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 Prologue 
 
    William FitzEmpress was Henry’s younger brother. I liked him. When his elder brother, Geoffrey had rebelled, William had fought alongside Henry. He had shown himself to be both knowledgeable about war and skilled. He had helped to end the siege of Chinon. Geoffrey was now dead and Henry had but one legitimate brother.  William was as loyal a warrior as I had ever known. When the brothers summoned me to London I took it as an honour that both King Henry and William FitzEmpress asked me to take a message to their mother, the Empress Matilda. William was to marry Isabel de Warenne, Countess of Surrey. She was one of the great heiresses in England. She was widow of William of Blois, count of Boulogne and Mortain, the son of King Stephen, and a cousin of William.  Because of the relationship as cousins William had to seek permission of Thomas Becket, the newly appointed Archbishop of Canterbury.  
 
    We all expected it to be a formality.  Others with closer blood ties had been granted permission. I did not mind the task. Empress Matilda still held the keys to my heart. Even though it meant I would not see my family in Stockton for longer than I would have liked, I looked forward to the journey. I took with me my two squires, James and Padraig.  Padraig had been my translator in Ireland but he had chosen to follow me. It meant that, soon, I would be able to knight young James. I took William of Kingston’s ship and after he had dropped me at Rouen he headed for La Flèche.  There he would pick us up after my task had been performed. I borrowed horses from the castellan. 
 
    Matilda lived in one of the priories she had endowed.  She still took an interest in the governance of Normandy but most of her time was given over to endowing churches. She also provided advice and guidance for many of the monarchs of Europe.  She had survived two husbands and more intrigue than most people might expect in five lifetimes. She had lived all of her life with great temporal power and, as she grew older, she looked for more spiritual knowledge. 
 
    I was both excited and apprehensive as I waited to see her.  I could not enter the Priory but there was, in the grounds, a hall which was used for visitors.  My squires and I were housed there.  They had diplomatically taken themselves off to see to the horses so that I could be alone with the Empress. I think they were both intimidated to be in the presence of such a legendary lady. I was pleased for I wished to be alone with Maud. 
 
    When she entered the room, with Judith and Margaret, her two ladies I was shocked at her appearance.  It had been years since I had last seen her. The two women supported her arms and almost laid her in the chair. She had aged. More, she was ill. Like me she was over sixty years old but she looked frail.  Her two ladies had also aged but they looked more robust. There was still the sparkle in her eyes and she was still the same Maud within for she said, “I am pleased that you are still the honest knight who cannot disguise his feelings. You are shocked at the old lady before you.” She turned to her ladies, “You may leave us.  I am certain that the Earl will escort me back when we are done.” 
 
    Margaret said, “Are you certain, my lady?  We can wait without.” 
 
    “I am certain.” 
 
    They nodded and Margaret, as she passed me, said, “It is good that you have come, my lord but be gentle with her.” She whispered, “She is unwell.” 
 
    I nodded, “I can see.” 
 
    When we were alone I moved my chair so that it was next to hers and I held her two hands in mine. “It has been many years.” 
 
    “Too many years,” She smiled.  I saw that there was little flesh upon her face. “And our son does well?” 
 
    “He does.” 
 
    We just smiled and looked at each other. Eventually she broke the silence, “Alfraed, I know that you would not travel all the way here and risk gossip without good reason.” 
 
    “It has, I confess, been hard to keep away all these years.” 
 
    “And I see the years in your face and in your gait for you have been wounded and hurt in the service of our son and your land.” 
 
    I nodded, “I made a promise, when I became a knight of the Empress, that I would do so.” 
 
    “And now you are the last knight.” 
 
    “I am the last knight.” As we looked at each other I thought of the others who were all now dead. I felt myself becoming sad and I knew that none of them would wish that. “Your son, William wishes to marry Isabel de Warenne, Countess of Surrey.  I am here to tell you of his intentions.” 
 
    She frowned.  “The marriage would bring my son much land and power yet is there not an issue of sanguinity?” 
 
    “There may be, my lady, but I have to tell you that they are in love. I know how that feels.  They have a chance of happiness.  That opportunity was denied us would you deny it your son?” 
 
    “I would not for you know how much I dote in William.  It is others who may wish to put obstacles in the way.” The Empress knew the ways of devious minds for she had often been the victim of them. 
 
    Perhaps it was the sight of Maud which made my thinking slower, “I know not what you mean?” 
 
    “I still have many visitors and they tell me much. Louis of France is now an ally of the Count of Champagne and Odo, Duke of Burgundy. He seeks an Empire like our sons.  If William manages to acquire Blois then the Angevin Empire is enlarged. King Louis has spies in England and he has suborned others.” 
 
    “You have names?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I have rumours of men in high places who seek to serve the King of France rather than the King of England.” 
 
    “Then I must return to England and search out these enemies.” 
 
    “That will not be easy.” Her face gave a brief contortion as though someone had struck a knife into her. 
 
    “What is the matter, my lady?” 
 
    “I am not well, Alfraed.  I am pleased that you came for I fear I am not long for this world.  I have confessed my sins and when I go to meet my maker I can do so with a head held high.  My body is failing me.  The potions the nuns give me only work for a short time.  I fear I need to take more.” 
 
    I took her arm and helped her to her feet, “I am sorry I took so much of your time.” 
 
    She took my head in her hands and lowered it so that she could kiss me.  She smelled of cloves and rosemary. “You can never take time from me, Alfraed.  Each moment we are together is like a lifetime.  I thank you for coming and I know that you will watch over both my sons and their sons.” 
 
    “You know that I will.” 
 
    Judith and Margaret must have been listening at the door for they hurried in and each took an arm. Margaret said, quietly, “Thank you for coming, lord.  I know that this will light not just her day but the whole month.” 
 
    I did not sleep well that night.  It was not the strange bed, it was the thought that my Maud might soon be dead. I had lived too long. 
 
    My squires noticed my silence as we headed south to La Flèche and my manor there.  I had decided to visit with Sir Leofric to discover what my Angevin knight knew of the plots and conspiracies in this part of the world.  The manor was close to France, Maine, Blois and Aquitaine. It was a crossroads and I knew that he would hear much. The two of them respected my mood and they did not question me.  Padraig, however, plagued James with questions about the land through which we travelled. James knew it well and told the young Irish boy of the battles we had fought in this land. It was hard to tell as we rode south from Le Mans that this have been a battleground for more than thirty years.  It was now peaceful and it was prosperous. 
 
    Sir Leofric was pleased to see me.  His squire, and son, Alfraed, took my squires into the town to enjoy wine by the river.  I walked the walls of my castle with Sir Leofric. I spoke of the castle before I talked of plots, intrigue and treachery.  The castle was triangular in shape.  Over the years he had improved it.  
 
    “I see you have built buttresses on the north wall of the keep.” 
 
    “Aye lord.  The river protects the south and our ditch is a deep one but if the keep were to fall then we would lose the castle and the town.”  
 
    We stood on the top of the keep.  It had a good view of the surrounding land. I pointed to the bridge to the west of us. “The bridge needs repair does it not, Sir Leofric?” 
 
    He smiled, “I take the criticism, lord for that is intentional. The bridge does not really serve us.  We use the ferry across the river.  The bridge is, if anything, a liability.  If the French or any enemy from the south or east chose to attack that would give them an easy way in.  The bridge will not support a large number of men.  It is for the same reason that I have not done anything about the low-lying land to the east of us.  We do not farm it for it floods when the river rises.  It does not hurt us but it protects us from enemies.” 
 
    Sir Leofric was a very clever knight.  My manor was in good hands. “And that is why I am here.  I have heard that the King of France is building an alliance.  What do you know of his allies?” 
 
    “There are castles being built to the east of us. Where they were once made of wood many are now of stone. There are many chevauchée from the east too.  My men at arms and archers deter them from the land within twenty miles of us but I know that there are other manors which have been raided.” 
 
    I nodded, “That is usual.  It does not appear to harm the farmers overmuch.  When we came south the land looked prosperous.” 
 
    “And it is. The raids are further south and east; they are at the borderlands. I have heard that the King of France has eyes on Blois.  It seems he wishes Isabel de Warenne, Countess of Surrey, as a bride for his brother.” 
 
    “Then that is a problem for William FitzEmpress and she are to be married. I would have you keep your eyes and ears open, Sir Leofric.  Send word to William of any hint of treachery no matter how slight.” 
 
    “Of course. And I have more men for you.  There are four men at arms.  They are English. They came here but three months since.  They had been fighting the Moors in Al Andalus. I thought to keep them here but they yearn for England.” 
 
    “Then I will take them with me.  I arranged for William of Kingston to come here to pick us up.  He should be here in the next few days.” 
 
    Sir Leofric sounded disappointed as he said, “You will not stay longer, lord?  My family enjoy your company.” 
 
    “I fear that I shall be here soon enough.  King Henry has Wales and Ireland secure and he wishes to do the same with the Breton and Norman borders.” 
 
    “Then I will get horses for your return.” 
 
    La Flèche was always a haven for me.  Leofric was my Angevin rock! 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    We set sail two days later.  The twisting, turning river was slightly easier to navigate heading for the sea as one had the current. Even so it took us some days. Those few days allowed my squires and I to become acquainted with the four new men at arms. Tom the Badger, Richard of Ely, Geoffrey FitzMaurice and Henry son of Watt all had unique stories. Tom the Badger was named for a streak of white hair down one side of his otherwise black mane.  He was young yet he had gained a reputation as a fierce warrior with a two-handed sword. Richard of Ely had served in Sicily with one of the knights of the de Hauteville family. When his lord had been killed fighting the Arabs he had escaped through Al Andalus to reach Gascony. Henry son of Watt had followed his lord to go on crusade. His lord had died in Genoa and he had joined some mercenaries who sought employment in Al Andalus. The last, Geoffrey FitzMaurice, was the most interesting of all.  He was the illegitimate son of Maurice of Glyndebourne. He had been raised to be a knight.  Serving as one of his father’s squires he had almost attained his spurs when his father died. His half-brother, who had inherited the land and the title, took him to Sicily and then abandoned him.  Left penniless he had almost perished in that harsh land until he had been found and helped by Richard of Ely and his company.  The two were the only survivors.  They were as close as brothers. 
 
    As we passed Angers I asked, “And you would serve me?” 
 
    Richard of Ely had become the unofficial leader of the group.  He was the eldest. “If I am to be honest, lord, we would serve an English knight and, if possible, in England. We have heard your name and know that you are a true knight who is honourable. Your name is legend. Aye we would serve you.” 
 
    I looked at their faces.  They appeared honest enough but one could only judge a man after facing a foe and seeing how they reacted. “I have warred for the last forty odd years and more.  I cannot promise you an easy life.  I have fought, in the past two years in Ireland, Wales, Scotland and Normandy.” 
 
    Tom the Badger laughed, “That sounds like my kind of war.  There is no sun to burn you to a crisp nor blackamoors who wish to take your crown jewels for ornaments.  The warriors you fight might be hard men, lord but they are not savages. The heathens we fought just wish to exterminate every Christian they can find and there are so many of them that to count them is like counting pebbles on a beach!” 
 
    “Then you are my men.  When we reach England, you shall wear my livery. I have mail in my castle in Stockton although I fear it will be some time until we reach there.  First, we have a message to deliver to William FitzEmpress in Maldon.” 
 
    Richard of Ely said, “We shall wear these jerkins until then lord.  Sir Leofric gave us plain pale blue surcoats.  They are with our war gear and we have already painted our shields the same. With the helmets and spears Sir Leofric provided we will not let you down, lord.” 
 
    I walked to the stern to speak with Captain William. “I hope that I did not inconvenience you overmuch with my request, Captain.” 
 
    He smiled, “No, Earl. I managed to take a cargo upriver and I have some wine aboard which we will unload at Nantes. There is always profit. Bruggas is also growing as a port although I did not call there on this trip. A sailor takes cargo where he can.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    When we reached Nantes, it was a few hours before dusk.  Captain William was keen to unload and catch the evening tide.  Already other ships were leaving the quayside. It was a busy port. It paid to be away from the coast when night fell.  There were many rocks and shoals to the north and south of the estuary. His crew worked hard and I was pleased to see that my new men, and squires all helped.  It was still light when we left the quay and followed the last ship which was heading west. 
 
    Once we had cleared the harbour Captain William set a course to take us between the mainland and the isle of Guedel.  He would keep us to the middle of the channel. Once we had passed between the island and the mainland we would hug the coast until we passed the headland and entered the waters known as ‘Mare Anglicum’.  “How long will it take us to reach London?” 
 
    “Seven days although if you wish to go to Maldon it might be a day or so sooner.  I could land close to the town.” 
 
    “No, I would like to see the King first and I believe he is still in London adding buildings to the White Tower. Seven or eight days is not a problem, William.  Just so long as we do not have adverse weather or winds then I will be happy.” 
 
    I went to the aft castle where William had rigged up some canvas to make a sleeping area for me and my men. I knew that many men in my position would have taken the accommodation for themselves and let their men sleep on the decks. That was not my way and never had been.  We shared adversity and we shared comfort when we could. 
 
    Padraig was still new to journeys across the sea.  He had had a short journey from Ireland to Bristol and then an equally short journey from London to France. I heard him question James about what we might expect. “It only took us a few days to reach Caen.  Why will it take so long to get back?” 
 
    “The estuary is a long one and there are many ships.  We will not have cleared the isle of Guedel before dawn but keeping close to the coast means the waves will not be as big.  They can damage a small ship like this. Taking our time will mean a more pleasant voyage.” 
 
    Henry son of Watt said, “You would like the Blue Sea.  The waters there are blue and there are few waves.” 
 
    Richard of Ely laughed, “Aye but there are pirates.  Half-naked warriors from Africa.  They row their ships and can be upon you so fast that you can’t escape.  I am quite happy to be sailing in these waters.  The big waves will keep away pirates and there are few galleys here.” 
 
    I nodded, “But there are still dangers, Richard of Ely.  Brittany is now in the hands of Duke Conan.  He is supposed to be a subject of King Henry but he has many lords who wish to usurp him. They do as they wish. This used to be a peaceful stretch of water.  Now I am no longer sure.  I will be happier when we have left these waters.” 
 
    Once we had eaten there was little to do but sleep.  Fire was too dangerous aboard a wooden cog and as much as I wished to read the letter Maud had sent to me it was not worth the risk. The one lantern we had was there for the captain to see his maps and charts. William had provided some wool filled pallets and we rested on those.  I found the motion quite comfortable and I was soon asleep. I was woken in the night. James did not mean to wake me but the ship lurched and his hand fell on my shoulder.  
 
    I awoke with a start.  “Sorry lord, I slipped.” He nodded towards the deck, “Padraig has not got his sea legs.  When the ship began to roll he went on deck. He has not returned yet. I was going to see what was amiss.” 
 
    I had been happy to sleep but now that I was awake I needed to make water. “I will come with you.” As we passed the helmsman I saw that it was Henri the Breton and I asked him. “Where are we Henry?” 
 
    “Passing Guedel.  The wind is from the land.  I would go to the leeward side if you wish to make water.” He smiled. Landsmen often made the mistake of going to the wrong side.  It normally provided sailors with amusement. 
 
    We headed towards the bow where we heard Padraig vomiting over the side. I stood a few paces closer to the bow and made water.  I heard him cease retching and James said, “If you sleep on deck you may find it easier.” 
 
    “I am sorry, James, Warlord. This is not the behaviour of a squire.” 
 
    “There is nothing to apologise for.  You cannot help it. We will stay with you for a while.  How is that?” 
 
    “Thank you, Warlord.  My legs do not feel as though they belong to me and my head spins.  Why is that?” 
 
    “It is called sea sickness. The French say mal de mer.  It does not make the illness any easier to bear.  It will pass although I expect you feel like death.” 
 
    “Death would be a mercy!” 
 
    I was awake and I knew that sleep would elude me for some while and so I stayed at the bow. John, the lookout at the bow was on the steerboard side.  The coast there was riddled with rocks and with shoals. He was watching for the flash of white which would tell of danger. The third member of the watch was Alain who stood by Henri. I stared at the island.  A few fishermen lived there.  Their home was on the western side and the eastern side of the small island lay in darkness.  We were coming to the north end of the island and I knew that, as soon as we did then Henri would begin to turn the ship to take advantage of the open waters and the wind from the land. I moved closer to Padraig in case the sudden movement caught him unawares. 
 
    I saw that Padraig had stopped retching but his head hung over the side.  James’ arm was protectively over his shoulders.  I looked out to sea.  I saw a movement where there should not have been movement and I shifted a little closer to the bow. There was just enough light to see where the sea ended and the sky began.  I saw the shape of a boat.  There was no sail and it was heading east. Even as I turned I knew that it meant danger.  
 
    “James, fetch my sword and my men.  I fear we may be attacked soon.” 
 
    He did not question me and he left a bemused Padraig to wonder what was going on.  Padraig would be of little use to me if we were attacked. I hurried down the deck to Henri, “I think we are going to be attacked.  There is a ship coming from the lee of Guedel and she has no sail!” 
 
    Henri looked beyond me and nodded. “Alain, go and rouse the crew.  Tell the captain that there are pirates.” 
 
    As he left I said, “Pirates?” 
 
    “Perhaps. A couple of the ships which left Nantes before us rode high in the water.  I wondered why.  Often there are Breton captains who use Nantes to watch for easy targets.” He shrugged, “I am Breton, I know these things.” 
 
    James brought my sword and dagger.  We wore no mail.  That could not be helped. By now the ship could be clearly seen.  Although we had the wind and speed, they had oars and were between us and the channel which led to the open sea.  They could easily cut us off. As the crew emerged Henri said, “They look to have ten oars a side.  That could mean forty men.” 
 
    William reached us and he saw the ship when Henri pointed. He nodded and shouted, “Arm yourselves. Take out the reef.  Let us sail full and bye!” He turned to me. “They are clever. If we try to turn away from them we lose the wind and we have little sea room.  We will use the wind. I am glad we have seven armed men with us.  We might have a chance.” 
 
    I did not like to say that we had six armed men and a vomiting youth.  My men appeared.  They had their leather vests and helmets on.  I saw that James had taken the time to don his arming hood.  He handed me mine.  It would give us some protection. 
 
    Henry son of Watt pointed an accusing finger at Richard of Ely.  “You brought this upon us with your talk of big waves keeping pirates away!” Men were always superstitious and when on a ship it was doubly so. 
 
    Richard nodded apologetically, “I fear you are right.  If we get through this I will make amends by buying the ale with my first pay!” 
 
    I donned the arming hood. “They will come at us from the island side. If we can stop them boarding then we have a better chance of success.” All the while the pirate vessel was closing with us but we were moving quicker as William of Kingston let loose more sail. Even as the ship closed with us and I saw the flash of light on weapons I wondered at this attack. Was it more than just a pirate attack?  Perhaps I was becoming overly suspicious seeing plots and conspiracy where there was just greed and avarice. 
 
    Padraig had disappeared and he returned with his sword and arming hood. James said, “Just guard the Warlord’s back!” 
 
    I saw that they were going to strike the bow.  If I had brought Dick or my archers with me then the men who stood with their grappling hooks would lie dead in the bottom of the Breton boat.  As it was they were able to stand with impunity and whirl the hooks above their heads. Once we were secured they would pull us towards them and swarm aboard. 
 
    Captain William had much experience and he suddenly put the steering board over to take us towards the Breton ship.  The captain of that ship tried to mirror our turn so that we would be alongside each other then William of Kingston put the steering board the other way and a gap appeared. My men cheered. William had gained us time but the oars in the Breton meant it was inexorably catching us. 
 
    I saw the first hook arc towards us.  It fell short but then another six flew over and four held.  Tom the Badger leapt forward and brought a boarding axe across the rope.  As it severed the Bretons fell in a heap. Two more hooks caught.  My men ran to try to cut them but I saw men climbing the ropes. They used the side of our ship to walk up. Geoffrey FitzMaurice grabbed a boarding pike. As Padraig hacked at the ropes he swept the pike in an arc. The climbers dared not progress for fear of being struck by the blade. Holding the rope those climbing could not defend themselves.  Two were wounded and two more chose a fall into the sea but still others climbed. As the first two made the deck James and I ran at them.  I shouted, “You five stop the others from boarding.  We will deal with these.” 
 
    We stood together.  James had fought with me for years and we knew each other’s styles.  As the two men hurried towards us we waited.  The deck was still pitching for the increased area of sail made our movement more violent. It caught one out and as he stumbled James brought his sword down upon the back of his head.  His demise allowed me to swing in the space his body had occupied and my sword bit into the side of the other who fell bleeding to the deck.  Then we stepped forward. I could hear cries from the side as my men hacked at those climbing and cut the ropes. 
 
    Two more men tumbled over the side and a hand appeared.  This time we were closer to the gunwale and the two men had little time to set themselves. I lunged with my sword which tore through the neck of one of them while James blocked the sword blow from the second and rammed his dagger into his side. Both men tumbled back over the side of the ship. I brought down my sword on the arm which gripped the gunwale and the man fell screaming to the sea. There was a cheer from my men as they severed the last ropes and there just remained the two close to us. 
 
    “James, cut the ropes!” 
 
    I leaned over the side and swung my sword at the heads of the two men who were climbing.  They pushed themselves away from the side and I did them no harm.  Richard of Ely joined James in hacking through the ropes.  Suddenly both ropes gave way and the men climbing fell to the sea or the deck of their ship.  Freed from what had been, in effect, a sea anchor, the ‘Adela’ leapt away and the whole crew cheered. 
 
    The two men we had fought lay in pools of blood, dead. Richard of Ely and Tom the Badger went to pick up the bodies and pitch them over the side. “Hold.  We will examine them when it is daylight.  I would learn more.” 
 
    William of Kingston had joined us.  “You think this was more than pirates?” 
 
    I turned one of the men we had killed over with my foot. “This is a man at arms. You can see the lines at the side of his face where has worn a mail hood.  If he was a pirate his face would be tanned all over. Since when have men at arms joined pirates?  There is more to this than an unlucky accident.  They came for us.” I shook my head, “They came for me.” 
 
    As dawn broke William of Kingston had his crew clean up the blood from his deck.  We had removed the two bodies so that we could examine them.  Both had purses with coins. One just had a leather jerkin but the other had a surcoat.  Upon it was the mark of a lord. James said, “I have seen this before, lord.  It is the sign of the Count of Rennes. I remember he was at Le Mans when we passed through.” 
 
    “Why does the Count of Rennes wish harm to me?” It was a puzzle. “Take their arms, purses and tokens.  I will examine them as we sail north. Throw their bodies to the fishes.” As my men at arms did so I said, “And how is the stomach now Padraig?” 
 
    He grinned, “I have never felt better!” 
 
    As we sailed north and I stared at the coast of Brittany to the east I worked out the reasons for the attack.  Conan, the Duke of Brittany, had been appointed by King Henry.  His lords, however, ruled the land and Conan was but a figurehead.  To remove him they would have to go to war with King Henry and I was a threat.  I had fought either alongside or against his counts and earls.  They knew my ability.  I was a danger they wished to eliminate before going to war.  If they removed me then they had a better chance of defeating Henry. 
 
    The last two days were the hardest as we wound our way up the river to the White Tower. King Henry was improving it.  His grandfather had done a little work but otherwise it was much as William had built it.  King Henry had repaired the royal lodgings in the bailey and was now overseeing the building of a tower to protect the entrance.  There was a dock at the Tower and we disembarked there. 
 
    “William when you have sold your cargo I would have you sail to Stockton.  I need my archers and some men at arms.  You need not bring horses; we can buy them when we reach Normandy.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” 
 
    I turned to James and handed him a purse, “Go with the others and purchase ten horses; seven palfreys and three sumpters.” 
 
    “Do we need servants, lord?” 
 
    “No, we do not have far to go.” 
 
    Alone, I walked to the King who was with his builders. He heard me approach and turned, “What do you think Warlord? This will stop an attack on my gate and I have more plans to put into place. I will make this castle as strong as Chateau Galliard.” He stopped.  He had remembered where I had been.  “How is my mother?” 
 
    “She is not well, your majesty, her ladies fear for her health. She was, however, happy about the proposed marriage.” 
 
    The King turned to the builders and those around us, “Leave us.  I would speak alone with the Earl Marshal.” He put his arm around my shoulders.  He was now bigger than I was. “I am afraid that the marriage will not take place.” 
 
    “The lady has changed her mind?” 
 
    “No, they are both in love.” He shook his head, “My brother is luckier than me.  Mine was arranged.” 
 
    I did not say that he had been quite happy to marry the richest woman in Europe. “Then what is the problem?” 
 
    “That damned viper Becket! He has turned against me! When he was Lord Chancellor he was my friend.  I thought he would continue to be my friend but since he was appointed and returned from Rome he has blocked my every decision. William cannot marry without the Church’s permission. Becket has denied it. I cannot fathom the reason.” 
 
    “Does William know?” 
 
    “Not yet.  I was waiting for your return.  He looks up to you and I thought he would take the news better from you.” 
 
    It was a task the King did not relish and it was being delegated. “Have you tried to persuade Becket to change his mind, your majesty?” 
 
    “I will not demean myself. I have done with him.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I try?” 
 
    “If you wish to be humiliated then do so but you do not speak for me.” 
 
    “No, I go for William.” I was about to go when a thought struck me.  “When the Archbishop went to Rome did he go by sea?” 
 
    “Of course not.  He took the short route through Paris and then...” he suddenly looked at me, “You do not think…?” 
 
    I shrugged, “It is a possibility. There must be ways of discovering if this is a French plot.” He nodded.  What had seemed vindictiveness now took on more serious overtones; treachery.  Anointed by the Pope King Henry could do nothing about his own Archbishop.  If he had been suborned then England had a snake at the heart of government. “There is one thing other, your majesty. My ship was attacked when I left Nantes by the men of the Count of Rennes.” 
 
    He listened to what I had to say and then nodded. “I had heard of this insidious insurrection against Conan. I believed that Conan would be a strong ruler like his father.  It seems that I was mistaken. I have also heard rumours of alliances and plots involving the French King. When I have finished here we go to Normandy.  It is time that these rebellions lords were brought to heel.” He nodded as though just by speaking the words it would be so.  “Hurry to my brother and, if you must, speak with Becket but I wish to leave as soon as we can.” 
 
    His land was all and he had little sentiment for his brother’s feelings. Perhaps Geoffrey Plantagenet had influenced him more than I when he had been developing into a leader.  He had a ruthless side to him.  
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 Chapter 2 
 
    The journey to Canterbury was the same distance as that to Maldon. Although I knew that William would be anxiously awaiting the news, I had to speak with Becket and try to persuade him to change his mind before I gave the bad news to William.  Henry, in battle, was no coward but, when it came to his family, he often hid behind others.  This was one such time. I did not mind for Henry was my son and William FitzEmpress like a son. Of Matilda’s three sons it had only been Geoffrey I had not liked.  
 
    We rode the old Roman Road. There were inns on the way and we were comfortable.  For my new men the ride was a joy for they were all back in England.  They could not help speaking to all that they met.  It would have amused me had I not been thinking of the Becket problem. I knew the man.  I had been impressed by his efficiency.  England had never been as prosperous and the King’s army had been well provided for. What had made him change? 
 
    When we reached the cathedral, I had my men take lodgings while I went to speak with the highest-ranking churchman in the kingdom. My title of Earl Marshal gained me immediate entry. I bowed and kissed the ring on the Archbishop’s hand. 
 
    “Earl Marshal, it has been some time since I spoke with you. The years have been kind to you.” 
 
    I raised my head and spread my hand, “And to you, your grace. You have attained a high rank.” 
 
    He smiled, “But not the highest.” 
 
    His words told me he had ambitions to be Pope.  Suddenly the visit to France made sense. If he had the support of the King of France then he might achieve his ambition. 
 
    Then his eyes narrowed, “And what brings you here, Earl Marshal?” He held up his hand, “Let me guess, the King has sent you here to persuade me to change my judgement in the matter of his brother’s marriage.” 
 
    “No, your grace, my decision to come here was my own. I like William and know that he and the lady are in love.  Other royal cousins have married.  I cannot understand your opposition.” 
 
    “You do not need to, Earl Marshal, for I do not answer to any temporal lord.  I answer to God and the Pope.  I am happy with my decision and will not rescind it.” The look on his face was one of victory.  He was almost purring at the fact that he had humiliated the King, hurt William FitzEmpress, and humbled me. 
 
    “You are Archbishop of Canterbury.  You should be answerable to the King who appointed you.” I stood. “I warn you Archbishop that I care not for treachery in any shape or form. An Archbishop’s robes will not save you if I discover that you are an agent of one of England’s enemies.”  
 
    I expected him to threaten me with excommunication or to order me hence but instead he recoiled and looked afraid, “I am above countries and kings.  I am Archbishop of Canterbury!” 
 
    “And as such sworn to uphold the laws of England. I have spoken, Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury.  Know you that I am never foresworn. Be careful which path you tread for the path to treachery is a dangerous one. I will now go to speak with William.  I hope you can live with the decision you have made. God alone knows if it has been made from true judgement or some vindictive part of a cruel plot.” I turned and left. As I made my way back to my men I wondered at this sudden change in the clerk who had risen so highly.  He had been Lord Chancellor of England.  Why had he changed? 
 
    That evening as we ate in the inn I was largely silent. I had had confirmation of the Archbishop’s treachery.  I wondered what I should do about it?  I had little actual evidence.  The Archbishop would deny any accusation. My close relationship with the whole family would make me seem biased. 
 
    My men chatted.  They were full of England and the joy of returning home. Even so they were mindful of their duties and Richard of Ely went out to check on the horses.  He seemed to be away a long time and, when he returned he looked concerned. He spoke quietly, “Lord, there are many armed men in the streets hereabouts.  I have seen the like before.  They are swords for hire.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “I counted ten but there will be more, lord.” He looked at Henry son of Watt, “What do you say?” 
 
    “Richard is right. I am sorry to say that I was a sword for hire for a while.  If you saw ten then there are at least that many more you did not see.” 
 
    “Why should it be unusual to see men gathering?” 
 
    “Because, lord, they are all close to this inn.  We are the only guests of note. You have taken us on because we are warriors. You have to trust me.  We know what these men are like.  They are killers and they care not whom they kill so long as they are paid.” 
 
    “And when will they strike?” 
 
    Henry looked pensive. “The ones we do not see will be waiting and watching for us on the London road. When we leave on the morrow the others will follow.  We will be trapped. If they were going to attack us here then they would have done so already.” 
 
    James said, “But what of the lord of the manor hereabouts?  Surely we can appeal to him for help.” 
 
    “This is the Archbishop’s domain.  He will not risk the ire of the man who brings in the greatest coin.  If I were to hazard a guess then I would say that we would be in as much danger from him as from these killers. We must rely on ourselves. The seven of us will have to get out of this without any help from another.” I unfolded my map. At the back of my mind was the memory of a port not far from Canterbury.  I jabbed a finger, “There, at Witenestaple is a small port. I believe there is a greenway which heads from Canterbury north to Witenestaple.  We ride north and take a ship across the estuary.  We can then go directly to Maldon.  William deserves to know his fate. There is a lord of the manor at Northwood.  It is not far from the fishing port.  As I recall he is of the de Warenne family. Seasalter is the manor belonging to the Archbishop.  I will not risk that one. We will seek refuge with him.  He can look after the horses.” 
 
    James gestured outside.  “And the swords for hire?” 
 
    “We pay our bill and tell the landlord we leave early.  As soon as the last customer has left the building and the streets are quiet we leave.  The seven of us stand more chance against ten than we do against ten and an unknown number.” 
 
    Henry son of Watt said, “Lord, we can even the odds a little. Richard and I have experience of men like this.  If we leave the inn just before the customers leave we will be followed.” He took out his dagger.  “It would be two less to deal with.” 
 
    I looked at Richard of Ely.  He nodded his agreement, “As easy as anything, lord.” 
 
    “Good.  Then get some rest and have our bags packed. We will not load them until we leave.” 
 
    My squires and I donned our mail. It was less to carry on the sumpters.  We had less than eight miles to go to reach the coast but the greenway would not be the fastest way to travel, I also knew that we might well have to battle our way north. Even if my men managed to rid us of two of the watchers there were still eight men with whom we would have to contend. 
 
    I stayed in the inn with Geoffrey FitzMaurice while Tom the Badger went to see to the horses, Padraig and James went to pack the bags and Richard and Henry went to eliminate two of the watchers.  
 
    The inn keeper came over as the last customer left. “I am sorry, lord, but we need our sleep.” 
 
    “Aye innkeeper.” I handed him some coins, “And here is the payment for our stay.  We leave for London before daybreak.” 
 
    “The town watch does not like men travelling after dark, lord.” 
 
    I smiled and took out my seal of office, “Inn keeper, I am Earl Marshal of England. I leave when I choose.” 
 
    He had not recognised me before but the sight of the seal and the wolf suddenly made it clear, “Of course Warlord! I should have known from your surcoat.” 
 
    As we went upstairs Geoffrey chuckled, “Your name is well known lord and feared.  Even in Sicily and Al Andalus we had heard of the Warlord who never ceased fighting King Stephen.  Many thought you a legend, like King Arthur.” 
 
    I laughed, “No, Geoffrey, as you can see I am just a tired old warrior who has had more than his fair share of luck.” 
 
    The squires were ready with the bags and our war gear. We descended. The inn had a stable protected by a barred gate and Tom was waiting with the horses already saddled. We loaded the sumpters and then mounted. We hung our helmets from our saddle horns.  We wore arming caps and ventails.  Geoffrey and Tom held the reins of Henry and Richard’s mounts. The two of them just materialized, almost before our eyes.  They wiped their blades on their breeks. 
 
    “They are done for, lord.  We aroused suspicion when we returned without them.  One of the watchers mounted his horse and headed for the London gate.” 
 
    “Padraig, open the courtyard gate.  We ride for the north gate.  I will lead for I will have to speak with the watch.  Tom and Geoffrey bring up the rear.  Henry and Richard, lead the sumpters.”  
 
    James held Padraig’s reins as the youth opened the gates.  I spurred my horse and burst out.  I was fortunate.  Two of the swords for hire were standing just outside the door.  They were knocked to the ground.  The other five were gathered on the street which led to the west gate. When I turned right to head for the north gate they were taken by surprise.  It was only a few hundred paces to the north gate.  The torches which burned there were held by two of the town watch. I galloped through the street.  My horse’s hooves clattered on the cobbles and I had no doubt that we woke up those in the nearby houses.  It could not be helped. 
 
    The sentries stepped out from their guard hut and held a lantern before them.  They were armed. “Halt in the name of the Archbishop!”  
 
    I stopped and held the symbol of my office before me, “And I am Alfraed, Earl Marshal of England! I am the Warlord! You bar my progress at your peril!” 
 
    He took in the wolf on my shield and he nodded to his companion, “I am sorry, my lord!” 
 
    I put the seal back under my surcoat, “When we have left then bar the gates for there are enemies of England at large!” 
 
    The gates opened and I rode through.  I waited until the sumpters were through and the gates close before I spurred my horse. As we headed north I heard raised voices. The swords for hire would be delayed.  It would not be for long but, hopefully long enough for us to establish a lead. As there were just seven of them I did not fear them.  However, I was keen to escape the clutches of the Archbishop.  He was a viper in holy garb. He would send other men after us. We kept a steady pace north.  I knew that those pursuing us would be looking for signs that we had left the greenway. They would still expect us to head for London. 
 
    We made good time and reached the manor of Northwood safely.  The doors were closed. I banged on them.  “Open the gates in the name of the King!” 
 
    The hall was an old fashioned one. The door was on the first floor and it opened.  A man stood there with a sword.  He looked old. “Who are you?  What do you wish at this time of night?  My master is abed!” 
 
    “I am Alfraed, Earl Marshal of England, I need to speak with the lord of the manor.” 
 
    Hugo de Warenne must have been listening for he appeared next to his steward. He was an old man.  He had fought alongside me for the Empress.  He recognised me, “My lord!” He turned to his man, “Steward, stable these horses. My lord, pray enter.” 
 
    The first part had been accomplished. I now needed to make the second part go as easily. As the old knight led us into his hall I said, “Thank you for your hospitality.  There are men searching for us.  They mean to do us harm.” 
 
    He frowned, “They wish to harm the Earl Marshal of England?  Who is their master?” 
 
    “I have my suspicions but I would not bring harm on you.” He nodded.  “I would leave thies horses with you for I wish to cross the estuary to Essex.” 
 
    “How lord?” 
 
    “There are fishing boats I believe?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Then I would pay fishermen to take us across.” 
 
    “In that case you would have to go from Witenestaple for the boats which sail from here are too small.” He became animated.  “If you wish to leave this day then we must ride there now for, oft times, they leave while it is still dark.” 
 
    “Make it so.” 
 
    For an old man he was quick witted. “Have my horse saddled and wake three of my men.  We will escort the Earl to Witenestaple.” 
 
    I was worried that we might be too late.  I knew that fishermen like to use the night.  I had hoped that they would have sailed at dusk and return at dawn.  That would have suited us. When we rode into the tiny port the fishermen were already loading their fishing boats. They stopped, fearfully, when we rode in. Eleven armed men were more than a little intimidating.  
 
    Hugo de Warenne knew the fishermen.  He waved over the headman, “Ralph, this is the Earl Marshal of England.” 
 
    He looked at my face and my surcoat. “The Warlord?” He made the sign of the cross and his hand went to his crucifix.” 
 
    “I need you to take us to Essex. I wish to get as close to Maldon as I can.” 
 
    He nodded, “We could take you, Earl, but what of our catch?” 
 
    I took out my purse and counted out some gold. “Would this compensate?” 
 
    “Aye, Earl, it is more than enough.” 
 
    “When can we leave?” 
 
    I could see that he was curious but he knew better than to question the King’s right-hand man. “When you have loaded your war gear.” 
 
    I turned to James, “Get the men on board.  I wish to speak with Sir Hugo.” 
 
    I put my arm around the old man and led him to one side. “I am in your debt Sir Hugo but I have another request to make.” 
 
    “Anything, lord.” 
 
    “I know that you are loyal.  We fought together. There is a conspiracy and there are plots. I know not all of the details but the men who pursue me are being paid in English gold. I need you to keep your ears open for any hint of danger to the King or his family. I will have to return here for the horses at some point. It will not arouse suspicion and you can tell me if you discover anything.” 
 
    “You are a clever man Earl, for who would suspect an old man such as myself.  I will do as you ask and I will be discreet. My sons died in the struggle to regain the throne for King Henry.  I would not have their deaths be in vain.” 
 
    It was crowded in the fishing boat and yet it was the largest one we had seen.  I knew that we would stink of fish when we landed.  I suppose we could have landed closer to London but I was still worried that someone might be waiting for us.  The fact that they expected us to go to London meant that was the last place we would go. I had thought ‘Adela’ was slow but the fishing boat was ten times slower. The journey lasted from the early hours of the morning and all day. It was almost dark by the time we left the River Blackwater and entered the narrow Chelmer.  There was a quay and a couple of fishing boats tied up.  Ralph and his son helped us to unload our war gear. 
 
    “Thank you, Ralph.  If I visit your port again I will make sure to speak with you.” 
 
    “My father fought for King Stephen, lord.” 
 
    I smiled, “Thank you for your honesty but I have fought alongside many men who did the same.  The civil war is over and now we have one cause, King Henry and England.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” He looked relieved. “It is true what they say.  You are an honourable man.” 
 
    There were no horses to be had and we had to walk carrying our war gear. We were exhausted as we trudged to the castle at Maldon. William FitzEmpress had built a simple wooden castle there. It had a motte and a bailey.  The hall was not enormous and I knew, from having spoken to him, that when he married he had plans to build a grand castle there in stone. I was recognised by his guards and we were admitted. I suspect that he had an idea of the purpose of my journey for he dismissed his household knights and his steward so that we were alone. “Take the Earl’s people and have them fed and housed. I must speak with him.” When they had gone he asked, “My mother, does she approve of my bride to be?” 
 
    “She does, lord, but she is not well.” 
 
    He looked shocked.  “I have not visited her for some time.  I am a bad son!” 
 
    “No, my lord, you have much on your mind.” 
 
    He frowned, “Then if you did not come here to tell me my mother disapproved why is your face as dark as thunder and why do you smell of fish?” 
 
    I smiled, “I am sorry about the fish, lord but that can wait. There is no easy way to tell you this other than to come out with it. The Archbishop of Canterbury refuses to sanction your marriage to your lady.” 
 
    If I had struck him with a mailed fist I could not have had a greater effect.  He sat back in his seat as though all the air had been sucked from him. When he could speak he said, “But why?” 
 
    “I know not for certain but I suspect that the French have a hand in this. They are devious and King Louis is trying to build an empire which will rival your brother’s. The reason he gave was that you are too closely related by blood but we both know that others with closer ties have been married.” 
 
    “But we must be able to do something!” 
 
    Just then the door to the hall burst open and five household knights burst in. I knew Sir Richard le Breton and it was he who led Reginald Fitzurse, Hugh de Morville, William de Tracey and Roger de Tanqueray.  Sir Richard burst out, “Lord, we have just heard the news! The Earl’s squire told us. Let us five go to Canterbury and make this priest change his mind! If he will not then we will slay him and your brother can appoint another who will sanction your marriage!” 
 
    I shook my head, “Sir Richard, what you suggest is madness.  If you harmed the Archbishop then you would bring the full force of the Pope and his church upon you, your master and the King.  At the very least you would be excommunicated.  Besides the Archbishop of Canterbury is appointed by the King but confirmed by the Pope.  Do you think that if Becket were dead the Pope would appoint anyone who might sanction the wedding?  He would do the opposite.” 
 
    William found his voice, “But what is the alternative?  We do nothing and I lose the woman I would marry?” 
 
    “No, you do not. We need to prove that Thomas Becket is in the pay of France or whoever else is involved in this plot. You tell your lady that you must be patient.” I saw him shake his head. “How long did your mother have to wait to see the crown returned to its rightful owner, your brother? We will not have to wait as long as that.  You asked me why I smell of fish.  I shall tell you.  Becket hired killers to ambush us. We evaded them but if he is so desperate that he risks killing the Warlord then he is worried. A conspiracy of this size cannot be kept secret for long. I shall return to London and speak with your brother. If he is apprised of the situation then we can do something about it.  Patience is all I ask.” I turned to the five knights, “And from you, restraint.  I do not doubt your courage but I do doubt your wisdom.  Guard your lord and be ready to strike when I ask.” 
 
    The five knights and William nodded their agreement.  “Good, and now, with your permission, my lord, I will change out of these clothes and sleep.  At my age it is harder to go for two nights without sleep!” 
 
    When we left, the next morning, William FitzEmpress and his household knights insisted upon accompanying us to London. I saw, as we neared it that the guard tower for the entrance was coming on and would be ready within the year. The King was in his Great Hall. Leaving his household knights and my men to take our baggage to the royal quarters William FitzEmpress and I went to speak with King Henry.  He had with him the great leaders who, like myself advised him and were used as instruments of power by the King. When he saw William and myself approach, however, he dismissed them.  This was family.  This was his inner circle. 
 
    We were alone and Henry looked at me, “He knows?” 
 
    “I know, brother.  What are we going to do about this priest?  It is not right that he should interfere in our lives like this.” 
 
    Henry shook his head and I saw anger in his eyes, “I fear it is my fault.  I thought I could trust him but he has changed.  The latest outrage is that he is refusing to confirm priests who are appointed by my other bishops. As Archbishop he claims he has the right!” He banged the table.  “No Archbishop of Canterbury has ever exercised that right before! What is wrong with the man? Is he deliberately trying to provoke me?” 
 
    Both brothers were becoming over excited and what was needed was a calm head. “Your majesty, I think that there are many strands to this plot. Yes, Becket is trying to provoke you but he has been put up to it by another. If you react angrily then the Pope and the Church will be against you.  It is very clever and Louis has involved many people.” I told the King of my journey from Anjou. I saw him visibly calm as the import of my words sank in.  
 
    When I had finished he said, “Then this is far more serious than I had first thought. When you spoke to me earlier about Brittany I was not surprised but now I see a wider conspiracy. If Becket is involved with the French and the Bretons then it is not only England which is under threat, it is Normandy, Anjou and even Aquitaine. We will ride for Canterbury.  I will confront the Archbishop.” 
 
    “Your majesty you do not want to antagonise the church or the Pope.” 
 
    “No Warlord but nor do I wish to lose my crown!” 
 
    We left the next day. My men had not stopped travelling since they had joined me but travelling with the King and his nobles made up for that.  We stayed overnight at the massive castle at Rochester.  King Henry showed that he was becoming as full of guile as his enemies. The castle had been given by his grandfather to the Archbishop of Canterbury. Thomas Becket had yet to replace the castellan and so by staying there, King Henry would be able to impress upon Ralph de Laybourne the need to ensure that his final loyalty lay with the crown. The castellan made it quite clear that hit would. 
 
    We reached Canterbury just after the noon mass. We were a large body of men and, as we clattered on the cobbles outside the cathedral, priests rushed out and when they saw the King they disappeared back inside. 
 
    The King shook his head, “Like damned ants!” He led us into the cathedral.  The only concession to it being a church was that we took off our helmets.  
 
    We strode so quickly that the Archbishop was half way down the aisle when we reached him, “Your majesty, you should have given me warning.” His eyes flashed pure hatred at me. 
 
    Henry smiled, “I should warn my old friend, Thomas Becket, that I am coming to visit my own church?  Why?” 
 
    The Archbishop took in that there were many armed knights there.  He saw William. The looks of hatred and enmity from William’s oathsworn made the one he had given me seem like a smile. Thomas Becket forced a thin smile, “I pray you come with me to my chambers and there we can talk, your majesty.” 
 
    “Very well, Earl Marshal, brother William, come with us.  The rest, go and see to the horses.” 
 
    “But why do we need the Earl, your majesty, or even your brother.  Surely you and I can sort out any differences which we have.” 
 
    “No, Thomas, they will be with us.” I hid my smile for the King’s use of the Archbishop’s former name was intended to insult him. We entered the opulently apportioned chambers.  The King sat and the three of us followed. 
 
    The Archbishop looked at me, “There were men killed in Canterbury on your last visit, Warlord!” 
 
    “Yes, I fear that it is a more dangerous place these days. As soon as I heard of the attacks and the gangs of armed thugs I left. It is kind of you to worry about me.” I could play games too.  
 
    The King said, “And now would you care to explain why you have refused to sanction my brother’s marriage to the lady of his choice?” 
 
    “Sanguinity, your majesty.  I had no choice.” 
 
    William was about to speak and King Henry held up his hand to silence him. “Others with closer blood have had their marriages sanctioned in times past.” 
 
    “So long as I am Archbishop then that will not be the case.  I will uphold the letter of Church Law.” 
 
    William spoke quietly, “There are many who question your right to be Archbishop.” 
 
    Thomas Becket paled. “Are you like the Warlord?  Do you threaten God’s representative?” 
 
    Henry’s voice cut like a knife, “You are only God’s representative because I appointed you.  That can change!” 
 
    “Not without the permission of Rome and that will never be.” 
 
    “And Paris?  What of their influence?” 
 
    Once again his look when I spoke the words were ones of pure hatred.  His head came around like a frightened animal being hunted, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I am talking about the visit you made to King Louis in Paris when he offered to back you as Pope.” 
 
     It was a pure guess but Becket reacted. Although he tried he could not conceal the guilt upon his face. He stood and to give himself time to compose himself he said, “Would you care for wine?” 
 
    King Henry laughed, “You offer us wine when what we wish is an Archbishop of Canterbury who serves England.” 
 
    “I serve the Church.” 
 
    I could see that King Henry was becoming angry. “Explain why you are not confirming the bishop’s choice of priests.” 
 
    “They have chosen the wrong men.” 
 
    “And you know because you have met them?”  
 
    He glared at me. “I do not need to meet them.  The bishops were appointed by my predecessor. I will replace the bishops when the opportunity arises. I intend to rid the English church of corruption.” 
 
    I could see his plan now.  If all of the bishops were supporters of the Archbishop of Canterbury and he served another power then the King would be helpless. When the Church had refused to support Maud after the battle of Lincoln it had been the end of her bid to regain the crown. I nodded and smiled, “Excellent! When do you resign!” 
 
    “Your majesty! I object to this man!” 
 
    King Henry stood. “He makes an excellent suggestion. I will give you tonight to consider your position.  When we meet on the morrow, I will either have your agreement that my brother can marry as well or your resignation.  There will be no third way.” 
 
    The Archbishop stood, “Then I must be alone and pray to God for guidance in this matter. I will hold vigil this night that I may make the right decision in God’s eyes for I serve him first, King Henry.” 
 
    “And we will away to Dover Castle.” 
 
    “No, your majesty I beg you to stay here.  It is sixteen miles to Dover and it is almost dark. I promise you that you will be well looked after.” 
 
    “Very well.  It means that we can speak at first light.  I have more pressing matters than dealing with a troublesome priest!” 
 
    We were, to be fair, wined and dined well. The food was as good as I had eaten and the wine came from Gascony.  
 
    We slept well and when we rose we went to the cathedral to search for Becket.  He was not there.  We went to his rooms. When we reached the Archbishop’s quarters we were greeted by the Dean.  He smiled apologetically.   
 
    “Where is the Archbishop?  I assume he has spoken with God.” 
 
    “I am afraid, Your Majesty, that he is not here.” 
 
    In that instant I knew where he was.  “He has gone to Dover to take ship! He flees to his master!” 
 
    I was proved right.  As we reached the castle and the heights over the harbour we saw a ship sailing west. Padraig and James rode down and confirmed that the Archbishop had fled. King Henry was incandescent with rage! He had been thwarted.  He could not rid himself of the Archbishop if he was not in the country. We rode to Dover Castle where the King did what he could. King Henry confiscated all the benefices of the archbishop's clerks, who had accompanied him into exile. He also ordered the exile of Becket's family and servants. We stayed in Dover for five days while he wrote letters to all of the bishops and archbishops. The Bishop of London, who did support the King was placed in charge of the church.  However, he could not overrule the Archbishop on the matter of William’s marriage. He did confirm the appointment of priests. I was sent back to London to organise the ships which would take us to Normandy. King Henry had had enough of wasting time on the Church.  He had a land to save. 
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 Chapter 3 
 
    William felt he had been forgotten in all of this. He returned with me to London. He and his knights brooded about the injustice of it all.  The Archbishop had fled the land yet his decision could not be rescinded. Richard le Breton did, however, concede that my advice had been good.  “I thank you Earl for persuading me to keep my sword sheathed.  But for you I might have killed him out of anger.  I see now that it would have changed nothing save the state of my soul. I am in your debt.” 
 
