downwards. It struck the shoulder of a mailed man, knocking him to his knees, and then plunged straight through the bottom of the boat, tearing a hole that filled with black water.


One man was already climbing the pillar, a knife clenched sideways in his teeth. I bent and seized a smaller boulder and smashed it into his face as he appeared over the rail, crunching the knife blade into his back teeth. He fell away groaning and splashed into the darkness. And I pitched the stone down after him, breaking the out-reaching arm of another who was just beginning his climb. The boat was now almost completely full of water, sinking fast, the desperate men-at-arms scrambling against each other to avoid being dragged down to the depths in their heavy armour.


I plucked up another boulder, almost as big as the first, and hurled it on to the wreckage of the boat and its few struggling survivors.


I snatched a look along the bridge and saw a big Westbury man-at-arms called Hal, a devil with an axe in any fight, tossing a head-sized rock over the edge, shouting an insult and bending for another. But beyond him – disaster. Mastin’s men were no longer loosing, as far as I could see in the torchlight flickering above the north entrance to the bridge. Three empty boats bobbed at the pillar below. A mob of half a dozen men-at-arms were on the bridge itself, surging all around Mastin and his men, bloodied swords in the air, hacking and cutting. And more black shapes, glinting with wet steel, were swarming up the side of the bridge and over the rail to join them. Robin’s archers, supreme killers with a bow, were mostly no hands at all with a blade; up close the enemy would slaughter them.


And that slaughter had already begun.


I looked behind me. Robin’s detachment was still shooting, some men leaning far out over the rail to aim straight down into the huddle of packed boats that were now massed below us, scores of craft, hundreds of men. Robin himself leaped up and stood tall on top of the rail, balancing with the grace of a tumbler, no mean feat for a man who had seen fifty winters. He drew his bow and loosed a shaft that smacked into the eye of an older man urging his soldiers upwards just ten feet below Robin. The arrow tore through the man’s skull, showering brains behind, and knocking the fellow out of the boat with a splash. Robin plucked another shaft from the bag at his waist …


Mastin! I scooped up my shield, pulled Fidelity from its scabbard and charged away from Robin, towards the northern end of the bridge, screaming ‘Westbury! On me, on me!’


I ran along the bridge at full pelt, dimly aware that most of the rest of our men were running at my shoulder. A helm-less black-headed man hopped over the rail right into my path waving a mace and I separated him from the top of his head with one swinging hack of the blade. I saw another fellow, dripping wet, behind him, cowering at the rail looking at me with vast eyes but ignored him.


I had to get to Mastin.


With half a dozen good men at my back, I slammed into the struggling knot at the north end of the bridge, my sword crunching into a mailed back. The man I struck turned, snarling, and I punched him full in the face with my shield, knocking him aside. I stepped into the space he had vacated, Fidelity chopping down. A huge blond fellow lunged at me with a two-handed axe, trying to hook my shield and pull it down. I slipped the shield sideways, out of the grip of his axe, and lunged down at his left leg, steel point biting into his calf, half severing the lower leg, crippling him. He screamed as he fell. And I got my first glimpse of Mastin, pinned against the rail and laying about him with his bow, using it like a quarterstaff, the broken string lashing impotently through the air. There were dead and dying archers all round him, and two still living at either shoulder, fending off the attackers clumsily with their swords. I parried a sword blow from a knight and my counterstroke hacked into his mailed neck. He wobbled and I smashed my pommel into the side of his helmet. My men were all around me, cutting, hacking, slicing into the foe. We made short work of the enemy around Mastin, Hal splitting one man’s face along the line of his mouth with a colossal blow from his axe, while I disembowelled a fat man-at-arms in a raggedy gambeson with a lunge to the belly and a swift twist of my blade. Then there were no more enemy on their feet before me and my men were swiftly dispatching the fallen, punching their swords down into dead and wounded alike.


Mastin looked at me with relief in his eyes, the only part of his face that was not covered in hair. But all he said was: ‘Too many fucking bastards, Sir Alan. Too many.’ Then, immediately: ‘Look yonder,’ and he nodded back down the length of the bridge. I turned and saw a mass of men swarming over the rail in the centre where I had begun the fight, a score, two score, a tide of humanity armed and angry, wild with fear and a lust for revenge on the bowmen who had galled them so from a distance, and yet more coming up from the crush of boats below. Despite the slaughter our arrows had wrought, we had hardly even slowed their attack. I could see no sign of Robin or his archers and my heart missed a beat. Surely they could not have been overrun already?


I did not have time to digest this terror: there were forty or fifty men-at-arms coming towards me, surging up the length of the bridge, swords and axes lofted. We closed up in a compact group, shields high, seven men about me, with Mastin behind, cursing steadily, filthily, and trying to restring his bow with trembling hands.