    William also turned, “And I too am also in your debt. I have another manor at Dartford. It is on the London Dover road.  I have neglected it but I shall retire there to be ready to marry my bride when Becket is no longer Archbishop.  I will be closer to Canterbury.” 
 
    “You will not go with us to France?  There you can use the war to rid yourself of this melancholy.” 
 
    He lowered his voice, “I have to tell you, Earl, that I am disappointed in the King.  He has what he wants and he does not seem willing to help me achieve that which I wish. I have no desire to go to Brittany.” 
 
    “There may be a dukedom there.” 
 
    “There could be a kingdom there and I would not want it without Isabel at my side.” I could see that his spirits were at a low ebb. “I trust you to watch out for my interests.” 
 
    “And you know I shall.” 
 
    He smiled, “You have always been my mother’s most loyal and faithful knight. There was no man spoken of more highly.” 
 
    “You should visit her, lord.  She is not well.” 
 
    “Perhaps.  I will give it some thought.” 
 
    We parted at Dartford and I headed to London with my men.  Geoffrey FitzMaurice could not believe the company we kept.  “Lord your service has opened my eyes.  Hitherto the world I viewed was from lowly knights who served lords.  We were kept at the sides fit to sweep up the horse’s droppings.  Now we sleep under the same roof as kings and princes.” 
 
    “We are all just men.  I began as a humble English knight and I was barely noticed. God gives us opportunities.  Wise men seize them.  Foolish ones spurn or waste them.” 
 
    We stayed in the White Tower. It was centrally located. While James arranged for surcoats and mail for my new men at arms I went to the port to hire ships. We would be sailing to Rouen. The King needed ships for his household knights and servants.  Most of the soldiers who would be fighting were already in Normandy.  I knew that I would need one ship for the King’s horses.  He was particular about his mounts. I needed seven ships for the household knights and the King’s war gear. The eighth would be the ‘Adela’.  When she returned with my men she would take us.  I felt more comfortable with a captain I knew and trusted. 
 
    The city of London was busy.  With the civil war over and England quiet many knights were preparing to take the cross and crusade. De Clare was still consolidating his hold on Ireland and so the knights from the west were drawn there. My son, William, Earl of Cleveland, drew the knights from the north and so those seeking their fortune in the east were knights from the south and the east.  I found it ironical that they had been the supporters of the usurper, Stephen. 
 
    There were also many Knight Templars in the city. Their purpose appeared a little more veiled and hidden. They appeared to be busy acquiring grain and supplies for their castles in the Holy Land but I was suspicious. They could have done the same from the land of the Lombards and had a shorter sea voyage. Apparently pious, they all appeared to me to have the look of hardened killers. My son had spoken highly of the Hospitallers but despised the Templars.  Perhaps that was what gave rise to my distrust. 
 
    The King returned three days after me and was pleased with the progress we had made.  He took me to one side, ostensibly to look at the progress made by the builders but, in truth to speak to me privately. “I called in at Dartford on the way back and saw my brother.  I knew that he harboured a grudge against me. You knew it too.” 
 
    I would not deny it.  “I knew that he was unhappy about the Archbishop’s decision.” 
 
    “I learned my lesson with Geoffrey.  It does not do to have siblings brooding.  I have ordered him to Normandy with us.  I wish him to sail with you. You can watch him.” 
 
    “Your majesty I am not a spy. I swore an oath to your mother to protect her and her family.  William is family.” 
 
    “And I am your king.” 
 
    “Do you think, Your Majesty, that if I thought for one moment that there was any danger from William that I would allow it?  I was the one who warned you of Geoffrey.” I realised that my tone was hectoring. It was the tone of a father chastising a son. 
 
    He frowned and then smiled, “You are the only one I allow to speak to me like that.  Make sure you do not do it in public, Earl or my new quarters here could become your permanent home.” 
 
    “I know my place, your majesty.” 
 
    “Then you can still bring my brother with you.  He will be safe enough in Rouen.  Being in England just makes him brood.” I nodded.  “We have heard that Becket is under the protection of the King of France at Pontigny.  It seems your suspicions were correct.” 
 
    “And Pontigny is deep in the heart of France.  He is safe from assassins there.” 
 
    “Assassins?” 
 
    “Your brother’s household knights harbour murderous thoughts.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    The next day I was relieved to see ‘Adela’ arrive. When Dick stepped ashore I was delighted.  I had not expected my Captain of Archers.  I had knighted him many years ago but to me he was still Dick.  He was the outlaw who had chosen to join me a lifetime ago.   Like me he was a greybeard and, like me, he did not have the strength he once had but he had a mind which knew ambush and archers better than any man. 
 
    He stepped ashore and I grasped his arm, “My old friend, this is an unexpected pleasure!” 
 
    “Your son did not need me. Aelric can now lead the archers and, if truth be told, it will be easier for him to take command without looking over his shoulder at me to judge if I approve or nor!” 
 
    “Then I am glad. How many did you bring?” 
 
    “The archers I brought are: Tom the Fletcher, Grant, Robert of Sheffield, Ralph of Wales, Will Green Leg, John, Rhodri of Bala, Robert son of Alan, Tomas ap Tomas and Henry Warbow. I chose men at arms whom you now well: Roger of Bath, Alan son of Alan, James of Tewkesbury, Alain of Auxerre, John son of John,              Gunther of Swabia, Harry Lightfoot, Peter Strong Arm, Arne Arneson and John of Norton.” 
 
    They were twenty of my most experienced men. I would sleep easier knowing that they were close at hand. “We leave in three days.  The men can stay ashore.  I am certain that there will be places in this city that they wish to visit.” 
 
    “That is true enough.  The battles against the Scots have filled their purses.  There will be women and there will be inn keepers who will become richer!” 
 
    “And you can stay with me in the Tower.  We have much to say to each other for it has been some time since we rode to war together." While he went to find his quarters, I went to William of Kingston. “When we sail we will have the men you brought, my squires, four men at arms as well as other passengers.” 
 
    He nodded, “It will be crowded, lord.  I can provide sheltered accommodation for but seven. The rest will have to endure the open. It is only a two or three-day voyage to Rouen.” 
 
    “Then that will have to do.” 
 
    When he arrived William FitzEmpress and his knights were less than happy. They had been ordered to go to Normandy.  I tried to make the best of it.  “William, you can see your mother. This is an opportunity to be grasped and not shunned. Who knows, if you and your knights do well then there may be manors for you in Brittany.” 
 
    He shook his head, “I have seven of the richest manors in England.  More land and coin mean nothing to me.  I would have my Isabel.” 
 
    I left the six of them to sulk and continued the planning for the campaign. William was invited to the council of war in the Great Hall at the Tower but he declined.  It marked a worsening in the relationship between the King and his brother.  
 
    We studied the maps. King Henry jabbed a spot to the north or Rennes.  “That is where we will begin our attack.  The Count of Rennes has shown his true colours.  His men attacked my Earl Marshal. Richard D’Avranches,” he pointed to a knight close to him, “has reported raids across the border to take animals and captives. We will let him know the price and the punishment for such an action.” 
 
    I hid my smile.  Henry was a great leader and a general.  He had made the perfect decision.  We were close to Rouen and the Norman heartland and it would hurt his greatest Breton foe. 
 
    Richard D’Avranches, whose family lived just the other side of the border said, “What about Mont St. Michel?  That is a tasty plum to pick.” 
 
    “It is but it might also bring us into conflict with the church.” He looked at me.  “There are enough problems already with the Church. However, Sir Richard, your knowledge of the area would be invaluable. I do not intend to waste time in sieges.  We attack soft targets where we can. My aim is to weaken the Count’s power. I confess that my choice of Duke may be somewhat misplaced. I need more control in the land.” 
 
    I ventured, “There is always William.” 
 
    Henry shook his head decisively, “Until he begins to think with his head and not his heart he is of no use to me. However, Earl Marshal, you have given me an idea.  I will speak with you about it privately.” He turned to his other leaders. “Our attacks must be swift and decisive.  We take his smaller castles and threaten Rennes itself.  When the Count is brought to heel we will tackle the next lord who challenges my Duke.” 
 
    After they had left us he said, “The Duke has a daughter, Constance.  She is four or five years old. Geoffrey, my son, is six years old.  Suppose I had them betrothed and then made Conan abdicate in favour of his daughter?” 
 
    “I do not know the man.  What do you think, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “I do not think he is a warrior, that is for certain.  If he was then I would not have to intervene.  I am decided.  When we have cowed Rennes then I will visit Conan and give him my decision. He will still be able to enjoy the life of a Duke and he will not have to fight.” 
 
    Henry’s idea was not a new one. Poor Geoffrey would have to put up with it. I was more concerned about William.  His state of mind was confused. Perhaps King Henry was right. It was better to just watch him until he came out of this stupor. 
 
    I was happier when we sailed.  I was among my men.  William and his sulky knights stayed together.  I had not seen Dick in a long time and we had much to catch up on.  He had not met Padraig and he enjoyed getting to know him.  Roger of Bath and my men at arms were busy finding out about my new men.  There would be suspicion.  I had no doubt that there would be bruised knuckles but the three-day voyage would give them all the opportunity to get to know one another. 
 
    Dick and I stood on the leeward side and watched England pass us by, “How goes my son? Does the peace hold?” 
 
    Dick laughed, “Lord you know that in the borderlands the peace never holds. There is no open war if that is what you mean. King Malcolm has kept his word and the treaty holds but the Bishop of Durham is as much use as a blind lookout on a ship! Some of his lords are warriors but too many have bribed the Bishop to give them a decent manor and they do nothing to stop the raids by the cattle thieves. Your son keeps his knights riding the greenways and ambushing the Scots and the other brigands. We catch and kill more of them than the cattle that they manage to steal.” 
 
    “And my grandson and granddaughter?” 
 
    Dick laughed, “Samuel is a proper warrior. Now that he is his father’s second squire he is keen to learn. Ralph of Bowness swears he will be a better swordsman than his father and he rides as though he was born a centaur.  Ruth is unlike the other daughters of knights, lord.  She has a mind of her own.  She does not confine herself to sewing and other such entertainments; she enjoys debating with her brother and playing games of chess.” He laughed, “She beats him more than he beats her. It spurs him on.” 
 
    I nodded.  I did not speak for I missed my grandchildren.  I had barely got to know my son’s first family before they had died and I had sworn that I would not make the same mistake with this family from the Holy Land.  I had made a good start but the Welsh and Irish adventures had kept me away too long.  Now I would be away again. I made a promise to myself that when King Henry’s war was over I would go home. 
 
    “And you Dick?  Are you ready to hang up your bow?  I know you have no family but do you not tire of war?” 
 
    “It is not war which keeps me going, lord.  It is the company of warriors. When I was an outlaw there were some good men and there were others whom I would have scraped off my boot.  Since I came to serve you I have found the company of men whom I would choose as brothers.  As you know, lord, many of them have died but their memory lingers in my dreams.  These young warriors and archers are there for me to pass on that which I have learned. When I am gone it will be my legacy that there are archers who learned from Dick of Sherwood.  These archers will still be there to protect the valley.  I will sleep happier knowing that.” 
 
    “You are hale and hearty.  I will go to my grave before you.” 
 
    He laughed, “Lord, none of us are due an early death.  Our deeds should have granted us an extension.” 
 
    When we reached Rouen, I begged leave to ride to the Priory with Dick and some of my men at arms.  I needed to speak with Maud. On the last day of the voyage I had tried to break through the barrier that William had built around him.  I had failed and I saw him sinking deeper into despair.  He was not helped by his knights who seemed to aggravate the situation. 
 
    Leaving James to procure horses for the rest of my men I rode with Dick, Padraig, Roger of Bath and Alain of Auxerre. As we rode south, through Normandy, we could see the preparations for war. Men were marching to Rouen.  Henry had summoned his lords before we had sailed. The only delay now would be giving his precious horses time to rest and to await those lords whose manors were some way away. Of course, the news would reach the Bretons. Our only advantage was that they would have no idea where we would strike. 
 
    Padraig was in awe of Dick.  When my Captain of Archers had stripped off on the ship to bathe in sea water Padraig could not believe his chest and oak like arms.  As we rode through the Norman countryside he had beset him with questions about how he had achieved that frame.  
 
    Roger of Bath asked, “Will we be fighting alongside other conroi, lord?” 
 
    “I doubt it.  I am here to advise the King.  He will not be personally leading the attacks and so my archers and your men will be like a mobile reserve. Unlike the other conroi we will all be mounted.  When we go to battle I will lead you.” 
 
    “Lord, you need not. Let others bear the burden.” 
 
    I turned to look at him.  “I know what is in your mind, Roger of Bath.  You see the white hair, what little there is, you see the growing paunch and you see an old man” I held up my hand to silence his protests. “I have been a warrior my whole life and I will die in battle. Hopefully that will not be for some time.  Ridley, my father, died defending Norton. Perhaps that will be my fate too.” 
 
    “I meant nothing lord other than to ask you to take more care. You are a rarity.  You are a lord men like to follow.” 
 
    Once again we were admitted to the Priory quickly.  Surprisingly the Empress looked a little healthier. Judith and Margaret smiled.  Maud shook her head, “These two biddies think that I am better because you are here.  Tell them that is a nonsense, Earl!” 
 
    “If I thought that my presence would make you well, my lady, then I would never leave your side.” 
 
    Her frail, blue lined hand touched my briefly, “Ever the gentleman. Now sit and tell me what brings you back so quickly.” I knew that it would not be easy.  I told her of Becket, his decision, his treachery and his flight. I watched her take that in. “And there is more, is there not?” 
 
    “Your son has taken this badly.  It has caused a falling out between him and his brother. William is at Rouen.  He will take no part in the fighting.  My fear is that he and his knights go to Pontigny to take matters into their own hands.” 
 
    Once again her hand touched mine. “Ever do you watch over me and my family.  Was there ever a more faithful, loyal and devoted knight?” She turned, “Judith, have my baggage prepared.  I have had enough of priory life.  It is time that I was a mother again.  We ride to Rouen.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” 
 
    Maud turned to me.  “I know that I have been hidden here for some time but that does not mean that I am deaf and blind.  There are many who come here to speak with me.  I listen and I learn. You are right to worry.  I said nothing when last you came for I had not heard it before but I have now learned that Thomas Becket spent a week at Louis’ palace on the Seine. I fear he has been bought by Louis. When I am in Rouen I will be able to use those who still owe me favours.” 
 
    I glanced at Margaret, “But you are unwell.” 
 
    Maud glared at her lady in waiting, “Do not listen to dried up old women.  I was a little under the weather but now I am recovered. This will help me Alfraed. Fear not.” 
 
    The journey back was much slower.  It was not Maud which slowed us down but all the baggage that they brought with them.  It was like she was moving home and there were chests full of clothes, jewels and the detritus of a lifetime.  I sent Alain of Auxerre ahead for the brothers needed to know that their mother was on her way. 
 
    I rode next to the closed carriage in which the three ladies rode.  Maud had rolled up the side panel so that we could talk.  Dick rode on the other side.  He knew the two ladies as well as any. 
 
    “I was always impressed, Alfraed, that you managed to keep so many men loyal to you for so long. How do you manage it?” 
 
    I shrugged, “Athelstan who was my teacher always impressed on me to be fair to my men and to lead from the front.  I have never altered my philosophy and it seems to work.” 
 
    “I know that my brother, Robert, admired that in you and my father certainly did. I am not certain that Henry would have had his crown if it were not for you and your men of the north.” 
 
    The sun was beginning to dip in the west for we were approaching Rouen and she said, somewhat sadly, “All those men who fought and died to gain the throne for my son.  What would their view be of the way events have turned out?” 
 
    “Most of my men were soldiers first.  It was good that they fought for a rightful cause but they would have fought and died in any case. The knights and nobles chose a side.  Many gambled and they lost.” 
 
    “And there were others, like Ranulf of Chester, who switched with the weather.  You were loyal and you were true.” She suddenly laughed, “Do you remember fleeing Oxford Castle over the frozen moat?” 
 
    I smiled, “Aye I do.  It was a foolish thing to do.” 
 
    “Yet it succeeded and you saved the Empress and her son. It is a shame that history will not record your deeds.” 
 
    I frowned, “I did not do them for history, my lady.  I did them because I swore an oath and …” I was suddenly aware that Padraig was close by, “well you know.” 
 
    Maud smiled and asked, “And who is this new squire?” 
 
    “He is Padraig.  He was my translator in Ireland and he chose to follow me here.  I will be knighting James soon.  He is training Padraig.” 
 
    Maud looked sadly at James, “Your father was one of my knights, James.  He was a true knight and gentleman.  I was saddened to hear of his death.” 
 
    James nodded, “I miss him.  I hope he would be proud of me.” 
 
    I nodded, “He would be, James. All speak well of my squire. When you are given your spurs, there will be a cheer from heaven.” 
 
    “Amen to that lord.” 
 
    I was almost sad when Rouen appeared in the light of the setting sun. The moments I had enjoyed with my lady and my squires were special. 
 
    Maud swept into Rouen as though she was the ruler of the land and not her son. She knew the castle well and she had those knights who had been quartered with her son, William moved, so that she could be near him.  Henry was less than pleased but he could not gainsay his mother.  William, in contrast, seemed delighted to have her close by. Both of them benefitted from the arrangement.  William was more at peace and Maud did not deteriorate at quickly.  I had but three days to enjoy Maud’s company and then I left with the army.  We went to war. 
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 Chapter 4 
 
    This time my men were not needed as scouts. Sir Richard D’Avranches and his men knew the area well and his men at arms acted as scouts. Despite the success my men had had few other lords used archers. They preferred men at arms and crossbowmen. I could not work out the reason except, perhaps, the time it took to train a good archer. A crossbowman could be taught to use a crossbow in a few weeks. My archers could hide in plain sight and were the best offensive weapon I knew. My men at arms and archers rode with the bulk of the army.  They were not happy about this position.  They regarded the van as the place of honour but Dick explained to them the reasons.  I just had James and Padraig with me.  Their task would be to pass messages. James had done well and acquired good horses for us. I rode a fine palfrey and James led my war horse.  I was not certain that I would be needing a war horse.  The war Henry had envisaged was one which would hit smaller places and strangle the larger ones.  
 
    We camped, the first night, in the small hamlet of Servon.  There was neither castle nor hall there but it was on the road to Rennes and, if the enemy were watching us, they would realise that we could head to Mont St. Michel.  We had no intention of doing so but so long as we could keep the Count de Rennes wondering it served our purposes.  We needed the Count to be unsure of our intentions. King Henry also kept as few people as possible within his inner circle. The French King’s plots and Becket’s behaviour had made him suspicious.  Only six of us knew his plan.  The army was moving at a snail’s pace but once we neared Pontorson we would split up and our army would move like mercury. The King was deliberately moving slowly so that the spies who were watching us would tell the Count and he would try to predict our movements based upon our slow and steady approach. 
 
    With guards surrounding the seven of us he went over his plans one more time.  “The six columns will strike quickly. We have moved slowly up to now.  The time for swift action is upon us. I want every animal which lies within twenty miles of here capturing.  Every knight and man at arms should be killed or captured. Wooden castles will be taken.  Leave stone ones isolated. Drive the people south to Rennes.  I want the city filling so that when we approach they do not have enough food to feed the refugees who have fled there.” 
 
    Sir Richard D’Avranches said, “And what of Pontorson?  It has a stone castle and protects the road. It would be dangerous for us to leave it astride our supply lines for it has many knights within it. We have to reduce it.” 
 
    The King nodded, “It will be our first demonstration of our power.  In the carts and wagons we have the equipment to build siege machines. The day after tomorrow we surround it. By then the Warlord and his men will have cut the road to Rennes.” 
 
    They all looked at me.  Sir Richard shook his head, “My liege, he has but thirty men.” 
 
    I smiled, “Nearer twenty but you make a good point. All I need to do is stop messengers and small numbers from leaving. If the garrison leaves then that suits us. Your forces will replace mine. Remember I have archers.” 
 
    “We have crossbows!” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Hugo, but in the time it takes to loose a bolt and reload my archers can send up to twenty arrows.  My archers can stop even knights from passing us.  Our arrows can penetrate mail.” 
 
    King Henry nodded, “Believe me, my lords, I have seen them at work.  Had the Warlord brought his full force of archers we could have sat and drank wine while they took the whole of Brittany.” He nodded towards me, “My former master thought that this might give you all the chance to earn some treasure and garner glory!” 
 
    That night I sat with my men.  We were such a small conroi that it was easy. “Tomorrow we let others take risks.  We are there to support.  As soon as we have taken Macey we ride south and west to reach the road from Pontorson. Our task is to close the road.” I nodded to Dick.  “Sir Richard here will make the decisions about the ambush.” 
 
    The archers all smiled at my use of his title.  It was rarely accorded him and yet he was the most respected man in my whole retinue. 
 
    That night while Padraig saw to the horses I spoke with James. “Before we return to England I would have you knighted.” 
 
    “Am I ready?” 
 
    I laughed, “You are as modest as your father.  You have been ready these many years but I was selfish and needed a squire.  I think Padraig will make a good squire.  He has developed under your tutelage and besides I think my days of battle are numbered.  When that is done we will need to find you a squire.  After we are released from the King’s service we will head to La Flèche and I will speak with Sir Leofric. He said he knows some likely young men who would make good squires.” 
 
    King Henry himself led our column. The knights who rode with him at the fore were the knights he had grown up with in Anjou and Normandy when he had been a child.  In all he led fifty knights with another forty men at arms.  Some of the knights had brought the local fyrd and they swelled our numbers to over two hundred. King Henry was clever.  The fyrd would not be any use in a battle but they would make our force appear larger than it was. It also freed up squires to fight for the fyrd would be able to guard the baggage. We would be the largest column. 
 
    Macey had a fortified hall with a ditch running around it. The baron who was lord of the manor was a rich man.  He profited from pilgrims travelling along his road to visit Mont St. Michel. In many ways he was little more than a brigand for he charged, excessively, those who used the road. As our conroi approached we heard the sound of horns from within the hamlet. Even as we drew close I saw a single rider gallop off.  
 
    Tom the Fletcher said, “Do you want me and the lads to get him, my lord?” 
 
    I smiled.  They could do it but that was not King Henry’s plan.  He wanted riders from each of the six columns to ride to Rennes. They would each report that a small band of knights had attacked their manors. The fact that the Duke of Normandy was amongst them would make the Count worried. It was a clever plan for if the Count decided to stay behind his walls and allow us to devastate his lands he would be weakening himself.  If he came to do battle then he would have to find us first. King Henry wanted to make the Bretons think that this was a series of chevauchée.  
 
    “No, Tom. Enjoy the day.  I doubt that today will tax your arm. See the people flee to the hall.” Those in the fields were racing for the apparent protection of the baron’s hall. It would do them little good.  
 
    One of King Henry’s squires galloped up to me, “Earl Marshal, his majesty asks that you and your men take up a position to the west of the hall.” 
 
    I nodded and wheeled my horse. Padraig carried my banner.  “Let us stretch our horses’ legs.” We rode through a gap in the hedgerow and crossed the field which had been recently cleared of crops. The hall lay just two hundred paces from the crossroads.  I led my men to the crossroads. I dismounted. “Tom, drive stakes in the ground and tether the horses.  I do not think we will bother with horse holders.” We had too few men for such a luxury. I handed my reins to Padraig and hefted my shield. I had not needed it since Ireland. During the civil war it had rarely left my arm. 
 
    As I led my men at arms and archers towards the hall I saw that the King and his men had also dismounted and were forming a shield wall.  They had spears. I did not know the exact numbers of the garrison but I estimated it to be no more than thirty or forty men at most.  The number who would fight us would be more than doubled by the farmers and villagers who had fled there.  
 
    When we were three hundred paces from the hall I stopped.  I could see light shining from helmets. There looked to be a fighting platform around the roof but there were also shuttered slits in the walls.  In those would reside crossbows. “Shields!” My fourteen men at arms spread out on either side of me with their shields locked alongside mine.  James and Padraig stood behind me with the banner and my archers, led by Dick, stood behind my men at arms. I knew that their bows would be strung and they would have in their hands three arrows. They were not only skilled archers they each had a keen military mind. As we began to walk purposefully forward they would be identifying dangers and targets. 
 
    We were two hundred and fifty paces from the hall when the first bolts flew. A crossbow has a flat trajectory.  While arrows could be rained down, crossbow bolts had to be sent towards shields and heads protected by helmets.  At close range a bolt could penetrate a helmet.  All that could be seen of our helmets were the tops and we were at too long a range to be worried about bolts. Our eyes were level with the top of our shields. Dick was counting the crossbows. When we were a hundred and fifty paces from the hall he said, “We can halt here, my lord.  There are eight crossbows.” 
 
    It was a simple statement but for eight crossbowmen it was a death sentence. “Halt! Padraig, wave the standard as though you are signalling to others.” Those inside would wonder why we stopped to make such an easy target. They would not know that I had archers who, hidden by our bodies and shields were already nocking arrows. They would think this was part of an elaborate strategy. They would waste time looking for warriors who were not there.  The Warlord was known to be a cunning warrior. 
 
    Dick did not shout, ‘Release’.  He did not need to.  Every archer had been trained by him. They practised each day.  My archers were like one being.  The eleven arrows arced, simultaneously, towards their targets. They were well within the range of my powerful archers. The crossbowmen were above my archers and, even if they were hidden behind the shuttered slits an arrow could be bounced off stone.  Flying splinters could blind and an arrow which ricocheted could still be as deadly.  More importantly the crossbows could not be used while the archers kept up a shower of arrows. 
 
    After ten arrows from each archer Dick shouted, “Stop.” 
 
    I said, “On my command we march another fifty paces.  March!” 
 
    We all stepped off on our right legs and moved a little closer.  We were careful to place our feet for the fields over which we marched had been recently ploughed.  The soil was soft but a carelessly placed foot could result in disaster.  The efficacy of my archers could be seen by the fact that only four bolts were sent from the hall and struck our shields.  Being closer they had a greater impact. When we stopped we were so close that we could actually see beyond the shutters. The farmers were now sending their arrows towards us from the platform on the roof. They were not using war arrows.  They were using barbed hunting arrows. They could not pierce mail.  They would not be able to penetrate a helmet. Their bows were not war bows, they were hunting bows.  
 
    When Dick and his archers began to release their deadly missiles four farmers fell to their deaths with the first flight of arrows. I saw an arrow hit a crossbowman who thought himself safe behind the slit. To my archers one hundred paces was so close that they could place an arrow to within a thumb’s length of where they aimed. 
 
    Perhaps those inside saw a handful of men, for on the other side the King had more than two hundred men.  Whatever the reason someone inside decided to sally forth. It was a mistake. The entrance was half way up the wall.  It was good for defence but less useful when attacking. As they burst out Dick and his archers sent their arrows towards them.  Some were saved because those on the outside were struck by a number of arrows. 
 
    I drew my sword and held it over my shield.  Along the line my men at arms did the same. Once they reached the bottom of the steps which led to the hall, the survivors of my archers’ arrows formed up behind their shields. With eleven archers there was a limit to what damage they could do but the twenty men who advanced towards us obviously thought that they could defeat us.  
 
    “Dick, clear the walls! We will deal with these.” 
 
    “Aye lord.  You heard the Earl!” 
 
    There were still arrows and the occasional bolt which were being sent in our direction.  However, I saw that there were just five mailed men who advanced towards us. There were three knights and a man at arms. Other men at arms wore leather but twelve of those who came towards us were not warriors.  They held crudely made shields. I allowed them to move to within thirty paces of us and then shouted, “Charge!” 
 
    With James there were twelve of us. In theory we would be outnumbered but in reality, our skill, armour and weapons gave us the advantage. One of the lightly armed men with a round shield and a sword raced ahead of the others.  I think he saw glory in killing the leader. Everyone knew my wolf shield.  Perhaps he thought an old man would make an easy victory. I held my shield before me and his sword struck it hard. When I did not move I saw the look of surprise on his face for he wore an open face helmet. As he lifted his sword back he saw that it was bent. I brought my sword from behind me and hacked through his leather armour into his shoulder.  Bright blood sprayed as he died.  
 
    One of the knights, he had red and yellow stripes on his shield, advanced towards me.  He too had an open helmet with a nasal. He looked young but then, to me, everyone who did not have a white beard was young. He had a good shield and, I had no doubt a better sword than the man I had just slain. He tried a quick lunge at my head. It was a foolish strike for I had a ventail and my full-face helmet made any decisive hit there unlikely.  He thought that I would be slow.  I was not.  I brought my shield across and blocked the blow. I feinted with my sword and his shield came up.  I made sure my feet were placed wide enough apart to allow me to make a wide sweep. We were no longer fighting in one solid line. Padraig was still close by my left side with his shield to add protection to my own but, to my right, there was no one.  I held my sword behind me, inviting a strike from the young knight.  He could not resist. He tried a backhand strike. I turned my shield so that it was across my body and it took the blow.  Even as he was pulling his arm back I was swinging my sword. He barely saw it coming and he did not have time to put his shoulder behind his shield. He held it before him. As my sword smashed the shield I heard his cry.  When the shield dropped I knew that I had broken his hand or his wrist.  
 
    Athelstan had always said that I had the quickest hands he had ever seen and  while my body might be slower old age had not slowed my sword hand. The tip of my sword sped towards the knight’s eye.  I stopped it before I blinded him, “Yield or die!” 
 
    He could not defend himself and he nodded, “I yield!” He dropped his sword. 
 
    “Padraig, see to his hand.” I looked around.  Others had yielded.  Perhaps the knight I had fought, despite his age had been the leader. 
 
    Dick pointed to the roof.  The banner was being hauled down, “See, lord, they surrender.” 
 
    I sheathed my sword and walked to the young knight.  Padraig had taken off the knights mailed mitts.  I lifted off his helmet.  He looked to be of an age with James. “You are brave for you fought a warrior you knew had won tourneys.  What is your name?” 
 
    “I am Sir Jocelyn de Macey.  My father is Richard de Macey, the lord of this manor.” 
 
    “And you support the Count de Rennes.” 
 
    He winced as Padraig tied a bandage around his wrist. When the priests came they would do a better job but Padraig was trying to stop the swelling which would make their task harder.  “Conan is not our Duke.  He is King Henry’s lap dog!” 
 
    I nodded, “Well you have paid the price.” 
 
    “Why, what will be the ransom?” 
 
    “Ransom?  My young Achilles there will be no ransom for your father has forfeited his manor. Your mail, your sword, your horses; all will be taken from you. Your father gambled and he lost.  This is a game with high stakes. The prize is a throne. Unless you have relatives who will shelter you then you will become a knight without land and without retainers to keep you well-armed and with horses to ride.  You will be a sword for hire.” 
 
    I saw the truth sink in. The pain of the wrist was as nothing compared with the knowledge that he and his father were now landless and weaponless knights. If they had relatives then they could seek shelter with them but they would have to walk to reach them. Sir Jocelyn de Macey had had a mighty fall from grace. 
 
    “Roger of Bath go into the stable and secure the horses of these knights before some others gets them.  Alain of Auxerre go and tell the villeins and peasants to go back to their land.” 
 
    “Aye Warlord.” 
 
    The other two knights who had yielded were unwounded.  While we waited for a healer I said.  “You two, take off your mail!” 
 
    For a brief moment I thought they were going to object.  Then Roger of Ely fetched one a mighty slap on the back of his head, “You heard the Earl!” 
 
    I took off my helmet and handed it and my shield to Padraig. “James, take this knight’s warhorse.  He looks to be your size and his mail is well made.  After it is removed it is yours.  When you are knighted you will look the part!” 
 
    “Aye, my lord.” 
 
    “Geoffrey FitzMaurice you and Tom the Badger can have the other two suits of mail.  We will need to find a giant for Roger of Ely to become mailed.” 
 
    My man at arms grinned affably, “I can wait lord.” 
 
    “You and Tom come with me.  We will seek the King before we ride to our next destination.” 
 
    I climbed the stairs.  Tom and Roger unceremoniously dumped the bodies which littered it to the ditch. Once inside I saw that my archers had broken the back of the defence.  Twelve men lay with arrows in them.  Some had died immediately while others had bled to death. I met the King in the Great Hall. He had with him Richard de Macey.  I recognised his livery.  He looked like his son. 
 
    “Your son lives, Sir Richard, but he has a broken wrist.  He will need a healer. The other two knights surrendered.” I turned to the King.  I have taken the horses and mail of those we captured.  We will need them.” 
 
    “Of course, and you and your men will be due a share of the treasure Baron Macey has accrued.” 
 
    The Baron looked shocked.  To many knights raids were a gamble and a game. If you lost then you paid a ransom.  In the long run it evened out.  He was learning that King Henry did not play such games. He played to win. “You would leave me penniless?” 
 
    “The price of rebellion, Baron, is high.  Just be grateful that I am in a merciful mood and leave you your head.  You have relatives?” He nodded.  “Then go to them but if they do not subject themselves to my command then they will suffer the same fate.” 
 
    I gave a slight bow, “I had better leave, your majesty.  I have a fair way to travel.” 
 
    “God speed Warlord. I know that you will do as I have commanded.  Of all men you are the most reliable.” 
 
    Richard de Macey shook his head, “As soon as we saw the wolf banner we knew that we were doomed. Why are you not dead?” 
 
    King Henry answered, “Because there is no knight in Christendom who can defeat the Warlord in combat. Farewell, Earl Marshal.” 
 
    I turned and left. I noticed that neither Tom nor Richard were with me.  I had not seen them since we entered the hall.  When I left I saw them looking at me sheepishly.  I frowned but said nothing.  When we reached the horses I said, “And where were you?” 
 
    “Sorry lord but we thought we were supposed to wait outside.” 
 
    I saw then that they had bulges beneath their surcoats. “And so you thought to help yourself to the riches in the hall!” 
 
    They both looked aggrieved, “They weren’t for us my lord.  We were going to give to Captain Dick for him to share out.” 
 
    That was acceptable.  I had thought, briefly, that I had made the wrong decision in hiring them but now I saw that they were part of my company.  They were the Warlord’s warriors. 
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 Chapter 5 
 
    Pontorson was not a tiny hamlet like Macey.  It had a stone donjon and a curtain wall around a bailey. There was a strong gatehouse. It had a ditch. We did not have to approach it to see that.  It dominated the land. It was less than four miles from Macey and we spied it as soon as we took the road south.  Our journey to the far side, the Rennes side, would be nearer twelve miles but our ride kept it in sight the whole way.  When King Henry took his army forward the next day they would be seen almost as soon as they were a mile or so from Macey.  Once again, his plan was perfect. The lord of the manor would send a rider to Rennes and we would be waiting. 
 
    There was a wood one Roman mile south of Pontorson. When Dick and his archers found it, they discovered some abandoned charcoal burners’ huts.  It meant that the wood had been copsed.  The trees along the road, however, had been left in place on both sides. No doubt it afforded shade in the hot summer. Beneath them grew bushes and weeds.  It was perfect for an ambush. We took our horses into the areas cleared by the charcoal burners and Dick arranged the sentries to keep watch on the road. It would be dawn before King Henry would move on the town but we would keep watch anyway. There was a river, the Couesnon, just on the other side of the wood and our men took the horses to water them. 
 
    While James and Padraig began to prepare food, Dick divided the booty they had taken.  The dead men at arms had had their purses taken. Dick divided it fairly. Everyone received an equal share.  The odd coins that were left he took for now that he was knight he no longer took a full share. As the men went to help my squires he joined me. 
 
    “Those new men fit in well, my lord. New men can sometimes upset a company but Sir Leofric has chosen well.” 
 
    “We have been lucky in all of our choices. Even those we found in Wales have impressed me.” 
 
    “The Welsh are good archers; of that there is no doubt. They are finding this land hard, though, lord.  It is nothing like their rocky and barren home. Everything here is so green and verdant.” 
 
    My squires joined me.  James said, “The men said they would rather do the cooking, lord.” 
 
    “That means they took foodstuffs from Macey.  Unless I miss my guess, there will be spice in the stew and perhaps some meat which was not hunted.” Beef, pork and veal were rare on campaign. It was salted meat or hunted meat which would augment the watery stew. I spied Alain of Auxerre surreptitiously emptying half a wine skin into the stew.  It would, indeed, have teeth. 
 
    The one thing my men would not allow me to do was to stand a watch. Times past I would have insisted but now that I had seen more than sixty summers I enjoyed my sleep.  I knew that I would have to get up in the night to make water anyway. I was awoken early by my bladder and after I had made water I went to the road and spoke with the sentries. 
 
    “Has there been any movement down the road?” 
 
    Arne Arneson shook his head.  “One of the sentries in the middle watch said two riders came from the south west.  He guessed Rennes.” 
 
    I nodded, “That is not a problem. It is news reaching Rennes that we must stop.  Now is the time for vigilance.  I will have food sent to you.” 
 
    Men had been rising even as I had been speaking with Arne. My men set about preparing food. It would be cold. There would be ham, cheese and dried fruits. It would not satisfy the men but they knew that when victory came then they would feast. Padraig handed me ham and cheese. I saw James cleaning my mail. The night had been dry but there had been dew.  
 
    When we were all ready we fed and watered our horses. We had them saddled ready.  The ambush would be by archers.  I hoped that we would stop the rebels from reaching Rennes but ready saddled and fresh horses would guarantee it. I left Padraig and three men at arms with the horses.  If we needed them in a hurry then we would whistle. 
 
    James carried my shield and my helmet.  I doubted that I would need the helmet. The sun began to rise in the eastern sky and I pictured the King and his army marching towards the castle. We knew, from Sir Richard D’Avranches, that there were ten knights in the castle and they had men at arms and crossbowmen.  The Count de Rennes knew the value of this castle which guarded the northern approach to his citadel. 
 
    Dick came to join me. “King Henry will have to attack Rennes at some point, lord and, until they are built, we have no siege engines.” 
 
    “I know but he does not have to attack immediately. With Pontorson in our hands the Count cannot use the revenue from the Mont St. Michel.  That holy place will be cut off and if the Abbot accepts the King’s offer then the Count will have lost the jewel in his crown.” 
 
    “Offer, lord?”  
 
    “The King intends to offer the Abbot the right to tax those who make salt.  At the moment that coin goes to Rennes. The Abbot will seize it with both hands. The Count will then have two choices, fight us here, or surrender. I confess that although I have met the man I have no idea what is in his mind. So, you see, we need not bring siege engines.  We will fight the Count here. It will be he who has to march thirty-five miles to fight a battle and not us.” 
 
    “First we have to take Pontorson.” 
 
    “Exactly and now you see why he chose us.  He uses the smallest contingent in his army and can bring the full weight of his knights and men at arms to bear on the walls.” 
 
    As the sun rose higher in the sky I wondered if something had delayed the King.  Then James, who had exceptionally sharp ears, said, “I can hear horses!” 
 
    The archers were on both sides of the road.  There were five on the east and six on the west.  Six men at arms were also in the woods to the east while the rest were with James and me on the western side.  I drew my sword.   
 
    “Do you need your helmet, lord?” 
 
    “No James.  I shall wear my shield over my back.”   
 
    He handed me my shield and I slid it over my back.  I did not think that I would need it but it would be easy to pull it around. I was further back than my archers.  They were well hidden.  Dick had, like his archers, an arrow nocked. In his hand he held another two. I could not see down the road but he could.  When he pulled back his arm I took a two-handed stance with my sword.  The sound of the hooves grew louder.  It sounded like it was more than a couple of men. Then there was the sound of eleven arrows hissing through the air. A horse whinnied and there was one cry.  Then there was silence.  
 
    I saw my men at arms rush out in to the road to grab the horses.  I left the cover of the trees and saw the five dead men.  All had two arrows in them.  My archers had taken no chances. One was a sergeant at arms and was mailed.  He was a big warrior. Dick shouted, “Richard of Ely, it looks like you have your mail!” 
 
    None of them were carrying documents or papers.  It meant that they had had no time to write a missive and they had been given an oral message.  The five must have been sent to ensure that the news reached the Count. “Put the bodies on the horses. James fetch our mounts.” 
 
    James whistled. 
 
    “Alain of Auxerre, ride to the King and tell him we have ambushed the messengers.  We will take the bodies to the south gate.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” 
 
    As we neared the castle we could hear the noise within. It was the sound of shouts and men rushing to man walls. There was the sound of hammering as weakened parts of the walls were strengthened.  They had been caught unprepared. We halted five hundred paces from the gates and we waited. Eventually someone saw me. “James, Padraig, lead the horses with the bodies.  Do exactly as I say.” 
 
    Roger of Bath said, “Lord is this wise?” 
 
    Before he could answer Dick said, “Fear not, Roger, I have been watching the Warlord’s back since before you were born.  He is safe in my hands.” 
 
    I held the reins away from the horse in my left hand and held my right palm facing the castle.  I spurred him and he began to walk towards the bridge over the ditch. I knew that Dick and his archers had dismounted and would be walking behind the horses with the bodies draped over them. I saw faces and heard urgent calls from within. I stopped at the first bridge.  The gate was still fifty paces from me. 
 
    “I am the Earl Marshal of England.  I am the Warlord. I have brought back the bodies of the messengers you sent to Rennes.  You will have no help. James, Padraig, fetch them forward.” I heard the bodies being dropped to the floor. “If I were you I would seek terms from King Henry.  It is the only way to avoid slaughter.” 
 
    The knight who stood there was obviously not the lord of the manor.  He was far too young.  He jabbed a finger at me, “What is to stop me sending a crossbow bolt to end your life, Warlord?” 
 
    I smiled, “Firstly, I came in peace with palms held open but, if you do not wish to follow the conventions then I have eleven archers behind me, any of which could kill you in a heartbeat.” 
 
    He suddenly seemed to see Dick and my archers.  He ducked behind the parapet and my men at arms and archers laughed. He shouted, “Go! We will not surrender!” 
 
    I shouted, before I wheeled around, “Let all men hear that I offered terms and they were refused by this foolish knight.” 
 
    I rode slowly back to my men.  Dick winked as I passed him, “I think he may have filled his breeks, Warlord!” 
 
    We retired to beyond crossbow range and dismounted. “Make horse lines. We camp here.”  
 
    Alain of Auxerre returned an hour or so later, “The King is pleased.  He is sending men to aid you.” 
 
    Just before noon Sir Robert Mortimer appeared.  He was leading ten knights, twenty men at arms and one hundred of the fyrd with wagons. Sir Robert dismounted, “We have tents.  The King would have us make camp here.  When he sounds the horn three times, on the morrow, we will attack.” 
 
    “Have we lost many men?” 
 
    “No, Earl.  It has gone as the King planned.” 
 
    I waved over Dick, “When we were close to the ditch what did you see?” 
 
    “No stakes, no ankle breakers and nothing in the ditch which might slow a warrior down.  The wall has no slits and so the crossbows must release from over the top of the parapet.  The gate looked to me to be weak and the bridge is permanent.  They cannot raise it.” 
 
    “Then we use that as our attack.  We clear the walls and the knights and men at arms can cross the bridge and destroy the gate.”  
 
    “Aye lord. We could use a forge to heat arrows and set fire to the wooden ramparts and embrasures.” 
 
    I nodded.  It was a good idea.  Turning to Sir Richard D’Avranches I said, “The fyrd, they are your people?” 
 
    “Yes Warlord.” 
 
    “Have them prepare as many faggots as they can. I think the gate might burn and will save us casualties.” 
 
    “Lord?” 
 
    I pointed to the smoke rising from a building inside the castle.  “They are heating pig fat. If we try to assault the walls then we will lose many men. We use faggots and fire arrows to fire the gate.  Robert of Bath!” 
 
    “Aye lord!” 
 
    “I want a forge building.  We are going to heat the arrow heads up so that they are white hot. We will burn the palisade and the gate.  I will not waste one man on a frontal assault.  This place is not worth it. Dick, have two of your archers return to the ambush site.  They can warn us of any reinforcements.” 
 
    Sir Robert said, “And what of my men?” 
 
    “They can watch what we do and when the gate and walls are afire then they can charge into the castle and claim the glory of being the first within the walls!” 
 
    He looked bemused, “Aye lord!” I saw Dick and my men at arms grinning. 
 
    “James, get some hot food.  I am hungry!” I was not but I knew that the men who had just arrived would gain confidence from seeing me eating and relaxing.  There was little enough to do in any case.  Nothing would begin until the horns sounded. This would be an old-fashioned attack.  We would not be using siege machines.  Men would attack the gates and the walls. The other attacks might be expensive in terms of men but my attack would incur the minimum casualties. Sir Robert was in for a lesson in conserving men. We would need them when the Count de Rennes came north. 
 
    My tent was the first erected and I took off my mail. James brought in my baggage and war gear while the fyrd made the tent habitable. I think they were in awe of serving the infamous Warlord. I sent Padraig for some water.  I needed to wash.  By the time I had bathed my tent was ready and there was even a pallet on which I could lie down. James brought in some ham which had been fried and he had managed to acquire some bread.  It was delicious. After I had quaffed some wine I felt replete.  I rested my eyes. I could do nothing until the morning.  All my plans were in place. I found that I was able to nap. I was getting old! 
 
    When I awoke, it was dark.  Padraig was at the tent door.  “It was my turn to watch lord.  There is nothing to report. We have the faggots ready.  Sir Robert found some oil to soak them.  The forge is ready and we have lit it.  Roger thinks that it will be ready by morning.” 
 
    “Excellent. Have men cook some food and then invite the knights to sup with me.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” 
 
    When we attacked I would not be leading my men at arms.  I would be leading knights and the men of Robert Mortimer. I owed it to the men to get to know them. It was an informal gathering.  We had neither tables nor chairs.  My men at arms hewed down a few trees.  The trunks made seats and the branches made fire to cook the wild pigs which Tomas ap Tomas and his men had hunted. They also enjoyed the bounty.  The fyrd enjoyed an offal and bone stew.  It went down well. 
 
    I was questioned by the younger knights.  “Is it true that you were in many tourneys and never lost a mêlée?” 
 
    I smiled and sipped some of the wine which Robert Mortimer had brought. “That was a lifetime ago.  I fought a civil war since then as well as a war in Ireland and Wales but you are right. I never did lose a mêlée.  It is good training for battle.  I was lucky.  I fought with the Knights of the Empress and there were no finer warriors. The Swabians were hard men. Sir Guy and Sir Edward were the finest men with whom to fight.” I saw James grow as I mentioned his father. 
 
    “There are no more tourneys.” 
 
    “There will be, Sir John. The King, your Duke of Normandy, needs to secure Brittany and then he can enjoy pleasures such as hunting and tournaments.” 
 
    Sir Robert asked, somewhat ominously, “And the French?” 
 
    I turned for he had introduced a sombre note. “What do you know of the French and their plots, Robert Mortimer?” 
 
    “My lands lie close to Chateau Galliard in the Vexin.  I know that the French King plots and conspires.  I was offered coin to betray the Duke.” 
 
    I was intrigued, “You refused?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And who tried to suborn you?” 
 
    “It was a Templar.  Bertran of Clairvaux. He came to our castle two years since.  We thought he came to recruit for the Holy Land.  My younger brother died there. He said that it would be worth my while to support the French King.  He said there were people in high places plotting the Duke’s downfall and the greatest riches would come to those who joined first.” 
 
    “And where is this knight?” 
 
    “When he failed he left.  He tried the other castles and manors close by.  I heard that he went to some of the castles along the Anjou border.” 
 
    I wondered if he had been to La Flèche. “Thank you for your honesty. I think the King would have liked to have been told this.  When next you see him, I would mention it.  If ever you see this man again and I am close then I pray you tell me.” 
 
    “I will Earl Marshal, I swear.” 
 
    It was, that apart, a merry meeting and all retired happy.  I was not so fortunate. I found that sleep evaded me.  Perhaps the nap had robbed me of the need for a deep sleep. My son had warned me of the Templars and their duplicity. They were closely allied to the Pope.  The Pope was interfering in English politics through Thomas Becket.  This conspiracy was growing larger by the moment. As a result of my disturbed sleep I was the first awake.  Padraig had slept across the entrance to the tent and I disturbed him as I went to make water. 
 
    “I will fetch food, lord.” 
 
    “I am not hungry yet.  I need to make water.  Go and speak with the night sentries.  Find out if all went well last night.” 
 
    My movement woke others and with a short time of my awakening most of the camp was awake.  It was not yet dawn but there was a lightening in the sky which bespoke of a new day. I dressed and armed.  Padraig returned.  
 
    “The sentries heard nothing save the change of watch on the walls.” 
 
    “Good then when we have eaten we begin our attack.” 
 
    “Do we not wait for the King, lord?” 
 
    “No, we will do our part and the King and the others will do theirs.” 
 
    We had three ranks of knights and men at arms.  My eleven archers were behind them.  To the side were forty of the younger members of the fyrd. They had volunteered to hurl the faggots.  The furnace was smoking and other members of the fyrd were ready to take the red-hot arrows to my archers when I gave the command. I waited until the sun was up.  The archers sent ordinary arrows at the wall s as the fyrd ran across the bridge to drop their oil soaked faggots of wood.  My archers were effective although two of the fyrd were hit by crossbow bolts. The next arrows would be the ones whose tips were in the furnace, becoming white hot.  The defenders would not know that the arrows could start a fire. They would smoulder in the wood of the walls. The arrows themselves would burst into flames. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    The boys ran with the arrows and Dick and his archers began to send them into the wooden palisade atop the stone wall. When Dick was satisfied with the smoke which was growing by each passing moment he shouted.  “Fire the faggots!” 
 
    When the eleven arrows hit the faggots a wall of fire raced up the wall and the white-hot arrows set fire to the wooden gatehouse. More arrows flew and ensured that there was a good blaze.  The flames raced up the gatehouse to the fighting platform. There was a sudden roar as the pig fat which had been ready to pour upon us was ignited. Their own weapon was turned against them. The screams and shouts from within spoke of wounds and unimaginable injuries. I turned to Dick and Sir Robert, “Now we wait.” 
 
    Sir Richard asked, “We do not attack?” 
 
    “No for there is little point.  We cannot pass through that inferno and they cannot douse it. The gatehouse itself is on fire.  They have no means to carry water there.  Fire is the deadliest of enemies to a castle, even one built of stone.” As if to prove the point a huge stone abutting the wooden gate suddenly fell into the ditch. The heat had cracked the mortar and it dropped.  Others began to crack. I knew not what King Henry was doing on the other side of the castle.  We had been sent to stop them leaving.  As I watched the fire take hold I realised that Dick’s clever idea might have made the capture of the castle easier. We watched as the flames spread along the walk way and fighting platform.  The hoardings and embrasures, intended to protect their crossbows, also caught fire and that enabled the fire to race down the length of the castle walls. 
 
    When the gates finally fell it was a dramatic moment. There was a creak and a groan and then the charred and burning timbers suddenly fell in and we could see inside the castle. I turned.  “Knights made a wedge.  Sir Robert you are with me at the fore.  Roger of Bath, organise the men at arms to follow us, Dick…” 
 
    He smiled, “I will watch your back, lord.  Do not get burned eh?” 
 
    In the time it took to form up the gates burned themselves out.  I had no doubt they would still be hot but we had mail chausses and we would be running. Sir Robert held his shield next to mine.  If anything was in our way we would be a human battering ram.  Behind us were five knights. The width of the bridge dictated the size of our wedge. 
 
    I shouted, “Roger, the beat!” 
 
    He began shouting “Sword leg, shield, sword leg, shield,” and we all marched in time.  
 
    As we neared the bridge I shouted, “Double time!” Roger of Bath’s voice increased the pace.  
 
    We burst through the gate.  I barely felt the heat from the charred timbers. Some were still glowing. The Bretons had prepared a reception for us and a wall of spears was before us.  It was a double line but we had twelve knights and thirty-four men at arms.  All of us had mail and we would take some stopping.  
 
    I kept my shield just below my eye line. The spears we faced had sharp points but we were running and the odds on the spear head finding the slit in my helmet were low. It was a gamble.  A good knight often gambled. I had my sword above my shield. The spear rasped along my sword and slid harmlessly over my mail mitt. I did not move my sword and it drove into the cheek and then the skull of the Breton man at arms. The man behind could do nothing for the dying men fell backwards into him.  There was no third rank providing support. He fell to the ground and I pinioned him there with my sword.  
 
    We had broken their wall and I shouted, “Break wedge! Mêlée!” Every man would now fight by himself. I turned to the Breton on my left. It was a knight.  He looked surprised to see me there. I swung my sword around hard and it smashed into the shield he hurriedly brought around to face me. He reeled and I stepped forward, punching with my shield as I went. He was off balance and he had to take two rapid steps backwards. I swung again, this time at his head.  His arms were flailing and my sword connected. Had he not been falling backwards then he would have died.  As it was he was rendered unconscious. I saw that Padraig and James were close by, watching my back as were Dick and my archers. “Padraig, guard this prisoner.” 
 
    The line of Bretons had been demolished. Some knights had surrendered. The men at arms were dead, wounded or had fled back to the keep. I did not have enough men to take the keep but the gate, where King Henry and the rest of our men battled was a different proposition.  “Sir Robert, have the fyrd come and secure this gate.  Padraig, you command.  We will take the gate.” 
 
    Sir Robert sent his squire and he joined me.  His surcoat was besmeared and bespattered with blood. “Did you think it would be this easy?” Dick and his archers loped through the gate. 
 
    “In truth?  No.  Dick, go ahead and clear the walls.  We will take the gatehouse.” 
 
    “Aye lord, archers, follow me.” 
 
    We held our shields up to protect ourselves from the crossbows in the keep.  It was more than a hundred paces from us and there were only a couple facing us but they could still kill or wound.  I smiled as two bolts smashed into my shield. I was drawing the bolts.  Sir Robert said, “I do not think they like you, Earl.” 
 
    “They can send bolts at me all day for that way my men will be safer.” 
 
    The gatehouse had been well built.  The one we had taken had yet to be improved.  This one was made of stone and had a double gate. I spied a staircase leading to the fighting platform.  The fire had yet to reach this part of the castle for the wind was blowing in the wrong direction. I spied two dead Bretons with axes.  
 
    “Günter and Arne, pick up those axes. Take them with us up the stairs. Sir Robert see if you can break down this gate with your knights and men at arms.  I will take my men to the walkway.  There is a gate there which might yield.” There was a double gate.  The men inside had barred themselves in.  They had become, in effect a small keep. 
 
    James hurried behind me as I followed Arne and Günter.  The last of the defenders plummeted from the walls as Dick and his men cleared them.  I heard him shout, “Archers, let us clear the crossbows from the keep!” 
 
    As we peered over the parapet I saw that King Henry and his men had a ram and they were using it to try to break down the gate. The fighting platform had bodies littering it.  The barred door into the gatehouse would only admit one man at a time. “Break down the door and then step aside. Roger of Bath you and I will enter.” 
 
    “Let me take another with me lord.  Why risk you?” 
 
    “Because, Roger of Bath, the day that I cannot lead is the day that I go back to Stockton and become a codger for my grandson’s hawks!” 
 
    The two men worked well together as they swung their axes and hacked through the wood of the door. They both had a good eye for such things and struck within a finger’s breadth of each other. Slivers of wood flew from the gate. Suddenly I saw that there was a hole. “Two more blows and then we enter.” They both used every ounce of their strength and a large section of the door fell inwards.  They stepped aside and, holding my shield before me and with Roger of Bath’s in my back, I hit the door. The last strike had done the damage and it burst asunder.  
 
    The men inside were ready and a spear was rammed at my shield.  It was the wrong weapon to use in the confined space of a turret. I brushed it aside and drove my sword up under the arm of the man at arms.  My blade came out of his neck.  Arne and Günter had burst in with their axes. They did fearful damage and soon the dark turret was filled with the cries of, “Quarter!” 
 
    I pushed aside the two men who had just surrendered and headed for the staircase leading down to the main gate. I could hear the monotonous crash of the ram on the gate.  The men at the gate were blissfully unaware that we had taken the upper gatehouse and were busy bracing the gate with timbers when we burst among them. While James and Harry Lightfoot opened the inner gate to admit Sir Robert and his men the rest of us attacked the men bracing the gate. Two died before the knight there shouted, “Quarter, we yield!” 
 
    Peter Strong Arm and John of Norton removed the braces and unbarred the gate.  Light suddenly flooded in as both gates were opened. Richard D’Avranches, his helmet with a dent in it, stood there. “Thank you, Earl! It was tiresome out there!” 
 
    “They have retired to the donjon.  My archers are there.” 
 
    “Come men, let us complete the work begun by the Earl Marshal.” 
 
    His household knights poured through.  King Henry appeared after them. He clasped my arm, “Thank you Earl.  I give you a task to hold a gate and you capture a castle.  I owe you much!” 
 
    He disappeared inside and I took off my helmet. “James, see if you can find some water or even better beer! I have a thirst on me!” 
 
    I led my men into the outer bailey. There Sir Robert and his men were tending the wounds of those who had been wounded in the attack. As James handed me an ale skin I heard a horn sound. I looked and saw that King Henry had taken off his helmet.  He stood next to two squires.  One held his standard and the other the horn.  The King shouted to those in the keep, “Robert De Pontorson, we have you surrounded.  There is no help coming and I call upon you to surrender the castle to me and to accept my judgement on those who opposed me!” 
 
    His words were greeted by silence. After a pause King Henry pointed to the fire still burning, unchecked, along the south wall.  “You have seen how cunningly we use fire.  Would you wish the same fate for those in your keep?” 
 
    Finally, a voice shouted, “We have women and children within!” 
 
    “Then all the more reason to accept my terms!” 
 
    There was another pause and then the Baron shouted down, “We accept your terms.  We yield!”  
 
    We had won and the first part of the campaign was over. 
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 Chapter 6 
 
    As with the other rebels, those who did not swear allegiance received draconian justice.  They were stripped of armour, weapons and horses and ejected from the castle. This time the King was quite happy for them to head to Rennes. In fact, it suited his purposes for he wanted the Count to come and try to retake the castle.  More than half of the knights swore allegiance. One of the ones who did not so swear provided Tom the Badger with his mail.  All of my men were now mailed.  We had spare horses and coins in our purses. 
 
    As I walked the castle with the King and Richard D’Avranches the King teased me. “Of course, Earl Marshal, had you not burned down the gate and half of the south wall we might have met the Bretons from behind walls.  I fear we will have to fight them now in the open.” 
 
    I smiled, “It seemed like a good idea at the time.” 
 
    “I am joking for you saved us many men and I believe that the Bretons who joined us will swell our force so that we are more than a match for the Bretons. Sir Richard take the Earl’s archers and his captain of archers.  They have a good eye for a battlefield.  Find somewhere to the south of us where we can meet the Bretons.  Dick will know the place when you find it.” Sir Richard nodded and left us. I felt sorry for him.  It was already gone noon.  It would be dark before he returned. 
 
    We found a part of the walkway which was undamaged and stood there to survey the land. He pointed to Mont St. Michel in the distance, “The Abbot there has accepted my offer. Mont St. Michel will no longer provide the Count of Rennes with an income. With Pontorson in our hands we have the upper hand.” 
 
    “And after Rennes?” 
 
    He lowered his voice, “After Rennes I visit Conan. I have been speaking with the Breton lords who have sworn fealty. They became rebellious for they needed a leader with a firm hand.  His father had such a hand but this Conan is no warrior.  He is a man who likes his pleasures.  He wants the rights and rewards without the responsibility. I will have him abdicate in favour of Constance.” 
 
    “But, your majesty, that will be even more dangerous.  She is a child.” 
 
    He smiled, “You forget, Warlord, that I plan to betroth her to my son, Geoffrey.  It will be me that they answer to. I do not intend to return to England for some time. There are plots aplenty here. I need to make Normandy, Anjou, Maine and Touraine secure. When the Breton menace is ended then I will turn my attention to France and Blois.” 
 
    My heart sank.  It seemed that it would be some time until I could return to England. 
 
    The King had learned to read people. The skill had developed over time. “You wish to return to England?” 
 
    I could not lie.  I nodded. “My son’s family is growing up and I am missing them.” 
 
    “Then stay until Brittany is secure.  Come with me to Blois and then you can return to England.” He paused, “Until, of course, I have need of you again.” 
 
    That was as good an answer as I was likely to get. As Maud was in Rouen I would be able to see her before I left for England.  “There is one thing, Your Majesty, the Templars.” 
 
    He frowned, “Templars?” 
 
    “A Templar, Bertran of Clairvaux was in Normandy.  He tried to suborn Robert Mortimer to betray you.  Your knight sent him hence.  Robert thought that he was in the pay of the French King.” 
 
    “When was this and why did Robert not think to mention it to me?” 
 
    “It was some time ago and the knight left.  He headed south.  There may be others who were less loyal. The trouble is we will never know.” I waved a hand around, “It could explain the unrest in this land. If King Louis wished to cause trouble for you what better way than paying Breton knights to rebel. “We have brought our men here to deal with the problem.  Who knows what is happening closer to the Vexin? We know that King Louis still wishes that land returned to him.” 
 
    “You are right.  Then when we bring the Count of Rennes to account I will question him about this knight. We will keep this information to ourselves.  Until we can discover more then we know not whom we can trust.” We headed towards the stairs leading down to the bailey.  “One thing more, speak with Robert Mortimer.  Discover all that you can about this Bertran of Clairvaux.  He must have visited other knights before he arrived at his castle. I am disappointed that I was not told sooner. If he can provide more information then my opinion of this knight may be improved.” Henry was becoming more ruthless. It was a journey which would continue right up to the end of his life when he fought with his sons and his wife. 
 
    I sought out Robert. He was celebrating with his knights.  We had had a famous victory and he had gained much honour, “My lord! What a day!” 
 
    “Come, I need to speak with you.” 
 
    He recognised my tone and said, “Of course, lord.”  
 
    We walked through the wrecked gatehouse.  Two men at arms and six of the fyrd guarded it.  They all knuckled their foreheads as we passed. The fyrd were camped with the baggage and the horses close to where we had camped. I led him to the river.  There was no one there to overhear us. 
 
    “My lord you have me worried. Have I done something wrong?” 
 
    I shook my head, “Not as such but the King is displeased that you did not speak to him of this Bertran of Clairvaux.” 
 
    “But lord that was a year ago and I had forgotten it. Until you mentioned French plots it remained hidden in the recesses of my mind.” 
 
    “I understand that but I need to know all that you do.” He nodded, eager to please. “Was he alone?” 
 
    “No, lord.  There were four sergeants with him.” 
 
    “How did he approach you and broach the treachery?” 
 
    “He did not do so directly.” He frowned, “Come to think of it his offer was vague. He just said that my manor was in a valuable position. He said that if war came to the Vexin then it would be a vital route into Normandy and to France.  He suggested that I might be given treasure if I was to help his sponsors. I asked him if he meant the Templars.  He shrugged and said that the Templars had friends who had great power. When I said that I was uninterested he left.” 
 
    I was relieved.  Had the French King been named then it would have gone ill for Robert. “Now answer me this, whence did these Templars come and whither did they go?” 
 
    “I know not where they went save that it was south west and they came from Vernon.” 
 
    “The castle of Sir Richard de Vernon?” 
 
    “The one and the same.” 
 
    “He is not here.” 
 
    “I believe he feared the French would take advantage of the absence of so many lords and he remained there to protect the crossing of the Seine.” 
 
    I had a sudden chill. This plot was even more sinister than I thought.  For once I prayed for an attack.  When the Bretons attacked we would defeat them and then return to the Vexin. Sir Richard de Vernon was a threat and the King had to know. 
 
    Annoyingly I could not get the King alone. His lieutenants and the other knights were busy in conference with him. Then Sir Richard D’Avranches and Dick returned with the good news that they had found the perfect ambush site. We were closeted in a council of war and I did not manage to get him alone. It was fortunate that, the next morning, he was up early to muster the men.  When they were all roused and the baggage loaded I took him to one side.  
 
    “I pray, Warlord, that this is worth dragging me away from an important offensive!” 
 
    “It is Your Majesty.” 
 
    I told him what I had learned. He scowled, “DeVernon! I wondered why he had declined to join us.” For the first time in a long time he looked worried.  “I have been duped.  The French King has drawn me west and he will attack in the east.” 
 
    I forced a smile, “Majesty.  There is still time.  We have had more success than anyone could have anticipated. The French King and his traitorous allies will be waiting for you to be defeated and to lose men. You have your brother.  Send a rider to Rouen.  Have William take a large conroi to Chateau Galliard. That is the key to the Vexin.  It is a powerful castle.” 
 
    “My brother?  Suppose he says no?” 
 
    “Your mother is there.  She will persuade him.” I hesitated.  “Sometimes, Your Majesty, a king must swallow his pride.  If you are to save your Duchy then your brother is your only hope.” 
 
    He nodded.  “As ever your advice is sage.  I will write a letter immediately.” 
 
    I felt relieved and threw myself into the preparations for the battle which we knew would come.  The Count had few choices.  If he stayed in his castle then his support would wane. We already had his best land and had deprived him of his income from Mont St. Michel. He would either sue for peace or fight. He chose to fight and scouts reported, two days later, his army marching north. Dick had found a place which was perfect for ambush.  Half a mile from Sacey the road passed close to a narrow stream. It could be easily forded but the banks were steep and an enemy who tried to use it would be slowed. Even more important was the fact that the ground fell away from the high point of the road. We formed three lines.  Knights were in the fore then two ranks of men at arms and squires.  The fyrd guarded the baggage and, more importantly, protected the rear.  Dick was given command of our archers and the forty crossbowmen we had.  None of the archers were happy about the crossbows but Dick knew that we did not have enough archers. They would guard the right flank which was close to the stream. When the Bretons tried to cross they would become victims to an onslaught of arrows and bolts.  Holding the enemy, they would allow us to charge the centre of the enemy line. 
 
    The scouts spotted them two days after we set up the ambush. The delay had allowed us to build traps and dig pits to the north of our line making that flank more secure. We also had the advantage that we were rested and the Bretons had had a march from Rennes.  They were overconfident for they did not bother with scouts.  Perhaps they thought they knew the land better than we did.  We waited. Sir Richard D’Avranches had good scouts and we knew, to a man, how many were advancing. He had one hundred knights and eighty men at arms.  There were forty crossbows and over a thousand fyrd.  That was the Compte’s weakness.  Our fyrd guarded baggage.  The Bretons were attempting to use his levy as a strike force.  It was a mistake. 
 
    Much to the chagrin of my men at arms I was in the front rank between Sir Richard D’Avranches and the King. I knew I had to be there.  It was a place of honour. They would not be able to protect me. James was behind me with my standard. Padraig was with the other squires and those men at arms without mail in the third rank. Roger of Bath had jostled and bullied my men to flank James.  Once the battle lines broke down into individual combats then I knew that men at arms would surround both me and James. We waited.  
 
    There was a slight slope which favoured us a little but there was little in the terrain to give either side an advantage. It would come down to skill. As I looked down the line of knights I saw experience. King Henry had brought hungry knights.  He had brought knights who wished manors in Brittany.  These were not rich barons with large estates. The only knight who might fit that description was Sir Richard D’Avranches.  Even Sir Robert Mortimer, who had a fine castle close by the Seine had but twenty retainers. The rebels we fought did not yet know the price they would pay for defeat but King Henry’s young bloods knew the rewards that they would reap. 
 
    The Count de Rennes arrayed his battle before us. He formed three battles.  On his left, towards the river were the fyrd.  They were led by a knight and ten men at arms.  The centre was his main strike force.  He led, himself, the one hundred knights.  On his right flank were his men at arms.  Half were dismounted.  The forty who were mounted would lead. The One hundred knights were in a two-deep line. Their whole line would overlap ours. We would be outflanked.  
 
    King Henry was still confident. He turned to Sir Richard and to me. “We go for the Count.  Cut the head from the snake and the beast will die. He smiled at me.  “I am glad that Dick holds the right flank.  That side will not fall.” He donned his helmet as we all did. King Henry was using a knight to carry his standard. Sir John de Warenne was a cousin of William’s love, Isabel.  He was recently knighted and eager for the honour of carrying the standard.  I knew that King Henry had also picked him to try to build bridges with his brother. I hoped that William would respond well to the letter the King had sent. 
 
    Trumpets sounded and standards waved. The Bretons were on the move.  The fyrd and the men at arms advanced.  They intended to flank us. The men at arms rode hard.  They would, eventually be slowed. 
 
    “Sir Robert Mortimer, take your knights.  Attack those who survive the traps.” Although he only led ten knights Sir Robert would have the advantage of attacking men who had been hurt by pits, stakes, traps and ropes. 
 
    To the right the knight leading the fyrd was struggling to control his men.  They saw an apparently open space. If they could reach it then they could attack our unguarded right flank. They did not know the reception which Dick would give them. The forty bolts from the crossbows would not be fast but they would be steady. The eleven war bows would be fast.  Dick and his men could nock and release so quickly that they could send five arrows in the time it took a man to run a hundred paces. The fyrd wore neither helmet nor mail.  They carried no shields. Each arrow would stop a man. 
 
    Sir Robert detached his men, and men at arms moved forward to take their place.  The squires and other men at arms shifted left. The Breton men at arms discovered the pits and the traps. Horses fell throwing their riders from their backs.  Others baulked and their riders fell or tried to urge their horses on. Screams and cries bespoke men at arms who were skewered by stakes. The men at arms on foot would not have such a difficult time for they were approaching more slowly but they had to negotiate the dead and the dying whilst looking for more traps.  Had we had more archers then they would have all died. Sir Robert and his knights echeloned themselves ready to attack any who survived. They had lances and when the men at arms on foot emerged they would have to bear the brunt of an attack by mailed knights. 
 
    On the right the fyrd were now an unruly mob closing with the hidden archers and crossbows. Dick had the crossbows before him.  They were kneeling and would release from that position.  It was more effective.  He and his archers would stand behind.  When the fyrd were three hundred paces from them he rose and I heard his cry of, “Release!” The forty bolts slammed into the men at the front of the fyrd.  There were a thousand of them and forty deaths were as a drop in the ocean. The eleven behind who fell to arrows were also not a large number but when another eleven and another fell before they had advanced forty paces then a hole appeared in the middle. Dick used his experience.  He left the crossbows to continue to weaken the centre while he split his archers into two to thin the ranks on the flanks of the fyrd. The mob was less eager to move forward.  I saw the knight leading them urge them on.  His squire waved his banner.  Two arrows flew and the knight and squire fell.  Ten bolts struck the men at arms and the mob was leaderless. 
 
    A horn sounded from the Breton centre. The Count could not see the devastation caused by our defence and he was following his plan.  His line moved forward.  King Henry shouted, “Forward, for Normandy and for England!”  
 
    I spurred the war horse forward. I had been told that his name was Michael.  It was a popular name in Normandy and Brittany. He was a good horse but I did not know him well.  Had he been one of my own horses I would have been more confident about riding with just my knees to guide him.  I kept hold of his reins.  I would be restricted in my use of my shield. I did not have a lance.  I preferred a spear.  Although slightly shorter it was easier to control. The problem was that the shaft could slide through your hands. I rested it on my cantle as we galloped towards the Bretons. 
 
    Our line was not galloping. King Henry was keeping a tight line.  I could feel his foot next to mine. The Bretons were not as disciplined.  I saw gaps. Our knights were all experienced and kept their lances resting.  Many of the Bretons couched them ready to strike.  A lance is a heavy weapon. They were weakening their attack. Even though we were not travelling as fast as we could have done the combined speed meant that there would soon be an impact. I saw that the Count was in the second rank.  King Henry was aiming for the knight who rode before the Breton leader. He had a yellow and green striped shield and surcoat.  He wore a full-face helmet and he too rested his lance on his cantle. 
 
    King Henry’s choice of opponent dictated mine. The knight I would fight had a red and white checkerboard design and he too had a resting lance.  As we closed I saw the Bretons raise their lances to the couched position. Most of our knights did the same. I was one of the exceptions. I held the spear overhand.  I intended to strike down.  The knight with the red and white checked shield was expecting a thrust at his shield.  It was braced against his shoulder. As we closed I saw him pull back his arm to punch his lance at me. He managed to maintain good control over the tip.  It did not waver over much. I had to trust to my instincts.  I had been fighting this way for more than forty years.  I concentrated on the strike I would make. Even as he punched I stood in my saddle.  I saw his head rise as he followed the movement.  His lance struck my shield which was braced against my left leg. It slid along the side and tore through the caparison of my horse. I stabbed down with the spear. It struck him in the left shoulder. I felt the head scrape off bone and then the shaft shattered.  As he fell from his horse I threw the remains of the shaft ahead and drew my sword. 
 
    All down the line there was a series of cracks which sounded like hail on a roof. It was interspersed with cries and with screams.  Horses, which were wounded, whinnied. There was the sound of mailed bodies crashing to the ground and hooves clattering over mailed bodies. Both lines were slowed to a stop. The mailed lines were so tightly packed that there was no way through. Those in the second ranks who had lances were now at a disadvantage.  Our knights who had survived the first clash now drew swords. 
 
    I whipped Michael’s head to the left.  The Breton who guarded the Breton standard bearer tried to do the same.  His lance came around very slowly.  Once again, I stood in my stirrups and as the side of his lance hit my shield I brought my sword in a backhand sweep to hit his right shoulder.  His turn and the power of my blow knocked him from his saddle. I urged Michael on. King Henry was now fighting with the Count. 
 
    The knight with the standard had the banner in his shield hand. He had to keep the standard aloft.  If it fell then it would signal defeat. I headed for him. Other knights saw the danger and tried to get to me.  Sir Richard D’Avranches and his knights spurred their horses to intercept them.   
 
    Behind me I heard James shout, “We have your back, lord!”  
 
    That was all that I needed to know. The knight with the standard had to have skill.  He would not have been given the honour otherwise. It would be a mistake to underestimate him. It is a poor knight who tries to hit an opponent’s sword.  Each strike must be one to kill or to wound. You block an opponent’s sword with your shield.  That is much harder if you are having to hold aloft a standard. I jerked Michael’s head to the left. I swung my sword at the knight’s side.  It was a long sweeping backhand blow from across Michael’s head.  The Breton’s shield was on the other side of his horse and the standard prevented him from bringing his shield across. He had no recourse but to block it with his sword. It was an awkward block for he had to swing his body back to facilitate it. It was only a partial block and my sword tore through some of the mail links on his hauberk sleeve. 
 
    He showed his skill by whipping his horse around in a complete circle.  Athelstan would be smiling from heaven if he saw my reactions.  I was much older but my hands still had speed and I had a killer’s instincts. I lunged with my sword as his back was presented to me. It came away bloody.  It was not a mortal hit.  It was pin prick but his mail was weakened there and he was bleeding.  He turned and presented his shield to me. He could still use his sword but it would be used over the top of a shield and a standard.  
 
    Around us the battle had degenerated into a mêlée.  We were winning but we could not know how Sir Robert or Dick were faring. I saw James battling with a knight who was trying to get at me. Unlike the Breton I fought James used his head and he rammed the end of my standard into the face of the Breton he fought.  As the Breton’s head took the blow James brought his sword to hack into the Breton’s sword arm.  The sword and knight fell to the floor. 
 
    The Breton knight with the standard lunged at me. I had no standard and I held my shield horizontally.  I took the blow easily. I stood again and swung. I swung high for I was not aiming at his shield nor his head but at the standard. My blade bit into the wood and a crack appeared.  The knight had a full-face helmet. Had he not I suspect I would have seen a worried look. He began to panic and he slid the standard down behind the shield so that the damaged part was protected.  It meant the standard itself fluttered before his face. He waved his sword blindly towards Michael’s head and I took the blow on my shield.  I stood and brought my sword across his shoulder. It was a might blow and he tumbled from his saddle. 
 
    Just at that moment I heard King Henry’s voice, “Yield, Count or die!” 
 
    I turned and saw that King Henry held his sword to the Compte’s throat.  
 
    The Count saw that his standard was down and he nodded, “I yield! Quarter!” 
 
    James bravely leapt from his horse and tore the standard from the Breton’s grasp.  He handed it to me. “We have victory, lord!” 
 
    Taking off my helmet I nodded, “And for your heroic act you have your spurs.” I dismounted. “Your majesty, I will knight James my squire for he kept my standard flying and he protected my back.” 
 
    The King also took off his helmet. “Aye I saw.  It was a brave deed for a squire.  We will find a manor for you when this rebellion is quashed.” 
 
    James knelt.  My men at arms surrounded us. Still holding my banner, he bowed his head.  I touched my sword on his shoulders and said, “Rise Sir James.  You are now a knight!”  
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 Chapter 7 
 
    We entered Rennes like conquering heroes. Suddenly all talk of rebellion evaporated.  The Count de Rennes had sworn allegiance to Henry.  I had been at that meeting and I knew that it was momentous. He did not swear allegiance to Conan.  That was most important. He swore that he would support King Henry as Duke of Normandy.  While I was at the meeting I also heard the details of the conspiracy. The French King had used others to bribe the Bretons. It fitted in with what I had learned. He was a devious King. We discovered that the Templars were being granted rich manors in France in return for persuading those who lived in Normandy, Maine, Touraine and Brittany to actively oppose Henry’s rule.  I saw my son becoming more and more angry. It was not a red-hot raging anger it was a cold white heat.  
 
    He summoned Conan to Rennes along with his wife and his young daughter. While we awaited their arrival two letters came: one was for me and one for the King.  Both bore the same hand.  I recognised the flowing strokes of Empress Matilda. 
 
    Alfraed, 
 
    I hope that you are well and have survived the battles in the west.  I know that you will be at the forefront protecting my son.  
 
    I know that it was you advised my son to give William the task of investigating the troubles along the Seine.  I thank you.  He responded well. However, it took some days for them to leave and de Vernon must have heard they were coming.  Sir Richard de Vernon fled before William and his knights arrived.  He took with him many knights and some of his relatives. Richard le Breton discovered that he had taken ship for Scotland. He will be at home amongst that nest of vipers. 
 
    My son has left four of his household knights to hold Vernon and he has returned to Rouen.  After much searching of his soul and his heart he has come up with a plan to take the cross and go on Crusade.  He hopes that by doing so the Pope will grant him permission to marry Isabella.  I think it is an idea which is worthy of some thought. He is speaking with those who have experience of the Holy Land.  It is a pity that your son, William, is not here.  He would be able to offer the best advice. 
 
    I am happy that you brought me from my priory.  This task of reconciling my two sons has given me a lease of life I thought impossible some months ago. 
 
    Your friend,  
 
    Maud 
 
    I read it and re read it many times. The King had had a similar missive.  He called me over, “What think you about giving Sir James Vernon as his manor?  A knight who is trained by you will be as a rock.” 
 
    I shook my head, “He is not yet ready for such a task. Sir Robert Mortimer, on the other hand, would relish the task and he proved himself on the battlefield did he not?” 
 
    Henry nodded. Sir Robert and his household knights had swept the men at arms from the field. It had ensured that our left flank had been protected. “Then I will give Sir James one of Vernon’s manors in England.”  He waved a clerk over.  The King had been allocating Breton manors to those who had distinguished themselves.  He studied one of the documents. “The small manor of Forcett is close to your beloved valley.  That would suit.  We need to return to Rouen.  I would speak with my brother.  Crusade is a mistake.  It will not win him his bride.  I would have him rule Brittany as regent.  I will find a way to replace Becket.  But first we must see that the question of Brittany is solved.  When Conan is removed and the barons swear allegiance to Geoffrey, my son, then we can return.” 
 
    James was delighted that he was to be granted a manor so close to Stockton. In anticipation of a return to Rouen and thence to England I sent Sir James, along with ten of my men at arms to La Flèche to visit with Sir Leofric.  I charged James with discovering all that he could about unrest in the borderlands and about Templars in Anjou. He would also seek a squire. 
 
    I was left with Dick, four men at arms and my archers.  While we awaited the arrival of Conan we hunted and hawked. We did so in the company of King Henry and his lieutenants.  It was a statement of power.  Each day we hunted or hawked in a different manor. He was letting the Bretons know of the change in the wind. He was master of this land; not the Duke and certainly not the Counts. They had gambled and lost. 
 
    It took a month for Conan to arrive.  I do not think it was a wilful act of disrespect.  I think it was his nature.  He was indolent. As soon as I met him I took an instant dislike to the man.  He was not a warrior.  He was a flabby, venal man. I could see why the Bretons had resented him.  His wife and daughter, in contrast, were a delight. 
 
    Richard le Breton sent more information to us.  It added to the information provided by the Empress. Sir Richard de Vernon had taken not only his slightly younger brother and household knights with him, he had also emptied his castle of treasure. He had to have had plenty of warning from Rouen was the measure of the man. Scotland was a safe place for him.  The peace we had signed meant that we could not take him from there. I doubted that King Malcolm would harbour him but the land of Scotland had many factions and leaders who wished to be king.  De Vernon would be safe.  He had treasure and he had the backing of the French King. He was key to the French King’s poisonous plot. 
 
    Henry ordered Conan to a meeting with myself, Sir Richard D’Avranches and the Count de Rennes.  The King had allowed the Count to keep his title but he knew what would happen if he failed to support the King. Sir Richard had been awarded the title the Count D’Avranches as a reward for his support. 
 
    “Conan, you have let me down.  I confirmed you as Duke of Brittany in the hope that you would rule.  You have patently not.” 
 
    “I have not been well, Your Majesty, a man cannot rule effectively if he is plagued by ill health.” 
 
    The King had expected such comments. He nodded, “Then I think that, it is in your interest for you to abdicate in favour of your daughter Constance.” 
 
    He looked surprised, “My daughter, but she is still a child!” 
 
    “And she is to be betrothed to Geoffrey my son, who is also a child.  Until they are old enough to rule the Duchy then I will see to its administration.  My brother William will be coming to Nantes.  He is a warrior and he will ensure that the Duchy is ruled as I would wish.” 
 
    “And what of me?” 
 
    “You have your own estates?” Conan nodded.  “Then you live from the income which they generate.” 
 
    “But that is a pittance compared with…” 
 
    “Compared with the money you have squandered! Quite. I will have my clerks draw up the official papers.  The Bishop of Rennes will be present next week when all are signed.” 
 
    And with that one ruler was deposed and another replaced.  Henry had always had a ruthless streak.  His grandfather, Henry, and his great grandfather, William had had the same streak. 
 
    It took longer to complete the handover.  My men returned from La Flèche. James had a squire, Robert of La Flèche.  He was the son of a local wine maker. Although not born of noble blood, he had trained with Alfraed, Sir Leofric’s son and wished to be a knight. His father’s money meant that he came fully equipped with horses, mail, sword and helmet. James was happy for the young man wished to dedicate his life to becoming a knight. They also brought four more men at arms. Gilles de Loir, Guiscard the Gascon and Jean de Le Lude were all local men from La Flèche. Ralph of Lincoln had been on crusade and was the only survivor of a conroi which had perished in one of the battles there.  His journey west was one which had taken him two years.  He was desperate to return to England and I was glad to have him. 
 
    It was Ralph who gave me information about Bertran of Clairvaux.  James had mentioned him on the ride back from Sir Leofric’s manor.  Ralph’s face had darkened, “Lord that man is not to be trusted. He was with the Templars who abandoned my lord and the rest of my company. They deserted us.  If ever I see him or one of his kind again I will kill him.” 
 
    Sir Leofric had not met Bertran of Clairvaux but he did speak of small groups of Templars who had been riding around the country trying to buy horses for the Holy Land and to recruit sergeants.  However, he had discovered that when they found lords who appeared disenchanted with the Duke and the King they were offered incentives to support French claims.   
 
    Even as James told me I could see the cleverness of the plot. La Flèche was close to the border.  All of the manors which were close to Blois had been visited. Blois was already an ally of France.  If Louis could gain support amongst the border lords then when he attacked the castles which were there to defend the border would open their gates.  
 
    After I told King Henry, he nodded his agreement. “It is what the Breton lords told me. The promises were made through a third party.  It seems the Templars are trying to exercise their power here, close to my lands. They are seeking to gain power here in France.  Things are not going well for them in the Holy Land and they seek a bolt hole. We must visit Touraine and Maine on the way back to Rouen. I would have the seneschals of Tours and Le Mans alert to the danger.” 
 
    Inwardly I groaned.  It would take me even longer to get back to my home. I smiled and said, “Yes lord.” It worried me that he had not broached the subject of the Dukedom with William. It was as though he believed that his brother would go along with whatever he said.  I was not so sure. 
 
    In the end a violent winter storm delayed our departure.  We were forced to endure Christmas in Rennes. The unexpected snow was pretty enough but it meant we could not travel north. The Count of Rennes was as unhappy as we were that our departure was delayed.  Each day we stayed there cost him coin as he fed and housed more than eighty knights and their squires.  Our men at arms did not mind. Food was plentiful and the wine flowed. They gambled, they whored and they fought. For men at arms that was as perfect a Christmas as one could wish!  
 
    It was January when we finally left and it took nineteen days to reach Rouen.  At the time we thought nothing of it but events were taking place which would have a catastrophic effect on King Henry’s plans. We were so weary when we reached Rouen that King Henry went directly to his quarters. Most of the other knights who had returned with us did the same. Leaving Padraig to deal with my war gear, baggage and horses, I headed for the Empress. I was anxious to see her. I also wished to speak with William. I knew it was disloyal of me but I wanted to broach the King’s plans so that he would be somewhat prepared. 
 
    I found the Empress in her quarters.  She said that she had improved but, to me, she still looked ill. Her face brightened as I entered. “Alfraed! We hoped you would be here for Christmas!” 
 
    “I am sorry, my lady, the weather and the land conspired against us.  But we are all safely returned.” 
 
    “And my son?” 
 
    “He is returned but he was weary and has gone to his quarters.” 
 
    I saw the disappointment on her face but she quickly recovered.  “You had a successful campaign then and brought the rebels to heel?” 
 
    “We did and I must see William for King Henry wishes him to be his eyes and ears in Brittany.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “I fear that will be a lost cause.  When he and Sir Roger de Tanqueray returned all that they would speak of was holy crusade.  They fell in with a few crusaders on the way here and it was they who persuaded William that it would help his case and enable him to win fair lady. They were rich men for knights who were monks.  It made my son think that he could win his lady and a fortune in that land. They were very persuasive.” 
 
    I had a sudden chill down my spine. “These crusaders were not Templars, were they?” 
 
    She clapped her hands in delight, “They were! How clever of you to guess.” Then she saw my ashen face. “That is not good news, I take it?” 
 
    “It is the worst news.” I had no time to explain.  I ran from the room.  James, Dick and Sir Robert were in the Great Hall drinking ale and honey heated with a poker. I had no time to explain. “Get your weapons.  There are Templars in the castle and they are with William FitzEmpress. I fear treachery and more.” 
 
    I had no need to say more.  I drew my sword and ran for the stairs which led to William’s quarters. When we burst in the door I saw that we were too late.  William and Sir Roger de Tanqueray lay on the floor.  A frightened looking servant, a young man, stood there looking terrified. “Lord they drank from the wine the knight gave them.  I was sent for food and when I returned I found them like this.” 
 
    I put my finger to William’s neck.  He was dead.  I could see no wound but both knights’ hands were around goblets.  I guessed that they had been poisoned. 
 
    “We must find these killers before they can escape. James go and find the King.  Tell him what we have discovered. There are Templars loose in the castle.” 
 
    As it was after dark there would be just one gate which would be open.  We ran to the main gate. The guards were just closing it. “Who left?” 
 
    “Five men, lord.  One was a Templar knight.  They said they were on an errand for the King.” 
 
    “They were not.” The stables were back in the inner bailey.  My men were camped just outside the castle.  “Open the gate.” 
 
    We ran out and headed for the camp. Roger of Bath was walking back to the camp with a couple of wineskins. He looked at me in surprise. “What is it lord?” 
 
    “Where are the men?” 
 
    “In the town. I said I would guard the war gear. Roger of Ely is joining me later.” 
 
    “Get us to the horses.  There has been murder.” 
 
    It seemed to take an inordinate length of time to saddle the horses.  James joined us just as we mounted. “Grab a horse and follow us.  Roger, did any horsemen pass you?” 
 
    “No lord.” 
 
    “Then they must have either taken the road east or the road south.” 
 
    Dick said, “East! They will head for France. It is less than forty miles to the border.  They will thrash their horses.” 
 
    “Then so will we.” 
 
    We would be evenly matched, if we caught them.  The difference would be that they would have shields and we would not. As we rode I saw that Dick had his bow with him and a quiver of arrows. I smiled.  That gave us a most distinct advantage. 
 
    The snow had gone or, perhaps it had not fallen as heavily this far east and north.  Sometimes the weather was like that.  The ground, however was hard. There was a frost and Dick noticed, at one point, hoofprints at the side of the road.  “They came here and one of the horses stumbled at this point.” 
 
    The horses we had chosen were the best in our herd but they had been ridden for fifteen miles already.  They had been fed and watered but they would still be exhausted. This was more than a hunt to wreak vengeance for the death of a noble prince. This was a battle against a conspiracy. I had no doubt that the man we sought was Bertran of Clairvaux.  He had already caused much harm in the Dukedoms of Normandy and Brittany.  If he was allowed to live then he would continue his work.  We would send a message to the Templars that this land was not theirs for the taking. 
 
    We did not have second sight.  We just followed the trail and hoped that we would catch the killers before they reached France.  What we could not know was that one of them had injured his horse when he had stepped off the trail.  They did not deliberately slow down but the slower horse naturally made them all keep to the same pace.  As far as they knew they were safe.  And so, unbeknown to me, we were catching them. We just had to believe that God would smile on us and help us. I had to hope the knight needed his men and would not abandon them. 
 
    We had been galloping through a wood and we burst out into a moonlit open area. Dick was at the fore with James.  James shouted, “I see them, lord!” 
 
    Their white surcoats and cloaks with the red cross made them stand out. James’ cry made the last sergeant, the one with the lame horse turn.  He shouted something and stopped. He hefted his shield around to his front and he stood in the middle of the road. Roger of Bath shouted, “Leave him to me, lord! Go around him!” 
 
    The Templar would be a fine warrior. He had fought Seljuks and other enemies.  He would not be easy to kill but Roger of Bath was my warrior. He would prevail. As soon as the sergeant stopped his horse the animal’s injury worsened.  He should have kept moving.  The four of us swept by him. His horse could not move easily. The four men we were chasing now had no one to slow them but they knew they were being pursued.  They kept glancing over their shoulders.  Had they concentrated on watching the road and their horses they might have evaded us. We heard the clash of steel behind us. I watched as one of the sergeants, turning to see how close we were, went too far to the left and his horse clattered into the ditch. He regained the road but he was paces behind his comrades.  They slowed.  They were brothers in arms who had fought together over years.  They had lost one man.  They would not abandon another. 
 
    From that moment they were doomed.  We were like fishermen who were hauling in a heavy catch.  They drew closer to us with each step. Our horses were lathered and I could see, in the moonlight as we closed with them, that so were they.  They had to stop and fight us when the knight’s horse put a foreleg in the ditch. The rider was almost thrown but he was a good horseman and kept his saddle. They wheeled to face us.  Dick leapt from his horse.  They did not know we had an archer with us. The four Templars were just eighty paces from us.  Dick could hit them with his eyes closed.  
 
    The three of us kept riding.  I shouted, “Yield and you shall have fair trial!” 
 
    “God will be our judge!” 
 
    Dick’s first arrow struck a sergeant at arms in the back.  He tumbled from his saddle.  His second killed the knight’s horse. As Bertran of Clairvaux was thrown from his mount Robert Mortimer showed his skill by switching his attack from the left to the right of the Templar.  His sword bit into the neck of the sergeant at arms. Dick’s third arrow hit the last sergeant at arms in the thigh.  James galloped at him and struck him hard across the chest.  He fell from his horse and James leapt to the ground to secure him. 
 
    There was just Bertran of Clairvaux left and he shouted, “Face me man to man, Warlord! You owe me that! You have killed the four sword brothers I fought alongside for ten years.  Give me the chance to die like a man.” 
 
    I knew that I should have ignored his plea and slain him but I was too honourable for my own good and I reined in and dismounted. He had the advantage for he had a shield.  I held my sword in a two-handed grip.  I did not fear tricks for Dick was watching. The Templar had landed well but he must have hurt his leg.  He was limping slightly.  I dared not underestimate this killer. He had an open helmet. He had lowered his ventail and I saw that his beard was flecked with white. He was not a young man. His face was dark.  He had lived in the east for a long time. I held my sword above me. 
 
    “You are a hard man to kill, Warlord.” I said nothing but I wondered at his words. “Each time we thought you dead, you managed to survive.  We should have hired assassins. Now I shall end the threat to our order. God’s will shall prevail! We do his work and not the work of petty kings and warlords!  Your archer will kill me when I end your life but I thank you for this chance to die well.” 
 
    I took another two steps towards him.  “I can see that my son was right.  You are an order of self-serving killers.” 
 
    “William of Aqua Bella is also lucky to be alive. How can you look at your son when he married a Jewess, a whore?” 
 
    It was an old trick.  He was trying to goad me and it gave me confidence. He was afraid I might win. He suddenly lunged at me.  He swung his sword in a wide sweep as he punched at me with his shield. I did the only thing I could, I spun away.  Even so the flat of his sword smashed across my back. The edge tore through my surcoat and into my mail. I forced the pain from my mind and used both hands to bring my sword into his back. I felt it jar against his spine and he gave a grunt.  I had hurt him. 
 
    He turned to face me.  “You are old but you still have skills old man.” 
 
    I could not waste breath on speech. He tried to step towards me and his face showed the pain that resulted. My blow had hurt him. I lifted my sword to strike at his head and, as he raised his shield to block the blow, I switched it to a sweep.  He blocked it with his sword but my sword rasped along the side of his mail. 
 
    “You are hurt, Templar.  Surrender for this can only end one way.” 
 
    “Surrender and what then? My life is over no matter what I do and the knowledge I have will die with me. I go to God knowing that I have served him.  You just serve a bastard bloodline!” He tied to swing his sword overhand at my head. His wound meant that his shield was not as tight to his body as it should have been and I lunged forward. I realised later this movement was deliberate.  He knew he could not win and sought a quick death.  My sword went into his throat. He smiled as it sank into his mouth and came out of the back of his head.  I tore my sword to the side and he died. One Templar threat was ended.  How many more remained? 
 
    “We will examine the belongings of these five when we reach Rouen. I am anxious to see how Roger fared.” The others slung the bodies on the backs of the three fit horses and we headed back down the road.   
 
    We found Roger binding a wound on his leg.  He had had no opportunity to don mail. “Is it a bad one, Roger?” 
 
    “No lord. He was a proper warrior.  He had a clean blade and the wound will heal.” 
 
    “How is his horse?” 
 
    “It is not badly hurt but it will slow us down.”  
 
    “James take off its saddle.” 
 
    I dismounted and hefted the dead sergeant alongside another of his companions. It was as we rode that I pieced together a story from what I had learned so far.  They were riding hard but the five of them had been together since they had fought in the Holy Land. Their mission in France had brought them great riches.  I had no doubt that the four sergeants would have been promised the chance to become knights.  Bertran of Clairvaux trusted the four men more than any other men, including his brother knights.  We headed back down the road to Rouen. It took us much longer to get back.  Our horses were weary. We were met, half way to the castle, by a column of mailed men led by Richard D’Avranches.  
 
    He nodded his satisfaction. “You found the Templars.” 
 
    “We did.” I had not detected a heartbeat in William’s neck yet I hoped that I was wrong.  “William FitzEmpress and his knight?” 
 
    “They are both dead.” 
 
    To have died so young and with a life so unfulfilled was truly a tragedy. I was silent all the way back to Rouen. I said to Dick, as I dismounted, “Search the bodies and bring anything you find interesting to my chamber.” 
 
    Henry and Maud awaited me in the Great Hall. The Empress looked smaller than when I had spoken to her before discovering the body.  It was a hard blow to bear.  She had but one son left. I said simply, “The killers are dead.” 
 
    Henry shook his head and his eyes held mine. “No man killed my brother. The Templar spies are dead.  My brother died of a broken heart caused by the refusal of the Archbishop of Canterbury to allow his wedding.” 
 
    It was a lie. “And Roger de Tanqueray?” 
 
    The King shrugged, “He ate some bad fish.” 
 
    I saw Maud’s eyes pleading with me to let the matter rest. I could not. “But why, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Firstly, Alfraed, it weakens the position of Thomas Becket. When I send my message to the Pope I will cite the Archbishop as the cause of William’s death. Secondly, I intend to hide the bodies. The fish in Rouen’s moat will feast on flesh. The Templars will disappear. We will await whoever comes to seek for them.  At the very least it will begin to unnerve King Louis. Thus far his plots have been hidden.  He will wonder what we know. We will have time to find other Templars.  From this moment any Templar found in my lands will be questioned.” 
 
    This was the act of a hard and ruthless king.  He had to be admired. “And that may well bring questions from the Master of the order.” 
 
    The King shrugged, “He is in Acre but I have no doubt that whoever commands the Templars in France will do as you suggest. I wish to draw him out so that I can give him my ultimatum!” 
 
    I shook my head, “Poison is an assassin’s trick.  I had thought a knight would have used a sword. You will have to have your food and wine tasted, majesty.” 
 
    He smiled, “Have you not noticed, Alfraed, that I am never the first to partake of either food or drink? Men think me a poor eater.  I am just a careful one.” 
 
    Maud had been silent, “What I cannot understand is why the order would wish to kill my son.  I thought they served God.” 
 
    I shook my head, “I am sorry, my lady, my son told me that many men of the order have been sent there to serve as a punishment for a crime.  One knight was sent to do penance for seven years.  He had killed a bishop. They also believe that serving God puts them above temporal rules and laws. They are fanatics.” 
 
    Henry came over and put his arm around me, “I thank you for trying to save my brother and for avenging his death. Once more, I am in your debt.” 
 
    I caught Maud’s eye, “You owe me nothing, majesty.  What I do, I do out of love and duty.  I am honoured to serve you.” Maud gave the slightest of nods. I saw the sun rising in the east. A new day was dawning. “I must go to see my men.  Roger of Bath was wounded.” 
 
    It was not quite a lie but I did need to speak with Dick. He and the others were at the stables. They had the belongings of the Templars laid out.  Sir Richard D’Avranches was there too.  “Now that you have done with them, before dawn we must do the King’s bidding. The mail on their bodies will take them to the bottom of the moat.” 
 
    His men shifted the bodies and we looked at what we had found.  The five men had full purses.  The one called Bertran had a particularly full one.  All of the coins bore the head of Louis.  They were French. All of them bore the seal which marked them as Templars but Bertran of Clairvaux also bore another seal. Robert Mortimer recognised it. 
 
    “Earl, I know this. It is the seal of Osny.  That is a manor on the other side of the Vexin.  This Bertran has been granted a manor by the French King.” 
 
    “Give me the seals.  I know not how I will use them but having them gives us knowledge.  Share the coins our between the four of you. All of you earned it.” 
 
    Roger of Bath said, “But lord, I am just a man at arms! You are all knights.” 
 
    “We all shared the same risks.  Let us share the same rewards.” 
 
    I sat with the King and we spoke of William. It was when the servant brought us more wine that a thought which had been drifting around my head came to the fore. “Charles, the servant who brought the food to the King’s brother, where is he?” 
 
    “Guillaume? In the servant’s quarters. Why lord?” 
 
    “He was the last man to see William. I would speak with him.”  
 
    “I will fetch him.” He made to go. 
 
    “Before you bring him what do you know of him?  He seemed young to be a servant here.” 
 
    Charles nodded.  “He was a servant here before.  He left just before Lord William went to Vernon.  The Steward decided to dismiss him.  We were all surprised when he returned with Lord William and the Templars.” 
 
    Henry and I had the same thought. I said, “The spy who sent news to Vernon, it is this Guillaume and he is the one who poisoned your brother!” 
 