The enemy fell on us, a jostling mob hammering at us with a desperate hatred and cold hard steel. They screamed and shoved, blades licking out to clatter against helmet and mail. I took a solid blow on my shield and thrust Fidelity out in response to rip through the cheek of my attacker below his helmet rim. Out of the corner of my eye I saw one of my Westbury men, a fellow named Deakin, cut down by a pair of snarling, hacking foes. The sheer weight of enemies was pushing us back against the rail. We were surrounded; outnumbered five to one. My shield was trapped against my body. I bullocked forward, lunging repeatedly with Fidelity, short, straight strokes, and made myself a little space. But this could not last. An archer dropped to my left, choking, a crossbow quarrel through his cheek. Only five of us were standing now. Something smashed against my shoulder and I was pushed backwards; I thrust the cross-guard of my sword into a bawling mouth and felt the clean snap of teeth. I felt a knife blade probing against my ribs, grinding against me, driven by an unseen hand – and thanked God for decent mail. But we were going under. Time seemed to slow. Only three men and Mastin were still fighting. I could barely move my arms. A Fleming’s roaring face was inches from my own. I tried to bite his nose. Missed. Teeth snapping on air. A blow to my helm and I almost lost my footing. I could feel the hard wooden rail digging into the small of my back. I surged up and outwards, using my armoured weight and all the strength of both of my legs, knocking a man down and lashing out with Fidelity, finding contact. The jar of bone. A scream. My mail sleeve was drenched in red. Then an enormous buffet against my shield, a hammer blow that thrust me sideways against Mastin’s solid form. The shouting of the enemy was deafening. The smell of gore and sweat and opened bowels was a solid thing. My sword arm was trapped against my body. I could not move my shield. Hal, on my left, screamed and dropped to his knees, his neck pierced through with a thrown spear, the bright frothy blood bubbling from the wound. We were all dying. We were all dead men.


And then I heard the trumpets.


Lord Fitzwalter’s mounted men, a full conroi of thirty knights poured on to the bridge, thundering in from the southern side, horses at full gallop and lances couched. The whole structure shook with the force of their charge, the very planks bouncing beneath my feet. They smashed into the enemy and cut through their mass like a plough turning earth in the furrow, King John’s mercenaries leaping for the rail on either side, desperate to escape the deadly spear points of the pounding cavalry and willing to risk the river if it meant they would not be crushed to red offal beneath the churning hooves.


The trumpets sounded again.


The men in front of us were miraculously gone but Mastin, myself and the one surviving archer pressed ourselves back against the rail, all crying, ‘A Locksley! A Locksley!’ to identify ourselves, fearful the cavalry in the madness of their victory would cut us down too.


I saw Miles, bare-headed, his long fair hair flying out behind him, clatter past on a pure white stallion, his lance-point red and glistening. He set himself at a big fellow, wounded in the leg, who was limping away through the northern gateway, just yards from quitting the bridge. Miles’s lance dipped and he plunged it into the running man’s back with a cry of triumph, the force of the blow lifting the man in the air, his feet kicking ludicrously as he tried to run.


In the middle of the bridge, the knights were cutting down the last of the enemy, those too slow or too fearful to trust themselves to the river. Screams for mercy, hands waving in a vain attempt to ward off the chopping blades. Horses reared and plunged, their hooves shattering skulls and limbs and sinking into a writhing carpet of bodies. In the flickering light of the conroi’s torch bearers, the bridge seemed littered with dying men, the whole area drenched with blood, as if vast barrels of gore had been poured on to it. A man gashed by many swords slipped over the rail and splashed down below. The last enemy to escape.


The bridge was still ours. In the dark water below it, I could hear the slosh of oars and the panicked shouts of men, and on the fringes of the light the shapes of small boats, the rowers straining to carry themselves away as swiftly as they could.


Then I smelled it, a choking acrid taste in the back of my mouth, and the first thin tendrils of smoke leaking upwards through the cracks between the blood-soaked planks, snaking over the bodies of the dead. Now a trickle but within a dozen heartbeats a stream, then thick grey plumes appearing from both sides of the bridge. An orange glow from underneath, like walking past the mouth of a forge.


‘Fire!’ I shouted. ‘They have fired the bridge!’




Chapter Five


Two days later, early morning in October, grey and dismal, and my lord and I were playing chess in the grand hall of the keep of Rochester Castle using one of the slim windows on the northern side to light the board.


‘We won, didn’t we?’ I said to Robin. ‘We beat them off. The cavalry destroyed at least half of them. The victory honours must go to us, surely?’