    Henry shouted, “Guards, go with Charles and arrest Guillame the servant.” As they ran off he said, “At last we have a chance to find who is the paymaster for these spies.” 
 
    “And it explains much. If they were all drinking from the same jug of wine how could the Templars avoid poisoning?” 
 
    Henry stood and looked at his own goblet.  “The poison was in the goblet. What made you ask the question?” 
 
    “I know not.  It was just a thought.  I know not whence it came.” 
 
    Just then there was the sound of shouting from the stairs. We heard feet running and then there was more noise in the distance and finally a scream followed by a loud crack. Some time later a sheepish looking Captain of the Guard appeared. “I am sorry, Your Majesty. He must have heard us coming and he ran.  He was slippery. He stuck a knife in old Charles and was up the stairs before we knew.  He threw himself from the parapet.” 
 
    Henry was angry and the captain was dismissed.  When we searched the spy’s room we found French gold pieces and clothes which belonged to a knight and not a servant. We also found Templar tokens. How many more spies were there? 
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 Chapter 8 
 
    William’s oathsworn returned as soon as Robert Mortimer took command of his new castle. William had been buried.  The four of them were angry. I think that they were angry that they had not been at William’s side when he had died. King Henry handled them well. 
 
    “The four of you were oathsworn and were faithful to my brother. Richard le Breton, Reginald Fitzurse, Hugh de Morville, William de Tracey I ask you to become my oathsworn.  What say you?” 
 
    They nodded but Richard le Breton said, “King Henry, give us leave to kill Archbishop Becket for he has surely killed our lord.” 
 
    The King smiled.  It was a cruel smile, “At the moment Thomas Becket is safe.  He is protected by the Pope, the Church and holy robes.  It will not always be thus.  Let us bide our time. Revenge is best served cold.  He will think we have forgotten this heinous act.  We have not.” They proved to be prophetic words. 
 
    I took my leave of Maud, privately.  Her ill health had returned.  She held my hands with hers; they were thin, blue veined and skeletal.  She said nothing but, as she looked into my eyes, tears coursed down her cheeks. They were tears for her son and for our lost love. No words were spoken for none were needed. We parted and my heart was heavy. 
 
    We travelled first to Le Mans where King Henry warned the seneschal of the French plots. We went thence to Tours.  He told the seneschal of Touraine the same.  While we were there the King and I surveyed the border. As we rode along the disputed border I begged leave to travel to La Flèche. It was but fifty miles away. The King agreed but with the proviso that I would not stay long. He had plans for me. I took all of my men. I needed to arrange for William of Kingston to sail to Rouen and to pick me up. I would return to England.  It would, perforce be a brief stay but I would make the most of my time with my son and his family.  They were all that I had left. 
 
    When we reached the castle, I found Sir Leofric in the process of writing a letter to me. “This is a most propitious meeting, my lord. I was about to put to paper that which should be spoken. Come to my chamber.” 
 
    Dick, James and Leofric’s son, Alfraed, accompanied us. Once we were seated he explained. “My merchants travel this land. They are successful and the manor prospers. When they travel they keep their eyes and ears open. I asked them to keep watch for Templars. Jean de Gruchy who sells wine recently visited Pontigny.” I started and Sir Leofric nodded, “Aye, lord, it was the home of Thomas Becket. The Archbishop has a fondness for wine. Jean sold him two barrels.  He said that while he was there he noticed French guards watching over the prelate but also two Templar knights.  One was Bertran de Clairvaux and the other Raymond de Gisors.” 
 
    Dick said, “Gisors is not far from Vernon, lord.” 
 
    “Aye and what are Templars doing conspiring with the Archbishop?   The King needs to hear this. Sir Leofric I need a ship to be at Rouen. If it can be William of Kingston then so much the better but, if not, then any ship.” 
 
    The King was hunting when we reached Tours. He was a clever King. He was able to observe and listen to his knights. They thought the hunting was a pleasurable pastime. The King saw it as a way to hear unguarded comments.  He knew not which knights had been suborned.  This was a way to discover that. 
 
    When he returned he was keen to hear my news.  My face told him that it was of some import. He nodded sagely. “Now we know why Becket fled here and why he has yet to return to England. This news of another Templar worries me. When we leave I will go to the Chateau Galliard. I will make a statement.  I intend to make the castle the strongest in the whole of the land.  If Louis wants the Vexin then he will have to make his men bleed on Galliard’s walls.” 
 
    I nodded, “A good idea but it will take some time.” 
 
    He smiled, “And as I will have to be there to supervise it then King Louis will worry himself that I intend to ride the short way to Paris and take his palace from him.  With at least one of his Templar spies gone he will now be worried. Hitherto he has made all the moves and we have responded.  Now it is we who move the pieces in this game.  He will learn that I am more than capable of hanging on to my thrones and threatening his.” 
 
    I was impressed with my son. He was even cleverer than his grandfather. 
 
    “And I have a task for you.” My heart sank. “Do not worry you will go home.  I wish you to find and bring to justice Richard de Vernon. You and your son can find him for me.” 
 
    I was relieved.  “That I will do and gladly, majesty.  I will bring him to Rouen when he is in my hands.” 
 
    “There is no rush.  Enjoy your family and let him rot awhile in your cells. We will just finish our work here. Blois is a problem and I would visit with Count Theobald of Blois.” 
 
    “I thought we were at peace.” 
 
    “So did I. It was bad enough when Louis married the late Count Theobald’s sister but now I hear that his sons Theobald and Henry are to marry two of Louis’ daughters by Eleanor. King Louis spins a web of which a giant spider would be proud. Their mother was not consulted!” 
 
    “Your Queen?” 
 
    “Aye. It is a deliberate snub.  We will travel to Blois and confront my cousin. I will make sure that, while I am in the Vexin then this land is safe and secure. I will have promises from my cousin.” He smiled.  “I have the seneschal of Touraine readying my knights should it require more than words.” 
 
    It was a small force we took.  There were just fifty knights and a hundred men at arms but, with my archers, servants and baggage, we numbered more than two hundred and fifty.  It was not an invading army but it was a presence which the Count of Blois could not ignore. Technically we were at peace but we rode mailed with helmets hung from our saddles.  It would have taken a brave man to risk the wrath of the King of England and his Warlord but some of the knights of Blois had long memories. Nowhere had the civil war been more acrimonious than here in the land between Touraine and Blois. We had but thirty miles to travel for the Count was at his mighty castle at Chaumont. It was convenient for all.  
 
    It was still Spring but the weather was much warmer and more clement than it would have been in England.  We camped outside the castle which nestled by the mighty Loire. King Henry’s intentions were peaceful. I knew that from our conversation whilst travelling east. Sir Richard knew that too and it was a happy group of knights who entered the fortress of Chaumont. There were just eight of us and we were admitted to the Great Hall.  
 
    Theobald was Count of Blois while his brother, Henry, was count of the richer county, Champagne.  Both had fought against Henry and myself during the war.  We had never lost to them. Perhaps it was our easy manner which aggravated the situation or it could have been that King Henry felt that they should defer to him. I know not but the meeting started badly and deteriorated rapidly. 
 
    “I hear that you two are to marry Louis’ daughters.” 
 
    “And what is that to you?” Count Theobald’s tone was both disrespectful and belligerent. 
 
    “As I am married to the mother of Alix of France I would have thought that, as a courtesy at least, we would have been approached.” 
 
    Theobald made the mistake of laughing, “And who do you think you are, Charlemagne? Here your greatest title is Duke of Normandy! We have a King here and he is Louis.” 
 
    King Henry reddened, “Speak softly cuz.  I came here to speak and not to war.” 
 
    Henry, Count of Champagne, chose that moment to join the conversation, “Do not confuse us with Bretons.  We do not roll over at the first sight of your standard or that of your dog of war, the Warlord. This is our land and while here you speak softly to us.” 
 
    King Henry’s eyes narrowed, “So you are part of this Capetian plot. I came here for peace but unless I receive an apology and tribute then there will be war.” Henry had, of late, controlled his temper but with his cousins he lost it. 
 
    I thought to intervene and bring a calming voice but the Count of Champagne’s words had shown me that I was not held in high regard.  My words would merely fan the flames of conflict.  I had to hope that good sense would prevail.  It did not. Count Theobald said, “Then war it is.  Leave my castle before I have you bound as a hostage.” 
 
    I drew my sword and said, “I am Earl Marshal of England, the last Knight of the Empress and Warlord. Any man who tries to bar our progress will die.” 
 
    Henry smiled and put his hand on mine. “There will be no need for that Earl, will there cuz?” 
 
    I saw fear in Theobald’s eyes and he said, “Just go.  The next time we meet will be when we battle!” 
 
    Theobald had misjudged King Henry.  He thought that we would return to Tours and bring an army.  He thought that would allow him and his brother to gather their forces. His main body of knights was at his castle of Blois.  He was not a decisive leader like Henry. Even as we left the castle the King said to Richard Le Breton, “Ride to Tours.  I want the men of Touraine.  I need siege engines! If they think they can speak to me like that then they are in for a rude shock. Sir Richard D’Avranches, take your men and block the road east. We will camp here in the south.” He turned to me. “Earl Marshal, can you take and hold the bridge over the Loire?” 
 
    “Yes, King Henry.” It was not as daunting a task it sounded.  The bridge was a wooden one built on old Roman foundations.  It crossed the two branches of the Loire for an island lay in the middle. I looked at the King who had been my squire once.  He had come a long way.  “This is a bold move, King Henry.” 
 
    He nodded, “Aye, for once I let my temper get the better of me but I think we caught them by surprise.” 
 
    I turned to Dick, “How many men did you see inside the castle?” 
 
    “Not as many as the two counts might have hoped. I would estimate no more than a hundred knights.” 
 
    “Then take our men at arms and archers to the island. If we can stop them sending messengers for help then the men of Touraine can reach us and our siege can begin.” 
 
    The River Loire was the key to the siege.  By holding the bridge King Henry could bring reinforcements from Tours and from Maine.  I saw him speaking with Hugh de Morville.  I had no doubt that he would bring the men of Maine to our siege. Speed was of the essence.  
 
    The castle walls were close to the bridge and it was within crossbow range but King Henry’s sudden decision caught the sentries napping.  They had no crossbows ready and I saw Dick and James lead my men safely across. I turned to Padraig. “Ride to La Flèche and fetch Sir Leofric. Tell him to approach from the north.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” He galloped off.  
 
    I lifted my shield from the cantle and, after removing my cloak, hung it across my back.  I replaced my cloak and then donned my helmet. I spurred my horse and galloped along the road to the bridge.  My men had alerted the sentries and I knew that I would have to endure crossbow bolts. As I passed the wall I heard the crack of crossbows. One whizzed over my head and one struck my back.  The crossbowman must have thought he had killed me but the bolt had stuck in my shield.  Another three came close and then I clattered across the rickety bridge and I was out of range. 
 
    Dick shook his head, “Why do you put yourself in such danger, Warlord?” 
 
    “There was little danger, Dick.  My shield was beneath my cloak.” 
 
    James walked back from the island where he had tied his horse. “What now, lord?” 
 
    “The same as Pontorson, we stop men leaving across the bridge.  The difference is that we do it in plain sight and I do not think that they will send for help north.  East and south are where their strength lies. Sir Richard has the harder task for Blois is just twelve miles east of us. He is a doughty warrior and he has proved himself.  He will prevail.” 
 
    I saw that my men at arms had had the wit to take some of the horses from the servants when we had left the main army. We would have tents. They were a well-organised team and while the archers arrayed themselves to shower the gate with arrows should anyone try to escape, half my men at arms hurried across the bridge to chop down some of the trees.  With so few of us we might need a barrier. The other half were erecting tents and digging a pit for a fire.  I took off my helmet.   
 
    James’ squire, Robert of La Flèche, came to help me with my cloak.  He had to tug the bolt out of the shield. “I am sorry, Earl, but your cloak is torn.  You will need a seamstress.” 
 
    “It could have been worse, Robert of La Flèche, had I not had my shield I might have needed a healer!” 
 
    It was dark before we had completed our preparations for the defence of the bridge. Dick and his archers used some of the men at arms’ shields to move a little closer to the walls.  That way they could keep a close eye on the gate.  The men of Chaumont did not respond. We had heard the clash of arms to the east of us.  They had tried to send for help and had, I hoped, been stopped.  The King was on the road to the south and would prevent an escape in that direction. Night would be our enemy. I sent Robert of Ely and Tom the Badger east along the river bank. If I had been in the castle then I would have tried to use the water to get a message to Blois.  
 
    As darkness became complete my men had managed to lay the logs they had cut close to the end of the bridge. We now had a parapet of our own. Dick and the archers used some of the smaller branches and willow branches to fashion crude pavise which could be placed along the top of the log barrier. We could hold them inside but the only way we could take it would be by siege engine. We did not have enough men to assault either the gate or the walls even though the bridge was the perfect place to do so. Our task would be to hold. Here, we would not use fire.  This was a stone castle. More than that it was built on a hill.  Its name meant bald hill. 
 
    I took a watch and then retired. I was getting too old for such things. I was woken early in the morning by James. “Lord, I am sorry to wake you but Robert and Tom have a prisoner.  They found four men attempting to sail up the river to Blois. Three were killed but there is one survivor.” 
 
    In the past my name had been much maligned. I had been accused of heinous acts of which I was entirely innocent. That night, however, as I faced the young noble who had gone for help my ill-deserved reputation came to my aid.  He was terrified.  He saw my surcoat and his eyes widened. His hand went to his crucifix and he began to chant a prayer. I was tempted to smile but then realised that his fear might reveal information.  I stared at him in silence. 
 
    Eventually he broke the silence, “Do not tear out my heart, my lord! I had no choice.  I had to fetch help or my master would have been angry.” 
 
    “And who is your master?” 
 
    “Odo of Isigny, lord.” He seemed almost relieved to be able to give me the information. 
 
    “And he is within the castle?” 
 
    “Yes lord.” 
 
    “And how many knights are there?” 
 
    He frowned, not because he did not want to give me the answer but because he wanted to give me the right information. “Ninety knights and their squires lord but I may be mistaken about the exact number.” His voice was shaking. 
 
    “Men at arms and crossbows?” 
 
    “A hundred men at arms and forty crossbows.” I frowned.  That was a larger number than I had expected.  The man took it the wrong way. “I might be wrong, lord, I only know roughly.” 
 
    I felt sorry for him.  “Alan son of Alan, take this man and watch him.” 
 
    Alan had been watching and he smiled, “Aye, lord.  He will be safe with me.” 
 
    The information was useful but I would not be able to get it to King Henry yet. I stayed awake until dawn.  I helped the morning watch build up the fire to heat the porridge we made.  It would fill us and keep us going. When we fought food was fuel.  The morning was almost an anti-climax.  Nothing had changed.  The banners still flew from the turrets and towers.  Men stood to on the walls and we saw the distinctive shape of crossbows. At noon we heard the sound of horses. My men at arms went to the north side of the bridge and formed a shield wall. I saw them relax when they recognised Padraig, Sir Leofric and the men of La Flèche. Our numbers were immediately trebled and, even more importantly, we had far more archers than I could have hoped. With Dick to command them we had an offensive weapon which could end the siege quickly.  It all depended upon King Henry. 
 
    I realised that I needed to speak with him.  I summoned James, Sir Leofric and Dick. “I am going to try to get around the castle and speak with the King. Dick, you command here. I will take Gilles de Loir, Guiscard the Gascon, Jean de Le Lude and Geoffrey FitzMaurice.  James, fetch them to me. Dick have your archers cover us while we go.” 
 
    I could see that none of them were happy but I was Warlord and they obeyed. I took my shield for I would need it and I held my helmet in my hand. My men arrived. “We are going to cross the bridge and run along the path which passes between the castle and the river.  We will go to Richard D’Avranches. Our purpose is to pass on information and to discover what the King’s plan is.” 
 
    They did not seem worried.  “Aye lord.” 
 
    Dick had moved his archers up to the log barrier at the end of the bridge.  We would not need to go over it.  We could slip over the parapet of the bridge and still be covered by the logs.  The problem would come once we tried to run east.  There was some cover in the form of bushes and shrubs but a crossbow would make short work of that.   
 
    “We will need to hold our shields on our right arms.  I do not think that we will need our swords.” 
 
    Dick shouted, “Ready lord!” My other men at arms had gone to the barrier and their shields had been added to the wall of wood.  They would be safe and my archers could release over the top of the shields. We hurried across the bridge with shields held before us.  Once at the bridge we were in Dick’s hands.  I heard his calm and reassuring voice. “Choose your targets. Remember this first arrow will come as a shock to them.  This is your best chance of a kill.  These are crossbowmen.  They are less than human! Kill the bastards.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” 
 
    “Release!” He had only chosen twenty archers for this task but they were the best and the twenty arrows sailed towards the shuttered slits and parapets. There were some cries and two men fell to the ditch. He turned to me and said, “Now, lord!” 
 
    “Let us go.” 
 
    “Release.” More arrows were sent and I heard the thud of bolts in the wall of shields and timber.  
 
    We sprang over the parapet and I held my shield slightly away from my body to maximise the area it would cover. My four men ran to the right of me.  We managed two hundred paces before the first bolts struck our shields and, by then, we were almost at the end of the castle defences.  Ahead I saw the banners of Richard D’Avranches. I hoped that they would recognise my shield but just to be sure, I shouted, “Warlord! Hold your arrows and spears!” 
 
    We were waved through a barrier of hurdles.  A knight I recognised as one of Richard D’Avranches household knights greeted me, “Smartly done Warlord. Sir Richard is at the siege lines.  The men of Touraine and Maine have been arriving all day.  We have the castle completely surrounded.” 
 
    I handed my shield and helmet to my men, “Wait here.  See if there is a boat.  It might be a safer way to travel back down the river!” 
 
    “Aye lord.” 
 
    As we walked I asked, “And what of Blois?  Did they send men?” 
 
    “Not yet, my lord. We have defences there. We were attacked but it was by a single conroi. Six of them paid with their lives and two more surrendered.” 
 
    I saw Sir Richard and his men in conference. They had erected willow hurdles to distract the men on the castle walls.  I saw men building a ram. “Warlord, it is good that you are here.  We wondered how to get a message to you.” 
 
    “I have Sir Leofric and his men. We can stop a sortie but we are in no position to attack.” 
 
    “Nor do you need to.  We have the castle surrounded and the King intends to use two rams.  We attack at dawn the day after tomorrow.  By then all of the men from Touraine and Maine will have joined us.” 
 
    “I captured one of their men and discovered that there are ninety to a hundred knights, a hundred men at arms and forty crossbowmen in the castle although I suspect that Dick has thinned out their numbers somewhat. Of course, there will be many more men than that defending their walls.” 
 
    “Then this castle will fall.  It may not be in the first assault but it will succumb.” 
 
    “And what would King Henry have of me?” 
 
    “He fears that there will be a sortie across the bridge. The bridge provides the quickest way for the defenders to reach France.” 
 
    I shrugged, “Tell the King that, if he wishes, I can destroy the bridge.  It is not well made.” 
 
    “I think he would prefer it to remain in place.” 
 
    I knew what that meant.  He was leaving me and my small force there to tempt the two counts to try to escape once the attack began. I would be prepared. When I returned to my men I saw that they had a small boat.  It looked like the type the locals used to fish.  There were three oars. We did not stand on ceremony.  I knew the plans and I knew my part.  We descended into the boat and Jean de La Lude steered us towards the north bank.  My other men held their shields up. We would not need to row.  The current would take us. 
 
    In the event not a single bolt came our way and we grounded the boat on the sand of the island. Sir Leofric and James greeted us.  
 
    I looked towards the castle, “Did we suffer any losses?” 
 
    “A couple of slight wounds but nothing to worry about. What did Sir Richard say?” 
 
    “We have a long couple of days to wait and then the attack will begin.  We just get to watch but we have to watch carefully.  The King thinks that the Count of Blois and his brother will try to escape across this bridge and make it to France.  We have to stop them.” 
 
    My resourceful men had fishing lines in the Loire. Sir Leofric had brought wine and fresh food.  We ate day old bread, ham and cheese. As we only needed twelve men to watch the bridge the rest of us were able to rest on the island.  It was strange.  The castle was under siege.  Men were fighting on three sides but here, on the river side it was an almost peaceful existence. 
 
    Leofric and Dick took time to speak with each other. They had shared hardship and fought in many battles when Leofric had been my squire. I listened along with James. As his father’s name was mentioned I saw his ears prick up.  He had been young when his father had died and he heard the real stories of his father now. The squires also paid close attention.  Padraig had the most experience of war but even his was a limited view. 
 
    Leofric turned to me as Dick went to check on the sentries, “My wife is always amazed, Warlord, that you still go to war. You have position and you have power.  I confess my arguments have not convinced her that you are right.” 
 
    I nodded, “And that means that you are not convinced too eh, Leofric?” He coloured. “I have never had the opportunity to learn to live in peace and be a lazy lord of the manor. You and John came to war and then you were both placed in castles. You learned how to plant roots. When William was born that should have been the time for me to learn how to live in peace. However, I was tasked with serving the Empress.” I nodded towards James, “Your father served me then as a man at arms. When he had a family, late in life, he grasped the opportunity to live in peace.” 
 
    “Until the Scots and traitors came and took it from him.” 
 
    I nodded, “We cannot do anything about those events.” Turning back to Leofric I said, “Those are the reasons.  Now if you asked me if I wished to live in peace and watch my grandchildren grow; if you asked me if I wished to go hunting with Dick, Edgar, Edward and Aiden then you would have a much different answer.  Do I wish to sit and talk with Alf my blacksmith?  Do I want to sit in my church and remember my wife? The answer to all of those things would be yes but I have aduty.  That comes first.  When we have settled this border, I will go home. It will be brief, I know that.  It will not be peaceful, I will be hunting a traitor, but I will be home and I will enjoy each moment for they are precious. These white hairs are a reminder that my time on this earth is coming to an end.” 
 
    Silence fell.  I was aware that the men in the camp had ceased speaking some time ago and were hanging on my every word.  I stood and laughed. “And the fact that I need to make water more frequently than any other man here is also a message from my body.” 
 
    The rest I had enjoyed meant I was up early and went, with Dick, James and Leofric to view the gate as dawn broke. The standards still flew but I noticed that there were fewer men on the walls. The sunlight glinting off helmets, spears and swords identified the numbers. Dick pointed to the shuttered slits.  “They have moved some of the crossbows to the other walls. They think we can do nothing.” 
 
    James said, “They are right, are they not?  We do not have enough men to attack.” 
 
    Dick smiled. Like me he did not enjoy indolence and idleness. Even though we were obeying orders this was not his way. “We have plenty of arrows and we have more than thirty archers. The range is about right.  I think, Sir Leofric, that our men might enjoy the target practice.  Now that they have removed their crossbows we can send arrows with impunity.” Time passed and we waited.  We were safe.  The bridges over the islands gave us security. 
 
    “They would enjoy that.” 
 
    And so we pulled back the men at arms and the archers took their place.  Dick organised them. Griff of Gwent might be Leofric’s captain of archers but he always deferred to Dick. The men on the walls must have wondered why the archers below them began to nock arrows. They discovered why when four men, peering over the side, fell dead, each impaled by an arrow. Two more fell before they realised that my men had the range. Heads disappeared.  The walls emptied. Had we wished we could have crossed the road next to the river and castle.  We could have made our way to the gate and attempted entry. There appeared to be no one watching. Then Griff of Gwent saw a face appear at a shuttered slit. His arrow found the gap which was no bigger than a man’s leg and the face disappeared with a scream. 
 
    A horn sounded inside.  Padraig asked, “Do they do that because of our archers?” 
 
    “No, Padraig, King Henry begins his attack but we have caused confusion. We know that they have but two hundred and forty fighting men in the castle.  Dick and his archers have killed crossbowmen and sentries.  I would guess that twelve or thirteen men, at least have perished. That will hurt the counts’ plans.  Now the attacks begin.  There are two gates on the other side of the castle and both will now be under attack.” I pointed to the smoke from inside the castle. “See they heat either oil or water. They will be worried.” I turned, “And they, unlike us, will be hungry. I can smell river fish cooking.  Come Padraig, we will leave these archers to their target practice and we will eat.” 
 
    As we headed back across the bridge he asked, “Why will they be hungry lord?” 
 
    “Because King Henry gave them no opportunity to prepare for a siege. They will only have had enough supplies for a few days. They have water for there will be a well but the only source of food they have is their horses. The two counts and their men did not intend to be here as long as we have made them stay. That is why King Henry placed us here. Before the counts eat their horses, they will use them while they can.” 
 
    “But how can they get across the bridge?  The log barrier is there.” 
 
    “They will have to sortie. If I were to look into the future and predict then I would say it will be at night.” We reached my men and were handed wooden rings cut from the trees on which were blackened river fish.  “I have been in castles under siege.  Once, in winter, the Empress, her ladies, her son and my squire escaped under cover of darkness across a frozen moat. That is why I will enjoy the day and be ready for an escape at night.” 
 
    We had eaten the fish when Padraig asked his next question. “Suppose the King breaks through before night fall?” 
 
    “It takes time for a ram to break down a gate. This is a strongly made castle. King Henry will not waste men. He will weaken the gate and the resolve of the defenders.” 
 
    I was proved right.  The long day ended and, although my men at arms watched at night, there was no sortie. However, King Henry kept up the attack during the night.  We heard the cracks of the two rams as they pounded at the gates.  To those inside it would have sounded like a drum of doom. To the great disappointment of my archers there were no targets for them during the day. The defenders and the sentries restricted themselves to quick peeks over the top.  Even so Henry Warbow managed to crack an arrow off a helmet. It was greeted with an enormous cheer from my archers. 
 
    I gathered my men at arms around us as the archers continued to watch. “Tonight, half of you will sleep and the other half will watch.  You will sleep in mail. They may not sortie tonight but it will either be tonight or tomorrow night. Men will leave the castle under cover of darkness and come to slit throats and to capture the bridge.  We will hold them and discourage their attack.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” 
 
    I then went to Dick. “Pull back half of your archers and rest them. When darkness falls I would have them conceal themselves as close to the walls as they can.  I will be with them.  If they sortie tonight I intend to capture the gate while they try to capture the bridge.” 
 
    “It is risky.  I will be with the archers.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I will not be alone. I will have six of my men at arms with me.” 
 
    I returned to the island and took James and Leofric to one side to tell them of my plans.” 
 
    “But what if they do not do as you expect, Warlord?” 
 
    “Then, James, I will have lost a night of sleep. You two will command the bridge.  You need to engage whoever they send. Our men must be alert. They will send the best men that they have and they will use night’s cloak.” 
 
    “Do not worry about us, lord.  You have the harder task.” 
 
    “Perhaps.  We shall see.” 
 
    My men were quite happy to be part of my plan.  We rested during the day and ate as darkness fell. I had no doubt that, if they were to make an attempt to open the bridge then they would wait until the middle watch when men were tired.  They would be greasing the doors to make certain that they could open them silently.  Like us they would be blackening any skin which might be seen. None of us would be wearing helmets.  Our mail hoods and arming caps would suffice. I contemplated leaving my shield on the island but then realised that would be a mistake. They would have horses. 
 
    When darkness fell the fifteen archers, Dick and my six men at arms slipped unseen over the parapet to hide beneath the bank. I had with me: Roger of Bath, Arne Arneson, Alain of Auxerre, Günter of Swabia, Peter Strong Arm and John of Norton.  I had experience and I had strength.  Most importantly I had men who had fought alongside me the longest.  Dick and his archers slithered up the bank first.  They moved like shadows. If they were seen we would know for they would have crossbows aimed at the bridge. There was some cover not far from the twisting road which led to the bridge over the ditch. There were scrubby bushes. They would disguise our shapes. The foot of the castle was above us. Dick spread his men out to the left of the path.  That way, if things went wrong, then they could hasten back to the river. When no crossbows cracked I led my six men and we lay on the ground behind the archers. We used our cloaks to cover us.  If we did not move then we would be invisible. 
 
    We waited. My archers were all hunters and they knew patience.  My men at arms and myself were less comfortable. I allowed doubts to assail my mind. I ran through all the different outcomes as I lay there. What if they did not come?  Perhaps there was a relief force waiting to cross behind us?  What if the King of France chose this moment to support his ally? I think I must have dozed for I heard a sudden noise. I was alert in an instant, cursing my age.  I heard nothing. I lifted my head slightly and saw, at first, nothing. Then I spied a shadow.  The shadow moved. Having seen the movement, I saw the others.  Men at arms and knights were slipping silently down the road which led to the bridge. Numbers were impossible to ascertain.  We had to remain still. We had to allow the attack on the bridge to begin.  I consoled myself with the fact that I had been right and James and Leofric knew that the enemy were coming. It would be a hard fight but they would be ready. 
 
    The fight, when it began, almost startled me.  There was a cry and then a shout of, “Blois and Champagne.” 
 
    Steel clashed on steel. I heard a horse neigh and I began to rise as I saw Dick and his archers rise also. I led my six men behind the archers. I crept towards the ditch.  Dick and his archers would not send a single arrow until they saw that we were in position. They would, however, be targeting the men that they would slay. I reached the ditch and I drew my sword and swung my shield around.  I walked past Tom the Fletcher.  He was the last archer in the line and, as we passed him, he drew back on his bow. The bridge into the castle was just twenty paces from us. Below I could hear the battle raging fiercely.  At the gate I saw men standing with horses. Their attention was on the bridge. There was a temptation to run but that would have attracted attention. Slow and steady was the order of the day.  I saw the bridge just two paces from me.  My blackened face and the cowl of my hood made me a shadow but, as I neared the bridge I was seen. 
 
    The squire holding the horse’s reins in the gate way shouted, “To arms!” 
 
    It was his last act for Dick’s arrow struck him. I ran across the bridge with my six men behind me.  My archers slew the men holding the horses. As I passed one of the horses I slapped it on the rump and it galloped down towards the bridge.  It would confuse the men attacking Leofric and James. Arrows flew alarmingly close to our heads. I saw a knight mount his horse and ride towards me.  He was just five paces from me and his horse was barely walking. Cobbles were not the best surface on which to gallop. I punched my shield at his horse’s head. It reared and turned.  As it did so I swung my sword and hacked into the knight’s leg. My men sent other horses down towards the bridge.  They could not hurt our men who were safely behind a barrier but they could injure the men of Blois and Champagne. 
 
    Roger of Bath slew another of the men at arms.  All the rest of my men were engaged.  I spied the Count of Blois.  He and his brother were mounted.  He shouted, “Enemy in the castle! To arms!” 
 
    Dick and my archers were pouring through the gate into the outer bailey. I watched Peter Strong Arm grab the reins of the Count of Champagne’s horse and jerk the head to the side and towards the ground. He was not named Strong Arm without good cause.  The sudden movement made the Count fall from his horse and, as he tried to rise, Alain of Auxerre had a sword at his throat, “Yield or die!” 
 
    Arrows flew past us and into the men who were rushing to get to us.  They would soon outnumber us.  I ran at Theobald, Count of Blois. He swung his sword at me and I blocked it on my shield. Stepping close to his horse I lifted my sword beneath his shield and rested it on his throat, “Surrender the castle or by God you shall die! I have killed enough men of Blois in my time and one more will not upset me!” 
 
    He looked and saw that his brother was a prisoner. Dick sent an arrow to almost graze his head and he took off his helmet and shouted, “We yield. Lay down your weapons!” My men cheered. He glared at me.  “My father tried to have you poisoned, Warlord! Would that he had for you are the Bane of Blois.  I curse you!” 
 
    I nodded, “If the curses of my enemies had any effect, Count, I would have been dead these many years.  Perhaps God is on my side and not yours!” 
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 Part Two 
 
    The Hunt for a Traitor 
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 Chapter 9 
 
    The peace took longer to make than I would have liked. The Pope himself became involved. The pontiff tried to extend the peace talks to include Thomas Becket! The result was that it took three months for us to return to Rouen. Even then it was just my men who left.  The King stayed. My men and I were all richer but I begrudged the time away from my family. In addition, Sir Richard de Vernon had more time to hide. Scotland was a big place and he would have found some rat hole in which to hide. Besides I did not like to dwell on the mischief he could be up to. Perhaps God intended for me to be delayed.  Had I left when the siege was over then I would not have been in Rouen on midsummer’s day. The King was still in Fréteval discussing the Archbishop with the Pope. 
 
    As we neared the castle I sent James to see if my ship was in the harbour or if Captain William had tired of waiting for me. I knew that something was amiss as I rode through the gates. We had had a great victory and yet the faces we saw were as black as thunder. As my men stabled the horses Margaret rushed to me, “Warlord, thank God you have come.  The Empress is dying! The priests have heard her confession. I beg you run!” As we hurried she said, “When William died it tore the heart from her, lord.  She has stayed alive only for your return. Each day she has asked if her knight had returned.  Thank God you have come before it is too late!” 
 
    I ran through the keep so quickly that my feet barely touched the Conqueror’s stones. The priests and Judith were still gathered around her bed.  When they heard my feet they looked up and, seeing me, parted. Margaret said, “The Earl needs to be alone with the Empress!” She leaned over and kissed the Empress, “Farewell my lady!”  
 
    Judith squeezed the Empress’ hand.  She stood and walked past me.  Her face was covered in tears. I had thrown off my gauntlets as I had run through the castle.  My hood was down and I knelt next to the bed. I took her hand in mine.  It felt cold. Her eyes were closed.  She was dead.  I had come too late and my love had passed away while I was climbing the stairs. She was so thin and her skin was almost translucent yet she looked at peace. 
 
    Suddenly her eyes opened and she saw me.  I felt her hand squeeze my fingers. When she spoke, I could barely hear her.  “I thought that I dreamt that you had come. It is good that you are here.” 
 
    “Maud, do not die.  I have so much that I must say to you.” 
 
    “My love we have never needed words.  I know your heart as you know mine. Our love was never meant to be. We were servants and we both served England and Normandy well. We paid for the security they enjoy with the pain of our separation.” She winced. “I do not have long. I have but one son left yet and he is yours.  I know that you will watch over him. I am sorry that you have not had happiness in your life. I would that I could have given it to you but that was not meant to be. I pray that God smiles on us so that we may be finally joined in Heaven.  I have confessed my sin and go to God with a clear conscience.” 
 
    “We have nothing to confess, my love. You were used by kings and emperors, bishops and counts. I loved you from the moment I saw you and I will love you until the day I die.” 
 
    “Kiss me, Alfraed.” 
 
    I leaned over and kissed her on the lips. I heard a soft sigh and Matilda, Empress of the Empire, Queen Mother and my lover, died. I bowed my head and I wept. Margaret and Judith came to me and lifted my head, “Do not be sad, lord, she saw you at the end and you spoke. That is more than she did with her sons and her husband.” Margaret pointed upwards.  “She will be waiting for you but I pray do not rush to be with her.  This land needs you yet.” 
 
    I sat there for some time, unable to move until the Empress’ priest, Brother John came to me. He spoke quietly, “My lord.  The lady confessed all.  She is at peace and you should be too. Why do you grieve for someone who is in heaven?” 
 
    I stood and turned, “I grieve for I will never get to speak with her again.” 
 
    “Then you have heaven to look forward to. Celebrate the life that was and the… friendship which you had.” He had a knowing look on his face. She had truly confessed all. 
 
    All the joyful anticipation of my journey home evaporated like morning mist. My squire was wary of me.  James’ squire did not know me well and I saw fear in his eyes. Only Dick showed understanding.  He had lost those close to him and he knew that anger was part of a warrior’s grief.  But even he looked askance at my face.  When I looked in the polished metal that passed for a mirror I saw why.  My face was drawn and my eyes angry. I forced a smile as I looked at the young squire, “Fear not Robert.  It is ill humour.  It will pass.  Has your lord returned yet with news of my ship?” 
 
    Dick answered, “He sent a message back that the ship was at the quay and that Captain William was still unloading.” He shrugged, “I am guessing there is a tale to tell here. I will have our war gear taken to the ship.” 
 
    As he left Padraig said, “Will you not stay for the funeral, lord?” 
 
    “I said my goodbye in her chamber. King Henry will summon the great and the good for this funeral will be attended by every crowned head.  The Empress Matilda was the most important woman of her age. There will be kings and counts, princes and dukes.  Many of them were my enemies.  My absence will make life easier for the King. If I am here they will see the Warlord.  In King Henry they will see a grieving son.” 
 
    “But, lord, the lady…” 
 
    “The lady would have understood better than any. She and I made sacrifices which you cannot even begin to comprehend. Now let me grieve for a while alone.” 
 
    I walked to the battlements and stared out across Normandy.  I knew that we would all die but, somehow, I thought that our love would keep us both alive and allow us to die together.  It had been a foolish thought. Later that night after I had picked at the food which had been cooked in my honour I headed for my chamber.  Margaret met me. “My lord, I beg a word.” 
 
    “Come to my chamber.” I smiled.  “It seems we have ever met thus.” 
 
    She laughed, “Aye lord. Life is always interesting when you are here.” 
 
    Once in my chamber she handed me a small chest. It was beautifully carved and was adorned with a likeness of the Empress. “My lady knew she was dying and had this prepared. She has willed all of her treasure to the Church and her son save these.” I opened it and took out a blue stone on a chain. “That was given to the Empress by her father when she married the Emperor.” I laid it to one side and took out what appeared to be a seal.  There was a wild boar upon it. “That is the seal of the lord of the manor of Reeth.  I believe it is not far from your home?” 
 
    “It is but I thought that the monks of Fountains Abbey owned the manor.” 
 
    “No, lord. She worried that there might come a time when you might need somewhere to find solace.  When you were all alone in England fighting for her and her son she deeded it to you. It came into her possession during the civil war. It is a rich manor but it is quiet. The deeds are in York.  The Archbishop had them drawn up after the Battle of the Standard.” I took out the last item.  It was a locket.  When I opened it, I saw that there were two miniatures.  One was of me and one of the Empress. “She painted that herself. Now it is yours.” 
 
    I suddenly realised that as much as I would miss Maud, Margaret and Judith had been at her side since she had been married to the Emperor. “What will you and Judith do?” 
 
    “The Empress took care of that lord.  We have a place at the priory whence you fetched us.  The life of a nun does not appeal but they let us tend the garden and grow roses.  We sew and we look back on a life which was rich. Judith and I have mixed with the royal families of Europe.  We have had adventures, especially with you.  We have known great despair and we have seen nobility in the humblest of men. Compared with many we have had a good life.” She rose and put her hand on mine. “Each night we will pray for you and your family. The Empress was lucky.  She found a real man and a proper gentle man.  We both envy her that.”  
 
    I lifted her chin and kissed her gently. “And I am lucky to have known the two of you.  If you tire of the priory then come to Stockton.  There will always be a place for you there.” 
 
    She laughed as she opened the door, “I fear not, lord, for it is too cold. I was born in England but I shall die here in Normandy!” 
 
    Before I left I wrote a letter to King Henry explaining my actions. I did not want him to think I had left without good reason.  I explained why and I left the letter with Margaret.  I could trust her to deliver it. With our goods on the ‘Adela’ and my new precious box safely stored, we set sail for England. The priest who had consoled me had told me that he had coined an epitaph for the Empress.  He asked my opinion of it and if I thought her son would approve. ‘Great by birth, greater by marriage, greatest in her offspring: here lies Matilda, the daughter, wife, and mother of Henry.’ I had, of course, thoroughly approved. 
 
    My men had given me space when we had been waiting to take ship. Only Dick felt confident enough to speak with me.  As I stood at the stern with William of Kingston, Dick, James and Roger of Bath I said, “I have grieved for the Empress.  In my heart I will continue to grieve for her.  She saved England, Normandy and Anjou. However, now we have other matters to occupy us.  Do not think that you have to be sensitive around me.  I want to hear laughter and I want to speak with men who do not worry about my feelings.” 
 
    “Of course, lord.” 
 
    “William, tell me what the problem was.  Why did it take you so long to reach Rouen?” 
 
    “There was a storm after we left England to sail to La Flèche. When we put in at Bruggas in Flanders for spares our ship was impounded. They made up some tale about not having paid our port fees on our last visit. It was nonsense of course.  We had paid them. The delay cost us twenty-two days and then we hit adverse weather. Many ships perished and we had to put into Nantes for repairs. Sir Leofric had just arrived back from Chaumont and he was surprised that I had not been sooner.  I came as soon as I could.” 
 
    “There is no criticism intended.  I will reimburse you for the extra coin you paid in Bruggas.” 
 
    “There is no need lord.  It is one of the perils of the sea.” 
 
    “No William.  You suffered because of me. It is known that this is my ship.  You and your men will not be out of pocket and I will store this information.  The Count of Flanders will pay for his vindictive behaviour.” 
 
    James had brought with him his first men at arms. After the siege was lifted we discovered eight English men at arms who had been held in the cells of the Count of Blois.  They were in a poor way and were more than grateful to be offered swords and a lord; especially as it meant they would be returning to England. He had respected my grief as much as any but I could see that my young knight was bursting to ask me questions. “Lord, do we begin our search for this traitor as soon as we land?” 
 
    I smiled, “I will need to get my land legs and I wish to see my family.  The answer is no. I will send Aiden, Edgar and Edward north to seek information first.” He looked pleased.  “You wish to go to your new manor?” 
 
    “Aye lord.” He frowned.  “Is there an incumbent?” 
 
    I laughed, “If there is he will not quibble with you for it is one of Vernon’s estates. His people may prove awkward but Sir Philip lives not far away at Piercebridge.  I am certain that he will be of help to you.  You have much to do. Remember that although the people give you fealty you are bound to protect them.” 
 
    “I know, lord, I have watched you.” 
 
    We made good time.  It took but seven days.  The weather was not particularly pleasant but it did not slow us down. When we passed Hwitebi I knew that the Tees was not far away. The loops, twists and turns of my mighty river would slow our voyage but they would allow me to see my blessed valley as though for the first time. Although I had not warned any of our arrival word had reached Stockton long before we did.  My banner flying from the mast told any who watched along the sands where the seals bask that the Warlord was coming.  A rider could make the journey in a couple of hours.  It took us half a day to negotiate every bend and twist. My son, his wife, my children, my priest, my steward and half of the town appeared to be gathered at the quayside to greet me. I felt touched.  
 
    There had been a time when Samuel would have raced up to me, thrown his arms around me and hugged me. He was now my son’s squire and almost as tall as me.  I feared the days of such hugs were long gone.  Ruth was turning into a beautiful young woman. She was no longer a child and yet not a woman. She was not too old to run to me.   
 
    “Grandfather! It has been so long!” She squeezed me and I hugged her back.  I could not speak.  I was home.  
 
    Rebekah came and kissed me on the cheek, “Warlord, it has been too long.  Your family has missed you.” 
 
    I found my voice, “And I have missed my home. I think the Fates have conspired to keep me from the bosom of my family.  I promise that I will stay as long as I can this time.”  
 
    The two of them let go of me and my son and grandson stood there. My son was grinning. “And that is as likely as the Scots turning out to be good neighbours. It is good to see you father!” 
 
    I grasped his arm and we both squeezed.  We were never a family for loud shows of emotion but I could see in his eyes that he was pleased I was home.  I turned to Samuel, “And who is this giant? The last time I saw you was when you barely reached my chest and now look at you. What do they feed you in?” 
 
    He took my arm in the warrior’s clasp he had seen his father give me, “I am pleased you are home grandfather.  We have heard of many great deeds.” 
 
    I put my arms around my two grandchildren, “They were deeds. Whether they were great or not will be up to those who write down such things. I am a simple knight who does his duty as best he can.  That is all that any man can do.” I turned and waved an arm.  “William, we have many new men.  I hope that there is room for them all?” 
 
    “We will find it.” He looked at James and saw his spurs, “Well done, Sir James, you have been knighted! And not before time.” 
 
    Rebekah said, “The river air is not wholesome.  Let us get inside and into the warm.  Alice would have been here but she said she had to get food organised.” 
 
    As we walked to the river gate I spied Alf my blacksmith.  He looked suddenly old. He had a stick and his face looked strange.  It appeared to hang down on one side. When he spoke his words were slurred, “Warlord, I am pleased to see you home.” His right hand hung from his side.  He shook his head, “I cannot greet you as I should.  Something has changed within me.  The priest says I am lucky to be alive.” 
 
    It was upsetting to see someone who had been as a rock since first I had come to Stockton looking so ill. “I will visit tomorrow, Alf, and you can tell me all about your family.  I have tales to tell you, too.” 
 
    He nodded, “You are white haired and that is all, Warlord.  God favours you.” 
 
    We continued into the castle.  As soon as we entered my hall I said, “What happened to him?” 
 
    “We know not.  His wife sent for the priest.  She could not wake him and thought him dead. Father Michael sat with him and prayed.  After half a day he opened his eyes but he could not use his right arm and the right side of his face is as though it was frozen.” 
 
    “The priest can do nothing?” 
 
    “He is alive. He can walk and talk, after a fashion.  He spends more time in the church now.” 
 
    I nodded. It seemed the time to break the bad news, “The Empress is dead and her son William FitzEmpress.” 
 
    We had beaten the news back to England. My son had been one of her husband’s knights.  He knew her well.  He had fought alongside Henry and William. He was visibly shocked. He said, very quietly, “She was the same age as you, father.” 
 
    I gave a wry smile, “And you think I will be next?” 
 
    He shook his head, “No, of course not, but perhaps Alf and the Empress are a warning that it might be prudent if you took things easier.” 
 
    “And I will.  Now Samuel, take me to my room and I can change out of these clothes.” I turned, “Padraig, have my bags brought.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” 
 
    Alf’s affliction had affected me.  I put it from my mind. “Ruth, you must come too.  I have many questions to ask the two of you!” 
 
    It had been too late to invite the knights I knew but William sent out invitations for a feast in three days’ time.  Ruth and Samuel chattered away telling me all that they had done since I had last seen them. Their words drove my dark thoughts away. They left when Padraig brought my bags and I changed out of my salty, sweaty and dirty clothes. 
 
    He smiled.  I could tell that he liked my castle and my family. “This is a fine castle, lord. It looks strong.” 
 
    “Stephen the Usurper tried to take it.  He failed.  The Scots just come close and then run away. It is the barrier which stops them heading south.” 
 
    “Good.  I feel safe here.  This will always be a rock.” I hoped he was right. 
 
    At the meal I sat between Rebekah and William. Samuel had his head craned around his mother all night as he tried to eat and to catch every word I spoke. I told them of the Welsh and Irish campaigns. I told them of Brittany and of the French plots. I told them of the Templars and their insidious growth. Finally, I told them of the siege of Chaumont. 
 
    “So the King let you go! Surely there must be other men he can use.” William’s words were laced with sarcasm. 
 
    “There are but so long as he needs me then I must, perforce, aid him.  He is my king.” 
 
    “And there are others who squat like toads in England and never venture forth.  They do nothing for the King and nothing for their people and yet they prosper!” 
 
    “You have become a wise old man, William.” I pointed to James, “And Edward’s son has been given a manor too.  He is the Lord of Forcett.” 
 
    My son frowned, “Forcett?” 
 
    “The manor which lies south of Piercebridge and close to the old hill fort. The King himself gave it to him.  It belonged to Richard de Vernon.” 
 
    “We have tried to find his whereabouts for you but he appears to have disappeared completely.” 
 
    “I have been tasked with bringing him to justice. Which means I must stay here for some time.” I gave a smile. It spread along the table when they realised the implications of the statement. 
 
    Rebekah put her arm on mine.  “Then I pray he stays hidden for a long time just so that we have the pleasure of your company.” 
 
    Alice my housekeeper appeared.  She too was now white haired.  She smiled nervously at me, “My lord was the food satisfactory?” 
 
    “Alice, you have never presented with anything less than the best.  I am just sorry that I sprang my visit upon you.” 
 
    “Oh no, my lord.  It is a pleasure!” 
 
    After the meal William, Samuel and I retired to my old solar.  Samuel had to bring in a stool for there were only ever two seats in it. Alice had some warmed and fortified wine with bread and ham ready for us on the table.  She knew me well. 
 
    “The French plots; will they mean war?” 
 
    “The King has grown since last you met him. He is no longer impetuous. He has thought things through. It was a masterstroke to take over Brittany in the way he did.  We fought a couple of battles and he secured a border as well as providing us with a larger number of men. The Vexin is secure and Toulouse will soon be added to his empire.  Had we not defeated Blois and Champagne I might have been worried but the French have fewer allies now.” I told them of the impounding of my ship by Flanders. “The Flemish are a problem but we can deal with them when we have found this de Vernon.  And what of the old enemy?  What of the Scots?” 
 
    “We had peace for a while. When Malcolm was knighted by Henry it seemed to make him less aggressive towards Northumbria but he was taken ill at Doncaster on his way back from Toulouse.  We heard that he is in Jedburgh and is still unwell. We had a bad winter last year and the Scots raided a long way south. The road back to the border was marked with their bones.” 
 
    Samuel could not help interrupting, “And his brother William hates the English and has sworn to retake Northumbria from us!” 
 
    William shook his head, “Samuel!” 
 
    “Sorry, father, but I have heard you speak of this William as being a threat!” 
 
    My son nodded, “My impetuous son is right. William is a king in waiting.” He frowned. “I havw heard that he had advisors from foreign parts.  Could that be de Vernon? It would fit in with when you said that he left France and, coincidentally, when King Malcolm fell ill.” 
 
    “Aye it could be de Vernon or it could be the Templars.  It could be both. Louis knows that if the Scots plague our borders then it weakens our presence in Normandy. It just costs him a little gold to stir up trouble. How long has Malcolm been ill?” 
 
    “Almost a year.  Over the last half year his brother has begun to flex his muscles.  He has made demands.  We have denied them.  His men raid across the border. The Palatinate suffers more than we do.” 
 
    “The Bishop is still ineffective?” 
 
    “Some say that he cares not about his people only that they pay taxes to him. I think it is something more sinister. He is a plotter. There are many French and Scottish visitors to the cathedral.  They say it is for St. Cuthbert’s bones but I do not believe them.”” 
 
    “Then you and I must visit him some time. We have one Archbishop who has caused trouble.  I do not think that the King will suffer another.” 
 
    We sipped the wine and ate the bread and ham.  Samuel was eagerly looking at us both. He would not risk the wrath of his father by speaking out of turn again. My son poured us some more, “What is your plan?” He smiled, “I know that you will have formulated one.” 
 
    “Tomorrow I will send Aiden, Edgar and Edward north to the borderlands. They will find out more than we could. The people who live north of the wall will know the whereabouts of this William. Once we have discovered that then we can send others to find out if Vernon is with him.” 
 
    “And if not?” 
 
    “Then he will be with the King of Scotland and that does not bear thinking about.  This de Vernon is without honour. William FitzEmpress was poisoned.  De Vernon had a hand in it. King Henry showed that he can handle King Malcolm.  Thanks to the lands he holds in Hertfordshire he has to bend the knee to King Henry.  It may be that the French think him dispensable. The King will not be alone.” I sipped my wine.  “I have another thought.  James is going tomorrow to Forcett to take over his manor.  Perhaps you and I should go with him. Who knows, if there are retainers who still serve there, then they might have information about Sir Richard de Vernon. We could come back through Barnard. Sir Hugh knows the Scots.” 
 
    My son nodded, “And the ride will tell the whole of the north that the Warlord has returned. A good idea. Why not send Masood with Aiden?” 
 
    Masood was an excellent scout but he looked foreign, while my three men could pass as horse traders, Masood could not. I gave my reasons and then said, “Besides he can keep watch in the woods around the manor. Who knows how many more enemies are close to hand?” 
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 Chapter 10 
 
    Aiden and his men were more than happy to scout to the north. “We were getting stale here, lord. We will find this William of Scotland and the Norman knight. It might take some time.” 
 
    “Just so long as you find them and stay safe then I will be happy! Use, as your cover, that you are buying horses.  We need some and I have gold.” 
 
    “Scottish horses are poor, my lord.” 
 
    “But there will be knights’ horses and even if they do not sell them to you then you will be able to gather information.” 
 
    Aiden chuckled, “Lord, I have missed your cunning!” He suddenly realised that he had insulted my son, “No offence my lord.” 
 
    William laughed, “None taken for you are right! I have missed it too.” 
 
    I gave Aiden coin to buy horses. He and his men did not look like warriors.  They wore decent cloaks and boots. They looked like horse traders. I took my new men at arms and archers with us. It would help them to get to know my land and help us to regain our legs. Seven days on a small ship always affected me. James was delighted to have such an escort and as my son brought ten of his men at arms we were a force to be reckoned with. Padraig rode with Alf son of Morgan, my son’s squire and Samuel. They chatted easily.  Soon the three of them would be thrown even closer together. 
 
    Sir Philip rode out from his castle at Piercebridge to meet us. His castle had a fine view down the valley. As we rode towards Forcett I asked him what he knew of the manor. 
 
    “I never met this Sir Richard de Vernon.  Until you said his name I had no idea he was lord of the manor. To be honest, Warlord, he just used the manor as a money pot. The manor house is falling down and the church lost its priest years ago. Most of the parishioners use my church even though it is a long walk. Last winter was a bad one and many of them would have starved had I not fed them.  It is a good thing that Sir James has taken over the manor but he will need coin to make it the manor it was.” 
 
    James looked at me, “I do not mind, Warlord.” 
 
    “But you should.  I will provide funds.  We did well out of the ransoms we took in Brittany and Blois. There will be money coming from our siege at Chaumont. Fortify your hall and make sure that the people have enough food.” 
 
    When we passed the boundary of the manor I could see what Sir Philip meant. The huts were mean and ill kept. The people we saw looked thin and emaciated and this was harvest season when they should have had a glut. I turned to William, “We have a surplus?” 
 
    He nodded, “I will have the Steward send over some carts. This is unacceptable.” 
 
    The manor house was so decrepit that it was almost uninhabitable.  I caught sight of James’ face.  He was crestfallen.  Then I saw his shoulders rise. He looked around as we dismounted. The manor house was built on a flat piece of ground.  Close by was a slightly higher area.  A small stream trickled away.  He turned to me, “Warlord, what do you think of a new hall there?” He pointed.  “The stream could be turned to make a moat.  My men and I could live in the old hall until we completed the new one.” 
 
    I smiled. He had learned well. “It is a fine idea and I shall loan you some of our men when we return from Barnard.” 
 
    “You need not.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    A white bearded man came out of the hall.  He looked worried to see so many armed and mailed men and then he recognised the banner held by Padraig, “Earl, this is unexpected.” 
 
    I walked towards him. I saw that he was younger than his beard might suggest.  The running of the manor had aged him. “What is your name?” 
 
    “I am Ralph of Aldborough St. John, lord.” 
 
    “Well, Ralph, King Henry has stripped Sir Richard de Vernon of all of his lands.  Sir James is the new lord of the manor.” I gestured to James.   
 
    The steward dropped to one knee, “I am sorry, lord.  The hall is not what it should be.  If you wish to dismiss me then I will understand.” 
 
    James showed how much he had grown.  He raised the steward to his feet. “No, Ralph, we shall work together. Come, show me the hall.” He turned to me. “Thank you, Earl.  My men and I will deal with this now.” 
 
    “First I need some questions answering.” 
 
    James nodded, “Of course, lord.” 
 
    I said, “Ralph, did Sir Richard ever visit this manor?” 
 
    “Twice Warlord.  One was ten years since. He came to take the old lord’s horses and his mail.” 
 
    “And the other?” 
 
    “Six months’ or more since, lord.  He came with some Scotsmen. They took the money we had gathered for the Sheriff’s tax collectors and they took some of the animals.” He dropped his head.  “They also took two maids from one of the farms. We have not seen them since.” 
 
    Sir Philip looked shocked and said, “But why did you not say something to me.  I could have helped.” 
 
    He shook his head and pulled up his tunic.  Across his middle was a long angry scar. He had been slashed with a sharp-edged dagger. “His lordship did this and said he would be back in the spring for the next taxes.  He said that if I told anyone…” Shaking his head he said, “I am sorry lord, I have a wife and a daughter.” 
 
    James put his arm around the Steward, “You have no need to worry now, Ralph.  I am here. I have men at arms.” 
 
    “Lord, I do not doubt your intentions but Sir Richard had more than twenty men with him and there were thirty Scotsmen.” He shuddered, “They were wild men.” 
 
    I mounted my horse, “And the Warlord is back so that we shall have law again in the Tees Valley.  I have been away long enough.  My place is here. James, I will leave some of my men at arms here to help you build.  You will need all the help that you can get.” 
 
    “Thank you, lord.” 
 
    As we headed back to Piercebridge William said, “Now I feel guilty. My attention was on the north. I neglected these lands.” 
 
    “Then I am even more guilty for I allowed a warband of over fifty men cross the river and I was unaware of it!” 
 
    “Hindsight is always perfect, Sir Philip.  Let us learn from this.  We both know that the river can be forded up and downstream from your bridge. Use small patrols and ask your people to keep watch. I believe that they might have seen these men but if they were as ruthless as Ralph suggested then they would shut their doors and hope that the angel of death passed them by. If anyone is at fault it is I.  I have spent too long away. I remedy that mistake now.” 
 
    As we headed towards Sir Hugh’s castle William said, “We will not make it back to Stockton before night fall. I will send a messenger back.  It would not do to worry my family.” 
 
    We rode in silence after Ralph of Nottingham rode back to Stockton.  Each of us was lost in our thoughts. It was Samuel, inevitably, who broke the silence. “What happened to the two maids?” 
 
    I looked at William.  This was a question a father had to answer. “You are almost a man Samuel and you should know that there are some men, including those who are knights, who are base. These men treat women like objects.  They hurt them.” He looked back at me.  I knew his wife’s secret. “The two girls may still be alive but, if they are, then they will be hurt.  If we can we will rescue them and bring them home but I will not lie to you.  They may lie rotting in some ditch.” 
 
    I saw that, in Samuel’s eyes, the glory of being a knight was a little tarnished by his father’s words. Padraig had had a hard life in Ireland and he was a little older than my grandson. He offered consolation. “The human spirit is tough, Samuel.  Perhaps they live and retain a little hope in their hearts. So long as they believe that they can survive then they will.  Your grandfather is their hope. He does not give up.” 
 
    Hugh’s castle improved each time I saw it.  When he had first occupied it, many years earlier it had been a temporary measure to keep it from the hands of the Scots.  It had been Balliol’s castle. It was only when King Henry took the throne that he became secure.  He had made it stronger.  Embrasures now covered the fighting platform. There was a double gate at the main entrance. He had built buttresses along his towers’ bases. He would defy a siege longer than Chaumont had. 
 
    His sons were growing and I saw that they were both squires. One looked ready for knighthood.  That was good for we needed new blood. I had decided to leave ten of my men with James and so we were fewer when we reached the castle.  It would make accommodation easier. 
 
    After greeting his family Sir Hugh took us, our squires and his sons to his Great Hall. “It is good to see you, Warlord, but I know that when you visit me it is not just to pass the time of day.  There is something on your mind.” 
 
    I smiled, “You are right but I can see that your son Ralph is now a man grown and looks to be ready for knighthood.  What say you Ralph?  Are you ready?” 
 
    “I am lord, that is I hope that I am.” 
 
    Sir Hugh looked gratefully at me, “You have been absent lord and Sir William has, oft times, been guarding the north….” 
 
    “It is my fault. We are holding a feast for my knights at Stockton two days hence.  That gives you time for a vigil and to prepare your spurs.  We shall knight you then.” 
 
    My son said, “And, Sir Hugh, when Robert is ready for knighthood do not wait until my wandering father returns from his travels. My castle is but a day away.” 
 
    “I will lord.” 
 
    “And now to business.  You are right Hugh. I have been sent back to England by King Henry with a task to perform. A traitor, Sir Richard de Vernon, has fled Normandy and is in Scotland.  From the information we have he may well be helping King Malcolm’s younger brother William. I intend to seek him out and punish him.  What do you know of King Malcolm’s condition?” 
 
    “As you know, lord, we have been here on the border for some time. Many of the ordinary Scots, not the lords, regard us not as enemies but as friends.  In the harsh winter we recently endured it was my wife, Anne, who went forth with alms for the poor and the needy. There are no castles close by and the lords of the manors are absent.  Consequently, when they come to my market they talk. The King is dying.  He is at Jedburgh and the monks there are caring for him. The healers cannot understand his illness.  As he fell ill in Doncaster his brother is spreading the word that he was poisoned by the English. It fuels the bad feeling further north for King Malcolm is well thought of.” 
 
    My son said, “That makes sense. And it might have been a Norman who poisoned him.” 
 
    I turned, “A Norman?” 
 
    “This was last year when de Vernon was coming back from Normandy.  We know from his Steward that he was in England at the same time and that he came from the south. I am speculating but does this not reek to you of a French plot? King Malcolm swore fealty to King Henry.  That means the Scots cannot go to war with us so long as he is on the throne.  His brother, William, hates Normans.” He shrugged.  “It makes sense to me.”  
 
    “No, you are right and I can now see it too.  That makes it even more urgent that we find Vernon and his protégé, William.” 
 
    Sir Hugh said, “I have heard nothing of this Norman but William is at Dùn Èideann. It is the centre of Scottish power.” 
 
    “Then I would have you keep a good watch here on the border.  I will not use your men.  With my men heading north you are needed to protect the valley.” 
 
    Ralph said, “But I could go with you, could I not, lord?” 
 
    I looked at Hugh who nodded, “Of course. It might be good for you to ride with my knights.” 
 
    He looked delighted while his brother, Robert, looked disappointed. All squires wished to be where there was action. A brave deed could result in a knighthood on the battlefield. 
 
    We headed back at dawn for Stockton. The land to the north of us, while ostensibly England was a debatable land. The border ran from Carlisle, north east, to Norham. William was thoughtful as we headed back.  “Sir Hugh’s words made me realise that I have been remiss.  I have only knighted Sir Harold’s son, Richard. It should be an annual ceremony. We are building here in the north and we need young knights who will follow on from those who have protected it up to now.” 
 
    “You have done what was asked of you.  This is an omission at best. But you are right.  Those young knights who were my squires now have sons of their own.” Harold had seen more than fifty summers; John and Leofric almost that many.  Gilles, Tristan, Philip, all were men with families almost grown.  “And how is Wulfric?  How is my bear?” 
 
    “He is getting old.” My son looked hesitantly at me. “He looks older than you, father and yet I know he is younger. He drinks and eats well.  It shows.” 
 
    That hit me hard. Dick was almost my age and yet he still looked hale and hearty. He looked after himself.  He seemed to dedicate himself to archery.  Wulfric had neither wife nor companion. He lived in his manor and did as he pleased. 
 
    We were approaching Sadberge when Samuel spied something. He pointed, “Father, over there, just off the trail there are circling crows and magpies.” 
 
    Padraig laughed, “There are always crows and magpies. It means nothing.” 
 
    I shook my head, “My grandson is right.  It is unusual.  The two birds do not flock together unless…” 
 
    My son finished my sentence, “Unless they feast on something.” He drew his sword and I drew mine.  Our men were immediately on the alert.  The ground rose steadily towards the small village.  In Saxon times it had been more important than Stockton but the lack of castle and hall, allied to the Scottish raids meant that fewer people lived there.  
 
    Now that we had seen there was something unusual we looked for signs and we saw them.  There had been an orchard of sorts in times past.  The farm which had been used as a hideout had fallen into disrepair.  A horse and rider, perhaps two, had ridden through the trees. There were more windfalls between two of them. The hoofprints could be clearly seen heading for the flocking carrion. When we reached them, they took off in a screaming feather filled flight.  I saw rats running for cover too. There was a body. 
 
    “Spread out and look for others.” 
 
    I dismounted, and walked across to the body which was face down.  When I turned it over I saw that it was Ralph of Nottingham. He had been killed and then disfigured.  
 
    “What treachery is this?” 
 
    John of Chester shouted, “Sir William, look here!” 
 
    We rushed over. John of Chester was eighty paces from us.  I saw, as we ran, that there was a great deal of dried blood on the grass and the leaves of the trees. John of Chester was standing over a body.  From his garb and his hair, he was a Scot.  He had been wounded and crawled here to die. 
 
    John of Chester pointed, “I think that others were wounded too. See the hoofprints of the horse are deeper than they were.  It is carrying double. And the horse belonged to Ralph of Nottingham.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “He marked his hooves.  See,” he pointed and we could see that there was a distinctive mark.  It looked to be on the right foreleg. “We all mark our own. If we are captured it makes us easier to track.” He suddenly looked back at the body.  “That is Ralph of Nottingham?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    He kicked the body in the head, “Bastard Scots!” 
 
    “We take Ralph’s body back.  Search the Scot and see if there are any clues to his identity.” 
 
    “You think he might be one of the Scots with de Vernon?” 
 
    “He could be.” We started to walk back to our horses.  “This could be a coincidence.  If the Scots had a bad winter last year then there might be some brigands around here. On the other hand, if this is one of the men with Vernon then it is more sinister.” 
 
    As we mounted John of Chester said, “He had nothing with him.  They strippedthe body anything of value, including his boots.” 
 
    The lack of a message from me had set my town and castle into a state of panic. There was relief when we arrived.  Once the garrison heard of the death there was an outcry.  Ralph was very popular. With my three scouts in the north we would have to search for enemies ourselves. Harold of Hartburn, Wulfric of Thornaby and Tristan of Yarm were the nearest knights to Stockton and I sent two riders to each to ask them to search their lands for Scots or Brigands. That left Norton, Thorpe, and Wulfestun. I sent Richard of Stockton to Norton, my son William to Wulfestun and I went with Dick and his archers to Thorpe. There were forests which stretched almost from Hartness in the east to Coatham in the west.  Harold would be searching from the Tees to his own manor. I thought it unlikely that any Scot or brigand would take shelter south of the river.  Yarm and Thornaby were unlikely hiding places.  Thorpe, on the other hand had often been riddled with bandits.  We had scoured it many times. 
 
    Most of my men at arms were with Sir James but I still had eight I could take and with twelve of Dick’s archers I was confident that we could rid my land of any bandits. As we headed north, up the Durham Road, I hoped that it was bandits or brigands.  If this was a band of men sent by the Scots then it was much more worrying. We rode without helmets.  We needed to see and to hear. We spoke with the farmers we passed.  They confirmed that they had seen tracks on the ground.  The recent rains clearly showed them.  They also reported the odd sheep being taken.  That was more worrying.  If this was bandits then they would take more than one or two. They would have stolen the flock. It sounded like someone was watching us. 
 
    The forest through which we rode was riddled with streams, small valleys and hidden dells. My archers dismounted and their horses were led by my men at arms.  With nocked arrows they examined the ground. Tomas ap Tomas found the sign. It was a hoof print. He waved us over. I dismounted and saw that the horse was Ralph of Nottingham’s. We had found them. Dick looked at the trail.  He used signs to tell his men what to do.  This was his sort of war. He would find these men.  He held his finger up to test the wind and nodded.  It would take our enemies’ smell to us. The archers simply disappeared. Dick smiled and pointed north west.  He too disappeared. I waved a hand and my men spread out to the left and right of me. 
 
    The ground was falling away.  We walked through dark patches which seemed more the underworld than a forest and then were almost blinded as we rode into clearings. After half a mile or so Henry Warbow rose like a wraith and pointed north. The trail had changed direction. I drew my sword and waved it around my head.  My men all drew their swords. Henry Warbow disappeared. 
 
    After a few hundred yards more, I smelled smoke.  Others had even keener senses than I did.  We peered into the gloom of the trees. We kept moving forward.  We could not do so completely silently. Some of my men were leading four horses but the noise would be hard to detect.  This would be especially true if they were in a camp and talking.  We were now more than three miles from where we had picked up their trail.  They would be confident that no one would be looking for them. 
 
    Then I saw the flash of white.  It was flesh. We did not charge towards the camp.  We rode steadily and slowly.  My men dropped the reins of the archers’ horses. They would not wander andmy men would need their hands free to fight. We were actually within a hundred and twenty paces when we were seen. There was a cry of alarm and men ran for weapons.  I spurred Skuld and he leapt forward. The clearing was large enough for more men than we saw. One warrior hurled a spear at me. I pulled my shield around and it bounced off it.  To hit a horseman with a hand thrown spear was difficult. I brought my sword around with the flat of the blade and struck him hard on the side of the head.  I wanted a prisoner. He fell in a heap. Four others fell to my men at arms and the rest tried to flee. A flurry of arrows greeted them. 
 
    “I need a prisoner!” 
 
    It was too late.  My archers were trained to kill and kill they did. I wheeled Skuld around and headed for the one I had struck with the flat of my sword.  He was still unconscious. 
 
     “Find me one who is wounded! Search the dead for clues.” 
 
    Padraig shouted, “I have found Ralph of Nottingham’s horse.” 
 
    That meant we had found the ambushers of my man at arms. However, I still did not know their purpose. Dick came over to me, “I think that they were just brigands lord but they have been warriors. Three of them had surcoats. It looks like a red line with a forked tail on a yellow background although they are so faded it is hard to tell the colours.” 
 
    “Have you seen one like that before?” 
 
    “No, lord.” 
 
    I turned, “Any prisoners?” 
 
    “Just the one you clouted, lord. He looks in a bad way.  His skull is creased.” 
 
    I knelt next to him and poured some water in his mouth. His eyes opened but he saw nothing. “Who is that?  I am blind! Who is there?  Is it you Calum?  Have the bastards gone?” 
 
    I nodded to Padraig.  He had the nearest to a Scottish voice.  He said, “No, it is not.  You are hurt bad, friend.” 
 
    “Aye, give me the warrior’s death. Who else lives?” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “Then take the Englishman’s horse and ride to our master and the Norman at…” His eyes were open but he was dead. My blow had been too hard and I cursed myself. 
 
    “Well done Padraig. I am guessing that their master is William.  I will ask Sir Hugh about this William’s standard.  But we still do not know where they are.” 
 
    Dick said, “Fear not, lord, if anyone can find out it is Aiden and his men.” 
 
    We buried the bodies and took the horse back.  We only buried the bodies to stop the locals being plagued by carrion. As we rode back I thought of what we had seen.  Only three wore surcoats and they were faded. This Scotsman and  his Norman master were clever. They were disguising their men as brigands to allay suspicion.  They had failed.  The fact that they had been so devious led me to devise an equally devious plan. 
 
    When my knights arrived for the feast, they brought their families. I had, unconsciously, created a rare gathering. The daughters of my knights mixed with the squires and young knights. The blossom of romance could be felt in the room.  I saw matrons looking at the young squires who tried to impress their daughters. This was not the world of King Henry where five and six-year olds were not only betrothed, but, in some cases, actually married. This was the real world where the young had choices.  Of course, the young men would have to face the fathers but all had been knights together and I knew that any marriages which resulted would be joyous. The squires would have to wait until they were knighted. Young Sir Ralph, following his knighthood and Sir James were seen as prizes.  Sir James, especially, was the source of much attention.  He had a manor! He had coin! 
 
    While the lower end of my hall was filled with giggling and flirtatious laughter the top end saw my most senior knights talking earnestly with me.  
 
    “Aye, Warlord.  The design you describe is William’s. He has a line with a forked tail on just such a background. But from what I have heard he is not clever enough to come up with such a cunning plan.” 
 
    “But de Vernon is!” 
 
    Wulfric coughed.  He did not look well.  “It is simple enough Warlord.  We take our knights, men at arms and archers, we ride north and we kill this Scot and his Norman dog! We have done so before.” 
 
    I smiled.  Wulfric was an old warhorse.  He was as brave as they came but his approach to everything was to go at it head on.  “We have peace now. The men we killed were masquerading as bandits.” I looked around the table.  “But we will have to fight the Scots. From what Sir Hugh has told me this William is the next king. He wants Northumbria back and we will have to fight him.  The men of Northumbria are not strong enough to do it alone.  Build up your forces. Even if the King of Scotland dies before Christmas there will be no war until next year at the earliest. I am going to write to the King in Normandy and tell him what we have learned.  He expects me back soon.  That is now impossible.” I saw smiles and grins from those around the table. 
 
    “And what do you plan to do lord?” 
 
    Sir Harold had been my first squire.  He and Dick had served me longer than any.  I think that gave them an insight into me and my ways. 
 
    I had begun to think of this plan when I had been heading north from Forcett.  All that had happened had merely confirmed it in my mind. “I will take my son, Dick, along with twenty archers and twenty men at arms.  We will ride through the back roads to Jedburgh.  I would speak with King Malcolm. He has land in England he owes fealty to King Henry.  Perhaps I can find reasonable men around him.  If this William and de Vernon are in Dùn Èideann then we might be able to sneak in unawares. Jedburgh is close to the border.” 
 
    “It is a risk lord.” 
 
    “Norham is but twenty-seven miles away. We know the land there well and we can reach that castle easily if there is trouble. This de Vernon is playing a dangerous game. He is using the Scots to do the work of the King of France.  We have to stop him.  Speaking with King Malcolm is just the first part. Once we know exactly where Richard de Vernon is then we take him.” 
 
    “Even if he is deep in Scotland?” 
 
    “Even if he is deep in Scotland.” I nodded and my men understood the threat that was Richard de Vernon. 
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 Chapter 11 
 
    My son and I chose the men we would take and prepared that which we would need.  We would not be taking servants. I intended taking ten spare horses. Two would take provisions. My son and I decided that we would come back using a direct route for we needed to speak with the Bishop of Durham. We were just selecting the horses when Aiden and his men rode in.  They were leading a string of ten horses. 
 
    I laughed, “You took your role seriously then?” 
 
    Aiden shrugged, “It kept us safe. We found your man, this Norman, de Vernon. He is with a bull of a Scottish lord called William Strong Arm. They are at a place called Tranent. It is not far from Dùn Èideann.  He has fifteen Normans and English with him.  This William Strong Arm has more than a hundred warriors.  There were only fifteen or so knights.  The rest look to be little more than brigands.” 
 
    “And what did you hear of the Scottish King?” 
 
    “That he will not see another summer.  He is doomed to die.” 
 
    The rumours we had heard were all true and I had to put my plan into place quickly. “Thank you, Aiden. We will be gone a month.” 
 
    “Do you need me, lord?” 
 
    “For what we have planned, no. Keep a good watch on the manor, there may be enemies close to hand. They killed Ralph of Nottingham.” 
 
    “Fear not. We will find any who dare to come within smelling distance of my nose.” 
 
    We left at dawn.  By heading through Fissebourne I was keeping away from prying eyes.  Sir John was my lord of the manor at this most northern of my manors. His men rode the roads ahead of us so that we made our second camp at Matefen. We chose it deliberately. Hugh of Hexham had been one of my knights.  Betrayed and killed most of his men had perished.  The ones who remained had settled at Matefen. They hunted in the land north of the old Roman Wall.  Cedric and Oswald would make us welcome and, more importantly, safe from prying eyes. From there we would have just forty miles to go. The forty miles would be across some of the most inhospitable land in the whole country but there would be no castles and no knights. If we could reach Matefen unseen then my plan had a chance of success. 
 
    Sir John had been a squire with me along with Leofric.  The difference was that John had never left England. That meant he knew the highways and backways as well as any man. We arrived in the early afternoon and he led us out before dawn. He had men riding the main roads while we went along tracks which had been used before the Romans had come.  By dawn we were well north of his manor and he turned to leave us. 
 
    “We will be coming back through Durham.  Have your men patrol the land close to the Bishop’s domain.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” 
 
    Fissebourne was, technically, in the Palatinate but as the Bishop had been about to give to an enemy of King Henry I had intervened.  The Bishop had done nothing about it but I was the second most powerful man in the land and even the mighty churchman would not gainsay me.  Once we headed north we were no longer in my land.  We were in the land of the Prince Bishop. We would be seen for there were bridges over the largest rivers north of the Tees. Even the fords had villages and castles close by. Our hope was that they would not have either Scots or the men who followed Sir Richard de Vernon. We had a long ride.  Our largest and heaviest men had to change horses.   
 
    We now relied entirely on Dick and his archers.  My oldest warrior still put himself in the greatest danger for he led, along with Aelric another experienced archer.  They did not have the youngest eyes and ears but they had the most experienced ones. 
 
    Tomas ap Tomas came riding back to us just before we crossed the river the Romans had called the Vedra and the locals called the Wear.  “Lord there are knights at the ford.” 
 
    We had been riding for some hours and were due for a halt. We could also have been seen, many times. “Tell Dick that we will try to cross peacefully but he should be ready for war.” 
 
    “Aye, Warlord, but he is always ready for war!” 
 
    Alf son of Morgan said to my son, “Lord, do we arm for battle?” 
 
    We were riding with shields and helmets hung from our cantles.  Our spears were on sumpters.  Our heads were not even protected by arming caps and ventails.  Our coifs hung over the backs of our necks. William looked at me and I shook my head. “No, but we will be ready to draw swords if the Warlord gives the command.” 
 
    I explained, “If this was our enemy they would not bar our way they would ambush us. If I was to hazard a guess then I would say that the Bishop knows our route.” 
 
    “But how? Sir John brought us well to the west of Durham.” 
 
    I told my son that which he did not wish to hear.  “Then there may be a spy of the Bishop in Stockton.” 
 
    He looked disappointed rather than surprised. He nodded his head. “And they must have access to a horse.” 
 
    “More than that, it is someone with access to the castle. The town did not know of our journey.  Only those within the castle knew our route.” 
 
    He smiled, “You knew that there might be a spy and used this journey as a means to flush them out.” 
 
    “Let us say that I suspected there would be one. There was one in Rouen and it cost us dear.  I would not have our family put at risk.  When we return we find him.  My experience of high ranking churchmen is that they bear grudges and know how to suborn men. This interruption does not harm us. However, the Bishop has links with France.  Sir Richard de Vernon may not be his only agent.” 
 
    When we reached the river Dick and his archers were, ostensibly, feeding and watering their horses.  However, I saw that they had strung their bows and their weapons lay within each reach on their cantles. Across the ford were six knights and twelve men at arms. If there was danger then there would be others who would be hidden. I rode Skuld and I let her ride to the middle.  I released the reins to allow her to drink. I did not recognise the shields of the knights. The Palatinate had many knights.  
 
    I took my ale skin from my cantle and drank.  After replacing the stopper, I said, “What is your name, sir knight?” 
 
    The knights had arming caps and their ventails hung loose.  I saw that the leader was a young man. He said, in a surly manner, “I might ask you that since you ride in the Palatinate and you have not sought permission to do so from the Bishop.” 
 
    I nodded, “You must be new to this land.” His eyes narrowed. I tapped my shield, “I say that for you do not recognise my device.  It is well known not only in the Palatinate but also in the north of England. I admit it has been absent for some time as I have been on the King’s business. I do not need to give my name for this shield tells you that I am Alfraed, Earl Marshal of England and Warlord.  I do not need to seek permission from the Bishop.  Now, impudent young cockerel, tell me your name before my archers sent twenty arrows to rid me of this obstruction.” 
 
    He looked up and his eyes widened.  I did not need to look behind me to know that Dick and my archers had levelled their bows. “I am Guiscard de Lyonesse and I am one of the Bishop’s household knights. He sent us here for he heard that riders were abroad and he feared they might be Scots.  I am sorry if I caused you offence, Earl Marshal.” 
 
    I smiled, “I am hard to offend and you would have known if you had done so for you would lie dead in the river. Lyonesse, you are French?” 
 
    He looked nervous, “My father was French but my mother was the great niece of King Stephen.” 
 
    “Then your poor manners are understandable. Now remove your men and tell the Bishop that, when time allows, I will visit Durham and I will take him to task.” 
 
    “Yes lord!” He wheeled his horse around and galloped off.  
 
    I turned and said, “Dick!” 
 
    “Aye lord. Grant and Robert son of Alan, follow discreetly and make sure that the young Frenchman does as he was ordered.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” 
 
    We continued north. I planned on crossing the Tyne not at the New Castle but further upstream. There was an old Roman bridge close to Chollerford. The nearest castle was Hexham.  The knight there was Sir Robert of Hexham and although I trusted him he was old and he did not have a large garrison.  Morthpath had a reliable lord and a larger garrison but it was closer to the Scots and I wanted our arrival at Jedburgh to be secret. 
 
    My son asked, “Why would the Bishop have a French knight as one of his household knights?” 
 
    “He is protecting himself. I have no doubt that he knows as much as we do of William and de Vernon. Did you not hear the claim the knight made?  His mother is related to the Usurper.  The Bishop plays a dangerous game. He has this knight whom he can use to travel back to France.  It would arouse no suspicion.  He has a conduit to Louis.” 
 
    William said, “What can we do about de Puiset? He is becoming more than an irritant!” 
 
    “Let him know that we know his game and inform King Henry.” 
 
    Grant and Robert returned as we neared the Tyne. “They headed back to Durham, lord. They also picked up another twenty knights and men at arms just a mile from where we waited.” 
 
    William said, “Then it was an ambush.” 
 
    “It also tells us that their spy in Stockton did not know that I would be with you nor who would be the men in this group. It is someone who comes into your castle but not your hall.” 
 
    William nodded, “Then that limits the possibilities.  I had worried, when first you mentioned it that it might be one of my men at arms or archers.” 
 
    “No, this will be someone who lives in the burgh. We have time to think of that once we have met with the King.” 
 
    When we reached Matefen it was almost dark and the five or six huts looked deserted. The fire burning in the centre told us that they were not. There had been people here recently. We dismounted and unsaddled our horses.  There was a well and my men went to get some water.  I saw Padraig, Samuel and Alf looking worried. Dick said, “Cedric and Oswald are just being careful.  They heard a large number of warriors approaching.  They will know who we are but they will be making certain that we are alone.  They have survived this close to enemies by being cautious.” 
 
    Sure enough a few moments later and people emerged from the woods. Cedric and Oswald bowed.  Oswald spoke, “I am sorry, lord, for the discourtesy but we have had trouble of late.” He turned, “Woman, get some food on.  The Warlord will be hungry.” One of the wives hurried off to the pot we had seen on the fire in the middle of the huts. 
 
    I pointed to one of the sumpters. “There is a deer on one of the horses.  It was killed ten days since.  Butcher it and it will feed us all.  We would not take what little food you have with winter approaching.  And then tell us about this trouble.” 
 
    The huts were too small to accommodate us and so they led us to the fire where my men dragged logs for us to use as seats around the cooking pot. 
 
    “A few months back a warband came through. As you know, lord, we are cautious and we hid.  They ransacked the village and took what little we had.  Luckily it was spring and we had yet to harvest the early crops.” 
 
    “Who were they?” 
 
    “That is what is strange.  They were a mixture of Normans and Scots.  There were Scottish knights and Norman knights but they had not a shred of nobility about them. They had half a dozen girls with them and they abused them.  It was pitiful to watch and do nothing but we would have been slaughtered had we intervened.” 
 
    “You did right and, although it may seem heartless, I am pleased that the girls are alive for we can still affect a rescue.” 
 
    “Is that why you have come, to help the girls?” 
 
    “We have another purpose but we will attempt a rescue.” I took out a bag of coins. They were a mixture of English, Scottish and French. “Here, I assume you have a market you can use?” 
 
    “Thank you, Warlord but we need not charity.” 
 
    “It is not charity.  Tonight, we have somewhere to rest.  Regard it as payment for lodgings.” 
 
    “These rude huts are lodgings?” 
 
    “Oswald, you have campaigned and know that we have often slept out in the rain and snow.  These are lodgings and we are grateful.” 
 
    The next morning as we headed north through the mixture of moorland and forest I told my men my plans.  “All of you will wait on the English side of the river which marks the border. My son and I will go with our squires.” 
 
    John of Chester said, “A bad idea, my lord.  The Scots are not to be trusted.” 
 
    I smiled, “It is not open for debate but I would agree that, in most cases, they cannot be trusted. This King Malcolm is different. When he gave his word to return Northumbria and Carlisle to us he kept it.  He has, as far as I know, never lied to either myself or the King.  I will not cross with a conroi.  It might be considered to have broken the peace. Many men died to achieve that peace. He is in an Abbey. We will be safe.  What I need you to do Dick, is find us a way south to Durham. There is a valley called the Law.  It is twisting and it is steep it might do.” 
 
    Samuel asked, “How do you know?  Have you ridden it?” 
 
    “No, last night I spoke with Oswald and he told me of it.  The forests there, in late summer are filled with flying insects which bite but at this time of year the cold has killed them. Scout it out Dick.” 
 
    “Aye lord.”  
 
    When we reached the Tweed, my men made camp and the five of us crossed the river which marked the boundary between the two countries. Jedburgh was close to the border.  I think that when King David had had it built he thought it would stop the Normans from encroaching further.  He was wrong.  
 
    A small settlement had grown up around the abbey. This appeared to be especially true due to the presence of the King. Padraig carried my banner and Samuel, his father’s. We wore no helmets and our arming hoods and ventails hung down.  We had bare heads and none of us had either mail gauntlets or mitts. We were travelling in peace.  Even so ten knights and their men at arms galloped towards us as we rode towards the abbey. 
 
    They reined in before us.  They were armed and wore helmets but their hands were not upon their weapons. The leader said, “I am Mormaer Robert Dalkeith.  I protect the King.  What brings you here Earl?  This could be construed as an act of war.” 
 
    I smiled, “We come with open hands and bare headed.  How is that warlike? We come because I have learned, only recently, that the King has been taken ill.  His liege lord, King Henry would be concerned if he knew.  He knighted the King. I come to see how he is so that I may send a true report back to my King rather than the rumours of poison which abound.” 
 
    The knight looked surprised.  Some of his knights had scowled at my use of ‘liege lord’ but the mormaer did not. He nodded, “Then I will take you to him but he is not a well man and I fear he will not see the summer.  It is a shame for he is young.” 
 
    Leaving our horses with our squires my son and I entered the abbey. They had a hospital there.  I detected it as we were led there by a monk and the mormaer.  There was a smell of herbs and flowers. Two guards stood at the door.  The mormaer said, “Before you enter you must leave your weapons here with these guards.” 
 
    “Even though I give my word that we mean him no harm?” 
 
    “I know, well, that you are a man of your word but there are, as you say, rumours of assassination. I swear that you will come to no harm and that your weapons will be safe.” 
 
    We handed over our swords and daggers. The door swung open and we saw the King.  He was sat up in a large bed and supported by many pillows.  Monks fussed around him. There were two men who looked like nobles.  They had papers in their hands.  They looked up as we entered.  I saw that the King appeared to have shrunk.  He looked to be as old as me and not just twenty-four. 
 
    He forced a smile, “Warlord I would say that this is unexpected but I have yet to meet any man who can predict what you will do.” 
 
    I went to the bed and knelt, “I came, Your Majesty, for I heard you were ill.  The last I heard you had returned from serving with the King in Toulouse.  To see you thus stricken is both baffling and upsetting.” 
 
    One of the nobles spoke.  I recognised him as James the Steward of Scotland.  His voice had a sneering quality. “Since when would the wolf of the north be upset at a stricken Scottish King.  You have tried to kill two in your time to my knowledge.” 
 
    I rose, “But never King Malcolm. I believe that the King is honest and the best King which Scotland has had for some years. You know I am never foresworn.  If I say I am upset then it is true.” 
 
    The prior was there, “Gentlemen this is a place of God and a place of healing.” 
 
    I nodded, “I am worried, Your Majesty, because I heard rumours that you were poisoned in Doncaster.  If this is true then I will ride there and find the culprit.” 
 
    “It is true that I was taken ill there but I do not think it was poison.  I would have died before now. Besides the two Templars who were with us were taken ill at the same time. I believe it was bad food.  This illness came as we travelled north. I do not believe it was poison.” 
 
    “Do you mind me asking who these Templars were? I was in the Holy Land and served alongside some of them.  If they are in England I would like to speak with them.” My son was clever.  All knew he had been a Crusader. The question seemed innocent. 
 
    “One was Raymond de Gisors and the other Gilles of Clairvaux.  They were heading north to buy grain and horses for their castles in Outremer.” 
 
    William said, “I did not know them.” 
 
    “There is something else, Your Majesty, and it pains me to ask it. However, I am the Warlord of the North and what happens in Scotland is of great interest to me. There are rumours that your brother, William, will be the next King.  It is known that he wishes to take back Northumbria. As I recall you had to intervene to make certain that the terms of the peace were kept.” 
 
    He smiled but it was a pained smile, “Yes, Earl, I will be dead before the end of the year.  The healers here try what they can but my body grows weaker by the day.” He gestured to the papers on the bed. “I am attempting to make the land as secure as I can before I go to meet my maker. William will be the next King for there is no other. He is unlike me.  I wanted to be a knight for I liked the ideal.  My brother sees himself as another Alexander the Great or Caesar.  He would lead armies to victory. However, my Steward and the King’s Council will make certain that the terms of the treaty are kept.  You have my word.” 
 
    I looked at James the Steward and the two other knights in the room. The Steward said, “We will honour the King’s wishes.  So long as the peace is kept then Northumbria is safe.  The King’s brother has to obey our laws.” 
 
    The words did not comfort me for he had said, ‘So long as the peace is kept then Northumbria is safe.’ Sir Richard de Vernon would ensure that the peace was not kept! 
 
    I smiled, “Then I am comforted.  When I return to England I will ask the Bishop of Durham and the Archbishop of York to order prayers to be said for you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Thank you, Earl.  That is kind.”  
 
    “I will take my leave for I know that our presence here irritates many of your knights. There has been enough blood shed.” 
 
    The King said, “You know that I wanted to be like you. You defeated my grandfather and my father yet you were always the true knight. I found it hard to reconcile that the man I admired most in the whole world was the enemy of my country.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty.  I believe that had time allowed you would have been the greatest Scottish knight.” 
 
    As the mormaer led us out to our horses he said, “That was kind of you to say lord. He does look up to you.” 
 
    “I meant it.  I got to know the young king and I saw potential.  When he made the peace, it was a wise one. You could never have won a war against us.” 
 
    He was going to argue and then I saw him smile, “You are right although it grieves me to admit it.  Our problem is the wild men of the north whom we have to battle.  If they fought alongside us then we would have Northumbria back in our hands.” 
 
    “That will never happen… not in my lifetime.” 
 
    He lowered his voice, “A word of caution, Earl. William has surrounded himself with those who wish harm to you and your people. Once the King… well afterwards despite what was said in there, William will break the peace and he and those who support him will use any tactics that they can.” 
 
    “Thank you for your honesty. It confirms what I have heard.” 
 
    We mounted and our three squires were keen to know what had ensued. We left the abbey. William had heard the words of the mormaer.  “We need to bring this Norman and the Templars to justice.” 
 
    I nodded, “Yes, my son.  I fear that despite what was said by the King he was poisoned in some way.” 
 
    William said, “I am certain of it.  In the east they have many potions and poisons.  Some are insidious and can take up to a year to work.  Others might kill within a month.  If there were Templars involved then they would know of such potions. They could easily have given themselves a mild drug to make them ill and allay suspicion.” 
 
    “But, so long as William and de Vernon remain north of the border we can do nothing and they know it. All that we can do is to be vigilant and ensure that those who live closer to the border are prepared for drastic and dramatic movements once King Malcolm dies. Our visit with the Bishop is even more urgent.” 
 
    Suddenly Alf, son of Morgan said, “Lord four riders are heading north! They left the abbey.” 
 
    “No doubt they will be taking word to William and his Norman and Templar confederates that the Warlord is close. We will not have an easy journey home.  I hope that Dick has found this valley to make our life easier.” 
 
    We crossed the river again.  The days were getting shorter and we would have to spend a night in a camp. We saw the smoke rising from our camp fire. The faces of our sentries should have given us warning but it did not. As we rode into the camp we saw two cloak covered bodies. Aelric came up to us and he was distraught, “Earl, Captain Dick and Grant are dead. They were ambushed in the forest.  Henry Warbow, Tomas ap Tomas and the others slew their attackers but it was too late for the Captain and for Grant.” 
 
    My oldest and most loyal warrior was dead. 
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 Chapter 12 
 
    Henry Warbow and the others were almost too upset to speak. Dick had been as a father to them and had trained them.  As they told me what had happened it was obvious that all of them would have changed places with him. He was truly irreplaceable. It took some time but we pieced together what had happened.  He had been defeated by nature.  The wind had been from behind my men as they sought the valley. It had hidden the smell of the Scots who ambushed him.  As Dick and Grant had been at the fore they had been killed almost instantly by the arrows of the Scots.  That had saved the others who had been able to respond quickly and they had killed all eighteen attackers.  That alone showed how hard my men had fought. Had Dick been the main target?  He had a reputation as great archer and one of my most trusted lieutenants.  It was not the moment to suggest that they should have taken a prisoner. The Scots had been waiting and, perhaps, we were lucky for now we could prepare. 
 
    First however we had two comrades to bury.  There was no question of taking them back with us. And, as my archers pointed out, Dick had lived the early part of his life in a forest.  What better place to rest? 
 
    I could barely speak as we laid my two warriors in their graves. Grant had been with me a long time. He would be honoured to spend eternity with the greatest archer I had ever known. I let William speak the words over the double grave.  My eyes were clenched shut and I was speaking to my dead friend in my head. I would not risk trying to utter words. I could not trust myself to speak as a man. 
 
    When it was over my men brought out food.  I could not eat.  I would not eat.  William knew my mood better than any. He knew what the former outlaw meant to me.  He had grown up with Dick.  I had known him longer. Silence fell upon the camp and I roused myself. Dick deserved no less.  
 
    “The Scots were waiting for us?” 
 
    Tomas ap Tomas said, “The ambush was well planned. Their camp was close by.  If the wind had been from the south and not the north then the outcome would have been different.” 
 
    I shook my head, “Sometimes these things are meant to happen.” I stared into the fire.  “I think the ambush was just a precaution.  Had they known that I was close by then there would have been more men. Eighteen archers and bandits are too few to take mailed and armed men.” 
 
    My son said, “Those riders who left the abbey, they will know where we are.” 
 
    “But they will think that there are but five of us.  Their men are all dead and they will expect them to slow us down.  Dick’s sudden appearance, tragic though it is, might actually save us. Get what sleep you can.  We leave in two hours.” 
 
    I could not sleep. The death of Dick was in my head. My plan had worked and yet it had cost me something that was worth more than a crown. William came over to me.  “Dick spoke to me when you were in Ireland. He said that serving you had given him purpose in life.  He just regretted that he was not with you in Wales and Ireland. He felt guilty not being there to protect you.” 
 
    “I know but I should have been there to protect him! Now there is just Harold left from my first oathsworn. Wulfric was the next to join and he is not well.  Am I destined to lose all of my men and watch them die?” 
 
    “You are Warlord and you have been chosen.  You know that it is true.  Ralph of Bowness said much the same thing to me.  When you found the pommel stone left by your father that was a sign.” He pointed to Samuel who had managed to sleep.  “You live for your family.  You live for your valley and you live for your King. You are driven by duty.  If men die because of it then remember all chose to serve you.  Dick could have sat at home and raised animals. He kept serving long after he had to.” 
 
    William was correct. I had to snap out of the melancholy I had descended into. 
 
    Henry Warbow, Ralph of Wales and Tomas ap Tomas were among my best archers. They rode a mile behind us and were spread out in the blackness that was the forest. With Aelric and Will Green Leg at the fore we rode in a tight formation. I did not want us to get lost. We needed as little space between us as we could. 
 
    When we passed the site of the ambush we disturbed foxes and rats feasting on the Scots. When their comrades arrived, the bodies would be unrecognisable as men. In a perfect world we would reach Hexham by noon but I knew that was unlikely. The tiny hamlet of Bellingham would be our likely resting place. We rode hard. Dawn was breaking when we saw the trees thinning and we approached the valley of the North Tyne.  My men were weary and, when we came to the open clearing I decided to stop. We could not risk killing our horses.   
 
    As men grabbed a little food, fed and watered their horses, we waited for my three archers.  They took longer to arrive than I had expected. All three of them rode in and I was relieved. Henry Warbow said, “Warlord, we were delayed because the Scots are on our trail. We heard their noise when they discovered their dead comrades. We risked going back to identify numbers. There are eighty or so men. They are mounted on the small hill ponies the wild men of the north like so much. They are led by a Templar knight and three sergeants.  He was the only knight and they had the only horses. They were searching for signs of us around the ambush.” 
 
    I nodded, “The rest were little more than brigands?” 
 
    “If they served a lord then it was a long time ago. We have less than an hour before they are upon us.  They are riding hard.” 
 
    I looked around. We would not even reach Bellingham before we were caught. “Do any of you know the land around here?” 
 
    My Welshmen were in the dark but Tom the Fletcher said, “Aye, Warlord.  You are looking for an ambush site?” I nodded. “A few miles from Bellingham is a burn.  It is not wide and it is not deep but it cuts deeply into the ground. There is a small old bridge built long ago to help men cross. It would not take much to destroy it.  They could not charge us and there is a hedgerow and trees along the burn. The steep sides would slow them down.” 
 
    “Then that is where we will make our stand.  Tom, you lead.” 
 
    The day was cold and there were clouds which suggested rain or sleet later on.  That would not suit my archers. We would have no time to prepare the defences and build traps and pits.  We would have to rely on the eighteen archers who remained and the twenty-five of us who would fight with sword and shield. When we saw the bridge, I knew that Tom was right.  “Tear down the bridge.  Padraig, Samuel, Alf, take the horses four hundred paces down the trail and hobble them.  Return with the spare spears.” 
 
    They hurried off. I laid down my shield and helmet.  I would not need them yet. “Aelric, you are Captain of Archers now.” 
 
    “I am not fit to fill Dick’s boots lord.” 
 
    “Nonetheless you will.  We will place the men at arms and knights here by the burn.  I want the archers behind us. You will have to thin them out before they get to us.” I looked at him.  “I rely on you to make the right decision when to loose.” 
 
    “I will let neither you nor the Captain down, lord.”  
 
    I heard a splash as the timbers of the broken bridge fell into the burn.  The men at arms placed the larger pieces of the broken bridge before them as a barrier.  It was not much of a barrier but it would slow down our foes.  
 
    Our squires returned and, as I donned my helmet I heard William giving them instructions. “You three have a hard task today.  You are our reserves. You wait before the archers and behind us.  If a man falls then you take his place. If they threaten to break through then you deal with it. They will come for the Warlord and for me. We will have neither the time nor the vision to react. We shall see if you are ready to become knights one day.” 
 
    I smiled for he was really speaking with Samuel. I saw that the bridge was destroyed and my men were ready.  “Men at arms get the spare spears and embed them in the bank before us. We will give the Scots a sharp welcome!” 
 
     I took one and rammed the shaft into the soft soil so that it pointed away from me.  The elder branches hanging over the stream helped to disguise it.  I saw that the burn twisted and turned. We would not have a straight line to defend. Then the rain began to fall. I watched my archers unstring their bows and place the strings in the leather purses they used to protect them.  The bows could be strung quickly.  Rain was an archer’s enemy, 
 
    As we waited I turned to William.  He was just donning his helmet. “Why are the Templars involved, William? You know them better than any. I can see why they help the King of France for his land is rich.  Scotland is poor.” 
 
    “The Templars found great treasure in Jerusalem and it gave them power.  They now crave more power.  The order is no longer made up of men with religious ideals.  It has been populated by men who no longer wish to serve a King.  Whatever they do is sanctioned by the Pope. It gives them a free hand. True Scotland is a poor country.  However, the King is dying and that makes it a wealthy one. By helping William, they do two things: they help the King of France by drawing men from Normandy and they gain an ally who will grant them manors.  Those manors do not serve Scotland.  That which they produce helps the order. For the cost of one knight and three sergeants they gain a foothold in Scotland.” 
 
    We were interrupted by the sound of hooves along the trail.  The bushes and spindly trees not only masked us from the enemy they restricted our view. However, we could hear them.  The rain might hurt my archers when the battle commenced but it also aided us by making it harder for the enemy to see us. I turned and saw my archers string their bows.  They then held the weapons beneath their cloaks. The men who would be fighting us would be relatively ill equipped.  My men had cloaks which protected and hid them. I drew my sword and picked up my shield. 
 
    The Scots had scouts out. They obviously knew the area. When the scouts reached the wrecked bridge, they shouted to the knight. We could understand them. “They have wrecked the bridge!” 
 
    I heard a Norman voice, “Can we cross?” 
 
    “Yes lord, it is no more than a small burn.” 
 
    “Burn?” 
 