‘Depends what you mean by victory,’ said Robin. ‘If you look out that window, you can see that they achieved exactly what they set out to do. King John charged them with destroying the bridge, cutting us off from aid from London, and it is destroyed.’


I glanced out of the narrow arch and saw that what he said was true. Where the bridge – the only practical crossing of the Medway for fifteen miles – had once stood was now a large expanse of brown water, with two charred gatehouses and the skeletons of a dozen blackened rowing boats littering both muddy banks.


‘That was a victory for King John, I would say. But this one is mine,’ said Robin, moving his queen and trapping my lonely king behind a wall of three pawns. ‘Checkmate, I believe.’


I looked at the board dumbfounded. I hated playing this stupid, dry-as-dust game with him. Mainly because he beat me almost every time.


As Robin began to reset the pieces, I said: ‘So you think we are now beyond help from London?’


‘The destruction of the bridge has certainly made it harder for aid to reach us,’ he said. ‘But it’s not impossible. If Fitzwalter is determined enough he could ford an army at a couple of places upstream. And if he could commandeer enough small boats …’


Lord Fitzwalter, our leader, captain-general of the Army of God, had ridden across the burning bridge with a pair of his knights almost immediately after the enemy had been cleared by his charge. He had paused only to confer with Robin, who had wisely pulled his archers off the bridge just before the cavalry charge.


‘If I am going to go, I must go now,’ Fitzwalter had said to my lord, just as I was striding over to Robin to congratulate him on his timely escape and our victory. Robin had looked at the flames, now licking up the bridge’s support pillars, even dancing along the rail, but said nothing, his face as blank as a stone.


‘I have to go, Locksley,’ said Fitzwalter. ‘But I will return with a sizeable relief force and as much food as you could hope for. You have my word on it. And it must be me who goes. Who else can persuade the barons in London to part with sufficient men and provisions?’


‘Go then,’ said Robin. ‘But know, sir, that I hold you to your word.’


‘Good, look for me in a couple of weeks or so. I know that you and d’Aubigny between you can keep out the King till then. I have confidence in you, my friend. I will rest easy knowing that Rochester is in safe hands.’


‘Just go, man,’ said Robin, turning away. And Lord Fitzwalter did, trotting his horse through the drifting smoke across the bridge with the two knights at his back.


Robin frowned, scratched his fair head and tentatively advanced a pawn, threatening my knight in the centre. The moment he lifted his fingers from the piece, I pounced. I slid the knight two squares forward and one left.


‘Ha ha!’ I said, trying not to sound too pleased with myself. ‘I have you now!’ The knight threatened both his bishop and his queen. And when he duly moved his queen out of danger and I took his bishop, he would be in check. Two moves after that and it would be mate. The second game was as good as mine.


I looked at my lord’s face to see how he would take this unexpected reversal in his fortunes and was irritated to see that he was not paying either me or the board the attention it surely deserved. He was looking beyond my shoulder at one of the open doors that connected the two halves of the great hall.


Rochester was an unusual castle in this respect. It had a massive square keep, on three floors, with strong towers at each corner, but the great hall was divided into two parts by a thick stone spine wall running down the centre punctuated by two stout iron-bound oak doors and a portal opening on to a well shaft. I turned on my stool and saw that the second chamber was in turmoil, servants were running here and there, mailed knights were calling for their squires and striding through the open doors.


Cass appeared at the chess table. ‘Sir, the enemy have been sighted. King John is approaching the walls,’ he said.


Robin was on his feet. I got to mine more slowly. ‘Come, Robin, let us finish the game,’ I said. ‘You have seen the King before, many times.’


‘In what strength?’ he said to Cass.


‘I cannot truly say, sir. Many hundreds of knights. Horse, baggage, siege engines, I think. Thousands. His whole army, I believe.’


Robin was already moving across the hall.


‘Wait,’ I shouted. ‘Just a few more moves. You can’t leave now.’


He was gone. I remembered myself, felt ashamed. I beckoned a servant.


‘No one is to touch this board,’ I said. ‘No one – on pain of death. Do you hear me? I am quite serious. Do not clear away this chessboard.’


The man nodded and I clapped him on the shoulder and hurried after my lord.


When I had puffed my way up to the roof of the south tower – I was no longer in the first flush of youth, to be honest, and at forty years of age, after decades of war, running up stairs was becoming something of an ordeal – I found the square space crowded with knights, men-at-arms and the castle servants. I nodded to a few of the knights that I knew – Osbert Giffard, William d’Einford and Thomas de Melutan – and forced my way through the throng to find a place beside Robin and Cass, on the eastern side, overlooking the cathedral. Far below us the curtain wall that marked the exterior of the outer bailey was also lined with men and women, all staring out over the walled town of Rochester. It seemed everyone in the castle had stopped whatever they were doing to come out and watch.