    “A stream.” 
 
    “Then get after them.  They cannot be far ahead.” 
 
    Roger of Bath and John of Chester were at the wrecked bridge. As the three scouts tried to jump the stream arrows plucked them from the bare backs of the ponies. Their dying shouts and cries warned the knight.  One of the ponies impaled itself on a spear and its legs thrashed and kicked as it died. 
 
    I heard the Norman voice, “Ambush! They are at the bridge.  Spread out and get them!” 
 
    I knew that the knight and his sergeant would hold back. They were too valuable to risk themselves.  Better that the wild men on the ponies try to get at us. Although the ponies were small they were stocky and broad. They clattered and crashed through the undergrowth.  As Aelric and his archers saw them they sent arrows towards them. Men and beasts fell and the Norman shouted, “Dismount! Fight on foot and use cover.” 
 
    Of course, they would now realise that there were more than five of us.  Perhaps the dead at the camp would have told them that too. The arrows told them we had archers but the unknown was an ally.  
 
    Now that they knew where we were they were more cautious. Riding a bare backed pony meant that they would not use their shields while they were riding.  Now they swung the small round shields before them.  My archers had a smaller target. The rain was coming down heavier and I knew that my archers’ bow strings would not be as taut. I peered through the misty rain.  The slits on my helmet restricted my view and I could discern nothing. I rammed my sword in the ground and took off my helmet. It was though the mist parted.  I could see more.  I had no sooner laid down my helmet and retrieved my sword when two Scots rose from the stream.  One had a curved sword and the other a war hammer. Crudely made it could deliver a bone breaking blow. 
 
    The spear before me prevented a direct attack and the two of them separated as they came towards me.  All down the line I heard the clash of metal on metal.  Arrows still flew. One almost hit me as it thudded into the shield of one of the Scots coming for me. I had a decision to make.  Delay helped the Scots. I turned to the one with the war hammer.  If he got close he could hurt me. As he scrambled up the bank I rammed the sword, tip first, into his face. He had no helmet. His shield came belatedly up and he merely directed the sword into his left eye. He fell back screaming. He was not dead but he was badly hurt. I felt a blow on my chausses as the one with the sword blindly tried to help his partner. I brought my shield down and pinned his sword to the ground with its tip.  I swung my sword overhand.  It caught on some of the spindly elder.  They slowed the blow as it broke them but it still had enough power to strike down and hit him on the top of his skull.  He fell into the burn. The blinded man was trying to get back up the other side.  An arrow in his back ended his attempt. 
 
    I had been successful but, as I looked around I saw that some of my men had not been so lucky. Padraig and Samuel were fighting to my left.  Two of my men at arms lay on the ground and there were four Scots who were trying to get at them. Even as I ran an arrow hit one of the Scots. Hearing me crash through towards them through the undergrowth one turned.  He lunged at me with a blade tied to a pole. I flicked it aside and swung my sword in a wide arc.  It bit into his neck. I did not stop but bundled into the back of another.  My weight and my shield knocked him to the ground. I pulled back my sword and skewered his neck. Samuel and Padraig ended the life of two more Scots as the last was hit by an arrow.   
 
    I looked down and saw that Harry Lightfoot and Peter Strongarm had both been wounded.  They lived for they tried to rise. Turning to the squires I said, “You two, take the wounded to the horses.  See to their wounds.” 
 
    “But what of you grandfather?” 
 
    Padraig snapped, “Do as you are commanded!” They dragged and pulled the two men to safety. 
 
    I heard the sound of hooves and, looking up, saw two of the Templar sergeants riding towards me. They rode palfreys.  Even as I looked arrows headed towards them but they had big shields and they knew their business. They took the arrows on their shields.  They leapt the burn.  The spindly hawthorn before me meant that they had to go to the left and right of me. Experience took over.  I instinctively turned to face the one whose lance was closest to me.  As I turned I lifted my shield.  The lance he held was punched towards me and I braced my left side.  At the same time, I lunged upwards with my sword. It slid over the sergeant’s cantle and his horse’s speed drove his body into it.  The lance and his horse threw me to the ground but my blade ripped through his mail, gambeson and into his middle. 
 
    I lay on my back and looked up as the second sergeant turned and rode his horse towards me. I was helpless.  Just them Alf son of Morgan ran up.  He had his shield across his back and he held his sword in two hands.  The sergeant was so intent upon striking me that he never saw the blow which hacked off his leg at the thigh.  As his body tumbled off to the side his dying hand gripped the reins and his horse tumbled into the burn.  As it did so it fell into two Scots who were attempting to take advantage of the Templars’ attack.  
 
    Alf put an arm out to help me to my feet, “Are you hurt, lord?” 
 
    “No, Alf son of Morgan and I owe you a life.” 
 
    My archers had realised that their bows were ineffective and had laid them down.  They now threw themselves at the Scots with their swords.  It was too much and the Scots broke off and fled. We had won. 
 
    “Get our wounded to the horses.  Roger of Bath see how many we slew. Aelric take two men and make sure that they have gone.” 
 
    I turned and saw that my son lived but we had lost men. Tom the Weaver’s son lay dead. Alan of Dale was also dead.  Others were wounded. As William took off his helmet I said, “Your squire earned his spurs this day.  I was dead but for him.” 
 
    William nodded, “And Samuel acquitted himself well this day. He showed that he is ready. You shall be knighted Alf son of Morgan.” 
 
    I pointed to the sergeant I had slain, “William search him.  See if you can find clues as to the name of the Templar knight.” I stepped into the burn and dragged the body of the sergeant from the water.  His horse stood not far away. “Alf, get the two horses.  They may have clues in their saddlebags.” The rain was easing slightly.  The blood was being washed from my mail. 
 
    Geoffrey FitzMaurice came over as I was examining the sergeant.  He had French coins and his Templar seal but nothing which identified him. Geoffrey said, “I know him, lord.” 
 
    “You do?  Did he serve de Gisors or de Clairvaux?” 
 
    “No lord.  His knight was Geoffrey of Antioch and he died of poisoned blood in Genoa.” 
 
    William came over.  He had the coins and seal from the other sergeant. “That explains much, father.  Most sergeants serve but one knight yet we have heard of three knights and each has three sergeants. I had worried that more knights were abroad in our land but this evidence is reassuring. There are two Templars in the land and they now have four sergeants.” 
 
    “And that is reassuring?” 
 
    He smiled, “It is when I had feared nine Templar knights.  They may be unscrupulous and treacherous but a Templar is a knight without fear and a mighty warrior. Two we might be able to handle.” 
 
    I looked up as Aelric returned, “Well?” 
 
    “They are fled. We caught up with three who were wounded.  In return for a warrior’s death they told us the name of the knight.  It is Gilles de Clairvaux.” 
 
    Roger of Bath returned, “We have counted forty bodies.  More than half had arrows in them.  Your archers did well Aelric.” 
 
    “Not well enough for some escaped.  We will do better next time.” 
 
    “And our losses?” 
 
    “Two dead, lord and eight with wounds.” 
 
    “The let us bury our dead and heal the wounded.  We have far to go this day. I would spend the night at the New Castle.”  
 
    The wounded were sent back to the horses with our squires.  We buried our two men at arms by the burn.  The wet ground made it easy. It was sad that this was so far away from their home but they were warriors. We all knew that death could come at any time and so long as our comrades remembered us then it mattered not where we lay. 
 
    Harry Lightfoot and Peter Strong Arm were the most seriously wounded. The others had cuts which could be stitched and healed. My two men at arms had suffered blows to the head. Their helmets and arming caps had taken most of the force but both were still a little groggy and Peter complained that he was having difficulty seeing. We assigned two men at arms to watch over them. We had spare horses and we made better time as we headed south past Bellingham. I sent Padraig ahead to warn the monks at Hexham that we would be arriving. The castle had not been rebuilt but the monastery still remained. Padraig told them we had wounded men. 
 
    The abbot had known Sir Hugh Manningham and was an old friend.  He had been but a monk then.  He took in our seven wounded men.  Aelric left a spare horse and two archers to escort them south when they were healed. Our diminished numbers made the New Castle just after dark.  The Sheriff, William de Vesci, was surprised to see us. While our men took care of the horses and our squires took our war gear to our rooms the Sheriff asked us what we had been about. 
 
    William de Vesci had been appointed Sheriff by Henry after we had retaken the castle from the Scots.  He was a reliable knight.  He had not known that I was back in England. The tale took some telling.  He had not even received news of the death of the Empress or the victory in Blois. When we told him of the Templars he blanched. 
 
    “I gave accommodation to two knights and their sergeants.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “Some two months since.” 
 
    “There was not a Norman with them was there?  Sir Richard de Vernon is a traitor.” 
 
    He shook his head, “Just the Templars. And you say they are come here to do harm?” I nodded.  “Then that explains much. After they had left three of my knights took ill.  Two died and one is recovering still.  We blamed the cook and I had him sent hence.  I fear now that it was poison.” 
 
    “We are in a state of war, Sheriff. This de Vernon, the Templars and William, brother of Malcolm, are all involved in a plot to recapture Northumbria and to bring insurrection to England.” 
 
    “Then I will place Northumbria on a war footing. Winter is coming and that is the time of the wolves. The Scots will not risk an attack during the winter.” 
 
    “You are right and the King of Scotland lives still.  So long as he is alive then we have hope.” 
 
    William de Vesci shook his head and gave a wry smile, “I never thought that I would pray for a Scottish King’s life.” 
 
    “Nor did I.  We leave on the morrow for Durham.  I would have words with Hugh de Puiset.” 
 
    “I confess that he is less than a friendly neighbour.  Why does King Henry not replace him?” 
 
    “That is easier said than done.  He has the backing of the Pope and until the Thomas Becket situation is remedied then the King’s hands are tied.” 
 
    The night in the castle gave both my men and our horses respite.  Good food, ale and a dry bed made all the difference.  After warning the garrison that we had men who would be traveling south from Hexham, we left. Once we crossed the Tyne we were in Durham and in the Palatinate. We rode as though in enemy land.  It would take a foolish and reckless knight to take on the Warlord and his son but I knew that some men might risk that.  We reached Durham without incident. 
 
    Our banners told the Bishop of our identity and he dared not risk my ire by delaying us.  We were admitted. Leaving our men and squires to gather information we sought audience with the Bishop. I noticed that he had more armed guards than in times past. I saw that he had a mailed man standing behind him. He was a bodyguard. He had the tanned face of a man who has spent time in hot and sunny climes. I glanced at his feet as we were seated and saw that he had no spurs.  The man was not a knight. I saw William scrutinising him.  
 
    “This is an unexpected visit Earl.” 
 
    I nodded. “I have come to warn you of treachery in the kingdom.” Hugh de Puiset was a master of deception. He had more faces than Janus. Years of combat, however had taught me that a man can never hide what is in his eyes.  As I said treachery I saw fear in his eyes. He thought I knew something. 
 
    “That is serious.  Does the King know?” 
 
    “It was he who sent me. Templars are being used as agents of the French King and there is a traitor who must be apprehended.  Sir Richard de Vernon has had his lands stripped. We believe he is hiding in Scotland where he has taken refuge with the brother of the King of Scotland’s brother, William.” 
 
    The lie was in his eyes when he said, “I have not seen Templars nor this traitor but I thank you for the warning.  We must keep this land safe.” 
 
    I went on the offensive, “And yet you are not doing so.” His head jerked forward and I held up my hand, “My son has told me how the Scots came through your land last winter to ravage our land. When we travelled north we spoke with villages whose lords of the manor are neglectful of their duties. You are Prince Bishop, my lord, you have a duty to protect those who live in this land.” 
 
    “It is a hard land and we are surrounded by enemies. This land is not wealthy like some of the estates and manors further south.  If I paid less in tax….” 
 
    William spoke for the first time, “Not so, Bishop.  The north and east are protected by William de Vesci and the south and east by me.  There is only the west and Sir Hugh of Gainford stops invasion from the west at his castle.  All your knights and lords have to do is watch the land to the west of the New Castle. The Romans did so with far fewer men.” 
 
    “It is costly.” 
 
    “And you have many taxes to pay for it. You seem more obsessed with money than either the safety of your people or men’s souls.” I smiled and changed my tack.  “Did you hear that the Archbishop of Canterbury has fled to France?” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, “I had heard something of that.” 
 
    “King Henry is cleansing the church.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    I laughed, “If I had threatened you then you would know.  I merely warn you that any other signs of laxity will result in me taking action! And, as you know, Bishop, I keep my word.” 
 
    I had him worried. He looked down at his hands and, once he had regained his composure he put on his masked smile, “I assure you, my lord that I will not rest until my lands are secure.” 
 
    “Good.” I rose. 
 
    William did so and then pointed at the man at arms behind the Bishop. “Do I not know you?” 
 
    The man looked uncomfortable and then shook his head, “I doubt it my lord.  I am a mere sergeant at arms.” 
 
    William stared at him and then suddenly started, “You were with Guillame de Waller.  I saw you in the Holy Land. Then you served a villain and a killer. You were one of the men who escaped justice.” 
 
    “I am Roger de Tancraville. You are mistaken lord.  I served in Sicily with the de Hauteville family.  I am only recently returned to England.” 
 
    The Bishop frowned, “What difference does it make?” 
 
    William stared at the Bishop, “The difference, Bishop, is that de Waller was a knight without honour as were his men.  He is the same sort of knight as de Vernon. Do you swear, Bishop, that this man’s story is true?” 
 
    He said, far too quickly and without conviction. “Of course, and I object to your tone, Earl! I am Prince Bishop and deserve respect!” 
 
    “A man earns respect, Bishop, and I have none for you. If I discover that this man is lying to me then it will go ill, for both of you.” 
 
    We both allowed a heavy and uncomfortable silence to descend. Both men had recoiled a little for William’s eyes burned fiercely. We turned and left. As we walked to our horses I said, “This de Waller is he the same…” 
 
    “Aye, Rebekah still has nightmares.  They are both lying, father.” 
 
    “I know and the Bishop was lying about the Templars and de Vernon. I can do little about the Bishop despite what I said.  The King will have to remedy that situation.  The sooner we rid the land of de Vernon and the Templars the better.” I suddenly stopped, “The man said he was a sergeant at arms.” 
 
    William said, “Of course! When he left de Waller, he must have joined the Templars. This web gets more complicated, does it not?” 
 
    “It could be a Gordian knot, I care not.  This is my land and I will cleanse it of all enemies, foreign and domestic!” 
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 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    [image: ]The death of Dick and my other men took away any sense of joy at our return.  Wulfric especially was stricken with sadness.  He took to drinking even more. Poor Harold could hardly be consoled. When they had lived in Sherwood, Dick had been as a father to Harold. He had named his eldest Richard in his honour.  I had my mason, William, carve a stone for the church yard. It was not a grave.  It was a marker and a place where we could remember. 
 
      
 
    Every archer in the valley came the day that we placed the stone on the ground. Never had there been such a gathering.  When it was over they all went to the river and each archer sent an arrow into the sky to fall into the river as a mark of their respect. 
 
    The sadness was replaced by joy with the preparations for the ceremony of knighthood. Alf would become Sir Morgan of Stockton.  He chose the title himself in honour of his father.  Ralph of Bowness was especially touched. We still called him Alf much as we had called Sir Richard.  Dick. Samuel and Padraig took particular interest in the ceremony.  It would be some time before either of them would be knighted but the presence of James reminded them that their turn would come too. 
 
    My men at arms were rwturned to me for James had built his hall. He also brought us more information about the two girls who had been abducted.  It seemed that the Scots and Sir Richard de Vernon had not just taken and abused the girls, they had slain the father, a well-respected farmer and raped and killed his wife. 
 
    James said, “I know I was not there when this happened, lord, but I was the lord of the manor.  I feel honour bound to recover the girls.” 
 
    “It would be hard, James. They are far beyond the border and even the King of Scotland would be powerless.” 
 
    Nonetheless, Earl, when you go north to battle the Scots I pray that you take me with you. I owe it to the people of my manor.” 
 
    “Of course.” He was now a lord of the manor and, unlike the Bishop of Durham, he knew what that entailed.  There were responsibilities as well as privileges. 
 
    A few days after we returned I raised the thorny issue of the spy in Stockton. I went with William to my gate where we could survey the gate and the town. “It has to be someone who has access to the castle and the town. It is someone who is hidden in plain sight.” 
 
    “And as such almost impossible to spot.” My son stared at the town and the people who bustled in and out of the gate. To enter the castle, they had to pass through my north gate. It was adjacent to the western gate of the town. There were my sentries on my gate and the town watch kept a guard n their gate.  No stranger could get by without scrutiny. He pointed and said, “It is simple enough, we stop all from entering the castle save those who live here.” 
 
    “That would not work.  Firstly, it would alert our spy that we were on to him and secondly, we would be cutting off our noses to spite our faces. The majority of those who have access to the castle are legitimate. I think we use Ralph of Bowness.” He was in the inner bailey and I shouted down to him, “Ralph, a word!” 
 
    He joined us and we explained our problem. Like me he understood how difficult it was. “It seems to me, lord, that we have to let them spy on us and catch them in the act.” I waited for him to elaborate. “They only need to show themselves when you or his lordship makes a decision. It would be a foolish spy who reported when we sent a patrol out or when a visitor arrived unless that was an important man. What I will do is to watch for men who leave the town when a visitor arrives.” He suddenly stopped, “It must be someone who has a horse or a pony. Otherwise the message would take too long to go north.” 
 
    I looked to the river and said, “Or a boat.” 
 
    Ralph had lived at the castle long enough to have the rhythm of the town in his head, “Then it would have to be a number of men for the fishermen and those who use the river have crews of three or four.  With respect, Earl, it is a man and he has a horse.” He paused, “I know that I am but a castellan yet this is my home.  When decisions are made which might interest our enemies I will alert my men.” 
 
    “Unless it is one of those.” 
 
    My son shook his head, “We cannot think that.  Once we doubt our warriors our enemies have won. We both know our men.  Ralph knows our men. It is another.” 
 
    They were both right and Ralph spread the word amongst his garrison.  There were just eighteen of them and they were sworn to secrecy. All had been warriors and they kept their word. 
 
    As the whole family would be in Stockton for Christmas Rebekah made great preparations. It was not a festival her faith celebrated but her family did and she could see nothing in the celebration of the birth of a Jew which might cause her problems. I knew, from my son, that her early life had been hard.  It had been compounded by the massacre of her family. Since she had come to England the peace of my town had made her bloom into a stunning dark-haired beauty. My son was lucky to have had a second chance of happiness.  He had had that which I had never had. Rebekah and Alice got on well and it was a harmonious preparation.  It was a process which began when we lit the bone fire. 
 
    The bone fire was an ancient custom. They would have practised it before the Romans came. The farmers culled every animal which would not make it through the winter. We saved more than most others. The skins and the hides were sent to the tanners. The sheepskins were also used.  The flesh was taken from the bones and salted. Of course, we always ate well at the time of the bone fire. Any cuts of meat which would not preserve well were consumed. Then the bones were put to one side. In times past some had been carved and used as tools but as Alf’s sons could make stronger ones from iron that practice had ceased. Most of the bones were gathered on the open ground between my town and the Ox Bridge which crossed the Lustrum beck.  
 
    We had a large number of trees which we copsed for firewood.  Many lords of the manor kept those for themselves but my son and I shared nature’s bounty so that our people were warm in winter. The smaller branches and the piles of fallen leaves were added to the bone fire and then it was lit. It was normally at the same time as the pagan festival of Samhain. People drank warmed ale and gathered around the fire. I suspect that our ancestors had done much the same before they had been converted. When the ash had cooled farmers would take it and spread it on the fields. It improved the land and made for a better crop. 
 
    It was after that event that preparations for Christmas began.  In many ways it was nothing to do with the birth of Christ.  It was another way of preserving what little food we had and feasting upon it during the shorted days of the year. Inevitably there was spoiled meat.  It was minced and mixed with any fruit which was unlikely to last until the New Year.  When mixed with some precious spices, of which we had plenty, and some of the older bottles of wine, it could be made into puddings which would be eaten at Christmas.  The rest was kept in wine topped jars to be made into pies closer to the time. Nothing was wasted. 
 
    I did not have time to think of preparations for Christmas.  I had letters to write to Sir Leofric and to the King. Although I would send them by ship I would have to entrust one of my men with the task of delivering them.  I was acutely aware that it was a dangerous task and I picked the man I thought would best be able to handle himself.  I chose Alain of Auxerre. I wrote the letters and then told him an abridged version. He would go first to the King and thence to Sir Leofric. That done I sat with William and we planned a spring campaign. 
 
    Sir Morgan was now a knight and he had taken over the vacant manor of Seamer. It had no castle but it had a manor house. Harold’s youngest son, Walter, was his squire. I had plans for another manor for him but Seamer would allow him to learn how to be a lord of the manor. Consequently, it was just Sir Richard, and our three squires who sat in the Great Hall and planned. 
 
    We made lists of the knights we would take from the valley and the ones we would use who were already in Northumbria. Then we estimated numbers of men at arms and archers. 
 
    “We will have to leave sufficient men in the valley.” 
 
    I nodded, “True, Richard but it is unlikely that there would be any greater danger than the Scots trying to retake Northumbria.  Besides we have Ralph and our Stockton garrison.” 
 
    My son asked, “And the levy?  Do we raise the fyrd?” 
 
    I smiled, “What do you think?” 
 
    He laughed, “We both know that the fyrd are willing but they are best reserved for standing on Stockton’s walls and fighting off foes here.” 
 
    Samuel said, “Why do we have to wait for an attack?  As soon as King Malcolm is dead we should attack them in their land!” 
 
    My grandson had the mind of a general. He understood strategy.  His was the right plan but for one thing.  “That would break the peace. If we break the peace then no matter what this William does we will be at fault.  In fact, I would go further, I expect Sir Richard de Vernon to engineer something which tries to make us invade Scotland.” 
 
    William smiled at Samuel, he also appreciated his thinking, “You see Samuel, King Henry and his Empire are unpopular.  The Pope and the other Kings, Dukes, Counts and princes, are suspicious. They see our King as an Empire builder and they do not like that. The Holy Roman Empire is almost gone but they would rather have that power for it resides in Europe and not on this little island. They would love to censure King Henry.  Scotland would appear as the poor, innocent victim of England’s aggression.  Your grandfather is the King’s representative and he has a hard task.” 
 
    I nodded agreement, “What we will do is to leave for Hexham as soon as the winter snow disappears.” 
 
    I could see that I had surprised my son. “Why Hexham? Surely the New Castle or Morthpath would be better as gathering places. Perhaps even Norham.” 
 
    I took the map which had been added to over the years. “Northumbria is large.  In the north there is Norham.  It has a good castle and a fine castellan. If you come down the coast you can see other well-built and strategically sited castles.  We have improved them all since the civil war ended.  There is Bamburgh, Alnwick, Warkworth and, of course, the New Castle. Any one of those castles will hold up invaders. Suppose, however, they avoid them.  What if they come south the same way that we did and cross the river at one of the old Roman bridges? They could attack the New Castle from two sides.” 
 
    Sir Richard frowned, “You are gambling that they will attack that way, Earl Marshal?” 
 
    “No.  That is what I would do. Perhaps they have not thought of it. But Hexham is the best place to intercept a Scottish army. It is no more than thirty odd miles to all of the castles from Alnwick to the New Castle. There is only Norham and Bamburgh which are more than a day’s ride.” 
 
    Samuel peered at the map and then took out a bow string. He began to measure.  We said nothing but watched. He had a wax tablet and he wrote down figures. Finally, he said, “But if we based ourselves along the Coquet valley we are less than thirty miles from all of the castles save Norham and on the line of approach the Scots would take.” 
 
    I had not thought of that and I stared at the map.  My son said, “And there is a tower at Otterburn and an old motte and bailey at Rothbury. We could split our men between them.  I think it is a good idea.” 
 
    They all looked at me.  I smiled and said, “I am not too proud to recognise that my grandson has a quick mind. The Coquet valley it is.” 
 
    Once we had made that decision the rest became easy.  I would visit with the Sheriff and then ride to the castles to explain our strategy. We would have to move quickly when we moved and each castle would have to be able to be self-sufficient, at least until we could get to them. 
 
    My mind was full of the plans and, unlike the rest of the castle, I could find no joy in the celebrations for Christmas.  I still brooded on the death of Dick.  I was alone in my solar when there was a tap on the door. “Come.” 
 
    It was Ruth, “I wondered why you were alone grandfather. You do not join in the feasting. Are you sad?” 
 
    “A little; I have lost an old friend.” 
 
    She came and sat on the stool next to my chair and rested her head upon my leg. “You have lost many people have you not, grandfather?”  
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “My grandmother, the girl who would have grown to be my aunt, all the men you fought alongside, the King and now the Empress too. How do you bear such losses?  My little dog died last year and I still cry each night. I never see you cry. Is that because men do not cry?” 
 
    “Men cry.  I cry.  I saw your father cry when his first family died.  Now I cry in private.  I weep inside.” 
 
    “But why are you sad?  Are they not in heaven?” 
 
    “I believe that they are but they were all taken too soon. Your grandmother would have loved to have met you and Samuel. My father always wanted a daughter and he had none. You would have made his world.” 
 
    “Really?  Would he not have preferred a boy?” 
 
    I picked her up and put her on my knee, “Of course not.” 
 
    “Yet everyone makes a fuss of Samuel.  I wish I was a boy!” 
 
    I held her tightly, “Now listen to me, we all love you as much as Samuel.” 
 
    “Then why is he allowed in here with you and father planning the war?” 
 
    “Would you like to sit with us when next we plan?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Then you shall. You may find it dull but you are more than welcome to sit and join in the talk.” 
 
    She threw her arms around my neck, “Oh thank you grandfather! You are the best grandfather!” 
 
    I did not say that I was her only grandfather.  I had to do the work of two. “You shall help me now for you have numbers do you not?  And you can read well?” 
 
    She jumped off my knee and sat on the stool again, “I can read better than Samuel! I can read Latin!” 
 
    “Good. Then I will tell you how many men we have and you will total them.” 
 
    It was sometime later that Rebekah found us.  Ruth was asleep on my knee. “We wondered where she had gone.” 
 
    “She was feeling left out.  She helped me to work out the numbers of men we would need.” 
 
    William appeared behind her. “You knew that already.” 
 
    I smiled, “It was good to have my numbers confirmed.  I am not as old as I thought.  Thank you for your daughter.  She is a delight.” 
 
    William picked her up and took her out.  Rebekah took my hand and kissed me on my cheek. “I think she has much of her grandfather in her.  Thank you. I do not know what we would do without you.” 
 
    “It is I who must thank you for you have given me a second life.” I pointed at the cloak left by Ruth, “I have given too much time to Samuel.  I must make the time for Ruth.  Who knows how long I have left.” 
 
    My son’s beautiful wife leaned over and kissed me on the forehead, “The long nights and the winter induces this melancholy.  You will live a long time, father.” 
 
    Christmas came and went.  It was wonderful.  Thanks to my granddaughter and daughter in law I could not remember a happier Christmas. After everyone had gone to bed I went to the walk way.  The sentries smiled; they had all been allowed a good drink.  They wished me merry Christmas and I did the same.  I stood and looked south, across the river. The sentries had given me space and so I spoke. I spoke to the spirits and I spoke to the dead. “Adela, father, Dick and Maud, you have left behind you a fine family. If I died tomorrow I would be a happy man for I have a good family and a secure manor. I hope that you look down and see what a joy they are.  I cannot believe my luck. I pray that God grants me more time amongst my family and my people, but, if not, then I am content for I have done all that I swore I would and no man can ask more.” 
 
    I stood in silence and waited for a wind or a breeze to gainsay me.  I heard nothing save the peace of the valley. The spirits were content. I was content. I headed back, down the fighting platform. My men waved cheerily to me.  I did not see their faces.  I saw the faces of the dead.  I saw Dick and the Knights of the Empress.  I saw Ralph of Nottingham, Edward and Wulfstan. I saw the men at arms and archers who had perished following my banner. I was resolved. The Scots and the traitor would be defeated. I would make it so. 
 
    I took my squire and ten men at arms when I left at Epiphany.  The snow was not as thick as usual and I took a chance.  By travelling up the coast I would avoid the worst of the weather.  Samuel was most upset at being left behind but, after my conversation with Ruth, I would not bring him. Padraig was my squire and not Samuel.  I took Edgar with me. I wished him to scout out the land to the north. He left us as we neared the Tyne. He would meet us back at Stockton. 
 
    It was a cold and uncomfortable journey but necessary.  We wrapped up as we rode from castle to castle. First, I headed to the New Castle.  I explained my plans to the Sheriff. He was a powerful noble but he deferred to me. I was Earl Marshal. Then I headed to Morthpath. The castellan there had fought alongside me before. He needed no persuasion. His men would be vigilant.  Warkworth and then Alnwick showed me that my barons knew the dangers from the north.  All of them understood the implications of a King William. My last call was Norham. I was made most welcome at the last outpost of England. 
 
    Sir Robert had held Norham since it had been returned to us after the peace we had negotiated. He knew that he was in the most dangerous place of all yet he seemed quite happy about it. “This is a well-built castle and the site is perfect. My men at arms and knights ride each day.  We brandish our swords at the Scots from Berwick and they do the same yet they know that to take it they would have to fight their way across the river and try to scale the rocks and the walls.  Even the Scots are not that foolish!” 
 
    I nodded, “I do not think that you will be the first point of attack but when they strike further south the Lord of Berwick would be a fool if he did not try to take this jewel of the north.” 
 
    “You are right and I thank you for the warning. We will be vigilant.  Spring is when you expect an attack?” 
 
    “That is what I think but you may know first.  If you hear that the King is dead then lock your gates and send word south for that will be the start of the storm.” 
 
    It was almost the end of February when we returned south.  A late flurry of snow had made travelling even more uncomfortable. There had been a thaw and the snow had fallen on soft ground making the trail slippery and slick. The twelve of us had grown close during the ride. Those lords who did not get to know their men at arms were fools. By eating and sleeping together, by sharing the same hardships it was as though our armour was strengthened. We had left Warkworth and were heading for Morthpath when Geoffrey FitzMaurice, who was riding ahead, stopped and held up his hand. Immediately all of us became alert. To any who were waiting it would not appear so but I saw the stiffening of shoulders and the tightening of knees on horses’ flanks. We had not yet donned helmets but we all slid our swords in our scabbards. When there was frost a blade could stick.  The two at the rear, Henry and Tom turned their horses to watch behind us.  We waited. 
 
    Geoffrey slid from his horse and walked her back to us.  He stopped as though to examine a fetlock.  When he reached me, I dismounted and I knelt as though to examine the horse’s leg. “Lord there are tracks and I think that, in the stand of trees, men wait to ambush us.” 
 
    The spy in Stockton had betrayed us. I nodded, “How many?” 
 
    “I cannot tell but they are mounted; my horse told me.” 
 
    I stood and said, loudly, “Then as it your horse which is lame, ride at the rear and do not hold us back.” I nodded.  Geoffrey would tell all the others as he passed. I feigned drinking from my ale skin as I peered ahead. The ground fell away.  The trail twisted and there were trees and bushes a hundred paces ahead. I waited until Geoffrey was at the rear and then I shouted, “Roger of Ely, you are on point!” 
 
    I mounted and as Roger came from the rear of the line he said, quietly, “I am ready, lord.” 
 
    I said, equally quietly, “Then be ready to turn to your left.  I will turn to the right.  Padraig, you follow me and, Arne Arneson, you follow Roger.” I leaned forward to pat Skuld and I slipped my left arm through the long strap on my shield. Although it still appeared to hang loose it could be upon my arm in a moment. Skuld neighed and raised her head as we neared the trees.  She confirmed Geoffrey’s suspicions. 
 
    Roger was just ten paces ahead of me and as he neared the first of the trees I saw a movement. It could have been an animal save that there were neither birds in the air nor animals on the ground.  The ambushers had frightened them away.  Suddenly Roger pulled up his shield and dug his heels into his horse’s flanks.  His sword came out and he plunged to the left.  I jerked Skuld’s head to the right and, drawing my sword as I pulled up the shield headed to the right.   
 
    At first I saw nothing and then I saw a flash of brown.  This was winter and the copse was made up of silver birch.. I headed for it and it manifested itself into a Scot with a bow.  He had not shown wisdom in his position for the thin trees and branches before us would hinder an arrow. I jinked left and then right.  His arrow flew prematurely and harmlessly to my left. On him in a heartbeat I brought my sword across his shoulder.  It bit through the leather and into his collar bone. As he tumbled to the ground I whirled left to seek other enemies. 
 
    The fact that the ambush had been sprung worked against our enemies. They had been facing the trail and we were not on the trail. We rode horses which could move quickly through the bushes and skeletal trees. They had to turn to bring their bows and their spears to bear and my men had dead comrades to avenge. I reared Skuld to make the Scot, who appeared before me, raise his shield to defend himself. Skuld’s hooves crashed down cracking the shield and breaking his arm. I left him to run away for I saw a figure on a horse. The white cloak told me that it was a Templar. I dug my heels into Skuld and took off after him. He whirled his horse to flee. 
 
    Skuld was the best horse I had had since Scout. She had good instincts and seemed to pick the path of least resistance instinctively.  The Templar’s horse, in contrast, was either badly ridden or the rider did not know the beast well enough for he seemed to leave the trail and crash through spindly, leafless branches. It slowed him and I began to inexorably rein him in. As I closed with him I saw that he was a sergeant at arms. It was not the knight.  I sought one of the two knights I suspected of being in Scotland. The sergeant would have to do.  
 
    Suddenly the trees ended and the land fell away. The covering of snow hid the trail.  As the Templar’s horse opened its legs it hit an icy patch. The slope was north facing and the snow frozen. The horse slipped and slid.  It ceased to go in a straight line and I slowed down Skuld to avoid a similar fate. The sergeant knew he could not outrun me and he showed that he had skill by turning the horse to face me. He drew his sword. He urged his horse up the slope. I walked Skuld down it. Skuld moved steadily.  The Templar’s horse was trying but its hooves slid on the slick and slippery frozen snow.  
 
    The Templar stood in his stirrups and brought down his sword to hit my head.  Neither of us wore a helmet and a blow to an arming cap could be fatal. I brought my sword up to block it. Sparks flew as our blades rang together. I swung the top of my shield over Skuld’s head to hit the sergeant in the midriff. He was standing and not expecting the blow. I saw him winded. I took advantage and, as he sat in his saddle, lunged at his side. My sword ground through his mail and his gambeson and came away bloody. He was wounded. 
 
    “Yield, Templar!” 
 
    He shook his head, “And become a prisoner? Never! You will have to kill me, Warlord, for so long as I breathe I will fight you. Your son killed my master and I swore vengeance upon him. Your death will hurt him.” 
 
    This was one of de Waller’s men.  It was another who had escaped and joined the Templars. He whipped his horse’s head around in an attempt to make it bite Skuld.  Skuld was too clever for that. She pulled her head away and as the Templar’s horse’s head dropped I swung my sword backhand. The Templar just managed to bring his shield up but his horse, already unbalanced began to slide down the slope which had now become even slicker. I dug my heels in Skuld and she turned to push the Templar and his horse down the slope. It was my opportunity to stand in the saddle for I was above the sergeant and he was struggling to control his horse. I brought my sword down towards his sword arm.  If he could not fight then I had a chance to secure a prisoner. Fate intervened. His horse slipped and slid even as I brought down my weapon. Instead of hitting his right arm it bit into his shoulder and he fell from his horse. 
 
    I reined in Skuld and, hanging my shield from my cantle, dismounted. The sergeant lay on the snow-covered ground. Already it was darkening with his blood. His sword had fallen away.  I rammed my sword in the ground and knelt. “Where are your masters?  Where are the two knights?” 
 
    He laughed and blood came from his mouth, “I will not betray the order.” 
 
    I shook my head, “You are not a monk! You are a killer! Tell me and your body shall be buried. If you do not then I will leave it for the wolves and the carrion.” 
 
    His eyes told me that he wished a burial but his words did not, “I am shriven.  I have confessed and I go to my God…” His eyes glazed over and he died. 
 
    As I stood Padraig and my men galloped up, “They are dead, lord. Eight or so escaped but when the Templar fled the heart went from them.” 
 
    I stood and looked at my men.  One or two nursed wounds.  I saw that Padraig had a long cut down his cheek but they were all alive. I stared around, “The Templar knights are close by.  They are in England.” 
 
    “How do you know, lord?” 
 
    “This man confessed this morning.” I peered to the west.  Could it be that the very place I has chosen to base my men was the one where the Scots had gathered?  Was the Coquet valley a danger? I would have to change my plans or, at the very least, investigate.  
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 Chapter 14 
 
    Rebekah was most concerned when she saw Padraig’s scar. The healer at Morthpath had stitched it up but it looked angry.  I know why she was upset; her son was also a squire and he might have a similar wound.  From what my son had told me she came from a family of merchants and farmers. The world of warriors was new to her. 
 
    William came to me and gestured for me to join him in the cellar of the castle.  I was intrigued.  We used it to store food and wine.  We also had two cells there which we used for prisoners.  We had had knights we had taken hostage and those who would not cooperate were placed in the cells.  
 
    “We have found the spy.” 
 
    “When and who is it?” 
 
    “It was John the Carter.  He is the man who brings in hay and straw for the animals. He takes away the soiled hay. He left just before you did. Edgar followed him. He went to Cowpen where he went into a farm. The man who lived there mounted a horse and rode north. Edgar followed him and he went to Durham.  Edgar did not see who he met with but I would guess it was the Bishop or the bodyguard.” 
 
    “We have him here?” He nodded.  “And the man at Cowpen?” 
 
    “Masood and Aiden went to his farm a day later.  He is not there.” 
 
    “Then you and I will ride hence and find out who he is.” He opened the cell.  Ralph was in the room and John the Carter. He had been beaten.  Every bone in his right hand had been broken. I did not like torture and would not use it but I hardened myself.  Dick had died and that could have been Samuel. “Who is the man you meet in Cowpen?” The man looked up at Ralph.  He was terrified of my castellan. “Speak the truth and you shall have a quick death.” 
 
    “Death?” 
 
    “You have betrayed me.  You cannot hope to live.  Tell me the truth and I will bring in my priest to hear your confession and then Ralph will give you that which you do not deserve, a warrior’s death.”  
 
    My son said, “The alternative is that Ralph uses his strength to extract that which we need. Can you cope with that?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “He is a Norman. He came nine months since. He found out that I owed money, for I gamble and he offered to pay off the debt in return for news.  He said that he wanted to know when you or your son left Stockton. He wished to now where you travelled.  No one noticed me and men talk.  He paid me gold each time I did so. I had to let him know before you left. That is all, I swear.” 
 
    “And you never saw others there?” 
 
    He hesitated.  “Once there was a foreign knight there. He wore a white surcoat with a cross and he was tanned.” I saw him struggling for information which would please me.  “He came into your town, lord.  When it was market day he would visit.” 
 
    The man had cheek. “Describe him.” 
 
    From his description it was not Sir Richard de Vernon.  That would have been too much to hope. I rose.  I will send my priest. Make your peace with God. I take it you have no family?” 
 
    “Lord my wife left me three years ago.  I used to be well off. We were happy here in Stockton and then…” 
 
    I nodded and we left. “Come William.  We will ride to Cowpen. I doubt that we will see this man again.” 
 
    “How can you be so certain?” 
 
    “How long has this man been held?” 
 
    “Twenty days.” 
 
    “That is more than time enough for his contact to come to Stockton and discover that he is held prisoner. He will have fled.  However, we may find clues there as to his whereabouts.” 
 
    We took our squires and six men at arms. While John of Chester questioned the others who lived in the village we search the farm. It showed no sign of any other occupant. There was one bed, one chair, one platter, one beaker. It could have been a monk’s cell! Padraig found the only clue as to the man’s identity. An old and faded surcoat had fallen behind the bed.  The man must have forgotten it.  It bore the livery of de Vernon.  It confirmed that this was one of de Vernon’s men. 
 
    We mounted and awaited John of Chester, “Lord, the man came nine months since.  He bought the farm from the farmer, William of Cowpen who had farmed here for years. The neighbours were told by the new tenant that William left. He farmed alone.” 
 
    “But no one has seen him since?” 
 
    “No lord.” 
 
    “Then he is dead.  The spy would have done for him.  No gold was paid for this farm. Was there any description of him?” 
 
    “They said he was less than thirty summers old.  He had hair which was the colour of corn and he had a scar which ran from his left eye to his beard.” 
 
    “Then that is something, at least.” I looked at my son. “We have been lax.  How can someone take over a farm close to our lands and we do not know it?  It is time we checked all who live close to us. I am guessing that William of Cowpen is buried in one of his fields. We will ride back to Stockton. And from now on every stranger who enters our town is questioned.”  
 
    We rode in silence for I was annoyed with myself.  I had been remiss. I had been complacent.  I had thought that Stockton was safe and I had been wrong. 
 
    My son had been putting his mind to our other problem.  With the spy dealt with it was a more serious problem. “So, father, what do we do about this threat in the Coquet valley? Do we ride there now and rid ourselves of these enemies?” 
 
    I shook my head, “That would merely alert the main army. I do not think that William will risk having his men in England yet.  For one thing they would starve.  There is no food. I think that the Templars are there with a small force. They have recognised, as did Samuel, the value of this valley. I will send Masood and Edward to find out exactly where they are. We will keep to our plan.  The difference might be that we have to fight a battle before we can take control of the valley.” 
 
    “Then why do we not take the men from our conroi up there ahead of the main column?  Wulfric can lead the rest of our knights. Our men represent more than a third of the force anyway.  If we ride there with close to three hundred and fifty men then there is more chance of us being seen.  We take just a hundred men. We have nearly seventy archers.  They are masters of disguise.” 
 
    “You are right.  I must be getting old for my son and my grandson come up with better plans than I.” 
 
    “No father; you just carry the weight of the world upon your shoulders.  You have England, Normandy, Anjou and the rest of King Henry’s domain to worry you.  Samuel and I just have this valley and the border. I will find Masood and Edward.” 
 
    When we reached the castle, I sent for them and told them what was needed of them.  The two of them left at noon.  This time they would not be masquerading as traders.  They took two spare horses and would ride off trail.  They would be hidden. Both were masters of the land. They knew how to use cover.  Masood might have been born in a hot land but he had learned how to adapt to a cold one. His one advantage over my other scouts was that while they were good archers, he was the best.  Even Dick had recognised that the scout had natural talent. He also had a bow which was shorter than a war bow.  Made from animal horn and wood he could use it from the back of a horse. His bow and his technique were those used by the Seljuk Turks.  It made Masood unique. 
 
    Father Michael was waiting for me when I dismounted, “Earl, I understand that the man whom I just confessed is to be executed.” 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “Has he had fair trial?” 
 
    I nodded, “My son and I judged him.  He betrayed the town and men died as a result of his actions. I know that you are a man of God and turn the other cheek but we have laws.  He caused deaths and the punishment for that is death.” 
 
    “Do you and Sir William have clear consciences?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “Then I shall pray for you and the soul of this man.” 
 
    We hanged John the Carter in my castle. We did so after dark so that Rebekah and Ruth would not see it. William spoke with the burghers in my town and told them of the treachery.  They were appalled.  It was while he was speaking with them that they mentioned the Norman who had been in the town. The man had been seen but none had spoken of him. As a result of my son’s words they all promised to be more vigilant and suspicious of strangers.  It was not our way for my folk were fair but it would be the way we would have to be. 
 
    It was a few days after the execution that Alain of Auxerre returned with my ship.  He brought news from the King. Before I read the letter, I asked my man at arms of the situation in Normandy and Anjou. “The King and his knights have been active.  He was at Chateau Galliard.  That is a formidable castle, lord. I cannot see how it would be taken.” 
 
    “And what did you learn of our enemies?” 
 
    “That they are growing.  When we put in at ports to trade I spoke with other warriors in the inns and ale houses. The kings, dukes and princes, are all taking sides.  No one is neutral. There will be war, lord.  Of that I am certain.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alain.” 
 
    William and I retired to our solar to read the letters.  As well as one from the King there was one from Sir Leofric. The King endorsed all of my actions.  I knew that he would. He gave me permission to deal with Hugh de Puiset. That I would gladly do. He also made it quite clear what I was to do with Sir Richard de Vernon when I caught him. The King had been open and honest in the letter.  That was the measure of the trust he had in Alain of Auxerre.  He had known him when he had been my squire. The King was seeking to have Thomas Becket replaced.  He had sent an emissary to Rome to speak with the Pope. He had also sent a message to King Louis to demand that he stop fermenting insurrection in the dukedom and the kingdom. War was coming. I was given a free hand, short of invading Scotland, to deal with the problem of William. 
 
    Sir Leofric’s letter confirmed much of what the King had said but added that there were bands of armed men loose in every kingdom and county. The peaceful land I had left was now riven with strife. There might have been a time when I would have hastened back to help my King but I knew, as did my son, William, that we were teetering on the edge of disaster.  The Welsh were just waiting for a sign of laxity and they would rise.  The Irish were also ripe for revolt. Our actions here, on the northern border, might result in the destruction of England. 
 
    Our two scouts returned a few days later. They had been away longer than I had anticipated. Edward reported.  Masood just listened. “There are knights along the Coquet Valley, lord.  They are Normans and Templars. We counted twenty knights and a hundred men at arms. They had a few crossbows with them and some servants They have destroyed the old motte and bailey at Rothbury.” 
 
    I looked at William.  “They have recruited forces from elsewhere. Were there no Scots with them?” 
 
    Edward shrugged, “Some of the knights may have been Scottish but we could not tell. The men were not Scottish.” 
 
    “And, where were they?” 
 
    “They have occupied the tower at Otterburn. It looked to us to have been bigger at one time for there were ditches.  They were not deep but they had put stakes in the top of the ramparts. They would not stop an enemy but they would slow one down.” 
 
    “That explains why they were so close us and also that they were watching.  Perhaps now that the spy is gone it will not be so easy for them. The Normans, was there an older warrior with a white flecked beard? Perhaps someone giving orders?” 
 
    “Aye lord. He was the one they all deferred to.” 
 
    “Then that is de Vernon.” 
 
    My son asked, “And another younger man with corn coloured hair and a scar near his eye?” 
 
    “Yes, lord.  We saw him too.” 
 
    I was satisfied that the men we sought were in the Coquet valley or close enough to it. An enemy could easily cross the col into the valley and be at Warkworth, Alnwick, Bamburgh or even Morthpath. “Tell me, why were you delayed?” 
 
    Masood said, “That was me, lord. We crossed the river and went into Scotland.”  
 
    I said nothing.  I had not forbidden them from crossing the border but I wondered why they had done so. I looked at them.  Masood’s face was impassive. 
 
    Edward looked uncomfortable, “Lord, it was Sir James.  When he was last here he told Masood about the two girls who were taken and he asked him to find them. Masood likes Sir James.” 
 
    “And you found them?” 
 
    “Aye lord, we found them at the Scottish camp.  It is close to Jedburgh. There are many knights there and hundreds of their warriors.” 
 
    I looked at William, “Jedburgh?  Then the King’s condition must have worsened.” 
 
    He nodded his agreement.  The fact that William had moved south would affect our plans. “We may not have as much time as we thought.” 
 
    “What are the roads like, Edward?” 
 
    “They are not yet good for travelling.  We found it easier to use the old greenways.” 
 
    I nodded, “I thank you but next time you are sent to do something then do as you are ordered. I like not this wandering off to do errands for others.” 
 
    Masood looked at Sir William, “You would have done the same, lord. I do as my lord commands, Earl.  I swore an oath to Sir William.” 
 
    It was almost a challenge but he was right. I had learned a lesson.  I would use Aiden, Edgar and Edward from now on when I needed something scouting for me.  
 
    A rider brought us news from the Sheriff of Northumbria that the King had died. He had hung on for longer than any could have expected. Apparently, he had died before Christmas but William had not allowed the news to be spread. He had headed north to subdue those who would oppose him before they knew that the King was dead.  When he returned he would be crowned. The coronation would take place far to the north of Otterburn. I estimated that we had a month or two before William would or could bring his army south.  
 
     With messages sent to my lords informing them of my plans we set off at the end of March. Sir Morgan and his squire begged to accompany us. My son persuaded me to take him. The snow had gone.  That did not mean it would not return, it might, but the weather was becoming better. was the time we had to spring a surprise and take the men who had occupied Otterburn.  If King William was relying on his Norman allies then he was in for a surprise. The snow had gone.  That did not mean it would not return, it might, but the weather was becoming better. The days were lengthening and green was springing all around us as we headed north towards Hexham. 
 
    As we had four real scouts ahead of us we would not be surprised. More importantly Edward and Masood had already scouted out the tower at Otterburn. We did not stay at Matefen but, instead, chose the abbey at Hexham. The abbot was a friend and they had healed my warriors.  We felt safe there.  However, eight of my archers spent the night in the forest north of us to spy out any enemy scouts who might be there. When we left the next day I realised just how important the spy had been to the enemy’s plans. Had the spy remained undetected then I am sure we would have been facing an ambush.  As it was, we headed north with our Norman foes blissfully unaware that we were about to descend upon them. 
 
    We took a chance and headed up the old Roman Road. It was now easier to travel for the ice had gone with archers ahead of us and my four scouts spread out in the land to the side of the road I felt confident that we would escape observation. We had twenty-five miles to go.  William and I had planned on camping close to their camp and making a night time assault. 
 
    Edward had told me of a piece of rough and wild ground just two miles from the tower.  It lay to the west of the road and trees and scrubland hid it from view. We made it safely and I sent Aiden and Edward to scout out the tower and the ramparts. We did not know if the Normans had left to join the main army or, perhaps, improved the defences. 
 
    I decided to act straight away while we were still an unknown factor. We did not light a fire.  We might be hidden but a tendril of smoke would alert our enemies. The men ate cold rations and we all rested. Five of our archers would guard the horses. We would leave the horses just a mile from the tower.  The five archers would also be a reserve.  If we sounded the horn then they would come to add their five bows to the others.  We had seventy archers. Although the Normans and the templars outnumbered my knights and men at arms, the archers we had brought would, I hoped, swing the outcome in our favour. 
 