And what a sight it was: a huge cloud of dust kicked up by a column of marching men, about five or six miles away to the south-east, on the main road from Dover. Broad standards flew above the moving mass and here and there was the glitter of weak sunlight on steel spear-tips. The men who had attacked and burned the bridge were just an advance party: this was the main force, the full strength. Around the central column were horsemen, many hundreds of them, riding through the fields on either side of the road, their surcoats and the cloth trappers of their horses brilliant against the drab fields of stubble. It was an army on the march, a horde some three thousand strong, I would guess, heading straight for us.


The King had come to Rochester.


As we gazed out at the advancing column, with men-at-arms, and even some knights, on either side of us muttering fearfully at the size of the King’s army, I felt a jostling ripple in the crowd about me. Pushing lesser men out of his path without the slightest compunction, a huge figure in a black velvet tunic trimmed with silver thread forced his way through to Robin’s side.


William d’Aubigny, lord of Belvoir, leaned his ham-thick forearms on the battlements and stared impassively out at the advancing foe. His vast leonine head was extended to the fullest on his thick neck, as if to help him see a few inches further, and I noticed that the curls of silver-grey hair falling to the collar of his tunic matched the bullion trim of his attire perfectly. He was a man who had seen more than sixty summers yet he was as strong and as brisk in his speech as a man half his age.


He let out a long gusty breath. ‘I had hoped we’d have more time, Locksley,’ he said. ‘At least a day or two more. But he’s here now and so the dance begins.’


‘We are ready, are we not?’ said Robin.


‘Depends how long Fitzwalter takes to get back here.’ D’Aubigny turned suddenly to face the murmuring crowd behind him, and all the talk stopped dead.


‘Every man who does not have business here is to leave. Off this roof. Go on. It’s not a fair-day show, it’s not an Easter parade. Be about your duties now. Be off.’


The crowd began to disperse down the spiral steps to the floors below.


‘Give me a moment of your time, Locksley. I want a word. You too, Sir Alan, if you are not needed elsewhere.’


Cass looked enquiringly at his lord and I saw Robin give him a quick sideways nod to indicate that he should leave.


A few moments later and we three were alone on the roof, the wind suddenly fiercer and the height of the tower more apparent.


Robin said: ‘The town won’t hold even a day against those numbers, sir, you know that, don’t you.’


‘Yes, Locksley, I know. We can’t feed those extra mouths in the castle either. The townspeople must go. I need a willing knight for a hard task.’


He looked at me.


‘I’m told you did very well on the bridge, Sir Alan,’ he said. ‘My compliments. You know how to deal with an enemy, clearly. But how are you at dealing with obstinate townsfolk – or self-righteous churchmen?’


The question confused me momentarily.


‘What are you asking of him?’ said my lord, with an edge in his voice.


‘I know he’s your man, Locksley, but I want Sir Alan to clear out the town, send the people away – unless any of the able-bodied young men choose to fight with us – get them to head south, to Boxley Abbey, while there is still time. I want a good man to lead them south and install them with the abbot. They should be safe enough there, under the protection of Holy Mother Church. Thing is, they won’t want to go. They must be made to go.’


I understood then what d’Aubigny was asking.


‘Would you do it?’ Robin asked me.


I shrugged. ‘Certainly – but do you not need me here?’


‘I have nigh-on a hundred knights,’ said d’Aubigny, ‘one fellow more or less—’ He stopped, fearing he had insulted me: ‘Although, of course, we would undoubtedly miss your valour on the walls … In truth, there is something else I require you to do. Something important. Once you have shepherded the townspeople safely to Boxley, I want you to ride to London and wait on my lord Fitzwalter. Tell him the King is at Rochester in his full strength and we need him back here as soon as he can arrive.’


‘Fitzwalter knows that already,’ said Robin.


‘Yes, he does. But this is a real chance for victory. If Fitzwalter’s army can fall on the King while he is outside these walls, still disorganised and spread out from the march, we can sortie and crush John like a walnut between two stones. I need a trusted man who knows Fitzwalter well, who has his respect, to spur him on. I believe Sir Alan is that man.’


I looked at Robin. ‘Will you do it?’ he said.


What could I say but yes?


I passed through the great hall on my way to collect my mail, arms and a few necessaries, and looked longingly towards the window on the northern side. I could clearly see the chessboard, the pieces in exactly the same position as Robin and I had left them. It occurred to me that even when you know for certain you are going to win the game, fickle chance can sometimes snatch victory from your grasp.
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