    When my scouts returned it was with the good news that they were still camped at the tower and they had not improved their defences. We gathered our captains and lieutenants around us.  “Aelric, you will take half of the archers and get around the far side of the tower. Ralph of Wales will lead the rest. Your task, Aelric, will be to wait until we attack and then stop the enemy from fleeing.  If you can then bring your archers to support us.” 
 
    “Lord, as soon as we hear your attack we will come to your aid.  We can stop men fleeing while bringing our bows to bear.  It is what Captain Dick would have advised.” 
 
    “You are right. The rest of us will advance on foot.  Our scouts will creep close and slit the throats of the enemy sentries.  The knights and the men at arms will advance before the archers.  It is night and I know that the archers will be at a disadvantage but the enemy will not know our numbers.  They will be abed.  Most of the men will not have mail. I want the squires to join the scouts and capture their horses.  If they have no horses then they cannot flee.” 
 
    Aelric led his men out not long after the sun had set. I did not wear my helmet and I left my cloak with my horse. The wind was from the east and that was a mercy for it carried their smell to us.  It carried the noise of their horses and not ours. The scouts had long disappeared. I waved the three squires forward.  William’s face was impassive but I knew that inside he would be worrying about Samuel. I was satisfied that Padraig would guard him and my four scouts were more than enough to deal with any sentry. 
 
    The ground rose steadily but had few obstructions.  I relied on my scouts.  If there was a sentry left alive then it would go ill with us. I smelled the blood from the first dead sentry.  He lay with his life blood seeping from his severed throat. Ahead of us the ground rose to the first rampart. They had not had time to build gates and so at the top of each rampart were embedded stakes. The ditches were just indentations in the ground.  They might have slowed down horses but we just walked down one side and up the other. I could hear noises.  Not all of those in the camp were in bed.  Men were talking and laughing.  There were some arguments. Then I heard a Norman voice bellow, “Keep your voices down!” 
 
    Abuse was hurled at the speaker.  It confirmed that they had no idea that we were close. When we reached the palisade, they had erected I peered over it to view their camp. There were two sentries at the door of their tower.  That would be where the Templars and de Vernon were.  Their men would be in the huts I could see.  I could not see their horses and that meant my scouts and our squires had a chance to drive off their horse herd. The Normans and their Templar allies had two large fires burning.  There were just a couple of men around each one but that was enough. As soon as we descended the rampart we would be seen.  I nodded to Ralph of Wales.  He waved to his men and they each nocked an arrow.  
 
    I raised my sword and led my men at arms and knights through the stakes to the interior of the hill fort. The arrows soared above us and hit the men around the fires.  My archers were accurate but, even so, it was dark and not every arrow resulted in a clean kill.  As we reached the bottom of the slight slope I heard a cry and then another. A voice shouted, “Alarm!” We were discovered! 
 
    My archers reacted quicker than those around the fires.  As we raced down the slope towards the tower and the hut arrows felled the men who were illuminated by the fires.  Sir Morgan was quicker than the rest of us and I saw him reach one of the huts first.  He swung his sword so hard at the half naked Norman who stepped into the doorway that he almost cut him in two. John of Chester and Roger of Bath grabbed brands from the fire and they hurled them into the hut where Sir Morgan had slain the Norman. It would soon burn. 
 
    I ran with William towards the tower.  The two guards were dead. Ralph of Wales had brought five archers with us and as faces appeared at the top of the tower he and his archers sent arrows towards them. I am not sure if they hit anyone but they kept the heads down.  William reached the door to the tower first and he hurled it open. Behind us there was a battle as the Normans and Templar sergeants fought a deadly battle in the dark.  My archers used the fires to help their aim. The disparity in numbers soon swung in our favour. 
 
    The tower was the simplest of defensive structures. The door led to a guard room and a stair.  The two guards lay dead and that meant we were able to enter.  Burning brands illuminated the room.  There was a table and two half barrels used as chairs. I waited for my son and his former squire to join me. I could hear voices up the stairs. Alf, now Sir Morgan, made to head up the stair. I shook my head and restrained him. “They can go nowhere and these towers were built to make men bleed as they ascended the stair. Push over the table to make a barrier.  We trust our men outside and wait for those within to descend.” 
 
    “And if not, Earl?  What then?” 
 
    “Then we burn down the tower. There is no honour in slaying these treacherous dogs. Prepare.” 
 
    We pushed over the table and the two half barrels so that they would have to clamber over them.  Then we waited. It did not take long for the first knight to appear.  It was a Norman. He shouted over his shoulder, “There are but three of them, lord!” 
 
    A voice from above shouted, “Then rid me of them and we can return to King William.” The voice had to belong to Sir Richard de Vernon. He was slippery. 
 
    The stairs were simple wooden ones and would only accommodate one man for they were narrow.  Three other Normans descended and then the two Templars. I guessed that these were the only knights, save Sir Richard who remained.  Even so we were outnumbered two to one. Outside the sounds of battle were fading. I could only imagine what was taking place. It was dark and the enemy would realise that they were losing.  Without their knights they would try to flee and that would mean heading for their horses. The animals were held at the far end of the settlement and my men would pursue them.  It would be a savage encounter for my men had Dick and the others to avenge. That meant there would be no help coming.  The three of us would have to fight off the attack of six knights. 
 
    “Back towards the door.” 
 
    By moving towards the door William and Alf would be protected by the curved wall of the tower.  The knights would outnumber us but only three would be able to fight us at a time.  It was William’s former squire who worried me.  He was a powerful knight but he had little experience in battle.  It would be his father’s blood and heritage which would see him through. 
 
    The Normans came down the stairs.  I saw that there was an older one wearing the livery of de Vernon.  I guessed he was the younger brother I had heard of. The three others wore the livery of household knights.  Like us none wore helmets.  The two Templars, as I had expected, hung back. When we were weakened they would strike and then be gone. The older knight came towards me. He had the table to negotiate. It was just before us. He could have tried to step upon it and use the height to strike down at me but he did not.  He tried to clamber over it and he made the mistake of glancing down as he did so. I took my chance.  I lunged forward with my sword. My blade was so quick that he had no time to react.  He must have caught a blur of steel in his eye. My sword tore into his left chest just below his shoulder. I twisted as I pulled it out. Blood sprayed. 
 
    One of the younger knights pulled him back, saying, “I will deal with this old man, uncle!” 
 
    He did not bother looking down.  He stepped up on to the table and launched himself at me. I had no room behind me and so I braced my shield and held my sword before me. He swung his sword as he descended.  Had he struck me then I would be a dead man but he forgot the wall behind me.  His sword scraped and scratched down the stone wall. With my shoulder behind the shield and braced by the wall when his sword hit mine the young knight bounced backwards towards the table.  William and Alf were fighting furiously.  The confined space meant there was little room for swashing blows. I watched as Alf punched his pommel into the face of the knight he was fighting.  Alf might not yet be a good swordsman but he knew how to fight and brawl.  In the confined space of the tower that was as important as sword skills. 
 
    As the young knight I was fighting reeled I lunged.  I could not sweep for my son was on my right-hand side. My sword tore through the chausses of the knight and into the thigh muscle of his left leg.  My sword came away bloody.  I had not struck anything vital but it would hurt and it would slow him down.  He leapt to his feet. As he did so more links fell from his chausses. In addition, he was angry and it is never a good thing to fight angry! He rushed at me like a wild bear. He could not swing effectively and so he attempted a lunge such as I had employed.  The difference was that I was not off balance and my shield turned the sword to rasp along the mail of his comrade who was trying to fend off Alf.  My sword was pinned to my body by his shield. The fourth Norman saw his chance and he lunged at my head.  I would have been a dead man had a spear not appeared between Alf and me.  It was rammed into the triumphant face of the fourth Norman. I glanced around and saw Samuel holding the weapon. 
 
    Samuel twisted the spear and blood spurted. The knight I was fighting was distracted.  I punched him hard with my shield. The body of his dead comrade came to my aid and he fell over it as de Vernon’s brother shouted, “You Templars, come and help my nephew!” He took a step forward.  The left side of his surcoat was now red with the blood from his wound.  He had courage and that was more than could be said for the Templars who stayed on the stair watching for their opportunity to flee.  
 
    Alf took his chance and punched his opponent.  This time he, too, used his shield. As the young Norman fell Alf’s sword was brought from on high and he split the head of the prone Norman. The older de Vernon rushed at Alf. The knight I was fighting was also lying on the ground and he swung his sword at my leg. I jumped in the air. When I landed, it was on his knee.  I heard a loud crack and he screamed in pain. I stabbed down and skewered him. Samuel had pulled back his spear and lunged at the knight fighting his father. It distracted him long enough for my son to sink his sword into the knight’s foot.  As he reeled back William’s sword darted forward and into the midriff of the knight. William leaned into the body and the blade cut through the mail and into the knight’s stomach.  When blood erupted from his mouth then we knew he was dead.  
 
    Alf made short work of the older de Vernon.  Weakened by my thrust to his shoulder he was no match for the newly knighted Sir Morgan. He lay amongst his kin bleeding to death but he had time for one last curse.  It was not directed at us but at the Templars, “You faithless and cowardly knights! May you rot in hell!” Then he died. 
 
    The two Templars raced back up the stairs. There was no door at the top of the stairs but the narrow entrance meant only one man at a time could progress.  They meant to take us one by one.  I did not know what plan they had to evade the rest of my men. There might be more doors higher up the tower.  They could go nowhere. If my grandson was able to help us then it told me that the battle outside was over.  The last remnants were being hunted. Alf was ready to race up.  I held up my hand, “Hold. They can go nowhere and there is little that they can do.” Turning to Samuel I said, “Thank you, grandson, you saved me and your father.  That was nobly done.  How goes it outside?” 
 
    “We have won.  We have their horses.  Our archers and men at arms are hunting the ones who fled.” 
 
    “Fetch all of the horses and the other archers.  We have time to plan the demise of these last knights.” 
 
    “Aye, Earl Marshal.”  He ran off. 
 
    William had been around the five dead Normans to make certain that they were dead. “How do we winkle them out?” 
 
    “Perhaps we do not. When our squires return I will have them fetch faggots. We can set fire to this chamber.  If we can capture them then we might learn much.” 
 
    He shook his head, “These are Templars.  They are not like John the Carter.  They can endure pain and they will tell us nothing.” 
 
    “Perhaps but I would not risk any more of our men and squires for they are not worth it.” 
 
    I stepped outside and saw Arne Arneson and Peter Strong Arm.  “You two, come and clear away these bodies.  Take their mail and give it to any who need it.  Search their bodies and then place the corpses close to the base of the tower.” 
 
    “Aye lord. James of Thirsk is dead and Walther of Richmond has a bad wound.” 
 
    I nodded.  They were sad losses but it could have been much worse. Dawn was breaking. The hut we had fired was still burning and the air was filled with the smell of burning flesh. The fire had saved lives for it had swung the balance in our favour but that was no way for a warrior to die. I turned as I heard the sound of hooves. The squires drove in the enemy horse herd as my five archers brought our horses.  
 
    My two men at arms had recovered the bodies and were taking the mail from them. When the sound of the hooves dies down and a sort of silence fell over the settlement I shouted, “Sir Richard de Vernon your men are dead and you are defeated.  Surrender!” 
 
    His head appeared from the parapet.  He was flanked by the two Templars. “Why should I?  We have food and we have drink. King William will soon bring his army. We shall be rescued and you and your rag tag band of cut throats will be slaughtered.” 
 
    That told me that there had to be a door which had been barred. I said nothing. Samuel and the other two squires brought kindling from the nearest hut. They took it inside.  Padraig shouted, “Do we place it beneath the stairs, Earl?” 
 
    I shouted, louder than was necessary, “Aye put the kindling under the stairs for the fire will be sucked up the stairs and into the upper floors of the tower.” 
 
    Sir Richard’s head emerged again. He screamed, “You cannot burn us alive! It is dishonourable!” 
 
    “You who sent poisoners and assassins amongst us talk of honour? No one would blame me if I burned the three of you alive. You have two choices: surrender or burn!” 
 
    His head disappeared and I heard a furious argument. Then there was silence.  I shouted, as my squires finished piling the wood within the guard room, “Well, what is your answer?” 
 
    I was greeted with silence.  “Fetch me a brand, Samuel, Padraig go and bring a pail of water.” When Samuel returned I shouted, “You have given me an answer.  I hope you have confessed for now you die!” I went inside the tower.  I took two of the faggots and placed them close to the upturned table.  I lit the faggots. They quickly flamed and fire began to eat at the table.  It was dry. The fire had taken hold of the table and I placed a barrel on top. The ceiling had wooden beams.  It would take some time but they would burn. Smoke began to rise up through the open entrance. Padraig appeared with a bucket. I said, quietly, “If I shout then douse the flames.”  
 
    He grinned, “Aye lord.” 
 
    There were wind holes all around the tower and, as I stepped outside, I saw smoke begin to emerge from them. Richard de Vernon put his head above the parapet, “You are a murderer!” 
 
    “I gave you your chance.  Surrender.  Throw down your swords and you can still make it.” 
 
    His head popped back inside and I heard another argument. Then Sir Richard de Vernon took his sword and dropped it to the ground.  It landed ten paces from me. I shouted, “Douse the flames!” There was a hiss. Walther and Samuel rushed in with two more pails of water and the smoke became thicker. I heard the sound of footsteps.  Peter, Arne, have your swords ready for these knights.” There was the sound of coughing and then Sir de Vernon appeared. He was alone. “Where are the Templars?” 
 
    He coughed and spluttered.  Shaking his head, he said, “They confessed and then took each other’s lives!” 
 
    “Peter and Arne go and see.” Even as they raced into the smoke-filled tower I knew that Sir Richard de Vernon was not lying. The two Templars had not risked divulging what they knew. Their knowledge died with them. 
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 Chapter 15 
 
    The Norman traitor was right. The Templars had taken each other’s lives. The two bodies were recovered. They had not committed suicide.  It had been a death pact. I turned to Sir Richard. “And now you will tell me all of the plot of the French King and his Templar allies.” 
 
    He shrugged and gave me a silky smile, “I know nothing about the Templars.  The French King?  I was promised that I would be Count of the Vexin when Henry was defeated. I thought it worth the price.” 
 
    “And do you know what the price will be?” 
 
    “I dare say that I will be kept a prisoner.  Perhaps there will be bargaining and when King Henry has a use for me then I will be freed in exchange for some other noble.” 
 
    I nodded, “And King William of Scotland? You said he would free you.” 
 
    I saw that he realised he had said too much, “Perhaps he will not come as soon as I intimated but he will be coming, some time, to retake his Northumbria.” 
 
    “And what was the price you demanded of him?” 
 
    He looked at me and actually smiled, “Your valley!” 
 
    I laughed. “Then you are a bigger fool than I thought. William will never capture Northumbria. You have sold your soul to the devil and there will be nothing in return.” 
 
    “But the Bishop…” 
 
    He knew then that he had said too much.  His mouth closed and set in a grim, thin line.  “Shall I finish your sentence for you? The Bishop of Durham said that he would help you once I was dead.” His face told me all. I shook my head, “Have him bound. When we have dealt with William and his army he will be sent to London.” 
 
    As Peter grabbed his arms he protested, “But I surrendered! I have the right to be treated well.” 
 
    I pointed to him, “No you have not for you have been sentenced by the King himself.  I have a letter which orders me to chain you and send you to the Tower where you are to be hung, drawn and quartered.  Your head will be placed on the gate of the Tower and the four parts sent to Rouen, Rennes, Anjou and Le Mans to tell the world what happens to traitors. Peter, appoint two good men to watch him.  I would not have him cheat the executioner.” 
 
    By evening we had made the camp secure and all of our men had returned. We had lost three men at arms and one archer.  It could have been worse.  More than a hundred enemies lay dead. I gathered my captains, scouts and squires. William sat by me. I spoke to all of my men.  They deserved that. 
 
    “We know that King William is coming but we know not where he will strike. Roger of Bath, you will ride on the morrow.  Go first to Alnwick, then Warkworth, Morthpath and the New Castle.  Tell the castellans that war is coming and they should be ready to bring their men north when I command. Edward, you will ride to Sir Wulfric. I need our men now!” 
 
    Padraig asked, “But what of Bamburgh and Norham, Earl?  They are closer to Scotland.” 
 
    “And that is why he will not attack them. He will isolate them.  He needs to hit Northumbria. The castles I have warned are, most likely, his targets. However, Aiden, I want you to take Edgar and find him. We will keep Masood here in case we need a scout.” I looked hard at my son’s scout, “I need not a scout who wanders into enemy lands without orders.” He stared back at me. 
 
    While we waited we prepared. The spare arms we had collected as well as the mail were distributed.  Every one of my men now had two horses.  If we had to move then we could do so quickly. Sir Richard de Vernon sent message after message to me via his gaolers. He begged for me to reconsider and show clemency. Each time I sent back the same answer.  What of those he had abducted, abused and slain; had he shown them clemency? In many ways this waiting for death was a worse punishment than a simple execution for each day he died a little.  I think he thought that my reputation would make me relent.  I was known as a fair man.  However, King Henry had made it quite clear, in his letter, what the punishment was to be. 
 
    Our army, and my scout Edward, arrived seven days later.  It was a mighty host.  We had over three hundred and fifty men. Most of them were fresh. More importantly we had the largest number of archers ever assembled.  Two hundred archers could make the sky fill with arrows. Three days later my scouts returned. 
 
    “Earl Marshal, they have crossed the Tweed.” Aiden smiled at Padraig, “They are not going to Norham nor to Bamburgh. The road they take might take them to Alnwick or they could go west to Barnard Castle. They might even come here!” 
 
    I had not thought of that and the surprise showed on my face.  William saw my look, “If he goes to Barnard then he will be able to use the men from Galloway.  He can threaten Carlisle.” 
 
    Samuel said, “But it does not get him Northumbria.” 
 
    I shook my head, “It gets him the Tees Valley and, from what de Vernon said, he has the support of the Bishop of Durham. With the valley in his hands we are neutralized. Northumbria would be cut off.” 
 
    Silence fell. Someone was advising the rash and wild William. Was it one of de Vernon’s people?  Perhaps another Templar? Sir Richard would not tell me anything.  He would make demands of me to which I could not accede. 
 
    “Then we have to remain here. Edward and Edgar, you two will watch the road to Barnard Castle.  Aiden and Masood, you will watch the road south. We are still well placed here. This valley is but a day, at most, from any of our castles.” 
 
    When William and I were alone with Samuel my son said, “You have done all that you can, father.  We could do no more.” 
 
    “No, I have been guilty of arrogance.  I thought I could read the mind of my foe and I did not; I failed. I believed that he would strike at either the New Castle or Alnwick. Now I do not know. Perhaps I am too old to command.  My grandson appears to have more ideas than I do.” 
 
    “This is the right decision, father. We have an army which is mounted.  Once we find this army then we summon the rest of our knights and we defeat him.” 
 
    I took William with me as I went to speak with Richard de Vernon. I did not give him his title. His actions had stripped him of that honour.  I went to appeal to his sense of honour. He pouted, “What now?  Do you come to mock me?” 
 
    “No, I give you one more chance to prove that you have honour.  You are a knight of Normandy.  You swore allegiance to Duke Henry.  Enemies threaten his kingdom.  Gain some respect for your family by telling me of William’s plans.” 
 
    He laughed, “My brother is dead.  You killed my nephews.  The whore of a wife of mine is probably already remarried. I am doomed. I will die painfully but I will be shriven.  My sins will be forgiven and I will go to heaven.” 
 
    “Then suppose you were not shriven?  What then?” 
 
    Shaking his head, he said, “Even you, Henry’s right hand man, cannot deny me a priest.  You might want to but if I am taken to the White Tower then my execution will have all due ceremony and that means a priest.  It is a small thing, Earl, but it will be a victory for me.  Who knows, it might result in victory for the Scots. By then I will not care for I will be in heaven.” He suddenly brightened, “Or I will be safe with William of Scotland and accorded great honours for my bravery! This may work out even better than I had hoped!” 
 
    As we left I seethed.  I wanted to take out my sword and end this man’s life but he knew I would not for I had given my word. William sensed my mood, “Sometimes father, evil does not get punished as it should.  That does not mean that we should stop doing what is right.  You taught me that.” 
 
    “Aye, son you are right.  We prepare for war and we make sure that Richard de Vernon reaps no reward from this attack!” 
 
    That night as we waited and I fretted that I had made the wrong decision, Sir James came to speak with me. “Lord, the two captives.” 
 
    I smiled.  James was like a dog with a bone. He would not let it go. “What about them?” 
 
    “I would like to effect a rescue.  My men are happy to follow me into the Scottish camp.” 
 
    “We do not know where the camp is. You owe obligations to me as a knight. I cannot have my knights serving themselves.  We have England to think of.” 
 
    “And I will not let you down, Earl, all that I want is the chance to rescue them.” He paused, “When the Scots come, lord, they will have a camp.  If we attack their camp it would hurt them.  It would be something which might lead to victory.  I would like to take part in such an attack. I would not ask another to risk their lives for the two girls but ….” 
 
    “But it might aid us.  I had not thought of that, James.  I will consider it but that does not mean that I agree.” 
 
    “I know, Earl, and I will do as you order.” 
 
    It was not a bad idea.  The Scots, if they reached this far south, would be far from their supplies. Attacking their camp might gain us horses, destroy their supplies and make their weaker men fear failure. On the other hand, if they attacked Sir Hugh at Barnard Castle then they would be closer to their supplies.  The more I thought about it the more I came to believe that he would attack to the west. When my scouts reported that the Scots were south of Rothbury I knew that their target was not Barnard Castle; nor was it Alnwick nor Warkworth. The New Castle seemed the most like place. I mobilised my men and I sent riders to warn Morthpath and the New Castle that they might be attacked. 
 
    By the time we broke camp it was late afternoon and the Scots had moved further south. They were moving quickly. William suggested, and I agreed, that we should head towards Morthpath.  That struck both of us as the most likely place he would attack. If he was going to take the New Castle then he had to rid himself of the danger Morthpath represented. For once our archer scouts let us down. However, we could not take them to task for they paid with their lives.  We found their bodies close by Long Whitton. They had been ambushed. William had a good adviser who knew me and my methods. This time I sent out my four best scouts.  Aiden and Edgar went towards Morthpath and Masood and Edward towards Barnard Castle. As darkness fell we were forced to camp. 
 
    We camped at Stanfordham by the River Pont. It was just north of the stone castle of Prudhoe. Odinel Umbraville was the lord of the manor.  He could be an awkward man and I had found him abrasive yet he was as solid as his castle. He was obstinate enough to defy any attacker.  I decided that, the next morning, I would ride to Prudhoe and seek his help. His castle guarded one of the bridges over the Tyne. 
 
    It was Masood and Edward who returned, just before dawn, with the news that the Scots had laid siege to Prudhoe. The Scottish army was more than a thousand men strong. However, we now knew where they were and we now knew their target.  It was not the New Castle. They would cross the Tyne.  Stockton and my valley were their targets. The Palatinate would turn a blind eye to the Scots as they headed south. The Bishop of Durham had much to answer for.  I put that reptile from my mind as I held a council of war with my knights. 
 
    “We do not have enough men to relieve the siege. We need to summon the men who garrison the castles at Morthpath and the New Castle.  I will also send to the Bishop of Durham although I fear he will drag his heels. Until they arrive we are limited in what we can achieve.  Besides it is early days.  Baron Odinel has stone walls and the bridge will slow down the progress of the Scots.” I looked at Sir James. “However, there is another choice we can make.  Edward has told me that they have their camp north of the bridge.  They have their supplies and the wood with which to make siege engines.  At dawn we will move our camp closer to them. I would be nearer to them.  I would threaten them.” I saw nods of approval from Wulfric and William. “I propose that, tomorrow night, we attack their camp and try to destroy as many of their supplies as we can.  It will be hit and run.” 
 
    I saw that my knights all thought this was a good idea. Wulfric roared, “It is good to have you back leading us, Earl. This is my kind of fight.” 
 
    “Except that you will not be taking part in it. I intend to use the young knights. Sir James, Sir Morgan, Sir Gilles, Sir Richard and Sir Gille will take their men.  I need you, Wulfric, and my son,” I waved an expansive arm, “I need all the experienced men for the attack on the main army.  Besides, Sir James has a special task he needs to perform.” 
 
    My son said, “I think it is good that the young knights have the opportunity to gain glory but who will lead them?” 
 
    “Why me, of course.  It is my plan.  I am the reason that the Scots have managed to get so far into Northumbria without a challenge.  I will help to rectify my error.  You will command in my absence.  King Henry charged you with this task anyway.  If it was not for Sir Richard de Vernon then I would still be in France.  I am expendable.” There was a clamour and outcry from my knights. I held up my hand, “There is no argument.  I am Earl Marshal and I make these decisions.  I will see the knights who are to make the attack for we need a good plan.” 
 
    The young knights were delighted to have been chosen.  I quickly dismissed any thoughts of a reckless attack. “Padraig will have a horn with him.  When he sounds it three times then we all retire north.” I looked especially at James, “No matter what we are doing.  We are there to hurt them and not us. We destroy whatever we can.  We drive off their horses, we damage their siege machines and, Sir James, has a special task.  He will try to affect the rescue of two captives.” I had their attention. “Sir Gilles, you will drive off their horses. Sir Richard and Sir Gille you will try to destroy as many of their siege engines as you can. Sir Morgan you and I will be the reserve.  We stop the Scots from spoiling our plan.” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “You all have archers.  At night they will not have good targets.  That does not matter. We will walk our horses until we are within bow range of the camp. Sir James and his men will go in first to try to rescue as many captives as they can.” I looked at him, “You have the count of five hundred to do so.  Then the archers will send a shower of arrows into the camp while the two main raiding parties gallop in, destroy what they can and then listen for the horn. If this goes well then we will be in and out before they know what hit them.” I paused, “If men fall then we leave them.  We do not go back for the wounded, nor the dead. We have a duty to the army to be ready to fight the Scots in open battle.” 
 
    They were young but they were knights.  The men they led were oathsworn. All of us understood the risks. They nodded their agreement. 
 
    Samuel rode next to me as we headed south the next morning.  “Grandfather I know that Padraig is your squire but could I hold Skuld for you this night?” 
 
    “No, Samuel. It is not because I do not want you there, I do but you are your father’s squire.  You are needed at his side.  He will be preparing the rest of our men for the battle to come.  When we raid their camp then the rest of you will need to watch our own camp.” 
 
    “But I would fight at your side. You said I helped at the tower.” 
 
    “And so you did but now I need you to obey orders.” 
 
    He looked at me, “Grandfather, you do not go to your death, do you? You risk all and for what?  Two captives?  They are not worth the life of the Warlord.” 
 
    I reined in Skuld and allowed the others around us to move away, “Never say that, Samuel. I am no more important than any in my land. Aiden was born a slave and yet I would not be alive today but for him. Padraig was doomed to a life of servitude and he has saved my life and others.  All men and women are important. James sees, in these girls, a chance to save two lives which would otherwise be destroyed.  He and his men are willing to risk all to do so.  Make no mistake, Samuel, James has the hardest task.  You have captured a horse herd.  You know how hard it is to sneak into an enemy stronghold and take that which they protect. The women will be in the tents of their most powerful warriors. James and his oathsworn know that the odds on their survival are slim. Can I do any less than to be there for him and to try to save him if I can?” 
 
    He was silent.  Then he shook his head, “You are right but, grandfather, you are my only grandfather, I cannot lose you.” 
 
    I smiled, “If it is my time then so be it but know that if I am taken I will be watching over you as you grow and become the great knight that I know you will be.” 
 
    We camped at the road the Romans had built to connect the two coasts.  It had been there before their wall.  They had called it the Stanegate. When de Vesci came from the New Castle he would come down the road. It was also the road the Scots would use if they chose to attack either Carlisle or the New Castle.  
 
    As the tents were erected Padraig and I prepared for the raid. Once again, I did not bother with a helmet. I hung my shield from Skuld’s saddle but I did not think that I would need it. I saw that the archers had used charcoal to cover their faces.  Men had oiled their mail and their horse furniture so that we would be silent.  
 
    Darkness fell and we headed south down the narrow road which observed the ancient field boundaries.  It was not a Roman road; it was not cobbled and it was not straight. Waving farewell to my son and grandson I led my men down the road to the Scottish camp. Our scouts had kept our presence hidden. I think the Scots thought that de Vernon and the Templars still guarded their rear and kept us from finding them.  It explained their route through Rothbury. I stopped when we were just half a mile from their camp.  Aiden and Masood awaited me there.  We had brought ten horse holders who would wait with the horses. I was with Alf, Sir Morgan, his squire, Padraig and Sir James’ five archers. We marched silently towards their camp. Sir Gilles and his men rode around the camp to their horse herd. Richard and Sir Gille slipped away with Aiden to find their siege engines. Masood nodded and led Sir James towards the camp. 
 
    I turned to Alf, “Now we walk towards their camp and we will try to make them think that the nine of us are an army.  Padraig, you have the horn?” 
 
    “I do Earl Marshal.” 
 
    The attack would be begun by Sir Gilles.  When they drove the horse herd all eyes would be upon them.  The noise and the confusion would cover the attack by my other men. The archers nocked their bows.  I held my sword over my shoulder and we listened. The camp was now silent.  The squeals and screams had long ago ceased. Now the camp was a murmur of sentries speaking with each other and the sound of sleeping men snoring and breaking wind. The archers stood behind the four of us.  We were a thin line. 
 
    When the cry broke the stillness of the night even I was startled and I was expecting it. Our men were to the left and right of us.  I said, “Now!” The five archers sent their arrows blindly into the camp.  They would continue to do so until we heard the thunder of hooves.  Then we would get out of the way. I shouted, “For King Henry, England and the blessed St. Cuthbert! My men all cheered. We heard cries as arrows found flesh.   
 
    A Scottish voice shouted, “To arms! We are attacked!” 
 
    Out of the dark four sentries rushed at us. Using two hands I ran at them.  My quick hands whipped right and then left. Used two handed I had great power with my blade.  One Scot was almost cut in two and the other had his skull laid open.  Alf slew another and Walther made his first kill. Our archers continued to rain death. The hooves grew louder. I had mentally counted more than five hundred. 
 
    “Padraig, sound the horn!” The Scots would be following the horses.  If the captives had not been recovered and if the siege machines were undamaged then it was too late. Our attack would have failed. 
 
    We ran to our left, off the road on which we had stood. The horses thundered up the road. I saw Sir Gilles and their men as they slapped rumps with their swords.  The horses were sumpters and palfreys. They would drive them all the way to our camp. I glimpsed Sir Gille and Sir Richard’s squires as they raced by us too. My knights and young squires had survived. 
 
    “We can start to move back.  Keep the arrows falling and face the Scots.” 
 
    The other archers were still sending their arrows from the dark.  We could not see them but now that the horses had passed they could release with impunity. It slowed the pursuit. I saw flames in the distance. My knights had exceeded my expectations, they had managed to set fire to some of the machines.  In the dark I heard a voice call out, “Get the fires out.” 
 
    If I thought we were safe, I was wrong.  We were not far from our horses when a knight and ten warriors burst from the dark.  They all had shields and they soon spied us. I shouted, “Archers, release and then get to the horses!” 
 
    In the dark, behind the warriors, I saw more approaching. Our archers were too valuable to waste. 
 
    “But lord!” 
 
    “Obey me!” 
 
    Five arrows flew over our shoulders and five of the advancing men fell making the others close up.  It allowed the four of us to hurry further towards our horses. To our left I heard shouts and what sounded like sobbing. I could do nothing about it. The Scottish knight who led them shouted, “There are only four of them and one is the Warlord! Get him and the war is over!” 
 
    Padraig slung the horn behind him and held his shield out.  I was the only one without a shield and so I slipped my dagger into my left hand. Sometimes it is better to do the unexpected, “At them!” Raising my sword above my head I ran at the knight. He did not see the dagger.  He saw that I just had a sword. He pulled his arm back for a strike as he blocked my sword with his shield. A knight who raises his arm reveals his armpit. I rammed my dagger into the armpit. Hot blood flowed over my arm. I twisted and pulled.  Then I pushed his body at a stunned man at arms. Before he could recover I had brought my sword into the side of his head. Alf fought like a mad man.  He was a big man and he used his sword like a cudgel.  When the men at arms lay dead I saw, ahead of me more warriors. We had done all that we had needed to, “Run!” 
 
    We turned and ran.  There was a cheer form behind us and the Scots hurtled after us.  Above us it sounded like a flock of birds had taken flight.  It was not.  It was arrows. They stopped the warriors as effectively as a gate slamming shut. I saw Aelric and my son. They had all of my archers in a line. 
 
    My son grinned, “You did not think we would stay in camp and do nothing did you?  Besides, Sir James has rescued ten captives.  They wish to thank the Warlord who sanctioned their rescue!” 
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 Chapter 16 
 
    We rode back to my camp.  The rest of my knights awaited me. Fires burned and I could smell food cooking. They had not been with us but they had not slept.  They had kept vigil. We were their brothers and while we were in danger they would watch. 
 
    James had lost half of his men at arms.  He and his squire had both suffered wounds but he looked as happy as I had ever seen him. He had, indeed, rescued ten girls and young women. The youngest looked to have seen eleven summers, the eldest twenty.  
 
    “You have shown yourself a true knight, James.” 
 
    “Thank you, Warlord.” He pointed to the two oldest girls. “These are Ada and Connie.  They were the girls taken from Forcett.” 
 
    The two girls looked thin and their clothes were little more than rags yet their eyes burned brightly, “Thank you, lord.  We prayed each night that help would come but as the months went on we began to despair. Some of the other girls who were taken died of broken hearts for they gave up.  We never did and we thank you.” 
 
    I looked at the other girls. “And where did the other girls come from?” 
 
    One, she looked to be fifteen summers or so pointed south, “Men came to our village.  It is called Lamesley. They killed the men and took the women.” 
 
    “They were not Scots?” 
 
    “No lord.” 
 
    I turned to Padraig, “Fetch de Vernon and make sure he is bareheaded.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” 
 
    I turned back to the girls, “When this is over we will be returning south.  You will be safe. You tell us where you wish us to take you.  I promise that you will be cared for and you will be safe.  Any hurts you have will be tended to.” 
 
    Ada shook her head, “Lord some of the hurts cannot be seen.  I know not how they can be healed.” 
 
    I saw my knights’ faces.  They set in grim lines. William of Scotland’s men had used the girls but they had been taken by others. When de Vernon appeared he sulked, “Why has my sleep been disturbed? Is this more torture?” 
 
    The sight of him made the girls recoil. Ada stood and spat at him, “He is the creature who led the men!” 
 
    De Vernon looked perplexed, “What is the harpy going on about?” 
 
    I turned and hit him hard across the face with the back of my hand. “What kind of man are you?  Your men took these girls from their homes.  They used them at their playthings and you do not even recognise them.” 
 
    He wiped the blood from his mouth.  “I did not use them.  I would not touch so base a creature.” 
 
    I shook my head, “Take him away before I save the executioner a job!” De Vernon was dragged unceremoniously back to his tent.  I nodded to James and he led the girls away.  
 
    Wulfric said, “What now, lord? Sir Richard told us that the siege engines were set on fire.  Some still survive but they cannot breach the walls yet.” 
 
    My son said, “We are still outnumbered, Wulfric.  We will have to wait on the men from the New Castle and Morthpath.” 
 
    “These are a Scottish rabble.  We have fought greater numbers before and we have triumphed.” 
 
    “And we have lost men before. We have lost men that we could not replace.” I pointed to the glow in the south that marked the fire my men had started. “When the Sheriff brings his knights and we are joined by the men of Morthpath we will bring William to battle.  He can go nowhere.  We block his route home.” 
 
    As dawn broke I mounted Skuld and went with William and Wulfric and our squires.  We went to view the enemy. The bodies of the Scots still lay where they had fallen. Rats scurried away and crows took flight at our approach. Wulfric surveyed them.  “They are the wild men from the north, lord.  None wears mail.  I told you, they are a rabble.” 
 
    We reached a high point on the road. It was the point we had occupied during the night attack. We could see their camp.  They had taken over the small hamlet of Ovingham. It was a vast camp.  The three blackened piles of wood that had been rams could be seen by the bridge. Edward, Wulfric’s squire had good eyes. “They still have one ram, lord.  There are men guarding it.” 
 
    I surveyed the camp and also pointed, “There, Wulfric, do you see those banners? They are their knights.  The horses we took last night were sumpters.  See the herd of war horses? We took their horses but not the ones they will use in battle. This is not a rabble.  This William fancies himself a knight. His brother wished to be a knight. William is no maiden; he believes that he is the equal of any of us.” 
 
    Wulfric shook his head, “What has he done?  He has defeated the men of the islands.  He has sent Vikings packing.  He has not faced Norman knights. He will fail.” 
 
    “It may well be true that he has not faced opposition such as we but count the banners.  How many knights does he have?” I had already counted them but I wanted Wulfric to count them for himself. 
 
    It took him some time. “There are more than three hundred banners, Warlord.” 
 
    Samuel said, quietly, “Three hundred and sixty-two, Sir Wulfric.” I saw my son smile. 
 
    “And we have twelve.  I like a challenge Wulfric but those odds? Even with the men at arms we have they still outnumber us.” 
 
    “Then we just wait?” 
 
    “The raid last night means they cannot breach the walls yet. We have taken the horses of their men at arms and scouts. The herd which remains is their war horses. They will be guarded.  See how they have begun to dig a ditch to stop us repeating last night’s attack.” Scots were busy making defences. The earth from the ditches was being topped with willow taken from the trees by the river. “When de Vesci arrives then we can go on the offensive.  Until that time we maintain a presence here.  Our one advantage is our mounted archers. We keep forty of them here.  They will prevent a sally and give us warning of any danger.” 
 
    Ranulf de Merlay from Morthpath was the first to arrive. He brought with him another fifteen knights. It more than doubled our number.  He also brought sixty men at arms and crossbowmen. Our archers kept a watch.  They reported that the Scots tried to find a ford across the Tyne. When they found one they sent parties of men south. It galled me that we could do nothing for those men would be raiding villages for food and captives. I wondered where the Sheriff of the New Castle was. 
 
    William de Vesci arrived two days later. During that time the Scots had constructed a stone thrower. It showed that they were ready to begin the assault on the walls of Prudhoe. The Sheriff brought with him fifty knights and two hundred men at arms, archers and crossbowmen. I took him and William into my tent for a conference. 
 
    “My lord, Sheriff, why did you dally? The Scots have raided the Tyne Valley. Your tardiness has cost some of your folk their lives and their homes.” My archers had reported fires along the valley. 
 
    “I am sorry, Warlord. I sent to the Bishop of Durham for his men. He delayed and when the answer came it was that he could not leave the Palatinate undefended.” 
 
    “The man is a traitor! I have reason to believe that he colludes with William.” 
 
    “I did not know that, Warlord. When last we spoke I asked why King Henry did not have him replaced. Had I known he was an enemy…” He had a hurt look upon his face and he was right.  I should have taken him into my confidence. 
 
    “You are right and he is a problem I will deal with when we have dealt with the Scots. They are almost ready to assault the walls.  I have no doubt that Baron Odinel will defend his walls but there are a large number of Scots there. They outnumber us in terms of knights and in those who fight on foot but we have two hundred archers. We form a battle on the morrow.” I outlined my plans to my son and the Sheriff.  
 
    We had the problem of the ditches.  I needed to make the Scots attack us. My plan was simple.  I would show him our small number of knights.  By keeping the archers behind the knights and my mounted men at arms he would, I hope, be tempted to show that he was the better knight and charge us. We would have one hundred and fifty knights and mounted men at arms and the other two hundred and fifty would fight dismounted a s a shield wall before the archers. The weakness in my plan was that we would be using our squires in the line of knights. We would be putting them in harm’s way but, if we were to defeat the Scots then we had little choice in the matter. 
 
    As with all preparations for a battle they began in the middle of the night. By dawn we would be in position.  During the evening some of the local fyrd had appeared and I utilised them to guard the spare horses and baggage.  It meant I could free up ten more men at arms for our battle line. Our squires had spare spears and lances but they would be stuck in the ground behind our line of horsemen.  
 
    “Padraig, we will be fifty paces in front of the main battle line.” 
 
    The Sheriff said, “You wish to draw King William to you.” 
 
    I nodded, “He considers himself the greatest knight in Scotland and he would prove that he was greater than any knight in England. My position before the army would taunt him.” 
 
    As I walked to the horses I spotted a white stone the size of my fist.  I picked it up and placed it in the hessian bag behind the cantle. I rode Warrior.  Skuld was a good horse but the Scots had war horses and we had to use our best. Padraig rode behind me with my banner.  Once we took our position he would plant it before the archers.  Samuel did the same with William’s banner. When we reached the high ground overlooking the valley it was just after dawn. The Scots were just rising. As we appeared it was as though we had disturbed an ant’s nest.  Horns and trumpets sounded.  We heard drums beating and men ran from tents. If they had not dug ditches then we might have charged.  As it was we had time to form ranks.  
 
    I nudged Warrior ahead of the line. I could see Prudhoe’s keep and so I knew that Odinel would see us.  He would know what it meant. William rode next to me.  “What if they do not advance?” 
 
    “Then we send Aelric and my mounted archers to annoy them and make their knights charge.” I pointed to my banner.  “That should do it.  If William wishes to prove himself a knight then what better trophy than the banner of the last Knight of the Empress and Earl Marshal of England. He will come.” I saw that the war horses in the Scottish camp were being saddled, “And they will come soon.”  
 
    I turned and saw that, behind me we looked like a perilously thin line. The archers were not only behind the horses and the men at arms, they were on a slight reverse slope in dead ground. They would not be seen. To our right were a hundred men at arms.  Their lack of banners told King William that they were not knights. He might suspect a trap but, from his viewpoint, it was hard to see how we would spring it. I had no doubt that he had an accurate figure of the knights who were available in Northumbria. Even if we emptied every castle from the New Castle to Norham we could only muster three hundred knights. By neutralizing the Bishop of Durham, he had denied us that number again. 
 
    William pointed at the royal standard.  This was William’s only personal standard.  The lion with the forked tail showed his arrogance. He did not use the banner his brother had carried.  William was telling Scotland that he was a lion. Knights were gathered around the King. “It looks like they debate.” 
 
    “William will be giving his orders.  He sees himself as a Caesar.” 
 
    “Our meeting with King Malcolm was to no avail then. The treaty was broken.” 
 
    “But not by us.  I suspect that they will blame de Vernon or the Templars. They will have them as agents of King Henry. However, it means that we can now cross the border and punish the Scots.” He nodded, “First, we need to defeat them.” 
 
    The Scots had finished their debate. Two knights detached themselves and rode towards us with their helmets in their hands. “It seems they wish to speak. Let us meet them half way.  I would not have the spy out our true numbers.” 
 
    “Samuel!” William shouted his command. 
 
    My grandson spurred his horse forward and we headed down the slope. The animals which had grazed there had been taken and butchered by the Scots. They would pay reparations to the Baron of Prudhoe. 
 
    I saw that one of the knights who approached us was the Mormaer Dalkeith. The other was a younger knight I did not recognise.  He had a red shield on which was a leopard.  It also had a forked tail like King Williams’s lion.  The young knight was flattering his king or trying to gain favour. We stopped and waited for them to reach us. I did not allow them to speak first.  “It seems, Mormaer, that King Malcolm was mistaken.  His Steward and his lords, you, in fact, did not manage to prevent King William from breaking the peace.” 
 
    The younger knight said, “We come to reclaim that which is ours! This is not England! This is, rightfully Scotland!” 
 
    The mormaer’s voice was weary when he spoke. “Peace Robert. I am the one charged with speaking to the Warlord. Yes, Earl and I am sorry that we failed to do so.  However, we swore an oath to our new King and we obey him.” 
 
    “And why do you come here?” 
 
    The Mormaer sighed, “King William says that if you quit the field now and yield Prudhoe and the New Castle to him then you will be able to return to England.” 
 
    I nodded, “And why should we do that?” 
 
    “You are outnumbered.  You are isolated here and we have more than three times your number of knights. There is another army, hidden, to your rear. When they arrive, you will be caught between us and destroyed. You cannot win.” 
 
    “That is a matter of debate. I think we will test our lances against yours.  We will see the true mettle of this King William.” 
 
    The young knight jabbed an angry hand at me, “The days of Henry Plantagenet are numbered.  Already there is an army poised to take Normandy from him.  When you are destroyed, Warlord, what is to stop our king from marching south! We will avenge the defeat at Northallerton!” 
 
    I smiled, “You are an insolent pup! I was at the Battle of the Standards! I almost wore out my horse chasing the Scots back to Scotland. Your Prince Henry made it to Carlisle with a handful of knights. It will take more than the likes of you to avenge that humiliation! Tell your King that he will learn today that one of our knights is worth three of yours!” 
 
    I saw the young knight colour.  The Mormaer said, “Peace Robert.  I am sorry, Earl for my young companion. This is the first time he has negotiated.” 
 
    “Then unless he is a better knight than I think it will be his last.  Farewell Mormaer.” I turned my back and headed back up the slope. As we rode back I said, quietly, “I think that the French King has been a little premature. King Henry no longer needs me to win battles for him. He will acquit himself well on the battlefields of France and the Vexin.” 
 
    “Father, he believes that his plot has succeeded. I would hazard that King William has already sent a message to his master telling him of his invasion. The French know our numbers and they know King William’s.  They will think it a foregone conclusion.” 
 
    “Then let us prove them wrong.  I will rejoin the line for I think we have done enough.  That young knight will be desperate to reach me and to kill me.” 
 
    “You insulted him deliberately, lord.” 
 
    “Yes, Padraig. If we can make their charge a reckless one we have more chance of defeating them.” We reached our lines. Aelric and his men were forty paces behind us. “On my command, Aelric.” 
 
    “Of course lord.” 
 
    I knew my archers’ range better than any.  When we had stopped I had surreptitiously dropped the white stone I had picked up. It was two hundred paces from my position.  When the enemy reached it, they would be in range of my bow men. 
 
    King William was committing all but a handful to the attack.  He left his levy guarding the siege lines.  His knights formed a treble line with one hundred and twenty knights riding in each rank. Behind them I saw his men at arms, crossbowmen and the rest of his levy forming up.  I dismissed them.  We had to defeat his knights and the rest would crumble. The Scots were six hundred paces from our position. He had to go slowly at first or risk losing contact with his men on foot. He would charge once he reached the white stone.  
 
    Padraig handed me my spear.  He had one too.  My son preferred a lance and I saw that Samuel had copied me. That was sensible.  A lance was harder to control. Samuel was not yet fully grown.  Even Padraig had some growing to complete. Most of the knights used a lance but all of the men at arms used a spear. My men at arms were quite adept at throwing the spear.  Often it took an enemy by surprise.  
 
    When the Scots were three hundred paces from us King William ordered them to canter. I saw the knight with the red shield and the leopard begin to stretch ahead of the others around him.  He was eight knights away from the King and it would not please the King of Scotland to be led by a young knight.  Inevitably the knights around the red shield begun to increase their pace.  As they did so gaps appeared.  I was boot to boot with my son and Wulfric.  My knights had all ensured that they flanked me. When King William and his men hit us, they would be striking the men of the Tees Valley. We were a wall of steel which did not yield. 
 
    I shouted, “Aelric, ready! 
 
    “Aye, Warlord.  Draw!” I heard the creak as two hundred bows were pulled back.  The crossbows we had were on our right flank. They were visible to the Scots.  They faced the Scottish left. I saw the Scottish line approach the white stone.  
 
    “Now!” 
 
    “Release!” 
 
    Two hundred arrows flew through the air. Even as they flew I heard Aelric shout, “Release!” Then the first two hundred arrows hit. The King and those in the front rank escaped without too many losses but the second and third ranks were struck.  Horses were hit. When they fell they brought down others.  The second flight compounded the effect.  Wounded men and horses were struck a second time.  There was a barrier of dead, dying and wounded men and horses. 
 
    I shouted, “Forward!” The squires with the banners signalled the advance. Then the standards were rammed into the soft earth.  The squires would need their spears. We walked our horses towards the Scots who were now galloping. “Canter!” We were now less than one hundred paces from each other.  “Charge!” We would not be travelling at full speed when we hit but we would be boot to boot. The Scots were moving at the gallop and there were gaps. 
 
    I lowered my spear and rested it on my cantle.  King William was going for glory.  He sought me. I saw him pull his lance back. When a knight used a lance, he aimed at the largest target.  That target was my body.  I, on the other hand was able to use the spear more accurately.  It was not heavy and the head could pierce mail. I aimed for his gorget. It protected his ventail. I pulled back my arm.  I did not need to stand.  I intended to push up. 
 
    There was a ripple of cracks, crashes and the sound of lances and spears shattering as our two lines hit. King William was a young man.  He was strong and his blow was powerful. I was leaning into my shield when his lance hit my shield. By turning it as he struck I was able to deflect the lance behind me.  My spear hit his gorget.  The speed of his horse and the angel of my spear knocked him from his horse. And then I had passed him.  
 
    Ahead of me I saw that my archers had decimated the second and third ranks of the Scottish knights. There were fewer knights for us to fight. I looked to my left and saw William still there.  I glanced to my right and spied Wulfric although he looked to have been wounded. My spear was still intact. I shouted, “Are you still with me, Padraig?” 
 
    “Aye Warlord. The King has remounted!” 
 
    I expected that. He would have four or five squires.  They would give their horse to their King. There were knights behind me who would try to unhorse him again. He was not in for an easy time. I had a similar problem. Scottish knights recognised my banner and rode directly for me. They came for me as individuals and I had William and Wulfric on either side of me.  
 
    The first knight pulled back his lance.  He stood in his stirrups and he punched hard.  I moved Warrior slightly to my right and the lance missed me completely.  I rammed the spear into his chausses. The end broke off but by then it had done its work.  The tip stuck in the horse and it reared. The knight screamed in pain as the movement of the spear ripped into his calf muscle. I saw that we were in danger of galloping into our own arrows which were still falling; albeit more slowly now. I shouted, as I drew my sword, “Wheel! Let us finish off their front rank.” 
 
    Inevitably some knights did not hear but my conroi did and we all wheeled.  As we turned I saw an arrow hit the knight I had wounded and, as he died he pulled his horse over.  The knights who were charging up the slope had to turn to avoid the flailing hooves of his horse and they suffered wounds.  More importantly they could not get close to us. We would now be fighting as individuals.  It was where a good squire could make all the difference. Padraig had been taught by James and he knew to keep just behind Warrior and to the right.   
 
    As we thundered up the slope I saw the knight with leopard on the red shield.  He was fighting with Sir James. Sir James was more than holding his own.  The young Scot was struggling to avoid defeat. The Sheriff and his knights were trying to get close to King William and his household knights. The ground where they fought was churned up.  I brought my sword around in a wide backhand sweep as Warrior took me close behind the left side of a Scottish knight trying to come to the aid of his beleaguered King. I hit his left side behind his shield.  He was not expecting the blow and he fell from his horse. The men from Morthpath had not had an easy time of it and I watched as thirty Scottish knights broke through their line and headed for our archers. It was a mistake.  Before the archers were dismounted men at arms holding spears. Aelric and his archers changed to a flat trajectory and aimed at the horses.  As a horseman it pained me but it was effective. The knights fell when their horses were killed. 
 
    As my valley knights crashed into the sides and rear of the Scottish line there was a second crash.  This time it was metal on metal.  We had the advantage that we were charging their blind side.  We could see them but they only had eyes on the knights, men at arms and archers before them.   
 
    When Aelric saw us thundering in he shouted, “Long range!” My archers resumed their shower of arrows.  The main Scottish line was now in range. This time many of the men had neither mail nor helmet.  Where the knights had been able to shrug off some of the arrows the main line did not.  When an arrow struck it stopped the man. 
 
     I whirled Warrior to bring him around to attack King William. If we could capture him then this invasion would be over.  There would be no war. Two of his household knights must have been watching for me as they both turned and rode towards me; one on each side of me. They were household knights.  They would know their business. I would have to suffer the blow from the knight on my left and hope I could defeat the one to my right. As luck would have it the knight to my left hit me first.  He swung a war hammer and it was such a hard blow that it numbed my arm. I jerked Warrior’s head around so that I could reach the other knight. We both swung at the same time. I slid my sword a finger’s width over the top of his horse’s head. I slightly lowered my head and his sword struck the space it had occupied.  My blade hit him squarely in the chest and I heard something crack.  He dropped his sword and his hand went to his hauberk as though he could somehow stop the pain.  
 
    As I pulled Warrior around to face the other knight I saw his war hammer raised to strike me.  My turn meant I could not avoid the blow.  I would be a dead man.  Suddenly a spear was rammed into his right arm.  It was Padraig. The spear head tore through the mail and into the upper arm.  Padraig twisted, as he had been taught and the hammer fell from his arm.  
 
    I shouted to the two knights, “Yield or die!” 
 
    Neither was in a position to continue the fight and they both nodded. Neither had a weapon. “Padraig, stay with them.” 
 
    I saw, just to my right, Sir James as he swung his sword and caught the reckless knight with the red shield in the thigh.  The bright blossom of blood told me that the wound was mortal. I turned Warrior to get at King William. He was wearing an open helmet and he saw me approaching.  I saw anger in his eyes.  He looked around and saw that his household knights were falling to Sir Harold, Sir John and the rest of my knights.  
 
    He shouted, “Fall back! Reform!” His squire sounded the horn.  His remaining knights closed about him as he charged back down the slope.  He chose the line of least resistance. He rode into the space vacated by my valley knights. Ironically his main line had almost closed with us. As the King and his knights rode back down the slope they first stopped and then, seeing that we held the field, tumbled back down the hill. They became the rabble Wulfric had predicted. 
 
    Some of the Sheriff’s knights made to follow.  I lifted my helmet and shouted, “Stop! We hold here!” 
 
    I saw that William and Samuel were alive.  Both had bloody surcoats but there were three unhorsed knights looking sorry for themselves. My grandson had done well. Sir Harold shouted, “Warlord, Sir Wulfric has been wounded.” 
 
    I spurred Warrior over to where the huge knight lay on the ground. I dismounted. “Where are you hurt?” 
 
    He pointed down.  I saw that his knee had been smashed to a pulp.  The Scots did not have good swords but they made good use of war hammers. He gave me a wan smile. “First you lose Dick and now me.  I fear I shall never ride to war again.  I will not be there at your side.” 
 
    “No but you shall see old age and that makes me happy beyond words. Sir Harold, have his men at arms take him to the healers. Take him to the Abbey at Hexham.” 
 
    As he was taken away the Sheriff rode up, “A great victory but we could have finished them off, Warlord, why did you not pursue them?” 
 
    “They have ditches and they still outnumber us.  It was our archers who won the battle for us and they are exhausted.  We have won now let us see how we can exploit the victory. We have prisoners and they are prisoners who are valuable to King William.” I pointed to the household knights. “He will not wish to lose them.” 
 
    “You are right.  I was carried away by the victory.” 
 
    “Roger of Bath, have the wounded taken back to our camp along with the captured knights.  John of Chester take the men of Morthpath and collect our dead.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” 
 
    “Sheriff if you and your men would act as a screen we will get back to the camp and fortify it in case King William tries to emulate our feats.” 
 
    “That would be foolish.” 
 
    “And even more foolish if we did nothing eh, Sheriff?” He nodded, “Tomorrow we return here and see what dawn brings.” 
 
    My son pointed to one of the dead Scottish knights. It was Mormaer Dalkeith, “he fought like a madman.  He killed two of the Sheriff’s knights and one of his men at arms.” 
 
    “He was trying to show that at least one Scot had honour.  He was a good man.  He could not help having a bad king. I am just lucky that I have always had good kings to follow.” I smiled at Samuel who was examining the sword he had taken from the knight who had yielded to him. “And that, my grandson, is a sword you will ever treasure. Today you took the first step to becoming a knight. Who knows where it will end?” 
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 Chapter 16 
 
    I ached all over.  My left arm still felt a little numb from the war hammer blow. I yearned for a hot bath and a soft bed but I would have to make do with the hard floor and a bowl of lukewarm water in which I could wash. The knights who had yielded had been collected and watched.  We kept them away from de Vernon.  Soon we would be able to send him hence and be free from his odious presence.  It was a constant reminder of our dead warriors.  He had been the cause of Dick’s demise.  Padraig helped me from my mail.  There was some damage but it could be repaired.  The repair would have to wait until we reached Stockton. 
 
    As Padraig began to clean the mail he asked, “Will they fight on the morrow?” 
 
    I thought about it as I examined my helmet for damage, “I think not.  I will have a better idea when the numbers of dead and captives are brought to me. The siege may go for a while longer but we hold the high ground. He has gambled on his allies hurting us and they did not. The mormaer said that there was an army north of us and it would attack us.  That is what they counted on. He was not to know that we had defeated that army already.” I placed my helmet next to my mail.  It was undamaged and I wrapped my cloak about me. “I will go and speak with my son. He and the Sheriff should now have an accurate number of their losses,” I paused, “and ours.” 
 
    My men at arms had built a fire close to the tents which my knights and I used. Tom the Badger greeted me as I stepped into the thin afternoon sun, “A good day Earl.” 
 
    “A good day, Tom?” 
 
    “Aye lord.  Any day we send the Scots with their tails between their legs and lose so few men is a good day.” 
 
    I sat on one of the logs they had dragged there, “How many did we lose?” 
 
    “From our company?” I nodded. “None Earl Marshal; not an archer and not a man at arms. You and the valley knights did too good a job of clearing away their knights.” He stood, satisfied that the blaze was as he would wish it. “I will fetch food and ale lord. Some supplies came from Stamfordham this morning as we arrayed.” He chuckled, “The lord there sent food in lieu of his body.  From what the men of Morthpath told us that is probably as well for he is supposed to be a bloated and corpulent knight. Not like our young bucks, eh lord?” 
 
    As he left I wondered how Wulfric fared.  He had been taken up the road to the abbey of Hexham. He would receive the best care there. Wulfric had fought one battle too many.  I had seen that he had lost that edge which a good knight needs. Five years before he would never have put himself in a position where a hammer could inflict such a blow.  I had seen that his reactions were slower as we had charged. While William’s horse had been level with mine when I had ordered the charge, it had taken some strides for Wulfric to catch up.  His lance had been a few heartbeats behind mine.  I was older than Wulfric but, so far, I had not lost my edge. Would I know when to hang up my sword or stand behind the archers watching my knights bleed for me? 
 
    I saw William and the Sheriff head towards me.  They were followed by their squires.  Samuel still carried the sword. I smiled.  The battle had changed my grandson irrevocably. He was now a warrior.  It was in his blood. The Sheriff looked pleased with himself. “A great day, Earl!” 
 
    My man at arms had said a good day.  His assessment was about right. We had defeated the Scots but not ended their threat. I nodded, “Our losses were light?” 
 
    He frowned as he sat next to me, “Light? I know not the numbers yet.  I was speaking of the ransom we will take from the knights we captured.  We have fifty knights, mormaers and lords. We have thirty warhorses.” He shook his head, “Had the archers not used their arrows against horses then we would have had more.” 
 
    William de Vesci was a knight but he had fought in few major battles, “And had they not done so then we would have lost many more men at arms and, perhaps, even that most invaluable of weapons, our archers.” 
 
    “Our archers?  It was knights lord which won the day.” 
 
    My son shook his head, “There you are wrong, Sheriff.  The archers broke up their lines.  The archers prevented their men on foot coming to their aid.  We had the easier task. I agree with my father.”  
 
    I saw that the Sheriff had not grasped that concept.  Like all knights he thought that he was the most powerful warrior in earth.  He was wrong.  “And the butcher’s bill?” 
 
    My son had the figures.  He knew why I asked. If we had lost too many then we might have to withdraw. “We lost twelve knights, forty men at arms and eight archers.  There are others, like Wulfric who are wounded.  He is the most seriously wounded but there are still another ten knights who will not be ready to fight tomorrow. Apart from the knights we captured there are another twenty who lie dead on the field; others are wounded. Their most grievous losses were amongst their men on foot. Aelric and his archers counted two hundred and twenty dead men on the field.” 
 
    I began to calculate the effect in my head.  I saw Samuel scrutinising me. “Then they still have more knights than we do.  Their army out numbers ours.” 
 
    The Sheriff’s face fell. My son smiled and continued, “Their greatest loss was in horses. Thanks to our archers they now have less than one hundred and twenty war horses. If the Baron Odinel was to sortie then we might be able to defeat them.” 
 
    “We can afford no more losses. We began the day with less than eighty knights. We have lost a quarter. Our archers expended most of their arrows. We need this threat to be over.” 
 
    “You would allow the Scots to make a peace?” 
 
    “Yes Sheriff. In that peace you and the other lords can improve your castles. You can prepare for the next time that William comes south.  No matter what happens in the morning King William will try to wrest Northumbria from our grasp again.” I waved a hand around the camp. We have achieved that which the Scots thought impossible.  We have fought against odds of four to one and won. In the morning I will go to the Scots and ask for their surrender. Have the dead war horses cooked.  The wind is from the north west.  The smell will be a reminder to the Scots of their losses and we will eat well.” 
 
    The Sheriff left and I sat with my son and grandson. “And then we will go to the Bishop of Durham.” 
 
    “We will, my son.” 
 
    “We have no proof that he was involved.” 
 
    “No, but we have the message he sent to William de Vesci. He refused to send knights to our aid. I can order him to travel to Normandy and explain himself to the King.” 
 
    “That does not seem a fitting punishment, grandfather.” 
 
    “You are right Samuel, it is not but the Bishop serves not only King Henry but the Pope and while I can remove him from his secular powers, his religious title and position protect him.  The King alone can remove him from office and that will require the Pope’s permission.  So long as the Becket problem remains the King will have to tread carefully.” I turned to William. “I would have you manage the Palatinate until the Bishop returns from Normandy.” 
 
    “He may not wish to go.” 
 
    I laughed, “I will give him no choice in the matter. I will send Sir John and Sir Richard with him as gaolers. The time he is away will give you the opportunity to clean his house. Find those who are as corrupt and venal as de Puiset.  Ensure that the taxes which are collected go to the King.” 
 
    While William took in my words and began to work out what he would need to do Samuel said, “That means we would have to live in Durham.” 
 
    “For a while you would, yes. A knight has responsibilities. I have been absent for some considerable time.  That was not my choice. I serve my King.  Your father knows that.  I will still be in Stockton and I will visit often.  As I said to the Sheriff this Scottish war is not over. Even if William agrees to surrender he has not been hurt enough to give up his dream. I need to be ready to shatter that dream!” 
 
    With clean mail and a fresh surcoat I rode the next morning with my son, the Sheriff and our squires. We rode bare headed and stopped before the ditches.  The Scottish sentries stared belligerently at us. In their camp we heard the horns as King William and his lieutenants rode to meet us. Convention dictated that they should have the same number but he brought seven knights. It told me much about the man. He was trying to intimidate me.  The slope meant that we were slightly above them.  Even so, when they arrived King William was almost level with me.  He was a big man. 
 
    I held my hand out and Padraig brought me a piece of parchment the priests who had been with us had produced. “Here is a list of the knights we captured and the price of their ransom.” 
 
    The King’s squire rode forward and, bowing to me, took it. 
 
    “You have two months to produce the ransom.  They will be held at the New Castle.” I smiled, “Their quarters will be cramped for there are many of them.” 
 
    The King wore an open face helmet and I saw him colour. “And what now, Earl Marshal?” 
 
    “You surrender. We have more knights we can summon” I waved a hand.  “This company was just enough to stop you.  If you stay then we will destroy you.” 
 
    “We will not surrender.” 
 
    I nodded, “You have eaten the animals you captured when you arrived.  You have wounded men.  When my knights arrive, your ditches will merely slow us down.  Our archers will rain death upon you and you will be slaughtered.  Surrender and your men will live.” 
 
    He raised his voice.  He was becoming angry, “I thought you an honourable knight.  What kind of knight allows a common archer to determine a battle?” 
 
    I stared at him, “One who wishes to win! I have fought battles like this for over forty years.  You know how many I have lost? None. I was there when your grandfather and great grandfather fled Northallerton.  I was at Lincoln and captured King Stephen.  Tell me King William, how many battles have you won?” 
 
    For the first time doubt entered his eyes, “There may be another way, Earl Marshal. Let my army return north to Scotland and we will pay you reparations.” 
 
    I turned to my son, “Can we trust this man who broke the peace treaty which King Malcolm told us would last beyond his death?” 
 
    The King waved an arm, “I have with me priests.  They can bring relics upon which I will swear.  I am a knight, Earl Marshal.  If I swear then I will keep my word.” 
 
    I nodded, “And will you swear not to invade Northumbria again?” 
 
    He shook his head, “If that is a condition then we will fight here until this ground is covered in our blood.” 
 
    In many ways his last statement told me that reparations would be made. I would have to accept. My knights and the lords of the north would have to spend the next year preparing for a war and a battle which was inevitable. “Very well, fetch your priest.” 
 
    The reparations were not massively punitive but the Scots would hurt.  When the ransoms were added in then King William’s attempts to regain Northumbria had been a disaster.  He would learn from them. We waited until the Scots had quit the field, escorted by the Baron of Morthpath, before we headed south. He would see them to the Tweed.  
 
    The Baron of Prudhoe was in a bullish mood when we crossed the Tyne on our way south. “I thought to bring my knights out and join you when you attacked, Earl Marshal.  Do you think we might have defeated them once and for all had I done so?” 
 
    “It would have been both brave and valiant yet I think you were wise to stay behind your walls. Was any damage done?” 
 
    “No, Earl Marshal but I shall improve my defences.  The King of Scotland will return.” I cocked my head to one side wondering how he could be so sure.  “We captured two of his men who tried to breach our defences.  After some persuasion they told us that King William is determined to regain Northumbria or to die trying.” 
 
    “And I agree.” I turned to the Sheriff.  “I would have you come with me to Durham, Sheriff.  We need to have words with the Bishop.” 
 
    “Gladly.  I will keep just a few knights and send the rest back with the captives to my castle.” 
 
    I kept just William, Harold and Richard with me. The rest I sent back to their castles. Sir John was charged with escorting Richard de Vernon.  I did not want him anywhere near the Bishop when I met him. I sent my archers back to Stockton as an escort for the traitor. The captives we had rescued wished to stay with Sir James.  I was pleased. Sir Wulfric had to endure the indignity of a wagon to take him south. He was not happy. 
 
    Our banners told the Bishop that his day of reckoning had come.  It was late afternoon as we approached the mighty citadel. This time we did not leave our men outside.  We would need all of them. We entered the inner bailey.  The huge cathedral dominated one side and the keep the other. We had twelve knights to support the Sheriff and myself.  
 
    “Padraig, you and Samuel keep the men at arms and archers here. If we have trouble then your task is to secure the gatehouse.” 
 
    Padraig nodded and Samuel asked, “Will there be trouble?” 
 
    “There could be.” 
 
    We entered and were taken to the Great Hall. The Bishop had surrounded himself with his Dean and other senior priests.  In addition, there were six knights there. The one obvious absentee was the Templar. I had planned on arresting him too.  I wondered where he was. 
 
    The presence of his allies seemed to make the Bishop more confident. “Why does the Earl Marshal and the Sheriff enter my hall armed and mailed?  Am I an enemy?” 
 
    I slipped my arming cap from my head and took off my mail mitts. “That remains to be seen.  We have questions which need answers.  Those answers will determine your fate.” 
 
    He paled, “My fate?  May I remind you Earl Marshal that I am a Prince Bishop.  I do not answer to knights.” 
 
    “Yet you will answer to me. The Sheriff, William de Vesci sent to you for knights to help fight the Scottish invaders.  You did not send any. Why?” 
 
    “You would have had me leave my land defenceless? I protect the Palatinate!” 
 
    “When last I came I made it quite clear what King Henry wished of you. You were ordered to offer all support to our efforts against the Scots. I ask again why did you fail to fulfil your obligations?” He was silent.  “Then I will ask another question.  This one has more serious implications for you.  Did you conspire with the Scots, the King of France and the Templars to invade England?” 
 
    His knights turned to look at each other. This was news to them. 
 
    The Bishop stood, “I do not need to be insulted in my own hall!” He made to leave. 
 
    “Sit, I have not given you permission to leave! Answer me.” 
 
    The power of my voice made him immediately sit and he looked around furtively as though seeking another way out. “I will not answer such base allegations! God and my King are the only ones I answer to.” 
 
    “Good. Then Hugh de Puiset, Bishop of Durham, I arrest you on suspicion of treason.  You will be sent to Rouen in Normandy where you can make your case before the King.” 
 
    He shrank in his seat.  His Dean said, “Is this lawful?” 
 
    “I am Earl Marshal!” I took out the seal of office which Henry had given to me.  “I am second only to the King.  If the Bishop is innocent and can prove his innocence then he will be returned hence and I will be punished.” I turned to stare at the Bishop.  “I can tell you that I expect no such punishment.” 
 
    The Bishop turned to his knights, “Are you going to stand there and allow me to be taken?” 
 
    The Sheriff said, “They are showing sense, Bishop. This is the Earl Marshal.  We have just defeated King William who is, even now, crawling back across the border.” The Bishop’s face told me that he had no idea that we had won. His shoulders slumped.  Now his belligerent response was understandable.  He had thought our small numbers meant that we had been defeated. 
 
    I said, “We leave on the morrow for Stockton.  My ship will take you to Normandy.  You may take priests and a couple of servants.” I looked around.  “The last time I was here you had a Templar. I believe he said his name was Roger de Tancraville.  I wish to arrest him too.  Where is he?” 
 
    The Bishop shrugged.  “I know not.  He is somewhere.” 
 
    I nodded, “Earl William of Stockton will command the Palatinate until the Bishop, or his replacement returns.  All of the knights here and every knight in the Palatinate will swear to support him or I will take their manors from them.” 
 
    The knights had no choice but I saw that it was not a popular decision. My son would have his work cut out.  
 
    “Sir Harold, escort the Bishop to his chambers.  Mount a guard on him. Sir Richard go to our men and tell them to search the castle for this Templar. Our squires saw him and will recognise him when they see him.” 
 
    Once the Bishop had been taken away my son and I spent some time going through the arrangements for this temporary handover of power. When we were satisfied that they understood I said, “I will not be returning to Normandy.  I will be in the valley and along the Scottish border.  Make no mistake, my lords.  The Warlord of the North will be here.  You had better get used to it.” 
 
    The Templar was not to be found.  Geoffrey FitzMaurice discovered that there had been four other men who had been in the castle and appeared to have come from the far east.  They too had disappeared at the same time. It had been as my banners had been see approaching the castle. Once we discovered that I had William question the knights.  
 
    As we ate, later that night, William told me what he had discovered. “There were five of them, and they arrived almost a year ago. They were not, as we were led to believe, the Bishop’s bodyguards. The one we saw had no spurs yet the knights told us that he was a knight. They were trying to throw us off the scent.  He must have been there to ensure that the Bishop did not say that which he should not. The five of them would often disappear for a month at a time. They were allowed to come and go as they pleased. They were given their own quarters. I had John of Chester search them.  He found this. It was lodged behind the bed in the Templar’s chamber.” 
 
    He handed me a piece of burned parchment.  It had obviously been put on a fire and this piece had been blown from the fire. All that remained was the red smudge of melted wax and some letters, ‘eune’. 
 
    I nodded, “Louis le Jeune.  This was a letter from the King of France. I can see why they burned it.  Then they were agents of Louis.” 
 
    William nodded, “And the other Templars too. Louis demands a high price for land in France eh?” 
 
    “I have much to say when I next write to the King,” 
 
    Samuel had been listening and he asked, “Where are they now?  Fled back to France?” 
 
    My son shook his head, “No, my son, they will still be here in the north. They have not had time to flee.  We sent word to every port and castle to watch for Templars.  They cannot easily escape us. William of Scotland lives yet.  He is part of the conspiracy. They left as we arrived.  They could be watching the castle.” 
 
    “Or,” I added, “finding the rest of their confederates. They are bold men.  They gamble all.  As we saw at Otterburn they do not fear death. Their Order is as important to them as our country is to us. They are not finished yet.  We will scour the land for them.” William nodded, “I will have your family brought to you over the next few days.  We will wait until the Bishop has been sent away and the traitor, de Vernon. This is your hall now.” 
 
    We left the next morning for the ride back to Stockton. It would be good to be back in my valley. It was just a short twenty miles. With just my men and Sir Harold and Sir Richard we were are a small group.  Aelric and my archers were already in Stockton and I just had my twelve men at arms and the eight who accompanied my knights. 
 
    Like Dick, in the forests to the north, we were tricked by nature. The wind was behind us.  We were entering the forests north of Thorpe and we knew that soon we would be home.  The road descended to a slight hollow and then climbed a small ridge. The men of Thorpe had cleared the road side of trees south of the ridge. We were on the last section close by the dell. With my men guarding the Bishop it was Sir Harold’s men who were in the van with Sir Richard’s with the baggage and our spare horses. We were ambushed! 
 
    Two of Sir Harold’s men fell first, killed by crossbow bolts. Roger of Bath shouted, “Ambush!” He waved his sword and he and four men took off to help the ones who had been attacked. 
 
    I shouted to the six men who remained, “Guard the Bishop!” 
 
    Men ran from the trees.  They had pole weapons. Roger of Baths’ quick response meant that he and my four men reached and slew the crossbowmen before they could hurt another.  It did, however, leave us weaker in the centre. I drew my sword and rode at the nearest man.  I hacked the head from the spear as it was thrust at me. I kicked him in the head with my mailed foot and, as he reeled brought my sword into the side of his head. Sir Harold, Sir Richard and our squires spurred their horses towards the danger. I spied, out of the corner of my eye the Templar from Durham.  He was flanked by two sergeants and the three of them were mounted.  I was isolated and they came directly for me. I did not flinch.  I wheeled Skuld and rode towards the Templar.  I pulled up my shield. Padraig had urged his horse next to me.  He bravely placed his horse between me and the sergeant to my right.  I took the sword blow from the Templar on my shield. 
 
    I shouted, “Stockton!” I needed help from my men at arms. I brought my sword around to slash at the Templar. He anticipated it and brought his shield down to block it.  I heard a cry from behind me.  It was Padraig. He had been struck.  It was to be expected.  He was but a squire and the sergeants were veterans.  I was now alone with three enemies. One sergeant at arms was blocked in his attempt to get at me by the Templar knight.  I dared not turn my back on him and I braced myself for the blow in my back. Skuld showed what a clever horse she was.  She lunged and bit the Templar’s horse’s rump. It made her kick out and she caught the other sergeant’s mount, behind us, so that it skittered away.  It also moved the Templar knight away from me.  I swung my sword, blindly behind me. As it connected with something I looked around.  The sergeant who had unhorsed Padraig had been about to bring his sword down on me.  My blow had hacked across his chest.  Even as I looked he was falling from the saddle.  Behind him I saw a prostrate Padraig.  I could do nothing to help my squire.  I was fighting for my life. 
 
    The knight was not without skill and he managed to control his horse at the same time as he slashed towards my shield.  Roger of Bath had heard my cry and was bringing back my men and the survivors of Sir Harold’s men. The sword struck my shield hard.  It had still not recovered from the blow of the war hammer and I felt my arm slipping.  It was as though I had no control over it. The second mounted sergeant had managed to get around the Templar knight. 
 
     I had little feeling in my left hand and I had to turn Skuld with my knees.  It was as though she knew what was expected of her for she moved swiftly around. The Templar thought he had me.  He wore an open helmet and I saw his face open into a grin of triumph. “You shall die and I will be rewarded by the King of France! But there is no honour in killing an old man who is obviously past his prime.” 
 
    If he was trying to insult me he failed.  I, of all people, knew that I was old.  I understood that I could no longer fight as well as I had when I had been a young man. I had to use cunning. I felt the shield slipping from my fingers.  I could do nothing about it.  I tried to squeeze my left hand and I could not. I just had one arm to defeat two men. As I turned, I raised my right arm as though to strike at his head with my sword.  He contemptuously brought up his shield.  I twisted the sword in the air.  My right hand was still as quick as ever and I struck his left thigh as hard as I could with the edge of my sword. It jarred against the bone. The Templar’s leg spurted bright blood. He threw his left arm to the side. I pulled back my arm to finish him. There was a cry from behind me. And, as I skewered the Templar under the rib cage, the sergeant at arms was speared by Sir Harold. 
 
    Roger of Bath appeared next to me. “I am sorry lord! I did not think. Your arm!” 
 
    “Never mind me, see to Padraig.  Thank you, Sir Harold.  Are any left?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “They are dead.  Sir Richard’s men left the baggage and the horses.  They made the difference.” 
 
    I looked up and saw empty saddles.  Of the twenty men at arms who had accompanied us, ten lay dead or badly wounded. I had, quite probably, been maimed and I knew not if Padraig lived or died. I sheathed my sword and used my right hand to hold the reins.  I rode back to the Bishop.  It was not just blood which covered my face and which made it red, it was bathed in anger.  He physically recoiled, “These deaths are down to you! If my squire dies then you may not have to worry about a voyage to Rouen for I shall kill you myself!” 
 
    Sir Harold put his arm before me, “Earl Marshal, you are not yourself. Let the King punish him.  When this snake dies then surely God will wreak vengeance upon him!” 
 
    “Keep him from me! For his own sake!” 
 
    Behind me Roger of Bath said, “Lord, he lives! Padraig is alive!” 
 
    “Then let us take our dead and get to Stockton. Our work is unfinished but, until we are healed we can do nothing!” 
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 Epilogue 
 
    My injury meant that I was unable to travel.  Instead of sending ‘Adela’ to London and then Rouen, I killed two birds with one stone and sent Sir Richard de Vernon directly to Rouen.  When he returned Sir Richard and William of Kingston told me that the King had wasted little time with the traitor.  After he had had him tortured and questioned he was hung, drawn and quartered. 
 
    “What happened to the Bishop?” 
 
    “I know not lord but the King sent a letter to you.” 
 
    When I read the letter, I felt let down.  The King was playing a game. The letter told me that he now had information to use against the French King. The Bishop of Durham, in return for forgiveness and a second chance, agreed to go to Rome and to tell the Pope of the plots of the French and the conspiracy of the Templars. My son, King Henry, was clever and, perhaps, a little greedy.  The taxes which the Palatinate would pay were to be doubled.  The fact that the Bishop would just tax the people of Durham more would not occur to him.  King Henry told me, in the letter, that the Bishop would not be in a position in the future to conspire against him.  I did not understand what he meant by that but he was the King. The fact that good men had died because of the Bishop was not as important to the King as securing his empire. Perhaps he thought he might gain enough favour with the Pope to rid himself of Thomas Becket.  In that he was mistaken. 
 
    Padraig healed quicker than I did.  He was young.  The blow to the head had stunned him but done no permanent damage. Or at least Father Michael did not believe so. My wound was more problematic. Three months after the wound I could no longer use my left arm or my hand.  As a warrior I was finished.  Was this God’s way of telling me that it was time for me to hang up my sword? Wulfric had been forced into the same position. After Rebekah and Ruth went to Durham I had the castle all to myself.  I was able to reflect on my position. 
 
    My son could be the lord of the north.  He had done so in my absence.  I could still advise King Henry.  My mind had been unaffected.  Perhaps that would be my role.  I would be the general who stayed behind those who were fighting and dying. It was not a prospect which pleased me. My only hope came from the words of Father Michael, “I can find nothing which has been permanently damaged, lord. You must try to use it each day.  Have Padraig lift the arm each morning and each evening.  Use your right hand to make the fingers of your left hand move.” 
 
    “And that will help?” 
 
    “I know not but it cannot hurt and then, of course, you can pray.” 
 
    I nodded.  I had many to pray for now. As I waited for my son and his family to return from Durham I got to know my people again. I rode Skuld and visited all my knights and manors. I watched Wulfric as he learned to walk with a stick.  I was there when James married Ada, the girl he had rescued.  I stood at the grave of Alf after he died.  I watched my town and my people. Alf’s death as well as Dick’s and especially Maud’s had shown me that my life was closer to the end than the beginning. How much longer would I be Warlord? When would I face an enemy who would defeat and kill me? The plots of the French King, the Bishop of Durham and Richard de Vernon had changed my life forever. The dead who would be waiting for me when I left this earth were growing in number. My joy was now in Ruth and Samuel.  I would make certain that the world in which they grew was as safe as it could be.  My valley, and Stockton, would be a haven.  The rest of the country might be filled with danger but I still had the power to protect the people that I cared for. 
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    Glossary 
 
    Aldeneby - Alston (Cumbria) 
 
    Al-Andalus- Spain 
 
    Angevin- the people of Anjou, mainly the ruling family 
 
    Arthuret -Longtown in Cumbria (This is the Brythionic name) 
 
    Bannau Brycheiniog – Brecon Beacons 
 
    Battle- a formation in war (a modern battalion) 
 
    Booth Castle – Bewcastle north of Hadrian’s Wall 
 
    Bachelor knight- an unattached knight 
 
    Banneret- a single knight 
 
    Burn- stream (Scottish) 
 
    Butts- targets for archers 
 
    Cadge- the frame upon which hunting birds are carried (by a codger- hence the phrase old codger being the old man who carries the frame) 
 
    Caerdyf- Cardiff 
 
    Caparison- a surcoat for a horse; often padded for protection 
 
    Captain- a leader of archers 
 
    Chausses - mail leggings. (They were separate- imagine lady's stockings rather than tights!) 
 
    Coningestun- Coniston 
 
    Conroi- A group of knights fighting together. The smallest unit of the period 
 
    Corebricg – Corbridge 
 
    Cuneceastra- Chester-Le-Street 
 
    Demesne- estate 
 
    Destrier- war horse 
 
    Doxy- prostitute 
 
    Dyflin- Dublin 
 
    Dùn Èideann- Edinburgh 
 
    Fissebourne- Fishburn County Durham 
 
    Fess- a horizontal line in heraldry  
 
    Galloglass- Irish mercenaries 
 
    Gambeson- a padded tunic worn underneath mail.  When worn by an archer they came to the waist. It was more of a quilted jacket but I have used the term freely 
 
    Gonfanon- A standard used in medieval times (Also known as a Gonfalon in Italy) 
 
    Hartness- the manor which became Hartlepool 
 
    Hautwesel- Haltwhistle 
 
    Hulle- Rhyl (North Wales) 
 
    Liedeberge- Ledbury 
 
    Lusitania- Portugal 
 
    Mansio- staging houses along Roman Roads 
 
    Mare anglicum – English Channel 
 
    Maredudd ap Bleddyn- King of Powys 
 
    Martinmas- 11th November 
 
    Mêlée- a medieval fight between knights 
 
    Morthpath- Morpeth (Northumbria) 
 
    Moravians- the men of Moray 
 
    Mormaer- A Scottish lord and leader 
 
    Mummer- an actor from a medieval tableau 
 
    Musselmen- Muslims 
 
    Nithing- A man without honour (Saxon)  
 
    Nomismata- a gold coin equivalent to an aureus 
 
    Novo Burgus -Newport (Gwent) 
 
    Outremer- the kingdoms of the Holy Land  
 
    Owain ap Gruffudd- Son of Gruffudd ap Cynan and King of Gwynedd from 1137 
 
    Palfrey- a riding horse 
 
    Poitevin- the language of Aquitaine 
 
    Prestetone- Prestatyn- North Wales 
 
    Pyx- a box containing a holy relic (Shakespeare’s Pax from Henry V) 
 
    Refuge- a safe area for squires and captives (tournaments) 
 
    Sauve qui peut – Every man for himself (French) 
 
    Serengford- Shellingford Oxfordshire 
 
    Sergeant-a leader of a company of men at arms 
 
    Striguil- Chepstow (Gwent) 
 
    Surcoat- a tunic worn over mail or armour 
 
    Sumpter- pack horse 
 
    Theophany- the feast which is on the 6th of January 
 
    Ventail – a piece of mail which covered the neck and the lower face Al-Andalus- Spain 
 
    Veðrafjǫrðr -Waterford (Ireland) 
 
    Veisafjǫrðr- Wexford (Ireland) 
 
    Witenestaple- Whitstable (Kent) 
 
    Wulfestun- Wolviston (Durham) 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Maps and Illustrations 
 
    Henry’s Empire in 1166. 
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    By Reigen - Own work. Sources: Image: France 1154 Eng.jpg by Lotroo under copyleftfrance_1154_1184.jpg from the Historical Atlas by William R. Shepherd, 1911., CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=37306574 
 
    As you can see Henry ruled more of France than the French king. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roads in Britain  
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    By Andrei nacu at English Wikipedia - Transferred from en.wikipedia to Commons by Gpedro. Mason (2001), p. 128. Valeria Victrix was based at Deva Victrix., Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=3575904 
 
    These roads would have been the main roads in Norman England. 
 
      
 
    Historical Notes 
 
    Those who have read my earlier books have read most of what follows.  They should go to Thomas Becket for the new material. (It is five pages down). 
 
    Alfraed is not a real person.  He is based upon an amalgam of a number of people, most notably William Marshal. The title of Earl Marshal was a real one. Earl Marshal (alternatively Marschal, Marischal or Marshall) is a hereditary royal officeholder and chivalric title under the sovereign of the United Kingdom used in England. He is the eighth of the Great Officers of State in the United Kingdom, ranking beneath the Lord High Constable and above the Lord High Admiral. The Earl Marshal has among his responsibilities the organisation of major ceremonial state occasions like the monarch's coronation in Westminster Abbey and state funerals. He is also a leading officer of arms and oversees the College of Arms. 
 
    Source: Earl Marshal - https://en.wikipedia.org 
 
    The March of Wales in the Middle Ages

Immediately after the Norman Conquest, King William of England installed three of his most trusted confidants, Hugh d'Avranches, Roger de Montgomerie, and William Fitz Osbern, as Earls of Chester, Shrewsbury and Hereford respectively, with responsibilities for containing and subduing the Welsh. The process took a century and was never permanently effective. The term "March of Wales" was first used in the Domesday Book of 1086. Over the next four centuries, Norman lords established mostly small marcher lordships between the Dee and Severn, and further west. Military adventurers went to Wales from Normandy and elsewhere and after raiding an area of Wales, then fortified it and granted land to some of their supporters. One example was Bernard de Neufmarché, responsible for conquering and pacifying the Welsh kingdom of Brycheiniog. The precise dates and means of formation of the lordships varied, as did their size." 
 
    Source: Welsh Marches - https://en.wikipedia.org 
 
    Rhys ap Gruffydd or ap Gruffudd (often anglicised to "Griffith") (1132 – 28 April 1197) was the ruler of the kingdom of Deheubarth in south Wales from 1155 to 1197. Today, he is commonly known as The Lord Rhys, in Welsh Yr Arglwydd Rhys, although this title may have not been used in his lifetime. He usually used the title "Proprietary Prince of Deheubarth" or "Prince of South Wales", but two documents have been discovered in which he uses the title "Prince of Wales" or "Prince of the Welsh". Rhys was one of the most successful and powerful Welsh princes, and, after the death of Owain Gwynedd of Gwynedd in 1170, the dominant power in Wales." 
 
    In 1171 Rhys made peace with King Henry II and was confirmed in possession of his recent conquests as well as being named Justiciar of South Wales. He maintained good relations with King Henry until the latter's death in 1189. Following Henry's death Rhys revolted against Richard I and attacked the Norman lordships surrounding his territory, capturing a number of castles. In his later years Rhys had trouble keeping control of his sons, particularly Maelgwn and Gruffydd, who maintained a feud with each other. Rhys launched his last campaign against the Normans in 1196 and captured a number of castles. The following year he died unexpectedly and was buried in St David's Cathedral. 
 
    Source: Rhys ap Gruffydd - https://en.wikipedia.org 
 
    Geoffrey Fitz Empress did rebel and took refuge in Chinon. The siege of Chinon ended much as I describe it.  Young William Fitz Empress did read Vegetius and devise the plan to break down the defenders’ resistance.  The two other castles held by Geoffrey capitulated when Henry approached them.  At the end of the siege, when Chinon surrendered, Henry gave Brittany, whose people had asked for Henry to appoint a leader, to Geoffrey.  As he died a couple of years later it did not make much difference but I do not think that I would have been quite as forgiving. The ramp I mention is now enclosed by a wall on either side.  There is also an extra gatehouse.  The castle was a simpler structure in 1156. The tower you can see in the photograph below is the Tour de Moulin. The royal quarters are visible but these are the much later and grader apartments. In 1156 there would have been functional rather than grand.  This was not yet Henry and Eleanor’s grand house. 
 
    Henry and Eleanor had eight children. As they grew up, tensions over the future inheritance of the empire began to emerge, encouraged by Louis and his son King Philip II. In 1173 Henry's heir apparent, "Young Henry", rebelled in protest; he was joined by his brothers Richard and Geoffrey and by their mother, Eleanor. France, Scotland, Flanders, and Boulogne allied themselves with the rebels. The Great Revolt was only defeated by Henry's vigorous military action and talented local commanders, many of them "new men" appointed for their loyalty and administrative skills. Young Henry and Geoffrey revolted again in 1183, resulting in Young Henry's death. The Norman invasion of Ireland provided lands for his youngest son John, but Henry struggled to find ways to satisfy all his sons' desires for land and immediate power. Philip successfully played on Richard's fears that Henry would make John king, and a final rebellion broke out in 1189. Decisively defeated by Philip and Richard and suffering from a bleeding ulcer, Henry retreated to Chinon in Anjou, where he died. 
 
    Source: Henry II of England - https://en.wikipedia.org 
 
    The Bretons did ask Henry to choose their next Count and, despite all that he had done to him, Henry chose Geoffrey. He did not rule for long.  He died two years after he was appointed Count. Brittany was then subsumed into Normandy and Anjou. William also died young, at the age of 27 but as his death influenced Henry’s rule I will leave those details for a later book! No plot spoilers. 
 
    Sieges at this time relied on starving to death the occupants. Wooden castles, the early motte and bailey, could be fired but a stone one with a good ditch could defeat most enemies.  The ditches they used were copied from the Roman ones. Once an enemy was in a ditch it was almost impossible to retreat.  The trebuchet was in its early stages of development and the onagers and other stone throwers had to be used close enough for them to be subject to archers. Rams were useful but they were not particularly robust and could be set on fire. They also needed a smooth surface.  That was not common in the twelfth century. Chinon was unusual in that it had a ramp. Wooden towers were used at the siege of Ascalon and they were burned.  The resulting inferno caused a breach and the Templars disobeyed the king to attack immediately.  Their heads were displayed on Cairo’s walls. Sometimes the onager was called a mangonel.  I have used the Roman name here. 
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    Source: File: Roman Onager.jpg - https://en.wikipedia.org 
 
    [image: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/da/Battering_ram.jpg] 
 
    Source: File: Battering ram.jpg - https://en.wikipedia.org 
 
    The rams used at the times would have been lower and covered in hides.  This replica gives a rough idea of the construction. 
 
    Especial thanks are due to Rich Sankovich.  He allowed me to use his crossbow. I now understand how hard it is to fire one.  The end is very heavy.  You have to be kneeling or resting to use one. Its accuracy is also not as good as that of a bow despite the mechanical nature of the beast.  Pulling back the cord to fire it is also a challenge.  I would defy anyone to send more than a couple of bolts in a four-minute period. I am also indebted to the Essex re-enactors who told me of a competition held between muskets and war bows. Even tap firing the muskets (apparently an unsafe procedure) the war bow sent more arrows further and at a greater rate than the musket. Wellington, it is alleged, wondered about having a battalion of archers! 
 
    I have changed the dates but the events happened roughly at the times I indicated. 
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    An artist’s impression of the Roman Bridge and fort at Newcastle upon Tyne. 
 
    Wikipedia 
 
    Posset- From medieval times to the 19th century, in Britain, it was a hot drink of milk curdled with wine or ale, often spiced, which was popular and used as a cold and flu remedy or as a catch all for being unwell. 
 
    Thomas Becket 
 
    The incident with William FitzEmpress and Thomas Becket happened the way I wrote it.  The new Archbishop of Canterbury chose to deny William his happiness.  He fled England for France when King Henry brought him to book for his refusal to confirm Henry’s choice of priests. I made up his collusion with France.  However, I am not a fan of Becket.  In my view he was self-serving and sought power.  I have no evidence that he wished to be Pope but it suits my story.   
 
    William FitzEmpress  
 
    Similarly, I have given what I believe is a plausible answer to William FitzEmpress’ early death at the age of 27. History records that he died a year after Becket refused his request to marry Isabel.  William died suddenly shortly thereafter, it was said of a broken heart, and was buried in the Cathedral of Notre-Dame in Rouen.  I find poison a more realistic fate and, once again, it suits my plot line. His brother Henry blamed Becket for William's death, and this might well have been the beginning of the great conflict between them. When Becket was murdered 29 December 1170, one of the assailants was Richard le Breton who had been a knight in William's employ. When Breton delivered his fatal blow he shouted, "Take that, for the love of my lord William, the king's brother!" 
 
    Duchy of Brittany 
 
    Henry had appointed Conan as Duke but he was weak.  The Breton leaders did as they liked and so Henry took on the challenge and defeated them.  Henry then forced Conan to abdicate as duke and to give Brittany to his five-year-old daughter, Constance, who was handed over and betrothed to Henry's son Geoffrey. This arrangement was quite unusual in terms of medieval law, as Conan might have had sons who could have legitimately inherited the duchy. They eventually married in July 1181. For those who have read my Border Knight series, this is the same Constance who is mother of Prince Arthur and Eleanor Fair Maid of Brittany. 
 
    Empress Matilda 
 
    This is the last book in which the Empress, the love of the Warlord’s life will appear. Matilda died on 10 September 1167, and her remaining wealth was given to the Church. She was buried under the high altar at the abbey of Bec-Hellouin in a service led by Rotrou, the Archbishop of Rouen. Her tomb's epitaph included the lines "Great by birth, greater by marriage, greatest in her offspring: here lies Matilda, the daughter, wife, and mother of Henry", which became a famous phrase among her contemporaries. This tomb was damaged in a fire in 1263 and later restored in 1282, before finally being destroyed by an English army in 1421. In 1684 the Congregation of St. Maur identified some of her remaining bones and reburied them at Bec-Hellouin in a new coffin. Her remains were lost again after the destruction of Bec-Hellouin's church by Napoleon, but were found once more in 1846 and this time reburied at Rouen Cathedral, where they remain. Contemporary chroniclers in England, France, Germany and Italy documented many aspects of Matilda's life, although the only biography of her, apparently written by Arnulf of Lisieux, has been lost. The chroniclers took a range of perspectives on her. In Germany, the chroniclers praised Matilda extensively and her reputation as the "good Matilda" remained positive. During the years of the Anarchy, works such as the Gesta Stephani took a much more negative tone, praising Stephen and condemning Matilda. Once Henry II assumed the throne, the tone of the chroniclers towards Matilda became more positive. Legends spread in the years after Matilda's death, including the suggestion that her first husband, Henry, had not died but had in fact secretly become a hermit – making Matilda's second marriage illegitimate – and a tale that Matilda had an affair with Stephen, resulting in the conception of Henry II. 
 
      
 
    Malcolm IV and William (the Lion) 
 
    Malcolm was not only King of Scots, but also inherited the Earldom of Northumbria, which his father and grandfather had gained during the wars between Stephen and Empress Matilda. Malcolm granted Northumbria to his brother William, keeping Cumbria for himself. Cumbria was, like the earldoms of Northumbria and Huntingdon, and later Chester, a fief of the English crown. While Malcolm delayed doing homage to Henry II of England for his possessions in Henry's kingdom, he did so in 1157 at Peveril Castle in Derbyshire and later at Chester. Henry II refused to allow Malcolm to keep Cumbria, or William to keep Northumbria, but instead granted the Earldom of Huntingdon to Malcolm, for which Malcolm did homage. 
 
    Malcolm IV died on 9 December 1165 at Jedburgh, aged twenty-four. His premature death may have been hastened by Paget's disease (a chronic disorder that typically results in enlarged and deformed bones). While his contemporaries were in no doubt that Malcolm had some of the qualities of a great king, later writers were less convinced. The compiler of the Annals of Ulster, writing soon after 1165, praises Malcolm: 
 
    ‘Máel Coluim Cenn Mór, son of Henry, high king of Scotland, the best Christian that was of the Gaidhil [who dwell] by the sea on the east for alms, deeds, hospitality and piety, died.’ 
 
    Likewise, William of Newburgh praises Malcolm, "the most Christian king of the Scots", highly in his Historia Rerum Anglicarum. 
 
    Nonetheless, Malcolm was not well regarded in all quarters. The Gesta Annalia remarks ‘[Malcolm] quite neglected the care, as well as governance, of his kingdom. Wherefore he was so hated by all the common people that William, the elder of his brothers - who had always been on bad terms with the English, and their lasting foe, forasmuch as they had taken away his patrimony, the earldom of Northumbria, to wit - was by them appointed warden of the whole kingdom, against the king's will.’ 
 
    In contrast to his deeply religious, frail brother, William was powerfully built, redheaded, and headstrong. He was an effective monarch whose reign was marred by his ill-fated attempts to regain control of Northumbria from the Normans. 
 
    He was not known as "The Lion" during his own lifetime, and the title did not relate to his tenacious character or his military prowess. It was attached to him because of his flag or standard, a red lion rampant with a forked tail on a yellow background. This went on to become the Royal Banner of Scotland, still used today but quartered with those of England and of Ireland. It became attached to him because the chronicler John of Fordun called him the "Lion of Justice". 
 
    William was grandson of David I of Scotland. He also inherited the title of Earl of Northumbria in 1152 from his father, Henry of Scotland. However, he had to give up this title to King Henry II of England in 1157. This caused trouble after William became king, since he spent a lot of effort trying to regain Northumbria. 
 
    Wikipedia. 
 
    I have changed some of the dates to fit in with my story line.  Malcolm did die at Jedburgh and his brother tried to take Northumbria. His campaign and the first siege of Prudhoe did happen.  William gave up the siege and went back to Scotland. History does not give us the reason.  I have suggested the Warlord. The story will continue.  Thomas Becket will return to England. King William will try to take Northumbria again.  King Henry will face a revolt from his sons. The Warlord’s work is not finished yet! 
 
    Books used in the research:  
 
    The Varangian Guard- 988-1453 Raffael D’Amato 
 
    Saxon Viking and Norman- Terence Wise 
 
    The Walls of Constantinople AD 324-1453-Stephen Turnbull 
 
    Byzantine Armies- 886-1118- Ian Heath 
 
    The Age of Charlemagne-David Nicolle 
 
    The Normans- David Nicolle 
 
    Norman Knight AD 950-1204- Christopher Gravett 
 
    The Norman Conquest of the North- William A Kappelle 
 
    The Knight in History- Francis Gies 
 
    The Norman Achievement- Richard F Cassady 
 
    Knights- Constance Brittain Bouchard 
 
    Knight Templar 1120-1312 -Helen Nicholson  
 
    Feudal England: Historical Studies on the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries- J. H. Round 
 
    Armies of the Crusades- Helen Nicholson 
 
    Knight of Outremer 1187- 1344 - David Nicholle 
 
    Crusader Castles in the Holy Land- David Nicholle 
 
    The Crusades- David Nicholle 
 
    Bamburgh Castle Heritage group 
 
    Warkworth Castle- English Heritage Guide 
 
    The Times Atlas of World History 
 
    Old Series Ordnance Survey Maps #93 Middlesbrough 
 
    Old Series Ordnance Survey Maps #81 Alnwick and Morpeth 
 
    Old Series Ordnance Survey Maps #92 Barnard Castle 
 
    For those who like authentic maps the last two maps are part of a series now available.  They are the first Government produced maps of the British Isles. Great Britain, apart from the larger conurbations, was the same as it had been 800 years earlier. 
 
    I also discovered a good website http://orbis.stanford.edu/. This allows a reader to plot any two places in the Roman world and if you input the mode of transport you wish to use and the time of year it will calculate how long it would take you to travel the route. I have used it for all of my books up to the eighteenth century as the transportation system was roughly the same.  The Romans would have been quicker! I used it in this book and according to Orbis the journey from London to Rouen would have taken 2.7 days! In summer it would have been 3.1! it is an impressive resource.
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